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The Story So Far



After a titanic battle with a level three hundred wizard, a powerful elf transports Seven, an outcast in his own world, to a new land. Waking in an empty chapel, he finds his stats and skills intact and even has an enchanted weapon locked away in his storage. But he must complete a harsh training regime to survive.

He quickly discovers he’s a Novice in the mysterious Quintasia Academy. Teaming up with a girl called Keller, an abductee like himself, he completes all his training. Along the way, he falls foul of other students and a nasty professor called Drake.

Seven, though, isn’t without his advantages. In a huge turnaround, he’s no longer a weakling. Unfortunately, his strength leads him and Keller into unexpected dramas. They battle with a Speakwood tree, come to loggerheads with the most powerful guild in the academy, and form a pact with a strange student called Snitch.

There is a bright side. He meets more girls as he progresses. There’s Tamereth, the spear woman, Sinta—a huntress from Milkwood, and Jez, who’s happiest when she’s in the library studying. They all pass the Novice tests, but can they survive the dreaded Dungeon Five?


Chapter One




You are eligible to enter the fifth dungeon. The fifth dungeon will open in one hour.

The cannons finally quieted over Milkwood Glen as Quintasia’s announcement faded. Seven sighed and laid back on the long grass, a broody sky overhead. A niggling feeling poked and prodded, tangled his gut into a knot, and it wasn’t the explosions announcing the deaths of failed students. He’d missed something. But what evaded him?

“That’s the last of them,” Sinta said. “Too many. Far too many.” She drew a shawl around her shoulders even though their small slice of the glen was hot, its air sticky with abundant tension. “Why kill them?”

“Someone told me that Quintasia hasn’t the room to house them, nor does it want to let them free in case the elves strip them of their mana. They said, why feed the enemy?” Seven rose, propping himself upon his elbow and ruffling his hair, letting his rowdy fringe cascade back. “Too much killing,” he added, continuing Sinta’s theme. “Too much of everything.”

“Too many. Too much.” Keller rested her hand on Seven’s stomach. “What do you mean, everything?” She screwed her face up.

“Information. So much thrown at me, at us, recently. I can barely remember who said what.”

Keller thumped him playfully. “You better remember our bits.”

“I’ll never forget those.” Seven grunted. “They put a smile on my face. But we’ve forgotten something. I can feel it in my gut.” He pulled Genevieve’s book from his storage ring. “We’ve forgotten something to do with this.”

“We did the arrowheads, even added a spearhead,” Jezebel chimed in, pushing her glasses tight to her eyes. “We completed the training to Martial. Did the four dungeons. I have researched all available books thoroughly.” She smacked her lips together and sucked her cheeks in, falling into a silent muse before reaching her conclusion. “I cannot see what else we could have done.”

Seven flattened his hand, expecting the book to fall to an open page and its jumbled letters to organize. He hoped further instructions would manifest. “Nothing! It’s like it’s dead.”

“Perhaps that’s it until we enter dungeon five,” Tamereth said. “Maybe we’re done for now.”

That had crossed Seven’s mind, and the book had opened in dungeon four and told them how to make the arrowheads from the quicksilver and moonstone powder. But the feeling he’d skipped something wouldn’t go away.

“No. We screwed up somewhere. Genevieve liked to check in. He’s always had something to say once we returned here.”

“We know hidden wards trigger the information,” Sinta said, rising and wandering to the top of the stone steps leading to her village. She glanced down, staring through the clouds that canopied the place. “I’ll miss Milkwood. Miss its simplicity.”

“How was your father?” Seven put the book away, then rested his chin on his upturned palms. Keller wriggled closer, threading one of her hands through his legs with the familiarity only lovers felt comfortable with.

Sinta tilted her head, lost in her memories. “He was on the rock, lost to the swirls and whorls of mana. He has retreated there. It is his safe place.”

For a moment Seven let his mind drift to that place, opening his Mana Sight to witness the magical substance’s power, the beauty of its untamed patterns. It was a plane devoid of worry, a scene like no other where potency became beauty. But Keller’s next words pulled him back from there, momentarily adding possibilities.

“What’s stopping you from leaving?” she asked. “If you’ve had second thoughts, go. What can they do? In fact, what’s stopping us all from bypassing the test and entering Quintasia? We could go along the underground passage. The book will break the wards. Or we could bugger off through the clouds and forge a new life.”

Seven grimaced. “That’s just it. I don’t think it will. The book feels dead. It’s never felt that way before. There was always something intriguing about it. Like a secret about to be told. It always knocked at the corner of my mind, needing me to open it.”

“So, what did you miss?” Tamereth’s gaze flitted from Seven to Keller. Her eyes narrowed and lips tightened. She drew her arms across her chest, turning away from them.

Keller sat up, paused, then let out an enormous sigh. “Trunks,” she said. “Straight trees. Upright ones.” She hit her head. “Something about a jungle and two trees. We were supposed to find them.”

Jezebel giggled. “Didn’t you find something else? Some of that weed?”

“No!” Keller jumped up. “After the ants—the temple. Wasn’t there another quest? I know we were in a hurry—that time wasn’t on our side. Then every plan we had gone out of the window with Snitch and Archemi and the dungeon five announcement. Should we have gone back into dungeon three?”

“Two straight trees,” Seven said, the tension in his gut releasing a little. “We were supposed to find two straight trunks, and now we’re out of sequence.”

Califire chose that moment to break its silence. “Good to see you’re still screwing up.”

“Still?” Seven asked.

“You nearly missed the wizard. I had to do a quick shimmy to make sure I plugged that fucker right in the gut. Right in it. Did you see the blood? Man, it was special.”

The enchanted weapon had assumed the guise of an axe and lay by Seven’s side. It had been quiet since Seven had introduced it to the girls. Reaching level fifteen had finally released the enchanted weapon from his storage ring. While he was glad to have it back, its voice grated on him.

He’d had the pleasure of the weapon’s company for the brief period between joining Siniman’s Forlorn Hope and attempting to assassinate a wizard three hundred levels above him. The contempt the weapon held for him tainted his impression of it. His gut twisted a little more, fresh angst knotting his intestines.

“I was too busy getting burned from the inside out and the outside in.” He grunted. “But you downplay my part and just big yourself up. Don’t mind me.”

The axe rose, its stunning shaft bending even as its runes and glyphs swirled upon its satin silver surface. It faced Seven, light tracking its fabled edge. “Don’t think I don’t know how you messed with your numbers. Penick said to put all in Magic and Instinct, but you couldn’t, could you? You think you know best!”

“I needed some Strength to hold your ego up, and a little Dexterity to avoid your tongue lashes.”

“Mouthy little fucker, isn’t he?” Keller said.

He was a reasonable assumption. The weapon sounded like a man who’d smoked dried oak bark his entire life and then washed it down with a hearty mug of iron shavings.

“I can put him back in storage,” Seven replied, causing the axe to rear its head further.

“No! No! Don’t do that! Anything but that. What do you want, Partner?” The axe flared its blade into the pretense of a smile.

“Shut up and let me think.” Seven scrunched his nose up. “Partner?”

“You made it to level fifteen. I thought you’d bite a blade and drop me long before that.”

“But Partner? Not feeble wastrel or lowly serf?”

Califire snickered. “You’re both those things, but I can work with you.”

“Better,” Seven said. “Back to the trunks. Let’s think through the problem. Wards activate the book. One clue, one task, leads to another.” He grunted. “Assuming we’ve broken the chain in dungeon three, how come it still worked in four?”

“Because the ward was on the other side of the portal,” Jez said. “We walked straight into it.”

“So, it begs the question, ‘Why didn’t it we get one when we left?’ Why didn’t we get our little Genevieve pat on the back?” Keller asked.

Her question stumped everybody, and silence fell momentarily until she spun around, pulled herself up and kneeled beside Seven. She trailed her fingers up along the crease of his armor, searching out the line between his stomach and groin. “We have the arrowheads. He said they’d kill the elves. Do we need him anymore? An arrow is an arrow, after all.”

“Quicksilver, I take it,” Califire said, perking once more. “That alone won’t kill the fuckers. You need a good bit of ash. They hate certain types of wood. Keeps them bleeding while the metal does its work.” The enchanted weapon chuckled, the sound sinister rather than filled with joy. “I love that irony. Tree-hugging fuckers despised by their pets.”

“Two straight trunks—that’s what it was,” Jezebel said. “I’ll bet they were cypresses.”

The axe’s runes glowed with excitement. “That’s one of them! That wood sends them into convulsions. It fucks them good and proper. Nice to see we have some brains on board. An excellent addition to your harem. Can’t be all tits and ass.” The axe swiveled its head, and for a moment, Seven thought it might wink at him.

“No,” Tamereth said. “No, we’re not. We’re not a fucking harem waiting to pleasure our lord and master. I, for one, will never be that!”

“At least, not yet,” Keller said with a playful wink.

Tamereth shot up. “There’s no yet. At least not as far as I’m concerned. We shouldn’t accept we’re going to lie on our backs for the mighty Sev—” She cut off her rant. “Sorry, it’s just been playing on my mind, is all. When’s this damn portal going to open? It’s driving me nuts.”

Sinta walked back from the steps. “Not long now. But I know what you mean. It’s like a storm’s coming.” She shivered, then crouched, leaving Seven wondering if she was talking about the harem or the upcoming dungeon trial. Before he could ask, she continued. “I can see nothing beyond this moment. It’s like I’ve lost my future—like the impending doom has cut it away.”

Her foresight was still a bit of a mystery to Seven. She’d claimed to have witnessed the wizard Mulderstrike burning him to death while the arch elf Penick healed him, and that must have been some kind of vision because there was no way she could have known the finer details of that encounter. But how far the talent, skill, whatever it was, stretched, Seven didn’t know. As he was about to ask her, he caught sight of Tamereth’s scowl.

Her outburst was quite contrary to the signals she’d given off before. But when she caught his eye, she looked away immediately, staring at the treeline as if willing the portal to come. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

She glanced back. “Why should there be anything wrong? Sinta’s right. We have no future at the moment. It’s okay for you and Keller. You’ve been together longer. You’re at that touch-feely stage.” Slapping the ground, she jumped up, spinning and facing him. “I was on my way to join a noble’s harem before this place abducted me. I had no choice but to join it.” She hesitated, as if unsure of her next words. “The caravans were over for the season. Money was tight, and I was in a tighter spot. It was a good offer, but the truth was, I had no choice. Here? It’s no different. Keller made that plain when I joined. It was to be part of the pack or nothing.”

“No, I—” Keller protested, then shrugged. “Well, maybe. I dunno. Did I lay it on too thick? This whole wolf thing takes over sometimes. Old Redeye yearns for a pack.”

“What wolf thing?” Califire asked, twisting and extending its head so it was right in Keller’s face.

Keller stared at the enchanted weapon, her eyes wide as its glistening blade nearly touched her nose. “I gotta talk to an axe, now? Can this place get trippier?”

Califire withdrew as if he’d taken offense. “What do you want to talk to? A spear? I can be a spear if you want. Or a sword, a bow, a mace. Mace is good. Mace crush skulls. Let’s do that, Seven. Let’s crush some skulls—some elven skulls. Smash them into a blood-soaked pulp.”

“Why would you want to kill elves when Penick, your creator, is an elf?” Seven asked. The question had bugged him for a while. Penick had rescued him from the battle with the Atun and set him up to fight the so-called Rage of Elves.

Califire’s magnificence flowed into a mace shape, its shaft angled like a fisherman’s rod, a spiked silver ball dangling from a chain. Its face formed on the ball. “Do you like all humans? I bet you don’t. What makes you think Penick likes his kind?” The enchanted mace snorted. “Just be thankful he’s on your side. All you need to do is get as good as Siniman and you’ve got half a hope. So, you’re part wolf, Keller?”

“Being part wolf is no excuse for trying to force me to—” Tamereth growled, pushed her hands through her hair, and walked away.

“What’s up with her?” Keller said.

Jez cleared her throat, her words laced with high-pitched nerves. “It’s intimidating enough trying to avoid death here. It’s lurking around every corner. Adding pressure to fall in love and sleep with Seven is daunting. It’s like you’ll throw us out if we don’t concede.” She looked away fast, shrinking into herself before hissing. “Back me up, Sinta.”

“I know…” Sinta bit her lip. “I feel strongly for Seven. I have done ever since that day I found him injured. He has given me adventure and a meaning for my life.” She pulled her shawl tighter. “I don’t want to rock the boat.”

“So you’d lay with him rather than upset anybody.” Tamereth scoffed. “There were women like you on the caravans. They didn’t last long. Tried to please everyone and just got pissed on. I’m not getting pissed on. I’ve got power here. I don’t have to do as I’m told, not now, not again.”

“No one said you have to do anything!” Seven snapped. “I won’t force anyone to do anything they don’t want to. I’m happy with Keller. Always have been.”

“But you can see yourself with more than one of us,” Tamereth said, more a statement than a question.

“I have pictured it. What man wouldn’t? You’re all beautiful, and so different. But I won’t pressure you to do anything. You have a choice.”

Tamereth sniffed. “Lay with you or leave the party?”

Anger rose, unclenching his nerves and filling him with rage. “When? When have I ever said that? You know me, Tammy. That’s not who I am. I’m no powerful Lord. I come from the gutter. My power is new—but I didn’t earn it. An elf gave it to me, along with an enchanted weapon. You just want to fight with us, that’s fine. It goes for all of you. I’m no arrogant fucker pretending to protect you just so I can get in your pants.”

Tamereth glared at him. “Gah! You’re impossible sometimes.” She stormed off to the forest, then screamed so loudly Seven winced.

“Who rattled her cage?” Califire’s grating voice filled the silence. “She needs to pull her spear out of her ass. Getting back to the wolf. Spill the beans.” The weapon morphed back into its axe form, reaching once more to face Keller. “What do you mean?”

Keller closed her eyes and sighed. “The day was going pretty well, wasn’t it?” She flipped her hair back. “Let me make this simple. I have a wolf companion, and yeah, it prompts me to form a pack, and that’s what I thought we were doing. If I laid it on too thick…”

“You did,” Jez said. “I thought we had no choice, too. But Seven isn’t undesirable. He has a body to die for, and I’m sure I could have gone through with it just fine. But, given the choice, I’d prefer to be in love, or at least in lust.”

Seven’s cheeks flushed. He was unaccustomed to girls talking about him like that. His deformity had set him apart before. In his old land, everyone viewed his missing finger with repugnance. He was Seven the Cursed. He brought bad luck with him. If a crop turned bad, he’d caused it. If a bandit party raided their village, it was his luck that drove their misfortune.

“None of you need to screw me. None of you!” He raised his voice. “You hear that, Tamereth? You don’t have to love me. Hell, you don’t even have to like me. You just have to fight the fuckers that did this to us. And yes!” He stared at the flat, gray sky. “That means you, Quintasia, and I know you can hear me. We reject you! We will not fight your war for you!”

Califire’s laughter grated through the glen once more. Then he fell silent, and when he spoke, his voice resounded through the Milkwood, rolled over the chapels, and tumbled down the slope.

“Oh, this is beautiful, absolutely beautiful. They don’t get it, Penick. They don’t understand.”

“Understand what?” Keller asked.

The axe altered again, a featureless creature standing in its stead. He had two arms, two legs, a trunk, a neck, and smoothed off head. He flickered between silver and the darkest, deepest black, the runes swirling on his liquid skin flashing blue, then crimson. “That this is your battle. It’s everyone’s battle. The Rage of Elves is without end. You either fight it here or get slaughtered elsewhere.”


Chapter Two




“What do you think is up with Tamereth?” Keller whispered while shielding her mouth. She nodded in the spear woman’s direction. “I mean, she was on board, and now she’s gone cold.”

Tamereth sat across the grass at the edge of the Milkwood Glen, deep in conversation with Sinta and Jezebel.

“Pretty animated too,” Keller added. “Something’s rattled her cage.”

Despite her outbursts, her apparent change of mind, Seven still marveled at Tamereth’s beauty. She was ferociously attractive and had a dangerous quality to her. No girl’s girl, she was all woman and held a confidence that betrayed her innate capability. She could look after herself, which made him wonder why she thought they’d cornered her. Seven could never envisage a time when Tamereth would do something she really didn’t want to do.

He stared at her as he answered, attempting to play devil’s advocate.

“Definitely having second thoughts? Perhaps first thoughts. We haven’t had a chance to breathe since we teamed up.” He closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose as he ground his teeth. Then his own doubts reared their head. “I don’t know. I’m still not sure I want anyone else but you.”

He looked away, studying the deck’s paving as his cheeks reddened, and the growing feeling that he’d just broken an unspoken promise reared its head. Even though Tamereth had changed her mind.

Keller reached for him, her fingers slipping through his and tightening. “That’s sweet, and I have my doubts, too. But I see the way they look at you. They want more than they’re willing to admit.”

Sinta glanced over, smiling, then glancing away.

“I see the way you look at them. You want more as well.” Keller squeezed his hand again, but it lacked conviction, her palm cold yet clammy.

“Really? Tamereth was quite certain she wanted nothing to do with me.”

Keller’s laughter rang out, quickly stifled by her hand. “I’m sorry. It’s just⁠—”

“I’m glad you think it’s funny,” Seven snapped. “We’re about to enter a dungeon where the worst monsters we could imagine will try to kill us. The last thing I need is my head mashed with this.” He pulled his hand away. “We’ve got to focus to survive. It’s you and me, Kels. The others must fight with us. They’re part of our team. That’s it. That’s the end of it. That is how we play it.”

Keller sprang up, pacing the deck. “No. I’m right. We need a deeper bond.” She faced him, pointing straight at his chest and prodding him. “You need to get with the program. Think! Think how strong we’ll be if we’re all as tight as you and me. My wolf isn’t wrong. We need this.”

Seven rose, towering over her. He willed his anger to come, but faced with Keller, it barely saw the light of day. Instead, his tone was firm. “No. It’s you that’s wrong. Your wolf can’t force love. It just can’t.”

“It shouldn’t have to. They already adore you. They just can’t see it.”

His voice softened. “I fell for you the first time I saw you. But it was Drake’s dungeon that did it—that threw us together. Then it was Sneak. It was when that bastard melted your eyes. It was everything, Keller, that got us to where we are now. I don’t have that with Jezebel. I don’t have that with Tamereth. Sinta? We battled together, entered Quintasia together. But we’re still not there.” He grabbed her hands, going down on one knee. “I need time. It has to happen naturally—if at all. Like I said, I’m happy, Kels. Happy with you. They can no more force love than I can.”

“Perhaps you aren’t as dumb as you think you are when it comes to love.” She pressed her lips together. “Or maybe you’re catching on.”

“I just know I’m happy with you.”

Her smile stretched across her face as she leaned forward. “And I’m happy with you. I truly am. And yes, if I’m truthful with myself, I wish it could be just us, but I want you to know.” She grimaced, straining and squeezing his hands. “I want you to know that I’m okay with it. If it happens, then I’m okay with it.” She inhaled long and hard. “Yeah, I’m okay with it.”

“But you’re not, are you?”

Tears glazed her eyes. She bit her lip, then nodded. “Maybe not right now. But I will be, Seven. I will be. It was just easier when we were all training together. We were all focused on a common goal and…”

Seven reached and cuffed the corner of her eyes. “I know. Us against them—Drake, Geraint, Archemi. Now it’s like we’re starting over. Like everything’s uncertain.”

“Yes. Like that.” Keller held her hand against his cheek, pressing her palm to his flushed skin. “But whatever happens, we are the core. We’re the foundation. You and me.”

“We started it,” he said and took her hand. “We are the Forlorn Hope. It’s time to form our team.”

The others were still deep in conversation as Seven strode over to them, Keller by his side. Califire hung from his belt in the guise of a short but slender sword, somewhat reminiscent of a rapier. Its presence alone elevated Seven’s power without him wanting it to. It was, after all, an enchanted weapon, and knowing it could become whatever he needed added to his already incredible power. More importantly, it lifted his fragile confidence, despite its putdowns.

Sinta was the first to turn as they approached. Jez had a book open and was pawing its lengthy columns. Tamereth had fixed her gaze on the treeline and appeared deep in thought but could have just as easily been avoiding his approach. He cleared his throat and stood, suddenly unsure of his choice.

“We need to talk,” he announced, dropping to his haunches.

When Tamereth turned and looked at him, he immediately fell into her gaze. His resolve faltered and his wish to take her in his arms returned like a punch to his gut. He held his breath, searching out the anger that had dominated her since they’d completed the trials, but there was only indecision there.

“Look, I⁠—”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I spoke wrongly. It’s not on you. It’s on this place. We’ve spoken, and Keller’s right. We must find a way for it to work. Perhaps we should form this battle harem. They were common in my land. They worked. But it just wasn’t for me. I never saw myself sharing a man.”

Seven hesitated. She’d taken his legs from under him and shattered all the words he’d prepared. All three girls looked at him, but the rapier dangling from his belt drew his attention as if it were a get-out—like it might come to his aid. But it appeared the enchanted weapon had other ideas. He wasn’t certain, but he thought he could feel it trying to suppress its laughter. There was a pressure within it that was on the very cusp of exploding.

“Seven?” Tamereth asked, doubt creeping into her expression, her word shot like a hopeful dart.

Keller nudged him. “You must go with your gut.”

But what if my gut’s wrong? he screamed inside himself.

“I think we put all that talk on hold.” He forced the words out. Tamereth recoiled as if his words were a harsh rejection, even though they were what she’d said she wanted. He plowed on. “You were right. We shouldn’t have assumed that you’d all just join us and fall in love and, well, you know. We think we should become a team—a fighting force. Keller and I are close. We went through a lot and that made us closer. This is all new to me. It’s hard. I’m not used to people liking me, let alone the other⁠—”

“Enough,” Tamereth said, drawing close until he could feel her breath brush his skin. “Enough. None of us are experienced in love. We are all feeling our way.” She took his hand, splaying his three fingers to expose his deformity. “You must overcome this. It means nothing here. I don’t know what petty land you came from where something as insignificant as this was a horror, but it has no power here. Not over me, nor Sinta, or Jez.” She held his hand to her lips and kissed the slight nub of his missing finger. “It should have no power over you. I release you from it.”

Seven let her lips linger before he pulled back. The feeling of her touching his shame was too much. But what was she releasing him from? He hesitated, then replied. “I release you too. All of you. We become a team. We are the Forlorn Hope. No more talk of harems. No more pressure. Let’s all start over.”

But rather than relief, Tamereth quirked both brows and looked at him like she didn’t quite get what he’d said. Sinta looked away, turning her head to stare at the stone steps as if she hankered for their sanctuary. Jez closed her book and broke the silence.

“Well, I, for one, am glad of the time. You’re right—you’re all right. We have bigger problems than love.”

“What are you talking about?” Keller asked.

“I’ve researched dungeon five, and we really need to discuss that. The rest can wait. The dungeon: it’s not what we think it is.”

“Wait,” Keller said, cutting through the tension with her urgency. “There’s a book on dungeon five?”

“There’s a book on almost everything in the library. You really should have studied more.”

Keller walked up to her, her hackles up and wolf’s ears popping. “We were doing our damnedest to help everyone.” Just as it looked like she was about to attack the timid academic, her mood turned and her wolf’s ears vanished. She exhaled, letting her shoulders slump. “We should take a time out. Things are changing. Our lives are about to change. Let’s reset. Tamereth’s right. It’s this fucking place—this hellhole.”

“Time out?” Jezebel asked.

“Her usual gibberish,” Seven said. “Probably means we should eat or something.”

Before any of them could answer, the air thickened, like on a thunderstorm’s cusp, but instead of thunder and lightning, Quintasia’s voice rang out.

“Prepare, Novices, prepare for dungeon five. It will be your ultimate test before you enter Quintasia academy. Any who triumph will be admitted as Capables. There you will train, select classes, improve, as you move up in levels, and you will forge friendships that will carry you through the trials ahead. If deemed worthy, you will receive a tower from which you can grow your land and thrive. This dream is within your grasp. All you must do is reject mercy, embrace hostility, and defeat the next dungeon. The trial will begin in fifteen minutes. Remember, you get nothing for nothing in Quintasia. It is time for you to take all. In recognition of your achievements, all who do not possess a basic storage ring will get one as soon as they enter the dungeon. All with a basic ring will receive an upgrade to a common grade ring.”

Seven stood dumbfounded. “Reject mercy and embrace hostility? What kind of dungeon is it?”

Jezebel cleared her throat and held up a small book. “This only became available when I graduated to Martial, but it explains a lot. All graduates appear in the dungeon simultaneously spread out in a valley—at its base. Our first mission is to get to, and secure, a tower. There are twenty towers strung across the valley’s entrance. The number ensures we all get one. We must defend it at all costs.”

“Sounds almost fun,” Keller said. “Especially given how overpowered we are. We should breeze it.”

“That’s the thing,” Jez said, peering over the top of her glasses. “It’s not just about the towers. The book was vague on what follows—more a sort of induction explaining the first challenges and how to survive the initial stage. But one thing it was clear on. Every kill counts.”

“What?” Tamereth said.

“Every kill counts.”

“Explain.”

“You get five points for a C grade creature, ten for B grade, twenty for A grade and fifty for S grade. But, and get this, humans count as S grade.”

“What?” Tamereth repeated.

“No fucking way,” Sinta said.

“They want us to kill other contestants?” Seven raked at his hair, letting his fringe fall across his eyes as he dipped his head. “They’re encouraging it?”

“Yes,” Jez said softly. “Yes, they are, but there’s a twist.”

Seven closed his eyes, dreading her next words. He couldn’t accept them because they made no sense to him. Why would the academy bother training them all to Novice level just to have them kill each other? “What twist?” he asked as he pinched his nose again, but for an entirely different reason. The tension that had filled the air had sunk into his gut and combined with his angst for the girls and about the girls. “This whole fucking place is rotten to the core.”

“Tell us, Jez,” Keller said, her voice steady, like she had readied for the worst possible news.

“There are points for the winning team and its affiliates. Teams can group together and form loose pacts. It doesn’t say what points they award for being on the winning team, or allied to it, but it infers they are substantial. The thing is, this isn’t the only copy of this book, and I’m not the only one to check it out. I was late getting it. At least one in each of the other teams graduated to Martial a while ago. They had plenty of time to prepare.”

Seven sat, thrusting his legs out, then bringing his knees into his chest and resting his forehead on them. “They’ll have formed pacts.”

“And they’ll have one target in mind,” Jez said.

Keller raised her head, facing Seven and saying the two words that echoed in his mind as he raised his and met her gaze.

“The savage.”


Chapter Three




Everyone spoke at once.

“The canteen! They all knew each other in the canteen,” Tamereth said.

“But aren’t we Archemi now?” Keller asked. “We’re affiliated. Surely some groups will be with us.”

“I think it was Archemi versus the others,” Seven said. “So apart from Sneak’s helpers, we’re on our own.”

“They won’t help us,” Sinta said. “Not after Keller killing him.”

“Which we’re totally on board with, by the way,” Tamereth added.

“We have to face it, we’re on our own.” Keller inhaled hard. “But it’s not as bleak as it looks. Sinta can spam heals. I’ve got my wolf. Tammy has the bracers—her kills are amazing. Jez has researched survival, and Seven was powerful enough before he reached level fifteen. Now he has Califire, he must be near enough invincible.”

“About time!” Califire said with a snort, then added with rising enthusiasm. “It’s about time someone recognized the advantage I bring to the table. I’ll smash them to a bloody pulp. I’ll cleave their heads. I’ll burst them like watermelons, brains flying, a bloody pulp erupting. I will conquer all!”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Keller said. “But we’ll need tactics.”

“Tactics?” Califire replied. “Might I remind you I conceived a plan where a lowly level nineteen militia killed a level three hundred plus wizard?”

“With everyone dying,” Seven pointed out. “One of who, namely me, suffered over and over until the wizard finally fell.”

“But you killed a wizard over three hundred levels above you. No pain, no gain and you gained a lot, thanks to me.”

Seven couldn’t argue with that. Despite everything, he was better off than he had been. No longer a beggar and an outcast, he had power, and beautiful women surrounded him. Even if he didn’t have a clue how to handle them.

“I suggest,” Califire continued. “That we forget trying to alter opinions. If your enemies have gathered and banded together, there is only one thing to do.”

Keller rolled her eyes. “I’m guessing we bash them to a bloody pulp while watching their brain matter splatter across the battlefield.”

Califire morphed into its preferred debating guise of an axe, his shaft extending once more toward Keller and pushing his head into her face. “I like your thinking, but not in this case.”

“We drive a wedge through them,” Jez said. “I have read all about the tactics one should deploy when facing an army made up of gathered banners. The trick is to get in the minds of the supporting lords and ladies and divide to conquer.”

Califire whipped around, flipping and spinning over to Jez, where it planted its shaft in the grass and faced her. “You got it, sister. We make them all think the other is going to screw them over. We sew the seeds of discord.” He scuttled back toward Seven. “Then we cut off the head. Who’s their leader, Partner?”

Seven’s gut told him exactly who it would be. “Geraint,” he said. “Geraint, Star and their hangers-on.”

“No two ways about it,” Keller said. “But they’ll want to take us out first. We made waves. It wouldn’t surprise me if our good friends at Archemi have had second thoughts. The new Zeno won’t want you suddenly appearing in Quintasia and becoming a threat to his leadership.”

“And then there’s that.” Tamereth joined the conversation, pointing at Califire. “That drops the moment you die. If we’re to face the elves, then everyone is going to covet it once they see you with it. Everyone will want to be the one that kills you so they can scoop it up.”

“Does that include you?” Seven said, coldly.

Her earlier words had hurt. He’d never wanted to coerce any of them into his bed. He’d certainly not conceived the harem. That had been all Keller. Added to which, Tamereth herself had told him about the battle harems. If anything, he was the innocent party.

“What?” Tamereth reared up, closing the distance between them, her face in his. “You think I’d kill you just because I’m having second thoughts about bedding you?” She spat on the floor. “You’re a fool. You have no idea who I am.”

He felt her breath on him once more, his eyes drawn to her heaving chest. Her beauty stole his stiff riposte and left him floundering for words. The urge to take her in his arms and bring her soft lips onto his overwhelmed him. “Then tell me. Tell me what you want.”

She bit her lip, her eyes wondrous emerald pools flecked with a thousand darker colors, pupils wide with hope, doubt, hate and love. “I want what I can’t have.”

He reached for her, sensing vulnerability, but his nerve failed him, and he withdrew. The gesture didn’t go unnoticed, but Tamereth could only mimic his hesitation. “You can’t give me what I want.”

“Why?” he asked, finally touching her.

“Because lightning never strikes twice in the same place.” She looked away, still holding his hands, but their parting was inevitable. “I wanted that journey of discovery, not the clinical acceptance that love is inevitable. I want what Keller has, but that’s impossible. I know that.”

“Then?”

She shook her head. “It’s gone, Seven. My fault, not yours. I want too much.”

“Then we forget it. We forget it all,” he said, at a loss for words.

“Forget it all?” Sinta stood. “What do you mean, forget it all?”

“He means we forget about the pack, the harem—whatever you want to call it.” Keller shifted uneasily. “We stay where we are.”

“So, you get it all,” Jez said, then quickly buried her head in her book.

“No!” Tamereth said. “This is my problem. It’s no one else’s. Just leave me out of it. I’ll fight. I’ll do my bit. I’ll help us get through this dungeon, and I’ll kill any that attempt to stop us. If you all want, go ahead. Bed him. Do what you will. Like I said, just leave me be.”

“How would that work?” Jez asked, finding courage somewhere. “It’s us four. It can’t be three and one. Us girls need to be a team. We’ve got to fight together. With Seven. With him. It’s the only way.”

“Do we have to fight?” Sinta asked. “Do we even have to go into the dungeon?”

It was a thought that had already crossed Seven’s mind—one that they’d already discussed. He slumped down to his haunches as Tamereth walked away and sat propped against the deck. She looked defeated; the conversation having clearly drained her.

“We should discuss it properly. Running away is an option.”

“No. We need to discuss our tactics for the dungeon,” Keller protested.

“They’re simple. We enter. We fight. We try not to die,” Seven said.

“We aim for the closest tower,” Jez said. “Then we assess our situation.”

“With everyone trying to lynch us,” Sinta said. “And we do all this just for the privilege of getting slaughtered by raging elves a little further down the line.”

“She’s right,” Tamereth said softly. “She’s right. We have no way to win. The book said it. I remember Genevieve’s words like Seven read them yesterday, and now I understand them. We’re being set up to fail.”

“Set up to die,” Seven added.

“Then we go through the mists,” Sinta said. “We travel through the mists, and we take our chances on the other side.”

The mists…Seven pondered the idea. “Time will run faster. We know Quintasia is slower than the towers, dungeons and beyond the mists. We’ll age.”

“We’re destined for the towers anyway,” Keller said. “We only age if we return to the academy. This place is false. It doesn’t count. The time isn’t real. You still age. I’m still two hundred and something days older than I was before they ripped from my life. It doesn’t matter, Seven. It doesn’t matter.”

A turgid silence fell, devoid of the hostility of before. Quintasia was an island, a place where time ran deceptively slowly. That knowledge added unconscious fear that leaving would age those brave enough to break out. Sinta had told him of a villager who had left only to return years later, but having aged by decades.

“Doesn’t count?” he asked.

“It’s false. Time runs at the same speed wherever you are. It runs within you. What’s outside is irrelevant.”

“But can we survive outside?” Jez asked. “What about the training we’ll miss? We’re only Novices. Surely, they won’t send us to the towers until we’re Masters.”

“Zeno—the one we met—he was on his way. I’d say Expert at best, perhaps just a Master. They summoned Levan,” Seven said. “I think they’re desperate. You were here for two hundred days, Keller. I’ve been here about a month. They sped up our training. Something’s up. My Instinct tells me they’ve run out of time.”

“How about we vote on it?” Tamereth said. “Unless we don’t all get an equal say.”

Seven shot her a look. “What is up with you?”

She looked away. “If we’re going to make a choice, we should do it now.”

Seven stared at her. “I can’t walk away,” he said.

“Why?” Keller asked.

“Because they gave me too much.”

“Too much?”

“Siniman, Penick, even Califire. They made me something. They took nothing and made me something.”

“Not sure we have a choice anyway,” Tamereth said softly, and pointed to a forming anomaly.

Electric blue filaments wrapped around each other, knotting cords within themselves as they formed something tangible. Seven got up, walking hesitantly toward it.

“Don’t touch it!” Sinta warned.

He withdrew, stepping back, falling into his mana sight as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

The anomaly was small, like a crease in reality—a tiny fold struggling to repair itself but turning inside out instead. The mana resisted its enticing pull, straining at visible lattices as fragments of time unraveled. It pulsed, growing incrementally bigger with every expansion. It brought with it a presence that drew Seven in, and he became unable to tear his gaze from its beauty.

“What the hell’s that?” Tamereth asked, her words sounding harsh against the vision’s cadence.

“It’s drawing mana in from all around,” Seven said, wonder filling his voice.

But then it changed, like it had fulfilled its primary purpose and a new time had come. Blue changed to red and flowing moves became staccato, their grind chilling Seven to his marrow.

“It’s evil. I sense its malignancy.” Sinta retreated from it, taking her spear from her storage.

Keller backed away, pulling Seven with her. “It’s unholy. Sinta’s right. Evil bleeds from it.”

“But it’s beautiful.” Tamereth joined them, her spear in hand. “It is quite breathtaking. It’s change of mood. Its power.”

The anomaly stretched, drawing blades of grass into it, stitching them together, braiding them into a rope, which then fragmented as it entered the growing chaos before them.

“A portal?” Jez said, snapping her book shut and then rolling away from the ravenous apparition.

She came to her feet as naturally as any hunter, betraying prowess stretching beyond her academic guise. Her training sword appeared in her hand, primed and ready.

“If we’re running, now’s the time,” she said.

“You think?” Califire’s metallic voice grated.

The hexblade stretched, flowing into Seven’s hands and forming a magnificent silver mace. Runes glowed on its glorious shaft, luminous blue, brilliant green and yellowy red like the living embers of a blazing fire. Seven gripped the shaft tightly, his confidence returning as the enchanted weapon filled him with power derived from unlimited confidence.

“We can do this, Partner,” Califire said, his voice sage and reassuring. “We’re going to power you all the way to level twenty and then we will wake Penick and grow once more.” His following chuckle sent shivers up Seven’s spine.

“Wake Penick?” Seven asked, the inference not going unnoticed.

Califire chuckled. “You think magic spanning space and time is easy? You think its perpetuation doesn’t drain his soul? You must have learned. This place says it all the time. You get nothing for nothing—not here, not anywhere.” Then, as if an afterthought, or perhaps something more sinister, the weapon added; “I’m sure he’ll have a nice surprise for you.” Then he laughed some more.

Keller morphed halfway into her companion form. Her silver-gray ears perked and fangs bared. “Are we running?”

Seven looked along their line. Sinta stood by him, her verdant hair cascading over armor of the same color. She held her spear ready, like she would leap into the portal and skewer the first thing she encountered. Then Keller, Old Redeye manifesting fully—a giant wolf with claws of the sharpest steel and fangs to match, red flecking her eyes. After her came Jezebel, her sword-shape perfect, eyes narrowed behind wildly out-of-place spectacles.

But his gaze lingered on Tamereth. She was by his other side, where she should be—where she fitted. Her golden bracers reflected the turbulent anomaly confronting them, and her breaths came in urgent gasps, breasts heaving. She glanced at him, her side-eye as provocative as ever and telling him that everything would be alright. As long as they fought together, as long as they lived in the fear that bound them.

He stepped forward, wind-whipped mana swirling around him as it desperately sought equilibrium. But the glade, the chapels, the treeline all bled into the magic before them, collapsing their reality. He held his girls like a mooring in a storm, the chains of their growing love manifesting in the face of the ever-growing horror. “Run or fight?” he shouted over the increasing crescendo.

This was how they worked. The glue of confrontation bound them, allowing them to thrive and their love to grow. The destructiveness of serenity firmly forgotten.

“Running’s the sensible move,” Keller shouted.

“We can’t!” Jez said. “It will tear up the village!”

The line of chapels blurred, then stretched as the portal furrowed the grass and pulled up the deck. It tore slabs of fashioned stone away, stretching them into elastic strands, entwining with grass, vine and tree alike as it sucked their reality inside itself.

“We fight,” Tamereth said with a finality that told all she’d made up her mind.

“We fight,” Sinta echoed, her words then molding with Tamereth’s.

“I’m in,” Jez said, and Keller nodded.

The portal shone, its light brightening. Seven held his freehand up, trying to shade his eyes. “Let’s hope it’s the fucking portal and not the end of the world.”

Wind drove over them, hatched from nothing. Light cascaded around them, its static fingers pinching them, then grabbing them, then embracing them. Noise grew, its scream so loud each individual note was unintelligible, an orchestra under the whip, a cataclysm in motion. It all rushed towards them, and they stood still, holding their ground but moving forward at an incredible speed as spears of light raced past them.

Then the smell hit them, and it jerked each out of their own horror. There had been none before, like the portal couldn’t overload another sense as it had their vision and their hearing. It brought with it a tsunami of overwhelming flavor that burst into Seven’s nose and down his throat. Thick with the acrid stench of wet moss, oak bark and aged pasture, it complimented the growing hues within the portal as a new land resolved.

Chaos strove for order. A leafy tree grew within its center, no bigger than Seven’s hand. It hurtled toward them, passed through them, then vanished. A mountain blinked into existence, its slopes jagged, gray. It exploded upward, dragging patches of lavender heather with it, blighted by scabs of shale scree. A V-shaped sky manifested, a second mountain propping it up, cloaked in swathes of dark green.

“You have entered dungeon five. Leave mercy behind. Fight and win. Kill and grow. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.”

Tamereth manifested on one side, Keller on the other. Sinta and Jez appeared, all as before when they’d readied in the glen.

“We’re here,” Tamereth breathed, a path cutting the long grass, flowers dotted, both holding back bramble banks and rock bluffs.

In the distance there was a tower, a crumbled ruin, but a sanctuary, nonetheless.

“I guess we’re fighting,” Califire said, spikes elongating on its silver sphere. “Let’s break some fucking heads!”


Chapter Four




Gray sky boiled overhead, charred clouds mixing as they clashed in an orgy of thunder and lightning. Wind pushed frigid rain into Seven and the girls, soaking them through. The slate-strewn path under them turned to an oily mush as the border hemming it in altered from vibrant green to drab olive.

Seven struggled to take it all in, the wide scene he’d expected shrinking to mere feet, to bramble walls and a path tailored to fit the five of them abreast. He forced himself to focus, to get used to the unfamiliar weapon he held. He would have preferred a spear—a sword at a push — but it wasn’t quite the time to argue with his partner. The hexblade steered him, gently nudging him around to its way of thinking, and while Seven resisted, he was also curious about why the enchanted weapon favored the brutal form it had taken. The enchanted weapon wasn’t all it appeared to be.

He pushed his Instinct out. Of all his attributes, it was his favorite. Of late he’d meshed it with Perception, but he needed instant results, and Instinct had been his crutch, his companion and friend his whole life.

“We have hostiles coming,” he shouted above the howling wind.

The driving rain stuck his hair to his face, his fringe just long enough to piss him off. He cuffed it out of the way, returning his hand to Califire’s shaft, greasy with wet. His Instinct didn’t tell him where. It didn’t tell him when. But danger was close, and it was only its guise that was in doubt.

“Goblin!” Tamereth shouted, launching her spear at a vague figure. The weapon fizzed along the path, homing in on its target with unerring accuracy.

Seven’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, tracking the spear toward the goblin. Standing four feet tall, the creature barely registered its peril. Two eyes, wide with surprise which quickly turned to terror, took up much of its face, the rest dominated by its mouth, open in shock. But it was its sticky-out ears that really drew Seven’s attention. They just looked so damned odd. Rags fell around a scrawny, rain-soaked body, accepting the spear with only minor damage.

The goblin staggered back under the force of the strike. Its terror turned to rage as it recovered its footing. The spear passed right through it, and for a moment, it must have thought it had somehow survived the lethal strike. It raised a rusty sword and bellowed an unheard war cry as it bravely raced down the muddy path toward Seven and his girls. One step, two steps and then three, saw it stumble and fall as Tamereth’s spear reappeared in her hand.

“That’s not the last of them,” Seven said. His doom-filled feeling remained within him, manifesting as the tight ball of angst that had become his trusty ally.

“We must press for the tower,” Jez said, the only one of them who’d researched the dungeon. “It’s the only place we have sanctuary.”

Quite what sanctuary was they didn’t know, but at worst it might be shelter. Seven took his first steps forward. The combination of slate and sloppy mud nearly upending him. But he’d learned to fight in harder places—on ropes spanning rivers, on columns rising from lava lakes—so he quickly found sure footing. Once more, his trusty Instinct came to his rescue, allowing him to forge forward blindly, easily finding steady footholds.

They morphed into single file; their formation drilled in Quintasia’s dungeons. Seven took point, or as Siniman had called it, point soaker. It was his task to confront the enemy, to take and deal damage in the event of a surprise attack until they could form their fighting shapes.

Keller came next, padding along the path with ease, her wolf form ideally suited to deal with the slippery path. She was their melee, chosen for her ability to be lethal at close quarters. Sinta came next, her spear able to keep any attackers at bay and leave Jezebel free to dart out from cover and slaughter any with her deft sword work. Tamereth held the rear. She could strike any with her thrown spear, knowing it would return to her courtesy of the bracers she received from a dungeon quest.

As Seven found his footing, he increased his speed to a light jog. The back of his mind reminded him there was a prize for the first group to reach a tower. He swung the hexblade to get used to its weight and feel. Surprisingly, it didn’t handle like he imagined a mace would. He’d assumed it would be head-heavy. That he would need all his Strength number and use all his Dexterity to wield it. He wanted to tell it to change into a spear, staff or sword as he had Mastery in those. Yet a dozen different swing styles popped into his mind. A straight arc over the top of his head to crush his enemy’s skull, irrespective of them wearing a helm. Sidestrokes to cripple and maim, or a leg breaker, perhaps an arm shatterer. They became second nature, as if someone or something had planted them inside him.

There was only one suspect for that.

His Instinct grew and grew as the narrow path widened. A slate bluff manifested, their way becoming a dogleg, a natural killing field for a well-placed ambush.

Dungeon five didn’t disappoint.

Goblins streamed from a cave buried in the dogleg’s crook. They held their spears, their swords, knives and staffs but came in no particular order. Seven wheeled to meet their charge, denied the time to feel fear’s pinch. He swung his hexblade in anger, the side swipe connecting with the lead goblin’s head. Its skull folded around the fearsome, spiked ball, suddenly misshapen, but not bursting at first. Then, as if the skin containing the pulped remnants of its skull and brain could no longer take the strain, all burst free, the force of the strike simultaneously ripping the goblin’s head from its scrawny neck and leaving jagged, fleshy tears from which green blood gushed.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Califire screamed as Seven kicked the falling body out of his way and faced his next foe.

He pulled the magnificent mace up as the blood and brains of his first victim strafed him. With a tumultuous scream, he wrenched the great weapon over his head, driving it down in a cruel arc and forcing it through the goblin’s head. Its skull exploded out as the mace’s head ground to a halt, knocking its lower jaw clean off, rancid teeth pitter-pattering onto the sodden path to be quickly trod underfoot.

Tamereth’s spear passed through another, and as Seven wound up his next strike, he glanced in her direction. Each of them had taken their battle formation seamlessly. Seven was unashamed. He’d stolen the Forlorn Hope’s formation, or a variation of it as their number allowed. Keller and Tamereth flanked him but remained a yard or two shy of his advanced position. Sinta had taken a position in the middle, with Jez at the rear of the diamond.

It meant that Sinta could still battle, her spear’s fine reach an enormous advantage, but she could also send her heals over them. Had he a few more warriors, he could have better adapted it, but needs must.

The goblins attempted to flank them; the dogleg affording them limited space. But Seven drove right into their core, exposing their innards. The hexblade reaped carnage, its merciless might too much for fragile goblin bone and flesh.

Keller pounced on the poor creatures. She tore them apart, peeling them like soft, green tomatoes—pips, and juice soon mixing with the rain-washed mud. Foul goblin blood stained her sublime pelt as she savaged one after the other, ripping her head from side to side, her growl orchestrating her carnage as she brutally finished them.

Tamereth had given up her advantage, the battle too close quarters for her to throw her spear. But she’d been a devastating warrior before she set eyes on her bracers, and so the loss didn’t dull her slaughter at all. If anything, her brief flirtation with Martial training had given her an added edge that stunned the goblins into easy submission. She stabbed. She punched. She kicked. She elbowed. As Seven spun and struck again and again, he caught sight of her magnificence, and once or twice, their eyes locked and their old truth returned. They were a pair. They could be a pair. Why weren’t they?

The unneeded distraction caused him to miss a beat; the fight so much like a melody it was difficult to alter its rhythm. But miss it he did and caught a rusty blade to his side for his troubles. His heightened pain resistance let enough through to tell him he’d blundered and natural healing quickly sprang into action. His Restoration skill lived inside him thanks to his encounter with a level three hundred wizard. Something else he was indebted to his hexblade for.

“Seven!” Tamereth cried over the howling wind and driving storm.

Rain-washed, drab green blood streaked her face. A grimace dominated as she fought another goblin—a larger one whose armor was a class better, whose wild sword slashes were a little more coordinated. But her greater reach with the spear kept the creature at bay as it howled in frustration, narrowly evading her near perfect thrusts. For some strange reason, her defined calves drew his attention as she sprang back and forth. Another fleeting moment saw his thoughts travel further up to under her armor.

Despite her earlier rejections, he pondered what it would be like to hold her naked body and unlock her taut muscles—to have her arms fold around his neck as she finally submitted to him. But another guttural scream put paid to that interlude, and Sinta’s heal settled needlessly over him—his wound long gone. The distraction quickly brought another injury as a still larger goblin thrust its sword clean through his lower belly, finding victory between the crease of his chest armor and the beginning of his pants.

The strike would have killed a lesser man. The slide of the rust-mottled steel tearing at his insides, severing his guts and stealing chips from his spine. But Seven had passed from that meager mortal on a hill with those charged to protect him fallen and gone.

His ensuing battle cry stunned the tight field, and the goblins hesitated for a moment. With the sword still embedded inside him, he reared, mace in hand, and swung the magnificent weapon with undiluted vengeance.

“That’s what I’m talking about, Partner!” Califire cried as the cacophony of battle resumed.

With Jez’s precise sword play and Sinta’s jab and heal, with Tamereth’s unparalleled spearwork and Keller’s savagery, the chaotic battle soon waned to slaughter. Push back became submission as the goblin threat receded and only lootless corpses remained. Within the following calm they hugged their knees, gasping for breaths they didn’t need.

Tamereth pulled Seven upright, grasping the goblin’s embedded sword. “That is why we should have no distractions. You were looking at me and not them.” She spat on the floor. “No more, Seven. It’s over.”

He grimaced, squeezing her armor-clad shoulder as she pulled the clawing blade out. Despite his pain resistance, he screamed as the blade tore fresh furrows in his already ruined gut. Keller caught him as he fell to his knees. Blood burping from his open wound, then leeching through his fingers.

“There’s no need to be so damn vicious about it!” Keller cried.

“There’s every reason,” Tamereth sneered. “If the fucker had cut his head off, his skill wouldn’t help him. No skill would. He’d be gone—nothing more than a dead, lovelorn fool.” She threw the weapon down and stalked off to the cave.

“She still loves me,” Seven said, using the enchanted weapon to steady himself. It was a curious thing to say. He knew it. But his trusty Instinct told him it wasn’t over between them. “But she’s right. It needs a raincheck until this shit is done.”

Keller pulled him close, helping him toward the cave. She always liked it when he used her saying. It gave her a warm feeling in her heart.

“She’s right. We need to focus on getting through this hell,” Keller agreed.

“I think I might actually pass out,” Seven said, surprise peppering his tone.

“Sinta, a heal here please!” Keller shouted.

The ambient glow of the bright green mana lit the modest cave which had no hidden secrets barring a scruffy stack of firewood and a pile of kindling. But it was enough for their needs. Jez, proving more capable by the moment, soon had the fire roaring, and Keller helped Seven out of his sodden armor.

“One of us should be on watch,” Tamereth said, and promptly sat by the entrance, teasing the very edge of the encroaching rain. She wanted to put more distance between them—that was plain to see. The only question left was whether it was her or the rain that stopped her.

Seven wanted to go to her, to put his arm around her and draw her close. But the pain in his gut told him she was right. Their love, if they could ever rekindle it, had to wait. Even he couldn’t often afford the time to recover from such a mortal blow, and skill or no skill. His Health ticked down.

Something else then consumed his attention as he lay by the warming fire with Sinta’s calloused hand resting on his wound, spamming her heals. “Did the goblins get better the longer the fight continued?”

The fire’s crackle broke the following silence. Its smoke rose to a blackened ceiling, gathering around a natural flue before the wind sucked it from the cave. Keller looked like the answer sat on the tip of her tongue but couldn’t quite make it out. While Sinta let her hair drape over Seven’s naked gut, her focus entirely on his healing.

“I could cast a spell,” he offered before any had replied to his earlier question.

She shook her head, the ends of her hair stroking him in a strangely erotic moment. “No. You heal things too fast. We have respite. Let me.”

He bowed to her superior knowledge. His own experience with healing was more basic—throw enough mana at it, then sooner or later, some would stick. Unsurprisingly, it was Jez who answered the question, vaguely at first.

“I’ve been thinking about that, and I believe we are in deeper shit than we realize.”


Chapter Five




Before Jez answered, cannon-fire sounded, its doom cracking across the roiling sky much louder than any thunder. Its message was clear, and even Tamereth turned, her eyes partly closed, and her lip caught between her teeth. They each receded into themselves, silently accepting the fact that Quintasia had judged some of their number and found them wanting.

It didn’t matter that the victims would be enemies. For a moment, it became a battle between the Novices and the dungeon. But that wouldn’t last. That much was obvious. Quintasia had purposely pitted them against each other. It wouldn’t rest until it had the best of the best.

As if their thoughts pulled Quintasia from its slumber, the system confirmed its intent.

“Novices entering the dungeon: eighty-six. Novices remaining after the initial phase: eighty-one. Most points scored: Solomon: Fifty. Towers taken: Zero.”

Each of them blanked as they looked at their sheets. Seven waded through his ever-growing numbers. Once, he’d only had one sheet. His meager numbers had barely filled that. That was no longer the case.

Name: Seven

Titles: Mana Friend.

Guild: Forlorn Hope

Level 15

Attributes: Strength—32, Dexterity—31, Body—44, Mind—42, Instinct—59, Magic—64, Health—880/880, 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—Capable, 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

Dungeon Five Statistics:

Seven: 35 (5th)

Forlorn Hope: 120 (2nd)

“Fifth?” Seven said. “Assuming they were C grade, that’s seven for me.”

“Thirty-five points?” Jez asked. “I got fifteen, so three kills.”

“Same as me,” Sinta said.

“Five for me.” Keller swilled water around her mouth, spitting it out. “And I can still taste each kill.”

“Tamereth?”

“Thirty,” she said. “Six.”

Jez looked up, her pad in hand. “If one hundred and twenty puts us in second but our top scorer is only fifth, it tells me we fought as a team rather than individuals.”

“Unless one to four are all in the same team, then we’re miles behind,” Tamereth said. “We all have to focus completely on the fight. Kill and move on. If this is a contest and the top performers win the prize, we’re dead if we don’t win. Especially with everyone hating on Seven.”

Seven rose and took her bait. “I focused on the fight. But that doesn’t stop me from making sure everyone is okay.”

“Checking out my ass is hardly making sure I’m okay.” She held his gaze before turning away. “All I’m saying is we must be number one. If we lose any advantage, we’re screwed.”

“I agree,” Keller said. “We’ve all got to pull together—everyone, Tamereth. We’re a team. Formation? Everyone happy with it?”

Sinta pulled a squirrel from her storage, deftly skinning it, and spitting it as she spoke. “We need a bigger team to make the formation work. If you want me to focus on healing, then I can’t do that and fight.” She shrugged. “I’ll try to make it work, but it’s difficult.”

“We will not grow,” Seven said firmly. “We’re good enough. I have Califire. Keller has her companion. Tamereth is devastating with her spear.” He turned to Jez. “Yeah, I’m not going to blow smoke up your ass, but you are good with the sword. I need you to step up and get us one step ahead on all things competition related. Sinta, you’re a wicked huntress. It seems goblins and monsters are now your targets. Kill them with ruthless efficiency. That’s your prime motivator. If you can get some heals off, all well and good. We’ll shout, come up with a signal—something, and if you can, throw us a heal. We’re a team. We’ve got it all.”

“And you’ve got me, partner,” Califire said. “I’ll make the difference. If Seven’s swing is short, I’ll stretch. If it’s long, I’ll pull back. I’m not having my boy in fifth, so make sure you give him some distance because the next battle is going to be carnage.”

“Didn’t you have something to say, Jez?” Keller asked.

“Me? When?”

“You said we were in deeper shit that we realized,” Tamereth said. “How so?”

“Oh, that.” Jezebel twirled her white hair, pulling it out and letting it spring back. “Yes, it goes back to dungeon four.”

“The necro one?” Seven shifted around, eager to hear what she thought. The whole set up had confused him. Without his Mana Sight and all its associated skills, he still couldn’t fathom how any of the other parties had got through it.

“Well, the whole thing bugged me. Seven had the beating of the necromancer almost immediately. The way he stripped him of his power was nothing short of incredible. We should have completed the dungeon without leaving Midnight.”

“How do you figure?” Keller asked.

The scene had been chaotic. Zombies, under the necromancer’s control, ran amok, attacking everything free of his terrible will.

“Seven drained him using Mana Harvest. He used Mana Cleaner to purify the bastard’s corrupt mana. We saw him fall, Keller. We saw his body implode.”

Tamereth shrugged. “We saw it vanish and reappear outside the town. What does that prove? We had monsters that could rejuvenate. They reinvented themselves and came at you again. It’s just how they work.”

“No,” Jez said, determined to cling to her point.

“Let her talk,” Seven said softly, but his words silenced them. “I felt it too. There was something wrong with that dungeon.”

“It got harder,” Jez said. “It adapted to us and got harder. I believe the dungeon learned. It assessed us and noted our power. Then, to test us further, it adapted and became stronger. Think about it! Without Mana Harvest, no party would have stood a chance against what we faced. Yet they all graduated.”

“Your point,” Tamereth said.

“My point is this. If we each had a different experience in dungeon four, then we are likely to have one here. The goblins we just breezed through will become much harder. In all likelihood, we’ll face tougher monsters than the others.”

“But we’re not number one,” Sinta said.

“No, but who’s to say the others haven’t got more team members? What’s to say they all protect their point soaker and feed him the kills? If I’m right, the goblins will be much harder next time. Then, as the system acclimatizes to us, it’ll jump again. We won’t make the tower easily.”

“We will,” Tamereth said, staring straight at Seven. “We will because we’re a team. Right or wrong, we’re a team.”

“Are we?” Seven asked, pointedly.

Tamereth ignored him. “We are. That’s all we are.”

“Is it?” Sinta asked. “Because that would be…disappointing.”

Seven glanced at Sinta, but she’d turned her rouging cheeks away. “So, what’s next?”

“Did you use magic?” Jez asked.

“No, not that I can recall.”

“Either you did or you didn’t, Seven. If you did, expect a goblin shaman. If you didn’t—fewer goblins and more hobs. That’s if I’m right.”

“So, the dungeon reacts to us?” Keller mused, tapping her lip. “That means we can score more, and if we score more, then we can climb the leaderboard.”

“What it means is it’ll be harder for us to claim a tower.” Tamereth rose. “We should get a move on. I’ll bet the others aren’t hanging around cooking squirrels.”

“The food is done. We must eat to maintain the energy to fight. Any that don’t will fail.” Sinta handed Tamereth a plate. “Even the lonesome spear woman needs energy.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tamereth snapped.

Sinta shrugged. “It means what it must. You worry about something we can’t have. You think this dungeon is a place where romance will hatch? It is a place where we die if we’re not careful. I’d save your childish whims for when we get to the academy.”

Tamereth reared. “My childish what?”

Sinta didn’t back down. “Whatever you think, you have a duty to him. He is this team. He helped you when you were alone. He’s asked for nothing in return. Remember that when you judge him!”

“Sinta,” Seven said.

“No!” Sinta said, holding her hand out—holding it up. “No. I saw it all. I watched from afar, wishing I could be part of it. You helped us. You help all of us. If it weren’t for you, then she wouldn’t have the bracers that make her so powerful. If it weren’t for you, Seven, she’d likely be an explosion in the sky. Jez would be dead. Me? I’d be serving the next recruits their fruit. I’ll not have her disrespect you!”

“And I’ll not bend over for love!” Tamereth said.

“No one’s asking you to,” Sinta said, nose to nose with the spear woman. “I can’t say I heard it all, but I know Seven. He’d never force himself on you. He’s not like the nobles from your own land. He’s not like Snitch. You forget. I know the type because I was nothing to any of them. Just a pair of heaving breasts and a demure smile. He was the only one who took an interest in me, in the village, in my father. You go too far. It stops now.”

“Or?” Tamereth said, her knuckles whitening as she gripped her spear tightly.

“Or one of us gets some extra points.” Sinta’s spear appeared in her hand and she backed away, holding it ready.

“You think you can beat me?”

“I know I can,” Sinta said, her teeth bared.

“No!” Seven said. “No! We can’t fight each other. It’s us against everything. We cannot fall apart.” A cannon blasted, framing his words in doom-cloaked meaning. “We have to get through this.” He stepped between them. “If I’m the issue, then I should go. Otherwise, we must drop this. We must forget the pack—the harem—whatever you want to call it.”

“But what if she’s the only one who wants to forget it?” Sinta said. “What then, Seven?”

He couldn’t answer that. Keller’s insistence that they all become one big and happy family had ruined everything. It all stemmed from the wolf—from that moment. “We just need to get through this,” he said, and strode outside. “Still fucking raining,” he growled, then ducked on instinct.

An arrow zipped through the air, thumping and shattering on the rock behind him.

“There’s the fucker!” The cry carried over the howling rain. “We got them! We got the savage.”

Seven rolled to one side as another arrow thumped into the wet mud. “Attack!” he cried. “Incoming!” he said as he scrambled back into the cave.

Tamereth met him at its entrance. “No! We can’t afford to be trapped in here. One archer and we’re screwed.”

“I got news for you. They’ve got one archer.”

“And you’ve got an enchanted weapon,” Califire said, morphing into its axe form.

“Give up the savage and some of you can live!” The voice was fierce, a low growl backed by the thunder overhead.

“Live for what?” Tamereth said, gripping her spear and equipping her buckler. “If I can just get a sight of one of them,” she said and edged forward.

Another arrow fizzed past her, nicking her shoulder, then skittering over the rocky floor.

“I’ll have that one!” said another voice.

“She looks like she’s got balls!” said the first. “Got nothing to say, Savage?”

“Big hairy ones, probably. Geraint says they’re all savages. That we can do what the fuck we want with them.”

Seven pulled Tamereth back.

“Get off me,” she snapped, shaking her arm from his grip.

“Listen! Califire, can you make a shield?”

“Of course,” the hexblade said. “Although it’s not my favored form.”

“Great. Right. This is what we’re going to do⁠—”

“There are two archers,” Sinta said. “One is to the left. The other is on the right. Best guess the third is dead center—sword or spear. If I was hunting, that’s what I’d do.”

“Good. Okay, I’m running out there. I’m going straight down the middle. Tammy, look for movement while I draw their fire. Take one out if you can. Sinta, Keller, Jez, whichever way Tamereth goes, you go the other. Up the path and straight into the undergrowth. Three against one. Do your damndest to get into cover before the fucker nocks again. Then Keller, hunt him down and rip that bastard to pieces. Got it?”

“But you’ll…” Keller said.

“Listen, and this is important. These are humans. Don’t hesitate because of that, understand?”

Keller morphed into her wolf. It was all Seven needed to see. “Ready?”

No one said a word, but each nodded.

“Send him out and we’ll take it easy with you girls!” the first man shouted; his words barely heard over the rain.

“Speak for yourself, Jenk. I’m taking the blonde.”

“I’m coming out!” Seven shouted as Califire morphed into a stunning silver shield. Then Seven whispered, “I’m counting on you, Partner.”

“Just get me close,” Califire said, and Seven had heard those words before. The hexblade had last said them on a hill, facing a level three hundred wizard.

“To the Forlorn hope!” Seven screamed as he raced out.

The first arrow bounced harmlessly off Califire, and just for a moment, Seven thought he might make the treeline. The second arrow hit him, tearing through his calf and ripping it in two as he reached midway across the dogleg. A searing pain took hold, dulled a fraction too late by his resistance skill. The force of the shot tangled his legs together, sending him sprawling on the path. He held Califire above him as a third arrow thunked into the mud right by his head. His blood mixed with the wet, the rain relentless. He tried to draw his legs in as he cast Tranquil Resurgence. But a gleeful cry distracted him.

A brute of a man burst from the jungle. He held his staff high, bringing it down for the killing blow.

“Seven!” Keller screamed.

A cry came from one side, followed by a shrill scream only a dying man could make. Keller growled, her silver-gray form appearing over him, leaping. Seven shifted. “No!” he cried. “Cover! Get under cover!”

But Keller bit down on the brute holding the staff, ripping one of his hands away. His strike thudded into the mud and shale, bloody-stained water fountaining up. Califire morphed from a shield into a spear, stretching toward the staffman’s gut and impaling him as he fought to unlock Keller’s jaw from his wrist.

Another arrow struck Seven, his side exposed by Califire’s transformation. Then Tamereth was over him, crouching, holding her buckler ready. “I thought you could heal yourself,” she said.

“I thought you could throw a spear.”

“Fucker’s over there. He’s just got to show me an inch of skin.”

A third scream sounded, followed by branches cracking and a body thumping on the ground.

“Think Sinta might have got him,” Seven said.

Tamereth inspected his calf. “Think you’re screwed for a bit. Back to the cave?”

“No. There could have been more of them.” He sat up, ripping the arrow from his side and casting his spell again. “We need cover. Into the woods.”

She offered him a hand up, but he pulled away. “It’s got to stop,” he said.

“I know,” she said, her voice little more than a breath. “I haven’t told you the complete truth. I haven’t told you everything that happened to me before the elf came.”

He grabbed her hand, wincing as he sat up. “Then perhaps we should start there.”

She hesitated, then pulled him all the way up, bringing his arm over her shoulder. “You might think less of me once I’ve told you.”

“Part way there already,” he said, then scoffed a laugh.

They entered the forest, Jez and Sinta joining them.

“We got loot,” Sinta said as Keller morphed back to her human form.

“Do we really want their loot?” Tamereth asked.

“Hell-fucking-yeah,” Seven said. “You get nothing for nothing in this game. We earned it.”

Three cannons boomed.

“You never know. They might think that was us.”

“No,” said Keller. “There was a fourth. She got away.”

“She fled when Seven and Keller killed the leader,” Sinta said.

“She was fast—too fast for me,” Jez said.

Seven stopped. He looked up at the dripping canopy. “So they’ll know about Califire.”

“And they’ll think you’re injured,” Keller said.

“We have to get to that tower.” Seven winced as his ankle caught in a furrow, turning it and wrenching his ruined calf.

“We have to wait for that to heal first,” Sinta said. “If the magic knits it together wrongly, then we’ll have to cut it again and we’ll lose double the time.”

Seven let his Instinct roam around them. “We’re in danger here, and not just from our kind.”

Tamereth gave him the side-eye. “Then it looks like you’re going to have to rely on us to look after you.”

He wondered if the archer hadn’t done them a huge favor.


Chapter Six




They stumbled through the forest, no longer trusting the path until Seven had recovered. The wound proved difficult to heal. He’d had worse, but this one kept tearing before it had fully healed. A furrow, rock or fallen branch would turn his foot and stretch his calf again, ripping the fragile tendons, catapulting him back to the start of the process. Frustration grew, but Tamereth’s closeness tempered his anger. She had a story to tell, and he wanted to hear it.

Leafy deciduous trees stifled the afternoon light. They darkened the sodden moss floor, the verdant sponges sucking in the rain then pooling around their soaked boots. Keller kept her wolf form, padding ahead, ranging to the sides and checking behind them. It was an uneasy silence. The lone survivor would have made it back to her leader, or worse, Geraint, and they would know that Seven still lived. They would know he carried an enchanted weapon. They would know he carried an injury.

“I have to stop. I have to let the healing take hold or it’ll just keep ripping,” he said, barely taking a breath as his frustration boiled inside him.

Keller sprang down from a tree. “There is shelter up ahead. Not much, barely a hollow in the rock, but enough for you to lie down and rest. We can defend it.”

He cursed under his breath. “This isn’t…”

Keller cocked her head, her red flecked eyes admonishing him in the same way they would if she were human. “Really? I thought we were all capable of playing the hero nowadays. I thought we’d left those days far behind.”

“Those days?” he asked, leaning on Califire.

“Something from my old land. Not sure it works here. Life’s too fast here for those luxuries. Let’s just say we can be heroes too. You don’t have to do it all the time.”

Tamereth scoffed. “Hero? He set himself up as a target and nearly died. There’s a fine line between hero and fool.”

“What other way was there? They’d have sent someone to get the others.” Seven grunted. “Just an unlucky hit is all. Califire had most of me covered.”

Keller led them to a black slate wall, its face shelved with moss slithers and striped with tiny waterfalls. Bright ferns clung to it, soaking up the day’s last light. A near rectangular cave stole into the black. “In there?” Seven asked. “You couldn’t fit two people in there.”

“We don’t need to,” Keller said. “Just you, until you’re healed. I’ll scout around and if there’s a better place, we can move there when you’re done.”

Seven hesitated, but their turned faces told him he had no choice. Dropping to his knees, he crawled in, lying on the unyielding rock and staring at its darkness, dusky light brushing his ruined leg.

Keller was right, but he was supposed to be the hero. He had all the numbers, a wealth of spells and skills. He had a legendary weapon, and the backing of the arch elf, Penick. Keller? Keller had entered her chapel naked and frozen for an age until she defeated the first Novice trainer. Tamereth had never seen a metal sword, let alone fought with one. Sinta had served fruit and hunted squirrels, and Jez was happier with her nose in a book. How was it right that they protected him?

And worse. Tamereth sat, her ass pressed against his feet like she needed to make sure the bluff didn’t swallow him. She’d hunched over her knees, her spear angled across her like a lightning streak striking the moss. Sinta and Jez crouched on either side of her and looked downright miserable.

His injury had done one thing at least. It had dragged Tamereth back to them. But what was her story? What was the truth that had returned to haunt her? He rested his head back on the slate and dove inside himself. He desperately tried to seek his healing, to direct it and power it forward, but his thoughts became oddly vivid.

He remembered back to his earliest days, his mother looking down at him. She’d had love in her eyes. It was his most cherished memory. “Someone loved me, even then,” he said, cutting the memory off before the next memory came. It was his father, no love in his eyes, just fear. “Get that fucking thing out of here before its luck brings this house around our ankles,” he’d growled before marching out and slamming their front door as he headed to the tavern.

That fucking thing!

He remembered those three words and the venom his father had spat them out with. Thing—he wasn’t even human—not worth the label. But he was worth something. Four women were ready to lay their lives on the line for him. That meant something. But it didn’t compensate him for those earlier years. It didn’t strip him of his hurt. He pressed his feet into Tamereth’s back, seeking reassurance as much as he sought to reassure. He didn’t know her—not really—he didn’t know what shadows lurked in her dreams, waiting to strip her of all she held dear.

“I shouldn’t judge you until I understand,” he said softly. “And you shouldn’t judge me.”

He could never use any of the girls. Never. Because he’d been used and abused all his life.

Seven sank into his healing. He pictured his calf and used his Mana Sight to collect the eager mana. Then he drove it into his ruined muscle on the crest of his Tranquil Resurgence spell as Sinta’s heal mixed with his and the cave bloomed with green. They’d been right to force him to rest. He saw it straight away as his muscle strings grew and bound, knitting his muscle together, his tendons anchoring, strengthening. He pictured it as it was, healthy and defined.

“Are you in my head?” he asked Califire without saying a word. “Do you know what I’m thinking?”

“When those matters concern me, yes. But not when they don’t.”

The enchanted weapon’s word bloomed in his mind—like hearing, but without the noise. It settled him, allaying his fear of being alone. He recalled the moment he’d first laid eyes on Keller and likened the feeling to that. “How do you choose?” he asked the hexblade.

“How do you know when someone’s talking to you? You just do. Your thoughts, your words, they’re directed at me, and I hear them. That’s how it works.” Califire chuckled and with it came an immense feeling of newly forged companionship. “Don’t worry. I won’t be here for the lovey-dovey stuff. That stuff makes me wanna puke. I’m more your breaking heads kinda guy.”

“I got that.”

“Trust me. When you’ve been around as long as I have, you see that specialization is the key. Take my old pal Siniman, for example. He was a fantastic warrior—the best. A warrior and a leader. But, and this is the bit where you listen, the rest of his life was a mess.”

“A mess?” Seven’s world cracked a little. He’d held Siniman as some sort of God—a hero that could do nothing wrong.

“Oh yeah, a real mess. Couldn’t keep it in his pants. He had a kid in every city—village, probably. A legion of angry husbands wanted to stamp on his head. He spent everything he earned and gave most of the stuff away. You know his problem—his real problem?”

“How could I?”

“Ha! You could see it a mile off. People had to love him. He was a pleaser—could never say no. Should he have gone up against the Atun? No! Not in a million years. Sendor Banewarden was done. His time was over. But Siniman couldn’t refuse him. He didn’t have it in him. Why?”

“Because Banewarden might hate him for it?”

“No. Because he wanted the Harraden’s love. He soaked it up. It fired his loins. It was his biggest weakness. He was addicted to adulation.”

“Why tell me this? Why shatter my thoughts on the man who gave me everything?”

“Because you need to know. You’re the same. You can’t understand why people want to kill you. Don’t let that addiction grab hold. Stay true to yourself.”

“I’m the same as Siniman?” Seven laughed. “I’m so far removed from him that comparison is ridiculous.”

“Then why do you feel so rejected by the other contestants? You gotta say fuck ‘em. If they want your friendship, then they’ve got to beg. No more laying on the ground letting them fill you full of arrows. You need a little evil inside you and—” The hexblade stopped talking, like he’d said too much.

“It wasn’t part of the plan to get pinned with arrows.”

“You know what I mean.”

Seven thought about it. “No, I really don’t.” But Califire didn’t reply, and Seven got the sense he’d said his peace, but not quite all of it. The enchanted weapon was hiding something. He flexed his leg and found it fully healed. Another thought crossed his mind. “Did you distract me until me leg healed?”

The hexblade didn’t answer.

He shuffled up, awkwardly sliding his legs on either side of Tamereth. The spear woman didn’t move, though whether she was accepting his close attention or fearing it was another matter. The rain had eased, but night had drawn in.

“I won’t ever use you,” he said.

“I know,” she replied. “I know.”

“Are you healed?” Sinta asked.

“Right as rain,” he said as Keller burst through the undergrowth. “There’s a cabin close. Looks iffy, but it’s deserted, and it’s shelter.”

“Looks iffy?” Seven asked.

“Dodgy. Too good to be true? What can I tell you? It’s raining and suddenly there’s this perfect refuge. If that isn’t the start of a horror movie, I don’t know what is.”

He shook his head. “You think it might be a trap?”

“That’s what I said, didn’t I?”

He chose not to argue. “Califire, I think the mace. I like its…”

“Subtlety?”

“Let’s say that.”
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Moonlight added to Seven’s dark vision and enabled him to pick out the cabin before they’d entered the clearing. It sat, sweet and innocent, hemmed by long grass, with a handy woodpile stacked to one side. A modest affair of split logs and rough planks, it showed its age through lichen patches and moss-stuffed cracks. It had two shuttered windows, and a partly open door, which was inviting, in a foreboding way.

But the Forlorn Hope were no fools. They edged toward seasoned fighters, warriors no longer scared of their own shadows. Seven took up his position as point soaker, although Keller had abandoned hers. They’d agreed she’d be better sneaking around—keeping watch and attacking unseen. She was their scout, but no pushover. As deadly as any of them, she gave their threat the range it sorely needed.

Tamereth stood by Seven’s shoulder. She’d said little more, just grunts and points as eyes shone from the darkness, as leaves rustled overhead. Her silence was a welcome improvement from before, but her previous words still stung. Perhaps the hexblade was right. Maybe he did seek love too hard. He should have been happy with Keller. One woman who loved him was, after all, a vast improvement on a whole world hating him.

Sinta stood on his other side, her spear planted like Tamereth and giving Seven the feel of an arriving dignitary flanked by his imperial guard. Jez stood behind him, facing the forest with her sword primed and ready. The uneasy feeling that someone or something watched them was unshakeable. Although for once Seven’s Instinct hinted that trouble lay a little further away.

Keller sprang onto the cabin’s roof, prowling, her hackles up. She strode its brief length backward and forward until she jumped down and prowled over to them, transforming a little with each step. By the time she reached them, she was back to human Keller with her impish smile and scruffy bangs. “All clear I reckon.”

“I think so too,” Seven said.

“Unless it’s the cabin itself, that’s the issue,” Tamereth said ominously.

“What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “Did they not have mimics where you came from?”

“Mimics?” Jez said. “What’s one of those?”

Tamereth shrugged. “Now that’s a story for a campfire.” She paused, looking over her shoulder and winking at Jez. “If it doesn’t eat us first.”

“What doesn’t eat us?” Jez said, slowly.

“The mimic.”

“We had those where I came from. None as big as a hut. Normally chests or something. They’d open their lids and gobble you up.” Seven pointed Califire at the cabin. “That is not a mimic!”

“Would you bet your life on it?” Tamereth asked.

“I’d do anything for a bit of shelter and an open fire. I’m soaked through.” Sinta moved forward. “We should just go in and deal with it if the owner comes back.”

“You think someone lives there?” Jez said. “Mind, there was a reference to traveler’s rests. Something about refuges that spring up and offer shelter. Unlike the towers, they don’t guarantee protection from the monsters, and you can kill each other inside them.”

“That sounds more than a reference,” Keller said. “It sounds more like you studied the book from cover to cover.”

Jez cocked her head. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“More to the point,” Tamereth said. “Why would you keep it to yourself?”

“Because the book said they spring up randomly. So unless we encountered one, it wasn’t worth mentioning.”

Tamereth checked her step as she closed on the narrow deck skirting the cabin. “Perhaps you should go first, Seven. After all, you’re supposed to be my lord and hero.”

Seven eyed her carefully, trying to work out if she was back to criticizing everything he did or if she was just playing, but failed to decide. “I’m supposed to be a lot of things,” he grumbled, his mood suddenly souring after a brief uplift. He kicked the door open, waiting, listening, inhaling the smell of fresh cut cedar.

“Either the owner is out, or the dungeon just created it, and it is a refuge,” he said.

Quintasia answered his question the instant he passed over the threshold.

“Welcome Novice. You have entered a Refuge. You can find refuges dotted around the dungeon, but they only offer the most basic protection of a roof, floors and walls. The refuge doesn’t come without a price. Should you leave it in a state of disrepair or fail to stock up used firewood and kindling, Quintasia will deduct points from you. Don’t forget, you get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.”

“Don’t I know it?” Seven said, stepping all the way in. “I wonder why it’s stopped calling me a cheater…”

The room was modest. A brick circle in its middle had a fire built and ready, a crooked flue hung over it, puncturing the roof. He moaned at the sight of the large bed sitting in one corner while barely noticing a small table stood in the other. That aside, the place had no furniture. Tamereth lingered in the doorway. “All clear?”

“Haven’t been eaten by a mimic yet,” Seven said as Jez squeezed through.

“Right, we’ve all got to be careful to leave this place exactly as we found it. Failure to comply will get us a points deduction. If we use firewood, we must replace it. If we sleep in the bed, we must leave it as we found it. Understand?” Jez looked at each of them in turn to drive her point home.

“Pretty clear,” Keller said, sitting on the bed. “I’ll go hunt if you all sort the firewood out. Sound fair?”

“I can hunt,” Sinta said.

“I know, but I’ll be faster.” She jumped off the bed, transforming while airborne and landing on all fours. “Won’t take me long at all.”

“I’ll get the wood,” Sinta said. “Not a problem. Just you keep those jaws away from me.”

Before too long they sat around a roaring fire, their armor hanging on spears and staffs, and their bellies full, courtesy of a wild pig Keller had dragged back.

“We must go for the tower tomorrow,” Jez said. “The others will be making progress. I only heard one cannon this afternoon. The initial slaughter is over.”

“What if they’re all dead?” Sinta said.

“Fat chance,” Seven blurted. “Not enough cannon. Geraint isn’t dying that easily. I reckon a lot of them have banded together and formed a super group. The cannons are probably them culling any who don’t join them. Think about it. Apart from the goblins and a couple of monsters this afternoon, things haven’t been too bad. I doubt we’re in an easy area. Reckon it’s just not as hard as it’s made out to be.”

“You had to say it, didn’t you?” Keller said, pork juice running down her chin. “The one that says there isn’t any danger is always the one who gets it. It’s horror movies-101. You don’t get clearer cut than that.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Tamereth asked.

“If I know my horror movies, Seven gets it tonight. He bites the dust. He’s pushing up daisies come morning.”

“You mean?” Tamereth drew her finger across her throat. “Solves my problem.”

“Oh, fucking nice,” Seven retorted. “Now you’re willing me dead.”

She cocked her head, then shook her damp hair out. It rested back, cascading limply onto her chest, breasts covered in damp white cotton. His gaze lingered on the darkened outline of her nipples, the undercut of her breasts. She met him, their eyes locking, and she thrust her chest out slightly as if inviting further inspection. He couldn’t work her out. She’d said she had a story to tell, but he could tell it wasn’t the time. Swinging from downright rude to flirting was too much for him. But hell, he’d take flirting over anger.

“Not dead, no. Perhaps a little shier like the Seven I first met who was scared to go into the library.”

“Scared?” Keller said. “He was like a child. He’d try to avoid it through other things. I remember one time he was supposed to go, and we fell off the deck. He decided we should explore Milkwood rather than go to the library. I said—” She stopped mid-sentence. “Anyone else hear that?”

“Hear what?”

A scream tore through the clearing, a male voice filled with terror. “Help! Someone help me!”


Chapter Seven




Califire morphed into a majestic spear. Its tip glinted in the firelight, the swirls of its luminous runes running its length to golden fletching that Seven had decided was solely for show and just the hexblade’s way of being flash. He tore the door open, racing onto the deck, Keller by his side, fangs bared and fur soaking up the moonlight. Tamereth crouched by them, ready to launch her spear.

“I take it we all forgot our armor,” Seven said, as another scream rang out.

“Who needs armor,” Keller said.

“Not you, but it’s nice to know you’re naked.”

“My new ring automatically stores my armor now. Takes away the awkwardness of transforming back.”

“Handy, but somehow disappointing. What the fuck is that?” He jabbed Califire at the trees.

A single human male burst into the clearing. Something had torn his armor to shreds, and blood coated every slab of his exposed skin. “Help!” he cried, before racing toward them.

The thump of cumbersome feet followed, resounding around the clearing and accompanied by the crack of branches.

“Either he’s heavy footed or something’s following him,” Keller said. “What the hell’s that smell?”

“Troll!” the man said. “Run!”

Seven stepped onto the grass. He eyed the man carefully. “Stay right there!”

“But…”

“Move and I’ll kill you. Show me your fingers.”

“What?”

“Show me your fucking fingers or I’ll ram this spear right through you. Got it?”

Keller jumped down. “Best do as he says, and best do it fast.”

“But…” The man thrust his hands out. “Fingers, okay. My fucking fingers. Now for fuck’s sake, help me!”

Huge cracks sounded, and a troll smashed through the treeline. Its guttural roar ripped across the clearing. It stood at least fifteen feet high, a mess of rags and warts, of yellowing teeth and dirt-crusted skin. It held a giant club in its hand, which it raised and revealed a broken spear hanging out of its armpit.

“That your spear?” Seven asked the man.

“What? Run!”

Seven stepped forward. “I don’t run. Not now. Not ever. So, unless you want to fight that motherfucker, I suggest you get behind me.”

“You’re mad. You’re all mad.”

“Not mad. We’re the Forlorn Hope. Sword please, Califire.”

The hexblade turned its beautiful spear tip, its end forming its reply. “You sure, Partner. Spear has the better reach.”

Seven laughed. “But our friend the troll is going to have a tough old hide, and besides, I should have to do some of the work.”

“True,” it said.

The hexblade condensed, its shaft thickening and flattening simultaneously. A slight curve graced its newly formed blade, and ornate wrapping formed a handle, taking up a third of its length.

“I’m so fucking jealous right now,” Keller said. “Just like the fucking movies.”

To Seven it resembled the curved blade Keller had referred to as a Katana or Naggy-something—the one they’d used in their final stages of sword mastery.

“How did you know?” he asked the hexblade.

“I’ve been watching you,” the sword said. “And before you mention it, not during those bits. Not when you were getting down and dirty with her. Just the fighting bits.”

Seven took another step toward the troll, who had frozen and was staring at Keller. “If you didn’t watch, then how do you know?”

Califire made a gulping sound. “When I say I didn’t watch, there’s only so much you can shut out, you know.”

“Well shut out more,” Seven snapped as Keller drew his attention. “Are you enthralling it?”

“Shush,” she said. “Count to ten, then go. I’ll hold it as long as I can.”

“You got that, girls?” Seven called over his shoulder.

“Already at six,” Tamereth said. “On my mark!”

Seven moved closer, barely breathing, barely making a sound. He held Califire before him, a pattern coming into his mind. He tried to resist it and clear his brain for the upcoming fight, but the pattern made perfect sense. It was a plan, a choreographed battle plan relaying a series of strikes and movements that would see the troll devastated by his opening salvo.

“Are you doing this?” Seven asked inside his mind.

“I’m not just a pretty face,” the hexblade replied.

Tamereth screamed “Ten!” Her spear flashed past Seven, thumping the troll in its chest. The troll screamed, grabbing at the spear, but Tamereth already had it back in her hand and was cocking her arm, ready for her next throw.

The troll growled, scraping the muddy grass with its foot, ready to surge forward.

“Lost it!” Keller said and ran to one side of the lumbering beast as she attempted to flank it.

The creature moved quickly, whipping its hand across its body, connecting with Keller and sending her rolling into the undergrowth. That distraction gave Seven enough time to close the gap and strike. The hexblade glowed with black fire as Seven brought it down in a magnificent strike powered by his entire body.

The clarity of Califire’s pattern astounded him. The ease with which he could slide from one stroke to the next was nothing short of astonishing. Even as the troll reacted, so the pattern morphed and changed, reflecting Seven’s adjustments. It was like he had the perfect playbook, and that book told him everything he needed to know to take down a troll. He sliced, he thrust, his rage powered by the troll’s strike against Keller.

The troll blocked the hexblade with his staff, struggling to keep up with the pattern. Tamereth struck over and over, as Keller limped from the undergrowth, her rage plain to see. The troll faltered. Its fear taking over from its rage.

“Circle it!” Tamereth cried as she ran around the edge of the clearing. “Jez, Sinta, get involved.”

The troll howled, raising its staff and thumping the ground. But they raced around, weaving through the strikes as they pounded the sodden ground.

“Work on its legs, Sinta!” Tamereth cried. “Take out its calves, Jez.”

Seven glanced over, his strikes so in tune with the pattern he had time to assess his surroundings. Like him, Tamereth just wore her undergarments, the curve of her waist clear, the hint of bottom as she thrust her spear forward. That dark shadow between her legs as she widened her stance to balance. She caught him once, twice, then more. But this time she didn’t admonish him. Instead, she lent him a sly wink. A hint that she was enjoying his attention. Once again, he wondered what she was up to. Was she playing with him? Was she trying to trap him with her erratic moods?

The troll fell to its knees. Its staff strokes lost focus. They had no energy. Blood flowed from its numerous wounds, its baleful cry barely a patch on its past anger.

“Time to change, Partner. The old boss let nothing suffer. That’s the way. Let me put it out of its misery.”

Seven stepped back, facing the forlorn beast, its head now bowed, staff by its side. Califire morphed into his spear form. His tip sped forward, piercing the troll’s tough hide, sliding between its ribs and puncturing its heart.

The creature let out one last cry, the mournful scream hitting Seven in the pit of his gut. Califire withdrew, turning back into his stunning sword form. “It’s done,” he said. “Step away.”

Seven moved to the side as the troll crashed face down onto the damp grass. He stood still for just one moment, acknowledging the great beast as a worthy opponent, then he turned to the man. “You gotta name and a story for me?”

“Guy,” the man said. “My name is Guy.”

“Well, Guy. Why don’t you tell me how you came to be alone in the forest so I can decide whether to kill you?”

“Kill me?”

“Kill you,” Seven said, his voice so emotionless it scared him to his core.

The troll vanished as Keller used her Dissemble skill. An elegantly curved bow remained, a quiver full of arrows lay by its side.

“Fat good that is,” said the man. His rounded shoulders and surrendered tone matched the droop in his eyes. “This bastard place is taking the piss out of us. It gave us a bow, too, but no one had trained with one. None of us ever had the option.” He turned to walk away but hesitated. “I was running through the forest because that thing attacked our camp. I saw Heran…” He paused. “I need a minute. I don’t suppose there’s a stream around here I can wash up.” Then, as if a thought had suddenly dawned on him, his eyes brightened. “I don’t think I’d mind too much. If you have to kill me, that is. Just go easy on the pain. Make it as quick as you can. In the back while I’m not watching. That one’s good with a spear.” He nodded toward Tamereth. “She could get it over and done with.”

“Around the back,” Keller said. “There’s a stream. It’s not so deep, but good enough.”

“Thanks,” he said and grimaced as if he half expected not to make the stream.

“Guy?” Keller said, twisting her face up. “That’s a name from my world. Taking the piss is an English phrase. I wonder if he’s from England. But then his accent has a hint of something. Dutch, perhaps?”

“He was too calm for someone who thought he was going to die,” Seven said, “and he was definitely running for his life. If he couldn’t care less if he lived or died, why not let the troll kill him?”

“He’s just coming down. I’ve seen it loads of times,” Tamereth said. “Those who aren’t used to fighting for their lives suffer extremes of emotion. They can be the biggest cowards one minute, then do something so heroic it takes your breath away. They react. They don’t lead. He’s just accepting all his friends are gone.”

Seven picked up the bow. “Should be yours, Kels. I think I have one already.”

“Sure do, Partner,” Califire said, morphing into a beautiful bow nocked with a single silver arrow. “And I never miss. Just tell me where and when and I’m as reliable as the sunrise.”

“Handy,” Keller admitted. “But I’m pretty happy with my wolf. The taste’s a bit foul, and I couldn’t care less if I ever tasted troll flesh again, but all in all, I quite like the savagery of it all. Sends a thrill right through me.” She licked her lip slowly while holding his gaze, her nipples poking through her thin undershirt.

Seven wasn’t sure her savagery turned him on, but the raw power of it all added an extra dimension to his lust for her, and the fleeting vision of her fangs gently biting at his neck brought unwelcome arousal broken only by Jez’s nervous suggestion.

“I could take it. I’m not great with a bow, but I have used one before. We, me and my brothers, we used to hunt. They taught me. I’m sure with a bit of practice I could open the skill and get better.”

Keller picked the bow up, nocking an arrow and sending it straight into a distant tree trunk. “But have you ever had an arrow like this?” She held up the quiver. “Here, boy!” The arrow unpinned itself, shooting straight back into the quiver. “Handy, eh?”

“So, can I?” Jez asked. “Only I sometimes feel useless with my sword, and I know I could use my spear or staff, but Sinta and Tammy both have spears and the staff…”

“Yeah, the staff,” Seven said. He had no clue what it was about the weapon, but it just didn’t inspire confidence. “I say yes, but we all vote. Anyone else want it?”

“Are we voting now?” Tamereth asked. “That at least sounds fair. I’m cool with my spear, so no objection from me.”

“I’ve no experience with a bow,” Sinta said. “And I’m comfortable with my spear, although if we ever get some decent quality knives, they would be handy for close-up fighting.”

“We get knives and they’re yours,” Seven said. “Keller?”

“You already got the three votes.” She handed the bow and quiver to Jez. “Go for your life,” she said. “I got to have a talk with Guy.”

Seven fell into step with her as she headed to the stream. “What are you thinking?”

“Thinking? Not much. I’m just hoping we’ve got some common ground.” She looked up at the moon. “We need sleep too.”

“Not sure I’m comfortable sleeping with a stranger in the hut.”

“No. Creates a problem, doesn’t it?”

Guy crouched by the small stream, scooping water and washing down his arms and face. “Didn’t kill me, then.”

“Seems not,” Seven said. “Keller has a question for you.”

“They talk about you,” Guy said, snatching at the words like they might temper Keller’s expected judgement.

“Who do?”

“All of them. They don’t stop wondering who you are—the Savage. They picture your home world. Have you feral in some woods? You’re nothing like I imagined.”

Seven closed on him, then crouched by him and began washing. He wanted to show the man he wasn’t some beast, some half-crazed hermit. He’d seen one once—a feral human. Or at least a true loner who’d lost all social graces and barely talked in anything but grunts. Seamus Collick had pinned the fucker when he raided Seamus’ chicken coop. Feral wasn’t worth fearing. Feral was desperation wrapped up in mystique. “I’m not feral.”

“No. No, it appears not. But they don’t know that, and he won’t stop until you’re dead.”

“Geraint?”

“Yeah. They’ve formed a supergroup. Darthus joined them, and two of the other early Martials. They’re getting their towers, then they’re going to hunt you good and proper. They want you gone.”

“Told you we had no friends,” he called to Keller, who’d jumped the stream and was watching the clearing’s dark border.

“We don’t need any.”

“You have one. At least, I think you do. Quiet man. Dark-skinned. They call him Quinn. I used to think he was Darthus, but he doesn’t follow them. I think he might be a lone wolf.”

Keller retreated to the stream. “Where are you from, Guy? Are you from Earth?”

“Belgium,” he said, nodding. “You? You have an American accent, but faded, almost a Brit.”

“Yeah. Seems like that was all a lifetime ago. I’ve wanted to meet someone from Earth since I got here, but now it doesn’t seem to matter much.”

“Same. Yeah. Doesn’t matter a fuck.” He stared at the moon. “I should go.”

“Go?” Seven asked.

“I’ve got to see if any of them lived. I gotta know.” His eyes shone under the moon’s silver light. “I ran. First sign of the troll and I ran. I heard screams, and then the monster chased me. A couple might have survived,” he said, but with no genuine belief.

“How far?” Seven asked.

“Oh no! No, no! You can’t be serious,” Keller said. “We just got ourselves a nice little hut with a bed and everything.”

“How far?” Seven repeated.

“I don’t know. Not sure. I just ran. I suppose for a few minutes, perhaps longer. It’s fucking hard when you’ve got a giant troll racing after you.”

“What way?” Keller asked.

He ground his teeth and thumped the stream’s bank. “From that way,” he said, pointing over his shoulder. “It was dark. I was scared. The other dungeons; they weren’t like this. Midnight—sure, that was a bit scary. But we were always in control.”

“How did you beat the necromancer?” Seven asked.

“Him? Simple. A couple of us kept him occupied while our high Dex, a girl called Andris, snuck around the town and came at him from behind. She had him down in plenty of time.”

Keller snickered. “That easy, eh? What about the storms—the gathering of all the beast tribes?”

“We had nothing like that. Once the necro was down, that was that. The town’s folk returned to normal, and we had a drink and some scram before claiming our rewards.”

The information ratified Jez’s theory that the dungeons adapted to the threat they perceived. “That simple, eh?” Seven said and rolled his eyes.

“I could track back to their camp,” Sinta said. “But it would be better in the morning. With a bit of light, I’d make up the time quickly.”

“You could?” Guy said.

“It was a troll. It snapped branches on the way through. It stank. If I can’t track that, then I’m hardly a hunter.”

“What do you think, Seven?” Keller asked.

“I think we need to get to a tower. But I can’t leave anyone at the mercy of this place. First light. We track back to his camp and then we head straight for a tower.”

“It might take us away from the path. That had a tower at its end,” Jez said.

“No.” Seven stood, Califire in hand. “We don’t let this place beat us. We aren’t Geraint, Star—any of those fuckers. I’m not turning into a monster. They can call me savage all they like.”

“Might be your undoing,” Tamereth said. “But I agree. We play by our rules, not theirs.”

“We keep our humanity.”

Guy sat, bathing his bare feet in the stream. “Didn’t even have time to put my boots on,” he said. “I suppose at worse I might find them.”

“What were you doing?” Keller asked.

He sniffed, holding his breath as if he couldn’t locate the words he needed. Then they came, full of stutters and snivels. “We thought we had the measure of the place…Geraint has a map of the dungeon—brought it off one of the librarians. He’d singled out a tower and told us all to meet him there. We were making good progress.” He held his head in his hands. “Then Molls turned her ankle. We have no healer. I think there are only two in all the groups. We made a splint, but it was slow going so we looked for a refuge, but we knew they spawned randomly. Then Andris came back from her scouting. She’d found a stinky old cave.” His voice cracked. “There was a female troll in it, and some troll kids. We took them by surprise. They didn’t stand a chance. It’s a fucking dungeon. What do they matter?”

Seven shrugged. “No wonder you pissed the troll off.” He pulled Guy up. “I can’t let you sleep inside, but you’re welcome to sleep on the deck.”

“You think I’m a threat?”

“I think you know all about me, and you are part of Geraint’s group. As they have already tried to kill us once, you’ll forgive me for being wary.”

“You think I did this on purpose?” Guy said, squaring up to him.

“I think your story’s flimsy and you haven’t got a single injury. That’s what I think. You’ve had my offer. Take it or leave it. Girls, first light, we track back to the cave—find out the truth of it.”

“That weapon—that blade. What the fuck is it? We got some loot, but nothing like that.”

“This?” Seven hesitated. “This is mine. Its name is Califire, and you’d best hope you never piss it off.”

“But where did you get it?”

He grinned. “That’s a great question. They know. But then they’re on my side. You’re sleeping on the deck, Guy. You aren’t on my team.”

They went inside, leaving Guy on the deck. Sinta took the first watch. Each of them took a turn, and in the morning Seven opened the door to let Guy in, but there was no sign of the man.


Chapter Eight




Sinta ranged ahead with Keller.

“A blind man could follow this trail,” she said.

“It’s just the troll that doesn’t add up. If this was all some plan to lure us to a certain place, then he really pulled all the stops out,” Seven said.

“I can’t see it.” Jez pulled at his arm. “There’s no way he could have set it up. He definitely stumbled on us by accident, and he was running from the troll. That’s all we really know. The rest is just his word.”

“Which I no longer trust. Hell, I didn’t trust it before he sloped back to Geraint.”

“If that’s what happened. The boogie man might have spirited him away.” Keller looked around, wide-eyed.

“What the hell’s a boogie man?” Tamereth asked.

“A horror—a monster in human guise—the boogie man,” she hissed.

Seven still couldn’t get used to her speaking with a human tongue while in wolf form. It was just plain weird. “We’d have heard it,” Seven said. “He was a screamer, no doubt about it.”

“Oh, he was a screamer alright, but I don’t think he was as pathetic as he made out. He must have a good Dex number to escape the troll, and good Body to keep going. He was no mug,” Keller said, confusing them all again.

“Mug?” Seven said, then quickly dismissed it. “Don’t bother explaining. I get the meaning.”

“Looks like the cave’s up here,” Keller said, and they all fell silent.

Jez had conceived several plans of attack, all borrowing clues about the cave’s layout from Guy’s recollections of the attack. They knew it to be a little way up a rock bluff. It had a huge overhang that cloaked the cave in darkness, and the way up to it was a single narrow path of tight switchbacks the troll had used as fucking stairs—to use Guy’s terminology.

When they arrived at the site of the so-called butchery, certain things didn’t add up. For a start, the troll would have had to be fifty feet tall to use the switchbacks as fucking stairs. Second, Sinta could find no sign of the troll climbing up to the cave. Possibly the most damming evidence was the lack of troll corpses, although Dissemble could explain it.

“But he claimed he ran away. So who dissembled them?” Tamereth said.

It was a valid point, said as they climbed the switchbacks, devoid of the slough and scrape of a stampeding troll. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Seven said. His Instinct chimed in his head like a tolling bell waiting to be proved right. But then, given the absence of a battle, apart from the path leading through the forest, the danger was pretty clear to all of them, no matter their score.

Keller reached the cave first, her wolf form ideally suited to climbing the switchbacks, still greasy from the rain. Her tail flicked as she vanished from view, returning to sight moments later. She’d changed back into her human form and was as pale as a ghost.

She shook her head. “Whatever happened up here, it was carnage.” Then fell to her haunches. “Something got them all.”

Seven sensed there was no urgency. What was done was done and no one, not even the cheater, as Quintasia was so fond of calling him, could do a damn thing about it. But urgency drove him up the slope, his calves pumping. Why, he didn’t know, but whatever it was, Califire sensed it too and it morphed into its magnificent spear form.

“Keller!” He hollered as he crested the last rise. “Get the fuck down!”

He dove. Califire shot from him. The enchanted weapon adjusted its trajectory and slammed into the swooping beast with rock-solid inevitability. The spear ripped through the winged reptile with such force it stopped the monster in mid-flight and sent it backward, devoid of most of its gut.

Seven rolled off Keller, who flipped onto her back, breathing heavily despite doing very little. “You saved my life,” she said, then sat up and stared at the approaching hexblade. Califire had turned into his humanoid shape, the featureless representation of a man. Which either scared Seven to his core or made him marvel at the magic that powered the creation. He didn’t know which.

“I did,” said Califire. “Though I had to propel myself as dumbass forgot to throw me as he dove to save you. But yes, I saved the day.” The hexblade turned, hands on hips, and sighed. “Greedy fucker made a mess of this lot.”

“But it wasn’t the one that killed them,” Jez said. She kneeled by a pool of dried blood, crusted and black, pointing at it, then at the dead reptile’s stork-like beak. “If it was that thing attacking them, there would be blood everywhere. Instead. it’s in pools. It’s tidy, too tidy for anything but slaughter or suicide. My guess is the creature saw the dead bodies, thought its lucky day had come and swooped down to gobble up the corpses. But they all snapped out of the dungeon as the cannon sang.”

“The cannons are loud here, but not as loud as Quintasia,” Tamereth said absently.

“I’ve a theory on that too,” she said. “I think the time suck is less, so the jerk isn’t so violent.”

“So if the troll never came up here, and the flying lizard didn’t kill them, what did?” Sinta asked, but Seven shook his head and said the name on everyone’s lips.

“Guy.”

“Little doubt about it,” Jez said, crouching by each of the five pools. “Best guess is that he’s high Dex—aiming for an assassin or thief class—if he isn’t twenty already. Good Body to survive any attempt on him, poor Strength, and average Mind. I reckon he either befriended them, then killed them or snuck up on them while they slept—killed the lookout, then each of them.”

“But the troll?” Tamereth said. “I know I’m being dim, but why would he encourage a troll to chase him all the way to us?”

“He didn’t,” Keller said. “He looted them, but either the noise or the smell of blood brought the troll to the base of the switchbacks. It surprised him. He jabbed it with his spear and fled. The rest was just coincidence. He just happened to run right into us.”

“No way!” Tamereth said. “Too much coincidence.”

“Not really.” Jez dissembled the reptile and slipped its claws and eyes to Sinta with a shrug of her shoulders. “We’re all at the base of the valley—all headed up to the towers strung across it. Chances are if we ran across the valley, we’d bump into someone.”

“He bumped into us, knew who we were, and played dumb. He was unarmed.” Seven stopped talking, trying to rinse a memory from himself but failing. “Plus, he’d have his ring for storage.”

“So he looted his victims, then left and ran straight into the troll,” Keller said. “And we gave him time to recoup and recover.”

Keller said. “Plus, it explains why he was so curious about Califire. He’s seen us fight now, Seven. He’ll tell the others and they’ll know every trick of ours.”

Califire, who still resembled a small human, had frozen in place like a mannequin. Keller’s words appeared to galvanize him, and he cycled through a bunch of weapons before settling on a crossbow. “Then you’ll all have to learn new tricks,” he finally said before settling on his favored axe, then mace, then back to axe.

“Search for any missed loot, then head to a tower?” Sinta suggested.

Keller shivered. “Beats staying here. This place isn’t so lucky.”

But then Seven’s Instinct kicked in. It drew him to the cave, and he walked toward it as if entranced by its shadows. “There’s something here,” he said, his voice distant and loose. “I have no idea what.”

“Go careful, Partner. Caves equal beasts and beasts equal trouble,” Califire said.

“I thought I was a dumbass,” Seven said absently.

“You can be.”

He entered the cave, his Dark Vision adjusting to its gloom instantly. His disappointment rose as he explored the fissure, the cave only a twisting corridor of mottled rock, cracked and rough, some wet with water ingress, some so dry it was powdery. He ignored the shouts from behind; the ever-growing queries.

“What the fuck, Seven? We haven’t got time to go cave diving,” Keller said, grabbing him and pulling him back.

But when he turned and their eyes met, she immediately relented. “What is it?”

“Something,” he said. “Something, I’m sure of it.”

She didn’t move for a moment, but then said, “Fine. Tamereth, with Seven. I’ll keep watch. Sinta and Jez search the area for any clues.”

“Why—” Tamereth said, but Keller cut her off before she could finish.

“It’s not thrusting you together or anything you think it might be. We’ve given up on that, remember? It’s just common sense. I can use my wolf’s senses to keep whoever’s searching safe. Sinta’s the hunter and tracker. If anyone can find clues, it’s her. Jez is⁠—”

“Pretty damn good at putting shit together,” Jez said. “Not so good with tight spaces. So I’m not arguing.”

“Fine,” Tamereth said, pushing past. “Absolutely fine.” She forced a smile onto her face. “I’m over all that, anyway.”

Seven pressed on, passing in and out of his Mana Sight as he tried to see if magic was the draw or not. They delved deeper and deeper until the passage flared into a cavern, a pool in its middle. “It’s the book,” Seven finally said, taking Genevieve’s book from his storage. It opened, settling on a page filled with jumbled words that settled into an order.

I have to say; I am impressed, fellow Novice, soon to be Capable. This trial is by far the worst. To have your fellow graduates try to slaughter you is just so wasteful. I hope you have no divisive fellows in your groups. What’s the phrase? One bad apple? A piece of advice. Steel your heart and feed them to the lions. No good will come of their continued survival.

So, you have the wood from the jungle, the crystal string, the quicksilver formed into arrowheads. We’re almost there, my friend. Interesting fact about elves. Their blood is toxic. Not that you wish to drink it, for it is highly acidic, and this has a bearing on our plans. What we need is the wood and quicksilver tip to stay inside the creatures for as long as possible. The quicksilver poisons them. The straightwood keeps them from healing. One on its own is not enough. Both together is death. But there is a problem. The acid inside the elves will eat both away, reducing their effectiveness bit by bit until the bastard recovers enough to pull it out. So we need to neutralize that acid.

Before you is a pool. Do not step into it. Do not drink its water, for water it is not. Perhaps I should have led with that, and if you’re laying prone on its bank while the alkali rots your guts, I am truly sorry.

The lake is quite magical. Dip each arrow in it, holding it solely by its fletching. Allow the liquid to penetrate it. You have Mana Sight, so I hope you’ve opened Mana Manipulation among other skills. Use it. Drive the mana into the metal and wood and make it hold the alkali in its firm embrace. Our plan depends on it. Your life depends on it. No petty dungeon games compare to the importance of this task.

I say that, but I advise you to win. Winning is everything in Quintasia. It is the fuel that drives us. We must get used to winning until to lose is unthinkable. How else can we defeat the undefeatable?

Good luck, my friend. I’ll see you on the other side.

You have everything you need to create arrows that will kill the elves. By now, you should have a quiver full. Get them enchanted. See Riser Thorn on Sepler Street. He’s good.

Your friend,

Genevieve

“Do you want me to read it out?” Seven asked.

Tamereth slumped back against the cave wall. “You mumbled it as you read. It was like watching a child read. Quite endearing, really.” She paused, drawing her legs in. “We’ve fucked up, haven’t we? We missed that quest.”

Seven shimmied back and sat with her. “Yeah, we fucked up. We need straightwood—whatever the fuck that is. Crystal strands? We need them too. Then we need to come back here.”

“Surely we can get wood anywhere?”

“You heard. We need wood that stops elves healing.” Seven put the book back in his storage. He thumped the stone floor, glad that his Pain Resistance kicked in straight away. “Yeah, we fucked up.”

She reached for him, turning him to face her. “Perhaps this will make up for it.” She brought her lips onto his, kissing him gently, then pulling away.

“What was that for?”

“An apology.”

“For being such a bitch?”

Her jaw dropped. “Really?”

He grinned. “Just an observation.”

She matched his smile. “I deserved that. But yes. For being a bitch.”

“Then that kiss wasn’t enough.”

She tensed, but he held his hand out. “No. Nothing like that. But I reckon you were bitchy enough that I deserve a second kiss—a longer one.”

She cocked her head as if working out the merits of his argument, but then she moved forward, her lips pressed shut and let her mouth hover perilously close to his. He edged forward, closing the last slither, and their lips pressed together. They lingered, the heat of her breath on him and vice versa. The silence of the cave broken only by those soft rasps, wisps of motion that slowly strengthened as Tamereth’s lips parted and her tongue teased his mouth’s defensive line, prizing it open, gently roaming in as if surprised by its easy victory.

Seven accepted her intrusion with a rush of adrenaline and passion. His cock fattened instantly, though her promise was still distant. He settled, taking what he could, still too bruised and battered by her erraticism to trust her completely.

She slid her hand around his neck, locking him in place and forcing him to accept her welcome intrusion. Her tongue slid along his, opening the depths of his mouth to the power of her conquest. Her breath quickened, and for a moment he thought things might develop, that she might submit to him, or force him to submit to her. The latter flushed him with hardness—she on top calling all the shots, him under, learning, savoring her industrious body.

He pulled her closer, but she edged away, the space between their bodies her safe zone, a bridge that prevented further incursion. Yet her tongue told a differing tale, its eagerness growing as her breaths deteriorated to ragged gasps. Then, as quick as she’d established her beachhead, so she withdrew, sliding from him like an assassin in the night. She’d completed her task, though her lips lingered a little longer.

She held him, their gaze so intimate it was a wonder they weren’t making love. “Debt paid,” she said, but he didn’t reply. Seven didn’t have the breath and could barely control his heart’s nervous thump. He thought he might fall if he rose, might give away his arousal as his rigid cock pressed against unyielding armor. As she pulled him up, his fears proved unfounded as his body adjusted to his disappointment. The reason for their little adventure invaded his mind and shoved out the disappointment of courtship.

“Paid in full,” he said, though with little enthusiasm.

“In full?” she said, pulling him back down into the passageway. “No, I don’t think so. But I still haven’t told you my story. You might not want me after that.” She paused in the passageway, partly surrounded by its tight rock. “And I still haven’t made my mind up if I can share. Better to forgo than live a life of jealousy and angst.”

He’d not thought of Keller’s plan like that, but laid out with her simple worries, his tumbled over him, settling on his shoulders. Could he keep more than one woman happy? For that matter, could he keep one woman happy? Yet here he was with the fledgling plan to accept four into his mythical harem. What kind of fool was he when he could count on one hand the number of times he’d lain with Keller?

The brief thought that life might have been simpler when every woman he met reviled him was both unneeded and unwelcome, but it lingered. Tamereth pulled her hand away, stalking off into the gloom, and he was thankful for the solace. He could handle that. He could fail himself and accept the consequences. Only myself to blame was a decent mantra, after all.


Chapter Nine




Jez found a pair of boots. They were the boots of the irrepressible Edmund, Duke of Cirencester. They gave her a boost of plus-five Body and Dexterity. Sinta wore the man’s grieves, which added to her Body and Strength. They’d found Guy’s dagger embedded in a tree, thrown, no doubt, in panic as the troll had surprised him. Probably as he was about to put on the boots.

Their explanation worked. It ticked all the boxes. Guy had assassinated the party, taken the points, and slipped away. But dungeon five wasn’t any ordinary dungeon. Its monsters weren’t mindless wanderers who only responded if you broke too close. They sniffed out blood. They knew when their prey carried an injury, and they went in for the kill. It was savagery at its finest. A defenseless target was a free shot at food. A man or woman on their own was easy game.

“We should always stick to being in a group,” Keller said, which was strange coming from her as she was the one who ranged ahead and scouted. “Jez, adjust our formations so no one can get split away from the crowd.”

“The crowd is just the five of us. There are only so many shapes. A sort of squashed square with Sinta in the middle works best if we think of her as a healer. But as soon as we recognize she’s a huntress, then it becomes a waste.”

They came to the edge of the forest, looking down a rough pasture slope to a trail that led to a crumbling tower. The ruin still held a certain power, thrusting to a broody sky that slung sheets of rain at them in a seeming random rhythm dictated by a cruel, gusting wind. A brook hatched close to the tower and tumbled down the vale in a series of falls and whitewater tumbles. At the midpoint of the gray-green scene stood a single goblin upon the sole wooden bridge spanning the fierce brook.

There was little doubt that the goblin’s days were numbered. With one heft, Tamereth’s spear could spirit its innards away from their natural resting place and drop them several yards behind it. Califire had proved quite adept at mimicking that strike, too. If Keller broke from the cover, she could probably get close to the creature before it had recognized the danger it was in. But something didn’t ring true until Tamereth voiced what each of them suspected.

“I’ll bet there’s a load of them in the tower. Kill that poor fucker and the rest will pour out like water from a broken bucket.”

“The dungeon isn’t about to give us a tower for free, I’ll admit,” Jez said. “But it mentions nothing about their being defenders, and the text is quite clear. The towers are a place of peace. No one can lift a hand against another within its walls. So, on the one hand, I disagree. The goblins can’t be in the tower, as what would be the point? But on the other they will defend the tower.”

“So the question begs; where are they?” Keller asked, her gaze roaming over the roughly clad vale. “Over the ridge waiting to run down like William Wallace with a Brit boner?”

Seven shook his head. Not because he didn’t understand her, but quite the opposite. He knew exactly what she meant, even if he didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. “You think there’s an army of them over the ridge?”

“I think it’s a possibility,” she said. “Or behind the tower.”

“I think we must look at how we would protect the tower if we couldn’t actually occupy it,” Jez said, but Tamereth quickly countered her.

“But they’re goblins. We’re overthinking this. Let’s just kill that little fucker, take the bridge, and see what happens.”

When no one disagreed, she launched her spear at the creature. The inevitability of the strike quickly manifested as it knocked the goblin clean off the bridge and onto the rock bank hemming in the gurgling brook. Tamereth had enough time to slap her hands together before the spear appeared back in her hands. “Have I told everyone how much I love these bracers?” she asked.

When no crowd of angry goblins appeared, Keller morphed into Old Redeye and padded into the open pasture. Seven followed, Sinta and Tamereth taking their positions at his side, with Jez behind. It wasn’t their agreed formation, but it was one they invariably defaulted to.

Seven braced himself against the occasional waves of icy rain, tucking his chin into his armor as he yearned for summer. He didn’t particularly feel the cold. Spending his early years wintering in empty barns had conditioned his body to fight it, but this was different. The wind felt evil. His Instinct perked. Danger was coming, and he had no clue what guise it would come in. But he knew it wouldn’t be a scruffy goblin militia.

He called them all to a halt midway down the rutted slope. “Something…” was all he said.

“Something?” Keller asked, backing up to him.

“I feel it,” Sinta said. “What does the mana say?”

He’d not thought to ask it, but her question prompted him to fall into his Mana Sight. Swirls of vibrant green immediately clouded his sight, snuffing out the drab, rain-soaked valley. He could make out no pattern, as if the gusting wind had little effect. But then he realized it was the mana closest to him. It was eager for him to absorb it, for it to find a home. He accepted some and shooed the rest away like a father fending off an overenthusiastic child. When the immediate mana curtain thinned, he saw the vale’s true patterns, and he spied the anomaly.

Mana funneled over the ridge at a specific point. He watched it for a moment as the dawn of its meaning struggled to rise. Then he had it, and the reason was so obvious he didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it in the first place.

“There’s a wizard over the rise,” he said.

“Doubtful,” Tamereth replied. “A shaman, maybe. A wizard, no. Goblins are dim. A shaman is about as good as they can muster.”

“You sure?” Keller said. “Because we’re awfully exposed if he’s a spell slinger.”

“He’s gathering mana as we speak.” Seven pointed. “There.”

“That means his little army is there, too,” Jez said. “Keller, you fancy breaking downstream, crossing, and sneaking behind them? If you can get to the shaman as they attack, that would be grand. The rest of us run for cover—the bridge is best!” She ran without awaiting a reply, and as Seven snapped out of his Mana Sight, he had a feeling she’d got it dead right.

“Spell incoming!” he said, pushing Sinta and Tamereth toward the brook as Keller raced away.

But they were too slow, and a dark fringe appeared on the opposite ridge. Tamereth threw her spear straight away, aiming for the largest central figure. But as the spear passed through the unfortunate goblin, the shaman appeared, his staff glowing with evil intent.

Seven hollered his defiance, desperately trying to draw the spell onto himself. He had the Magical Resistance. He could take the punishment and survive. He deployed his Mana Harvesting, willing the mana from the shaman. But the goblin glowed with power and pointed his crooked staff. A flash of magic burst from the foul skull atop it and streaked toward Seven like lightning. He tried to meet it and turn it, his Mana Manipulation capable of such a feat. But the sheer speed and ferocity of the attack took him by surprise as he readied, diving at the last moment in the vain hope the spell might skitter over the top of him.

It struck his back and riddled his body with its potent power. His Magical Resistance helped, the passive skill called to action immediately.

“Mana Cleaner!” he shouted, doing his best to scrub the electrifying magic from him before it took root inside him.

He’d expected a spell he could easily counter, but the Shaman was far more powerful than he’d imagined. Perhaps it was the ease with which Tamereth had killed the sole guard, or maybe it was the rabble they’d fought soon after they’d portaled in.

“The dungeon’s adapting to us,” he said through gritted teeth.

He let his anger rise as the spell’s power finally dissipated and sprung to his feet. “One fucking attack spell,” he cried. “That’s all I ask. One fucking attack spell.”

Tamereth pulled him up. The other two had made the bridge, sheltering behind its thin uprights like they would stand a chance against the shaman. “Quick,” she said.

The goblin charge was well underway. Their most eager warriors had swallowed half the hill in a bid to draw human blood first. Seven held Califire up. “Time to do your thing,” he said, and grinned when the hexblade morphed into a mace.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” they both said at the same time.

Tamereth threw her spear again. Jez tried to shoot an arrow but missed hopelessly and set the weapon down and drew her sword. Seven crouched by the bridge’s uprights. He had Califire in one hand and his pathetic buckler in the other. But even that tiny shield proved useful deflecting the goblin-thrown spears as they rained down.

“He’s readying again,” Seven said as he waited for the first goblins to attack the bridge. “Let me try something.”

He quickly listed his Mana Skills: Mana Sight, Mana Manipulation, Mana Harvesting, Mana Cleaner. Harvesting was a sure thing. If he could coax the shaman’s mana away, he could weaken the spell’s power. But that was just reactive. He needed to nullify the spell to give Keller time. If he could occupy the Shaman while she snuck up on him, then she could strike without fear of being hit by a spell. Manipulation sprang into his mind, and he gathered the mana in front of him as an idea formed. If he could make it dense enough, surely he could form a shield? If he could manipulate the mana and ask it to protect him, would it knit together?

He used his Mana Harvesting, urgently drawing the mana away from the shaman. Then he pleaded it to form a protective wall. When that didn’t work, he begged, then screamed at it. Finally, he took a breath and commanded the gathered mana to do his bidding.

You have learned the spell, Mana Shield. You are a Novice. You can now create a wall of impenetrable Mana that can withstand Novice spells easily. Capable and above spells will erode the wall’s integrity. The stronger the spell, the faster the wall will degrade.

“Hell yeah!” he cried as the mana gather, glowing with green luminance. He pushed it forward as he ran out onto the bridge, planting the shield, letting his girls gather behind, as the first goblins reached the other side.

“Now all you gotta do is see if you can hold it and fight, Partner. If not, I’ll adapt. How about a bit of ranged?” The hexblade morphed into a spear, then a bow and arrow before settling on a curious weapon. At least Seven assumed it was a weapon. A seemingly innocuous design, best described as a sword with no hilt bent at forty-five degrees in the middle.

“What the hell is that?”

“My creator called it a boomerang. You throw me. I transform into a lethal bladed weapon, slice a few heads, and then come back to you—blunt again, of course. Don’t want to cut those pretty fingers off, do we?”

“A boomerang?” he said as the shaman’s spell smashed into his mana wall.

The wall creased and bowed, barely able to contain the magic. Cracks appeared as the spell surged forward, its mana threads seeking holes and weaknesses. The goblins clashed with Tamereth and Sinta simultaneously. The girls held the foul creatures at spear’s length while Jez continued to fumble with her bow.

“Fuck this,” she said, throwing it down again. She drew her sword, taking up a position in between the two girls and attacking any goblins that came too close.

Seven, still at a loss as to what to do with the boomerang, focused on repairing the mana wall that occupied the no-man’s-land between the two lines.

“Just throw me side arm and I’ll do the rest,” Califire said.

“Side arm?”

“Like a fucking girl!” he shouted.

Seven tossed the boomerang away, being careful to throw it away from the girls.

“Peerrrrfeeccttttt!” the hexblade said as it arced away, flecks of light bouncing off its newly bladed sides.

Still at a loss what would happen, Seven returned to patching his mana wall. The shaman was clearly a higher-tier practitioner than him and had nearly broken through his wall. But Seven needed to keep him occupied, and he needed the girls to keep the goblins at bay. That was no simple task. More and more packed onto the bridge, edged its parapet, and clung to its sides as they tried to flank them. Then another spell crashed into the wall and began unweaving Seven’s wall.

“Fall back!” Seven screamed. “I’m going to weave another another.”

Just as the girls took a step backward, a humongous scream rang across the tiny vale. So piercing it was that all froze and took note of it. It came from a rapidly rotating silver object that Seven could only assume was Califire. It swept through the ranks of goblin soldiers and clean out the other side.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the first head toppled. Then another. Then a line of them. The goblins screamed with fear as an entire rank of them fell, their heads rolling off the bridge. Califire thumped into Seven’s hand.

“Throw me again! Throw me again!” he cried. “That was fucking awesome!”

Seven tossed him to the side again, then continued weaving his wall. The shaman’s spells struck one after the other. Sweat coated Seven’s brow. Califire killed. Califire returned, and Seven threw the hexblade once more.

“Come on, Keller! Where are you?” he muttered.

Through the toil of his defense and slaughter, he caught sight of Tamereth and she him. They’d shared a kiss. No ordinary kiss. It had been something tender, a springtime where love budded—one day, perhaps, to bloom. Like him, sweat coated her. Its adorable sheen lent definition to her. It shaped her legs, her biceps, her brow and cheeks. It gave her radiance once reserved for gods as she went about her efficient slaughter.

Califire thinned the goblin ranks, the terror of his passing met by shrieks and mourn-filled cries, and still the shaman threw his spells.

Then a roar, a mighty roar so low and feral that shivers pricked Seven’s spine. It stole his attention and allowed the shaman to obliterate his wall. But it was the last thing the shaman ever did as Old Redeye ripped his throat from his spine and ended the goblin practitioner.

Seven wasted no time catching Califire and demanding he become his favored mace. Then it was Seven’s turn to scream his battle cry. He raced forward, breaking through his own lines, using all his strength to leap into the enemy, and from there, only one winner emerged.

Califire sated his long-held thirst once more.

“How in Hellfire’s name did you ever conceive such a weapon?” Seven asked as he cleaned the last of the goblin blood from Califire’s shining glyphs.

“I’d like to take credit for it, but let’s just say the fabulous Penick has visited countless worlds. It was on one such backward cesspool. That he discovered the⁠—”

“It was a boomerang,” Keller interrupted. “And that backward cesspool was my fucking world. And while it might not have been perfect, it was the only world I had once. So I’d be grateful if you’d speak about it fondly. I, on the other hand, can say what the fuck I want about it.”

“Boomerang, that’s it,” Seven said, meekly. “He said it was a boomerang.”

Keller rippled her lips, then screwed them into a pucker and sucked her cheeks in. “I’ll forgive you on one condition.”

“What?” Califire barked.

“I get to throw you every now and then.”

“Ha!” he said. “No can do. I’m soul bound to this…this…” He morphed into his axe and inclined his head. “I can only think of insults, and I’m not in the mood to insult him. He’s proving quite the partner, and once he has proper magic, I think he might be worthy of me.”

“Well, lucky old me,” Seven said. “But just because you’re soul bound, it doesn’t mean I can’t lend you out. After all, Siniman leant you to me.”

Califire grunted. “Trust you to remember that. Maybe I don’t want any Tom, Dick, or Harry throwing me around.”

“Hey!” Keller said. “That’s another phrase from my world. You liked it there. Penick did, too.”

“I don’t mean to interrupt,” Jez said, pointing at the tower. “But there’s a prize for occupying the first tower.”

The sky flashed silver and gold, and a thunderous clap rang out, shuddering through each of them.

Tower occupied! Great news, Novices! Geraint Rollus has occupied a tower! He has rallied his team and battled his way to tower four. May he reap the rewards of his victory. Quintasia awards him with the Staff of Selefon the White, a once mighty wizard. Merely holding the powerful artifact forces mana channels to open, activates magic, and pokes spells to bloom. Rejoice! One of your peers has grown in power. The stronger one becomes, the stronger all become!

Seven stared up at the tower. “Him! It had to be him.”

“If Guy hadn’t delayed us…” Sinta said.

“Yeah!” Tamereth said. “If we hadn’t tracked him back, we could have easily got that tower and won that prize.”

“But we did,” Seven said softly. “We’ll not let this damn contest strip us of our morals. If someone needs help, they get help.”

“Even if they turn out to be the enemy?” Tamereth spat. “Fuck, you’ve gotta grow a spine.”

“But…”

“But nothing, Seven. All our necks are on the line.”

He grabbed her by the upper arms, pulling her close to him. “I will not let this place strip us of our humanity. I won’t! And I won’t let you become a beast, either. We’re humans, Tammy. We show compassion.”

“You’re a fool if you think any of them are going to show you fuck all. They’ll kill you, Seven. We were lucky Guy didn’t want to chance it. Probably only because he’d lost his knife. Sure, you put him outside, but we should have put him down. Tied him up at the very least.”

“Compassion! We can’t lose compassion!” Seven yelled at her.

“Then you’re a bigger fool than I thought. Soon to be a dead fool. No fucker has ever shown you compassion. There’s a time and a place for it, and this isn’t either.”

She trudged up the hill toward the tower. Sinta followed, glancing backward, then firmly forwards. Jez followed. “She’s right, you know. Sometimes it’s okay to be brutal.”

Then Keller threaded her hand through the crook of his arm, and the loneliness he was feeling vanished. “They may be right, but you are, too. We need our humanity, else what’s the point?”

“To get through this fucking dungeon,” Seven said. “But I’m feeling the bigger challenge is working out Tamereth’s moods.”

Keller grunted. “She’s struggling. Give her space.”

“I’m struggling too,” he said, absently.

“With me?”

He pulled her close. “Not you, no. My feelings for you are tattooed on my heart.” He winced, pulling her close as they set off after the others. “It’s just I think…”

“Think?”

“I think I could do it. I think I might be able to love more than one woman.”

Keller fell silent but held him tightly. “I think I’d like that. I think I’d like the company—the feeling of family.”

“Sure?”

“No,” she admitted.

“Me neither.”

“Then we’ll leave it like that.” She looked back over her shoulder. “We’ve crossed harder bridges. Some are truly worth fighting for.”


Chapter Ten




The daunting flint and slate tower rose from the small hill. Moss pocked its weathered walls, ferns grabbing hold lower down, and a plucky tree sprang from one of the archer’s slits. Part of the outside wall had crumbled, like an assault had once breached it—like a forlorn hope had climbed it, scaled it against all the odds.

When Quintasia and Jez’s research had mentioned towers, Seven had pictured just that. A circular or square column rising to a crenelated top. He’d imagined an angry wizard shouting down from a door partway up. He’d thought it a simple affair. But the tower facing him was much larger than that, with a central bailey and rooms hidden within the fifteen feet thick walls. It was a place that they could defend. It was a base. And as they passed its ruined threshold, Quintasia’s welcome told them a little bit more.

Welcome Novice! Welcome to Tower Eighteen. Do you claim it on behalf of The Forlorn Hope?

“I do!” Seven said, proud to be the keeper of such a once fine place.

The instant the words left his lips, the ruins glowed. Seven half-expected it to regain its magnificence of years past, to brush away the history that had eroded its finery.

But no.

Quintasia has provided food, shelter, and a base. You, The Forlorn Hope, are the occupying guild. You may shelter other guilds. Quintasia permits no violence inside the tower’s perimeter unless attackers breach the walls.

You must repel hostile waves. Quintasia will allot points and gift rewards for defeating waves. The higher the number slaughtered, the greater the rewards.

Once the combined slaughter of all towers reaches a certain point, the tower will cease to be, and the next dungeon section will open. There, one tower is available, and the first guild occupying it dictates which guilds can enter.

Work hard. Fight hard. You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia!

“We’re safe but not safe,” Keller said, stepping over a pile of flint and winding her way through the breach into the small bailey. “Best work out how to defend the place before we rest.”

“I’m beat,” Seven said. “I think Magic links to Body as well. I can’t be certain, but my mana wall shouldn’t have resisted the Shaman—not at Novice. He had to be Capable or above. So my Body number must have come into it. I could sustain the wall longer than I should have been able to.”

“No time to rest,” Tamereth said. “This is much the same as expecting a monster attack in the caravans. We need to make sure our perimeter is the best it can be.”

Seven sighed. “Tell me what to do.”

“Get piling rocks, Chosen One. We need to make this breech as high as possible.” She scanned the rest of the tower. “And we need a lookout. Jez, you get out of stone-stacking duty. Get up the top and find a target. Keep firing those arrows until you open the skill. Fire, empty that quiver, then recall. Over and over, got it?”

“Yes, sir!” she said, scampering up the steps lining the bailey.

“I could have been the archer,” Keller grumbled. “Boomerang. We need to talk to that Penick. Not that it makes a lot of difference, but I need to know if he caused me to swerve that night.”

Califire chuckled. “You’re killing for fun now. Why worry what got you here?”

Keller faced the axe. “Not fun. Never fun. I need to know. You wouldn’t understand.”

“As soon as I get to level twenty, I can summon him. I’ll find out,” Seven said. “Let’s seal this breach. I’ll throw the rocks.”

“I’ll stack,” Sinta said. “I built some dry-stone walls with my father when I was younger. The trick is to find the right stone for the right spot and work outside to in.”

The moon was high, dominant, a glowing orb hanging in an empty night sky. It cast its silver shadow over the ever-rising wall as the group toiled. Seven collected the rocks, passing them to Keller, who handed them to Tamereth. The line fed Sinta, who deftly built the wall, though without mortar it was nowhere near as sturdy as the rest of the tower. But it made a capable defense.

“I think that’s enough,” Tamereth said, walking its top. “If they’re giants, trolls, or ogres, then they could rip it down with their bare hands. But that will give us enough time to kill them. So that’s on us if they get through. Good job, Sinta.”

“Hey, what about us?” Keller asked.

“We were just the laborers. She did the real work.” Tamereth jumped down, staring up at the wall in appreciation. She nodded. “Yup, as good as any dry-stone wall.”

“And surprisingly sturdy,” Sinta said as she walked its top before dropping into the bailey. “If we had more stone, we could go higher. Its base is strong enough.”

Seven’s gaze lingered on Tamereth. She’d got them all working when all they’d wanted to do was crash. She had great leadership qualities. Yet her erratic moods changed all that. It made her difficult to predict. But he was beginning to understand. She needed things to occupy her. Without them, she was at the mercy of her mind—of whatever dark thoughts dwelt in there. It had been fine all the while they trained, but without a defined goal, her nightmares haunted her.

“I’ll take first watch,” he said.

“No, I’ll do it,” Tamereth said.

“Two on watch,” Keller said. “Half the night’s gone. You two take the first. Me and Sinta will do the second.”

“What about me?” Jez asked. “I’m at Capable for archery, by the way.”

“I noticed,” Keller said. “You never stopped all night. At least we got rest breaks. You do the morning. If they were going to attack at night, then it would be all over by now. Be ready. Morning, that’s when they’ll come.”

“This room’s habitable, and it has five cots,” Sinta called from across the bailey.

“Designed for your harem,” Tamereth said, rolling her eyes.

“Designed for the five members of the Forlorn Hope to sleep in,” Seven corrected. “You’re the only one hung up on the harem idea.”

Tamereth climbed up the first flight of steps. She stopped, looked down at him, and took his breath away. Framed by moonlight, her undergarments barely concealed her lithe body. “Armor or no armor?” she asked. “Sinta sees into the future. What do you think, Sinta? Am I going to need my armor for this watch?”

“It doesn’t work like that. I see things, but I don’t have any power over what.”

“So, what have you seen recently?” She asked.

Sinta climbed a few steps. “I could tell you. Let me whisper in your ear.”

“Just tell me.”

“Perhaps…” She edged closer.

“I have no secrets.” Tamereth raised her voice as if to reinforce the truth of her words that Seven already knew to be a lie.

“Then I will tell everyone. I see a shaded lake, steps of water clover, rocks made from glass, and two lovers deep in the throes of their passion.”

Tamereth laughed, but then her laughter morphed into something more sinister, something bordering on rage. “Who? Who’s fucking?”

“Fucking? Perhaps. Love unleashed? More likely. But you know who it is. You feel it deep down. Perhaps there you admit it to yourself. Perhaps you surrender to⁠—”

“To him?” Tamereth glared at Seven.

“To yourself,” Sinta said. “Perhaps you submit to yourself.”

Tamereth held Sinta’s gaze, then tore away, avoiding Seven’s unasked questions. She stormed up to the crenelations. “I’ll take the top. You guard the breech. That way, you might resist grabbing hold of me.”

Before he could retort, she flew up the steps and raced along the walkway to the farthest point.

Keller chuckled. “You could have lied.”

Sinta stared back, her head cocked and eyes full of questions. “Perhaps I did.” She walked to the bedroom. “Perhaps I saw myself in the vision. Just because Tamereth rejects you, it doesn’t mean I would.”

Seven looked away. Sinta was beautiful, both inside and out. Jez was stunning, too. But Tamereth scrambled his head. He had no room for anything else. Keller sat with him. “Want some company?” she asked, taking his hand.

“You should sleep. We have no idea what we face tomorrow.”

She rested her head on his shoulder. “It’s been that way ever since we’ve been together, Seven. Sure, we had a fair idea in the chapels, but this?” She pulled him closer. “Not sure about you, but I expected a day in this dungeon, tops. I thought we’d have a few monster battles. Perhaps end up in a fight with one group or the other. But it would be like a gang fight. Sure, casualties might happen, but on the whole, they’re avoided. This? Murder, assassination, ganging? This is viciousness. But more than that. It’s wasteful. How many of us will survive? Half?”

“Half—might just shave that. You haven’t seen Quintasia. I have. It’s full of people our age. Yet they acted younger. It was like the very act of placing us in an academy had reversed our age to childhood.”

“Perhaps it takes the responsibility away, and that just leaves the kid behind.” Keller snuggled closer. Seven cherished the feeling, the sense that he wasn’t alone. It was strange even thinking that way. He’d had more companionship the last weeks and months than ever before. But somehow the conflict inside him and that with Tamereth made him feel more alone than ever before.

“We get through this butchery, then wallow in our youth.” The words dripped from him, his emotions a conflict of his love for Keller and his confusion for all else.

“One of my old teachers had a saying: Perfection is an aspiration, though never a reality. I see what he meant now. Perhaps this is the best Quintasia could come up with.”

“Genevieve—his story varies a little. Or rather, there’s a mystery behind it. One moment he’s ranting against Quintasia, the next he’s hinting he had something to do with its creation.” He’d told her about the book activating again. They’d barely discussed it. Somehow, Genevieve and his world-altering quest lacked the importance and mystique it once had. It had turned into one boy’s crazy idea rather than possible salvation.

“I think he was one of the first. Maybe he had input, and maybe the system learned from early mistakes. It’s quite possible it developed into something he hated.”

“Or he became trapped in the chapels as a punishment.”

“Do you know much about AIs?” she asked, stroking his cheek.

“No. I assumed it was a spell that endured beyond its purpose. Like Califire but without a body.”

“Not a bad comparison,” the weapon said.

Keller drew away a little. “I forget you come as a pair now. It makes intimacy hard.”

“I got a wicked boomerang, though,” Seven pointed out.

“Came from my land, so technically, I invented it.”

“How?”

“My land. My people. My claim to fame. But he could have copied an AK-47 or whatever the number was. Then you’d be in real business.”

“A what?”

“A gun. They kill people from miles away. Like shooting a thousand arrows at once. We’d have no difficulty killing all the monsters.”

He pictured himself standing atop Sinta’s new wall with a bow in hand, shooting thousands of arrows at once. It reviled him as much as it excited him. The slaughter was sickening, but the thought of so much power stirred something inside him. Something primal. Something curiously arousing. He pulled her close, his lips touching her ear lobes. “Is your world that dangerous?”

“It’s not one world. That’s the thing about my old life. I see it now, but I didn’t then. It’s a billion worlds, each surrounding one person.”

“Sounds a strange place.”

“Probably no different from here. That’s the task. That’s what we must become. Somehow, we all have to share a world and shatter the walls we put around ourselves. That’s what love is, Seven. Nothing else.”

“Tamereth?”

“Some walls will be harder to tear down than others. Doesn’t mean they’re not worth it. As the saying goes, you get nothing for nothing.”

She straddled him, cupping his cheeks and pressing her lips against his. Then, drawing away, her eyes sparkling with moonlight. “You have the power to be great, Seven. You just have to decide what the greatness looks like.”

And then she was gone. Like all her words, all their closeness was but a fleeting thought, and he understood what it was like to live in a different world from everyone else. As he looked over the repaired wall, down a bleak valley brushed in silver moonlight, he felt the conflicting loneliness of command tempered with Keller’s presence. He realized she never left him, no matter where she was. Their walls had come down.

Was that the reason for Tamereth’s loathing, her passion, her hatred? Was she clinging to her wall because it had once saved her from something far worse than love? They exchanged no words during their lookout duty. Nor did they speak when they went to bed. But he heard her as she tossed and turned. Nightmares peppered her dreams. Her words were barely discernible. Her moans and screams were ones of terror rather than passion.

When she opened her eyes, he sat over her, holding her hand. Her temper flashed across her expression, eyes narrowing even though foggy with sleep, nose creasing, and her snarl ready to accompany her bark. But he said the words he’d rehearsed throughout the night.

“One day I hope you’ll tell me what happened,” and he left, just like he’d planned to.

He’d vowed to dismantle her wall, but only if she wanted him to. Keller was wrong. He knew that because, for a long time, his wall was all that had prevented his despair from swamping him. But she was also right. You could lose one wall, but you had to build another big enough for two. Or in this case three.

Perhaps four.

Maybe five.


Chapter Eleven




The troll rose above the horde, its leathery olive skin striped with blue like a lazy painter had tossed a couple of brushstrokes at it to give it a pinch of beauty. Two belts crossed its chest, holding knives much like an improvised baldric, and skulls hung from another belt that held up a pair of ragged pants. Were it not for its enormous belly, it might have looked a fearsome warrior. Certainly, the great spear in its hand hinted at some battlefield prowess, as did the shield on its arm. But the rotund gut ruined all, especially given its sticky-out belly button.

Behind the beast skulked fifty or sixty goblins, all in various states of disrepair. The army meandered toward the tower with little enthusiasm, giving the impression they were waiting for something.

“I reckon I could get him,” Califire said. “He’s in range. You’ve just got to throw me right.”

“But I haven’t got a clue how to throw a boomerang. It’s not like there’s a boomerang skill I can open,” Seven said.

“I could get him with my spear,” Tamereth volunteered. “But there’s no guarantee that it’ll kill him. The last troll’s skin was leathery as fuck, and this one’s twice the size.”

“No!” Califire said. “If someone can just throw me right, I can lop that fucker’s head off in one fell swoop. Think about it. All that blood fountaining up, spraying over those dirty goblins. It’ll be awesome. It’ll be the best!”

“I threw you well enough yesterday, I suppose. You killed loads.” Seven decided he hadn’t done that bad a job.

“You couldn’t miss! But a goblin’s neck is a lot different from a troll’s neck. We need precision. We need a good flight, loft, spin. If I alter anything, I’ll lose power, and the last thing I want is to be stuck in that oaf’s neck as it leaks its puss-filled innards over me.”

“I’ll do it,” Keller said. “I threw boomerangs on the beach. Even smacked my mate Georgie right on the head with one.”

“But you’re a girl!” Califire protested.

“It’s me or him,” Keller said. “Him being a strong but boomerang inept man. Or me, a practiced boomeranger with decent Dex. Your choice.”

“Can’t see, as we’ve got anything to lose,” Jez said. “I vote Keller.”

“I’m voting Keller too,” said Tamereth. “Women have more natural agility with ranged weapons than men. On the caravans, all the archers were women.”

“Then we’re done,” Keller said. “With my vote, it’s three. Gimmie.”

“Do I get a choice?” Califire asked.

“No,” Seven said. “We’re a team, and if you want to be in it, you’ve got to be a player.”

The enchanted weapon cycled through a dozen forms before settling on the boomerang. “A nice wide arc. I want to go high and then swoop down. Got it?”

“Best hurry, they’re getting closer,” Jez said.

Keller grabbed the boomerang, eyeing the approaching troll, looking left, adjusting her stance and then winding her arm back. “Here goes,” she said.

“But you’re not even aiming at him,” Jez said.

“Oh, I am. Watch.”

She launched the boomerang with a shout and a shotputter’s follow through. Califire spun away, a blur of silver morphing into a deadly, razor-sharp weapon. He curved upward as if born on an incoming breeze, then reached his peak before almost coming to a halt. He swooped, his path arcing around toward the goblin horde, getting ever lower. Then he scythed into the goblin ranks, scalping the first few, going lower as he cut a bloody furrow through them before returning to Keller’s outstretched hand.

She grimaced, staring at her hand and counting her fingers. “Missed. Fuck!”

“Wider and higher.” Califire’s voice grated out.

“Got it,” she said.

“Hurry.” Jez pointed. “I think you just pissed them off.”

The goblins looked at the sky, the valley, the tower, clearly wondering where the strange weapon had come from. The troll pointed, screaming its battle cry.

“Quick!” Seven shouted.

“Don’t rush me!” Keller ground her teeth together, looking from the hexblade to the troll and back. She adjusted her stance and wound back her arm once more. “Here goes nothing!” she screamed, launching the boomerang on the very last word.

The troll hesitated, tracking the strange silver object, swiveling his head as it crested to one side and then watching as it swooped toward him. Just before it hit, he opened his mouth and let out a mournful bellow as the hexblade sliced through his lower jaw, passing through his head as if made of morning mist. The troll stood motionless. The top two-thirds of its head slid away; blood curiously absent for a moment, as if the swiftness of the attack had taken its arteries by surprise. Then a dirty brown liquid plumed up, its spout cresting, then falling like a dancing fountain.

Keller caught the boomerang. “So, still think girls can’t throw?”

Califire grunted. “Well, you look a little man-ish.”

“I do not!” she said, handing the weapon back to Seven. “No fucking way.”

Seven chuckled and received a jab to his jaw for his trouble.

“You ever repeat that, and you’re shut out. Got it?” Keller snapped.

“Err, I think we have bigger worries than that,” Jez said as the goblin horde charged.

Tamereth moved forward, launching her spear over and over as Jez peppered the attackers with her arrows.

“You got the skill, then?” Keller shouted up.

“I told you last night. It’s Capable. Be a while to progress.” She called her arrows back, holding the quiver out as they returned.

“You don’t have to do that!” Keller called up again.

“Oh yes, I do. It scares the crap out of me as it is.”

Seven drew alongside Tamereth. He held Califire ready; the goblins funneling into a line as if they expected the breach to still be there. “Spear!” he cried. “Long one.”

“I got better than that, partner,” the hexblade called back and morphed into a halberd, its head a combination of spear and axe. “Well?”

“Perfect,” Seven said. “Absolutely perfect.”

The goblins crashed against the wall, crawling over one another as they attempted to reach Sinta, Tamereth and Seven. Then a roar sounded behind Seven as Keller pounced onto the wall, her claws extended and teeth bared.

Seven swung the halberd but found it awkward as it tangled among the pressed throng.

“We need points,” Keller shouted, “and they’re only goblins.”

“I’m in,” Tamereth shouted back.

Keller bounded along the wall, leaping and landing on the edge of the goblin file. She pounced immediately, ripping at the hapless soldiers, shredding them with her glinting claws. Tamereth landed beside her, keeping them at bay with her spear.

Seven dithered for a moment. “This way,” he shouted at Sinta and leapt down, attacking the other flank, Califire morphing into his favored mace.

Sinta joined him, keeping the wall on one side of her as she clinically slaughtered the goblins. Jez shot arrow after arrow into their center. Without the threat of the shaman or the troll, the goblins proved easy meat and within a few minutes; the battle was over. Seven cuffed his brow; a mix of sweat and goblin blood.

“That was too easy,” he said. “And stupid. Jumping down removed our advantage. We need more ranged. More bows and we could have rained death on them and not put ourselves in danger.”

“Yeah, but jumping down got the battle done,” Keller said, having morphed back into her human form. “And I need a bit of downtime. Let’s dissemble these and cook some scram. I’ll go hunt.”

“I could eat,” Tamereth said. “My arms are on fire, but my score’s shot up.”

Seven dissembled the goblins, but there were only meager pickings. “Let’s go sort the troll,” he said and picked his way through the bodies until he reached the fallen troll.

“Big bastard,” he said. “Even without a head.” He kneeled by the body, looking up at Tamereth. “You need to tell me your story. You shout and thrash in your sleep.”

Her expression softened, as if she was about to break and tell him all. Then a veneer of aloofness replaced it, and she shook her head. “I feel ready sometimes, but not others. Not now. I’m sorry. I really am.”

Seven remained silent. Keller was right. He had to chisel away at her walls. He had to be patient. “What have we here?”

He picked a necklace from the rapidly disappearing blood and guts. “If the dungeon responds to our prowess and becomes harder if we think it’s better, I wonder if the loot changes to become what we need?” He handed it to her before identifying it. “It’s yours if you want it.”

She reached for it, the hint of a smile turning the corners of her lips. “Thank you,” she said, before her smile vanished, replaced with instant rage. “Keep it. You fucker! You absolute fucker. I was right all along! You two had a plan.” She threw the necklace down and stalked off.

“Tamereth, what?”

“You know! You knew exactly what that was before you gave it to me!”

“I…” Seven said as he picked the necklace up.

Phillip, Duke of York, was a philanderer and lothario. However, he was also a frugal man. The last thing he wished was to support hundreds of children from his numerous dalliances. He commissioned this pendant and had it enchanted by the wise wizard Phellingstrom. He gifted it temporarily to his many lovers, swapping it from one to the other as each received his utmost attention.

Necklace of Infertility. Whomsoever wears this charm cannot conceive a child while it touches her skin.

“Oh, fuck!” Seven said but didn’t run after her. “Tamereth, I didn’t know!”

But Tamereth never turned around.

He lingered, unsure what to do.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” he cried, looking at the broody sky. “I did nothing wrong!”

He raced after her, catching up by the repaired wall.

“Look, I—” Seven said, grabbing her arm.

“Don’t. Just don’t.” She looked past him, through him, anywhere but making eye contact. “I’m going to hunt with Keller. We need food. We can’t eat thin air. I need to do something.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“Sure you will. For what reason? To hunt or to use your damn necklace.”

“Tam! You saw. I just picked it up. I didn’t even identify it. You want me to toss it? You want that?”

“Toss what?” Keller asked.

“This infertility necklace,” Seven said. “We just looted it from the troll.”

“If that’s what I think it is, you aren’t tossing that!”

“See,” Tamereth spat. “It’s all worked out for you.” She slid from between him and the wall. “Go have your fun. I’m hunting.”

“No! You can’t go on your own.”

“Why? You don’t own me.”

“We’re a team, Tamereth,” Keller said.

“No. No, were not. A team would respect boundaries. A team wouldn’t force someone to do something they don’t want to. We’re Seven and Keller and three others. That’s how it is. That’s how it’s always been.”

Keller jumped down, squaring up to her. “We taught you. We helped you. We asked for nothing!”

“Rubbish! You hawked me to him. You near enough told me I had to join his harem, or I’d be out on my ass.”

“No! No, I didn’t. We talked about it. You, me and Seven! We, both of us. Don’t you dare put words into my mouth!”

“You liar.”

Keller whipped her fist around, catching Tamereth on the face, snapping her head to one side. “You fucking bitch! We did no such thing.”

But Tamereth wasn’t listening. She turned so slowly that it took an age for her to face Keller again. A growl fermented in her gut, rising as her eyes glowed with a fire that erupted in fury as she lunged at Keller, fists pumping, smacking her once, twice, three times.

Keller staggered back under the ferocity of Tamereth’s assault. Seven moved forward, but Keller got a grip, ducking the spear woman’s punches and planting her feet. “No, Seven! You stay out of this.” She weaved, Tamereth suddenly punching the air. “I might have been a graphic designer,” she said with a smirk. “But I was a fucker at school.”

Her kick was so swift it caught Tamereth by surprise as it landed right between her legs. She buckled, allowing Keller to launch an uppercut right at her descending face. The snap of bone could have been Keller’s fist or Tamereth’s nose, but Seven never knew as Sinta’s heal sat a green aura over them.

“What the hell are you doing?” Seven called up to her.

“Prolonging the fight. It’s been brewing for an age. Might as well have a good go at each other.”

Seven stepped back, the ferocity of their ongoing attacks and Sinta’s words dissuading him from breaking the fight up. He perched on a jutting rock, trying to stifle a smile. If he’d read it right, two girls were fighting over him—over the cripple, the bad-luck bringer, the savage.

Keller could barely contain her wolf. Her half-retracted claws ripped at Tamereth’s armor, slashing at the fastening, her breastplate coming loose. But Tamereth wasn’t done. Nor did she show any signs of fear. She tossed the flapping breastplate aside, stepping back and getting ready to go again.

“So that’s how it is, eh? You gotta cheat to win.”

Keller cuffed some blood from the corner of her mouth. “How it is? I can barely stop myself from ripping your fucking head off. Just be thankful for small mercies.”

“I don’t need your mercy. I don’t need your pity. And I certainly don’t need your man.” She shot forward, her speed surprising Keller, and rather than try anything flashy, she barged into her, knocking her from her feet and smashing her onto the rock. Breath flew from Keller, carrying spittle and blood. An unholy roar followed as Keller finally bared her teeth.

Tamereth, her fist cocked and ready, hesitated. “Holy crap,” she said, punching Keller as she turned, Old Redeye finally manifesting.

Keller gulped a breath, roaring again, strafing Tamereth with her spit. The spearwoman backed away as the wolf reared up.

“Keller, no!” Seven said, but Keller was too far gone.

“No, Keller! I didn’t mean it! Look, I’ll try harder.” She raised her hands, stumbling over a rock and falling backward. Her arm went back, hand breaking her fall. “Please!”

She groped at her spear. Then something clicked in her mind, and realization came. She snapped her fingers; the spear appearing in her hand. “Stay back.”

Keller pounced.

Tamereth threw the spear.

Seven dove between them. He grabbed the spear, pushing it away. Keller’s claws raked his body, sliding between his breastplate and pants, clinically efficient in their disembowelment. Seven screamed, his Pain Resistance unable to match the cold cruelty of her divine-sharpened claws.

Keller returned to her human form instantly, withdrawing her blood-soaked hands. “No!” she screamed, as Tamereth’s spear struggled to break Seven’s ebbing grip and find its target. “No!” she cried again as horror gripped her. “What have I done?”

Heals rained down on him, Sinta’s mana falling like snow on a cold winter’s day. Seven gritted his teeth, the spear jolting him, blood burping out with every jerked motion. “Call it off,” he said. “For fuck’s sake, call it off.”

“I—” Tamereth said. “I don’t know how.” She dove for it, but knocked it out of Seven’s grasp before he could grab hold. The spear shot away, streaking upward, stopping, turning.

“Oh shit,” Keller said as it plunged toward her. She morphed into Old Redeye and took off, racing around the tower.

Seven cast Tranquil Resistance 2. He had no choice. His head fuzzed. His mouth dried. “You need to stop it, Tamereth,” he said.

“I can’t. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“No, the spear. You need to stop the spear.”

Keller raced past, steam funneling from her nostrils.

“Call your pet off!” she cried, the spear following close behind.

“How?” she asked, and Califire changed into an axe.

“One shot,” his grating voice rang out. “That’s all I’m going to give you to sort this mess out.” He twisted its shaft, bringing his head down to Seven’s. “Leave it to me to sort out your mess, partner.”

“Gotta meditate,” Seven said. “I’m trusting you.”

Califire flipped around. “One shot, Green Eyes. One shot.”

Tamereth grabbed the axe, bringing it up and over her shoulder. She planted her feet and straightened her back. Keller raced around, the spear on her tail.

“Help me!” she cried, and Tamereth struck, bringing Califire down, chopping her spear in two and severing a good portion of Keller’s tail.

Keller howled, her legs folding under her. She rolled and rolled, dropping into a hollow and crashing to a stop. She peered over the top, Tamereth’s spear in two on the rock. “Did you get it?”

Tamereth bent and picked up the remnants of Old Redeye’s tail. “And a bit of your wolf too,” she said, then pealed with relieved laughter.

Keller rose. She patted her ass, the backs of her legs, her shoulders and froze. “You cut my fucking hair off. You bitch. You cut my fucking hair off.” She ran for Tamereth, fists bunched.

The spearwoman took one look at Keller, dropped the enchanted weapon and took off, racing around the tower. “It was a mistake. I was aiming for my spear.”

“Come here, you bitch! I’m going to kill you!”

Stifled laughter dripped down from Sinta’s wall. Jez and Sinta sat together, enjoying the show.

“One of us has got to hunt, the other should make sure Seven is healed and Keller and Tamereth don’t kill each other.”

“I can’t hunt,” Jez said, and that settled that.

“Will you stop!” Seven groaned, his guts slowly healing. “I love both of you!”

Tamereth skidded to a stop, Keller clattering into her.

“What did you just say?” the spear woman asked.

“I love both of you,” Seven repeated and passed out.


Chapter Twelve




A bolt of magic fizzed toward them.

“Get back!” Seven shouted, his voice lost to the driving rain, the howling wind and the grumbling thunder.

Tamereth jumped from the repaired wall. Keller bounded across the bailey to where Jez and Sinta sheltered. Seven focused, holding his mana wall in place, but knowing he was no match for the goblin shaman.

“Got to be Adept at least,” he said.

Every fiber in him strained. His muscles bunched, their strings taut. Mana gathered in front of him, forming an impenetrable wall. But it wasn’t as submissive as usual. It wanted to flee—to evade the coming strike. The shaman’s magic barreled toward them, a crimson ball of incandescent flame.

A hundred goblins, dozens of hyena-like creatures, grotesque creations spawned from the depths of some hellhole or the other, waited for their turn to attack. The ominous sound of cannons punctured the chaos.

The dungeon had woken, and it was punishing every tower.

A fireball exploded on Seven’s mana wall, shattering it as countless strings of hot magic splattered over him, sticking like hot tar. He screamed, awaiting pain, but his resistance had kicked in long ago. It had been ready to counter more pain. The agitated mana slid off him, his Magical Resistance at a better level than the Shaman’s magic.

Sinta’s wall, however, didn’t fare as well as him. Its interlocking dry-stone exploded out, battering Seven’s exposed body but having little effect as his healing kicked in. He stood central, his feet planted, expecting the inevitable and ready for it. The shaman’s magic had finally destroyed the wall. It was time to fight.

“Forlorn Hope!” he cried. “To me!”

Califire slid into his mace form, the spikes on his head bigger and sharper than usual. The shaman had done his job. His army poured through the breach. But each of them was ready. Each knew this was their biggest test. Keller bounded into the horde, her claws shredding the feeble creatures, ripping their guts out, slashing their throats and tearing muscle from bone. Tamereth jabbed with her new spear. She spun and jumped, her fighting technique so much more than just strike and thrust. A pocket of little bastards formed around her, their bodies soon making a grim circle.

Sinta held her position on the steps, countering any goblins than broke through. She sent her heals to Keller, Seven and Tamereth. They also fell on Jez, but she had little need of them, high on the battlements as she was, raining down death, her bow singing, her aim so deadly.

Califire slaughtered all. It reveled in death and destruction. It could have taken many destructive forms, but the brutality of the mace appealed to it, and its wielder, with his huge Strength score, held his end of the bargain perfectly. Yet that doubt creased Seven’s mind. There was something innately wrong with the enchanted weapon—something quite evil. There was an underlying stain that niggled.

Seven stood in the breech’s middle, unmovable. Goblin and hyena bodies piled around him. His stance was firm despite the rain and blood, the slithers of stripped flesh sliding underfoot. He had his spot, and he would not give it up. Not for a mangy gnoll and certainly not for a goddam goblin.

“Tamereth! Break off and try to kill the shaman!”

“On it!” The spear woman called back. “How are your guts holding up?”

“Still in one piece!”

Women were curious creatures, Seven mused while driving Califire through two perfectly aligned heads. They could fight one moment and be best friends the next. The animosity between them had vanished with his declaration of love. Keller and Tamereth’s fight had ended abruptly. Both had skidded to a halt, swapping glances and then kneeling by him.

“You what?” Keller had slapped him back to consciousness.

“You love us both?” Tamereth had repeated, appearing okay with it despite her earlier enthusiastic denial of him.

“I think I love you both,” he’d said, very nearly ruining what had surprisingly stopped them fighting.

“Look, I know you’re meditating and are probably delirious from the wound, but this is important,” Keller had said.

“Yes, think or are?” Tamereth had asked, in synch with Keller, who she’d only moments ago been trying to gut with her spear.

“Think is one thing. Are is entirely another,” Keller had added.

“Entirely,” Tamereth had agreed.

“I am in love with you both,” Seven had said as he rested back, his head against the wall, his body nearly exhausted. “There, I said it. I mean it. Keller, you’re just going to have to deal with it. Tamereth, I’m never going to force you to do anything.”

They’d unceremoniously carried him back into the tower and laid him on the bed. Keller had fished the infertility necklace out from his grasp and held it up. “You’d best get better fast, because we are going to need it.”

Then Tamereth had grabbed it and said something counter to everything she’d previously said. “We most certainly are.”

Women confused him.

Smashing goblins in the face with an enchanted mace didn’t, and it was this he focused on.

Plus, it relieved a little pent-up frustration. The goblin shaman had attacked before anyone could use the damn necklace.

Between splatters of blood and flying body parts, Seven tracked Tamereth as she searched out a position where she could see the shaman. He’d been a step up from the others, hiding, making sure he was never in their sight line, then springing up and delivering his dire magic.

She was struggling. The shaman was good. But Seven, Keller and Jez were annihilating his army. If Seven could just coax him out…He spied a bluff, tall enough to make him a viable target and close enough that he could carry on fighting.

“Califire! To that outcrop!” He doubled down, swiping the mace in cruel arcs, plowing through the fragile goblin skulls. One foot on the rock, he screamed his battle cry and sprang the rest of the way up. Califire morphed into a great axe, its double head scything through the clambering goblins, dealing death without prejudice.

But his position exposed him. He became Tamereth’s bait, and the shaman couldn’t resist. The Magicker leaped from cover, a ball of roaring flame already hatched, and he cocked his arm, rage creasing his face as he launched it forward. That rage vanished as Tamereth’s spear passed through him, ripping his heart through his shattering spine and leaving him to fall in a crumpled heap.

The fireball, however, was already on its path, and its target had no option but to accept his doom. Seven scrambled to build a flimsy mana wall, but the ferocity of the throw caught him out. It punched into his belly, its static agony quickly snuffed out by his Pain Resistance. While his Magical Resistance dealt with most of the spell’s damage, the power of it knocked him from his feet and sent him plunging into the baying goblin pack. He thumped to the ground, looking up. A circle of slathering goblins stared down, clearly shocked their target had landed in their laps. That shock vanished, replace by rage.

“On your feet!” Califire said and morphed into a divine-looking sword shining with black light. “Let’s party!”

The blade’s manifestation stunned the goblins, giving Seven an ounce of time to begin his slaughter, and slaughter it was.
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“It’s night again,” Seven said, wondering how the battle had stolen the day.

“My wall’s ruined,” Sinta said.

“We’ll never withstand another attack. They’re getting more and more intense.” Jez leafed through her book. “I don’t think we have a choice. We’re going to have to rebuild the wall.”

Sinta kicked at the stones. “Not this time. His magic blew them apart.” She ran up the shattered wall. “The towers string across the valley, yes?”

“They do,” Jez said, settling on a page. “There are enough for all the groups. Assuming some have doubled up, it means there should be spare.”

“Or we could double up,” Tamereth said. “Others struggle to defend their towers. Why don’t we ally with another and defend together?”

“It’s an option, Seven,” Keller said, picking goblin out of her paws.

“But they are all out to get us.”

“All?” Keller mused. “I doubt all. A good portion, yes. All Geraint’s mates, certainly. But not those folks who died by the troll cave. They weren’t allied.”

Jez wrapped her arms around herself. “Did you hear the cannons? If a group is weak, then they are dead. I counted at least eight cannons, and a couple more have sounded since.”

“What if there are survivors?” Seven climbed next to Sinta. “What if they’re alone, frightened, and surrounded by monsters?”

“You’d be a fool to try to help everyone. We circle our wagons. That’s all we can do. Remember Guy? I’ll bet that fucker is still alive.” Tamereth wedged her spear between two rocks and glared at it. “Might have got the shaman, but it’s not as good as my other one.”

“Have this one,” Sinta said, absently. “I looted it from the goblins. Looks okay.”

“Don’t you want it?”

Sinta shrugged. “I’m comfortable with a simple wood spear. It’s what I’m used to. Take it.” She tossed it over.

Tamereth caught it easily. “Plus five Body, plus five Dex? Are you sure? Sacred spear of Phlooglegorp. What kind of name is that?” Tamereth shrugged. “Says it’s unbreakable by an enchanted axe.”

“Hey!” Keller said. “Don’t push it. I’m still missing half my hair. I haven’t forgiven you for that yet.”

“I can cut it and straighten it,” Jez said. “I’ve been cutting my hair for years.”

Keller grunted. “We’ve got a tower to defend, and only so much we can do to restore the breach.”

“We could just—” Tamereth said.

Quintasia’s announcement cut her off.

Congratulations, survivors. Know this: if you are still alive, you are in the top two-thirds of your tier. If you still have your tower, you are in the top half. There is one sole secondary tower. Only one guild can occupy it. That guild will control who enters and fights for the tower. Should they not allow you access, you will have to fight to take control.

There will be a prize for the one to command a tower first. That prize, like the last one, will make the strongest stronger. Power is the only currency in Quintasia. The stronger you are, the longer you will survive!

You have thirty seconds to vacate your tower before it detonates.

“What does detonate mean?” Seven asked.

“Run!” Tamereth said. “Just fucking run!”

The explosion punched Seven in the back, sending him careening down the vale, tumbling and cartwheeling until he finally smashed into a boulder. Keller thumped into him, protecting him as a wash of stone fragments pelted them like rain sheets. She gripped him tightly as more cannon exploded.

Through the dust-filled gloom, he spied the necklace nestled atop her cleavage. “You’re wearing it,” he said.

“I had plans for our victory, but it looks like Quintasia ruined them.”

“Have I told you how much I hate that name?” he said, just managing a kiss before Tamereth slid in next to them.

“We gotta go. There’s a huge army coming our way.”

Despite the delivered doom, a good feeling rippled through Seven. Their little team worked better when Tamereth was onside. His declaration of love seemed to have brought her around. Their eyes met, hers then flitting to the necklace hanging over Keller’s cleavage. “We might need more than one of them,” she said, pulling him up. “But for now, we need to run for our lives.”

Seven followed her pointed finger, squeezing his eyes in disbelief. Even in the gloom of night, the army clearly sprawled across the entire valley. Burning torches dappled it in dirty, yellow light. The stench of the impure tallow filled his nostrils. Magic crawled over them, its electric fingers sparking.

“They mean to clear the entire valley,” he said.

“They’re herding us to our next trial.” Jez turned, staring at their dark destination, lit only by silver moonlight.

The valley’s head had risen, rocky sides closing to produce a pinch point lit by the low moon sitting above it.

“Fuck!” Seven said. “They mean to force us together. I’ll bet there’s only one way out!”

“Which means if Geraint’s mob gets there first, we’re screwed.” Tamereth raced up to a promontory. “I can see torches moving fast.”

Seven leaped to her side. “Five groups at least, and we’re behind.” He glanced back down to the goblin army. Trolls stood tall between their ranks, the gnoll beasts howling and cackling. “We’ve no choice. We’re dead if we stay here.”

“Agreed,” said Keller, springing onto the rock, already in her wolf form.

“Then let’s go!” He barked his orders. “Keller, let’s assume there’s no greater threat ahead than the other novices. You range forward and sniff out a path. Sinta, Jez—you’re hot on Keller’s heels. Tamereth, you and me on opposing flanks. We protect these two from sudden attacks. Got it?”

“We don’t need protection,” Sinta protested.

“I have my hexblade. Tammy has her bracers and new spear. Jez has her bow, but that’s little use against that army. Might as well tickle them with a feather. We do it my way. We’re in this together. Go, Keller, go now. Leave a trail Sinta can follow.”

“Got it,” Keller said, curled around and bolted into the darkness.

Sinta set off at a jog, Jez by her side.

“Ready?” he asked Tamereth.

“Yeah, but now is not the time.” She winked and ran off.

“That’s not what I meant!” he shouted after her. “Best weapon for fighting in the woods, Partner?”

“The good old huntsman’s axe,” Califire said and changed. “Always the huntsman’s axe. Great for cleaving heads, fantastic for chopping wood. Can’t beat it.”

“But we can always change if we need to chop wood.”

“Good point. But it’s the huntsman’s axe. Great for all woodwork.”

“Good enough,” Seven said.

“Talking of wood. I think you’ve finally cracked Tamereth. Looks like you might be a man after Siniman’s heart.”

“He had more than one wife?”

Califire grunted. “He had hundreds.”

“I’m going to struggle to keep up with two.”

“Nonsense. The hard bit is one to two. Once you get that right, you keep going.”

Seven grunted. Tamereth’s moods were exhausting. He couldn’t imagine a hundred of them all pissing him off when they were angry, all making his heart flutter when they were amorous. The clamor of the advancing army closed. “We’d best get going,” he said.

“We could fight them,” Califire suggested.

“There must be a thousand of them—more, even.”

“Never said we’d win. Just thought we might have some fun.”

“Come on!” Tamereth shouted, waving Seven forward.

“I can think of better ways to have fun,” Seven said.


Chapter Thirteen




Nettles stung, thorns ripped at his skin, he ducked branches, hurdled streams and nearly slipped a hundred times. His Body number became his salvation as he turned and fought the hyena-like monsters who ranged ahead of the advancing army. It allowed him the stamina to keep going. It afforded him the power to protect his girls as they struggled to stay ahead.

The broad valley tightened, forcing the goblin army into a long file. It steepened, trees giving way to boulders tossed from vertical cliffs that overhung and snuffed out the moonlight. Keller led them through, picking out a perilous path pocked with small crevasses, striped with bottomless fissures.

She slowed, letting the others through and defending their rear from the gnolls. The beasts were fast, but Seven and Keller were faster, and any that broke through them then faced Tamereth’s spear.

Cannons fired intermittently against the background roar of the army. There was no turn and make a stand. The dungeon’s numbers were just too vast. Herded, paths converged, the valley tapering to a single way.

Keller leaped onto it, her roar filling the night sky. Jez, Sinta, and Tamereth came next, sheltering beside fallen rock. Then Seven slid in, taking up the path’s center and holding Califire ready.

“There!” he cried, spying some fellow humans.

“Forget them!” Tamereth cried. “They’re too slow.”

“No! We can’t.” He looked up the path, spotting a pinch point. “If they can get to there, we just might be able to slow the army.”

“How?” Tamereth cried. “They’ll just throw more bodies at us. They’ll overwhelm us!”

“She’s right, Seven,” Keller said. “We have to look after our own skins.”

He dithered, but only for a moment. “Let’s go. Tammy, to the pinch point, then keep the leaders at bay. Let’s give them half a chance.”

“I can do that,” she said, racing up the path.

Rock thrust upward, half bathed in moonlight, half as dark as night. A huge fissure split its face, a path, more a narrow bridge, crossing it. “If I just had magic, I could blow the bridge up,” he growled.

“If you were level twenty and a hexblade warlock, then you’d have that magic,” Califire said. “But you’re not.”

Seven glanced at the hexblade. “Yeah, but I’m not.” He turned and ran, just in time to see a group standing on the other side of the bridge. Two he recognized straight away.

Geraint stood central, a staff in hand. “No further for you and your bitches, Savage!”

A glow emanated from the staff as more Novices gathered around Geraint. He spied Star, her modified armor leaving plenty of skin on show. She looked haunted; her zest for life gone, the same as a few of Geraint’s mob. He recognized more faces from the canteen—the Darthus members, the dark-skinned man, the ginger haired one whose head he’d slammed into the table. They all lined up, allied against one man.

Him.

“You gotta be kidding me!” Seven said, looking away, looking behind him. “There are others! They’ll get slaughtered.”

Geraint approached the rock bridge. “You see it’s like this, Savage. You’re either with me, or you’re against me. These folks have sworn allegiance to me. They’re willing to forgo their loot to power me up. The others have refused me. You can have them. But!” He said with a smile and an evil glint to his eyes. “You get them on that side of the ravine. Not this side. Now, I don’t really have magic yet, but this staff nurtures what I do have. It brings my unborn talents forward and allows me to use them.”

Tamereth launched her spear with a heaved grunt.

Geraint reacted immediately, shoving his staff out and stopping the spear in mid-flight. “Really? Edmund’s bracers? The staff is Adept level. It counters that magic easily. But I like your style, Tamereth. You can join me if you lay with me and my inner circle every night until this dungeon is done. Do we have a deal?”

“Go fuck yourself!” Tamereth said.

“I don’t have to.” He pulled Star close. “She serves my every need, but I like a bit of variety.”

Seven whipped around, the army closing. “Fuck you! We’re coming across!”

“No, you’re not.” Geraint pointed the staff at the bridge.

Seven delved into his Mana Sight, immediately deploying his Mana Harvesting and pulling the rapidly gathering mana from Geraint’s staff. But the staff sucked the mana in too fast, channeling it and spewing the super-concentrated mana out in a luminous green line. The rock exploded. The path disintegrated. Seven lurched closer, teetering on its edge. “You fucking asshole,” he cried, but Geraint just chuckled, turned his back and walked away. “To the next tower!” he cried.

Tamereth picked up her spear. “If we hadn’t fucked about with Guy and that troll, we’d have that staff!”

“Not the time,” Keller said. “We need to work out a way of getting out of this.”

“What way? The bridge is gone.” Tamereth faced the onrushing horde. “We’re fucked. We’re absolutely fucked.”

“We climb down,” Sinta said. “We have no choice.”

“Down?” Keller asked.

“Look!” the huntress said. “There are footholds. Hand holds. We have no choice. We must avoid the army.”

“Go!” Seven said. “I’ll buy you time.” He stood between two boulders. “Get down there. I’ll follow.”

“You can’t save the others!” Keller screamed. “No one can.”

The thunder of the advancing army grew. The screams of the fleeing Novices ripped through his heart. Seven knew. He understood. Without the bridge, they were all doomed. Geraint had signed their death warrant. He lingered for a moment more, then turned away, following Sinta and the girls over the fissure’s edge.

There were handholds, footholds, roots bared and hanging. Seven descended, urged down by the others who’d gathered on a tiny ledge. He slipped, reaching, grabbing a root to steady himself. Then the first novice fell past him, screaming, the flash of his panic-filled eyes gone, sucked down to certain oblivion. Seven scrunched his innards, his guts clenched like a well-wrung cloth. He gasped, realizing he’d shut his eyes. He opened them. He needed to watch. Tamereth was right. He had cost them the staff. But it was for the right reasons. He couldn’t lose his compassion, not when Penick had given him so much. Not when Siniman Kayle and the Forlorn Hope had fought and died for him. He should have tried harder to help the weaker members, but that opportunity hadn’t come.

So, he couldn’t blame himself, but he could blame Geraint and all his lackeys. He watched as they plunged to their doom, and he vowed revenge for each one of them. “I’m going to kill that son-of-a-bitch.”

“I know,” Califire said, and for once kept its barbed tongue in check.

Shortly after, it rained gnolls and goblins. The press from behind forced the lead soldiers over the edge. The screams felt like they’d never stop. But eventually they did. Silence, a thing so alien after the recent moments, fell, and with it came the realization that there was no escape.

The goblin army became agitated. They could smell their enemy close by. The occasional head popped over, and Seven, still stuck halfway to the girls, pressed himself hard into the fissure’s craggy sides, tempered his breathing, turning his head and pressing his cheek on the unforgiving rock. The surrounding silence thickened, broken by sniffing, then muted chittering. The gnolls pawed at the fissure’s edge, sending small soil falls down. Seven didn’t dare speak. Didn’t dare breathe hard.

A goblin squawk. Eager chatter. He heard scrambling. It fell, its scream drowning out another’s approach.

“Spear, Califire,” Seven whispered. He looked up, spying the descending goblin.

“Right where the sun don’t shine!” Califire grunted and elongated, skewering the descending goblin. It retracted. The goblin fell. “Humans!” It shouted, provoking an outburst from above.

Rocks rained down, battering the fissure’s sides, shrapnel ricochetting.

“Get further down!” Seven cried as he tried to descend. “Down and across or they’ll get us.”

More goblins climbed over the ledge.

Then the first ropes dropped.

“Down! Down as fast as you can!” Seven shouted as Califire morphed into a sword, and he began cutting the ropes.

He fought, he descended. The fissure became ever gloomier. His Dark Vision kicked in, the rock brightening, but it revealed nothing but hopeless danger. Then Tamereth called out from below.

“Cave—there’s a cave, a passageway. It might lead somewhere!”

“Take it!” Seven shouted down. “Just take it.” A goblin appeared in front of him, dangling from a rope, rusty sword in hand. It thrust, the strike perilously close to Seven’s gut. He curved his body, kicking out. But the goblin swung away, only to return with its arm cocked and ready to strike again.

Seven held Califire up, anticipating the clumsy strike. He countered, Califire instantly morphing into a spear and thrusting through the creature’s gut. The weapon changed again, a halberd sprouting, his blade slicing through the dying goblin’s rope. Seven scrambled down, jumping to the next ledge.

“Where?” he cried.

“A bit lower!” Keller shouted up. “Next ledge.”

Seven peered over. He turned, his Instinct saving him as another goblin dropped. It let go of its rope, grabbing him as it tried to pull him into the chasm. He clung on with one hand, fending off the goblin with his other. The foul creature clawed and clawed at him, desperately trying to upend him. Seven scrambled back, the goblin dangling from his leg.

“Get the fuck off me!” he cried.

The goblin screamed, a spear tip bursting through the top of his head. Shock froze on its face, its scream twisting its lips into a shocking death mask as its grip weakened and the spear vanished.

“How the fuck did you do that, Califire?” he asked.

“I didn’t,” the hexblade grated back.

Tamereth appeared, offering him a hand. “I did it. Now hurry. That passageway goes somewhere. We just got to find out where.”

Seven took her hand, easing himself over the ledge and trusting her to his fate. She pulled him in as he fell. The others had hold of her and pulled her back. The crack above them vanished as they tumbled into the cave.

“Teamwork,” she said. “Just like Keller promised. Teamwork wins.”

“We’re better as a pack,” Keller said.

“Yet this pack is in some serious shit,” Sinta said.

“Not necessarily.” Jez held up her book.

“First things first,” Seven said. “Let’s get away from the fissure. We need to regroup. We need to plan. Jez takes the lead. She knows more than all of us.”

They squeezed down the passageway, not resting until it belled out into a small cave with just enough room for all of them to crouch. Seven heaved a breath. “I’m going to kill that fucker,” he repeated. “If it’s the last thing I do.”

“Hey, I just opened Dark Vision. Handy,” said Jez, and she leafed through the book. “Right. It says here that the old land separates from the new as the stage closes. Therefore, it’s pretty easy to deduce that the bridge would have fallen, anyway. Basically, the dungeon said that the first stage was done, and the new had begun.”

“So it cleaned house.”

“Exactly. It’s my conclusion that the goblin army will return to wherever it came from as the dungeon resets, and we can then move back to the surface. But it also means that we have a slight advantage.”

“How do we have an advantage?” Tamereth said. “Geraint has the staff. He has all the other guilds wrapped around his little finger. He’ll get the second tower, and then he’ll gain even more power. How do we have an advantage?”

“Because,” Jez said, softly. “Everyone, including the dungeon, thinks we’re dead. We have time. We can plan and we can recover. We accept we’ve lost the race for the second tower, and we work out a way to get to the final one. In short, we cheat.”

“But what about the cannon?” Keller asked.

“What about it? The cannon went off plenty of times. They won’t have counted. They won’t think we’ve survived for a second.” Jez stood. “We regroup this side, and then we cross over. We become the dungeon, and we pick them off one-by-one while we wait for the tower to vanish. By then we’ll have worked out where the final tower is, and we’ll be ready.”

“We become the savages they think we are,” Keller said.

“We pick the fuckers off,” Tamereth said.

“But,” Seven reigned the conversation in, “how do we survive in the dungeon without a tower?”

“We find the refuges. If we don’t, we find a place we can defend. We go old school. We go feral. Keller, you fight above your level. Seven does too—by a mile. Tamereth has the spear, and me and Sinta are no hangers on. Besides, we have to do it this way. We have no choice.”

“There’s only one tower,” Seven said.

“There’s only one tower, and we aren’t taking it, and they aren’t letting us in.” Jez snapped the book shut. “If we’re getting out of this, the final tower is our only option.”

Silence fell momentarily until Keller broke it. “She’s right. We have to face facts. Tower two is a waste of time. The mobs will be worse in the second zone. The tower defense will be harder.” Keller slapped the rock. “It’s going to be difficult. It’s going to be gruesome. But if we kill enough on this side, we can level. We could get close to level twenty at a push. Jez, does it tell us how long until the second tower vanishes?”

Jez shook her head. “That is the big unknown.”

“But we know it’ll be up the valley—we know that. We also know it was two days from occupying the first tower to it vanishing. It’s reasonable to think that the second will last longer—that they’ll have to survive more waves. Plan of action?”

Jez cleared her throat. “I propose we find a way out of here and stay in zone one until Geraint takes the tower. We kill as many as possible. Gather as much as possible. Also, we missed Genevieve’s straight trunk quest, but there are trees here. Califire can become any weapon we want. Therefore, provided it’s willing, it could become⁠—”

“Let me clear this up again!” The hexblade said. “I’m he. I like to be referred to as a man because I slaughter. I murder. I am Death.”

“I do all those things,” Tamereth pointed out.

“Perhaps, but you don’t do them with style. Besides, women have pretty voices, and mine sounds like rusty chains drawn over each other. What about me screams woman?”

“He’s got a point,” Keller conceded.

Jez cleared her throat. “Therefore, if he is willing, we could find a suitable tree and do the quest without doing it. I’ve thought about it and the straight trees he referred to were probably cypresses. I’ve seen ash trees here. Ash wood is supposed to kill fey—to stop their wounds healing. There’s no reason to think that cypresses are the only one that can hurt elves. We gamble. We make some arrows from ash—and a spear for Tamereth’s quicksilver head. We prepare for the win.”

Seven closed his eyes. He couldn’t see any other way. He’d done it all his life—turning a disadvantage into an advantage. Geraint thought they were dead. Star thought they were dead. All of them would. But they’d be in for a shock when they returned.

“It says you can’t kill once inside a tower?”

“You can’t. I think it’s to prevent one team from killing all the others while they sleep. This place is supposed to get us to work together. I think it’s supposed to create a solid team that all works as one.”

“But,” Seven said slowly, “does it stop us killing them if we’re outside the tower?”

Jez stared at him. “You want to pick them off while they’re in the tower?”

“I don’t want to do any of this, but they made their mind up about me in the hall before I even got in the library. I’ve been their little outcast ever since. You all joined me and Keller. You showed faith. If it takes killing them to repay you, so be it. We never chose this course. It chose us. Not one of them lifted a finger to stop Geraint, so I’ll not shed a tear. Jez is right. We snipe, we sew discord, we kill, and we pit one against the other. We do all that, but above all else, we survive.”

“Good speech, partner,” Califire said. “If I could just add one more thing. Could we possibly smash some skulls? I find I have a thirst for it.”

“And we smash some skulls,” Seven added.

“Better,” Califire said.

“I think I quite like the idea of guerilla warfare,” Keller said, and confused all of them.

“Just one thing,” Seven said. “We gotta find our way out of here.”

“That? Oh, that’s easy,” Keller said and changed into her wolf. “Can’t you smell the faint waft of fresh air tinged with the smell of old, damp wood?”

“No,” Seven said.

“Well, it’s lucky I can.”


Chapter Fourteen




The familiar valley broadened as it fell away from them. Seven rested Califire across his knees, comforted by the weapon’s presence. His fear was real. Being off track unnerved him, and although fighting for the second tower might well have been more dangerous, their new plan was worse, and it was uncertain.

They’d followed Quintasia’s path since the place had ripped them from their lives. It had guided them, sometimes brutally, along a path that had improved them. But now they were taking it on. They were fighting it rather than fighting along with it, and that made their choice more daunting.

But it had gone well so far. Sinta and Keller had brought back a small boar, and Jez had gathered some mushrooms and onions to go with it. Tamereth had scouted and found some ash trees, although quite what they were supposed to do with the wood once they chopped it down. He had no clue. With the book glitching because they missed some parts, that instruction was missing.

With their arrival at the cave, and the improvement of their situation from certain death to a tiny chance at survival, Tamereth’s mood had improved. She’d constantly occupied Seven’s thoughts, and since she’d returned, he’d caught her looking at him several times.

She bent forward, stoking the fire. The movement catching his attention. Her undershirt sagged open, and the shadowy outline of her breasts came into view, instantly stirring his cock. He adjusted, facing her, the fire between them.

“Did you find one?” he asked.

“I did.” She rounded the fire, sitting next to him. “About twenty of the little fuckers. Couldn’t see a shaman, but there was one tent. They’re close, just over the next ridge.”

“We should scout again and plan,” Jez said, cutting up the onions and throwing them into the pot.

Tamereth shook her head. “No, not needed. They’re all exhausted from the attack. These dungeons are weird places. I got the feeling they were half asleep. It was like they’d performed their task and that was that. It was back to living, grubbing about and doing goblin shit. They hadn’t even posted a lookout.”

“One free shot,” Keller said. “I’ll bet that’s all we get. One free shot, then the entire valley will wake up.”

“Perhaps not,” Seven said. “It might be like the rabbit in the first dungeon. Its sole task was to be hard to find and once found, lead us to the boss.”

“The boss?” Keller grinned. “You’re using my talk now.” She ran her fingers through her hair, frowning when she came to the shorn ends. “But you’re right. They might all just lay down and die, or they might fight as individual clusters rather than a whole. Either way, we can rack up some great experience.”

“I wonder if our score will still register,” Jez said. “If it does and we take over the others, they could sense something’s up.”

Seven laughed. “That is something I would pay gold to see. They battle away, barely clinging on, and the best they get to is sixth because we have the top five spots.”

“But we don’t want that, do we?” Sinta said. “We don’t want them thinking we’re alive, not even for a moment.”

“But we need to progress, to level up. We need to get our classes, if possible,” Seven countered. “I need better spells to counter Geraint.”

“Then we’d best hope the refuges still work,” Jez said, bringing out her book. “It says nothing in here. I don’t think anyone has ever gone backwards.”

“But we must trigger the refuges to spawn. If they only appear just before nightfall and they’re random in nature, then it must be our presence that causes them to appear,” Keller said. “What did the notification say?”

Seven scrolled back and found it.

“It says: Welcome Novice. You have entered a Refuge. Refuges are found dotted around the dungeon but only offer the most basic protection of a roof, floors, and walls. The refuge doesn’t come without a price. Should you leave it in a state of disrepair or fail to stock up used firewood and kindling, Quintasia will deduct points from you. Don’t forget, you get nothing for nothing in Quintasia.”

Keller took over the conversation. “So, we find one, wreck the joint and we lose points. As long as we stay roughly where we are, then we’re ghosts. If we can’t find one, then levelling up is more important, yes?”

“Sounds good to me,” Tamereth said. “How long until we eat?”

“A while,” Jez said.

“What have you got in mind?” Sinta rested back against the wall, gulping a breath. “I ache all over.”

“Thought I might pay a visit to that camp. Try out a couple of shots and see if they react. It can’t hurt, and then we know one way or the other. The wind’s in the opposite direction, and we’re pretty isolated up here. At least we’ll know.”

“I’ll come. I could practice Califire’s boomerang if the camp’s in the clear. If not, I’ll be back up if they chase.”

“There’s only twenty of them,” Tamereth said with a grin.

“Then we could take them easily,” Seven said, jumping up. “We need to know where we are. We need the⁠—”

“Initiative,” Keller said.

“You coming?”

She paused, looking between the two of them. “No, you two go. Like you said, there’s only twenty of them. Hardly worth getting my fur on.”
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Tamereth slid and spun, jabbed and stabbed. Her hair flowed with every silken movement as she went about the business of killing goblins. Somehow, her slaughtering was damn sexy. Even her grim expression stirred his loins as her immense power turned to edgy beauty.

Seven wielded his mace, crushing the goblin’s head, and savoring the occasional glimpse of her. He planted his feet, hefted the mace back, and swung for the next. Califire was brutal—brutal and effective. He was the king of weapons.

They’d taken the goblins by surprise. As Tamereth had said, they’d posted no lookouts, clearly expecting all the adventurers to have died in the ravine. Whether those who’d dropped on ropes had assumed their comrades had finished them off or not, Seven had no clue. But they weren’t prepared, and the pair of them had fallen on the goblin camp with a ferocity he didn’t know they had. The memory of the Novices’ screams as they fell past him was still raw in his mind. It needed revenge, and that revenge had to be swift and merciless.

The next goblin came, its shoddy axe high, its mouth open in a yellow-toothed growl.

“Swing me, baby!” Califire said, then followed up with a chilling scream as he connected with the goblin, its skull folding around the mace before exploding and drenching Seven in its goo. “Hell yeah!” The enchanted weapon hollered. “You’re the best, Partner.”

Tamereth grunted and swore, jabbing her spear, fending off blows, then jinking and ducking, searching out openings before lunging forward and executing her kill. She rarely hesitated, never missed, and one thought passed through Seven’s mind with metronomic regularity.

Magnificent! She’s fucking magnificent!

And then the goblins all lay dead, and the punctuated silence of the forest returned. Seven sat on a rock while Tamereth sought loot. She picked her way through the gurgling bodies, dissembling them as she passed each. “Nothing!” she said. “Not a single piece of loot.”

“Nothing?”

She returned, slumping by him, her chin cradled by her open palms. “I want another damn spear—a decent one. Is it too much to ask for?”

“You have Sinta’s spear,” Seven said. “She doesn’t mind. We’re a team, that’s what we are, that’s what we do.”

“Team,” she said again. “I’ve been part of a team before, and that team fucked me over.”

“Is that…” He left his words hanging.

She bit straight away. “Part of my problem?” Anger flushed her cheeks but receded as quickly as it had come. “Yeah, it’s part of my problem.

He grabbed her hand, but she pulled it away. “It’s me, not you,” she said softly. “I have shit to deal with. Honestly, it didn’t affect me to start with. We were all together. We all had a common goal and were playing catch-up. Then it was over and our little team—yes, I suppose team—became part of something bigger, and…”

“And?”

She ran her fingers through her hair. “Argh! Blood and fucking guts all over me. I need to wash. I feel like shit.”

“The stream? There was a pool before that run of falls.”

“You and me?”

Seven blushed. “Let’s say you first, me second.”

“Let’s say that.”

“You were going to say?”

Tamereth jumped up. “Let’s wash, then I’ll…” She lifted her hands to her blood-soaked hair but dropped them immediately. “Wash, let’s wash.”

“Just tell me.”

She pulled him up. “No. It can wait. We just beat the shit out of twenty goblins.” She pulled him close, pressing her breasts into his chest. “Why worry about the other stuff? Let’s fight. Get strong. Nothing else matters.”

Seven broke away, pulling her toward the stream. “But it does. I want to see you happy. I want to make you happy.”

She laughed. “I am happy—happy all the while I’m killing filthy goblins.”

“Then we do that. But we’re a team. If something’s bugging you, one of us should understand. It doesn’t have to be me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” she said, climbing past him, topping a small rise, then scrambling down the other side. “You’re the one that needs to know.”

She came to the pool, glancing over her shoulder. “No peeking.” But she shed her breast plate before he could turn away. As she pulled her undershirt over her head, he slid on the scree, just preventing himself from falling courtesy of his high Dexterity score. He dropped to the ground, staring at her naked back.

“You’re still looking,” she said, slipping off her armored pants and underwear.

“I can’t stop,” he said, breathless.

Her ass was perfect, shaded by her matted, blood-crusted, blonde hair. But somehow that didn’t matter. He imagined his hands on her buttocks, pulling her onto his eager erection as he slid inside her. As if she could hear his thoughts, she reached around and pushed up her hair, revealing the small of her back, the shallow nubs of her spine, and her defined shoulder blades. Tamereth waded into the water, her ass slowly vanishing beneath its surface.

“You’re still watching,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

She ducked low, soaking her hair and then raking her fingers through it. Every now and then, he glimpsed her wet breasts, her erect nipples, and he could barely restrain himself. Then she turned and faced him, her hair draping over her pert breasts and concealing her nipples. His gaze brushed her abs, then moved lower to where the very start of her pubic hair sat upon the water’s surface.

“Your turn. Let me wash you.”

He searched out the infertility necklace but sighed. It was missing. Keller still wore it.

“Well?” she asked.

“Kind of awkward,” he said and drew a smile from her.

“How so?” she asked, forcing his hand.

He could see the game she played but was still inexperienced. He hesitated.

What would Siniman Kayle do? he asked himself.

The warrior would have called her bluff. He would have stripped naked and brazenly walked to the pool. He would have charmed her, seduced her, won her with his overflowing confidence and irresistible charm.

Seven steeled his gut and took his armor off. Her gaze never wavered as he hesitated. She cocked her head, squeezing her eyebrows together in a mock frown. He took a breath, pulling his undershirt over him, then he tucked his thumbs into his waistband and shed his underpants. Resisting the urge to cover his erection, he waded into the pools and into her open arms.

She spun him around and rested her hands on his shoulders, pushing him down. “You stink of goblin guts.”

His head went under water, the roar of the stream filling his ears despite the calmness of the pool. He brushed his fingers through his hair as she sloughed the goblin blood from him. The frigid water bit. His erection wilted instantly. But it felt good, strangely intimate, like Keller and him in the gnome town, in their lagoon, on the shore. It was the intimacy of learning, of accustoming to each other until you became one. He surfaced.

“What you said while you lay with your guts open. That you love us both. Did you mean it?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“I think so.”

“Think?”

“It became clear to me as I thought my health was going to give out. I suddenly understood I had the capacity to love you both. I’d always wondered how it would work.”

“Work?” she asked, probing him with her one-word answers.

“Yes, the team, the harem. I couldn’t work it out. Before I met Keller, I’d never loved. Sure, I’d had crushes, but when the focus of your youthful lust would rather stamp you into the ground and spit on you as give you a second look, it hardly counts as committing.”

“Oh, Seven…”

“No! That’s just it. I don’t need pity. I don’t need anything. Because what I have with Keller is real. It’s like a living, breathing force within me. It’s part of me. That was my issue, because you weren’t the only one. I didn’t understand how I could love another with the same intensity. But I see you, and it’s more than just lust. More than just wishful thinking.”

She pulled him close, their lips nearly touching. “So, it’s more than just a collection of trophies.”

“Who wronged you, Tamereth?”

“His—” She broke away, marching from the pool and standing proudly upon a jutting rock, naked, facing down the valley. “I want to kill them all, Seven. Every single one of them. Will you help me do it?”

He came up behind her, reaching around her as she gently sobbed.

“I will,” he said softly, and she turned, and she buried her head in him, her shoulders juddering, until she ran out in tears.


Chapter Fifteen




The troll faced them. Blood seeped from its numerous cuts. Tamereth stood on one side, Seven on the other. Both were still naked, their armor tantalizingly close. Only Seven’s instinct had saved them, flashing up danger signs as they held each other—as Tamereth, devoid of emotion, still held her secrets close to her heart.

Seven had scrambled down the bluff, rolling and coming up with Califire in hand. He’d prayed the enchanted weapon would change into a sword, and the hexblade had answered those prayers.

“I’m in your head, buddy,” he’d said, by way of explanation.

“Not too far in my head,” Seven had said, slashing at the troll and splitting the leathery skin of its shin.

“Meh! I can’t lie. Thought you were gonna fuck her.”

“That far?” Seven said, horrified.

“Hey! I don’t wanna see it any more than you want me to see it, but everything has a price. Hell, I can almost hear Keller’s wolf howl in disgust as you pound her.”

“Ew, ew, ew!” Seven said, rolling to one side as the troll’s club thumped down, the stone under them vibrating with the shock. He scooped up Tamereth’s spear and tossed it at her. She caught it easily, spinning and jumping and striking the troll with a sound strike.

“Stirs yer loins, doesn’t it? Don’t answer that, I know it does. Who doesn’t get turned on by battling pussy?”

“Will you stop!” Seven said. “No need. No fucking need.”

“There’s every need.”

“She’s a woman I love, not some piece of meat.” Seven thrust Califire deep into the troll, snuffing out his riposte.

“She’s both,” Califire replied, spluttering. “Hey, we all like to be objectified once in a while. Nothing better than someone telling you they think you’re fit. Ew, not so deep next time. It’s foul in there.”

Seven thrust him in deep again. “We not barbarians.”

“Hey! I’m a thousand years older than you. If I come from simpler times when women were hot and I could tell them, I’m sorry! Tammy! You’re hot!”

Seven grimaced, waiting for her cutting response.

She jammed her spear into the troll’s side, making it arch its back and scream in pain. Seven thrust his sword straight into the troll’s guts, then whipped it out, gathering up their discarded armor and stuffing it into his ring.

“Thanks, Califire. You’re hot too!” Tamereth grinned back, then rammed her spear right into the troll’s neck. “That should do it. This fucker’s mine,” she said.

Seven lay a stripe right across its guts, its bloated guts burping out of the gash. “All yours.” he said as she withdrew her spear and smashed it into the troll’s gut, angling it up and through its heart.

She punched the air in victory, then turned ever so slowly. “Run?” she said.

“Run,” Seven agreed.

The troll fell face first into the pool and sent a sheet of water over them. He wanted to congratulate her, but the look of horror on her face stole that urge from him. Two dire-looking creatures sat atop the ridge. Their mere presence sucked all the heat from the place.

“What the fuck?” he said, as Tamereth threw her spear at the horrors.

It passed straight through one, a burst of soot-like powder flying from it.

The creatures spread their ethereal wings, tattered and torn through time, and rose to their full heights, resembling black wraiths, creatures so abominable they should only be met in death. Their flesh flaked from their sallow skin, and their eyes glowed like amethysts sunk into dark coals. Califire’s usual confidence waned as it altered slowly into a spear.

“Not sure I want you poking me into that fucker,” it said, and Seven couldn’t have agreed more.

“Run?” Tamereth suggested again.

“Like the wind,” Seven said.

She bolted, headed for an animal trail cutting across the valley’s side.

“They look like dungeon cleaners,” Califire said.

“What?”

“Dungeon cleaners. Creatures tasked with cleaning dungeon levels once adventurers have passed through. The clean up any stragglers—any fucker that’s not supposed to be there. That’s my thoughts.”

“Probably right. We’re not supposed to be here. How do we kill them?”

“You can’t. They’re the cleaners. You just make sure you aren’t where they are.”

“Not so helpful, Califire!” Seven said. “Not helpful at all.”

“If you were a level twenty warlock, you’d probably know a spell that would kill them.”

“If I was a level twenty warlock, I’d be sitting in that second tower by now.”

“True.”

Seven hurdled the brush, barely keeping up with Tamereth but still managing to marvel at her muscular ass as she sprang from rock to rock and jumped over angular streams cascading down the valley’s sides. She pointed, yelling something. Seven chanced a look behind to see the wraith-like cleaners hot on their tails.

“We’re not losing them!” Seven screamed.

“A huge waterfall!” Tamereth screamed over her shoulder.

“There is one way,” Califire said, voicing his thoughts out loud. “Most of these types of beasts get their power from a core on account they don’t eat. The cores are made of hyper-pure mana. You could try draining one.”

“You could have said before we started running!”

“Hey. Let’s get things straight, buddy. I was locked inside that ring for an age. My mind still hasn’t thawed out. Thoughts come in fits and starts. Deal with it!”

“For fuck’s sake! Do you have to have an attitude?”

“Do you have to have such a pansy-assed spine?”

“Right, that’s it. I’ll stop and fight.”

“About time.”

Tamereth lifted her arms over her head and dove, vanishing. Seven, caught between looking back and readying to fight, stumbled toward a ledge, the ground under him vanishing as the cleaners skidded to a stop.

“We’ll hunt you down, Human. You aren’t supposed to be here.”

Seven plunged, unable and unwilling to spout a flash answer. Instead, his scream rang out as he plunged after Tamereth.

“Now we’re going to get wet,” Califire said as they smashed into a pool, its surface nearly as hard as rock. It flooded around him, countless bubbles enveloping him. He gasped, water entering his lungs, his coughs violent and unwelcome. His Restoration kicked in, weaving his ribs together, stitching the shattered bone matter together. He spun around, the pool’s silver meniscus rippling, but giving no hint that the cleaners might have followed.

Then Tamereth grabbed his flailing arm, pulling him down. She was a vision, pale against the deep blue of the pool’s dark depths. She helped him around, her hair buoyant, dotted with the silver sequins of clinging bubbles, her smile one of relief not anger, her eyes betraying her love. Urging him down, she kicked her legs, pulling him toward a swirling black hole.

Seven resisted at first, thinking they would drown. But his high Instinct urged him forward. It told him all would be safe, so he stowed Califire in his ring and he powered after her, happy to follow the wonderful sight into the very bowels of hell themselves.

The hole they entered narrowed, pulling them in. Tamereth sped up, Seven following. Sharps sides scraped at him as he bounced off them. The water spun. He spun and lost sight of Tamereth. The pull grew and grew, and he raced along, helpless, his lungs demanding oxygen. His mind fogged, but he fought to remain conscious. Black patches clouded his vision, the fog of sleep rapidly taking over. Then all slowed as fast as it had begun, and he floated upwards, Tamereth above him, born by unseen hands. He clawed at the water, a bloody veil covering her nakedness, and he caught her in his arms just as she broke the surface.

“Tamereth!” he screamed, the word echoing, a huge domed cavern over him.

His Dark Vision lightened its sides, a dry bank resolving, the remnants of a fire and a tent curiously out of place. He swam toward it, crying out for help. But no one answered. All was silent apart from the splash of their passing and the echoes of his frantic calls. He dragged her onto the shore, casting his Tranquil Resistance Two and then calling on the sparse mana to coat her in its magic.

She opened her eyes. “Was it safe?” she said.

“Yes,” he replied, but she’d already closed them, and Seven sighed.

They were truly lost. He pulled the tent flap aside, seeing a blanket and a small box sat in its center. He pulled the blanket from the tent, lifting Tamereth and wrapping her in it. Grabbing the small box, he studied it, but a legend immediately appeared in his mind’s eye.

Mystical tinderbox. This box will spark even the wettest timber into brilliant, heart-warming flame. Simply pull mana in one side, force it through the box and out of the tiny aperture on the other side. Superheated mana will then ignite the wood and bring you instant warmth.

“Handy,” he muttered, moving Tamereth closer, then using his Mana Manipulation to light the fire. As promised, it burst into warming flames, lighting the vast cavern and drying his cold-pimpled skin.

A sensation caused him to jolt from his melancholy. He recognized it. It had happened once before in the dungeon. His heart raced as he pulled Genevieve’s book out. It opened, the pages turning, flattening as the jumbled words organized.

My friend, what can I say? You are nearly there. Just one more task in this damnable dungeon and you will be done. I hope my directions were helpful. This place isn’t the easiest to find. The path is narrow, and strange creatures stir.

I took the small liberty of providing you shelter and a fire. Well, you can thank Wednesday for that. I did little of the lugging. I am going to assume that all went well with the crafting of the bow and arrows, and that you found the instructions hidden in Drake’s shelves. So, what are you missing? Obvious, isn’t it? For a bow to truly sing, it needs a string. But, my friend, we are hunting the most diabolical race to ever exist. Their magic is beyond compare.

With one look, they could incinerate any normal string. So, we need something that will endure, and that is why I gave you detailed instructions on how to find this place. While the crystal cave across the pond might not be the only one in this dungeon, it is the only one I found, and I found it by complete accident—a long story involving a rather unfortunate fall and near death getting sucked through a tight hole.

I digress. Harvest the crystal strings and then return to the troll cave where I will instruct you on your last task in this dungeon filled with delinquents.

As the ward is triggered by the manaflint, you will have to leave that here should you wish to pass the book on. Although should that need arise and the elves slaughter you, I would question the merits of doing that.

Your choice, fellow traveler,

Your friend,

Genevieve.

Seven stared at the words as they jumbled back up. He stowed the book and warmed himself on the fire. His stomach rumbled as his gut cramped through hunger. Tamereth slept, her soft breaths more even. He stood, wondering if he should dress, but then he spied a white fish swimming close to the lake’s bank.

He pulled Califire from his storage. “You any good at fishing?”

“I take it you had a good reason for benching me in your storage.”

Seven explained.

“The best,” Califire said. “And I accept your explanation.”

“Then let’s fish,” Seven said, wading in.
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Tamereth woke to the smell of roasting fish. “We made it,” she said.

Seven turned, his broad smile displaying his relief. “We did. Though it was touch and go, and I think a bit of luck. I’ve been pondering it while I fished and cooked, and the chances of us finding this place have to be miniscule. It’s like the dungeon itself nudged Genevieve here and then us. It’s too outrageous to think that both of us would have fallen into that lake and survived. I wonder who Wednesday was? A companion, no doubt. Do you think Genevieve had a harem?”

“Hold on!” Tamereth said, yawning and stretching, then drawing the blankets around her as she realized she was still naked. “Why haven’t you got any clothes on?”

“Been fishing and I was all wet. You were still recovering, so I thought I’d dry off. I’ll dress now,” he said quickly.

“No hurry,” she said. “I’d prefer you explain that mumbo-jumbo you spouted before—so I can make some sense out of it. Start at the beginning and take it slowly.” She sat up, the blanket wrapped around her like a shawl. “I take it Genevieve left the fire and the tent. Start there. Is the water drinkable? I’m thirsty.”

“No cups, I’m afraid.”

Tamereth rolled her eyes. “Typical. All weapons and no survival gear in your ring. How very warrior-male.”

“Sinta had all the other stuff. I had to make room for the quicksilver.”

“Because Genvieve said?”

“Yeah.”

“He probably assumed you had a library-size ring like Jez’s. Yours is much bigger. I doubt the quicksilver’s even tickling its sides.”

He slid her a chunk of fish. “Good point. See, that’s why we need each other. So, you going to tell me what’s going on with you?”

“Perhaps after,” she said, pinching some more fish and dropping it in her mouth.

“After? But we haven’t got the⁠—”

“After you tell me exactly what’s going on.” She sent him a flat stare that brokered no argument.

Seven took his time to organize his thoughts, then relayed everything as they ate.

Tamereth stared out over the lake. “So, we find that crystal cave and we’re back on track?”

“Seems that way, although we’ll have to double back to the troll cave to complete that task.”

She fell silent, then rose and walked into the lake. Seven stared after her. He wanted her so badly, but he couldn’t pressurize her. She was like a treasure, so close and painfully out of reach. Yet there she was, hesitating at the water’s edge, teasing him with her naked body. He rose, ignoring his growing erection, and drawing beside her. Reaching for her hand, he slid his fingers into hers.

“You got my spear?” she asked.

“Safe with Califire in my ring.”

“Then let’s go and find this cave,” Tamereth said. “Let’s get back on track.”

She slid from his grasp, diving into the lake and swimming away from him. He lingered for a moment, savoring the sight of her milky body carving a furrow through the black water. His passion grew, pulsing, eager. He dove in, the shock of the icy water putting paid to that once more.

They came to the opposite bank, just a part-submerged rock shelf, pocked and scared but smoothed by time. Tamereth sat, her legs slightly parted, and her gaze fixed firmly on him. Seven took a chance and swam up to her, holding her knees as he trod water.

“You’re breathtaking,” he said, his voice breathless.

She cocked her head, then drew away, lifting her leg over him and sliding back. “You’re not so bad yourself.” She stood, arms out, and walked along the ledge. “The cave is this way. I saw it sparkling with the fire’s light as I swam over.”

Seven pulled himself up, following. She ducked under a seam of black rock, vanishing into a cave.

“It’s breathtaking,” she said. “I just wish we had some light.”

“Perhaps,” he said, and focused. Delving into his Mana Sight, the density of the magical particles surprised him. “The mana is quite concentrated here. It’s scarce in the cavern. He used his Manipulation to pack it together, willing it to compress and give up its stored energy.

A light appeared, so tiny it was no more than a speck. It illuminated Tamereth’s wonder and grew as Seven fed it more mana. The cave dazzled, reflecting the mana light, a thousand tiny sequins sparkling.

You have learned the spell Manalight, Novice level. Manalight enables you to command ambient mana to shed light. You can condense it into a shining orb or coax it to afford you ambient light.

“It’s beautiful,” Tamereth said, brushing her fingers across the walls. “But where are the strings?”

Seven let his light ball go, relinquishing his control and trusting the spell to perpetuate it. The cave sunk further into the rock. Tamereth crawled in. “Move the light farther down,” she said, and although Seven was perfectly happy with his view, he nudged the light forward, over her back and along the narrow shaft.

“They’re up ahead,” she said. “By all the Gods, Seven, they are beautiful.” She paused, bringing her legs under her and sitting before dropping down. “You have to see this,” she said.

Seven caught up, sitting on the ledge, torn between taking in Tamereth’s naked beauty and scene around her. Tiny cupped pools of liquid crystal climbed the walls, Manalight reflecting their blues, yellows, reds and greens.

Tamereth dipped her finger into a yellow pool, its light rippling over her. She drew her finger out, an amber strand stretching. “A crystal string,” she gasped. “This is what he meant.”

Seven jumped down, stirring a blue pool and drawing out his own string. “How many do we need?”

“We should get back. The others will worry. Take what we can and then swim back?”

Disappointment coursed through Seven’s gut. He’d imagined more, staying with her, laying with her. But her words returned his focus to the others. “I guess,” he said, pulling more strings. “We’ll get at least five of each color, just in case they’re different.”

“Five,” she said, glancing at him. “Shouldn’t take long.” She passed him five yellow strings, then moved onto a red pool. Seven completed the blue pool, then pulling strings from the green. He looked up. Tamereth was in front of him, her gaze firmly locked on his, her lips parted. She pressed five red strings into his hand. “I’m all done,” she said.

“Yes.” He took the strings, letting them vanish into his storage. “I’ve still⁠—”

She pressed her lips to him, her soft flesh welcomed, her pressure matched. She held him close, pushing her groin onto his, the crush of her hair folding around his cock. He broke away, choking back the words he needed to say, hating his morals, hating himself. “But the necklace.”

“We can be careful. Just don’t finish inside me.”

Seven sensed her nervousness. He wondered if she just wanted to get it done. It wasn’t how he wanted it. He wanted her to give herself to him, to open up completely.

“We don’t have to. We can⁠—”

She kissed him, her lips trembling, her fingers shaking, then broke away. “No. I want to. I want to now. Don’t make me wait. I might not get…” She looked away, gathering, then looked back. Her courage returned, and kissed him more firmly, pressing her lips on his, slipping her tongue inside him.

He backed away, wanting, needing to understand. But he couldn’t stop his body pressing into hers, the touch of her breasts, the heat between her legs.

“Tell me you love me,” she said, breaking off, pushing him against the pools. He reached back, steadying himself. Liquid crystal covered his palm. Confusion blighted his mind.

“You know it. I said it.”

“Say it again,” she said, her voice more forceful, like she’d found the courage that had left him.

“I love you,” he said, capitulating, conflicted.

She bit her lip, stroking his chest, his stomach, running her fingers through his pubic hair, avoiding him as if his cock was a bridge too far. He wanted her to say it, to return his love, but she narrowed the distance between them, kissing him, touching him. He brought her into his embrace, liquid crystal striping her red, like whiplashes.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She hesitated, her breaths short. “I think so.”

“Think so?”

She turned his head, moving his lips onto hers. “I am.” She kissed him again, her passion suddenly switched on, her hand folding around him. “I am,” she said again.

Seven lifted his head, trying to contain his pleasure. He wanted to bury himself inside her, to take her and own her. He gasped, his heart beating so hard, the grotto suddenly claustrophobic—not big enough to contain their love. She stroked him, her fingers trailing up and down. He heaved a sigh and dismissed his pleasure as he attempted to focus on hers.

She hesitated, as if at the extent of her understanding, then pulled away. Seven stood, striped green and yellow to her red. He caressed her breast, the crystal strands breaking. Doubt filled him as she hesitated, reaching for him but pulling back.

“I don’t—” she said but thought better of it.

He stepped closer. His passion swamping him even as he fought it. She stepped away, then closed her eyes and moved forward, her passion breaking over him as their lips locked. She molded into him and drew his buttocks to her. They staggered back, nearly falling. Clumsy, the way new love was. She chuckled at his awkwardness, and he at hers, as they sank to the grotto’s floor.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Are you?” she replied, but wrapped her arms around him before he could respond, pressing her lips back onto his as if she was scared of his answer.

He pushed her back, over her now, their awkwardness still tangling their legs. She shifted, sliding her buttocks on the cold stone, finally opening up to him. Her tongue slipped in and out of his mouth, breaths short, lips locked like the awkward battle further down their bodies didn’t concern them, couldn’t break them.

She opened her eyes as he finally settled, pressed flat against her, his heat on hers, returned a hundredfold.

“Don’t cum inside me,” she said, her eyes telling him it was more in hope than expectation.

“I—” he said, but she pulled his lips back onto hers. He breathed an inward sigh of relief. He didn’t want to lie, and she didn’t want to hear it.

His breaths became ragged as he lifted himself away, giving himself space as he moved his hand down, pressing his palm onto her sex.

It’s Tamereth! he cried inside his mind. It’s Tamereth!

Seven teased her lips apart, his fingers sliding inside her, his thumb massaging the top of her, just like Keller had shown him. Tamereth squirmed, shifting herself under him. She broke off the kiss. “Seven?” she asked, but then gasped, moving herself up and allowing him deeper inside her.

She reached down, encircling him and bringing him closer to her. Another awkward moment. Fingers in the way. Hands in the way. Seven withdrew, propping himself over her and taking in the wonder of her body.

“Now?” he asked.

She bit her lip, her nod barely registering, and she guided him to her.

Seven closed his eyes as he slipped inside her. He forced himself to control. Still a Novice, definitely a Novice. She closed her legs around him, raising her head, her chin jutting.

“I love you,” she finally said, and Seven’s pleasure moved to a different place, one of complete fulfilment.

“I love you too.” He’d said it already, but he desperately needed to say it again. He didn’t want to leave her, didn’t want to withdraw. He just wanted to stay buried in her heat forever and a day. “I love you, Tamereth.”

She shifted again, clamping her knees against his thighs. He moved back, sliding out, regretting every moment. She shifted again, forcing him back inside her as she lifted her head, lips poised, ready to accept his kiss. “Don’t cum inside me,” she said again, and incredibly, the words heightened his passion again.

He slid back into her, their lips touching as they ground against each other, settling into an unsteady rhythm. Seven stared down at her, not quite believe she was under him, biting her lip, her eyes half closed and breaths shallow.

“Fuck me, Seven. Fuck me, but just don’t cum.”

He tried to square her words, to understand what seemed so alien to him. He wanted to cum inside her, to push his seed deep into her. She tossed her head from side to side, then thrust upward to meet him as he pushed into her. They suddenly synched, their strokes meshing. He matched her ever-increasing rhythm as she groaned for the first time.

“By the gods!” she cried, and Seven felt himself losing control.

He clamped, desperately trying to stop himself from cumming. “Fuck!” he groaned, their movements frantic.

She rested her hands on herself, her fingers blurring as she added to her pleasure. She flushed, grimacing with ecstasy that could easily be mistaken for pain.

“That’s it! That’s it!” she said, raising her buttocks from the cold rock, a warm bloom soaking his cock and dripping from his balls.

He closed his eyes, his inner conflict real.

“Cum for me, Seven. Cum inside me if you want,” she gasped.

But he tore himself out, his cock springing onto her pubic hair, his cum spraying over her hand, her stomach, splattering her breasts.

“Or don’t,” she said with a grin and drew his lips back onto hers.


Chapter Sixteen




Seven took out a string and held it up to the morning light. “And we ended up in a cavern, and by pure chance, it was the same cavern where Genevieve had located crystal pools that produce these strange strings.” He handed it to Keller, who still clung to him like she’d never let go.

“You nearly died,” she said, ignoring the string and pulling him even closer. “You could have drowned. What then? And these dungeon cleaners — are they going to be after us? Do we need to cross over?”

“What did the book say about the wood?” Jez asked, brushing Keller’s comments aside.

“One question at a time!” Tamereth said, holding on to Seven’s arm as if engaged in a tug of war with Keller. “We’ll get to that. You want to know about the crystal grotto. More went on than just harvesting strings.” She left her words hanging, her slow wink saying it all.

“No!” said Sinta, covering her mouth.

“Finally,” Jez said, but it sounded false, like she’d only said it because it fitted. “The wood?”

“Fuck the wood,” Keller said, then hesitated. “So many jokes right there.”

“Yes,” said Tamereth. “I decided to let go of the past and look to the future. After all, who knows how long we’ve got? Those dungeon cleaners scared me to my bones. I could feel their evil pulsing over me. It was like a cold death waiting to happen. So, when I woke, Seven having saved my life, I thought, Tamereth, it’s time to live your life.” She fell silent. “Fortunately, we were both naked, so I didn’t have to try hard to seduce him.”

“You didn’t seduce me,” Seven said, a little annoyed at her laying their lovemaking out in front of the other girls. Keller had said it was fine, that she would be okay with it, but that didn’t mean she’d enjoy Tamereth bragging about it.

“Well, I can take some credit.” Keller pulled him closer. “I sent you both away on the hunting trip. So I kind of forced the situation.”

“Yes,” Tamereth said, tugging him back toward her. “But he cast his spell on me. Then he fished for me and lit a fire. We were alone, in a cavern, then a crystal grotto with our own underwater lake. It was so…”

The change in Tamereth was both endearing and downright annoying. Seven had never had a woman cling to him before. Keller would be more likely to kick him in the balls than be all lovey-dovey. He’d decided in the cave that he didn’t like it. For a start, she didn’t stop talking and had suddenly become very handsy. They’d swum back to the tent, kissed, and fooled around some more before a sense of urgency had grabbed both of them. A steep shaft had led them back to the surface without incident, and then a relentless climb had reunited them with the others. From there, Tamereth had been quite unbearable, in an adorable if grinding way. He yearned for the surly spear woman to return.

“It was so…” she said, seemingly unwilling to quantify exactly what it was.

“Seven, the wood?” Jez reminded him.

“That’s what I said,” Tamereth said and dissolved into peals of laughter.

“So, the wood is what we thought—from what I can gather. It stops the elves from healing and makes the bows and arrows. But we’re lacking the instructions on how to make them.”

“We don’t need them,” Sinta said. “I have the skill.”

All eyes turned to her. “What?” Keller said. “You kept that quiet.”

Sinta shrugged. “I have been here a lot longer than you. I come from a poor village. We can’t afford craftsmen and even if we could, there are no other villages around to trade with. Once we lost access to Quintasia’s academy, we lost access to their trades. It took a long while, but I opened up the skill.”

“Hold on!” Keller said. “You can use a bow and yet we forced Jez to learn?”

Sinta laughed. “I have the Wood Crafting skill, not Archery. It’s at Adept. I hardly think a bow and arrows are beyond me. We get the wood, and I’ll give it a go. Just don’t expect anything too ornate.”

“We could do it,” Seven said. “We could complete Genevieve’s quests. We could make the weapon that could take down the elves.”

Keller interrupted, like she was making a point of law. “Allegedly. There’s no proof they actually do.”

“And there’s no proof Genevieve survived. Quite the opposite.” Jez said as she leafed through her dungeon book. “There’s nothing about dungeon cleaners in here, either. Describe them.”

“They were creepy.”

“Very creepy,” Tamereth added, resting her head on his shoulder.

“They wore black cloaks as seemed to glide over the rocks. When Tammy threw her spear at them, it passed straight through.”

“Their skin was all flakey, and they had eyes like purple coals,” Tamereth added.

“So, wraiths of some kind,” Keller said.

Jez exhaled long and hard. “To survive, they must eat. It’s a fundamental rule. If something moves, then it needs to eat. If it can kill you, then it has to feed. We find out what on, then we starve them.”

“What if it’s the souls of trapped Novices?” Keller asked.

“Then we definitely starve them,” Jez said, and no one disagreed.

“Now I know what I’m looking out for, my Instinct should give us some warning,” Seven said.

“But what good’s that warning if we can’t kill them? Are you two going to need some sleep, or shall we get on?” Keller asked.

“I’m wide awake,” Tamereth said, stretching and thrusting her breasts out.

“We need to get that wood, kill some more goblins and power up as much as we can before Geraint takes that tower.”

“Did you level up?” Keller stood, stretched, and then crouched in front of them. “You’re going to have to let him go if we’re going to fight goblins.”

Tamereth poked her tongue out. “Yes, and I know.”

Seven took the awkward moment to check his character sheet and scores. For some reason it was all clear again, and he could see he’d leveled up.

Name: Seven

Titles: Mana Friend.

Guild:Forlorn Hope

Level 16

Attributes: Strength—32, Dexterity—31, Body—44, Mind—42, Instinct—63, Magic—64, Health—880/880, Mana (Modifier x 40) 25,600/25,600.

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—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—Capable, Mana Surge—Capable, Spell Echo—Capable, Mana Infusion—Capable, Arcane Channeling—Capable, Mana Resonance—Capable, Mana Shield—Novice, Manalight—Novice.

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

Dungeon Five Statistics:

Seven: 174 (4th)

Forlorn Hope: 565 (4th)

“We’re running fourth as a guild. I’m fourth too. Assuming they’re fighting their way to the tower and not just walking up with no opposition, we’re going to have to drop down if we can.”

“Dropping down and killing to level is going to be impossible if we don’t find a refuge to destroy.” Keller pulled him up. “But we know where one was, and it wasn’t far from the troll cave.”

“I saw some ash trees close by,” Jez said. “At least, I think they were ash, but I wasn’t really looking out for them at the time.”

“Then we go back. We’ve got no choice. But we sure as hell have to hurry. We have to figure out a way across the fissure yet,” Seven said.

Keller looked down the valley. “And we have to avoid the dungeon cleaners, too.”
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You have leveled up. You are now level seventeen. You have two unallocated attribute points.

Seven pumped the points in Instinct. He’d brought it up to the same level as his Magic determined to focus on those two attributes until he became a Warlock. He had the Strength he needed. His Dexterity was great. Body and Mind were well above average for his level. He could focus, and if he needed proof, he simply had to look around at the dead and dying goblins that lay in a gruesome circle on the forest floor.

“That’s another level,” he said as Jez methodically dissembled their victims and Sinta collected all their discarded weapons.

“Me too,” Keller said. “But our score’s going up and there’s no sign of a refuge.”

“I thought they only appeared at dusk,” Tamereth said.

She’d fought well. This time. The first couple of skirmishes had been a disaster, with her barely leaving Seven’s side as she became his self-appointed bodyguard. They’d had heated words after. Him telling her that she needed to focus on their shape, and her admonishing him for not taking care. They’d been close to blows before Keller had stepped in, railing on both about how they were putting the group in danger.

Tamereth had bitten back, but then backed down. Seven still simmered. He’d done nothing wrong. As far as he was concerned, it was all on Tamereth.

“They do. How far, Sinta?”

“To where we found the first? A couple of hours. We should arrive just in time.”

Seven wiped Califire’s blade. “That was fun. A sword is a fun weapon, after all.”

“Because I make it one,” Califire said. “And it held when I modify my blade length to account for your poor strokes.”

“I’m a Master of the sword, I’ll have you know.”

“A Master of the Novices. That’s a low bar. Wait until you see how an elf fights. Then you’ll know what a true Master is. I doubt you’ll last more than a couple of strikes before you step back and see your guts piled on the floor like a big turd.”

“Did I do something to offend you in a previous life?”

Califire chuckled. “Nope. In this life. You aren’t Siniman. There, I said it.”

“Can’t you shut him up?” Keller asked as Sinta led them out of the forest and into some thick pasture.

She cut across the valley toward a stepping-stone crossing. Small mounds dotted the vale, some crowned with brambles, others topped with stone. “I don’t remember this place,” she said, raising her hand to signal a stop and crouching. “We didn’t pass through here.” She scanned the valley, pointing downstream. “I think we crossed down there. It’s where we fought the goblin shaman.”

“Well, we don’t want to come across him again, so we cross here,” Keller said.

“I second that. My Seven nearly got killed there. He barely defeated that bastard—even with his mana spells and skills.”

Keller arched her brow. “Your Seven?”

“Our,” Tamereth said.

Seven shifted awkwardly. He didn’t want to be anyone’s possession. He was quite happy being himself. He crouched by Sinta. “What do you think the mounds are?”

“They could be burial mounds.”

They both flinched as two cannons blasted. “That’s another two,” Seven said. “They must be involved in some monumental battle.”

“They could be close to the tower,” he said. “I just wish there was some way we could tell.”

Califire perked. “What does your gut tell you, Partner? You gotta trust that Instinct number. No point in dumping all those numbers in it if you don’t use it.”

Seven was about to reply when a cold feeling washed over him like a winter breeze. “They’re back,” he said, recognizing the cleaners. “They’re sniffing around the bluff. They’ve got our scent.”

Sinta halted. “Then we know how they work.”

“And if we know that,” Jez continued, “then we can take precautions.”

Sinta licked her finger and held it up. “The wind is in our favor at the moment, but if it turns, they’ll know where we are. We ger to the clearing, then go on to the troll cave if there’s no refuge.”

“No argument from me,” Keller said.

“Or me,” Tamereth added, her love-struck mood gone, and the caravan guard returned. “We need somewhere to defend. They caught us out in the open last time.”

“Any pointers?” Sinta asked as she sped to a jog.

“They didn’t follow us into the water. It might have been a thing, or it might have been something else. But it’s all I got.”

“No, she’s right. They closed on the water’s edge but went no further.”

“Got it,” Sinta said, and she burst into a run.

She skipped through brambles and thorns, weaving efficiently, like only an experienced huntress could. Seven followed, marveling her every jink and sway, the way they glided rather than jerked, the fluidity of movement that could have so easily been a dance. He was lucky. Each of his companions had character, had individuality. Sinta’s shone through, her concern for everyone apparent as she even found time to look around and check on them.

She came to a river, but rather than hurdle it, she jumped in and then made her way upstream. It led toward the valley side, headed in the right direction. She branched up a tributary, then raised her hand again, crouching by a bush. She pointed as Seven drew beside her. “Look,” she said. “It’s like the dungeon knows.”

“What the hell are those creatures?” Jez asked, but both Seven and Keller knew.

“Gnomes, but not the friendly little fuckers we met,” Keller said. “They look like they’re out for blood.”

“And they’re protecting that refuge,” Jez said.

“Gnomes, eh?” said Califire. “I have just the thing.” His rune-flowing form changed, stretching and molding into a war hammer. “Perfect for bashing their little heads in.”

“Wouldn’t a mace be better?”

“No. The problem with killing gnomes with a mace is simple. The little bastards get stuck on the spikes, then before you know it, you’re swinging around a couple of dead gnomes and your timing is all off. Trust me, a hammer is better. It flattens their noggins and moves onto the next.”

Seven couldn’t fault his logic. “A hammer it is, then. Any tactics, Jez?”

“Nah. Too close, too cramped. I think the best we can do is have Keller circle and attack from behind, but we could just…”

“Steamroller them,” Keller said, Old Redeye manifesting.

“What?” they all asked.

“You’ll see. Ready?” Keller didn’t wait for an answer.

“We’re under a-fucking-tack!” the first gnome called as Keller broke into the clearing and ripped his throat out.

“Fuck!” cried several more as the rest of the team broke cover.

Seven swung Califire with vengeance, caving heads and wading through the fallen bodies toward the refuge. “Hurry!” he cried, the ominous feeling that their stint in the water hadn’t fooled the dungeon cleaners rooting inside him. “The cleaners are coming!”

Keller tore at the gathered goblins, tossing the dead over her shoulder before moving onto the next. Tamereth skewered one after the other, constantly battling to keep close to Seven. He kept an eye on her, the distraction unwelcome. But he knew she’d be focused on him and his safety rather than all of them.

“Tamereth! I’m okay. You focus on you.”

She twisted and turned, her spear lethal. “I’m okay, my lover. Don’t want you damaged. I intend to get that necklace off Keller. I want to wear it later.”

Seven hesitated, thoughts of the night ahead stirring him. He tried to channel his rising passion into his killing, but the two feelings were incompatible, and despite Califire’s adjustments, he missed his target by a good few inches.

The gnome, realizing it had unexpectedly evaded death, plunged its knife into Seven’s fleshy thigh.

“Ow! Fuck that hurt!” he cried, and his rhythm went haywire, and another slash broke his defenses. This time he received a knife to the gut, blood, nearly black, burping over his pants. He cast Tranquil Resistance just as Sinta’s heal negated most of the damage.

“Focus, Seven!” Sinta screamed, fighting her way toward him.

Seven’s gut wound healed. He focused. His vision returning from blurred and connected with his first goblin. Its head exploded, just a bloody stump left. Even with his high Body number and Restoration skills, he struggled to keep upright. He slashed wildly around with the hammer, breaking bones and crushing skulls. His anger rooted in his foolishness. He’d allowed Tamereth to distract him, and he had nearly paid a hefty price.

Tamereth battled toward him. “Focus, Seven!” she snapped, spearing another gnome.

“I was focused until you said that!”

She thrust her spear through two, collecting them like meat cubes on a kebab. “Can’t a girl have a little fun?” she asked with a sly wink.

But another distraction consumed Seven. “Hurry up. They’re coming. The cleaners are coming!”


Chapter Seventeen




Tamereth paled, hesitating, then diving back in, her spear work blurring as she fought her way to the refuge. Keller’s roar filled the clearing. Severed heads and dismembered arms scattered in her gruesome wake. Jez made the refuge’s deck first, jumping its rail then pulling Sinta over. Tamereth and Seven raced up the steps as Keller landed with a resounding thud.

“I love the stench of dead gnomes in the evening,” she said and drew disgusted stares from each of them. “What? I was trying to make a joke.”

“We’ve got a bigger problem than that,” Seven said as the two wraiths entered the clearing.

The few remaining gnomes scattered, and the wraiths glided over the carnage. The first spoke, its voice like a whispering breeze ruffling dried leaves. “You should not be here.”

“You must be eradicated,” said the other.

“How about,” Keller said, showing no fear. “You let us get over the fissure and into the dungeon’s second level and we’ll get out of your hair?”

“You cannot be here,” the first wraith repeated.

“The cannon must sing.”

“Seven?” Jez said. “Are you seeing anything?”

“Seeing anything?”

The wraiths blurred, their forms dissipating as a ring formed around the refuge.

“You cannot hide from us,” the first said, but its words spread all around them.

“There is no sanctuary from our power.” The other fragmented, its black melding with its companion to form a gradually constricting vortex. “The dungeon must return to its original self.”

“Is anyone else getting cold?” Keller asked, all her cockiness gone.

Jez wrapped her arms around her midriff. “It’s freezing,” she said.

Ice formed on Sinta’s eyebrows, crystallized in her hair. “I’m not liking this.”

“They’re breaking down this part of the dungeon!” Jez cried.

“Do something, Seven!” Tamereth urged.

Seven fell to his knees, the cold gnawing at his soul as it sucked the life from him. Keller fell, ice coating her face, her lips cracking. Sinta crashed through the refuge’s door, her body still as Tamereth lunged for him, trying to draw him into her arms.

“Seven! They must feed on something!” Jez cried, frost coating her hair, her skin turning blue.

Seven tried to think. He tried to unfreeze his mind, but the attack had been so fast he hadn’t had time to prepare.

“Mana!” Califire screamed. “Everything—every monster—runs off mana. It’s what powers their vengeance!”

“Mana!” Seven tried to scream, his girls dying around him.

How could it all have changed so fast? How could he have been winning one moment and dying the next? Was he just the loser he’d always been? Was he cursed? They’d been foolish to trust him. If they’d gone their own way, they’d be battling for tower two. If they’d not met him, they might still be alive.

“No!” Califire said, reading his mind. “No! You’re better than that. You are Seven! You killed a level three hundred wizard! You ran with Siniman Kayle. He had faith in you. Penick had faith in you!”

“No! Penick had no faith in me! He wanted Siniman!”

“Then prove him wrong! Find a way. There’s always a way!”

“Prove him wrong?”

“Prove him wrong! Be Siniman. Be Seven. Be the hero you’re supposed to be!”

“Supposed to be?”

“Now, Seven. Now!”

Seven searched his sheet.

Everything runs on mana!

He sank into his Mana Vision, immediately seeing the vortex for what it truly was. The swirling mass stripped everything of its mana. It sucked all dry, leaving just cold emptiness—leaving a void which swallowed every speck of life. He saw the dungeon cleaners for what they were—ravenous beasts feeding on life, feeding on mana.

Mana Harvest! he cried inside his mind. But the skill couldn’t stick, the mana swirling so fast he couldn’t grab hold of it. The magical substance screamed past him. He could feel its panic as the cleaners manipulated it, pulling from Keller, Tamereth, Sinta, and Jez. Stripping it from the refuge. They even stripped it from his store.

Manipulating it! They were manipulating it!

He deployed his Mana Manipulation skill again, reaching out to the mana as it whipped past him. Seven forced himself to his feet. “No!” he cried. “I will not let you beat me!” Thrusting his arms out, he entered the vortex, bracing against it as it howled around him. The cold evil of the cleaners surrounded him, leaching the magic from him. His knees weakened as the mana fled his store. He fell to one, holding his hands out, palms up. “You will not beat me!”

Engaging his Mana Harvesting, he attempted to halt the drain on his store. Then, using his Manipulation, he ground his teeth together and forced his will out.

“You cannot beat us, human. We are the law here.”

“No. No, you’re not. I am. I am the anomaly. I am the evolution. You will not beat me!” He screamed his defiance at them, at the dungeon, at Quintasia, and at all the Novices that wanted him dead.

His power surged from him, pushing at the swirling mana, slowing it, harvesting it. The cleaners howled with rage, redoubling their efforts. Seven held firm, thoughts of Keller, of Tamereth, Sinta, and Jez powering him through. He brought his entire Mind score to bear, used his Strength stat to hold firm, and engaged his skills in one desperate attempt to save them all.

Then something snapped. He lurched forward, momentarily overbalancing. A huge rush of mana entered him, forcing his storage to expand.

You have leveled your Mana Harvesting. You are now a Master. Storage factor times fifty.

The cleaners howled, but their screams faded, swirling into him, consumed by him. The vortex vanished, silence filling its tumultuous void. Seven fell to his knees, his back arched in defiance, and his head turned to the moon like a howling wolf. He screamed at Quintasia, at the dungeon, at Geraint and all his hangers-on. “You cannot kill me!”

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

Seven pumped the points into Magic before slumping to the floor, gasping for breath. Welcome warmth spread over him, and he cast his Tranquil Resurgence 2 spell over the girls, then passed out.

He woke, propped against the remnants of the hut’s destroyed wall. A green haze surrounded him. Sinta crouched in its center. “How are you feeling?”

He tried to clear his mind and give himself the ability to answer, but his brain was jumbled, like the cleaners had ripped it out and then jammed it back in all messed up. “Not so sure,” he said. “I saw you all there, laying on the deck covered in frost. I thought I’d lost everything. I thought this bastard place had taken you.”

Tamereth slumped by him. “You must have saved us. None of us remember anything barring the vortex and the cold.”

“I fought it,” he said as Califire coughed.

“A-hem!”

“Califire,” Seven said. “Califire kept me going. He forced me to battle through.”

“Aww,” Califire said. “It was nothing. Nothing any precious, enchanted weapon wouldn’t do.”

“No, you helped. You gave me the rage to beat them. You gave me the spine.”

“Can’t do enough for a good master,” the hexblade said.

“Master?”

“Partner.”

“You said master.”

“I meant partner.”

“But you said master.”

“I saved all you asses. I meant partner.”

Seven cocked his head. “Partner, then.”

“Partner.”

“But you said, master.”

“Have I told you how much I hate you?”

Seven laughed. “No, Partner, you haven’t.” He pushed himself up, groaning and holding his back. “I think I’ve’strained every muscle in my body.”

“Our passive Restoration is working just fine. When I woke, you had several broken bones and cuts and bruises—no doubt from the remnants of the hut swirling around. You are much better now.”

Seven stared at the bodies of the slaughtered gnomes. “How come they’re still there?”

“You killed the cleaners. I’m guessing there’s no one around to clean them up.”

“Our score has risen as well. We’re the top guild at the minute. I can only assume you got an incredible score for killing the dungeon’s wardens,” Keller said.

“I leveled. I’m eighteen.” He stretched. “Any idea how close it is to morning?”

Sinta pointed. “Not long. I’m about to go search for an ash tree.”

Seven picked up a piece of the hut. “This no good?”

“Oak,” she said.

He rolled his shoulders. “I’ll come. I could do with stretching my legs, and you’ll need Califire to chop it down.”

“We all go,” Keller said. “We’re not splitting up again. We nearly lost you last time.”

Tamereth grabbed his hand. “But it had a good outcome.”

“Nevertheless, we stick together. It’s not worth it. I’ll go hunt. We can use the hut for firewood, eat and then move out. We’ll head for the troll cave and if we see a suitable tree on the way, it’ll be a bonus.”

“We should do,” Jez said. “I’m pretty sure I saw a few.”

“Only one question remains,” Seven said. “How long have we got here before it all goes to shit? The cleaners inferred it was resetting—that it must return to its original self. If it doesn’t do that, then what will happen?”

“Best guess?” Keller said. “It’ll tear itself apart.”

Refuge destroyed. All scores returned to zero.

“Not sure if that’s good news or bad,” Seven said.

“It’ll be bad. I don’t know how, but that will come back and kick us up the ass. You mark my words.”

Seven couldn’t disagree with her.
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Sinta held the ash up, the single branch balancing on her outstretched hands. She closed her eyes, humming softly to herself. Seven leaned back against the cave’s entrance. Crafting fascinated him. It always had. He remembered the first time a practitioner had come to their village. The man drove a tall wagon packed with all manner of fancy goods. It had curious things that ground spices and could peel potatoes. It had belts that added to the wearer’s Strength number, and hats that increased Mind. There were weapons and armor, farming tools, and weaving looms. The crafter boasted making all, but some cast doubt on their authenticity, claiming he was just a trader.

So, the crafter had taken a fallen twig and changed it into a stunning quill, its shaft that of a naked woman, the tips of her feet for its nib. Seven had seen it all, hiding in a tree and hoping the crafter’s arrival would lead to a feast he might pick up some scraps from.

He waited as he recalled that moment, willing the branch to change, watching the mana swirl around as Sinta bent its will to hers to form the bow. If he’d ever doubted her beauty, those doubts would have been crushed by the peace-filled serenity surrounding her. Each lock of her verdant hair framed her face, expression so tranquil she might have been sitting in some peaceful garden, or at the edge of a still lake. How she’d retracted into herself so completely when surrounded by the dungeon he couldn’t fathom. He just knew she’d achieved some higher level of meditation than he could ever hope for.

She’d been his first companion. She’d been his first love—yes, love. He’d seen her every day, and she’d brought him more than fruit. She’d brought him hope. She’d helped crush his loneliness. True, when Keller had come along, she’d stolen his attention away. But that was only because he and Keller had a common goal, a common enemy. Now Sinta had entered their group, their goals and fear had aligned.

Tamereth had taken up much of his attention of late, and Sinta hadn’t moaned. She hadn’t caused a scene. She was serenity, and she was beauty packed with the essence of nature. Seven wasn’t in the least bit surprised that she could craft. What discipline was closer to nature, to the true will of the mana that powered all magic, than crafting?

The branch straightened, its bark vanishing into its wood. She smoothed her hands over the shaft, running her fingers along its length, her song intensifying. Then she placed her thumb and forefinger on either side and began flattening the wood until it resembled a thick belt—a stiff ribbon. Once satisfied, she balanced it on her finger, letting the bow bend.

Seven watched as mana swirled along its length, soaking into the bare wood and forming lattices that both strengthened it and allowed it the flexibility its purpose demanded.

She opened her eyes, setting the bow down momentarily before picking it back up by its end and forming a notch for the crystal string. Reversing the bow, she repeated the action and then pulled some reedy grass from her storage and wrapped it around its middle to form a grip. She smiled, her grin so radiant it made Seven’s heart skip a beat.

“There,” she said. “Our bow.”

Seven picked it up like it was made of glass. He wanted to string it there and then, just like the gnomes of the Speakwood Forest had taught him to. But he knew he wasn’t destined to wield the beautiful weapon. He had Califire. Keller had her wolf, and Tamereth had her bracers and soon the quicksilver-tipped spear.

“It’s either you or Jez that will use this,” he said.

“No, it is not me. I do not wield this. Mine is another weapon.”

“You know?”

“I know I don’t wield this. I do not know what weapon I use, but I fight the elves much closer than a bow’s range. I have seen their twisted, rage-filled faces as they try to kill me.”

“So we survive?” Keller said. “We survive this dungeon.”

“Perhaps,” Sinta said. “Or perhaps I fight elves in another life. Visions are not to be trusted. Most are to be avoided.” She grabbed another branch. “I shall make some arrows, then Tamereth’s spear, and then we will complete Genevieve’s final task.”

“Final for this dungeon,” Seven corrected. “We’ll still have to go to the enchanter.”

“We have to get to Quintasia first,” Tamereth pointed out.


Chapter Eighteen




The fissure stretched across the valley. Its jagged cut offered no crossing point, nor did peering into its depths afford them any clue. Keller stood on its very edge as Seven swung Califire. The enchanted weapon had taken the guise of a woodsman’s axe, biting into the huge tree with consummate ease.

“A bit more to the left,” Keller said, squeezing her eye shut and angling her head.

“Really?” Seven said, sweat pouring from him under the unrelenting sun. He swung, the hexblade slicing a chunk of wood from the fashioned wedge. “Since when did you become an expert on cutting trees?”

“I’ve seen it on U Tube. You cut a big divot out, then a small one directly opposite, and then the tree falls in the direction of the big one.”

“I still can’t work out why Sinta couldn’t craft it over,” Tamereth said, her spear at the ready in case more goblins attacked them. “Still, I get to see glistening man muscles, so I’m all good.”

Seven sent her a sideways glance. She was getting a little bit sickly and gooey. He preferred the old caravan warrior, the surly attitude she’d once had. It was like she’d forgone her whole character to fall in love with him. The trouble was, he’d fallen in love with the old Tamereth. He wasn’t sure about the new one.

“Could do with some more energy,” he called to Sinta.

He felt sorry for her as well. Sinta clearly cared for him, and she hadn’t interfered when he’d hooked up with Keller. Now she had Tamereth throwing their relationship in her face. It felt wrong. Keller handled things just right. She could be tender when she wanted. She could be assertive, loving, snippy, but you’d not know they were lovers unless you looked closely. Tamereth’s love was overbearing. He wasn’t sure how it would stack up with the other girls.

Sinta sent him a heal. He didn’t really need it. But it sure felt good, and it came from her heart, so it was intimate. He’d begun to crave that closeness, like the heal linked them in an almost erotic sense.

He redoubled his efforts, chopping the wood, showing Sinta her heal had worked, hoping for another.

Tower occupied! Great news, Novices! Geraint Rollus has occupied a tower! He has rallied his guild and battled his way to the penultimate tower. May he reap the rewards of his victory. He is blessed with the Wings of Jendolan, a once powerful fey. Alas, as he already holds one grand prize, he must pass the second on to one of his team. Showing the graciousness of a true hero, Geraint has gifted Star the Wings. She now has access to all Jendolan’s powers, including flight! Rejoice! One of your peers has grown in power. The stronger one becomes, the stronger all become!

Seven threw Califire down in frustration. “I fucking hate that man!”

Tamereth made to say something but swallowed her words.

“Go on!” Seven said. “Say it! Tell me how I cost us the first tower prize and how we’d have occupied Tower Two if I hadn’t been such a fool!”

Tamereth jumped up. “I don’t have to! And don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing with Sinta. Going from one to two women not enough for you? Already want three, do you?”

“Err, Seven,” Keller said.

“I was happy with just Keller, but you threw yourself at me, and it would have worked too if you hadn’t turned into such a love-struck puppy!”

“Seven?” Keller repeated, an ominous creek sounding.

“Love-struck puppy?” Tamereth screamed. “Threw myself at you? You engineered the naked bit. Did you tell Keller that? Did you?”

“Engin-what?” He looked up.

“Partner!” Califire shouted. “Can you get me out of the way, like, right now!”

Seven grabbed Califire, diving away from the falling tree. Tamereth stamped her feet and scooped up her spear. “Love-struck fucking puppy!” She growled. “Keep your fucking harem. Shove it where the sun don’t shine. I’m going to kill goblins!”

The tree crashed across the fissure, spanning it, bouncing and settling. Tamereth ran across it, tuning midway and giving him the finger.

Seven jumped onto the trunk, but quick as a flash, Keller was behind him, holding him back. “Leave her be. She’ll come back. It’s a big change.”

Then Sinta was by him. “Harems are hard. Having one relationship is hard. Keeping more than one woman happy is always going to be difficult. We all want different things.”

“But she was so damn clingy,” Seven said, sitting on the trunk, looking along it, watching Tamereth vanish into the forest beyond without turning back.

“She’d exposed herself to you,” Keller said. “She’d laid herself bare.”

“She was just proving how much she loved you—more to herself than you. That was all. It will die down.” Jez pulled herself onto the trunk. “Like Keller said. Just give her some space.”

“Give her some space? We don’t know what horrors lurk over there.”

“She won’t go far. She’s not daft.” Keller stood on the trunk. “Come on. Let’s pack up. Sinta can track her. We’ll keep a decent distance behind.” She scoffed. “It’ll sort itself out in time. We four will make a team.”

“I thought we were going to be a family,” he said, then wanted to swallow his words when Sinta and Jez turned and faced him.

But they weren’t revolted by the idea. Their expressions were more inquisitive.

“We’ll need better rules,” Keller said. “Like, no one’s allowed to be a bitch.”

“No bragging about how much they love you,” Jez said, her voice whiny, mimicking Tamereth’s smitten tone.

“No Seven did this. Seven did that,” Keller added.

“I think we should be able to tolerate each other’s moods, and if one of us is feeling a little jealous, then the others should step aside and let that jealousy vanish of its own accord. I think we should be sympathetic to each other’s moods.” Sinta walked the log, stopping in its middle and equipping her staff. “Remember this training? Perhaps this is the correct way to cross the fissure.”

“Tolerate each other’s moods?” Keller said. “You’re going to be no fun. Look, it’s simple. It’ll be a five-way marriage. Sure, we’ll piss each other off. And yes, we might have more arguments than in a two-way. But we’ll be solid. Built of stern stuff. We’ll endure because of all this shit Quintasia’s put us through. That’s what this harem is going to be all about. Not just Seven’s dick.”

She met Sinta halfway.

“Keller!” Sinta said. “You can’t say that!”

“What? Seven’s dick!” She shadow-boxed Sinta. “But that’s it, isn’t it? That’s what we’re all thinking. How does it work with the sex? But it’s not all about that. It’s about so much more than that.”

Seven leaned on Califire. “It can be a bit about that,” he said with a grin.

Keller pirouetted. “That’s the exact problem. It isn’t about that at all. I’ve been thinking about it ever since Old Redeye became part of me. Sinta—you’re already in his harem. Jez—you are too. As is Tamereth. As am I. The fact that you haven’t screwed him makes no difference. Don’t you see it?”

“You mean, like he could be my boyfriend even though we haven’t slept together?” Jez asked.

“Yes!” Keller said, crouching and pointing. “Yes, exactly that! The sex is incidental. It’ll happen when it happens. But! The relationship is the key. It’s the foundation. We all have to be friends!” Keller shouted the last bit, cupping her hands together and directing her words after Tamereth. “You got that Tammy! We’re friends and you can’t change that!”

But Tamereth didn’t answer. Instead, a cannon sounded, cracking across the sky, shattering their close scene, and each of them sagged a bit as doubt grabbed hold.

Eventually, Seven and Jez followed the other two across. Sinta picked up Tamereth’s tracks. “She went this way. She was in a hurry.”

“She had the asshole,” Keller reminded them. “You’re always in a hurry when you’ve got the asshole. We’ll find her.”

They ranged deeper along the valley, climbing all the time. By late afternoon they came to a ridge. Sinta inspected a trunk, looking up at it, brushing the ground around it. “She climbed this trunk, then dropped down here.” She pointed. “See the indentations? The deeper ones here.”

“But what was she looking for?” Seven asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Keller said. “I used to love climbing trees.” She grabbed a branch and swung herself up. Seven followed, wanting to see as well.

He scampered after her, and they soon broke the canopy. Tamereth had chosen her tree well. It was the highest—easy to climb, with plenty of lateral branches.

“Well, fuck me,” Keller said.

Seven shaded his eyes against the setting sun. “So that’s tower two,” he said.

The tower rose, thrusting upward, a monolith, a vast, white pillar standing defiantly and framed by the setting sun.

“She’s headed for the tower,” Keller said. “But what’s she going to do there?”

Seven looked along the vast tract of land she’d have to cover just to get there. “She’ll never survive on her own.”

“Why, Seven? To understand, we have to know why she’s going there.”

“To kill Geraint or Star. To even things up. That’s what she wants. To make up for my stupidity.”

[image: ]


“I’ve lost her trail,” Sinta said, having trod the river enough times to admit defeat. Dusk drew in rapidly. “She must have known we’d try to follow and used the trick I showed her when we needed to slip the cleaners.”

“She rode caravans back in her land,” Seven said. “Evading monsters is second nature to her.”

“We’re not monsters, Seven,” Jez said.

Perhaps to her, he thought, but didn’t voice it.

“So what do we do?” Keller asked.

Sinta scaled a rise, standing atop a rock. “Too dark,” she said. “She slipped us just at the right time.”

“Camp here?” Jez asked. “Hardly defensible. We didn’t think this through.”

Anger welled inside Seven. “Sinta? See anything? Somewhere we can hunker down for the night?”

She scanned around. “Geraint has company. Dozens of fires surround the tower.” She cursed under her breath. “Quiet. It’s way too quiet. I’ve got something. There’s a brook down the rise. A steep bank on one side.”

Seven slapped the rock. “She’s out there somewhere. Why? Why keep this up? It proves nothing.”

“Yet,” Keller said. “We don’t know her game.”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “A damn refuge would be nice.”

“Nice but unlikely,” Keller said. “You get nothing for nothing in this damnable place, and so far, we’ve done nothing—well, we’ve got no score, so it looks like we’ve done nothing.”

“Then the bank it is,” Seven said, offering Sinta a hand down. “We’ll plan better tomorrow.”

Keller pointed, a streak of gold striping the night sky. “What the fuck is that?”

“Too small for a dragon,” Jez said.

“What makes you go straight for dragon?” Keller asked. “Could have been a fairy. Could have been something good. Did you have to go for dragon?”

“Could be Star. That bitch has wings now,” Seven grumbled as they picked their way through the woods, slipping and sliding despite their Dexterity.

“It’s headed toward the tower,” Keller said. “Now I hope it’s a dragon.”

Sinta jumped down onto the bank, helping Jez down, then Keller and Seven. They huddled on a shingle bed, watching as the river flowed by.

“This isn’t how I pictured this place. It isn’t how I pictured anything.” Keller pulled her legs in. “I’m feeling pretty miserable right now.”

“I wonder where she is.” Seven tossed a stone into the water.

“If she’s still alive. Remember that cannon?”

“Jez!” Keller said. “Don’t make it worse.”

“We need a plan of action,” Seven said. “We can’t wander blindly around. Jez, you’re our strategist. What do you think?”

She mussed the ribbon in her hair and twisted her lips as she sucked her cheeks in. “We had a plan, and that was to mess with the others. Seven’s right. We can’t wander aimlessly around, and we need to get scoring to get a chance of a refuge—if Keller’s right. I vote Sinta takes point. She leads us close enough to the tower so we can observe it, then we figure out a plan. If Tammy’s anywhere, it’s there, not here.”

“Sinta?”

“The tower’s at the head of the valley. There might be something on either side. If those lights I saw are the dungeon’s army, then we can pick off their flanks to give us some points.”

“Keller?”

“I’ll keep watch. You all get some sleep. I need less than you.” She changed into Old Redeye, and Seven felt better for it. He sank into the bank, cutting furrows in the shingle with his heels. Jez rested her head on his shoulder, and Sinta pulled his arm around her.

There, under a night sky fraught with peril, he contemplated what life would be like with four lovers. For the first time, he could see a path to happiness, where each could contribute, each could give something. Except there was one missing, and somehow that ruined everything. They weren’t quite the same without her. Their balance was off. She was his side soaker—like Gorgeous or Red. Without them, the Forlorn Hope wasn’t complete. If they fell, it fell, a natural implosion.

It was there, under that night sky, that he felt true loneliness, even though surrounded by the love of three women.

He simply wasn’t complete.


Chapter Nineteen




They woke to more cannon fire. Two cracks splitting the burnished sky. Keller lay asleep in front of them, her hackles up and blood streaking her fur. Sinta climbed a tree, scouting out a route while Jez collected blueberries from a bush overhanging the brook.

He woke Keller, though she was barely asleep, and encouraged her to change back, holding her as she shivered, the morning frigid and unwelcoming. Then his Instinct took a turn for the worse, and Sinta hissed down a warning. Seven drew Califire, pulling the Keller and Jez back against the bank, willing them to keep quiet.

Grunts and barks grew louder, the sound of cracking twigs and crushed foliage accompanying the clatter of armor. He heard voices, but not human, a grinding language. Barely a breath escaped him as visions of Sinta falling from the tree consumed his imagination.

Glimpses, monsters shrouded by leaves, reptilian but armored and marching on two feet. Long snouts protruded from sharp faces. Slitted, amber eyes looked unhindered and forward. The closest he could liken them to were lizardmen. Seven watched. He counted. He hoped.

Twenty passed, then a break, then twenty more. Then, fortunately, silence broken by quiet scrapes and a soft thud as Sinta dropped by them. “Headed to the tower, but they’ve cut a nice trail. They’re not the first.”

“Let me look.” Seven crossed the stream, Califire manifesting as an axe, ready and eager. The enchanted weapon was always ready—always one step ahead. Seven attempted stealth. He didn’t make a terrible job of it, but was much noisier than Sinta would have been. He wanted to see. A plan formed in his mind. Reactive, not passive—the thought circled like vultures. Whether it was Califire’s influence or not, didn’t matter. He’d felt it before. He had to get on the front foot.

Their path cut a furrow through the undergrowth, broad enough for two. He doubled his estimate. At least eighty lizardmen. More thoughts plagued his mind. These ones unwelcome. Images of the reptiles slaughtering humans brought a tribal urge to band together with his enemy to slaughter a common foe. The greater good plagued him as he signaled the others forward and they loped along the trail, ready to break for cover at any moment.

A light ahead—a break in the forest—Keller roamed forward, quickly returning and ushering them to one side. Tufted pasture and banks of lilac heather flowed up the valley. Streams cracked the land, joining a river flowing past them, fighting boulders, tumbling over itself, white with excitement. Seven could feel it, an air of anticipation. It bled from the surrounding land, was born on the breeze that filtered down the valley. The whole dungeon brimmed with it, and it was at breaking point.

“So this is how it happens,” Keller said, making little sense.

“How what happens?” Seven asked.

“Tower defense. I always wondered where the swarms came from—they called them waves. You defended a wave and got points and upgrades and then went again. I suppose I didn’t think about them gathering off-screens—didn’t think about the logistics of it all.”

“What?” Jez asked.

“I think I have it,” Seven said. “It’s the same as the dungeons in her land where you can die, but you don’t die, really.”

Keller gave him the thumbs up. “Just like that. But, like I’m fond of saying, folk from my land have come here and I think they’ve gone the other way too. So maybe my world took inspiration from this world.” She shrugged. “Either way, it might just give us an advantage.”

“How?” Sinta asked.

“I know what happens next.” She pointed up at the valley. “A good portion of that army is going to attack Geraint’s tower. But, and this is the important thing. Not all of it. A small wave will go first. Geraint and his goons should be able to wipe out that one, then the next wave will come. If I’m right, they’ll basically queue up, ready to rumble.”

“To what?” Jez asked again, taking copious notes.

“They’ll be getting ready to fight. So, Geraint and the others will get stronger and stronger while we are stuck right at the bottom.” Keller frowned. “I don’t like being last.”

“But we agreed—we said we’d snipe and sew division,” Seven said.

“But what if we can do better than that? What if we harry the enemy from behind, cause chaos, and drive them onto the tower before they’re ready?”

“Then the tower might fall,” Seven said. “Is that really what we want? Shouldn’t it be us against them?”

Keller stamped her feet. “That’s exactly what pissed Tammy off. They tried to kill us. They killed other players. Just say, say for one instant that Tammy has switched sides and joined them. She’ll tell them how you are. They’ll know you’re no threat. No, Seven, you’ve got to forget every single chivalrous bone in your body and go for the kill. If you don’t, we all die.”

“You really think Tamereth would join them?” he asked.

She took his hands. “No, I don’t think she would. Hell, I’m not even sure she’s alive. But I know one thing. If she is alive, she’s confused. She’s hurt. She wants to believe in this harem, but she’s also looking for holes. Whatever happened to her before is haunting her. She’s waiting for you to let us down. She’s looking for it. If she’s out there, you’ve got to show her you’ll do whatever you need to for this team, this group, this family.”

“Geraint has to go down or we die,” Seven said.

“No. They are all enemies. They sided with him through cowardice, spite, or through malice toward you, toward us. None of them deserves our compassion. We have a saying in my world.” She squeezed his hands.

“Does it make any sense?”

“It applies just fine here,” she said. “You have to think like this no matter how contrary to your character it is.”

“Like what.”

“Say after me: I wouldn’t piss on them if they were on fire.”

Seven closed his eyes. He pictured Geraint parading on his battlements, holding his staff, Star at his side flapping her fucking wings. Then he spotted Tamereth staring defiantly out, wishing him dead like the others.

“I wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire!” He held out his hand, and he gathered his mana, manipulating it, harvesting it, focusing it. He used all his skills to bring the mana gathering on his hand into a fiery ball of incandescent rage. “And I’m going to be the one to set you ablaze!”

He reached back, holding the ball, readying.

“No, Seven, not now. We’re not ready!”

“I am,” he said, and he launched the fireball high into the air.

You have learned the spell Fireball, Novice level. Fireball enables you to command ambient mana and agitate it into a state of inferno. You can use it to light fires, attack enemies, or incinerate any item you wish to.

The fireball arced into the sky.

“That fucker’s going to reach them,” Jez said, shading her eyes.

But Seven’s anger still raged. He marched into the tufted pasture, another fireball growing on his open palm. “Who needs to be level twenty? Who needs a fucking class? I don’t! I am Seven!” He launched another fireball, the first hitting the very fringes of the enemy camp, the second aimed at the reptilian warriors just reaching the swarm.

For the first time in his life, he realized how big an advantage Penick had given him. He was level twenty in all but name. He had the attributes of someone in their early thirties. He could do magic because he had the foundation to do it. The rules meant nothing. Level twenty—pick a class—it was there to make sure the student could handle it. It was there to make sure they didn’t overstretch.

But he’d spent most of his time in Quintasia underperforming because he didn’t believe he was as powerful as he was. But the spells showed it. He had to be. He might not be a warlock in name, but he was ahead of where a level twenty would be, and the system, the mana, couldn’t help but to add to its power. It had known what he’d tried to deny. He was Seven, and he was more powerful than his sheet betrayed.

Another fireball arced toward the enemy’s rear, then another and another until he received his notification.

You have leveled up the spell, Fireball. You are now Capable.

Columns of black smoke rose. Fire flitted from tent to tent. Soldiers raced for the river, flames trailing them.

“Seven!” Keller said. “We can’t take on the entire army. We’ve got to run!”

“Change of plan,” Seven said. “We will not hide. We will not sew discord. We’re going to show the bastard how powerful we really are. We’re going to slaughter everything, and then we’re going to take the tower from him.”

“But…”

“Just watch!”

He called on his Mana Harvesting, and he pulled more fireballs from its gathering mass, throwing one after the other in front of the turning army until the long pasture burned. A curtain of thick, black smoke covered the entire valley.

“Now let’s go slaughter, Keller. Let’s kill as many as we can.”

“Set a fire just here,” Sinta said, and Seven dropped a fireball.

The huntress let it burn for a moment, then stamped it out, taking the charcoal and blackening her skin. She pulled a pair of knives from her storage and nodded. Jez followed suit, blackening her skin and equipping her sword and buckler as Keller morphed into her wolf.

“Let’s do some killing,” Seven said, wrapping a cloth around his face and conjuring more fire.

He had what he’d been missing. He had his first offensive spell. He needed to feed it. He had to build on his power. Geraint had been fortunate with his staff. Star had surged forward with her wings. But neither of them had what Seven had. Neither had the firm foundation Penick had given him. Neither had Califire, and better, neither had companions like his—a family.

The four of them spread in an all too short line, and they ran toward the panicking army.

“Mace, I think mace,” said Califire, and he morphed into a mace.

“Perhaps war hammer, definitely war hammer. Be great for smashing lizard’s brains in,” and he changed into a war hammer.

“Maybe spear. Could rip into a load of the scaley bastards as a spear.” He elongated and changed into a spear.

“How about just settling on one?” Seven said, breaking into a run and tossing a fireball with his other hand.

“I could become a staff with a net on the end, then you could toss those fine things even further and I could feel part of the slaughter.”

“A staff with a net on one end and a bastard-sharp skewering point on the other?”

“Have I told you I’m beginning to like you?”

“Steady,” Seven said as Califire morphed into a cross between a fishing net and spear.

“Just imagine it hatching in my net. I’ll do the rest.”

“Fantastic,” Seven said. “Let’s kill some bad guys!”

Seven raced forward, drawing the eager mana to him as he focused on Califire’s silver net. He pictured a ball of flaming tar, a trebuchet and a domineering castle consuming his horizon. Once the mana sizzled and cracked, he planted his feet and launched it forward.

The girls moved in front of him, Keller slotting in the middle with Sinta and Jez on either side of him. Keller roared. Sinta readied her spear, and Jez practiced some shapes. Their man needed protection while he played havoc with the enemy, and they would give it or die trying.

Black smoke swirled around them. Soot scratched at their eyes. It clogged their noses, the sound of battle somehow distant from the small patch of reedy grass they had claimed as their own. Seven hefted fireball after fireball up. His assault was relentless. The roar of the enemy camp, their utter confusion, his compass.

Then through the curling blackened fingers came the first of them. It burst from the gloom like some freakish ghoul, its long-snouted face twisted in anger, filled with the ferocity of shock, rows of fangs like stalagmites and stalactites, dripping with eager saliva and contrary to its rasping wheeze that screamed of dry, soot-choked lungs.

Even through its slitted, yellow eyes, its surprise was evident. It was like it really didn’t expect to find its enemy. It had charged because it was the right thing to do. It had reacted like Seven had spent all his time doing. Keller made it pay the price with swiftness and mercilessness, weaving through its half-cocked spear and sliding under its throat to deliver a cruel bite as she ripped its voice box from its spine and shredded its exposed shoulders and upper arms.

Another followed, hot on its heels as if Seven’s fireballs had shattered the dam holding them back. Sinta lurched forward, ready to protect her cherished master, but Keller moved seamlessly on. She’d found another level, had improved her slaughter, and delivered it with ruthless prowess. But soon the ghostly reptiles came from all sides, eager to snuff out the treat that had sprung from their rear and rained death into their midst.

“Time to get fighting,” Califire said, and Seven knew the truth of it.

The constant spell-slinging had left him dizzy. His head pounded and vision blurred. “I don’t feel so good,” he exclaimed. “I think I might have overdone it.”

“That’s the class, that is,” Califire told him, changing into his favored mace, then swapping instantly for a great axe. “Better for cleaving those scales,” he explained. “Using magic without the class will always drain you. You don’t know the disciplines. You don’t understand the nuances of each spell. I’d have thought twice about doing what you did.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Seven said, sliding beside Jez and next to Keller as they formed a defensive circle.

“Because you were having such fun, and I love the stench of burning flesh. Have I told you that? Besides, it’s just a headache. You’re not cleaning the spent mana right. It’s built up in you like a cramped muscle. Should have deployed Mana Cleaner as you cast. You’d have been unstoppable then.”

“Why…didn’t…you…tell…me?” Seven said, gritting his teeth as he swung the mace and shattered a reptile’s jaw.

“Because…you…didn’t…ask,” Califire replied, lengthening to punch another in the face.

Seven engaged his Mana Cleaner, focusing inside himself and hunting out the clots of spent mana. He fought. They moved forward. The smoke thinned, and the field cleared.

“Oh crap,” Seven said, as he fully appreciated the dismal situation they were in.

The reptiles faced them in a tight ring, stamping their dead into the ground.

“There’s thousands of them,” Keller said, her constant feints holding the baying army back.

“I think we might have bitten off more than we can chew,” Sinta said.

“If only we had those damn wings.” Jez parried a thrust spear.

“Anyone got any ideas?” Seven asked, imagining a handy hole opening up and swallowing them. “Only, I think we might be a little fucked.”


Chapter Twenty




“Partner, that is the understatement of the year. Even Siniman couldn’t get out of this one. You know what this means, don’t you?” Califire griped.

“What does it mean?”

“It means that you die, and I’m looted by some crummy, low-level lizard who can barely speak, let alone plot and plan.”

“Well, I’m sorry about that!”

“Will you two stop bickering and come up with a plan?” Jez asked, chopping at an encroaching warrior.

“I thought she was the planner,” Califire said and chuckled.

“Haven’t you got another spell?” Keller asked.

“He was lucky to get that one,” Califire said.

“What about a mana wall?” Sinta said.

“More useful against spells. No, we gotta fight our way out of this.”

Keller reared up, standing on her back paws. “Not a fucking chance.”

A horn resounded, floating over the entire valley like a harbinger’s call.

“What the fuck’s happening?” Keller asked, as the enemy soldiers all froze. “No, wait, I know what’s happening. It’s the first wave.”

“The what?”

“The horn announces the first wave. They’re going to attack the tower.”

“All of them?” Jez asked.

The reptiles turned, facing the tower and then slowly marching toward it as if hypnotized by the horn.

“Why aren’t they killing us?” Sinta said. “I mean, I’m happy about it and all, but it just seems a little odd.”

“They’re answering their call. It means that’s all they focus on. They have to destroy the tower.” Keller changed back into her human form, pulling on her armor and taking her sword from Sinta. “I wonder,” she said, moving behind the closest lizard and resting her blade on its neck.

“Don’t do it, Keller,” Seven said, scanning for a way out.

“Yeah, we were all but dead a second ago,” Jez said.

“But if I’m right…” Keller slid the sword across its neck, blood spurting out.

“Keller!” Seven cried, but the lizard beast dropped, not even clutching its neck.

“Yes!” Keller exclaimed. “It’s as I thought. You remember those ants in dungeon three? Remember the smell? That was what controlled them. Here it has to be the horn. Someone attacking the tower calls them to the fight, but the horn focuses them into waves.” She slid her sword into another. The creature fell, quickly trampled underfoot by its comrades. “We have a limited amount of time to make hay. Then the sun’s going out and we’re fucked again.”

“So we just kill them?” Jez said.

“We make our way to the back and then start attacking them with Seven’s fiery balls,” Keller said, slicing one and stabbing another. “Fill your boots, ladies. We’ve got some leveling to do to catch up with Seven.”

Seven eyes up his character sheet. He focused only on his level. He was eighteen, but given the slaughter he’d rained down on the lizardmen, he had a feeling he’d be close to nineteen. The absence of an experience counter annoyed him again. It made it hard to be sure, but he had got to nineteen before.

“Time to be a bastard,” he said.

“I’m fully qualified for that role,” Califire said, his axe heads glinting.
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The horn sounded again. Seven crouched in the long grass, watching the lizardmen march on. They left behind a bloody trail—a tail of corpses that stretch a few hundred yards.

“I got a level,” Keller said.

“Not me,” Seven moped, yet his whole body ached from the carnage he’d inflicted on the rabble. “I’m guessing they’re pretty low-level.”

“Must be at least Adept monsters—surely.”

“I leveled too,” Jez said.

“Not me.” Sinta pressed closer to Seven. “But you just need to throw your fireballs, and you’ll get heaps more experience.”

“We need a strategy. If we get caught in the middle of them again, we’re likely fucked.”

“If the horn focuses them and they attack the tower, will they attack us if we’re close?” Jez asked.

“What are you thinking?” Keller said.

“I’m wondering if we could attack with them. It would get us close.”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” Keller said. “Earth saying.”

“Pretty damn brutal your land.” Seven stood, looking out over the massed throng. He couldn’t quite see what was happening, but there was definitely movement. “We need to get higher and work out what’s going on.”

“If I’m right, the first wave will be quite small. It’s a testing wave, designed to give the massed throng an idea of the defenders’ capability. After that, they try to erode the defenses, one attack after another. They wear the tower down until they finally breech, and then they send their elites in to finish the job.”

“They didn’t attack us while we fought our way back,” Sinta pointed out.

“But if Geraint left the tower, they’d attack him. We might have just gotten away with it because we weren’t near the tower.”

“What if we…” Sinta hesitated. “If you want to catch a deer, you don’t smell like a fox. I hate to say this, but if we loot all their armor, we could slot right into their army and see exactly what’s going on.”

Jez recoiled. “Are you fucking serious?”

Sinta shrugged. “There’s another bonus. We could find out if Geraint has Tamereth, or if Tamereth has joined the tower. We’ll know exactly where we are.”

“If she’s still alive,” Keller said. “There are no guarantees.”

Seven stared at the marching army, then at the long line of bodies. “Has to be the most disgusting plan I’ve ever heard.”

“But it’s a plan.” Keller pulled him through the pasture, kneeling by a lizard and rolling it over. “Nope, not this one. Looks like I ripped it to shreds. Let’s find one that you killed. Califire has a knack for caving the head in but leaving the body mostly intact.”

“Mostly,” Seven said. “Every now and then, he morphs into a spear just for the hell of it.”

She pulled a headless corpse out, dragging it along the ground. “About your size.” She bent, sniffing the body. “Doesn’t whiff too much. I think we have a winner.”

“Do we really have to do this?” Jez said.

Keller hesitated. “It’s our best chance of getting Tamereth back. It might be our only chance.”

“I know. It’s just yuck.” Jez picked over the line. “Perhaps this one for me? It’ll fit over my armor. Is that good enough?”

“You mean we can put it over our existing armor?” Seven asked as the corpse’s armor clung to his bare skin, soaking it in blood and brain matter. “Why did no one tell me that first?”

Keller shrugged. “We just have to smell like them. I doubt they’ll know who we are. There are more than just lizard-things in the army. Saw a few orcs, some goblins.”

“So I could have kept my armor on.”

She grinned. “Stinks, doesn’t it?”

Sinta squealed as she slid into some rancid chain mail, then winced as she plonked a dented helmet onto her head, tucking her green hair in. “I’m just going to think about bathing in the brook. This part of my life won’t exist once I’ve scrubbed it from my memory.”

Seven inhaled. That was something to think about. Something mighty fine.

Califire chuckled. Seven glared at him.

“What the hell are you laughing at?” he snapped.

“Not sure I know why you’re getting so worked up about it all. I have to literally go inside those filthy beasts. It’s like I’m actually penetrating them as I tear their guts out or bash their brains in.”

“Please don’t use penetrating in that context,” Keller said, morphing into her wolf and then rolling on the corpse pile. “Fortunately for me, I just have to smell like them. They have plenty of monsters running with them. Talking of which, we’d best get moving.”

Gigantic birds circled overhead, some dropping and pecking at the flesh.

“Grim,” Seven said. “So grim.”

“We’ve only ourselves to blame. We killed the cleaners.”

“Yeah, and they had all our points scrubbed.”

She rolled her shoulders. “Yeah. We wanted that at the time.”

Seven hatched another fireball. “But we don’t now. There’s no reason I can’t go toe to toe with him and beat him. No reason at all.”

She padded off, but then hesitated. “Be careful. We don’t know how good he is with that staff.”

“Can we get going?” Jez asked. “I hate this stink.”

“Sometimes dirty does it,” Keller said with a slow wink.

Seven cringed. She didn’t have quite the same effect on him when she was in her wolf form.

Keller nuzzled the milling soldiers apart, creating a trail through them. She was right, they weren’t all lizard creatures. Orcs, their gray, wart-encrusted faces fixed with a permanent scowl, grumbled as they squeezed through. They’d clad their arms in battle bangles. Iron rings adorned their yellow tusks. They were ready. That much was clear. Ready and hungry for human blood. But they moved out of the way, and they didn’t attack.
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The horn blasted again. The dungeon’s army surged forward with bloodthirsty urgency. A roar rang out. Swords thumped on shields. The press became unbearable; the stench overpowering. Seven tried to make room, shoving a huge cyclops out of the way when it threatened to crush Jez.

“We gotta get out!” Sinta said. “They’ll trample us!”

“No, we stick. I got caught once like this at a concert. You’ve just got to go with the flow,” Keller screamed, then growled and roared, baring her fangs and clawing at the closest creatures as she literally carved out some room. “Or do that. That works too.”

Seven barged and shoved, ramming Califire into a stubborn hobgoblin, shouting back when the foul creature grunted at him.

“We’re headed to a narrow part!” Keller said. “Not sure what’s happening.”

The press became tighter and tighter. Seven pulled Jez in front of him, holding Califire out and swiping at any that got too close. Sinta scrunched her shoulders in, sheltering close to a huge orc that lashed out at all around apart from her. Keller, hackles up, ripped and snarled, carving their path forward.

“It’s a pinch point. They’re narrowing it all the time. I think it cuts the wave off.”

“We need to get through. I’m suffocating here!” Sinta cried.

“Ready?” Keller shouted back. “Run after me!” She reared up, ripping her claws down the lizard man in front of her and tossing him out of the way. “Let me go through fuckers, or you’ll be next.”

Another lizard creature turned. Keller leaped for him, dragging him down under a flurry of razor-sharp claws and flashing talons. The press parted slightly as the commotion behind gained traction. Seven, Jez, and Sinta lurched into the void behind Keller as space opened up in front of her.

Then they were through, released onto a brief expanse of churned mud and grass, the gap closing behind them, a few stragglers on their heels. The war horn sounded once more, and two huge monsters tore through the horde.

They towered over Seven and the others, reminding him of the vast lumbering beasts that roamed the plains of Rentorian. Their trunks rose, flared ends adding to the war horn like the battle trumpets of the Harraden, long silenced by the Atun. The creatures moved forward, their hooves thumping the ground with such force it shook, driven by orcs that were mere spots upon the sky, or so it seemed from Seven’s lowly vantage point. Long spears protruded from carriages strapped to their backs, each angled forward, their intent to drive the swarm to the tower. Had Seven had any doubts about advancing, they vanished in seconds.

“Hannibal’s harry bollocks!” Keller exclaimed. “I understand now. Those are fearsome fuckers.” But quite what she meant was lost to Seven as the stragglers forced them forward and they caught the tail of the wave.

He pressed against the back of a lizardman, Keller by his shoulder, Sinta and Jez a yard away, jinking and shoving, trying to get back to them. The army broke into a jog, spears raised high, swords drawn, their plan still unknown.

“I think they just mean to overrun it,” Keller said, as they wove along a rutted path and up, the great tower coming into view, dominating, seemingly unassailable.

“They have ladders!” Sinta said, finally by their side again. “We saw them. They’re coming in from the sides. Ladders, hooks, and some small ballistae.”

“And magickers!” Jez added.

“I think we’re just the fodder.”

“We are bait,” Seven said, parroting one of Genevieve’s sayings. “But not here. Not now. We aren’t a part of this. If we get in the tower, we won’t be able to do anything. We can’t kill them, remember?”

“If they’ve hurt Tammy, I’ll find a way.” Keller bared her teeth.

Drums sounded over them as two immense shadows snuffed out the afternoon sun. The army broke into a run, baying for blood.

The tower grew as they closed. It sat upon a mound in the valley’s center, the brook curling around it, a bridge, long destroyed, partly crossing it. A track circled it, spiked defenses preventing the invading army from tearing straight up. Gray stone against a blue sky, the tower bled defiance. Shadows moved within archer slits, pale faces visible one moment, gone the next. Figures walked the crenelated top. The distance obscured their features, but Seven knew, he had absolutely no doubt that one was his tormentor. He could feel Geraint’s cockiness. He could hear the taunts, the derision, the calls of savage. He sped up. His anger consuming him. Revenge taunted him, so close he could see it. He could smell its sweet odor, the fear of the defenders. Yet it was clear those atop the crenelated wall had no concerns. The bastard had placed himself well out of range of any first or second wave. He wouldn’t demean himself by joining in with the weaker waves. Oh no, he’d hold himself in reserve, ready to swoop to the tower’s rescue. Ready to be the hero he thought he was.

“Get out of the way!” Seven cried, wanting to tear up the trail, scale the tower and wring the life from his tormentor.

“No!” Califire growled within his mind. “Haven’t you learned nothing? Would Siniman rush to his death? Would he? Let me answer that for you. He would have died for what he believed in, but he would have never thrown his life away. Think, Goddammit. You’re only imagining how powerful you can get. You aren’t half the man you will be. But you’ve got to survive to get there!”

“I just want to kill that son-of-a-bitch!” Seven cried as Sinta grabbed hold of him.

“Seven!” she shouted over the cacophony. “We observe. We plan. We don’t throw our lives away!”

The throng carried them forward. Arrows streaked from the tower, thudding into instantly raised shields. The air stirred, thick with magic, the mana surrounding him breaking in two directions as two practitioners fought to weave it into their spell.

Seven instantly calmed. A thought coming to him. A way to screw Geraint over without compromising the safety of the others. “This way!” he cried, pulling Keller to one side, shoving her past him, then grabbing Sinta and Jez. “Staff, Califire, I need a staff and make it a good one.”

Califire morphed into a staff, a bright light shining from his top. “Feed me some mana, Partner, let’s make this thing sparkle!”

Seven reached into Vesturiana and pulled a cloak from his storage, throwing it over the lizardman’s rotting armor and pulling its hood up. “Out of the way!” he thundered, marching through the surging throng and cutting a powerful furrow through it. He headed toward the magickers, pulling mana from all around him and conjuring a flaming ball.

The magic swayed the throng, and they moved out of his way as soon as they heard his bark. “You three are my bodyguards. Keller, Old Redeye. Sinta, let your hair down. Jez, stay in your disguise.”

“What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to remove that fucker’s advantage,” Seven said. “I’m going back to the first plan. Fuck him up. I liked it the most.”

He came to the edge of the column, a grizzly-looking warrior moving out to stop him. Seven grunted, pointing at the magickers. Four of them stood on a raised grass shelf. An orc moved around a boiling pot, chanting, holding up a bird, and squeezing blood and guts into the pot before tearing off another chunk. A glowing indigo sphere grew above the cauldron, crackling with black magic.

A second drew glyphs around her, calling mana into their living lines as she formed a protection circle from which she’d likely launch her attack. He had little idea what kind of creature she was, save a harpy, a demon, or a fairy. But she was, in her own dark way, vaguely attractive, in a Witch of the North kind of way.

The third bent over its staff, wrinkled and dry, barely alive. It looked up as Seven approached, its hooked snout coming as a surprise, its wide, paper-brown eyes creased with age. From under, bottle-green eyes, multi-faceted like a bug, stared at him. “You are?” it said with a rasp.

“Summoned,” Seven said. “I am the great one’s conduit, here to steal mana from the invader and gift it to you.”

The fourth magicker slipped her hood back to reveal a lilac-skinned drow. “A conduit?”

Seven raised his fireball, snuffing it out, then blew the unused mana toward the drow while sending a small stream of harvested mana at her. “I’m to make them weaker and you stronger.”

“Then you are most welcome.” She ran her eye up and down Keller, Sinta and Jez. “And them?”

“My women,” he grunted, speaking abruptly, attempting to play the part of a gruff monster but falling short. “Skill makes me thirsty with desire.”

“Does it also curtail your ability to speak? You don’t look like one of the savage races, so why act like them?”

“Been among them a long time,” Seven said as the drow eyed him suspiciously.

“Yes, well,” she said, shifting and facing the tower. “It’s time to put your skill into action, and I thank the great goddess for sending you.” But rather than look up while she was saying those words, she stared down into the bowels of the land. “Now let’s drag these fuckers from Goliathus and tear them into little pieces while Her cannon sings!”

Keller stood in front of him, angling herself to monitor the drow. Sinta and Jez separated him from the other three, while Seven sunk into his harvesting, focusing on the tower’s top. As he sent his magic forward, his entire world polarized on the figures standing between the crenelations. He tried to draw them to him, to picture the mana within them, but rather than some hazy mix of free-flowing mana and his usual vision, the figures became sharper and more defined. His sight traveled closer, like his vision had suddenly and unexplainedly improved. The masonry work became clear. Gargoyles perched upon an elegant cornice. Oil shoots jutted half-pipes through the wall. A ballista angled precariously down, and over the figures drooped a flag upon a white pole, its design hidden within its lazy fold.

There stood Geraint, his puffed chest shining silver. His chin jutted, supported by his upturned palm, his elbow resting on his cocked knee. He stared across the valley, over the amassed army below him, as if it was of no matter. Beside him, a new pair of wings half-cocked and ready for flight, stood Star.

Her expression was drawn, eyes supported by black shadows, and cheeks hollow and pale. Seven knew that feeling well. He’d recently suffered from the exhaustion of spell casting and knew that to be her problem. Califire was right. Casting without the correct class drained. Perhaps it was the little bit of system-imparted knowledge that was missing, or maybe taking the class altered your body slightly. There was a chance that both of them were casting wrongly. Like when you pulled a muscle running because you had no idea stretches would help. Star was drained. She was close to death. But as Geraint pointed, Seven realized the man couldn’t care less what she felt. He was ordering her into flight. He wanted her to attack the swarm from the rear.

Star protested, barely able to stand, then Geraint signaled and one of his goons appeared, grabbing her by the wings and lifting her onto the crenelations. With a boot, the goon kicked her over the edge. Star tumbled as Geraint roared with laughter, his staff planted, its magnificent orb sparking amber and red. Seven’s anger rose, which he found curious at first. Star meant nothing to him. Less than nothing. But the growing feeling that she was one of Geraint’s victims took hold. She tumbled, forcing her wings open and angling her body in a desperate attempt to stop her from plunging to her death. She glided over the circular paths, the tower’s defenses, and headed down the valley.

“We must kill that woman!” the drow said.

Seven wasn’t so sure. He thought her evil, a spiteful bitch that had caused him immeasurable suffering. And perhaps she was. But perhaps she was easily manipulated. He’d known folks who were.

Another horn sounded, and the final surge began.

“Best show us what you can do, Harvester. It is time!”

The drumbeats increased, the swarm breaking from a jog into a run, their war cries, growls, screams of defiance growing as total mayhem broke out.

“They have no system, no plan,” Jez said quietly.

“Part of the fun, isn’t it?” Keller replied. “You face total mayhem. Scary as fuck.”

Seven sank into his mana sight, its chaos stunning him. It bloomed from all over, as if the raging army played some part in its creation. Mana geysers spouted up from between them. Spouts of it twisted through the storming throng. Some bent toward the rise he stood upon. Most flowed toward the tower. Arrows poured for the archer’s slits. The ballista sung. A flash of bright lilac magic erupted from behind him, racing toward the tower. Geraint pointed his staff at it, his movements as slick as they were fast. Their magics clashed, his red, theirs lilac. Their collision caused a mighty explosion, tearing chunks from the tower. The drow’s laughter tore into his ears, somehow sharp and cutting.

“That human hasn’t a clue how to wield magic.” She sent another blast toward the tower.

Seven breathed in the metallic tang of consumed mana. He let himself wallow in it, cleaning it, purifying it and then releasing it. He sent it to the drow, the orc, the strange little bug-beast, and the harpy who postured forward, opening her gossamer wings. They were quite beautiful, but she was not so pretty.

A ridge of shocking crimson hair stood proud in a fantastic plumage that so contrasted with her otherwise satin black hair. Her face, pinched and angry, smeared with blue war paint, followed Star. Her small chest heaved, just a hint of cleavage spilling over her black bodice. She spread her frayed wings and lent him a magical grin. Every aspect of her screamed evil, and her following cackle did little to change Seven’s opinion. She magicked a long, barbed spear into her hands. “Time to hunt humans,” she growled as she took off after the receding Star.

“Such a fun little creature,” the drow said.

“If she kills that bitch, she’ll be my favorite,” Seven grumbled.

The drow gave him a dark look but said nothing.

“Ain’t seen shit from you yet, Harvester,” the orc grunted. “Better see something soon.”

“Haven’t seen a lot from you, Ulrig,” countered the bug-like. “Time to blast those walls.”

Ulrig laughed, a sound akin to a stuttering avalanche. “I’ll blast, you fuck with their heads, Spitz. Mana, Harvester. Mana now!”

Seven wove his vision back through the chaotic mana. He sought its source, following a sprouting geyser to a crushed corpse. Mana burst from the body, leaving behind a dry husk.

Mana powers the dungeon, so mana powers its beasts.…

He gathered all, picking from the freshly fallen corpses before Geraint could collect the eddying mana for himself.

The rabble swarmed onto the tower’s mound, tearing along its circular road and ripping its defenses down. Drab green magic poured from the orc, becoming stunningly bright as it smashed into the walls, fashioned stone reduced to shrapnel in moments. A dark cloud formed over the tower, red lightning arrowing down as a low thrum filled the air, no doubt courtesy of the bug-like creature called Spitz.

Seven found Geraint again. He looked less sure, his forehead shining and normally stylized hair spring out in all manner of angles. He labored, attempting to intercept Ulrig’s blasts while countering the drow’s fearsome magic. Seven reached for him, teasing mana away from the tower’s top.

Geraint pointed his staff. He slammed it down in frustration. But the more mana Seven stole, the less effective his magic became.

“He doesn’t know how it works,” Seven said as Geraint raged. “He’s not even tried to understand.”

Seven’s mana storage filled, so he passed some back to the four magicians behind him. A smile hatched on the drow’s face, and she dipped her head to him.

Boiling oil flowed from the deadly half pipes, raining down on the creatures below. Howls and cries of unfettered agony rose. Mana geysers bloomed, climbing up the tower’s side and feeding the starving Geraint.

Seven cocked his head as Geraint hesitated. The despicable man drew in a great breath and threw a blast of his magic straight toward them. Renewed, packed with fresh mana, it shot over the army, spiraling like some infernal vortex.

“Harvester!” Ulrig scowled.

But Seven took no notice. He frantically cast his mana shield, emptying his store and forming a tightly packed wall around him and his girls. The drow woman dove behind, as did Spitz, but Ulrig moved too late. The blast hit, shattering Seven’s mana wall. But it absorbed the Drek of the strike. Ulrig’s terrible scream broke off suddenly. Crackling magic consumed his entire body, roving around him, tearing at his flesh and ripping his innards out. A wash of blood and guts exploded out, coating all in its atomized filth.

“Well fuck a duck,” said Keller. “That staff’s quite powerful.”

“And I think he’s just learned how to use it,” Seven said.


Chapter Twenty-One




Upon the battlement, Geraint pulled mana into his staff. “More oil,” he crowed, desperate to increase the suffering below him. He hadn’t quite understood the intricacies of mana manipulation, but the recent surge in his power had definitely come when the oil had boiled some invaders into blistered scabs, staining the rock under him.

He’d felt that before. The combination of an enemy dying and his power growing. It felt good. It turned him into a God. He’d even noticed a surge when he killed other Novices. At a guess, it was the system giving him experience and that experience then added mana or power or something to his spells. It didn’t matter what. All that did was the simple equation: kill and become more powerful. The boiling oil had confirmed it. Before, he’d felt languid. He’d put it down to Star. What had once been a fun dalliance had rapidly turned into a trial. The girl was needy. She whined all the time. He’d only given her the wings to shut her up. That and get a majestic blow job. What that girl could do with her tongue was just incredible.

The ballista thrummed behind him, raining death on the horde. Ladders arced up toward his battlement, but they didn’t bother him. “More oil!” he screamed. “Kill them! Kill them all!”

He couldn’t get over how useless his companions were. A few could fire bows. Some even had a decent store of spears, and two had bracers that enchanted the spear and returned it to them once they’d thrown it. But most of them couldn’t do a fucking thing. They stared over the crenelations or hid in the lower chambers.

“I might as well fight this lot on my own,” he grunted.

The only one who had shown any balls had been the savage. But he’d been easy to outwit. Too soft, that was his problem—or had been. The cannon had sung that day, and for some reason, Geraint had felt a little melancholy. The savage had kept him on his toes—had spurred him on to do greater things. Without him, there was just a whole bunch of ordinary folks. Especially now Star had become a pain in his ass.

He flashed another magical bolt at the caster’s hill. He’d enjoyed taking out the big one, but he’d thought he would have got them all. The hooded one had put up a wall—a half-decent one, too. He’d get them all. He just needed to work out a way to slaughter more.

Death and power went hand in hand.

The hooded bastard raised his shield again, although, in fairness to him, Geraint’s bolt had been weaker. Then he caught sight of the green-haired girl. She looked familiar, but there was no doubting she was a monster of some kind. She dressed like the fodder. The wolf looked familiar, too. He was pretty sure he’d seen it before. But he could make out little else through the flames and smoke of battle. Just outlines and patches of color. Familiar, though, certainly that.

Doubt crept inside him, but it had no roots, nothing to cling to. It was just a niggling feeling that something might be wrong—that everything might be about to sour.

And then, as he cocked his precious staff and threw it forward, a pull drained all his energy. He couldn’t quantify it. He couldn’t understand it, but he knew every ounce of his power had gone. A dribble of magic dripped from the staff’s end as he slumped between the battlements.

“What the fuck is up with that?” Connor asked him.

The man had been his companion from the off. Geraint had picked him up first, with Star coming a belated second. They’d been through a lot together, but of late, the man had got on his tits. It was like he was spoiling for a fight—like he thought he would do a better job as a leader. He could try. Oh yes, he could try.

Geraint whipped around, facing him. “Think you can do better?” He held the staff out.

Connor gave him a crooked smile. “I was just saying, like. You know. I mean, I’m with the rest of the boys. Wouldn’t mind giving it a go. Would quite like to see. Haven’t got no magic, like.”

Geraint outwardly displayed a coolness that was entirely contrary to what he felt inside. The bastard was openly admitting that he wanted his stuff.

It all starts with a staff, he thought, then thought further. He might as well have said he wanted to bend Star over the battlements and fuck her until she begged for mercy.

“So you wanna try my staff, eh? Do you even know how it works?” Geraint marched toward him, the staff held high and getting higher.

Connor’s expression changed. It became one of abject horror. “What’s the matter, Ger? Eh? I was only saying I’d like to try it. Meant nothing by it. Nothing at all.”

“Oh, you can try it alright!”

“Geraint, be reasonable,” Connor said, backing away.

The onlookers took a step back too, giving Geraint a wide birth. “You said you wanted it,” Carlin muttered, then shrunk as Geraint’s gaze momentarily fell on him.

“He did, didn’t he? Well, if he wants to use it, he’s gonna need teaching. Like I said, the first thing you need is mana. Mana, as I’ve recently found out, comes from one particular place.” He brought the staff down on Connor’s head. The man fell backward, blood pouring from his fringe. His eyes rolled backward as his knees gave way.

“It comes from living beings!” Geraint said, bringing the staff down again and splitting the unconscious man’s head open.

“But it only comes when they’re dead. And they have to be dead-dead.” He smashed Connor’s corpse again. “Are you dead?” And again—thwack! “Answer me!” One more time—thwack! He leaned over the bloody corpse. “You are dead, aren’t you?” Geraint asked as he straightened, sucking the mana in, his whole body quickening as it reached euphoria. “And that is how you power the staff.”

He spun around, pointing the staff at each of the retreating members of his guild and then at the hangers on. “Anyone else want my staff?” The cannon cracked across the sky, and Connor vanished. “Good, now perhaps I can turn my attention back to slaughtering the cunts that are invading us! Get pouring that fucking oil and if you’ve got no oil, throw a weaker member over. I don’t give a flying fuck, just get killing!”

He slumped on the wall, eyeing the mound. Indigo magic streaked over, hitting the wall. The weird cloud overhead started soaking him, souring his mood further. Then there was that damnable noise.

“It’s all coming from you fuckers,” he said, wondering where Star was and why the hell she hadn’t started throwing her bomb. What use was the bitch if she couldn’t even kill a few lizardmen? Then he felt that strange pull again, and tiredness washed over him. He knew without even testing his staff that he’d lost all the mana he’d just gained, but he tried his spell anyway, red magic dribbling out.

“God damn it! Am I the only one who can do anything? Star!”
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Star flew down the valley, veering to one side in case her energy vanished. Geraint exhausted her. If it wasn’t his erratic moods, his overbearing temper as he ripped her apart, it was his constant need for sex. At first, she’d loved it. It wasn’t that she’d had a hard time with the trainers. Yeah, she hadn’t been as quick as most, and Geraint had shown special interest in her, which had been super useful in the dungeons. But she thought that if push had come to shove, she could have done it without him. It hadn’t stopped with the training, the fighting, no, it had become much more. And it had been fun—relaxed, casual. She’d found it easy to hide behind the girl who clung onto his arm. She’d been a bitch on purpose, just to dissuade anyone else from making a play for her. She felt their eyes. They undressed her. They constantly undressed her.

But Geraint had started to change. It was like the power had gone to his head. He’d once treated her like a queen. But lately, he treated her like a doormat. He’d become obsessed with the savage. Couldn’t stand the fact that he had four girls in his gang and each of them adored him.

She’d wondered what the savage had. Was it some kind of primal passion? Did he satisfy all of them together? Or did he exhaust one after the other? And then he’d nearly caught up with them, but Geraint had destroyed the bridge.

Funny thing was, it hadn’t appeared to faze the savage too much. Sure, he’d got angry, and sure, some cannons had gone off. But he hadn’t felt dead. And the cannons; there weren’t enough of them. Not if she included the others that were trapped.

Star swerved and landed on a grassy overhang, sitting with her legs dangling over the edge. She yawned. She’d felt odd since she’d had the wings. She’d been tired. Every time she flew, it took it out of her, and if she used the damn bow and arrow that had come with the cursed prize, she got even more tired. She was sure it was the magic. It was her worst number, barely in double figures. When she used the wings or the bow, it was like trying to shit through the eye of a needle. You could do it, but man, it took focus.

But Geraint had insisted she take the wings and wouldn’t let her refuse. He’d laughed at her pain as she’d recanted the scroll and wings had burst from her shoulder blade. The others had gasped at their beauty as she unfurled them, sequins shining as they dried in the midday sun. But Geraint had just scowled as if he begrudged her the thing she’d never wanted in the first place. She remembered his words. Be something to grab hold of when I fuck you up the ass.

He didn’t care for her, but what could she do? Certainly couldn’t wipe out the swarm’s tail like he wanted her to. She simply didn’t have the energy. She couldn’t do it anymore. But what options were there?

Then she saw the woman, and she looked familiar. She skulked right at the back of the swarm, tracking them. She’d coated her skin with mud, even dulled down the magical bracers she must have got in the second dungeon. Or was it the third? Third, it was the third. That rat bastard Connor had got theirs. She’d wanted them, but Geraint had put a block on it. Guess he didn’t want to risk a spear in the back if they fell out.

What was her name? Why was she alone? It was definitely her—one of the savage’s team. Tamereth! That was it. Her name was Tamereth. Perhaps they could team up. Two was better than one, after all. But would she? Why wouldn’t she? She was all alone. Maybe the savage was dead. She’d definitely want to team up if he was.

She stood, spreading her wings. She needed to warn the woman that she was perilously close to being sucked into the swarm—that another would follow soon after. Perhaps they could get to the ledge and talk things out.

Together, it would all be better together.
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Tamereth had one way and one way alone to kill Geraint—her spear. With him gone, they could all have a reset. Him and that bitch who clung to his side like an overgrown wart. The pair of them were as bad as each other. Unfortunately, she only had one spear, and the element of surprise would be gone once she’d skewered Geraint.

She’d listened intently to the rules. No fighting or killing inside the tower. It said nothing about one person outside the tower killing one within. Nothing. Nothing at all. All she had to do was get close enough that she could see his smug face—close enough that she could launch her spear and rip his guts out. That wasn’t too much to ask, was it?

Her anger toward Seven had cooled pretty much as soon as she’d stepped off the fallen trunk. It was a bit of self-sabotage, if she was honest with herself. She hadn’t made it to the top of her trade without putting a few men in their place, and she liked to challenge decisions that she didn’t agree with.

He seemed to take it the wrong way. It was obvious leadership didn’t sit well with him, and clear that neither Keller, Sinta or Jez had any too. Yet he’d made Jez their tactician even though the girl had no experience whatsoever. She’d wanted to say something—to challenge the choice, but Jez had beamed and taken the whole thing as a compliment. And it wasn’t even that. The girl knew far more about the dungeon and its setup than she did. It was more that fact that he never asked her.

He knew she’d been a caravan guard—that she’d fought monsters and brigands alike. He knew she was probably the most capable warrior of all of them. But he didn’t lean on her. Just assumed he knew best. Which infuriated her.

But as she’d jumped off the trunk and marched away, she’d realized some of it was her fault. She hadn’t offered her advice as freely as Jez had. She hadn’t insisted her experience was brought to bear. She had let him flounder all because of the bastards back where she’d come from. All because…

It didn’t bear thinking about. How long would that bastard haunt her?

But more and more, as she’d fought monsters, hidden in hollows, scavenged for food and even ate raw fish, she came to a conclusion that warmed her heart. She loved him, just as she loved Keller, and Sinta, and even the studious Jez. She loved the idea that they might become a family, and on those cold, cold nights, she imagined them in a cottage in the country, a house in a town, a castle on a hill. She imagined them snuggled around a fire. The truth was, it didn’t matter where.

One man—one—had ruined that dream. One man stood in her way—in their way. Her anger rekindled, but its flame didn’t lick at her love for Seven. Instead, it raged with thirst for Geraint’s demise. If she could kill that bastard and his sidekick, then her, Seven, Keller, Sinta and Jez had a chance at that life.

Even if it was only a few months in Quintasia.

Even if that…

So she’d hatched the only plan she could. Get close. Use the Swarm. Pin the fucker Geraint.

But on that warm and sunny day with only a single cloud in the sky, her luck returned, and it returned in the guise of a winged bitch gliding straight toward her. She could feel Star’s eyes on her. It was like the slut wanted to taunt her before blasting her with some wing-borne magic.

A smile split Tamereth’s mud-caked face, and she planted her boots and hurled her spear with a tumultuous sweep of her arm. It sped straight toward the bitch. No matter how badly she threw it, the spear never missed, and she threw it well.

Star doubled over the spear as it skewered her right in the belly. Her wings folded, and she plunged. Her rapid descent was only interrupted by a slight judder as the spear snapped her spine in two. She made no sound as she hit the pasture, her body bouncing once, twice, and then no more.

The cannon blasted its single note, and the dungeon forgot about Star. Tamereth caught her spear and sauntered over to where the body fell. She kept her gait low, loping like a hunting wolf, scampering at the slightest noise.

There, where Star had dented the land and stained it with her blood, lay a pair of gossamer wings with sequins stitched into them. Between them lay a scroll, rolled and fastened in place by a bright yellow bow. Tamereth slipped its tie and unraveled the scroll, reading aloud the inscription inside.

Behold the Wings of Jendolan, a fey of beauty renown. Fear not fellow adventurer, once consumed, only death may strip you of this prize. Jendolan was a righteous Fey whose heart was as white as freshly fallen snow. Any that dare take her wings for their own good must bear this in mind. The darker your soul, the harder they will resist. Beware your intent, for it will determine your future.

Tamereth read the inscription, then took the wings. “I accept.”

The warning didn’t matter to her. The wings made her plan infinitely easier. She could fly close to the tower. The conceited bastard, Geraint, would think it was Star. When close, she could launch the spear and watch as it tore his guts out and peeled his spine from his back like she was deboning a fish.

Did that make her soul dark?

Was that evil intent?

Perhaps a little.

The wings vanished, and for just a moment she wondered if she’d done something wrong. Then her shoulder blades popped as two spear-like nubs forced themselves out, slicing her skin and armor. The nubs grew into blood-soaked bone, and muscle swelled, and tendons and cartilage strengthened. Slowly but surely gossamer linked all, and small scales overlapped each other. But they were no ordinary scales. She wrapped them around her. They were beautiful, like peacock feathers, like mother-of-pearl, and she knew they’d match her eyes perfectly.

She lay back, fanning her new wings out and letting them absorb the sun. Somehow she knew it was important for them to get to temperature. Somehow, she knew she would look stunning.

“One day, Seven, I will spread my wings for you and fold them around you as I accept you on top of me. One day, I will prove myself to you.”

Killing Geraint would do that.

But for some reason her hatred for him had waned a little.

Not enough to stop her, though. She stood. She flapped her new wings, and holding her spear aloft, she ran. The sensation, the utter joy of it, surged through her as she soared into the air. An updraft caught her, propelling her to new heights. For the first time in a while—the first time since that moment with Seven—her smile spread.

The massed army of the dungeon, a dark blot on an otherwise beautifully rugged vista, surrounded the tower. Indigo magic streaked toward it. A dark cloud rained unnatural lightning on it. Yet nothing came back.

Where was Geraint? Why wasn’t he fighting back? She banked, circling the tower but keeping her distance. She had to be wary. Geraint’s inaction might be a trap. The swarm’s magic came from a rise.

Tamereth’s heart stopped. Was that Sinta? The girl’s hair stood out like a beacon among the blacks and grays of their army. And there was Keller—so obvious when she was in her wolf guise. Another figure—a shock of white hair—Jez. It had to be Jez. But if it was them, where was Seven?

A hooded figure stood next to a drow woman. Could that be him? She couldn’t see.

But she was sure. It had to be him. The urge to fly down consumed her. To be with him. To beg his forgiveness. Then her other self chimed in.

He won’t want you like this. He only wants girls weaker than him. You’ve got wings, girl! You can fly! You can be whoever you want. You can be with whoever you want!

She hated that side of her. But its voice riddled her with doubt. It fed her low esteem. She tried to fight it.

I’m a fucking warrior. I ran caravans through the wastelands! I’m great at what I do! I’m a warrior.

But it always fought back…

You’re weak. You lust after him for protection. You offer nothing!

You are Tamereth. You are better than this.

No. No, you’re not.

I’ll show you!


Chapter Twenty-Two




The harpy skidded to a halt, the whoosh of her wings, and the stench of her foul breath preceding her.

“Diesel!” the drow said. “I thought you were going to kill the flyer, yet here you are, and she still flies.”

Diesel folded her frayed wings back and brushed her fingers through her crimson Mohawk. “Have I got a tale for you!” she cried as she glanced at Seven and moved closer to the drow.

Seven shifted uneasily, swapping glances with Keller.

“A tale? You were tasked with killing the one who received the wings. From where I’m standing, you failed!” She coiled back her arm, indigo fire hatching.

“What if I told you the flyer isn’t the one who received the wings as payment for taking on the tower? What then, Eilm?” Diesel said, not appearing to worry about the gathering magic.

“Then I will point my ears to your story,” Eilm replied, and cocked her head. “But you’d better make it fast. The fool has found his magic.”

“He is drawing mana from the dead faster than I can steal it,” Seven said. Which wasn’t the exact truth.

His will had weakened. While he despised Geraint with every cell in his body, his humanity continued to question his siding with the monsters. When he’d first set eyes on the bastard, he’d wanted to tear the tower down stone by stone, then rip Geraint’s head off. But as he’d drawn mana from him, he’d felt the fear of all of the humans. That feeling haunted him. He felt part of it—drawn to the tower’s defense, as if the dungeon called him to play his part. The truce that held inside the tower was there for a reason. They had to defend the land. This time it was against the swarming monsters—their waves, Keller had called it. Once they’d completed the dungeon, once they’d passed through the academy, it would be against the elves.

Eilm gave him a skeptical look. “Do you mean that he’s outwitted you?”

“I mean what I say,” Seven said stiffly.

Geraint had found his feet, too. It was like the sight of Star had galvanized him to show off.

“The flying woman returning has motivated him,” he said, carefully, unsure if he should name her.

“That is not the same flying woman you think it is,” Diesel said.

Spitz, the small bug-like creature with the paper-thin eyelids, had been silent up until that point. Seven had assumed he was the least powerful, but when he spoke, it was from a position of power and not servitude. “I am with the Harvester. Like him, I cannot maintain my magic all the while we talk and discuss, and might I add, get nowhere. See my cloud? It thins as we speak. Get on with the damned story and then we’ll get back to doing what we do best. Killing Novices.”

Diesel whipped around and glared at Spitz, but the bug didn’t blink, its multi-faceted eyes gazing impassively back at the harpy.

“Dallying won’t change my mind,” Spitz added, unruffled by her fierce attention.

Diesel told her story, and as her words spilled, so Keller, Sinta and Jez became more attentive. Seven could barely contain the one word on the tip of his tongue.

“Tamereth! She’s alive!” he said, then tried to gobble his words.

His heart surged, though, and he sought her out as she circled the edges of the ever-dissipating cloud. Keller looked up too, as did Sinta and Jez. None of them cared about the smiles hatching on their faces. None of them noticed the gathering orcs.

“Novices! Take them!” Eilm said, a whip appearing in her hand, and with a snap of her wrist, its tail bit into Seven’s neck. “One sign of any magic and the white-haired one gets her neck snapped by Honk, got it?”

Keller jumped at Eilm, but a crack of green magic shot from Diesel’s splayed fingers, ripping through her. She fell to the ground, rolling once, twitching and writhing, white foam bubbling from her lips.

“No!” Seven cried as Eilm pulled him close, their lips almost touching.

But if it was a kiss she intended, then it didn’t match the snarl on their lips and the hatred in her eyes. “Hundreds of thousands! That’s how many of us you kill! For what? To get you trinkets? To make you more powerful? You pour boiling oil on us. You send your magic at us. You become stronger. We remain the same. Our defeat is inevitable. And for what? Once you’ve conquered, you vanish, and the cycle starts again.”

Foul spittle sprayed him. He wanted to tell her she wasn’t real. Keller had inferred it—that it was some kind of dream constructed by Quintasia. But it didn’t feel like it. It never had. He was sure the land was real, that it truly existed in one of the creator’s time loops. Eilm felt real. He could feel her raw anger. He could smell the rush of her adrenaline. She let her breath flow over him, then threw him to the ground. Even though he was strong enough to resist, he went down. It gave him time to think—to come up with a response.

“Perhaps we’re the victims too,” he said, but it came over as pathetic, not like it had in his mind.

She spat, then walked away, the whip snapping taut and dragging him along.

“What about the tower?” Spitz asked.

“Let them have this wave. We’ll try again after we kill these four. It’s a while since we’ve had some fun. Let’s enjoy it.”

“It never goes well when we let them walk the first wave,” Spritz added.

Eilm’s dry laughter rang out. “But they are fractured, Spritz. If they are fighting among themselves, what hope do they have when we call down the Reyheim against them?”

Spritz hesitated. “You would do that? The Reyheim are unpredictable. They care not who they massacre when they face humans.”

Eilm pounced, her face in Spitz’s before the bug could react. “The humans must die. If they don’t die, we will. Our children will face them again. This cycle ends now! This eternal torture stops with these. Do you understand?”

Spitz took a deep breath, then delivered his answer with chilling carefulness. “Just remember, Eilm, I could crush your mind within the blink of an eye. Do not threaten me because I might appear harmless. Respect that I can reduce you to a slathering ruin if I so chose.”

Eilm backed away, but she didn’t back down. “And you’d be wise to acknowledge it is hard to crush someone’s mind when your head is rolling away from your corpse.”

Spitz considered his response. “I think we can agree on that.”

“Can we get on with the killing?” Diesel asked. “All that flying has made me tired.”

The drow led them to a cave, Seven still leashed like a dog. She yanked him in. The whip bit at his neck, twisting tighter. “We can, but we might as well offer them to Ilantha. Who knows, she might finally bless us with some luck.” Eilm paused, raking at her stark white bangs. “All that flying has made me tired? All what flying. You barely went to the end of the first wave and back.”

She flared her wings. “Have you seen the state of my wings? They’re all frayed. I can barely get any lift.”

“We are all suffering,” Spitz said. “My bones ache and my skin cracks. My eyesight, once my finest asset, isn’t a patch on what it was.”

“I hear you,” Eilm said. “I hear you both. My strength has diminished. I would have had his head with my whip’s lash, but now it barely wrapped around.”

“It did fine,” Seven said. “It bit just fine. I’ve got a good Body number. Probably contributed.”

“Seven!” Keller hissed. “Tell her nothing! She’ll use it against you.”

“Pah!” Eilm said. “I don’t need to know anything more to slit your throats and bleed you. Ilantha will feast on your heart. She’ll savor your liver and roast your kidneys. A good Body number makes for a rare delicacy. May she repair us and allow us to continue!”

“Does she?” Jez asked, her voice trembling.

“Does she what?” Eilm snapped as she pulled Seven down a narrow passageway.

“Repair you. Only if Diesel can barely fly. Your Strength has vanished, and Spitz’s Body is waning. Your sacrifices don’t appear to work. What if we had another way?”

The passage belled out into a cave. Steps led up to a stone slab, crude etchings and scratched glyphs glowing lazily. Their light brushed rugged walls glistening with damp. The metronomic drip of gathering water broke the silence as Eilm pondered Jez’s words.

“Another way apart from the great Ilanthe? What could you possibly offer us that our goddess cannot already give us?”

“It appears a lot,” Jez said, her voice faltering as her nerves took hold.

Seven made lurched to her side, the whip tightened and bit some more. He grabbed it, yanking down and breaking Eilm’s grip. Gasping, he unraveled the whip and threw it back to her. The drow was in front of him in a flash, a knife at his throat. “Go on, human. Give me the excuse I need.”

He grinned, holding her stare and returning it. “You’re already going to kill us. What excuse are you looking for?”

“We could cure you!” Jez said quickly. “We could make Diesel fly better. We could restore Spitz’s sight and give you back your Strength.”

Seven held Califire up, bringing the hexblade between him and the drow. “I was willing to wait and see how this played out, but now I might just gut you where you stand.”

“With a staff?”

“With a spear,” Califire grated as he changed. “Or a sword. Or an axe that’ll chop your head off.”

Eilm held her position, her chin jutting with pride. “I am not afraid to die.”

“No,” Seven said. “And you’re very good at it. But here’s the deal. This eternal war that you’re made to fight. This constant sacrifice that you’re forced to make, it’s different for us, but we’re made to take part, too. We can stop it.”

“How? The next war won’t happen for another generation,” Eilm said.

“A generation to you, perhaps. But to us it is half a year, perhaps a year. We can influence it, but we have to survive to do it.”

Califire morphed into a double-headed axe. “And at this moment in time, I’m debating whether you’re going to survive the next few moments.”

“Kill them!” A deep voice thundered through the cave as an orc barged in, skulls hanging from his belt, a studded club in his hand. “You brought them here to kill them, Eilm. Now do it. No good can come from talking to humans!”

More orcs filed in, spreading along the cave’s sides and herding them all toward the sacrificial alter. Keller snarled. Sinta equipped her spear. Jez pulled her sword from her storage ring and backed away.

“Storm! What are you doing? Back off!” Eilm cried.

“No! Enough is enough!”

“Yesss … It is as Storm saysss. Enough is enough. It is time for a change.” The reptilian soldier barged into the cave, a troop of his soldiers behind.

“Silas!” Eilm snapped. “Do you betray me?”

“With all my cold heart. I answered your call. Thousands of us answered your call. We traveled from the Parquet Desert, across sunbaked rocks and through the valley of the Reyheim who pruned our numbers without mercy. We traveled here, Drow, hoping you had a new plan. But we see it is the same one our forefathers endured.”

“It is the only plan!” Eilm screamed. “What other option do we have?”

“We had none.” Silas moved closer.

“We have now!” Storm interrupted. “We kill them. We take more of them than we ever have. We hear more cannons sing as we die in glory!”

“No, Storm,” Silas hissed. He walked up to Seven, brushing Califire aside, coming nose to snout with him. “We have four of them. We have leverage.”

“To do what?”

“To draw the others out.” He prodded Seven, then lifted his chin with a single claw. “They’ll give us what we want.”

“They won’t give you shit. They hate me! They want to see me dead.”

Silas laughed. “Then they’ll definitely come out. They’ll have to if they want to kill you.”

Eilm closed on the reptile. “The Weyliss have always joined our swarm. They have always died with honor. We regroup. We go again.”

Silas faced her. “Not this time. This time, we have bait.”

Bait! That word again!

Seven took a step back, dropping to a crouch. “I could kill you with a snap of my fingers. My fire already slaughtered hundreds of your kind—of Weyliss.”

“But you’d never leave this cave—none of you would. The cannon would sing. Ilanthe would shine her light on us.”

“Looks like we’re pretty screwed, Partner,” Califire said inside his mind.

“Seems that way. Any ideas? What would Siniman do?”

“It doesn’t matter what Siniman would do. It matters what you would do. You are Siniman now. You have the power. But you’ve got to live to use it.” He chuckled. “But if you wanna go out in style, I’m all for bashing heads.”

“Good to know.”

He shoved Califire back in his ring and sunk into his Mana Sight. It swirled around Spitz, who’d said barely a word since the orcs and Silas had entered the cave. Some mana vanished into Diesel. She sat on a rock ledge looking down on all the others. An aura coated both Eilm and Sinta, but none of the others had any magic, the mana uninterested in them. Except one. Small whorls flittered around Jez, which he found peculiar. She’d never shown any interest in magic, not had it in her. He cast his spell, a crimson fireball hatching on his palm.

“You will all die!” Silas hissed.

Seven grinned and hatched another ball on his other hand as he drew all the mana from Spitz and Diesel. “We’re all dead, anyway. You’ve already said as much. But this way, I can die happy in the knowledge that you and Storm die, too.”

“Our lives mean nothing to us!” Silas took a step back.

“Then it’s time for the killing to start. But first I have to do something.” He cast Tranquil Resurgence 2 on Spitz. “Feel better, Spitz?”

The bug stretched and blinked, then rubbed his eyes. He whimpered, but then gasped. “Much.”

“What is this human doing?” Storm growled.

“Sinta, heal Eilm and Diesel. Yours will sit better with them.” He took a step toward Silas and Storm. “I’m keeping my word. If we all agree to do what we say we’re going to do, then I have a plan—one that will keep most of your soldiers alive and hand me the win I desperately need. Then we will leave your lands and move on to the next. That is my proposal.”

“Or we can all fight and we’ll see how many of you we can take with us.”

Diesel jumped down, spreading her wings, their gossamer healed and whole. “If I have a vote,” she said, snapping her fingers and then looking in horror when nothing happened. “What the hell?”

“I’ve taken all your mana,” Seven said, casually looking at Eilm and Spitz. “And I’ve taken both of yours, too. So, Storm, Silas, if you were expecting any help, then you’ll be disappointed. Also, Keller has no need of magic. Her wolf is born of a particularly nasty dungeon creature who she’s nick-named Old Redeye. She will tear some of you to shreds. Then, let me introduce once more you to Califire. He’s my enchanted weapon.” Seven drew Califire back out. “Califire is in a particularly bad mood because I just put him into Vesturian, my storage ring. His favored form is a mace. It inflicts the most severe damage you can imagine. So,” he said with a grin, “what’s it to be? My plan or yours?”

Silas shifted uneasily. “We don’t even know yours.”

“Then why don’t I tell you?”


Chapter Twenty-Three




Ballista sung. Arrows flew. The stench of burned mana filled the air. Spitz’s cloud sat over the tower, lightning forking down. Rain soaked the defenders, icy, unrelenting. Diesel kept her distance, but her barrage of magical arrows peppered the battlements. Eilm stood on the muddy mound, her indigo magic streaking forward and exploding into the tower. All the while, the baying throng, the orcs, and the Weyliss lizardmen, the goblins and the numerous other foul creations taunted the tower’s defenders from just out of range.

Seven sat up in a tree. All his girls, barring Tamereth, were with him. He focused on draining the hapless Geraint, who, short of killing all his companions, couldn’t pluck a single mana particle from the air.

“But where is she?” Seven asked. “This little interlude should have drawn her out. What the hell’s she up to?”

“Perhaps she still thinks we’re captives,” Keller said.

“Or worse, and I don’t like saying it, perhaps she doesn’t care.” Sinta fidgeted.

“No!” Jez said. “I can’t believe that. She was so in love with Seven. Did you see how happy they were when they came back from the caves. She could barely take her eyes from him.”

“We haven’t explored one possibility,” Keller said.

Seven lofted an eyebrow, intrigued by Keller’s remark. He’d wracked his brains trying to fathom a reason for her storming off. Yes, he understood the love could be volatile. He’d seen it from a distance. Couples he’d watched from afar—been envious of—in love one moment, then shouting and screaming in the road the next. He knew love was fickle. That it could change with the wind. But it always returned. It never truly went away.

“What?” he asked, grasping at Keller’s offered straw. “What possibility? I’ve thought myself into a corner.”

Keller smacked her lips together. “It’s possible she’s a fruitcake.” When they all stared at her, she added. “That she’s nuts—mad. One of those head cases that worships one moment and then turns into a raving monster the next. Really, she could be completely bananas.”

While not understanding everything Keller said, he certainly got the gist of it. There’d been this one old woman who was his best friend one moment, offering him food and shelter, then would go crazy on him the next. The blacksmith had called her unhinged. The innkeeper referred to her as Mad Betty. But Seven had seen her crying and alone at night. He’d understood. She’d been lonely, but frightened of letting anyone in.

A lot of that came down to trust. Which he could understand. She screwed him up too with her erratic behavior. “Could it be trust?” he asked, though more a spoken thought.

“But we never gave her a reason to doubt us,” Sinta said.

“You never gave Quintasia a reason to throw you out, but they did,” Keller pointed out. “It might not be us. You know that, don’t you? I know I carry baggage from before.”

There she was spouting nonsense again. But it didn’t matter. He grabbed her hand, holding it tightly. “It’s nearly time,” he said.

Keller shielded her eyes against the low sun. “Yep. Are we sure about this?”

“No, not at all. But we have to draw her out. We have to get her to come back, or it all falls apart.”

“You trust them?” Jez nodded toward the three magickers.

“I’m relying on them to betray us. So yes, I trust them to do that.”

“What about Geraint?” Keller asked.

Seven pressed his lips together. “I’m trusting the others to know we have to do this together or we’re all going to die.”

She shook her head. “I don’t like it.”

“I don’t either. But if this is the second tower, and the next is even harder, then we can’t do it on our own. Like it or not, we need them, and they need us. We just got to bring them to understand that.”

“Or die trying,” Keller said.

“Four of us won’t defend Tower One. So we’re dead if the plan doesn’t work.”

“What about Tamereth?” Sinta asked.

“That,” Seven said with a sigh, “is the big unknown.”

He jumped down, stretched and made his way toward Eilm. “Are we about ready?” he asked, scanning the sky for Tamereth. With her bracers and the Wings of Jendolan, she was a force to fear. All she needed was a sight line. Even Geraint appeared to realize it, two of his goons holding shields on either side of him. He looked defeated, managing to only harvest dribbles of mana. Seven freed some, letting it travel to him, giving him some hope.

Seven’s Mana Harvesting was at Expert. From what he understood of the system, that meant he could pull mana away from any spell that was below that rank. If Geraint had an Expert or above spell, it would immediately equal or better his skill’s ability to steal its mana. Even so, the Mana Sight gave him an obscene advantage. Being able to coax the mana away before any spell consumed it was incredible.

“Do you have an attack plan?” Seven asked.

“Oh yes,” Eilm said with a devilish smile. “We have our plan. You should be in the tower before the end of the day. I trust you will relinquish it as soon as you have secured your truce?” She eyed him curiously and he returned the stare.

She knows I intend to double cross her. I know she intends to double cross me…

Only one doubt remained in his mind. Why was she so confident?

Seven conjured a fireball, and Califire morphed into his basket-shaped launcher.

“This,” Keller said, “is called a trick of the trade.”

Seven moved the fireball into the basket and launched it at the tower. It sailed over the waiting army, smashing into its walls. He followed up with strike after strike as Eilm intensified her attacks and Spitz rained lightning down on the tower’s defenders. Diesel took off, surging forward above the attackers and peppering the battlement with her magic.

Seven raced forward, Keller bounding by his side. Sinta and Jez trailed, both charged with looking after his back in case the treachery came early. Storm and Silas plowed a furrow through the seiging ranks as they climbed the slopes to the great tower.

Magic blasted at the walls. Stone rained down, pummeling the advancing attackers. But Eilm, Seven and Diesel maintained their attacks. All the death and suffering fueled Geraint’s magic, and while Seven focused on attack, he was powerless to do anything about it.

Grunts rose from the swarming throng as they smashed their battering ram into the tower’s door. Screams came from the tops of the ladders as orcs and lizardmen fell to their deaths. The stench of burnt flesh mixed with the metallic taint of corrupted mana. Spitz’s cloud swirled overhead.

Then Seven saw him, saw his twisted face as he launched another attack. Geraint was nearly spent. He’d been defending the tower for two days straight. Most of that had been struggling to gather mana. Seven’s compassion for a fellow human blossomed again. His wish to help nearly ripped him apart as he conjured another fireball and launched it straight at the bastard.

A creak and a crack and the tower’s door nearly gave way. It was the signal. It was the moment they’d been waiting for. A great cheer rode from the attackers. More ladders slammed against the tower’s sides. The ram pounded the door one more time, shattering its final hold. Seven sent a huge fireball up, this one cracking over the battlements as raining down on the defenders like flaming stars.

“Hold!” Storm’s thunderous voice silenced the battleground.

Seven immediately switched his focus onto Geraint, sucking all the mana from around him. Silence fell, broken by the screams of the dying and the crackle of fire.

Eilm’s voice then sounded. “You are defeated, Human. If you and your guilds wish to live, then you do so at my mercy.”

“And just who the fuck are you to order me around?” Geraint said in his usual cocky way.

“I am Eilm. I hold your life in the palm of my hand. I wish to crush you—to paint your fetid brain across the battlement, though I fear it will only be a small stain.”

Seven resisted the urge to chuckle.

“But I don’t just bring threat. I bring you a trade.”

“You’ve got nothing I want!”

“On the contrary. I have everything you want. I have the power to storm the tower and put you all to the sword. Or I have the power to make your deaths slow and painful.”

“Then why are you still talking. Just get it over with! I’ll take enough with me, as will the massed human guilds!”

Seven moved beside Eilm and dropped his hood. “You’ll take shit, and you know it, Geraint. You’re done. Star is dead. You’re already killing your team. You have a choice. Listen to Eilm or die! That choice extends to you or any that replace you.” Seven shoved Califire forward, the hexblade a stunning sword.

“The savage!” Geraint said, his laughter ringing around the valley, filled with mirth at first and madness as it petered out. “You’re even dressing like them now. You’ve found your niche!”

“These people⁠—”

“People? They aren’t people, Savage! They’re monsters put on this land with one thing in mind and that’s to kill us! Are you mad? Have you lost your senses?”

“You can’t win, Geraint! You’ll kill all those who trusted you with their lives. You won’t hold this tower. You’ll never get to the next tower. You’re dead unless you listen to me!” Seven moved closer, coming to the ramparts and approaching the ruined gate. “Your belly is open. I can steal your magic any time I wish! Yet I offer you a truce. I offer you a way out. All you have to do is talk.”

“You! It was you tampering with my mana. And I thought it was the drow bitch.” He punched the air, sending a streak of magic upward. “I’ll kill you, Savage. I’ll kill you!”

Seven didn’t see it at first. Geraint froze, his eyes wide. He screamed, “No!” and then shot backward, a spear wedged in his chest. He staggered forward, holding it, glaring at Seven. “I should have expected nothing less from you,” he said, launching his staff at Seven, then toppling theatrically backward, vanishing from sight. A cannon fired moments later, its crack shattering the sudden silence.

All stilled, tension so thick Seven could feel it. Then Eilm laughed. “I guess I don’t need you to contain his magic anymore.”

Storm’s sudden strike belayed his cumbersome frame. His sword slid into Seven’s belly. “Die, Human,” he growled as Silas and his guards turned on the girls.

“No!” came a cry from overhead, and Tamereth’s spear took Storm in the eye, shattering the back of his skull and wedging half in and half out.

Keller leapt on Silas, tearing the lizardman in two. Jez whipped around, her sword flashing and taking Spritz’s head. Eilm raised her hand, magic flashing toward Seven, who’d fallen to his knees holding Storm’s sword and gradually pulling it out. Eilm’s indigo magic smashed into Sinta. It crackled and cracked, but the huntress rose, the dawn of a smile upon her face, and whipped her spear out like a viper’s strike. But Eilm was as quick, and rolled to one side, stepping back, staring at Spitz’s limp body.

“You fuckers!” she cried.

Tamereth’s spear flashed down again. Another orc fell. Sinta glowed with magic, but it wasn’t all healing. Something had awoken in her. Eilm held her gaze momentarily, then slipped between the ranks of orcs and Sliss.

“I’ll be back! You’ll regret this!” Eilm shouted.

Sinta glanced down, a staff laying by her feet. It was his staff—the tormentor, the bastard Geraint. She bent and picked it up, sending a heal toward Seven. She held her spear out, holding the slowly advancing army back, Jezebel by her side, sword in hand. Keller cleared the ramp as Seven finally pulled Storm’s sword from his gut, casting Tranquil Resistance on himself. He needed time. His energy gone. His health bottoming out.

“Come on Partner. You can do it,” Califire urged.

And then she was there, by his side, lifting him, shrouding him in her wings.

“Tamereth,” he said.

“Don’t say anything. Just get into the tower.”

Her scent overwhelmed him. The feel of her hair. The touch of her skin.

“I’m fucked,” he said, barely able to speak, his wound already festering. “The blade,” he said. “It’s corrupted.”

“You can’t die. Not after all this. Not after everything.”

He grunted. She’d ruined his plan. She’d killed the one person who might have made a difference. The only other one with magic. Yet he couldn’t be happier. He couldn’t have cared less. If he was going to die, if they were going to die, then it would be together.

“Am I glad to see you,” a voice said, grabbing him and pulling him through the ruined gate.

It was the dark-skinned man from the canteen. The one who’d been aloof. The one who’d never moved.

“I was never far away. You could have joined me at any time,” Seven said, wincing, the infection countering his healing.

The man laughed, shoving him to one side and helping Tamereth through.

“You overestimate my courage. I want to survive, and somehow, I’m still alive.”

Sinta came through next, then Jez and finally Keller.

“Shore up the door, lads,” the man cried. “More boiling oil! And get those bows singing. We’ve got a war to win!”


Chapter Twenty-Four




Seven stared at the stone ceiling. He sat up. He collapsed back down.

“It’s festering,” Keller said, her hand hovering close.

“My Tranquil spell, my Restoration skill. Both should see this away.”

“I think…” Keller said. “I…”

Sinta burst through the door, the Staff of Selafon the White in hand. She crouched by the bed. “I haven’t much time. We have repulsed their wave, but another comes.” She bent, sniffing the wound. “The orc’s blade held poison. It is of the dungeon and not something I recognize, but all corruption is the same. It heralds from sour mana.” She held out her hand, glowing mana spreading over him. “You can clean it—you did it before with the necromancer’s mana. You must do that, over and over, until only pure mana remains. Then and only then can you begin healing. It will take time.”

“We don’t have time!”

“Then start now! My healing will hold back the corruption, but that is all I can do. Mana Cleaner is the most potent healer, but few have it and no one uses it correctly.”

He invoked his Mana Cleaner, focusing on his gut, on the pulsing infection within it. She was right. He could see it easily. Corrupt mana powered the infection. It fed it and pushed it forward, consuming all in its wake and spreading the infection. He had to start over. “It gets a little bit each time. You were right. I should have known.”

“I have lived with mana all my life, but this staff—this magnificent staff—has opened my eyes to possibilities I could never have imagined. I thought mana a petulant child that needed love, that needed attention, and that would sour if ignored. But it’s so much more than that.”

“Geraint’s staff? You have spells?”

“I have opened one, but more lurk. They want to come. It’s easy for me, Seven. The spells are so clear. More will come. I just need time.”

He pushed himself up, wincing. “You repulsed the first wave?”

“With my magic. With the others. It’s not healing magic, Seven, it’s battle magic. The staff drew it from me. It helps me, talks to me like Califire talks to you. I don’t know why Geraint struggled. Perhaps he tried to dominate it instead of cooperating.” She grinned, but she tempered it. “I have a spell. More will come. Jez has her returning arrows. I’m close to enchanting them. Some of the others picked up similar weapons—similar to the arrows, the bracers. We have a chance, Seven, but we need you. You’ll make the difference.” She bit her lip. “But we’ll cope if you can’t. Don’t hurry your healing.”

“Eilm?”

“She attacks from afar. Diesel ventures close, but only when Tamereth leaves the battlements. The walls crumble. They will soon breech. We repair the gate. They break the gate.”

“How long until the next wave?”

“They gather beyond our ballista range. They look south a lot. I fear something comes.”

Seven rinsed his mind. The shadow of a memory lurked. “Reyheim. Eilm mentioned something about the Reyheim coming. Silas said they had picked off his troops on the journey north.”

“What are they?” Tamereth asked.

Seven shook his head. “No idea. But they’re coming. I feel it in my bones.”

“I will call a meeting, but how do we plan if we don’t know what we face?” Sinta stood, planting her staff.

“If it’s their biggest weapon, then it’s their last throw of the dice. We beat this, and we win this tower.”

Seven swung his legs off the bed. “I’m coming. I’m fighting.”

“But—” Keller said

Seven cut her off. “But nothing. I’m not saying you all can’t handle it, but I might just make the difference. If we lose and I didn’t try I’d never forgive myself.”

“If we lose, you won’t have to,” Sinta said. She lingered by the door. “We’ll meet in the guardroom.”

Keller helped him with his breastplate. “She’s growing into her new power. The staff makes a difference.”

“Funny how we ended up with both tower prizes,” Tamereth, said entering. “Look, Seven, I need to explain…”

“Do you? You don’t owe me anything.”

Tamereth tensed. “What⁠—”

He grabbed her arm. “No. I don’t mean it like that. You’re right. You were right all along. This place is to blame. It threw us together like we had no choice. Keller?” He pulled Keller close. “We hit it off straight away, but there were only two of us. We had no distractions.”

Keller scrunched her face up. “Apart from nearly dying, getting wrapped up in a dungeon we shouldn’t have been in, fighting a raging tree, a murderous wolf⁠—”

“You know what I mean,” Seven said, barely containing his grin. “But yeah, we went through shit together, and we came out the other side. But it was just you and me—that was my point. Even then, we fought it. That’s what we’re going through, Tam. At least, that’s what I think. But it’s harder because me and Keller exist. You see it. I want it to keep it like it is.”

Tamereth took a breath. “What are you trying to say?”

“That I’m happy.”

“Happy?”

“Happy to fight for you and me, Tam. Happy to fight and make a go of it—of you, me and Keller. And if it’s three times harder than a normal relationship, then we should get three times as much from it. I know we can make it work.”

She held his hand, her other awkward, hovering. Keller grabbed it and pulled her close. “I don’t want to lose you again, Tamereth,” she said. “You’re part of Seven and so you’re part of me. We are three, not two. This is no battle harem—no lord collecting trophies. We mean something to each other. We are solid. Don’t break us apart again.”

A tear meandered Tamereth’s cheek. “It’s not as easy as that. I fight with myself as well. I just feel…” she sniveled. “I sometimes think I have no right to be happy.”

Keller pulled her closer, and the three of them fell into a hug. “You have every right. If you want to talk, one fucked up chick to another, then I’m your woman. Trust me, I’ve spent a lifetime self-sabotaging, self-harming—you name it, I’ve done it. But if us three are going to have a future, then we’ve got to fight for it.”

“And we’ve got to protect our man,” Tamereth said.

“Our man,” Keller repeated. “I like that.”

A warm feeling rippled through Seven. The girls felt right in his arms. He felt right. “I’m not sure, but I think the pain in my guts might be receding.”

“You can’t tell?” Tamereth said.

“One of the biggest issues with a high pain tolerance. Sometimes I don’t even know I’ve injured myself.”
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Seven slipped into the room. He recognized some faces, but automatically veered toward Sinta and Jez. Tamereth pulled out a chair. He slumped into it, grabbing a breath.

“You look like death,” the dark-skinned man said. He rose, leaning across the table and offering his hand. “The name’s Quinn. Don’t think we’ve ever been introduced. Like I said the first time I met you, I was in self-preservation mode. Haven’t stopped kicking myself for that since. I apologize.”

“No apology needed,” Seven said, reaching for a jug and pouring himself some wine. “I could have handled that first encounter with Geraint better.”

“Oh,” Quinn sucked his cheeks in. “There’s every need. If a few of us had stood up to him, he wouldn’t be dead now. But no, we gave him the space to be an asshole, and he embraced it with open arms.”

The scream of wood on stone preceded a thump on the table as another man rose, his long, black hair draping like curtains, sweaty, greasy curtains. “He’d still be alive if she hadn’t sucker-punched him. Bitch killed Star too.”

“What’s your name?” Seven asked coolly. “Just so I know when I kill you.”

“You don’t look all that, Savage. You don’t look like you can raise that fancy-assed weapon of yours. Convenient how you have three magical weapons. Was that the plan all along?”

“You’re forgetting about me, asshole,” Keller said, turning into her wolf and leaping onto the table.

The man backed away. “Have to get your bitches to do your fighting for you?” he sneered.

Seven rose, Califire in his hand. “Have you learned nothing from following Geraint? Have you not learned that all things rotten perish? I don’t know your name, but I promise you this. Call my women bitches again, and you’ll die with your mouth still open.”

The man lingered by the door. “I’ll call them fuckers what I⁠—”

Seven’s hand flashed, Califire morphing into a knife as he spun. A dull thunk ended the man’s words as Califire shot into his mouth, pinning the back of his head to the door.

“He never called them bitches,” Quinn pointed out.

“Fuckers was good enough.”

Quinn shrugged. “You should make yourself a little clearer if you’re going to lead us to victory.”

Seven looked at each man and woman around the table. “Just so we’re clear. I don’t need to defend any of my team. They were all capable of taking him out. They were just too polite to do it here.” He paused. The cannon blast announced the man’s death. “I’m not. Not any longer. I’ve got a family to protect, and I will kill each and every one of you that tries to bring it down. That said, any that help us through will get my sword, my mace, my war hammer. I’m not like Geraint. I’ll have your backs. But you’ve got to fight too. You’ve got to grow. And if we get through this, who knows, you might just want to join my guild. Because I’m going to win. I’m going to beat Quintasia, and I’m going to beat the elves. Any questions?”

“I got one,” said Quinn. “What’s the name of your guild?”

“The Forlorn Hope.”

“What kind of name is that?”

Seven rose, walking the table’s perimeter and pulling Califire from the door. “It’s to honor a man, a group of men, I once knew. They were the strongest, the bravest.” His voice cracked. “They were the best, Quinn, and I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to honor their memory.”

Quinn rose. He joined Seven at the door. “I’ll stand with the Forlorn Hope, and I’ll stand in the way of any who tries to bring them down.”

“The rest of you?” Keller asked, joining Quinn and Seven. “What about the rest of you?”

Sinta joined them. Somehow she looked taller, stronger than before. She planted her staff, its orb shining brightly. “The Forlorn Hope,” she said.

Jez strolled over, her bow slung over her shoulder, quiver strapped to her leg. She stood in a half slouch, relaxed, and pushed her glasses up her nose. “The Forlorn Hope.”

Then Tamereth came, her wings tucked flat on her back, their bony nubs showing over her shoulder like crossed swords. “My family,” she said. “The Forlorn Hope.”

“Just so you know,” Keller said. “You must earn your place with us. You must fight for it. In return, we’ll fight for you. We have a warehouse in Quintasia. It’s being readied for us as we speak. We have a man on the inside, and Archemi are our allies. For those who don’t know, they’re the most powerful guild in the academy. Naturally, you can join other guilds. They will be more established than us. But other guilds are used to sending their members to their deaths. We intend to win. We will not bow to those elven fuckers.”

“We have a secret weapon,” Tamereth said.

“You seem to have more than one secret,” a brunette said. She wore brown armor and had a sword on her hip. “Unless my eyes deceived me, that weapon changed shape in mid-flight.”

Seven eyed her up and down. She was attractive, in a modest sort of way. Her long, straight hair flowed over her shoulders and around her breasts. “Name?”

“Eveleen,” she said. “Sword is my preference, but naturally I am trained in the other two weapons and Martial. I am level nineteen. I’m hoping for a hybrid class once I reach twenty.”

“Well, Eveleen, I don’t think we can have any secrets.” He held up Califire and introduced him. “He can be a knife, a mace, a hammer. Califire is a sentient, enchanted weapon. I brought him with me through the portal by virtue of this.” Seven held up his finger, showing them all the Ring of Vesturian. “Why am I so willing to share this with you? Let me tell you. This is just the preamble. This is the second tower. The next will be tougher. But Sinta believes we’re facing a huge wave. I believe it is a wave of something called the Reyheim. We have no idea what they are. So, here’s the deal, Eveleen. I have advantages. But so do you.”

“I do?”

“Yes. Quintasia trained you to Mastery. Jez?”

Jez cleared her throat. “The dungeon isn’t set up to kill us. Sometimes it looks that way, but we only face threats that will test and stretch us. Why does this one seem so hard for us all? We theorize that the dungeon adjusts to the strength within it. Otherwise, what’s the point in testing the strongest? So, it’s logical that if we agree Seven is the strongest, then the wave will now adjust to him occupying the tower. Therefore, you will face a harder wave than you have previously faced. But the counter advantage is that you have Seven to protect you.”

Eveleen bounced on her feet. “Let me get this straight. Because you’re here, I’m in greater danger. And I should thank you for that?”

“I make no apologies. I didn’t conceive any of this. But I know this, Eveleen⁠—”

“Eve, my friends call me Eve.”

“I know this, Eve. We can win. We can defeat Eilm because I can strip her of all her magic—the Harpy too. We can hold the wave back. There is only one unknown.”

“Which is?”

“What the hell are the Reyheim?”

Eve put her hand on the hilt of her sword. “You can all be Forlorn Hope, but for those of us outside that guild, we need something.”

Seven held Califire out. “We all have one thing in common. We’re all human. That should be enough for now.”

The hexblade turned into a sword, and Seven touched its blade to the table’s center. “So, we can swear to that.”

Sinta laid her staff’s end next to Califire. Jez and Keller followed with their swords, Tamereth with her spear.

Eve shrugged. She drew her sword and followed suit. “Humans!” she cried as the others rose.

“And wolves,” Keller said.


Chapter Twenty-Five




Clear sky spread the length of the valley. Sunlight warmed him, his face upturned, wondering what a Reyheim might be. Keller had discounted the huge creatures with the wagons atop their backs. She’d called them mammoths.

He’d seen no sign of Eilm. She would know if he saw her gathering her mana he could strip her of it with a snap of his fingers. She wasn’t daft. She’d come up with another way to influence the battle. He was one man. His focus couldn’t be everywhere.

But in a twist of fate, he wasn’t one man anymore. He wasn’t even five people—the idea of the Forlorn Hope had spread through the tower. Most had welcomed it, although a couple of Geraint’s original gang clung to their past like they couldn’t let it go. One had clearly loved Star. But knowing where treachery might hatch was half the battle, and Seven knew it lay there.

Quinn, Eve, and a man called Will had all come on board. Each relieved the old guard was done. The stories, the abuse, had to be heard to be believed. Seven vowed to them it would be different, that he’d not play favorites, nor would he coerce anyone into doing something they didn’t want to.

As a result, he found himself constantly needed, constantly sought after. Which was strangely unwelcome as all he wanted was time alone with his girls. All he wanted was time to think—time to get used to everything that had happened to him.

Their relationship had changed since Tamereth’s return. It felt different. Less intense. The harem had a lot to answer for. It put pressure on all of them to get close. It had caused all the issues with Tamereth—but those issues had gone away. Perhaps it was the calm before the storm—the calm before the Reyheim. He couldn’t tell precisely what it was, but suddenly all had slotted into place.

“He’d have killed us all in the end,” Will said, leaning on the crenelations. “He did Conner first, then Sennit. He stood over them as they died and gulped in their breath. Was morbid, man, morbid.”

“He was a bully,” Quinn added carefully as he joined them. “A bully we gave free rein to. But then you have to understand he was the first through Martial. He had the advantage in places like the library and canteen, where we had no weapons. Once he knew we couldn’t resist, he changed.”

“Power corrupts.” Tamereth sat on the wall, feet dangling over. The drop held no fear for her, but it was clear she was feeling a little awkward, perhaps uncomfortable with her new advantage. She was a gritty fighter. She’d relied solely on her guts and instincts. To have something that no one else had was a new feeling.

“Not everyone.” Keller had then scrunched her face up. “No, I think it gets everyone if they try to take it on all on their own. Seven’s good at that, but we make sure he knows he’s doing it wrong.”

Quinn looked at Seven long and hard. “Difficult to see how a man could bring through a hexblade and a ring and not bring a few other advantages. Difficult for a man to have so many attributes pumped up too. Great Body, Magic, Strength that outshines us all, and he can move like a cat. I think there’s a tale there. When you’re ready to share it.”

“That’s what I don’t get.” Of all of them, Eve had made the biggest impression on Seven. She was vocal when needed to be but wasted no words. She watched and listened. Sometimes he forgot she was in the room. “Why cow-tail to Geraint at all? You should have killed him way before. You had the men.”

“I never had nothing. No one follows me, Eve. At least, I’ve never asked anyone to.”

“We have nearly thirty now,” Will said. “But the difference is that nearly all thirty are fighting for the same cause, you. Before, most just had their head down.”

Seven grunted. “I shouldn’t be the damn cause. Their survival should. That’s what’s important here. Nothing else.”

Sinta approached. Her staff had changed. Vines wrapped its shaft, platted and rising to a basket weave which held a vibrant green light inside. It suited her better. Her magic mimicked her natural roots. She claimed to be in touch with the land in a way that exceeded her healing magic. “They come,” she said. “A great evil will visit us.”

“You hear the rumble of their herds?” Quinn asked.

“No,” said Sinta. “They fly. Our advantage is gone.”

“Gone?”

“It flies this way. I can feel their evil from here. They are of singular intent. They wish to kill and consume.”

“We lose our height advantage. What kind of monster can they be?” Jez asked.

“If the dungeon is countering Seven’s fire with fire,” Keller said, “then it narrows it down to a couple that I know of.”

“A dragon,” Tamereth said.

“Or a wyvern.”

“There is more than one,” Sinta said. “We must prepare.”

Seven pulled Califire close. “What do you know about dragons?”

“Dragons?” the enchanted weapon grated. “Depends what world you come from. I’ve known a few. On Hallion they were big softies. Some leashed them and walked them through the golden streets of Camf. Others flew them over the Silver Hills to Diamon Valley. But that was a land of great riches and little conflict. People got fat and puffy. All manner of debauchery.”

“Sounds wonderfully sick,” Keller said, feigning vommiting.

“Meh! I found it damn boring. Now, in Fexewllwyn, dragons were absolute fuckers. They’d burn you soon as give you the time of day. I remember one time when Penick—my old master and, ermmm, creator…” He coughed. “Yes, creator. Let’s say that. He was walking down the street, brawls going off everywhere, when the skies darkened and the air cooled. Folk stopped fighting, and we all turned to see Shadowwrath bearing down on us.

“Now, we were new to the land, so we didn’t know if it was a good dragon land or a bad dragon one. We might have run a little later that the rest of them. Shadowwrath swooped, fire erupting from its hot breath.”

“What happened?” Jez asked.

“The fucker’s fire stripped all the living flesh from Penick’s bones. Took him a long while to recover, I can tell you. But that’s the benefits of Grand Master Restoration. Well, one of them. The main one is being in a state of constant perfection and immortality. Probably the most valuable skill you can pick up.”

“So, good, bad, killable?” Seven asked.

“Oh, yeah, I suppose that’s important. Killable, yeah, but that’s probably not why they sent dragons.”

“Go on…”

“Well, the moment you see dragons, you run for shelter, don’t you? So, the dragon can’t get to you. But it’s well known that stone holds heat so, all they have to do is keep flaming the tower and you’ll all bake to death. It wouldn’t surprise me if Eilm doesn’t join the party and build a big fire around the tower’s base.”

“So, they’ll cook us to death?” Keller asked.

“If you’re lucky. The tower might just crumble before then.”

“Jez?”

“We have ballista, and we have Sinta. The only problem we have is ballista aren’t highly mobile. So we’ll have to move the dragons into the range of the ballista and hope Sinta can enchant the bolts.”

Tamereth stood, flexing her wings. “I can attack them.”

“Will your spear even penetrate the scales?” Keller asked.

“No, but Califire might.”

“There’s no might about it!” Califire said. “If you think you can carry me and Seven, I say go for it.”

“No. I have my fireballs. I have my harvesting. We all need to pitch in. We can’t afford to carry anyone. Califire, you’re with Tamereth.”

“What?”

“Think about it! You get to kill dragons with her. With me, you just get to stand around and watch me send fireballs at them.”

The hexblade fell silent, then changed into a fine-looking spear. It bent its tip to her, a mouth forming at its end. “You better perform, sister, or else you going to find yourself missing a weapon halfway through the battle, got it?”

“You just do your job, and I’ll do mine. And keep an eye out for that harpy. She’s not done yet.”

“Okay,” Keller said. “That just leaves me.”

“Leaves you?” Seven asked.

“Yeah, leaves me. My talents aren’t suited to aerial warfare or tower defense. I’m a ground wolf.” She pursed her lips. “I’m going after Eilm.”

“No!” Seven said.

“Yes. If I’m right, she falls, and the wave goes—victory is ours.”

“But?”

“No buts, Seven. I want to do this. I can get to her as Old Redeye. Yes, she knows me, but most of her army doesn’t. You protect this tower. I’ll finish the bitch.” She changed into her wolf, ending the argument.

Seven crouched, Keller nuzzling him. He grabbed her, pulling her huge head toward him, and kissed her snout. “You come back to me, you hear? I nearly lost Tamereth. I can’t go through that again.”

Keller touched her nose to his, then dipped her head, rubbing it against his chest. She turned, brushing the entire length of her body against him, then padded down the steps. Tamereth jumped from the battlements, Califire in hand. “I will hide a little down the valley and come at them from behind.”

“You’re leaving too?” It was a stupid thing to say, but the words came.

Tamereth grinned. “It’s about time you focused on Sinta and Jez, otherwise they’ll never get on board.” She kissed him, her breath mixing with his, her tongue brushing his partly open lips. Then she turned and ran for the battlements, jumping, her wings spreading.

“You’re telling me you are on board?” Seven shouted after her.

He closed his eyes, the sweet smell of meadows and spring flowers telling him Sinta was by his side. “She’s always been on board,” the huntress said. “She didn’t realize it for a long time, but she does now.”

Seven savored the comment, unwilling to let it go. He pictured her gliding away, Califire in hand, and he imprinted it on his memory.

“There goes Keller,” Jez said.

The wolf slipped through the tower’s ruined gate, across the ramparts and along their shadow. She slunk around the dark stone and vanished. Seven inhaled hard. “Any other feelings about the Reyheim?”

“Just that sense of evil,” Sinta said. “Jez, with me. Let’s see if I can imbue those arrows with something nasty.”

Seven rested back on the crenelations, looking after Tamereth and wondering where Keller was. It had only been minutes, but he already felt the loneliness.

“Feel a lot for a savage, don’t you?” Quinn said, his boot on the battlement and spear resting across his bent knee. “Perhaps you aren’t the savage you like to think you are.”

“Like to think I am?”

“Sure. I never once heard you counter it. You just fought like you wanted to prove it.” He chuckled.

“What’s so fucking funny?”

He quietened, then chuckled again. “I just think it’s amusing that we were probably the savages, and you were the least of one. Still, thinned the wheat from the chaff, as they say.”

“You think Quintasia will be happy that Geraint is gone?”

“That, I don’t know. Like you, I’m pretty sure I don’t understand Quintasia’s motives. We all know about the Rage of Elves. We all know we’re going to be thrown to those lions. So why thin us at all?” Quinn looked at him. “Why not train us all up and send us in?”

“Mana,” Seven said. “Someone once told me it was all about mana. That Quintasia wanted to restrict the amount of mana available to the elves. Someone else told me we were just bait. You tell me, which works?”

“Neither,” Eve said, resting on the other side. “If it were bait, then they’d want more of us. Geraint thought he got power from our kills. You should have seen him. It was like he was sniffing a tasty meal. No, if we were bait, they’d use the weaker ones like a fisherman tosses worms into the water to attract the fish. If it were to restrict the mana, why send us at all? Surely if none was available, then the elves would stop coming.”

He glanced at her. She had something about her—something simple yet enticing. And she’d clarified something that had eluded him. He’d seen the contradiction but had been too busy to look beyond the obvious.

“But I believe Genevieve,” Seven said, and they both asked who he was.

“That is Genevieve,” Seven said after he’d told them everything.

“Thank you,” Quinn said, softly.

“What for?”

“Trusting us with that story.”

Eve reached out, resting her hand on his. Like everything about her, she was cool to the touch, yet there was something there, some hint of familiarity.

“I decided when I woke in this tower that I needed to trust more or no one in their right mind would help me. It’s hard. I came from nothing. Now I have more than you, Quinn, Eve. It’s odd for me. It was Genevieve that told me we were bait. I believe him. I believe him with every fiber in me.”

“Then we are bait,” Eve said. “So, we are bait, and the elves are the fish. It simply begs the question of what Quintasia is.”

“The fishermen?” Quinn said.

“Let me put it another way,” Eve said, pulling away from Seven like she needed her own space. “What type of fisherman is Quintasia?”

“What type?” Seven asked.

“Is it the type that would sacrifice its bait to achieve its aims?”

“Then we’re back to square one,” Quinn said. “Why thin us down?”

“Because the better the bait, the bigger the fish.”

“The better the bait, the bigger the fish,” Seven said, realizing he hadn’t mentioned Penick once. Not once.

“They come,” Sinta said as a war horn sounded and the clamor of an army thrummed into being.

Jez drew an arrow from her quiver. “Look! Sinta imbued it.”

“With?” Seven asked.

Sinta looked away. “It sucks the mana from its victim, making the arrows stronger with each strike. The victim dies immediately, and then the arrow will pierce stronger armor.”

Seven pulled her close. “Thank you. Don’t feel guilty about it.”

She shook back her long, green hair and pointed to the horizon. “They come. I feel no guilt, just sadness.”

A cruel wind blew over them, its touch like ice. Fear gripped Seven’s heart, but it wasn’t unwelcome. Whatever came deserved his terror. He recognized that. He accepted it. And he turned it to the cool rage that fueled his magic, that allowed him to become the killer he was ill-suited being.

“Let them come.”

He scanned the valley for Tamereth, then over the advancing army for any sign of Eilm or Keller. Then he turned his attention back to the Reyheim.

“Let them come, and we will crush them. Quinn, hold the archers until the rabble are in range. Sinta, you’re with the ballyman. Make those bolts count. Eve…”

“It would be an honor to cover you while you fight the beasts.” She equipped a large, round shield. “You can concentrate on bringing down the Reyheim.”

He held her gaze, then pursed his lips. “That would help. My guts are barely healed, and the poison is still in me.”

Another war horn blasted, and the army surged, arrows flying.

“Come on, Eilm. Show yourself,” he whispered. “Show yourself.”

If Keller was right, killing the drow was their best hope.


Chapter Twenty-Six




“More oil!” Quinn cried, walking the ramparts with his spear tucked under his arm. “Get that ladder!”

Seven hurled another fireball. Flames trailed it, the mana superheated, roiling like a sun. It crashed into the ladder, licking along its flimsy wood, coating the climbing lizardmen in its blistering agony. The warriors fell, blazing a trial into the amassed throng. Seven fed mana into the fire, cycling it from the dead into the living, then on, crawling like a reaping spider until Seven’s focus turned to his next victim.

“That’s a bastard good spell,” Eve said, holding her shield high and catching an arrow. “Those two aren’t doing so bad, either.”

Jez cycled her imbued arrows, green flashes zipping into the throng. Sinta stayed by her side, the ballista silent, waiting for Reyheim to come. She closed her eyes, chanting, pushing her woven staff out, her magic drifting down, vanishing into the wave.

“What’s she doing?” Eve asked as Quinn stared over the balcony.

“That wasn’t a heal, was it?” he asked. “Tell me you aren’t healing them.”

“Watch,” Sinta said. “Just watch.”

A rumble sounded over the cries and shouts of the attacking throng. Subtle at first, like an overlay, a distant call of thunder, it grew and grew until the margins of the army looked around in confusion.

Seven launched another fireball. “Where are you, Eilm?” he said, manipulating the magical ball as it sped toward the ground. “Where are you, Diesel?”

A crack sounded, drawing Seven’s attention and releasing his spell to wreak its own havoc. Screams came, the hill sliding, the soldiers tumbling. A twenty-foot-long fissure opened and swallowed both the lizardmen and the orcs alike. Sinta pulled the staff up sharply, the fissure crashing shut, blood fountaining up as she began chanting again.

“What sort of monster is she?” Eve asked.

Seven shrugged. “Unsure. First, I’ve seen of it. She already had magic, probably a class too, before she got the staff.”

“Level twenty plus?” Eve said. “Do you all play by different rules?”

“She came to us in a slightly different way,” Seven said.

“Here they come.” Eve pointed along the valley, a dark cloud encroaching. “We’ll need your other girls to do their bit.”

“They won’t let us down,” Seven said, scanning the throng as he conjured another fireball.
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“Well?” Califire grated. “What about now?”

“Are you always this impatient?” Tamereth asked, retying her boots and checking every strap and buckle on her armor. “They aren’t even here yet.”

“We could get some in the face. Straight down the throat. Right in the kisser. I liked it when I got that treacherous bastard. I pinned him to the door good. I nailed that sucker. I severed sinew, blasted through bone.”

“Seven threw you.”

“Yeah, but did you see the changes? I’ll admit, I got a bit excited. I started as a zombie knife, then I changed to a stiletto. But I settled on the double-edged standard throwing knife. There was a bit too much wobble. I thought I was going sideways. So, I corrected, and man, I took that fucker’s tonsils and rammed them into the wood.”

“Seven threw you.”

“Seven threw you,” Califire mimicked. “The throwing’s easy. It’s the flying that’s hard. What about now? I can see their snouts.”

Tamereth counted five dragons. Five huge dragons. Their black scales glistened, spraying sunlight around. Each glided up the valley, beating their wings infrequently as if they needed minimal effort to keep airborne. Her heart thumped. What was a simple plan suddenly seemed daunting. “Can you even pierce those scales?”

Califire hesitated. “Yeah…” he said, but he didn’t inspire confidence. “I mean, you’ll have to throw me hard, but I should be able to do it.” He paused. “No, I can do it.” He twisted his head around to face Tamereth. “Have you got anything else up your sleeve?”

Tamereth stood, stepping to the edge of the ledge. She narrowed her eyes, focusing on the majestic beasts. “Eyes, snout, the usual vulnerable parts. But if we attack them, we give ourselves away. We need the rear one. That’s how we did it on the caravans. That’s how we should do it.”

“Then get me close. Get me on to one. Then slide me under a scale and right up into its brain.”

She whipped around, staring at the hexblade. “Serious?”

It shimmered, changing from a spear to the longest sword she’d ever seen. The blade snapped back, retracting until it was no bigger than a knife. “Get me close. Work me in. I’ll do the rest.”

She held out her hand. Califire jumped into it.

“Deal,” she said.

“Let’s go save the day,” the hexblade grated.
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Keller slid from the tower. She sighed with relief. It had been a while since she’d been around so many people. True, she’d gone to the library, the canteen, but they’d been ignored or suffered open hostility. A whole bunch of folks wanting a piece of her was hell itself. She’d run away from it back on Earth, but she’d promised herself she’d try harder this time—if she ever got out of the training chapel.

Those days on her own had taught her a lesson. Or so she’d thought. She’d begged God for a second chance and promised to be a social animal.

I’ll be a people person, I swear. Just let me out of here!

Being with Seven was fantastic. She could handle just him and her. True, the barriers had gone up a little, but the raw memory of those lonesome days had crushed her nerves, even made her a babbling wreck. Then she’d ingested the wolf blood, and new, fierce sensations had swamped her. She’d needed to build a pack. She’d yearned for the company to do it.

She thought she’d conquered it all. But then they’d entered the tower, and strangers had openly welcomed her. That crawling feeling of just wanting to crease up and fold inside herself had taken over. She’d forced herself to grin and bear it, relieved that they were finally back on track, but instantly mortified that they weren’t alone anymore. Even though their unit had behaved a little dysfunctionally of late, it was home—her new home—and she had high hopes it would one day become a family.

So, when the opportunity came to slope away, when she realized that her talents were pretty redundant in a tower, she hatched a plan in her mind. A plan she regretted. Bravado was cheap when you had others around you equally scared. You buoyed each other up. You could afford to lose concentration for a moment.

As she slunk around the tower, its shadows coating her slick silver and gray fur, every sound, every scent made her jerk and move tighter to the wall. The army was so close. It’s dark ranks a fetid mass of creatures all baying for their blood. Doubt crept into her, surging through her like a malignancy. It sapped her energy. She flushed hot and cold as she fought the paralysis of fear.

“Just keep going, goddamnit. You are Old Redeye. You are a killer.”

The valley side loomed. She darted for it, angling across toward the closest undergrowth, seeking its dark shadows, its safety. Then she was within its thorn-woven cover, climbing, then bounding laterally along, hunting the army’s end that she might cross the valley and ford the bridge.

Somewhere over there, Eilm lurked. One fast encounter was all she needed with the drow. But it had to be on her terms. She had to surprise the magicker. If Eilm landed one spell on her, then it was all over.

Pausing by a thicket, Keller considered her fear. It was primal—something ancestral—that came from her wolf roots. She feared losing what she was slowly building. She remembered fearing for her life as she drove over the cliff edge after she skidded to avoid the man. But as she’d hurtled to her death, she’d realized she didn’t care. That she had nothing to lose.

That had all changed.

It had all changed with Seven.

The war horn sounded, and a roar shattered her introspection. She peered through a spray of heather. The next wave had begun, and with it came the Reyheim. There! There they were, a large shadow overhead. Had someone said dragons? She couldn’t remember. It didn’t bear thinking about. But if she was right, Eilm was the key. She was the motivator. Her death would ensure this was the last wave they had to endure.

She raced along the valley, cutting down the slope, darting across the rear of the surging army and leaping the blood-stained brook. She powered up the other side. Then, widening her gait, she headed for the one place the drow might be—the cave, the sacrificial cave dedicated to a goddess called Ilanthe.
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“Ladders!” Quinn screamed, but they were coming thick and fast.

Seven threw fireball after fireball, but his pace slowed as his fatigue grew. Each spell took a little bit more out of him, and he didn’t even have Califire to rely on. He felt like nothing without his trusty weapon. He felt so damn ordinary.

Why the fuck did I give it to her?

The unwelcome question plagued him. Had he thought to protect her? Surely her spear would have done the same job! He fought with himself, trying desperately to stamp out the thoughts. It was the right move—a leader’s move. And that was what he was. He drew his sword, turning to Eve. “I need to save what spells I have for the dragons.”

She nodded, her bangs framing her face as she adjusted her shield and drew her sword. “Then it would be an honor to fight alongside you.”

“The honor is mine,” he said with a lopsided grin.

She barged him out of the way, raising her sword and slashing down. A guttural scream greeted him as he whipped around. An orc lay across the battlements. Another grabbed its comrade’s dead body and threw it at them. Its strength, its sheer aggression, took both of them by surprise. And then it stood on the battlements, countering Seven’s first strokes. Eve struck from the side, but the orc’s boiled leather armor deflected her blade, and before they could react, another orc was over the top.

Seven struck with his spear, skewering the first, pushing one orc into another. But they streamed over. He felt tired—too tired to fight. But he had to do something. More orcs came over the edge. In desperation, he conjured a fireball. But it was too soon. His head nearly split open. A luminous green arrow took the closest orc in the neck. Then Sinta was by his side, slapping his face. “Mana Cleaner! Remember! You must clean the corrupt mana away as you cast!”

She jabbed her spear, taking a lizardman and running him through, kicking out as another tried to side-swipe her. “They’re going for the ballista! Protect it at all costs.”

Quinn was there, spear in hand. He pulled three, then four defenders, all into a rank. “Don’t let anything through,” he cried.

Seven set his Mana Cleaner going, staggering to his feet to parry an orc, then stab at a lizardman. “They’re not as good as us!” he cried.

“But there’s hundreds of the fuckers,” Eve said, spinning and slicing, planting her feet and parrying. She had a wide grin on her face, blood streaking her cheek. “I was there, you know,” she said. “I saw you that day you dropped the book and Drake ripped you to shit.”

Seven equipped his shield, parrying, stabbing, kicking and barging. “Then why didn’t you save me?” He ripped his sword across an orc’s throat, spitting the blood away and kicking the corpse as it fell. The Mana Cleaner kicked in. His energy returned. It was something so simple, yet he always forgot. Always needed reminding.

“Save a savage?” Eve scoffed. “I was reading a good book. It’s never good to ruin a great story.” She ducked, a war hammer passing over her head, then rolled, coming up beside her attacker and jabbing him in the kidneys. “But you probably don’t read, do you?”

He screamed as he powered forward, shoulder dipped and shield forward. He caught the lizardman unaware, his axe falling, slipping from his grasp as Seven barged him straight off the balcony. “That one would have got you,” he said, equipping his sword and slicing to his left, then stabbing to his right, ducking as Eve lunged over the top of him.

“Seems we’re even already. Unless that makes me one up. Perhaps even two. Yeah, I’ve saved your ass several times.”

“Who’s counting?” Seven asked, as his mind continued to clear.

“If you two can stop chatting like you’re in a tavern and take this fight seriously, that’d be great,” Sinta said. She jinked to the left, taking a punch on the chin then sliding along the arm, elbowing her attacker before kicking him across the back of his knees and slamming him across the throat. She reversed her spear and plunged it into his chest.

“One handed?” Eve said.

“Not my first close call,” Sinta replied, throwing her free hand out. Green magic flashed out, the battlements exploding and sending the ladders crashing back. “Seven!” she screamed as Jez went down on one knee and loosed arrow after arrow at the dark clouds approaching.

“What the fuck?” Eve said, looking at her sword, then back at the dragons. “What the fuck am I supposed to do with this?”
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Tamereth flew in a wide arc, coming behind the dragons. She kept her gaze flitting around. “Anything? You see anything?”

“Chaos up ahead,” Califire said. “I see fire and magic, death and destruction. This is their gambit. This is the one.”

“Eilm’s last throw of the dice,” she said, banking an updraft and weaving her way toward the last dragon. “Are you sure? Have you ever killed a dragon?”

Califire blurted a laugh. “Kill one? I’ve never had a master stupid enough to get close to one. Penick always told me that only a fool takes on a dragon.”

“Then…”

“It is a great time to do the impossible. Besides, if you die, then I just snap back to Seven. True, he’ll be a bit pissed for a few days, what with only just getting you back, but I think he’ll get over it in time.”

“Why don’t you just shut up,” Tamereth snapped.

“Why don’t you focus?” the hexblade asked.

Tamereth flapped her wings, lifting herself high, then tucked them in and dove. She streaked toward her target, marveling at the control, the speed, the majesty of it all. Wind scored her cheeks. Tears streamed. She found herself grinning and immediately wiped it from her face as the huge dragon loomed.

Ridges dotted its back. Sharp scales molded like rows of tiny pyramids. A crest rose at the base of its neck, red streaks making the plumage resemble fire. Tamereth had little idea what a dragon’s anatomy was like, but she latched onto the first of the crest’s peaks and she adjusted her aim. Beating hard, she slowed, her poise supple, ready to adjust to the sharp contours of the creature’s back.

The dragon flew on, seemingly oblivious to the incoming attack. Tamereth adjusted her wings again, then landed, running a couple of steps and turning her ankle on one of its diamond-shaped scales. She tucked her wings in, kneeling and taking a breath before daring to look around.

“I think we did it,” she whispered, still awed by the size of the great beast. “I thought dragons were large, but these are way bigger. You could build a good-sized house on here.”

“Lady,” Califire said. “My, erm, creator, told me you don’t fuck with dragons.”

“You said. But we’re going to fuck with one in the worst possible way.” She held up the hexblade. “Give me a bit of blade,” she said.

Califire extended his blade a few inches.

“More,” she said.

“Enough?”

She glanced up. “Yeah, we need to hurry.” She slid the point under the crease, levering up the scale as sliding the blade in a little more. She pressed down. “We got a fleshy bit.”

“Fleshy enough for me?”

“Oh, yeah,” she said, feeling with the point.

“Sure, because the moment it feels me…”

“Just do your thing,” Tamereth said, not quite believing how easy it would be to kill a dragon.

“Well, well, well, what have we here?” shrieked Diesel, loosing an arrow.

Tamereth threw herself to one side, the arrow nicking her shoulder. She bounced on the sharp scales, losing her grip on Califire and rolling away. But she rolled too far and desperately tried to stop herself, clawing at the ridges, grabbing hold, her feet dangling over the side. She heaved herself up, but Diesel had nocked her bow and readied for another shot.

“Time to die,” the fairy said.

Tamereth readied to let go, to fall and fly back, but the dragon spasmed, then plunged, its wing folding and slapping her against its body. Diesel screamed as she tumbled away.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuckety-fuck!” Tamereth cried as she tried to squeeze out of the fold.

The dragon’s sharp scales bit at her. Its leathery wings sapped her strength as its velocity pressed them to its body. “Califire!” she cried.

“Here!” he cried. “You’d best free me fast, or Seven’s going to be pissed.”

She growled in anger, freeing her arms, then pulling her foot out. “Nearly there.”

“Nearly ain’t good enough, Sister.”

“Just retract your blade!” Tamereth screamed as she freed her other foot and catapulted out from the dragon’s embrace.

A glint of silver caught her eye as she fought to control her flight. She battled to straighten her wings. “Califire!” she screamed and darted toward the spinning hexblade.

Then, out of the corner of her eye, she spied Diesel headed straight for the enchanted weapon. “Oh, no you fucking don’t!” she cried, and folded her wings and dove.

She reached out, grabbing Califire, but Diesel came steaming in, turning in mid-flight and leading with her boots. She caught Tamereth clean in the guts, knocking the wind from her.

“Why you bitch,” Tamereth said, her voice cracked and croaky.

The harpy screamed, raising her bloody hand as Califire laughed uncontrollably.

“She’s a bitch all right if she thinks she can just grab me. A stupid bitch.”

“You chopped off my fucking fingers!” Diesel screamed.

“I flexed, that’s what I did. You did the rest!” He fuzzed. Tamereth reached for him as the harpy wound up a magical spray of her death arrows.

“Then I’ll just have to kill your ride!” Diesel screamed, her face paling as her blood trailed behind them.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Tamereth cried, and punched Diesel full on the nose.

The harpy’s face exploded as Tamereth ground her nose back into her skull. Diesel’s eyes rolled to the back of her head and her wings folded. Her arrow spray fell from her outstretched hand as Califire turned back in his trusty spear form. He stretched and shot toward the falling harpy, spiraling through her like a drill. “Strike one for the hexblade!” he cried as he shot from the other side, then screeched to a halt and returned to Tamereth. “Not sure I like those bracers. They’re too compelling.”

“Compelling?” Tamereth asked, but her attention had shot to one of the dragons.

“Yeah, compelling. It’s like I can’t resist returning to you. Better not do that when the boss wants me back.”

“I think we’ve got bigger problems than that,” she said as smoke began pouring from the dragon’s nostrils.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Keller slunk through the shadows, hugging the valley sides. She paused, her hackles up. Something was wrong, something was out of place. The dragons raced up the valley, but one broke formation. It hurtled down. Tamereth and the harpy, Diesel, fought. Neither had the upper hand. Keller wanted to stay, to watch and make sure Tamereth was safe. But there was only one way to make sure they were safe, and that was to kill Eilm. Keller forced herself on.

The wave had hit the tower, ladders slammed against its walls, smoke rising from Seven’s fireballs. It was chaos, utter chaos, and it would get worse the moment the dragons entered the fray. She had to ignore that—to put it out of her mind. She had her task—her part to play.

The cave’s entrance was unguarded. Eilm had committed all to the attack. Keller’s heart raced. Saliva poured into her mouth, quite contrary to the dry mouth of human anticipation. Her wolf became excited. He wanted to fight. Old Redeye could smell blood.

She slunk into the cave, not bothering to hide. Eilm’s magic would make the difference. If she was quick, she’d take Keller out with a flick of her wrist. If Keller was faster, her solution would be bloodier. Magic was unfair in a one-on-one, especially with a caster who could fight. They were supposed to be made of paper. Supposed to be easy to beat if you got close. But Keller had reveled in escapism from an early age. She knew about drow—understood what they were capable of.

“You won’t get me, you spider-worshipping fucker,” she whispered, more to hear her voice than anything.

The cave was eerily quiet. Even with her wolf’s inherent stealth, her footsteps were too damn loud. She came to the altar room and faced Eilm. She had her palms raised, an arc of indigo magic cycling from one hand to the other.

“He sent you?” she said, no trace of fear.

“No, he’s not like that. I came. There’s a difference. You aren’t with your army?”

She snorted. “You forget, he fought with us for a while. I know what he can do. Like you, I’m not used to tower warfare. I have one advantage in that scenario, and he can take it away. Am I to stand there, sword in hand, and wave it like a fool?”

“I felt the same,” Keller said. “You’re right. The others had spears and arrows. I have these.” She extended her claws and bared her fangs. “Perhaps they would have come in useful when the battlements succumbed.”

“Or perhaps not. The Reyheim have a way of cutting straight to the bone. Their fire burns hotter than any mortal can stand.”

“Then what is the point? Let them do all your fighting.”

She scoffed again. “You don’t know them. They come with a hefty price. All things do.”

Keller took another step closer. Eilm’s magic grew brighter as the drow gave her fair warning. “That’s close enough until we establish the rules of our combat.”

“What price?” Keller asked. Two questions sat on the tip of her tongue, but only one truly pressing.

“Their appetite for destruction is insatiable. Once frenzied, they will kill all.”

“They’ll turn on you? Then what is the point in calling them?”

“Because I get to win.”

Keller couldn’t argue with that, even though the argument was plain to see. The sensible thing to do would be to turn and walk away, but in war, no one followed the sensible path. “I take it we fight to the death.”

“We do.”

“Rules of engagement?” Keller asked, getting to the other question.

“Wolf against magic is a battle that will likely have a swift and deadly conclusion for both of us. My magic will end you. Your strikes will kill me. I suggest we agree not to use our magical advantages. I suggest something more eloquent.”

“Such as?”

“You are a Master of Swords?”

“You know I must be to get here.”

“I do and am quite talented with my sword. I think that would be a more fitting battle.”

Keller inclined her head. “Why not just get it over with? Is it because you know with your death, the wave fails? Are you simply trying to prolong your life to see the tower fall?”

Eilm grimaced. “Perhaps that might have been the case once. Not now. Not when the Reyheim fly. They will finish their task and leave nothing but ash and bone.”

Keller changed into her human form and drew her sword. “Then why don’t we have some fun?”
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Seven raced to the shattered battlements. The first dragon loomed, smoke pouring from its maw. He’d never seen so much hatred. Evil rolled from the Reyheim, a slick of malevolence that turned the air frigid with its intent. Smoke billowed from its nostrils. Flames licked at its jaws. Fangs as large as tusks dripped with sooty saliva as the dragon’s red-slitted eyes focused on Seven and Seven alone.

“So, Cheater, you seek dominance in my dungeon.”

Cheater? Only one other had called him Cheater. It had been Quintasia itself. “You!” Seven cried, sure he was right. “What is the point of all this? Why kill your Novices?”

“You cheat. I cheat. That is the point. Prepare to lose.”

“It’s not a fucking game!” Seven yelled, launching a fireball at the creature with all his mustered fury.

“You call that a fireball?” The dragon barely winced as the fire spread over its scales and dripped from its snout. “To use fire on a creature who hatches fire within its belly is, perhaps, ill thought out.”

The dragon coughed. Flames dribbled from its mouth. Then it roared, and its maw snapped open. A ball of bright yellow light nearly blinded Seven as searing heat melted his armor’s straps. A rolling ball of flaming ruin hurtled toward him like a comet crashing to the land. Seven lurched, jumping, catching Eve around the midriff and bundling her over. The fireball crashed across the tower’s battlements, carving a semicircular furrow in the stone. It smashed through the opposite crenelations, exploding with a mighty roar on the valley’s side.

“That’s a fireball,” the dragon said.

Seven jumped up, pulling Eve with him. “You got any ideas?”

“Run?”

“Not bad.” He kicked at the furrow, its edge glassy with melted stone. “Not bad at all.”

The dragon snorted. Smoke rising from its nostrils. “But have you got an answer for it? Or should I tear down this tower down one blast at a time?”

Seven looked from his empty palm to his sword and back. He asked himself his usual question: What would Siniman do? And concluded he’d probably run onto the dragon’s snout and stab it straight in the eye.

Seven glanced at Sinta, who’d moved the ballista around. Jez glared at him, shooing his focus back to the dragon. “You could tear it down one at a time, but I want to know one thing. Are you part of Philion or are you a just an illusion?”

“An illusion? I am as real as you. This land exists. Its eternal war exists. You, you come, you try to kill, and then you vanish. We Reyheim take little note of you. The damage you do is restricted to this part of Lux. But every now and then our God asks us to intervene, and this is one such time.”

Flames dribbled from its lips again. Smoke curled from its nose. Seven readied for another fireball as the great dragon opened its maw. The ball of incandescent light hatched at the back of its stomach. Seven gathered his mana. He pulled it from the dragon itself, from the ball of fire in its maw. It surged into him, and he cleaned and repurposed it, sending it behind him, sending it into Sinta. The fireball in the dragon’s throat dulled momentarily, then burst into brilliant light again. A surge of dark magic welled from the center of the beast as the roiling ball of fiery mana raced toward Seven.

A streak of green, so bright it blinded, zipped past Seven and Eve. It darted straight into the beast’s open maw, flaring as it smashed into the fireball.

“Down!” Seven screamed, tackling Eve to the floor again, rolling over and over as a cataclysmic explosion rocked the tower.

“We’ve really got to stop meeting like this,” Eve said, dragon flesh and blood raining down on them.

[image: ]


Tamereth faced the beast. It surged closer. She flew upward, flapping her wings with every bit of force she could muster. The dragon lashed out, raking her with its claws. She spun, her wings wrapping around her. The dragon lunged forward, seizing its chance. But it was too cumbersome, not suited to fast direction changes. Tamereth dove under it, forcing her wings back into shape. She plunged, barely in control, then, at the last minute, pulled up, skimming the battling armies and arcing around.

The first dragon had reached the tower. Fire flashed. The tower’s top exploded. “Holy fucking shit!” Tamereth cried as rubble strafed her. She had to kill the dragons. Seven and the others stood no chance against the beasts. “Come on, Califire, we’ve got to do something!”

The hexblade came alive, twisting and turning but settling on nothing. “We had it right the first time. We need to go back to that!”

“There’s too many of them!” Tamereth said. “Oh, shit, it’s going to flame us!” She turned tightly as the dragon roared and breathed its fireball straight at her.

She raced away, barely keeping ahead, the fireball catching all the time.

“Pull up! Pull up!” The hexblade screamed.

“Not yet. What if it follows us?”

“It’s a fucking fireball. It hasn’t got a brain. It’s not sentient. It just a hurtling ball of molten destruction.”

Tamereth spread her wings and angled upward, soaring into the air as the fireball smashed into the valley’s side. She pulled her legs in, the heat unbearable. “Crap, that was close.” Looping the loop, she soared right over the dragons as a bright green magical shard surged from the tower and crashed into the lead dragon. Its head exploded, the blast so powerful it knocked Tamereth and the three remaining dragons back.

Tamereth focused, making sure she anchored to a point on the ground. She recovered quickly, spying an opening, and shot forward, landing on a dragon’s back as it approached the tower. Running forward, she shoved the hexblade between the scales and crest and growled, “Do your thing!”

“My pleasure,” Califire grated, his handle glowing as his blade extended into the fearsome creature. “Done,” he said and as Tamereth pulled the enchanted blade out and a wash of fire swept toward them. She jumped, the dragon plummeting.

The flames washed over her wings, incinerating the thin gossamer. The dragon smashed to the ground, crushing rank upon rank of enemy soldier. Tamereth pumped her wings as she attempted to get some traction, but the fire had ruined them.

“Oh, shit!” she cried, crashing onto the dragon’s corpse. Momentarily dazed, she stood. The groans of the dead and dying barely sounded above the cacophony of war. Ahead of her, soldiers still climbed ladders. Magical green flames still burned around another dragon’s corpse. Oil splashed down from the ruined battlements.

“Oh fuckety fuck,” she said. “You got any ideas?”

“All out of them, Lady.”

“Lady?”

“Thought it might allow you to die happy.”

Tamereth held the hexblade ready as every soldier surrounding the dragon’s corpse turned.

“You want a piece of advice?” he asked.

“If it’s helpful.”

“My mace is really good at crushing heads.”
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Keller paced the cavern, mapping every foot hold and trip hazard. Eilm had the advantage. She knew the place, every little facet and quirk. The drow drew her sword. It was a wonderful weapon, its blade mirror-polished steel. Its handle a deft wrap of finely stitched leather. She sprang onto the altar, pacing its length.

“You are right to look,” she said. “I have the advantage. This is a cave I have been in many a time. I know what lurks in its shadows, just as I know what is in plain sight. But life is not always fair, and who knows? You might just be better than me.”

“I’m getting fed up with the sound of your voice,” Keller said, coaxing herself to rage. “You think you have it all worked out, but you get nothing—nothing for doing all this.”

“Oh, I get plenty. I get my people freed from their incarceration. That is worth my life. All I have to do is take that tower. If I live, all the better. If I die, then as long as I win, they’ll sing my name for eternity.”

“One of those,” Keller said, rolling her shoulders and flexing her feet. “Shall we get on with it?”

“My pleasure.” Eilm jumped from the altar, pacing the length of the short dais it sat upon. “So, are you starting, or shall I?”

“Very civilized. I think me.” Keller shot forward, slashing, feinting, blocking, lunging and then retreating. “Not bad,” she said, not quite believing that she was appraising another swordswoman.

“You have good technique for a Novice. Your Dexterity is better than the usual fodder they send us.” Eilm lunged, but feinted at the last minute, drawing her sword’s tip across and feinting again. The two exploratory moves caught Keller unawares, and she lost her shape almost immediately. As if recognizing her error, Eilm lunged, only to pull the strike and jump to one side. Her true strike came disguised by a flurry of weaker ones and ripped through Keller’s side armor like it was made of paper. Keller’s blood coated it as she withdrew. “Perhaps it is just experience you lack.”

Keller desperately wanted to call her wolf. She needed its reflexes, its fearlessness. The wound scalded her with its hot pain. “I’ll adapt,” she said.

“Don’t even think about using your familiar. That was the deal.”

“But he’s not my familiar. He’s my companion. So…”

Doubt crossed Eilm’s expression. Her sharp, white brows furrowed. “You would cheat?”

“We’re not there yet,” Keller said, using the drow’s hesitation to thrust, pull, then slip to one side and attempt to nick her hamstring.

Eilm saw the move at the last moment, kicking her foot out of the way. She tried to regain her stance, but had come to the edge of the dais. Keller jumped on it, evening their heights. She pressed her attack, sensing Eilm was unbalanced. The drow jumped, kicking off the side wall and landing in the cave’s center, perfectly balanced like a cat. She backed away, checking her heel and smiling. “I thought you’d got me then. I have a measure of Pain Resistance. You?”

“What I have and haven’t got is my business.”

“And I thought we had something going. I thought we might be friends.”

“We’ll never be friends. Never. I don’t friend corpses,” Keller said and jumped, landing and crouching, fending Eilm’s strike and then countering with one of her own. Back and forth they went. Keller with the upper hand. Eilm on top. Keller with another nick. Eilm with a bleeding ear. Then Keller felt him. Old Redeye was with her. He’d not manifested, but he was part of her. She could feel him altering her stance, adding to her Dexterity. She could use the wolf within her.

“Are you tiring yet, Human? I heard your sort tire easily. Mine? Well, we are used to traveling from cave to cave, from cistern to cistern. We can run for miles if needs and not be out of breath.”

“I’ll concede I’ll probably get tired first if you tell me one thing.”

“Pray, do ask.”

“Why do you even want to live? You’re one boring motherfucker.”

“Perhaps I find joy in killing humans?” Her ensuing attack caught Keller off guard. It was furious. It was unrelenting. She backed Keller away from the dais’ edge, jumping back up herself. Keller could barely hang on. She parried for all she was worth, desperately clinging to some kind of shape, but Eilm didn’t stop. She smelled blood. She knew she had Keller.

Keller sought refuge behind the altar, doing her darndest to keep the stone between them. Eilm jumped onto it, running its length and diving at her. Keller staggered backward. She held her sword up but missed her parry. Slipping, she fell from the dais, clattering to the floor. Her sword skittered away from her hand and Eilm kicked farther, smirking as she looked down.

“That wasn’t bad,” she said. “Sure, you might think it was quite short, but those long sword fights only occur in the stories sung by bards. Humans tire fast. Most sword fights are over in a minute or two. You can die happy.” Eilm stood over her, raising her sword for the killing blow.

But Keller wasn’t ready to die yet. Old Redeye wasn’t ready to die yet. An evil grin spread across her lips. Eilm hesitated. Keller unleashed her kick. The drow doubled over, trying to steer her blade toward the prone human as Keller’s boot connected with her groin.

“Take that, you flash fucker,” Keller growled, rolling away from the sword strike, then rolling back, grabbing Eilm by the collar and pulling her down. The crunch of the drow’s sharp nose on Keller’s forehead brought stars before Keller’s eyes. She shoved Eilm away, scrambling for her blade and grabbing it, immediately raising it to cover her chest from the expected strike.

But the strike never came. Eilm grabbed the dais, holding her nose and limping badly. “You treacherous human bitch! That isn’t sword fighting. That wasn’t what we agreed!”

But Keller took no note. She scrambled up, her breaths coming in desperate rasps. Old Redeye’s instinct dominated. His feral need for survival drove her. She lunged, a true last-ditch attempt to finish her opponent off. Eilm pushed herself away but did so with little impetuous. Keller’s blade snagged her side, ripping at her lilac skin.

Eilm screamed, quickly cutting the cry off as if displaying weakness was a sin worse than death itself. She lunged for Keller, who parried, kicking out again and connecting with her kneecap. The crunch shifted the bone, ripping tendons. Eilm staggered back, dragging her foot, but still refusing to cry out.

Keller slammed her with a shoulder barge, the drow blade nicking her ear. Eilm fell back onto the dais. Keller stamped on her ankle, then brought her blade down onto the drow’s prone body. But her stroke was labored, her aim was off, blurred by the sweat in her eyes. Eilm lunged to one side, rolling, forcing herself to her feet, limping and holding her groin. “Not there. Not there again,” she gasped. “I think you’ve ruined me for good.”

Keller pushed herself up, barely able to hold her sword out. “You should have balls. The fight would be over by now.”

“If I had balls, I’d be fucking you, not fighting you.”

Keller breathed a laugh. “Can I take that as a compliment?” she asked, feinting but telegraphing it, lunging and raising her eyes when Eilm didn’t move. She accepted the sword in the gut and brought hers around for the killing blow.

Keller saw it far too late. It headed straight for her neck. Eilm had done it, accepted her own death to kill Keller.

“No!” Keller cried and morphed into Old Redeye. The drow blade swept over the wolf’s head, nicking the top from her ear.

“You promised,” Eilm said. “You promised not to call your wolf.” Lilac blood poured from the side of her mouth. Her eyes partly closed.

Keller padded closer. “That’s another thing about humans. We break our word if it means we get to live.”

She lunged, her slathering maw closing around Eilm as she ripped the drow’s throat out.
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Seven screamed as Tamereth fell. He raced forward, ready to jump down.

“Duck!” Sinta shouted as she loosed another vivid ballista bolt. A second dragon recoiled, snapping his maw shut before the bolt arrived. Seven conjured a fireball, his rage rising, surging as visions of orcs pulling Tamereth apart filled his vision. He cocked his arm, altering his stance as he filled his projectile with mana. Sinta’s bolt smashed into the dragon, its green magic splashing over its snout and steaming, but having nothing like the effect the first had.

“You might be impervious to fire but take this shit!” He launched his fireball, aiming straight for the dragon’s eye. It slammed into it, splashing ineffectually all around, but burrowing into the eyeball like a laser beam.

Seven pulled as much mana as he could from the creature, cleaning it and sending it back to Sinta. Jez screamed for him to duck as the dragon roared in pain, another fireball brewing in the back of its maw. The verdant bolt shot home, exploding like the first had and taking the ruined dragon down.

Seven punched the air, but a huge piece of the fireball exploded out. It smashed into his side, sending him hurtling off the tower as it flattened all in its wake. The fire consumed him. Its agonizing pain threatened to overwhelm him, but his high Pain Resistance combined with his Magical Resistance and nullified the effect. It didn’t stop his momentum as he hurtled from the tower. Nor did it stop burning him, stripping the flesh from his arm, his side, and his leg.

He crashed to the rocky ground, heather scrapping at the open wound that spread from his shoulder to the tips of his toes. The fireball sped over him, lighting the brambles and brush. He tried to get up, but the wound had him. His health faded. Back down the valley, green flashed. Fireballs countered. The battle wasn’t lost, but it wasn’t won, either.

“Shit!” he cried, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t even sit up straight. His mind swam, mostly with bitter disappointment, but also with a measure of pride. Despite all the odds, they’d survived. Despite the dungeon upping its game, they’d held their own.

They’d just missed it by a slither—by one dragon out of five.

He hoped Tamereth had a quick death. He prayed that Keller found peace, wherever she was. Sinta, well, she had just come into her own. He had no idea what her magic was, but it was special. He thought it a mix of some kind of raw, Phillion magic and the magic of Quintasia. Whatever it was, it was a heady mix of geomancy and natural manipulation. If only, if only she’d had the time to nurture it. Then there was Jez. She’d only just begun to fill her boots. She had budded, but she hadn’t yet blossomed.

It was a shame, a goddam shame. He’d had it all, and he’d wasted so much of it.

“One!” he cried. “One last chance and I’ll make it right with all of them!”

But no, God answered him. No sound from Quintasia. No arch elf. Nothing but the silence of death.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




The microcosm of his conscious floated between remorse and euphoria. He’d let Tamereth down. Keller must be dead. Sinta? Would she and Jez have survived? Quinn, Eve…the others. Was it on him? Was the death of the Forlorn Hope on Siniman Kayle or did that burden lay with the Atun and Harraden leaders? Some measure of guilt rested firmly on his shoulders. If he hadn’t reacted to Geraint that way, then they might all still be alive.

But sunlight flitted between the dark clouds of self-doubt. Glimpses of Keller, her bright aura crashing through the turbulent dark to illuminate his floating corpse. When she smiled, it shone brighter. When she mouthed the words, I love you. The clouds barely mattered. Tamereth tore after those harbingers of despair. The fiery spearwoman sat atop a charger of hope, clashing with his doubt, annihilating his guilt and clearing the way for Sinta and Jez.

Yet, no matter how fearsome Tamereth might appear, he knew her. The same doubt riddling him infected her. The same self-sabotaging, crippling, uncertainty that had plagued his every choice was hers, too. His assumption that it came from his disfigurement, the thing that had plagued him since birth, had been wrong all along. If someone so beautiful, so capable, so outwardly confident as Tamereth could have such doubts about herself, who was he to blame himself? Tamereth’s struggles absolved him from any blame of his own. She made him stronger, there upon her charger, as she fought his despair.

It had been over too early to understand Sinta and Jez, but they had come close. They had held him high like a returning hero. They had added to him. And even Eve. Were there possibilities there?

Yes, there was sunlight threading its silver lattices through the weave of his doom because he had loved and been loved. Him, Harold Nullhome, Seven the Cursed, had been loved, was loved, by four of the most beautiful women to ever grace any land.

His rage returned at the thought of a love lost. His happiness countered it. Four women behind him.

Or was it five?

“Does he always do this? It’s quite disgusting,” the semi-familiar voice of Eve said.

“The new skin pushes out the puss and corruption of his wounds and his infection as it grows. He’s got his Restoration at Expert. It’s pretty much instantaneous,” Keller said. “Disgusting, but pretty much instantaneous. I can’t believe you’re from Earth too! We have so much to talk about.”

“We do. It’ll be sick.”

Seven mentally frowned. Eve was from Earth too? Earth? That strange place named after soil where nothing made sense and you said one thing but meant another.

“You two are going to be unbearable.” Tamereth’s voice drifted over him.

Hang on! She’s alive! Keller’s alive! I’m alive! Eh? I’m alive?

“Of course you’re alive,” Califire grated in his mind. “I, if I do say so myself, single-handedly killed three dragons.” The enchanted weapon paused. “No, it was two. But it would have been three if the daft woman hadn’t fallen off the last and left me embedded in its neck. So yeah, I killed the dragons. You killed the dragons, and somehow Sinta killed the dragons, too. But, to sum up. All dragons are dead, and the battle is won. Mind you, the tower’s a ruin and the whole neighborhood stinks. I’d suggest moving on.”

“Diesel?”

“Dead. Tamereth killed her.”

“Eilm?”

“Dead. Keller got her—swordfight, by all accounts. Although there is talk she cheated.”

“The orc and lizard army?”

“All trundled off down the valley. I think they went back home.”

“So we…”

“Won, yeah, we won. Mostly thanks to me, but you lot played a part. I’d suggest you all need to pull your socks up if you’re going to win the next tower. This dungeon’s going to be pissed, really pissed.”

“How many lived?”

“Twenty-one. The cannons were busy. At one point I thought we’d were in the middle of an epic naval battle.”

“And that makes you happy because?”

“Because you’re alive, Partner, and we get to do it all again. If I’m not mistaken, you’re going to be a little stronger next time.”

Seven could see his character sheet glowing in his mind’s eye. There were notifications waiting for him. Plenty of them, by the look of it. He’d not had time to look. Only one stat really mattered. One would make a difference. He’d be able to find out the truth of it all by the time he got to level twenty. “Am I?”

“Level twenty? No. Nineteen, yes. But twenty, no. Best wake up, buddy. They’re about to start prodding you.”

Seven opened his eyes, the sky brilliant ember, the silhouettes of six people leaning over him like some colossal stone circle. “Is it night?” he asked, and one of the stones fell to her knees.

She held a pieced of wet rag and wiped his lips clean before kissing him softly. “I knew you wouldn’t die on me,” Keller said. “I knew you’d never leave me. We’re two peas in a pod, you and me, destined to be together forever.”

“Yes,” he said, holding back a cough. “I think I need to puke.”

“Oh, fucking charming,” Keller said. “I scour this valley all night to find you, watch over you until dawn, and one of the first things you tell me is that my kiss makes you want to puke?”

“It’s the healing…”

She rolled him on his side, whacking his back as hard as she could. A ball of water and phlegm rolled upward from his lungs, his throat, splashing out over the rock and long grass, singed and charred by the dragon’s fireball.

“You need to cut out all that smoking. It could kill you, you know,” Eve said.

“He’s down to three dragons a day,” Keller added, clapping his back as more black phlegm shot from his mouth.

“He could start vaping, but then, he was damn close to dying from that too,” Eve continued.

Keller laughed hard, then stopped.

“Didn’t really work, did it—the vaping one,” Eve said.

“No. Was a stretch.”

“What the fuck are you two on about?” Tamereth asked.

“I believe they are referencing things from their old world. Keller’s going to be unbearable now,” Jez said.

“Unintelligible, more like.”

Seven rose to his knees, head bowed, clearing the last of the dragon’s corruption from his lungs. The final person crouched by him. “I want to join your guild,” he said. “I take it that I don’t have to screw you to get in.”

“Quinn?” Seven said, screwing his eyes up, the low sun obscuring his view.

“Yeah, it’s me. A few of us survived. We want to know if it’s a closed shop or if you really want to expand. I know you said you did, but that was back then when you thought you needed us. Seeing you lot take down those dragons—kill the harpy and the drow—it kind of makes me wonder if you still need us.”

Seven pondered the question. “Need you? For the next tower, for the Rage of Elves? We’re going to need the biggest, baddest fighting force that ever existed. You tell them that they can join the Forlorn Hope if they commit completely.”

“They wouldn’t be alive if they weren’t.” Quinn paused. “I’d like to be an officer. They kind of look to me for guidance. If you need the help, that is.”

Seven grinned. “We’ll discuss it. We’ll all discuss it with this little circle we have here. But let me get cleaned up first. I must stink.”

“You sure do.”
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He crouched by the brook, welcoming the first of his notifications.

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

He was nearly there—nearly level twenty. At twenty, he could pick a class offered to him. He’d get magic, and he’d choose Warlock. He was sure of that. It has been Penick’s plan all along and he saw no reason it would change. Although he knew little about the Warlock class, he could feel its inevitability crawling through him. It yearned for its birth. It reached for the hexblade.

You have leveled up the spell, Fireball. You are now Capable.

You have leveled up the skill, Mana Cleaner. You are now Expert.

You have gained the title, Tower Defender. Body plus 10.

You have returned from near death once more! Skill points plus 5.

He allocated his points, his attribute points to magic, then read through his sheet as he laid back and let the sun drench him in its warming rays.

Name: Seven

Titles: Mana Friend. Tower Defender.

Guild:Forlorn Hope

Level 19

Attributes: Strength—32, Dexterity—31, Body—54, Mind—42, Instinct—65, Magic—68, Health—680/1080, Mana (Modifier x 50) 34,000/34,000.

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—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—Master (Storage factor 50), Mana Cleaner—Expert.

Skill points available: 37

Spells: Tranquil Resurgence—Expert, Tranquil Resurgence 2—Capable, Mana Surge—Capable, Spell Echo—Capable, Mana Infusion—Capable, Arcane Channeling—Capable, Mana Resonance—Capable, Mana Shield—Novice, Manalight—Novice, Fireball—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

Dungeon Five Statistics:

Seven: 3,800 (2nd)

Forlorn Hope: 10,167 (1st)

He lay there, resting. Keller sat next to him.

“So, what do you think?” she asked.

“About?”

“The guild. About all the others joining.”

He grunted. “I hadn’t thought. I haven’t thought about much. Just been running through my notifications. I’m a Tower Defender.”

“Me too. We all are. I guess the good prize is for taking the tower. The pat on the back is for keeping it.”

“I quite like it. It’s like an achievement and it’s always there to remind me I’ve actually managed something.”

“So, the guild. Me and the girls had a chat, and we think it’s a good move. It takes the pressure off.”

“Off?”

“Well, at the moment, it’s me, you and Tamereth—all lovers. Sinta is waiting in the wings, kind of expecting your relationship to develop. Jez is nervous about the whole thing, and the first thing Eve asked me was whether she had to screw you to join. Not that she was averse, but it kind of…”

“Devalues it all.”

“Yeah, puts some doubt in about their motives.”

“So, you’ve given up on the whole pack thing?”

“No, but I don’t think guild and pack are the same thing. We need a firm base is we get through to Quintasia. We need people like Snitch and Quinn. You and me—we need a team around us. Same thing. Two things, Seven. One is a power base. One keeps us tight and sane.”

He picked up a blackened stone and threw it in the river. “I’m not used to managing so many friends and companions. It’s hard for me.”

“Don’t I know it? Do you remember when I told you I thought the chapel was purgatory?”

“I do, but I’m not sure I knew what you meant.”

“Purgatory is this place…Let me start from the beginning. My people believed in gods. All different ones, but much the same, if that makes sense. We called them religions. In mine, or the one some of my people followed, when you died, you either went to heaven or hell.”

“Hell bad. Heaven good,” Seven said.

“Yeah, that’s it. Well, the in between place was a place called purgatory. I’m a bit foggy about it because I didn’t take much notice of religion, but my recollections are it was a place where you reflected on your sins. Something like that, anyway. That’s what I thought the chapels were when I assumed I’d murdered that man on the road.”

“You still think we’re in this purgatory?”

“No. But I do wonder if we were, what would be the point?” Keller picked up a stone and threw it into the brook. “It helps me when I question what the hell I’m doing here.”

He grinned. “You think too much.”

“Overthink? Yes, yes I do.”

“So, what is it now?”

“The reason?”

“Yeah.”

“To make us better people. To fill the cracks our previous lives opened. Me, you, Tamereth, we all in our own way hate who we are. Maybe it’s to heal that.”

He reached for her, resting his palm on her cheek. “You’re perfect.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You just put a huge black smudge on my cheek, didn’t you?”

He grinned as he wiped his hand right down her face. “Yes, I did.” Jumping up, he ran.

“I’ll get you for that!” Keller shouted, running after him.

Eve folded her arms, cocking her head to one side. “Are they always like this?”

“Not always,” Tamereth said. “Too much fighting gets in the way.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine




They stood before a large stone bridge. Two vast columns rose, interlocking stone signaling a more advanced land awaited them. Fog hung low, wisps occasionally drifting over the parapet hemming the bridge’s sides. Its base was ten feet wide, its length unknown, tapering to a blur. Seven signaled the tattered column to a halt.

Quintasia had given them no respite, nor had it given them sufficient warning of level two’s imminent collapse. Seven raised his hand, stopping, crouching, looking along the infinite stone. “What do we think?”

Sinta strode forward, coming by his side. “The bridge is safe. What it crosses is a mystery. I see patches of darkness within it. No doubt some test or the other.”

“Nothing’s easy in this damn place. What does the staff do?”

She tossed it to him. “It is a good tool. It awoke things in me I hadn’t known I had. I think that’s its greatest quality. It wakes and magnifies what is already within.”

He caught it easily, and a legend popped up in his mind’s eye.

Staff of Selafon the White. Congratulations! You are in possession of the staff of Selafon the White. Selafon was a powerful wizard, an innovator and a seeker of knowledge. Dedicated to nurturing power in others, he scoured the land looking for those with hidden talents. When his days approached their end, he created his magical staff. It can sniff out power in the darkest recesses of anyone with an affinity for magic. Should the bearer already have magic, the staff can magnify and nurture that magic.

He tossed it back. “You already had healing, but the other? You opened a fissure and slammed it shut.”

“Hardly a fissure, a pit, nothing more. I had Novice Mining from the caves around the Milkwood, and I had some clay and stone manipulation skills. The staff must have dug deeper and found a pocket of Geomancy.”

“And the green blasts?”

She chuckled. “That was another modification. When I hunted, I imbued my arrows with a spell to numb my target’s pain and give it a swift end. Again, the staff magnified that. It numbed the dragon’s entire mouth so it couldn’t eject its fireball. It might have looked like the ballista bolts blew up the dragon’s head, but what actually happed was the fireball blew it up.”

He could see why she laughed. The dragon blowing its own head up was a little amusing. “So, you can stop any beast in its tracks and we can go in and kill them?”

She sucked her cheeks in. “Yes. I think so. As long as we don’t encounter anything bigger than the Reyheim. But I am only an Adept and barely that—and that’s only because I missed a few shots and imbued a load of Jez’s arrows.”

“No onlys,” Seven said.

“What?”

“I only—those two words are banned from being used together. The Reyheim were supposed to be an impossible foe. Tam and Califire found a way to kill them, and you used what you had available to kill three of them. There’s no I only. What you did was incredible. It saved all our lives.”

“Too few,” Quinn grunted, coming up behind them. “We lost another one.”

“What?” Seven said, whipping around.

“Dirk. Just vanished.” Quinn looked behind him. “No scream, nothing. But something took him. Man was a coward without Geraint—a sniveling wreck. Don’t reckon he killed a single orc or lizard. Not sure I’m sorry he’s gone.”

“How many are we down to?”

“Nineteen, including you. That’s a lot of lives lost. But it’s not all bad news.” Quinn pawed at his stubble. “Not a single one of that bastard’s little gang is left. Dirk was the last. The rest all died in the tower.”

A thought struck him. “A man called Guy?”

“Dead,” Quinn grinned. “Lost in the tower. Must be dead.”

Seven grunted. While he wasn’t sorry, he needed fighters. But Geraint’s followers hadn’t taken to him. He’d have had to watch his back every moment of the day.

“Nineteen it is, then. Any problems, or are they all doing what you say?”

Quinn scoffed. “Not exactly. They’re doing what the man who’s close to Seven the Immortal says.”

“I’m not immortal.”

“We all saw that dragon seer the flesh from your bones. We saw the slab of fire wrap around you and carry you away. Your flesh melted. There was no way a normal man was coming back from that. You might not be immortal, but you’re damn near indestructible.”

“No, if onlys,” Sinta reminded him.

Seven paused his reply. She was right. He’d earned his restoration. He’d suffered enough pain for a thousand lifetimes, and he was willing to bet he wasn’t a long way from getting Mastery. “I am. I’ll always bounce back. Tell them that and tell them I have their back. No problem. I have all their backs if they have mine. That’s all I ask.” He scanned the ragged bunch. “Fourteen. Twelve without you and Eve. I can manage that. I’ll get to know them all. We need to become a team.”

“We should get going,” Keller said, stepping onto the bridge. “We don’t want to be on this at nightfall if we can possibly avoid it.”

“Formation?”

Jez put her hand up, taking it down straight away when everyone looked at her. “I’d suggest Keller and Sinta at the front. There’s no better at sniffing out trouble than Keller in her wolf form. Sinta can sense evil in the air, so if something’s going to attack us head on, that’s the front pairing we need. Seven’s Instinct is the best we’ve got. I think we use him at the rear. He can protect behind without constantly looking back and monitor the sides. Tamereth goes with Seven. She can always fly to the front if needed. We stretch the column out. Spears and swords, spears and swords. We’re as prepared as we can be then. I’ll go up front as a sword. Then we’ll have Quinn. Quinn, you okay with a spear?”

“I’m good. So, me next, then Vesula? Vesula, you take sword. Ulirin, you’re best with a spear.”

Seven let them organize, drifting to the back and staring down the scrubbed valley, devoid of Tower Two. “Something doesn’t feel tight, Partner.”

The Hexblade had assumed his staff shape, a head atop it with an unnerving resemblance to a Reyheim. “I know what you mean. It’s like Quintasia’s staring at us—watching our every move. Which it is, of course. So that was a daft thing to say. What’s the worst it’s going to do? Try harder to kill us? It’s already upped its game and failed.”

“I know. It just feels like we haven’t completed this stage—that we’ve left something behind.”

“We made the arrows. So that’s done.”

Seven looked at the heavens. “Sinta made the bow. So that’s done. But it still feels odd.”

Tamereth scoffed. “We earned this level. Forget that one.”

“You get nothing for nothing in Quintasia,” Eve said, strolling up to them. “Looks like you’ve got me. I pulled last, so you’ll have to watch my back.” She turned, walking after the column as it moved onto the bridge.

“That’s not all she’s after you watching,” Tamereth said, pointing her spear at Eve’s butt. “She’ll not be able to walk like that for long.”

Seven’s eyes latched onto her swinging ass. “You mean that’s not a natural walk?”

“Are you shitting me?”

“Careful partner,” Califire said. “I’m an enchanted weapon and I can see a trap when it’s that obvious.”

“She has an ass. She’s a nice girl.” Seven pulled Tamereth close. “And I have my hands full.” He nuzzled her neck. “More than full. I’m the luckiest man alive. You, Keller, and then Sinta and Jez—what man could wish for more?”

“You better believe it. And it’s about time we had a little bit of one-on-one. My memory of our little encounter in the cave is slowly fading.”

“Mine isn’t. I remember every single detail. Even the colors of the crystal stripes criss-crossing your breasts.”

Eve paused her step, but quickly walked on, her sway less noticeable.

They crossed onto the bridge. The blue sky faded as a thin veneer of cloud shrouded them. The sunlight weakened. Tamereth pulled her jacket around her, turning her collar up and tucking her chin in. “This isn’t the best start,” she said.

The column stretched out in front of them. They held their spears ready, each alternating like oars on a rowing boat. Jez, or Quinn, or both had them marshaled well. Seven could just make out Keller and Sinta. Keller’s wolf blended with the fog’s gray fingers as they curled over the parapet.

“The valley’s vanished,” Tamereth said, glancing behind.

“Hold the column!” Seven said. “Hold the column!”

“What is it?”

“I think I know what’s going to happen. Don’t ask me how, because I haven’t got a clue, but my Instinct is telling me we’re going to get attacked, but not how we think. Tamereth, hold Eve’s hand. Eve, hold—sorry, I don’t know your name…”

“Drek,” a man said.

“Drek, hold Eve’s hand then…”

“My spear?”

“Angle it to one side. You! Hold Drek’s spear. Sheath your sword and grab the person in front of you.”

He traveled the length of the column, linking each of the Novices.

“What are you doing?” Sinta asked.

“It’s going to attack our minds. I’m sure of it.”

“Sure-positive?” Keller asked.

“Think about it. It’s tested our Strength. It’s tested our Body. It’s tested our Magic, our Dexterity. This! This has to be a test of our mind. The dungeon will come for us, but it’s going to try to break us. It’s going to try to tempt us over the edge—to send us mad.”

Sinta and Keller swapped looks. “Jez?” Sinta asked.

“It makes sense. Quinn, has everyone still got a storage ring?”

“About half, I think. Geraint’s men stole some so they could store more loot. Why?”

“Bastards,” Tamereth muttered.

Jez frowned. “In that case, this is how we arrange—ring, no ring, ring, no ring. Then we store the weapons. Seven’s right. We hold hands and we speak to each other.”

“Buddy up,” Keller said. “We used to do that in…” She inhaled hard. “We used to do that at the clinic. We buddied up and if we felt like shit, the other would help. We should buddy up. Me and you, Sinta.”

“Me and you.”

“Okay all. Store your weapons!” Seven shouted down the column. “If you haven’t got a storage ring, buddy up with someone who has and give them your weapon. Hold hands. This is going to be a difficult test. We’ll only get through it as a team. Got it. Hold hands. Talk to each other. We break its hold. We go forward. We are the Forlorn Hope. They’ll not break us! They’ll never break us!”

He moved to the back of the column.

“We’ve got a problem,” Eve said, a big smile on her face. “I’ve got no one to buddy up with. You fancy a three way?”

Seven closed his eyes and hoped for the fog to take him as he avoided Tamereth’s glare.

“Of course,” he said. “I’ll go in the middle.”

“No,” Tamereth said. “Jez said you were to go at the back. I’ll take the middle. I’ll keep Eve sane.” She took Eve’s hand. “Are we ready?”

“Ouch!” Eve said, flinching. “Do you have to grip that hard?”

“Yes, I do.”

Keller signaled the column out, and they all moved farther onto the bridge, the fog thickening with every step. Seven let his consciousness drift into Tamereth, using her as an anchor to hold himself to the reality on the bridge while he pulled his Mana Sight to the fore.

The shuffle of boots, the clank of weapons, coughing, whispers, broke the silence. Nervous tension crackled over them. One out of place noise caused a ripple of panic to spread. Seven felt it all as he roamed over the group toward the shining beacon of agitated mana surrounding Sinta. It drew his focus away from the flatness all around him—the complete absence of mana within the fog.

She had an infinity with it that surpassed Seven’s skills and spells. While he’d forged his relationship with the magical substance through skills and spells, she had no such need. Mana gathered around her, prodded and probed her just for the grace of her attention. She was a loving mother, so natural and untainted by evil, and the mana was her attentive children, begging for a morsel of her time.

Keller had the faint glow her ability to transform demanded. The mana surrounding her was workman-like, functional. It served its purpose binding her essence to Old Redeye and holding the lattices of his being together. It was magic, but she had no power over it.

Drifting back along the line, other dim mana pockets barely lit the host. Undiscovered potential, Seven decided. Magic that might be woken at level twenty. Eve had none. Tamereth’s wings glowed. Then Califire drew his focus, so clear in the gray of the bridge and its surroundings. The enchanted weapon flowed and eddied, its magic marshaled by runes and glyphs. It was the same mana—mana gathered from all around, then bowing to the authority of the magical symbols. But it was also different—more concentrated than all else. It had morphed from individual particles to strands—glowing filaments—of magic swirling and weaving together to form the malleable weapon.

It was the same, but it was different. The instant recognition that he’d stumbled upon something immensely important came. He looked further into it, but only saw what he’d seen to begin with.

The glyphs and runes! he thought. It has to be them!

But as he truly focused on the wondrous patterns, so they glowed and blinded his senses. They had secrets, and they weren’t sharing with him. But the thought had seeded inside him. Excitement bubbled up. The weapon was supposedly elf-made. Penick has fashioned it with his own hand. If the elves all had weapons like this—made from such powerful magic, what hope did Seven and his girls have with mere quicksilver arrows and crystal bowstrings? Surely the elves would swipe such pathetic things from the air before they touched their precious skin.

Genevieve had instructed him to take the arrows to an enchanter in Quintasia. But he had a feeling that any enchantments would merely tickle the raging elves.

I need to unlock the secrets of the glyphs and runes…

“I need to unlock the Califire’s secrets,” Seven muttered.

“Shush!” Tamereth hissed. “Something’s happening.”

Her urgency tore Seven from his roaming. He opened his eyes, the fog thick around him. “When did this…” he said, but let his words drift away.

“The fog? Get this thick? We’ve barely been able to see our noses for a while.” Eve’s voice came from ahead, somewhere in the gray.

Seven didn’t answer. Something nudged at the edge of his perception. It called him. It begged him to come to him. It was familiar. He knew he should answer, but he just couldn’t see.

“Seven, my man, you know me! We fought together. You know me. Say my name and I will come.”

He did know the voice. He did know the man. He’d dreamed of seeing him again nearly every night. “Siniman? Is that you, Siniman?”

“Of course it’s me.” Then he came, the mists parting to his swagger, his cheeky smile and brimming confidence. “Who else would come for you in your hour of need? Who? Answer me that.” He cast his enticing gaze forward and laughed. “Oh, yes—that’s my boy. You have got yourself a tidy little family. They’ll need rescuing too.”

“The others?” Seven asked. “Are the other here?”

“All here. Iron-tooth—you remember him. He’s just in the fog playing bones with Red and Gorgeous. Billy-Jay—he’s with us. And Relish, though he’s lost another tooth or two. Mallet and Piper are on their way.” Siniman spread his arms wide. “We’re all here, Seven, just waiting for our level nineteen spear to complete the pack.”

“They’re all here? To help me?”

“Of course.” Siniman held his hand out. “All you have to do is join us. Come with us into the fog. We’ll plan there. We’ll plot and plan.”

Seven eyed him, doubt coming, unwelcome doubt. “But you died. I…”

“Trod on my remains—trod in my remains.” The fabled warrior recoiled. “I found that quite disturbing. Yes, I died. But so did you. We were all reborn here.”

“But Penick said I lived. He told me I’d just portalled here.”

“Pah! You can’t trust that elf! He’d say anything to make his task easier. He is Death. It was his job to make your crossing easier. He lied to you. To all of you. You’re all dead, and this is your next life!”

Seven jerked backward. “Seven!” Tamereth’s voice shattered his calm. “What the fuck, Seven?”

“Don’t let her fool you, Seven,” Siniman said, his voice soft and calming. “Don’t let her take you from me.”

“What’s wrong with you, Seven?” she slapped him. “It’s the fog. It’s just some enchantment.”

“No!” Seven snapped. “It’s more than that. It’s Siniman—Siniman Kayle. I told you about him. He was⁠—”

“It’s not, Seven. It’s…” Tamereth’s voice trailed off, and a look of horror stripped her of her concern. “Oh no! Not you! You found me! How did you find me?”

Tamereth backed away, pulling Seven in front of her.

“What the fuck’s happening?” Eve asked.

“Seven, get me away!” Tamereth cried.

“Just come this way,” Siniman appeared behind them, just over the opposite parapet. “Come with us. We’ll see you both right.”

“Trust him!” Seven cried, desperately wanting to help.

Tamereth struggled, trying to jump over the parapet and get away from whatever or whoever she saw. But Eve had hold of her and pulled her back. “Will you two shape up? You’re seeing shit—all sorts of shit. But it’s just bad dreams. There’s nothing there!”

“It’s him. It’s that bastard. It’s Ragar!” Tamereth screamed.

Through the murk of the fog, Tamereth fell toward Seven as Eve slapped her. “Wake up, Tam!” Eve cried. “It’s just a dream, a bad dream!”

“You bitch!” Tamereth cried, punching the girl. “You don’t understand. You can’t understand. I need to get away!” She grabbed Seven. “Help me, Sev! Help me!”

But Seven shrugged her off as Siniman moved closer. “You should help her, Seven. She’s a damsel in distress. We like damsel’s in distress, don’t we, boys!”

“Yes!” called a deep, throaty voice which Seven recognized as Iron-tooth.

Seven dithered as Tamereth fought with Eve, the girl trying to stop the spearwoman jumping over the bridge.

“Get off me!” Tamereth cried.

“Just bring them to us,” Siniman said. “Bring them all to us.”

“What about Califire?”

Siniman checked, uncertain for the first time. “Oh, you won’t need that old thing. Not where we’re going.”

Seven held up the enchanted weapon. It thrummed in his hand. Something was wrong, was terribly wrong. “Is that your old master?” he cried, forcing the words out.

Siniman’s expression turned to rage. “You dare doubt me after all I’ve done for you?”

The sight of the hero’s face twisted with anger was enough to snap Seven out of his trance.

“That’s not him!” Califire cried. “He never lost his temper!”

The soldier lunged for Tamereth, but as his hands crossed the parapet, they vanished into fog. “You fools!” Siniman cried. “You don’t know what awaits you!”

Seven grabbed Tamereth as she tried to pull Eve over. “It’s not real!” Seven cried. “Nothing’s real. It knows us!”

Then the truth of it dawned on him. “It’s Quintasia! It knows what’s in our mind!”

Tamereth punched Eve squarely on the chin, the girl staggering back. Fire blazed in Eve’s eyes as she staggered forward. “I’ve just about had enough of this shit.”

But Seven pulled Tamereth close. He forced the struggling woman onto the road. “It’s not real. He’s not real, whoever he is. I’m here. I’m back. My vision was false. So is yours.”

“But he was here. He had me! He was going to…” She looked up, closing then opening her eyes, staring around. “I’m sorry.”

Eve wiped her bloody nose. “Think it’s me you should be apologizing to. That was one hell of a whack.”

Tamereth glared at her. “Keep flirting with my man and you’ll get another.”

Eve pushed back her hair, clearing her bangs from her eyes. “This conversation isn’t over.” She tossed a look over her shoulder. “But we’ve got others to rescue, and they aren’t all going to have a Mind score that can resist.” She vanished into the fog—into the scream-filled gloom.

“Are you okay?” Seven asked.

“With your Mind number, if it can get you, it can get any of us,” Tamereth said, and the truth of her words hit him hard.

He grabbed her hand, racing into the fog, pulling his new team back from the parapet, consoling some, slapping others and breaking up fights. Eve took up a position at the front, unaffected by the fog as she led the others on.

Calm slowly settled, and they all took a break, huddling in the bridge’s center.

“It’s going to attack in waves,” Keller said, having changed from Old Redeye to her human form. “Seven was right. This test is one of Mind. The stronger your Mind score, the less likely you are to succumb.”

“That can’t be right,” Eve said. “My Mind score is pants, but it didn’t get to me. I didn’t see a thing.”

“Perhaps you need some feelings,” Tamereth sniped.

“Then it’s lucky I haven’t got any or I wouldn’t have stopped you jumping.”

“Ladies,” Keller said. “Play nicely. Who saw stuff?”

A few raised their hands.

“Right, so you’re the susceptible ones. You’re the ones we should protect.”

“I don’t think it will come for me again,” Seven said. “Or if it does, I’m not sure it will have the same effect. It used its best weapon against me. One I really wanted to believe. What else can it throw at me? My mother? I think it’s the ones who it hasn’t attacked that we need to look after.”

“Tamereth?” Jez asked. “What do you think?”

She hugged herself close. “It used my worst memory. Anything else won’t bother me. I think Seven’s right. I think I can handle anything it throws at me.”

“Anyone else who was attacked?”

“We lost one,” Quinn said. “I only count eighteen. Who did we lose?”

Everyone looked around. “Where’s Palor?” Eve asked. “Palor? Who had hold of Palor?”

“I did,” a woman said. “He was between me and Gemina. But when Gemina started screaming and shouting, I let go of him and focused on her.”

“I saw him standing on the wall,” another man said. “But he was calm, peaceful. He was smiling. Then, like Regan, I was distracted when Will made a mad dash for the fog, and I had to tackle him to the ground.”

“He stepped over the edge,” a woman said, softly. “I saw him when Regan held me down. But I thought it just part of my dream. He stepped over the edge without a word.”

“Then he’s lost,” Sinta said. “He’s lost, and we are eighteen. The creature attacks and manifests as your deepest fear or your strongest desire. Those that haven’t yet been attacked must accept this. They must delve deep and understand it. Only then can they prepare. All of you, all who haven’t suffered, get ready. Face your biggest fear, accept your most powerful desire, for that is how the beast will come for you.”

“Beast?” Keller said.

“It is a beast,” Eve said. “They called them psionics in the books I used to read. It lurks under the bridge and feeds on any it enthralls—any who jump.”

“Then we must be ready. How many didn’t get attacked?” She counted the raised hands. “So, there are eight of us it hasn’t attacked. If we can’t see, then we cannot suffer the illusions. If we can’t hear, then it can only attack from within. Seven, did you see any mana? Each manifestation must have substance to it.”

Seven cleared his throat. “I didn’t see anything other than what it wanted me to see. I’ll try to do better.”

Sinta nodded. “Don’t fret. It tried to take out the one person it knew could detect its presence. I can see nothing but a flat void out there. You could be the difference. You could spot where it’s going to attack.”

“Why did it pick me, then?” Tamereth asked.

“Simple. You distracted Eve. Neither of you could help Seven. It isolated him. That is the measure of the creature we face. So please, delve deep. Pull out your fears and hopes, because it will come for you.”


Chapter Thirty




Muttering rippled through the rest of the group. Seven stared through the fog, delving in and out of his Mana Sight. Tamereth and Eve distracted him. Eve was dangerous, but with that danger came excitement. She was raw, belligerent—sassy, he supposed. Quite different from the others.

His mana sight told him nothing. Sinta had summed it up. It was flat out there. Nothing stirred. He checked the other side, but he already knew. There would be nothing there either.

When it comes, it’ll come like a well-swung war hammer.

“Let’s move out. It’s gone away.”

“It’ll be back,” Keller said. “We get fuck all for fuck all in this land. For every free step, Quintasia will make us pay. Eve, up the front with me. It hasn’t attacked either of us yet. We’ll understand each other better than anyone else.”

Eve looked around, staring at Tamereth, then Seven. “Is that the only reason?”

“Why, what other would there be?” She walked to the head of the column. “We all ready?”

Eve trudged after her. Tamereth’s eyes never left the woman.

But nor did Seven’s.

The attack came in the middle of the night. Seven walked with Tamereth. The spearwoman had fallen into a sulky silence. She’d bitched about Eve, and when Seven had responded with minimal damnation, she’d spat her dislike for the woman and then stepped ahead a couple of paces. Seven, at a loss for what he’d done wrong, slowed a little and fell into his own thoughts.

It wasn’t because he wanted to jump into bed with the girl—far from it. He had his hands full with Tamereth and Keller. Plus, Sinta had indicated she’d lean toward a romantic entanglement, and he was already besotted with her. Jez was Jez. He didn’t really know enough about her to know quite how he felt. But since Keller had put the idea of a pack out there, they’d all assumed they’d be in it. Apart from Tamereth’s tantrums, that was. So where would Eve fit in? He couldn’t see her as the type who’d share him. She was attractive, for sure, and he liked her easy but brash way. It was refreshing.

He slid up behind Tamereth, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her close. “First bit of down time we get, you and me…”

She leaned back against him, her head nestling on his shoulder. “You make me crazy. All these women make me crazy. Yet strangely, Keller doesn’t. I accept her. I know you’ll be with her and that’s fine. I can even see a time when we might share you between us. But Eve! She makes me so mad. The girl’s got no boundaries.”

“She isn’t shy about coming forward.”

“No. Just promise me one thing. If you feel anything for her, be honest. This relationship we’ll have in Quintasia needs a firm foundation to work. There must be rules. There has to be.”

“There will be. We win this dungeon. Then we set up in the slum quarter and we work everything out.”

“Slum quarter—you make it sound so nice.”

He hugged her closer. “With the gold Keller and I received for the Speakwood, it won’t be a slum. I told Snitch to spare no expense. If he uses all my gold, I don’t care. We’ll still have Keller’s stash to lean on.”

“I can’t wait. I can’t wait for a night in a proper bed, in a proper house. A decent meal. A—a normal life, I guess.”

“We’ll get there. The worst is over.”

She shook her head. “I can’t believe you actually said that.”

A stirring malevolence teased the very edges of his mind.

“Me either.”

He pushed her away, raising Califire as if the enchanted weapon might have some effect against the psionic monster. “It’s coming,” he said, his voice barely a breath. “It’s coming in hard,” he said louder, his voice filtering over the column.

“Ready!” Keller’s voice came back, crisp and authoritative. “You all know what to do. Those that haven’t been attacked must take extra care. Those that have, we think you’ll be okay but watch for the others. Any that feel anything, any that sense anything strange in their mind should call out and prepare.”

Tamereth grabbed his hand. “Come on. I know what Keller was doing when she took Eve up front, but neither of them succumbed the first time. We need to look out for them.”

Seven hurried after her, the threat growing, fear prickling his neck and sending shivers up him. “Did it attack Sinta and Jez?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

Screams came. Maudlin cries of despair cut through the thickening fog. A soldier walked through the mists, an axe sticking out of his head. A woman screamed as she burned at the stake. A tower appeared, its stones crumbling.

“It’s trying to wear us down!” Tamereth cried as the screams and crying increased.

A rider came, the thump of his horse’s hooves thrumming through Seven. He burst from the mists, hurdling the bridge with a mighty leap. He held his own head out, its neck dripping blood. A man screamed, holding his head and running for the parapet. A woman dragged him back, pulling him to the cold stone and smothering him with a warm hug.

“That’s it. Like that!” Keller wailed, tears streaming down her cheeks. “That’s it! You have value. You are all precious!”

But she looked anything but precious. She was distraught, only holding it together for the others. She slumped down, smashing the stone with her fist. A wraith rose on either side of them. A being so cold it sucked the heat from the bridge with its mere presence. A single, high-pitched note grew from nothing into an ear-splitting scream, then turned into a mournful wail so packed with sorrow that Seven felt the weight of its despair.

He raced to Keller, prone upon the paved floor, slamming her fist into it. “Keller! Keller! It will be okay.”

“No! No, it won’t. They hate me! They hate everything about me! They just love him!” She turned to him, her eyes red, her face a picture of desolation. “It’s always been like that. They don’t love me. What’s to love? I’m worthless.” She wrenched away from him, jumping to her feet and racing for the bridge. Tamereth stepped in front of her. She pulled her fist back and punched Keller straight in the face. A sickening snap saw Keller stopped in her tracks, her legs folding.

“What the hell did you do that for?”

Tamereth caught Keller as she fell, laying her, cradling her in her lap. “She’ll sleep through the rest.” Tamereth stroked her fringe. “Eve!” she screamed, pointing.

The woman stood on the parapet, arms out and ready to jump. Seven raced over, grabbing her as she leaned forward. The girl swung her arms, losing her balance, and Seven pulled her back. She fell into his arms and looked dreamingly up at him. “You saved my life,” she said.

“Don’t worry,” he said, holding her. “I won’t let them get to you.”

“I know they won’t,” Eve said with a devious smile. “Not all the time I have you protecting me.”

Tamereth’s fist streaked across his vision. She hit Eve’s jaw with a strike so crisp it whipped the woman’s head around and she was out for the count before she fell into Seven’s arms.

“I think she was okay,” Seven said.

“But you can never be too sure. I mean, no one would be that low to fake it, would they?”

Seven managed a crooked smile that turned to a wince as he laid Eve on the floor. “Sinta!” he cried. The huntress and Jez held hands, wandering to the bridge like lovers with a suicide pact.
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Quinn chuckled. “I know I shouldn’t say it, the woman being yours and all, but she looked glorious punching those women out. There’s something peculiarly arousing seeing women fight.”

“She punched a few men out, too.” Seven said. He sat on the parapet, his face raised to the morning sun. “That was one long night.”

“Wasn’t it?” Quinn said. “I never thought that fog would go, and I never thought I’d see the sun again.”

“How come it never affected you?”

He touched his finger to his nose. “I could tell you, but then my secret would be out, and I’ll be quite honest. I feel kind of guilty.”

“Guilty?”

“Well, had I known, I might have shared earlier.”

“Shared what?” Keller asked, clicking her jaw back and forward.

“Well, I think it left me alone because, well, it’s a long story.”

Keller looked along the bridge, then back to Quinn, looking deeply into his eyes. “If I’m thinking what I’m thinking and I’m right, you may or may not become my best friend. But if I’m thinking what I’m thinking and you try to lie to me, then we are going to fall out.”

“Are you thinking…” Quinn said, his voice lowered and head dipped.

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking…”

“Well, to avoid us falling out. I can confirm that if what you’re thinking is what I think you’re thinking, then you are likely right.”

Keller retracted. “No wonder it didn’t bother coming near you.”

“What?” Seven said.

“He harvested in dungeon one. He has product. He got through the test because he was too stoned to have any fears.” She smiled. “Ohhh my friend. That was a risky little ploy. What if you’d fallen over to the dark side? Why if you’d had a bad trip?”

“Then I’d have jumped. But it was already too late for me when we came to the bridge. I’ve been chewin’ the whole dungeon. Place was just too horrific for me. It was the only way I could handle it.”

“How much have you got?”

“Enough that I can barely fit my sword, spear and staff in my ring. I had to throw away my buckler. Not that it was a loss.”

“Quinn, you just went right up in my list of people I’m going to be best friends with in Quintasia.”

He grimaced. “You want some, don’t you?”

“Not right now. I mean, I really want some right now, but we have a tower to capture, and I’m not sure I can fight when I’m flying the fun skies.”

“Yeah, I get it,” Quinn said. “But it just takes practice. I went back to dungeon one a few times. Then some prick done ripped it all up and trashed the place. Fucking fool!”

Seven cleared his throat. “That fool might be standing right in front of you.”

Quinn chuckled. “Yeah, I knew that.”

“Not sure Eve is talking to me,” Tamereth said.

“Why?” Keller asked.

Tamereth shrugged. “She was about to jump. Seven saved her. I knocked her out to make sure she didn’t harm herself, and she now thinks it was a little over the top.”

“That’s strange. The others don’t remember you hitting them.”

“Yeah,” Tamereth said, sashaying off the bridge’s end and spinning around. “No one else can remember barring Eve, and those that I’ve told are all thanking me for saving their lives. I wonder how she can remember? Perhaps her dreams weren’t as deep as we thought.” She winked at Seven. “You might want to watch out for her, my hero.” She spun around, walking onto a mud path bordered by lush, green grass. “Unless I’m much mistaken, that’s a refuge just up there.”

Keller darted to her side. Quinn tugged Seven back. “You might want to consider my way. Only, the trouble you’re headed for is better handled a little mellow.”

Seven rolled his eyes. “As if this place and Quintasia weren’t throwing enough at us!”

Sinta grabbed him. “I just heard refuge. You’re coming with me to hunt. We need to talk.”

Seven marched away with her.

Quinn chuckled.


Chapter Thirty-One




The refuge was large enough to easily fit eighteen in. Smoke poured from a stone chimney, poking through a quaint thatched roof. A well offered them a source of fresh water, and if that wasn’t enough, a stream ran around the back. As Seven crossed an unseen threshold, so a legend appeared in his mind.

Welcome, Novice, welcome to the last refuge. You have successfully passed the first two levels of dungeon five. All training weapons carried in storage or otherwise are upgraded to Adept Class weapons in recognition of your near completion of this dungeon. You have one day to regroup until you face the final test.

“Does that mean what I think it means?” Jez asked.

“You think it might be a trick? Please don’t ruin it,” Keller said, then ran toward the lodge. “One whole day?”

“Perhaps I will get some alone time,” Tamereth said, but then stretched. “Strangely, the first thing I want to do is sleep.”

“When was the last time we slept?” Seven asked. “Before the last tower.”

“You slept while you healed yourself,” Sinta said. “I saw you on the ground, burned to a ruin, and I said, he’ll do anything for a sleep.”

Seven pulled her close. “Is that humor? I’ve never heard you joke. You should do it more often.”

“We haven’t had the opportunity. Everything’s been so urgent, and then this! To be honest, I was just expecting another dungeon—in and out in a day. This seems like a lifetime.”

“But one drawing to a close,” Seven said as he realized Sinta had turned. She looked up at him, her lips slightly parted, eyes wide with hope.

“I know you and Tamereth are back together.”

“Yes,” he said. “But we also agreed that you could join us if you wished. Look⁠—”

“I wish,” she said, her words spoken like a shot arrow. He grimaced, and she backed away. When she spoke, doubt riddled her voice. “Is it Eve?”

“No. No. Nothing like that. I want to be sure,” Seven said.

“I’m sure!”

“No, I want to be sure that everything’s on a firm footing. Does that sound right? Or does it sound a bit clinical?”

“Clinical?”

“Sterile…Things got messed up with Tamereth. I need to make sure things are right between us before I…”

She came back to him, pulling him close, her breath on his cheeks. “I want it now. But I understand. I watched you from the first moment I saw you. I broke all the rules; picked the best fruit for you. Filled the bowl and cast Health enchantments so you’d grow strong and survive. I knew. I’d seen the possibility of a future for us. But that possibility blurred and faded often. Our fate is still in the balance.”

“We don’t get out of here?”

“We might not. It’s why I feel this urgency. I don’t want to die unfulfilled, Seven.”

He stroked her hair as she pressed her head against his. “We will not die,” he said. “We’ve come too far. I think I know what I need to do to destroy the elves. It’s going to be hard. I’ll have to study hard and learn magic inside-out.”

“You think you’ve got the answer?”

“It’s Califire. I used my Mana Sight to look inside him. His mana is different. It’s thick, woven strands, not individual particles. It’s their magic—their enchantments. It’s their power, I’m sure of it. It’s darker. More powerful. It’s potent, Sinta, so potent.”

“So we stop fighting and study?” She pulled away again, raising her hands to clasp his neck. “I see it, and I want it. I see you, me and Jez pawing over books in the library. Keller and Tamereth spar together outside.” Her smile was broad as she said her next words. “That is a future worth fighting for. That is a future worth dying for.”

“Yes,” Seven said, barely able to breathe as her lips touched his. It was a tender kiss, filled with love. Sinta was fresh, vibrant, and despite all, so alive. She held back, her kiss hovering on the edge of passion but not transgressing. Her chest pressed against his, but just enough to arouse. She pulled away. “Sort things out with Tamereth. I will wait for the time to be perfect.”

He watched after her as she followed Keller into the hut.

Eve stared at him from the deck, leaning against the porch’s timber upright. She let her gaze linger, then walked inside. Seven wandered around the back, hunting out the stream, hoping its cold water might cool him down.

He came to a shallow river, clean and clear, and crouched down, cupping water and splashing his face. The twist and turn of events stunned him when he looked back on it. The second tower had been intense. He’d been ready to tear it down with everyone inside, but now those same souls made up his team.

When it had come down to it, he couldn’t side against humans, no matter how vile some were. But Geraint’s death—he hadn’t anticipated that. And his hangers-on conveniently dying had been a shock. Was it possible Quinn and his followers had murdered them during the battle? It seemed likely, but Quinn didn’t appear to be the type. Everything he said or did was to survive—even to the point of keeping his head down.

“I thought I’d find you here,” Keller said, and she sat by him. “They stocked the refuge with food and water. There are plenty of beds, and a bathtub out back with a firepit under it. A couple of the girls are filling it, fully intent on a hot, steamy bath.”

“What about you?”

Keller shrugged. “I hadn’t thought that far. Just had a quick look around and came to make sure my man was okay.”

“I’m fine. I was just sitting here thinking how lucky we were. I mean, think back to that time in the cave with Eilm, Diesel, Spitz, and the others. What chance, Kels? What chance did we really have of doing what we did?”

“None. We had none. We were broken, Sev. Broken. We thought we’d lost Tamereth. We aren’t complete without her.”

“No, No we’re not. Sinta wants to join in more.”

“Is that code for jump your bones?”

He chuckled. “I guess. I told her I needed to make sure things with Tamereth were right first.”

Keller laid down, her head in his lap. “You should think with your dick a little more. Things will never be perfect for us, Seven. They just won’t. Even if we get out of here, we’ll have Quintasia—the academy. Trust me, that’s going to be a bucket full of trials. Then there are the elves. They aren’t going away.”

“I think I have⁠—”

“A way to kill them that’s better than Genevieve’s way? Yeah, Sinta mentioned it. But it’s not that. Life isn’t perfect. It never will be. And life with multiple girls is going to be hard too. We’re not love-struck bimbos hanging on your every word. Each of us is us. We’re who we are. And yes, you’re going to piss us off and we’re going to piss you off. We’ll row and fight. We’ll kiss and make up. We’ll do it all.” She rolled over. “And we’ll get through it all. It’s not all about sex, Seven.” She rested her hand on his groin. “Although you feel like you think it is.”

Seven closed his eyes. “That’s because I have you laying between my legs and you head was resting on my…”

“So did you listen to a word I said or were you just picturing me giving you head?”

He grinned as she rolled over and unlaced his pants.

“You know,” he said.

“Oh yeah. I know.” Her hair fell around him as she dipped her head.
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Will hefted a boar onto its back. “You’re a mean shot, so you are.” He nodded at Sinta as he began skinning the animal. “I tell you, Seven, she took out this fella from twenty yards running full pelt through the trees.”

Seven regarded the man. He was one of Quinn’s men. A member of the Darthus Guild, probably. But he didn’t recognize him from around the table that day in the canteen. Quinn had done nothing, just let the fight unfold as he sat eating. Seven had thought that something to do with it being beneath him. He’d thought he was too cool a customer to get involved. But it seemed he’d just been high on the weed he’d harvested from dungeon one.

Will was anything but laid back and had jumped into action the moment the legend had flashed up in all of their minds. He’d sorted the firewood and organized washing parties, fishing parties and a few folks to gather firewood. Quinn had let him do it. He’d had enough of marshaling his people. Will, Seven decided, was more suited to the role of a steward. While Quinn made a good battle sergeant because he saw through all the panic, and for whatever reason, kept a cool head.

“She can make any shot she wants.”

Sinta glanced up, her knife flashing around the carcass, working in perfect tandem with Will. “It was an easy kill. The boar was there to die. It took no prowess.”

Will blurted a laugh. “That’s just modesty right there,” he said. “That boar was pegging it. So, we have pork, and we can cook a broth as they were thoughtful enough to provide a nice iron cauldron. Unfortunately, they were also crafty enough to make sure it wouldn’t fit in my ring.” He held up his hand to display the ring. His shaggy brown hair framed his wind-burned face, and his smile was infectious. He took a step back, letting Sinta scoop out the innards.

“The fish were jumping too,” Jez said, coming back with a brace. “I think Sinta’s right. They swam right into the nets.”

“Well, if Quintasia’s fattening us up for the kill, I’m eating.” Seven wandered into the refuge.

There was no doubt about it. Quintasia wanted them to rest and be as fit and healthy as they could be for the trial to come. A few of the Quinn’s team lay on beds already asleep. Those that were still awake acknowledged him, introducing themselves with a mix of reverence and fear in their eyes. Tamereth had pushed four beds close together and lay on one. Seven wandered over and rolled beside her. Sitting up, he unfastened his breastplate and popped it into his storage.

He rested his head on his hands, sinking into his pillow. “This isn’t far from heaven,” he said.

She turned and snuggled into him. “If only it were a little more private.” She rested her hand on his chest. “We could…”

Seven sighed. “There is that. But you and a bed are a vast improvement on the last few days. I think if Siniman were here, he’d take it.”

“You really looked up to him, didn’t you? How long did you know him for?”

“A morning.”

She tensed. “Just a morning and you treat him with such reverence.”

Seven shrugged. “I suppose some don’t take long to make a lasting impression. So, tell me. That vision you had on the bridge—that man who haunted you—was he the reason you…”

“Went a little crazy?” She laughed softly. “No. I’ve always been temperamental. It’s mostly when things are quiet, or I lack direction. So, on the caravans I was fine. I didn’t have the time to think about things—to let my mind build scenarios that weren’t there. Ragar Furis—that was his name.”

“Was he the lord whose harem you were about to join?”

“No. That was Canis. Canis made me an offer I had trouble refusing. He offered me sanctuary. The sanctuary was from Ragar.”

“So Ragar threatened you?”

“I wish. No, he was much cleverer than that. There were strict rules in my old world. Justice was swift and harsh. You started a fight unjustly; you paid the price. You killed, you died. It was that simple. On the surface, everything was fair. If someone stole, the sheriff stripped them of all they had. If they had nothing, they worked until they’d paid their price. If they murdered, they died. If they maimed, they lost the same limb.”

“An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”

“Exactly. Which all works until you get someone who’s both intelligent and evil. You see, Ragar never crossed a line. He never broke the law. But he did enough that it was only a matter of time until I did, and then he’d have me.”

“What did he want?”

“What all men want. He wanted me, but not the me that I was. He wanted me with him, in his caravan, on my back and in his bed. He wanted to be the big hero, protecting me from monsters. But that isn’t me.”

“So he wanted to look after you.”

“No. He wanted to stifle me. He wanted to keep me for himself. Before he started, I was the life and soul of the caravan. I was friends with everybody, lover to nobody. I wanted to make my money, then get a farm in the middle of the cultivated world and grow grapes or chickens or some such shit. Ragar wouldn’t take no for an answer. His casual enquiries turned to offers of marriage, and when I turned those down, the quiet threats came. He never spoke loud enough so as someone else could bear witness. But he was persistent. Then, one day, the threats stopped, and I thought he’d just given up.”

“But…”

“But he hadn’t. He’d just changed tack. He set out to ruin me. He’d pitch one of my friends against the other in such a situation that I’d have to choose. He’d make sure bad things happened on the caravan, and that I’d be to blame. Worse, though, he did it all without leaving a trace. Everyone thought it was me. No one suspected Ragar because he was the new life and soul of the caravan. He’d risen where I’d fallen.”

“Couldn’t you go to someone?”

“And tell them what? That I had no proof, but Ragar was savaging my life because he loved me and I’d spurned him? Even if I had, he’d taken a wife by then and that’s what he put his change of character down to. Everyone thought he was the happiest person alive. They even wanted to be like him.”

“Couldn’t you change caravans?”

“Why? It was mine—well, I was the second. But he didn’t stop. He framed me for murder, and he did it damn well. He fucked me. There was no way out. They had my knife hanging out of his wife’s corpse. By then he was the most desirable man on the caravan, and I was a desperate, lonely woman.”

“So they thought you’d murdered his wife to get him.”

“The spurned lover, and he played it so well.”

“A death for a death,” Seven said.

“Except there was one get out. If a lord came for me, and he took me for his harem, then he could buy my debt and compensate Ragar. If Ragar had agreed, then I would have gone to Canis’ villa. I would have had no choice. They would have dragged me there in chains. But Ragar petitioned me for himself. He wanted to keep me in his caravan, his slave.”

“So what happened?”

“That was where I was. I was on my way back to the city for final judgement when the elf attacked. My choices were simple: Ragar, death or Canis. The lord was a good man. I’d have had a comfortable life, and in time, my services to him might have become tolerable. But it crushed my world, my dreams, and during those days I accepted it was a man’s world, and I just didn’t fit in.”

“When it looked like I was forcing you to join me…”

“No. It was fun at first. It was different. We were all a gang—part of a resistance against Quintasia. Our backs were up against the wall and we all pulled together. You helped me. You encouraged me to be stronger. It was different. But then, once we’d graduated from this place, those haunting doubts came back. I wondered. I guess the place, the valley—I don’t know. Something clicked inside me and a tsunami of mistrust washed over me. I felt used, abused. I didn’t know what to do, so I did what I’d become used to. I protected myself. I built up my walls. But you kept tearing them down, and each time my old wounds became rawer.”

“If it’s any consolation, I wasn’t sure about the whole thing. But I’m getting there. I know if we get it right, then we’ll be a force to reckon with. I was beating myself up about it. Still am, I suppose. But I’m a Novice at this. I’m not even close to being an Adept at love.”

“Then we’ll learn together,” Tamereth said, and she snuggled closer, her yawn prompting his as they both closed their eyes.


Chapter Thirty-Two




“I can’t believe you two lovebirds are sleeping through the meal!” Eve said, bouncing on the bed. “So I thought, and I asked Keller, so it wasn’t all me. I thought I should wake you, as you’ll miss all the food.”

Tamereth sat up. Her face swiveled toward Eve so slowly Seven feared she might kill her with a death-look alone. She reached out as fast as a viper and pulled Eve close. Eve’s expression flitted between savage and scared. But when Tamereth said, “Do I smell pork? Tell me I smell pork, and I’ll forgive you for constantly flirting with my boyfriend.”

Eve said nothing at first, then a small smile broke. “All my flirting. That’s a lot of flirting.”

“All,” Tamereth said.

“Then you smell pork.” Eve pulled back, rolled off the bed and blew Seven a kiss. “Damn it, I’m back in debt.”

Tamereth pulled Seven to her, planting her lips on his and slipping her tongue in. She pressed herself onto him, sliding her leg over and straddling him. Then, breaking away, she grinned. “No flighty bitch is going to take you away from me and Keller.”

“They won’t stand a chance,” Seven said, pulling her back to him.

“No fucking way. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve eaten? Let me tell you. Too fucking long. That’s how long. I’m going to get my pork.”

Seven pulled his knees up. “I’ll just be a moment.”

“No! You got a boner from that?”

“I got one just laying close to you. The kissing nearly tipped me over the edge.”

She slid off the bed, grabbed his hand, and pulled him to her. “That makes me curiously happy,” she said and led him outside to the fire. Seven adjusted himself.

So far he knew three of the new party by name: Quinn, Eve, and Will. Which left ten strangers. He recognized some and said hello to others but was relieved when he spotted Quinn and Will beckoning him over.

“You go, I’ll grab the food,” Tamereth said, and the minute she ducked toward the pot, Sinta slid in beside him.

“We need to talk about the tower now everyone’s eating. Me and Will scouted as far as we dared, but the lure of a safe zone, a wash, and food beckoned the moment we saw the boar. The tower’s huge, Seven. Like really huge, but the odd—” She broke off. “I’ll let Will tell you too. Jez!” Sinta beckoned the girl over. “You need to hear this.”

Jez reached into her jacket and pulled her pad out. “Ready when you are.”

Quinn looked up. “Good sleep?”

Seven crouched, grabbing a stone and tossing it from hand to hand. “Yeah. Good sleep. Wash, sleep, food—all good. Regeneration and getting your health back is okay, but going without sleep is a killer.”

Sinta sat. “You need sleep to rebalance your internal mana. It helps smooth all out—gets rid of the corruption. Which I know Seven can do with his Mana Cleaner⁠—”

“Mana Cleaner?” Will said, rubbing at his shaggy hair. “How many more tricks have you got up your sleeve?”

“More than my sleeve can hold. The tower?”

He glanced at Sinta. “You didn’t tell him?”

“No, I thought you could. I know very little about…”

“Architecture,” Will said. “Okay, cool, well, this is how it is. It’s a whole different ball game. This isn’t a tower defense.”

“What?” Keller said, handing a plate of piping hot food to Sinta and Jez and keeping one for herself. “You have eaten, haven’t you, Seven?”

“Tammy’s getting mine. Sinta grabbed me.”

“Tammy? She’s talking to Eve. They’ll either end up fighting or best friends. You know what she’s like.”

“Want me to grab you one while you chat with Will?” Quinn asked.

“No. I want you here. Tam will bring it.” He glanced around, wincing when he saw the two girls nose to nose. “Looks tense.” He grimaced. “The tower.”

“Yeah,” said Keller. “How’s it not a defense?”

“Because it’s huge. It’s also nigh on invisible until you cross a certain threshold.”

“But what makes you so sure it’s not a tower defense?” Keller pressed.

“Because there are seven levels, and we saw patrols,” Will said. “There’s no sign of guards and monsters around. Unless we failed to trigger them, or unless they weren’t ready for us, the battle is inside the tower and not out. No pouring boiling oil on them. No sniping from afar. It’s going to be close quarter and dirty.”

“So, testing our sword, spear, staff, and martial fighting,” Seven said.

“We get to clear a level, breathe, and continue,” Keller said. “Seven levels? Is that a coincidence?”

“With my name? No, I don’t think so,” Seven said. “I don’t know how it works, but Quintasia has influence over this place. It alters things. I’m sure of it.”

“Do you think it’s a virtual world?” Eve asked, handing Seven a plate of steaming food.

“Don’t say virtual. They’ll not know that. Do you think it’s real?” Keller asked.

“It’s real. That’s why I don’t get the influence. Unless it’s part of Phillion and under some umbrella like the rest of Quintasia is.”

“But none of that really matters, does it?” Quinn said, sliding another leaf into his mouth. “All that matters is winning. We get to the seventh floor, take it, and we win.”

“So there’s only one question: How?” Jez asked. “Who’s got experience taking towers?”

Tamereth crouched close to Eve. “I’ll scout it from the air. Describe it, though. That might help.”

“Sinta?” Will said. “Tell her. From your gut. Just say what you saw.”

“I’ll try. It looks odd. By odd it resembles the towers we tried to occupy, but it gets thinner. Each level gets thinner. That’s where we saw the orcs.”

“There were orcs?” Keller asked.

“Yes. On the roof of the first level—they were patrolling the second level. Then the third level is smaller again, all the way to the top, which is smallest.”

“Like a layer cake,” Keller said.

“Wedding cake,” Eve said. “Do you know what a wedding cake is, Seven?”

“Not a fucking clue,” Seven snapped and drew a pout from Eve. He winced. “Sorry. The tower? Can we get on with that? Will they attack us as we approach?”

Will shook his head. “Not sure we’ve got any reason to suspect that. The orcs we saw weren’t paying any mind to the outside. I don’t think one of them looked over the battlements. Plus, and Tamereth can confirm this from the air. We’re pretty sure the second level was unguarded.”

“We’re assuming,” Sinta added, “that the second level only becomes active if we get through the first.”

“It’s perfect,” Seven said. “By the time we get through it, Quintasia will have tested everything about us. It’s perfect. It really forces us to get better.”

“So, I repeat,” Jez said. “Anyone know about taking a tower?”

Everyone shook their heads. Jez spun her pencil. “Okay, so we need a formation. We need to bust down doors and storm in. My gut tells me Seven’s fireballs aren’t the way to go. We have to take the tower, not burn it down. While he might be able to use them once we know what we face, we can’t lead with it.”

Califire, who’d been quiet up until then, changed into his mace form and crowed; “He’s got a whole load more than fireballs. He’s got me!” The hexblade then morphed into his double-headed axe. “And I can adapt to any situation, so Seven goes first, don’t you, buddy?”

“I can deal with that,” Seven said. “I’ll be point soaker. Next, we want two side soakers—two swords for any who don’t know. Swords will give us immediate defense. Then two spears. The spears will give reach into the room even if we’re only part way in. Then,” Seven said, getting carried away with himself. “We need something precious in the pocket. Someone who can adapt to any situation. I suggest Sinta. Her magic is pretty new, but it was invaluable in the tower. The job of the soakers is to protect her while she assesses the situation. She can then hatch what magic she thinks is appropriate. Also⁠—”

“Hold on!” Jez said. “I can’t write that fast!” She scribbled furiously. “Right, go on.”

“In front of Sinta and just behind me, we have a replacement point soaker. If I think magic will work, and by magic I mean the only spell I have—fireballs—I slip back in and the reserve takes point. Got it?”

“Got it,” Jez said. “So—side soakers one and two must prefer swords.”

“Well, that’s me and Kels,” said Eve. “That’s us two sorted.”

“Spears? Side soakers three and four?”

“Me,” Tamereth said. “I’ll be no use up in the air until we get outside of the first level.”

“Tamereth and…” Jez looked around.

“Don’t look at me,” Will said. “I’m a staff man. I do brutal and little else.”

“You need Regan. She’s really good with the spear. A fighter too,” Quinn said.

“What about you?” Seven asked Quinn.

“Oh, I think we all agreed that I was more a rear gunner. I’ll slot in if needs, fight if needs, but I like to get an overview and go where I’m wanted.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re playing down your ability to fight?” Seven asked. “I saw you on the battlements. You were good.”

Quinn wagged his finger at Seven. “Good—no. I was effective. But I need my back against the wall. Until them, I’m a little hesitant to come forward.” He grinned. “I was always the peaceful sort.”

Seven took a piece of pork and dropped it into his mouth, chewing away. “This is a fine pig,” he said. “One thing I’ll say about Quintasia, I never ate as well as I have since coming here!”

“Really?” Will said. “So you were a savage?”

“Just poor. Very poor.”

“Well, I find the rags to riches stories very attractive. I think he’s even more delish just because of his poor background,” Eve said.

“If he had a turd growing out of his head, you’d get horny over it,” Tamereth said.

Eve lifted her brows. “Careful. We’re supposed to be besties, remember?”

“Besties fall out occasionally,” Tamereth said, then dropped some boar into her mouth. “But it’s all part of learning what we talked about.”

“Boundaries,” Eve said. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. I have trouble with boundaries. It’s not who I am.”

“Well, be careful with mine. They come with penalties.” She smirked, smiled and dropped another bit of meat in her mouth.

“Glad you two are getting on,” Keller said. “So, we all agreed? Front soakers, back soakers, middle soakers…What do the others do?”

“I’ll arrange them in order; spears, then swords or staffs, all the way to the back. Then we adjust as we get used to it.” Jez scribbled quickly.

“She’s worth her weight in gold, that one,” Will said. “I’ll go hook Regan out and bring her over. You’ll need to meet if she’s going to have a spear that close to your ass.”

“Stay sat,” Quinn said. “Look. Everyone’s settled. We can meet up in the morning. We’ve all got full bellies and tired heads. Let’s sort out a guard roster and then chill.

Jez held up a piece of paper. “Already got a roster of sorts. I thought two would be enough. It’s supposed to be a refuge after all.”

“Two on the deck? Anyone got any objections to that?” Quinn said.

“Just as long as they stay on the deck. We can’t guarantee safety off it. Those were the terms of the original refuge. Can’t see why it would have altered,” Keller said.

“Agreed. I’ll take first watch,” Seven said.

Quinn shook his head. “Na. Na. Ain’t going to happen. You guys saved our butts. You all deserve a rest. We’ll guard you. It’s one thing I’m good at, sitting on a chair and staring at the stars.”

“But—”

“No buts. My choice. Let me do it for you.”

Seven sighed. “Well, if you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”
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A scream ripped through the camp, tearing into Seven’s groggy mind and yanking the sleep from him so violently his whole body stiffened with instant terror as he waited for an attack to land. Within seconds he’d come to, the refuge, the beds pushed together, his girls sleeping by him—waking, rubbing their eyes.

Two cannons sounded, one after the other, so close they shook the refuge.

“What, where?” Keller said, her tone a mix of fear and confusion.

Then silence, strange and oddly out-of-place silence. It was like time waited for something to happen. Seven tried to move, but was frozen, confused, groggy.

Then Eve lunged for the door, ripping it open and vanishing onto the deck. Another scream—Eve’s—and she was back inside, running. Eve was running toward them. Her face was pale, drawn, horror etched into her eyes—fresh horror.

Seven was up. He stood, unsure how he’d got there or what to do next. “What?”

“It’s Will—Will and Regan. Someone, something … must be dead. Gone. Nothing, nothing but blood.”

He barged past her. His legs worked. His mind cleared and Califire manifested in his hand. The enchanted weapon was an axe—single-headed and focused. Seven burst through the door, the cool air of pre-dawn jolting him further to full consciousness. The deck was right—chairs and a table, plates scattered and mugs in clusters around jugs. But something was wrong beyond it. Two chairs lay on their side by the fire pit. Quinn drew by his side, leaped off the deck, and passed him. He stopped by the chairs, looking down, crouching down. Standing and screaming—howling at the fading moon.

“What?” Seven called as he jumped off the deck, his new clarity unwelcome.

Blood glistened in the dawn light—its rippled surface like a pond frozen by time. Seven dropped Califire as he skidded to a halt and fell to his knees. “Animal? Monsters? Who?”

“No fucking monster,” Quinn said, but he wasn’t quite there. His voice was distant. It wasn’t the leaf—he wasn’t high. It was shock.

“Look at the weapons—they dropped around the bodies. The blood where their heads would have been.”

“They had their throats slit. Too much blood. That ain’t no monster. Orc, maybe. Lizardman at a push. But I can’t…” Quinn broke. He walked away. “Someone took them out. Orcs don’t sneak up and slit fucking throats. They don’t have the finesse. They don’t have it. Seven.” He faced him, eyes wide with horror. “This is fucked up.”

Seven had briefly seen Regan. She’d had mousy, blonde hair that fell across her pinched face far too straightly. She’d reminded him of a pixie—eyes wide, probably even in death. That’s why he’d remembered her when Will had picked her out from the crowd. Will—he’d held a torch for her. That much was obvious. Will was a lady’s man—had been. He’d flirted with Sinta. That had pissed Seven off. But the man had been infectious. He’d carried a conversation.

“What the fuck were they doing out here?” he asked, but it didn’t really matter. He stepped forward, like some proximity to the ghoulish, dried puddles would help him understand. They wouldn’t. Nothing would. But who’d done it? Who had killed these two?

“Not so close. Back away,” Keller’s voice pulled him back from his thoughts. She kneeled on the periphery of the dark stains. “There are footprints in the blood.”

“So? They’re dead, Keller.” Eve’s voice cut the tension. Seven didn’t need her attitude. She bit her lip, a sudden change rippling down her like understanding had come and punched her in the gut. “Oh, gotcha.” She kneeled by Keller. “The detective films. Yeah. Eliminate the boot prints and find the perp. Jeez, Kells, ice cold, but well thought out.”

“If we’ve got a killer among us, we need to know.” Keller glanced at Quinn. “Show me the bottom of your boots.”

A kaleidoscope of emotion cascaded across Quinn’s face. For a moment, Seven thought the calm man would flip. He tensed, ready to step in—needing to hit someone, anyone. He picked up Califire. The implied threat was enough to prompt words to spill from Quinn’s mouth.

“You think? Me and Will were best friends. I’d never…Seriously? You fucker? The axe? Really?”

“Just do as she says,” Seven said. Calmness had settled over him. The shock he’d initially felt had gone. The rush of adrenaline waning rapidly as curiosity took over.

“Just what are you accusing me of?” Quinn said. The fight left him too. His shoulders rounded. His eyes drooped. “You want my boot?”

“Just give her the goddam boot.” Seven’s temper came again, the knife edge of emotion he trod precarious at best.

“I think I can eliminate you. I want to eliminate you.” Keller held out her hand. Seven lowered Califire.

“Eliminate me?”

“This one looks like yours. The blood was old. It stuck to the boot, making these ridges. This one here and this here—they’re the ones. They were done when it was fresh. Gimme your boot.”

Quinn dropped to his ass. He tossed her his boot and Keller offered it up to the murderer’s print.

“One size smaller than you—the killer—or killers.” She glanced at him. “Fuck, you got big feet, Quinn.”

“Big feet, big…” Eve said, then tried to swallow her words. “Sorry. It’s just so fucked up I needed to joke.”

“So it is,” Quinn said, mimicking Will. It wasn’t lost on anyone—the rest of them shuffling and murmuring. Some looked at their boots like they had no clue if they were the killers or not.

“It’s a man,” Eve said, her words filled with the authority of someone who wanted to absolve themselves for a previous blunder. “Definitely a man.”

“Unless we have a really big-footed female here.” Keller stood, swiveling and facing the rest of the team. She counted them. “That’s weird.”

“What is?” Seven counted them all as well. “All here.”

“Yeah, but if you’d just killed two of your party, would you hang around?” She held up Quinn’s boot. “Whoever did this is close to this boot size. We’re assuming male, but you would all get in a line and we’ll offer the boot up. Just so we’re sure it’s none of us, we’ll eliminate all of us.”

“Wait, you think it might be one of us?” a man asked.

“Jonas,” Quinn said. “We think it was a human. The stealth shows it. Whoever it was snuck up behind them and killed them—we can’t be sure, but that’s what it looked like. There are no signs of a struggle, and we know you can’t kill inside the refuge. We asked them to keep guard from the deck, but they must have got cold or something. Whoever slaughtered them didn’t bother looting them. There are weapons around them. That tells us that have no rings or already have better gear. This was a human. Keller’s gut says it. My gut says it. Worse, it won’t be just one. It would have taken at least⁠—”

“It’s not one of us,” Jonas said.

Jonas was an odd-looking man. His rat-like face made him look naturally shady, but his large, stick-out ears gave him an almost comical look. Slight in build, Seven doubted he was the perpetrator. Unless his feet were hugely out of proportion. “What makes you say that?”

“Whoever did this carried off the rest of the boar—spit and all. If it was scavengers, they’d have eaten it there and then. They’d have messed the pit up pit. No—” He moved forward. “They killed to get that food. None of us needed it. We’d all eaten our fill.”

Seven skirted the bodies, inspecting the pit with Keller and Eve.

“They ran off that way,” Eve said, pointing into the forest.

Sinta moved forward, crouching and picking up some soil. She crumbled it between her thumb and forefinger. “I’ll follow, but they headed straight for the river. If they knew what they were doing, it’ll take an age to find out where they went.”

“Take Tamereth and check anyway,” Seven said. “We need to make sure. Quinn, Keller, check the boots. Let’s eliminate everything we can. Jez, with me.”

“What about me?” Eve said.

“With me and Jez. Let’s see if we can’t think this through.”

“Like recreate the scene?” Eve asked.

“Like, think it through.” He moved to the deck, arranging three chairs around a table. Sitting, he held his head in his hands and sighed as he looked through his fingers and pulled at his eyes. “What a fucked up way to start the day.”

“Okay, what do we know?” Jez asked, pad and pencil in hand. “Assume it wasn’t us. Who could it have been?”

“Monsters,” Eve said. “I don’t care what the others think. Monsters come in all shapes and sizes. Think back to that bitch Eilm—she could have slit a throat. Drow have stealth. I’m saying monsters, but the stealthy kind.”

“Makes more sense that anything else,” Seven agreed. “This level could have more sentient creatures—drows, wraiths, reapers—I’m saying anything with a knife.” Seven drummed the table. “But my gut tells me it’s not.”

“Why?” Jez asked, keeping her opinion to herself.

“Because unknown to me, Will and Sinta scouted up to the tower yesterday. They reported no monsters—no activity at all. They saw orcs patrolling the tower. That was it. They were sure that the fight would be in the tower, not outside it.”

Eve sat back, crossing her legs and arms, her head angled up and letting the morning sun bronze her pale skin. “Will was certain there were no monsters out there. He knew. He was a hunter. I mean, he helped Sinta with the boar and before that, kept most of us fed. It was why he was so popular. There aren’t any monsters out there. I’ve changed my mind. He wouldn’t have taken Regan out there if he thought the was a chance there might be a problem.”

“Why?” Jez asked, her pencil poised.

“Because he loved her. Everything he did with the other women, with me, even, was to get her attention. You should have seen his face when she agreed to guard duty with him.” Eve cuffed a tear away. “Last night was the night it was supposed to happen. Why do you think we all left them to it?”

“So,” Seven said, slowly. “He wanted to be alone with her.”

“Yeah, and we left him to it. They were the last guard, anyway. Nothing had happened. A few of us stayed up with the others, but when they took over, we all drifted off, pretending to yawn and stuff.” She cuffed another tear away. “Then this.”

Jez pressed her lips together, twirling her pencil as she thought. “Let’s look at this from the murderer’s perspective. They lay in wait, hoping we wouldn’t post guards, or if we did, it would only be a couple. But you all mill about. It’s the first night since entering the dungeon you haven’t been petrified. The groups you entered the dungeon in are all gone—ruined by the slaughter—so new relationships are being formed. The murderer either understood this, or they were patient. They waited. They knew that sooner or later they’d get their opportunity.”

“Not enough of them to attack more than two, but desperate enough to wait,” Eve said. “Or hungry enough.”

“Why bother?” Seven leaned forward and smacked the table, getting up. “I mean seriously. Sinta and Will tracked and killed a boar in a matter of an hour? If you’re that hungry, go hunt.”

“Which tells us our killers can’t hunt. What is the one animal that kills but can’t hunt?” Jez asked.

“Humans…” Seven said.

“Serious?” Keller said, slumping in a chair next to them. “You think there are human mobs out there?”

Seven didn’t answer at first. He ran through everything in his mind, running up blind alleys, retreating, moving back, and thinking again. “Call everyone into the refuge. And I mean everyone. I need answers.”

“What answers?” Eve asked.

“No. No.” Seven ran his fingers through his hair. “I need to think.”

Keller grabbed his arm. “What is it?”

“Something so ridiculous I can’t even say it.”


Chapter Thirty-Three




There had been eighteen, and now there were sixteen. With Seven standing on the bed, his girls in front of him, and Eve standing a little to one side, the gathered group only numbered ten. Quinn headed it, the point soaker of the bunch in front of his four side soakers. Their faces held a mix of emotion, most slack-jawed, others tight. None, though, were prepared for Seven’s opening words.

“That day on the tower,” he said, then nearly stopped himself. “That day Geraint died.” He drew a breath. “Did any of you see him die? Did any see the cannon take him?”

Gasps mixed with incredulity followed his words. A female, broad, feet planted like she would stop anyone, said, “For real? That the best you got?”

“Did anyone see him die?” Seven repeated. His words flat, inviting no other response barring the answer he sought.

“I saw him die,” Tamereth said. “My spear ripped through him. It tore a hole right in him. He fell—fell back. There was no way he survived. I saw his eyes—Sinta got his staff!”

“I know!” Seven said. “I know. But that wasn’t what I asked. Did anyone see him vanish as a cannon blast sounded? That was my question. Think! Think hard. If he’d been hit by part of a fireball. If his flesh had seared from his bone. Would you think he could live? But I did. I survived that and worse. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“What is?” The stout girl asked.

“Could he hunt? Could any of his close friends hunt?”

“Zigger and Guy vanished during the final tower battle. We’d assumed they’d died. Cannons went off,” another man said, his shock of red hair so similar to Red’s—his face not too much different.

“Could they hunt?” Seven repeated his question.

Quinn laughed, but it had no heart behind it. “None of them could hunt. They were too good for it. They left it to others—ordered them to do it. That Star was the worst.”

A woman put her hand up as if asking permission to speak. “Elisa,” she said, giving her name, although no one asked for it. “It can’t be Geraint. He has to be dead. Sinta has his staff. Star must be dead. Tamereth has her wings.”

Tamereth grunted. “Star’s dead. Don’t even think she isn’t. I was over her when she died. I killed that bitch and the cannon sung. There’s no doubting it. No doubting it at all. The pain of these things hatching tells me that. The cannon tells me that. She dead. She vanished. Forget her.”

“So, not Star, but the staff?” Elisa said.

“It’s not soul-bound,” Seven said. He slapped his head. “I know it! I knew it! You gave it to me, remember, Sinta? It told me everything as I held it. Soul-bound stuff doesn’t do that. Sure, you can lend it, but it’ll tell you nothing.”

“Diddly squat,” Califire said. “He’s lent me out a couple of times.” He rose, his axe head spinning around. “I don’t tell them anything. Everything I know is between me and my Partner. If that staff is telling you everything, it’s just a staff. Does what it does, and that’s that.”

Sinta considered their words. “It’s in case the first person to take the tower isn’t suited to the prize. It leaves it open to allow the item to be passed to another. Although it’s hard to see how Star would have handed her wings off through anything but death.”

“A spear through the gut did it,” Tamereth said.

“We’re getting side-tracked,” Seven said. “My first question stands. Tamereth threw her spear through Geraint. He stumbled back, out of sight. Cannons sounded everywhere. Did anyone see him die? Did anyone see him vanish?”

No one said a word.

“The final wave—the dragons. There were two still loyal to Geraint. I don’t recall their names.”

“Zigger and Guy,” Quinn said. “Both made it plain they hated you, Seven. Did they fight during the last wave? I didn’t see them. I just know they weren’t there at the end.”

“Did anyone see them fight?” Seven asked. “Or more to the point, did anyone see them die?”

Everyone looked around, one to the other and back. Shrugs rippled through them.

Seven jumped off the bed, sitting. “We have to entertain the real possibility we are no longer the hunters.”

“Guy slit those Novice’s throats by the troll cave,” Jez said.

“We are the hunted.” Keller looked at each of them in turn. “It changes everything.”

Seven cleared his throat. “If Geraint and the other two are out there, they’ll be trying to pick us off. They’ll attack the weakest—whittle us down. They’ll always be close.”

“But we know now,” Jez said. “We can be one step in front of them.”

“Do you really think he’s out there?” Eve asked.

“I’m sure of it now.” Seven marched to the deck. He looked all around, throwing his instinct and perception out there. He pushed it through the trees, over the river, and on.

“They’re not close,” Sinta said. “Whatever we think of Geraint, he’s not stupid. He’ll pick a spot he can defend. Last night was a combination of desperation and good fortune.”

“He’s hungry. He’s out in the rough. We handled our time out there. He’ll hate it. We have advantages.”

“We have to ask ourselves one question,” Jez said. “What’s his plan for the tower?”

“What advantages?” Keller asked.

“We know he’s out there. We know he’ll be coming.”

“So we can prepare,” Tamereth said.

“We can.” Seven pulled her close. “We can get this tower done, and then we can kick back and relax.”

“We’ll need to change formation,” Jez said.

“Yeah, we need to look forward as well as back. They’ll not enter the tower first—that’s one thing we definitely know.”

“I think you’re wrong. There’s no way he survived. It has to be part of the tower’s defense,” Eve said, sitting on the deck’s edge and swinging her feet. “I think you’re seeing shadows where there are none.”

“What makes you so sure?”

She shrugged. “Could have been an elf—elves wear boots. We don’t know what else is up there. Might be orcs on the first floor. Dwarves on the next. A goblin floor, then one with demons. Who’s to say there isn’t an elf floor? You’re all seeing shadows. Geraint, Zigger and Guy didn’t cross that bridge. The three of them would never have survived.”

“If you’re so sure, you guard the back,” Tamereth snapped.

“Say, bestie, what’s with the tone?”

“It’s just…Look, if he’s out there⁠—”

“He isn’t.”

“Tamereth’s right. If you’re so sure, then you guard the back,” Seven said. “We can’t afford to lose strength up front, but we can’t take the chance he’ll attack from the rear. Formation?”

“We can be tight. There’s only sixteen of us,” Jez said. “We’re assuming it’s tight in there, but it’s a dungeon, so it could be anything inside. We go fluid. Tamereth, you are above the minute we get some space overhead. You have free rein to go where needed. Then we stay the same except Eve’s at the back. I’ll go at the back too, just to keep an eye on things.”

“You sure?” Seven asked, looking Eve up and down in a new light. She appeared to want them to think Geraint was dead. Unless he was seeing ghosts there, too.

Is it possible? he asked himself.

It was. Anything was.

Eve smiled back, but for once, Seven didn’t know how to take it.
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The valley narrowed, its sides losing their green. Slabs of gray slate took over, tumbled, jagged, and erratic. Bluffs jutted like flat-faced sentinels guarding a folly which rose stout and superior. Sinta had been mostly right when she’d said her and Will had spied the white monolith. But its initial appearance was only bait, aimed at drawing them on to a punishing climb. The great white tower had been just in front of them for an age.

“It’s like climbing a mountain; you think you’re over the last ridge and then another steep rise comes along, and the trudge starts over.” Keller planted her staff, pushing on it as she followed the dry riverbed up. “I was sure we’d get there this time.”

“It’s wearing us out,” Seven said. “It’s another test—aimed at Body. It’s testing our stamina.” He leapt from one rock to another, finding the climb easier than the others. He pulled himself onto a jutting rock, standing, not bothering with subtlety. “If he’s following us, I can’t see any sign of him. But the valley twists and turns. He could be hiding then darting up when we get out of sight. See how Jez and Eve are only just coming into view?”

Keller heaved herself onto the rock. “Will you slow down? We haven’t all got Body numbers in their hundreds.”

“Pfft,” he said. “Not even close.”

“Why get Tamereth to linger?”

“Because I’m not sure I trust Eve. Don’t ask me why. Too forward? Too friendly? Something. I don’t know. It’s just a feeling…”

“She’s typical Earth. We’re pushy. It’s who we are. Some of us are brash. Others are quiet. Is she in league with Geraint? I’m not sure she’s that deep. Not sure she thinks that far or that intensely about stuff. I might be way off, and you might be right to be suspicious.” Keller shrugged. “My gut—the one driven by an overly average Instinct score, tells me she’s just a flirt with a bit of an attitude and some character flaw that she’s overcompensating for. But I could be wrong.”

Seven pulled her close. “Perhaps I’m seeing ghosts where there are none.”

“Perhaps. But Tamereth was a good move. I think she actually hates the girl.”

“She’s tolerating her, and that a big deal for Tamereth.” He pulled her around, staring at the tower. “Are we close?”

“We have to be. We’re running out of valley.”

The tower seemed closer. As Sinta had said, Orcs patrolled its first level, marching the battlements which rose in tiers, each much higher than Seven had imagined. Its top appeared out of reach, and his focus only strayed there briefly before returning to the first level.

“It’s close,” he announced. “We are almost there.”

“Instinct?” Keller asked.

“I guess. Look…”

“Yes?”

“I’m okay with it—the whole wolf pack thing. I can do it. I think it’s right. Look at the other teams. Not one of them is still together. They’re not like us. They’re not solid. You, me and Tamereth have a bond. Yeah, it can get shaky. Sometimes it can even look like it’s going to break. But it holds. My bond with Sinta and Jez isn’t so strong.”

“Wait, just because we’ve⁠—”

“I’m not talking about that. I know you. I know some of your faults, your fears, things that make you happy, sad, angry. I have that with Tamereth too. To some extent, I have it with Sinta. But it’s missing the intimacy. Yes, the sex matters. It’s a completion of trust—a very enjoyable one. But one all the same. Me, you, and Tamereth, we’re solid. Sinta and me—I have to get to know her more. Jez, I definitely have to spend some time with. I have plans for both—things we can do together. We just need to get to Quintasia.”

“Then we should get on. Let’s get fighting monsters. It’s what we’re good at.”

They climbed back down, trudging up the last of the riverbed and over the final rise. He stood before the tower in all its white, sparkling glory. A ring of open land surrounded it, dark, slate-gray, layered slabs through which a shallow path cut, leading to a small, arched-top door.

He paused, letting the group catch up. “It’s time,” he said and turned, jumping onto a higher slab. “Huddle up, folks. I want a word before we go in. Most of you don’t know me. Some might think of me as the savage, but I promise you, that is just a name. It’s not me. There are sixteen up us facing seven levels.” He shrugged. “I don’t know if that’s where it all ends. I can’t promise you that. But I do know that I want each and every one of you to reach the top. If there are rewards to be had along the way, then we share them. Look, it’s not going to be easy. My guess is that each level will get more difficult. But, and this is important, I am overpowered. Keller is too. Sinta is growing into her staff, and Tamereth has both her wings and bracers. Jez is becoming the best damn tactician in Phillion. We’re growing. We want you to grow. The tower might rise to the occasion. It might not. But whatever happens, we will protect you. Let us.”

“What about Geraint?” Jonas asked.

Seven pointed down the valley. “Is he there? Is he watching us? I don’t know. What I do know is someone butchered Will and Regan, and it had to be someone who knew them. The evidence points to them not moving, not even fighting. It points to human killer or killers. We must be vigilant. Bottom line: we don’t know who killed them. We just know it was murder. So, stay safe. Keep a lookout. Fight for your lives.”

He stepped back down, facing the tower and hiding his shaking hands.

“You did good,” Keller said.

“That was terrifying.”

“Where I come from, some folks stand in front of twenty thousand people and speak for an hour.”

“What? Are they nuts?”

“You’ve grown, Seven. Not just in power, but in here.” She pounded her heart. “Where it matters, and I love you all the more for it.” She marched away.

“Wait, what? You love me? You must if you love me all the more.”

“Yeah, I love you. Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Well, I love you too,” he said, catching up. “So don’t you let it go to your head.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Just repeat what I say. It doesn’t work. You need to think of your own material.”

“Material?”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s time.”

“Material?” he repeated as he joined the path. “Fight monsters. Yes. Fight monsters. Califire, your best, bloodiest weapon you fancy for close combat fighting, please.”

“You have grown,” Califire grated. “You’ve grown a hell of a lot, like really grown. When we first met, you didn’t even want to kill a wizard. I like to think I’ve made a contribution to that. You just love crushing skulls now, Partner, don’t you?”

“I wasn’t talking about that type of growth,” Keller said.

“What other type is there? You start by sort of accidentally stabbing a wizard, and after a few months, you graduate into bashing their brains to a bloody pulp and ripping their spines out. Now, you can’t get from one to the other without some help and guidance. That’s where I came in. That’s real growth, not the lovey-dovey-oh-you’re-a-better-man-type. The real blood-thirsty, rage-filled berserker we all know and love.”

“Pfft!” Keller said.

“I’m hardly a berserker,” Seven said.

“That’s what I’m here for. You’re still a rough diamond in the slaughterhouse sense, but I’ll polish you up. Might I suggest a pair of spiked war hammers. Now, these aren’t a favorite of many. The spike often sticks in the brain, snagging on your victim’s shattered skull. But, imagine this. A pair of spike war hammers where the hammer in question—vis-a-vie me—retracts the spike automatically, resulting in a clean follow-through, maximum damage and pain, and a very dead enemy. Who’s the man?”

Seven looked at Keller. She inclined her head. “You gotta give it to him. He’s the man.”

“Yeah.” Seven held up his pair of spiked, silver war hammers. “Yeah, you the man.”

“I am, aren’t I.”

Seven marched on, approaching the door. He pulled to a halt. “Positions everyone. Keller?”

Keller morphed into her wolf.

Seven stepped forward.

A picture appeared, glowing red against the rich, iron-braced oak.

A circle held within it two bright dots and a rectangle with random shapes cut out of it as it was part of a wall formed from interlocking stones. A third circle surrounded the jagged rectangle.

“What the hell is that?” Seven asked.

“You’re the one with the outrageous Mind number,” Keller said. “You solve it.”

Eve barged her way to the front. “A puzzle, eh? I was always good at solving these.”


Chapter Thirty-Four




Eve stood close to the door, so close she blocked most of the glyph from the others. “Hmmm,” she said, tapping her lips. “We have the one circle. Within it are two dots.”

“A colon?” Keller ventured.

“I don’t think so. It’s not a sentence, so grammar’s out. Occam’s razor tells me⁠—”

“Occam’s what?” Seven said.

“It’s an Earth theory that the simplest explanation is always the correct one. Or something like that. So, assuming that the two dots are a simple numeric system and represent the number two, it’s not unreasonable to think the circle is a bigger dot and is the number one.”

“Two inside one,” Keller said. “Strangely, I can see that.”

“Two in one,” Eve said. “It’s actually two in one. If I’m correct, it says…”

“Says what?” Seven asked.

“Say I have solved it. What do I get for doing it?” She puckered her lips. “Just one? Surely you can spare one?”

“It says two puzzles in one,” Tamereth said.

“No, I don’t think so,” Eve countered. “I think you’re right, but it actually means first level, two tests. The first test is a puzzle.”

“Two puzzles in one,” Tamereth announced.

The glyph vanished.

The door creaked open.

“Not sure you’re my bestie anymore,” Eve said.

Tamereth smirked. “Nevertheless, I don’t think I’d have got there without the two-in-one. We had similar puzzle pieces on the caravans. Put them together and they made various castle pieces.”

“What the hell?” Keller said, poking her head in. She backed out, looked at the tower, then looked in again. “Is it me, or is it bigger on the inside than out?”

Seven peered in. “Yeah, looks that way. I’m point soaker. Me and Califire first. Let’s see what we face. But remember—Eve and Jez are at the back. Keep those eyes peeled. If Geraint’s out there, he’s getting a free pass behind us and there ain’t a damn thing we can do to stop it.”

Seven stepped in, loitering in the doorway as his eyes got accustomed. Keller was right. A vast hallway lay in wait. It was much taller than it should have been, reaching fifty or sixty feet up to numerous windows. Random angled shafts of blinding white light criss-crossed the room. As he stepped forward, the shards moved, lighting different slabs, passing through one another. Making no sense at all.

“Like some way-out metal gig’s light show,” Keller said, and Seven knew better than to question her.

He took another step forward, treading on an illuminated flagstone. It vanished from under him. He screamed as he fell toward a black abyss. Keller grabbed him, holding him over the edge. “Fuck, Seven, you don’t just walk into a tower climber. Someone help me pull him back.”

Tamereth grabbed him. “Nearly lost you,” she said, yanking him into her arms.

“Do I deserve a kiss for that?” she asked, mimicking Eve’s voice.

“Very funny,” Eve said, muscling herself to the front. “Right, all puzzles in a tower climb are designed to test one or two attributes. I played enough. Keller sounds like she played a few. Someone, a spear, please. Let me show our point soaker how to do it.”

Tamereth offered her a spear, then thought better of it and took one from behind. “Have this one. It’s one of those upgraded training ones.”

Eve gave her a look, then shrugged. “Any will do. So, first impression is that the stones bathed in light will give way.” She prodded one, and it vanished. “See? Whereas those not bathed in light are solid. But the issue is, every time we cross further into the room, the lights all change. So, while we could have been standing on a dull stone, as soon as Seven moves, we have to watch out and get ready to jump.”

“You got all that from one stone falling away?” Seven said, looking at her in a new light. Just as his suspicions had grown, so she swept their foundation away. She was being too helpful to be a traitor. Or was she? Surely if she was in league with Geraint, then he’d need her to get the floors cleared so he could march straight in.

“Once you’ve done a few of these, they’re all just variations on a theme.” She tapped a dull stone. It stayed where it was. She tested an illuminated one, and it fell into the unseen chasm. “Proof enough?”

She tossed the spear back to Tamereth. “You need to let everyone know when you’re moving. You move—I’m guessing cross a row—and the lights move. Some of them will have to jump fast. Got it?” She pouted. “That’s two you owe me.”

Seven’s heart quickened a little as he imagined kissing her. But the thought was unwelcome—a complication he didn’t need. It was there, though. There was no denying that. She brushed past him, her slow wink making his heart quicken further.

“A spear please, Califire.” Seven waited for the enchanted weapon to change. “Are we all ready? If the light falls on your stone, jump for the closest that isn’t. Try not to get separated but move as fast as you can. Ready?”

A few nervous murmurs answered him.

“Okay, on three. One, two, three.”

Seven stepped forward, the blinding light shafts all shifting. His flagstone stayed dark. Scrambling came from behind. A scream. Another. A grunt and a groan and the grating sound of sliding. He spun around to see Jez pulling a man onto her stone. He sat on the edge of the flag, wiping sweat from his brow.

“It just vanished from under me,” he cried. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“Heric!” Jonas said, hopping from one dark stone to another. He offered the man his hand. “Come with me. We’ll take stones close. If one gets lit, we jump toward the other. If both go, we jump to the closest. Got it? We can do it—do it together. I’ve got decent Dex. I’ll help you.”

Heric rose. “Yeah. Got it. Sounds better.”

“Any others want to buddy up, now’s the time to do it!” Keller said.

Seven waited while they all sorted themselves. “All set?” he asked.

“Set,” Eve said.

“One, two, three!” Seven jumped onto a dark tile. The shafts altered. His tile illuminated. He jumped again, but forward instead of sideways. As he sprang, the stone under him vanished, lessening the power of his leap. Reaching, he cried out, clattering onto the stone and rolling close to another lit stone. Unable to stop himself, the stone vanished, and he nearly fell off the other side. He reached out with Califire, and the enchanted weapon turned into a hook and grappled at the stone. He pulled himself on just as a long scream faded to silence.

He sat. “Who was it?” he asked.

“Why did you jump twice?” Tamereth said, her voice ice-cold. “You could have killed us all.”

“My flag lit up. I jumped to the first available! Who fell?”

“Jonas did,” Heric said. “He pushed me when our slab lit up. He pushed me to safety.”

Seven held his head in his hands. “Barely a couple of rows in and we’ve lost a good man.”

“I’ll go first,” Keller said. “Old Redeye has better dexterity than you.”

“Old Redeye is too big,” Sinta said. “I will fare better. I am nimbler than Seven. I am used to twisting and turning as I hunt. I can lead. Let me do it.”

“Leading’s the easy part,” Eve said. “Seven should lead just fine, but he’s not using his advantages. You have high Instinct, yes?”

“It’s my best.” He pressed his lips together, his rage rising. “Jonas! Fuck!”

“Let’s not lose anyone else, eh?” Keller said. “Anyone got any solutions?”

“I think I might have,” Sinta said. “Mana powers this place. I’ll bet the magic is within the slabs. As the magic moves from slab to slab so it draws the light. The light doesn’t move, but it is attracted to different places. As you move forward, you should be able to see where the mana will bloom. It might give you a moment extra to move and make sure you hit a stone that won’t light.”

“Let me try,” he said.

Seven sank into his Mana Sight. The illuminated flags shone with vibrant green and without the confusing rays, they appeared just like a randomly checked board. The darker ones simmered, their color much tamer, dull green, almost powdery.

“Okay, I can see it all quite clearly now. Get ready. I just want to try something. On three, but don’t jump unless the lights change.”

He moved his hand close to the next row. A thin wall of agitated mana sprang up all the way along it. Some of the darker slabs became slightly brighter. He withdrew, and the wall vanished. He looked behind him and repeated the movement. This time, he could clearly see what slabs would change and what ones wouldn’t. He could also see the silhouettes of those standing on the ones that would change.

“Okay,” he said, dropping out of his Mana Sight. “Sinta was right. I can see a load more using my Mana Sight. This is what we do. We can get three onto a slab at a push. That’s five slabs. Me and my two side soakers go on slab one row one. Then we group four more rows back. As I break the plane, so it’ll tell me what rows have to move and where. You move and then I move. Once the light moves, each row that is out of position moves back to the correct row behind me. Got it?”

“Let me organize the groups,” Jez said.

Seven fell into a crouch. “We should have thought of this before.”

“I might have been able to fly down and get him,” Tamereth said. “But by the time I thought about it, he’d already gone.”

“It’s too late for ifs and buts,” Keller said. “We’ll lose more before this is done. We just have to minimize the losses.”

“Which we’ve just done,” Sinta said.

“Which of you two with me?” Seven asked.

“Forget the formation,” Keller said. “Take Tam and Sinta. Two spears. I’ll be right behind. If these fuckers throw anything more at us, we’ve got to be ready.”

Jez barged her way in. “I take it you have one spare. Whoever it is goes in row two just after you. Got it?”

“Got it,” Seven said. “I suppose the advantage of this is that if Geraint is coming for us, he’ll have to do this too.”

“Unless it doesn’t reset,” Keller said, and stepped back onto row two.

“All set?” he called and sank into his Mana Sight, breaking the plane and turning around. “Row three! Step to the left one slab. Your left as you’re looking at me. Row four, the same.”

He waited until the shadows moved, then studied his options. If he stepped either straight forward or to his diagonal left, then the light shafts would catch him out. A move diagonal right was the only way. “Okay, we should be good.”

He moved. The light swapped, shuffling its influence on the stones. No screams came from behind. “Everyone good?”

“All good!” Eve cried.

“Right, move up into position,” Seven said, knowing it would be a laborious task, but at least they’d get there.

They moved forward one row at a time, eventually coming to a door. They lost no one else. Another glyph sprang into life. It burst vibrantly from the door, another circle with two dots in the middle and a pair of crossed swords encompassed by two more circles.

“I think we can safely say we’re in for a fight,” Keller said, but the door didn’t open.

“I think you have to say it correctly,” Seven said.

“I didn’t want to say it right until we were all ready. Arm yourselves, folks.”

“Remember your positions!” Jez said.

“Okay, everyone, let’s do this.” Seven held Califire up. The enchanted weapon turned into a mace.

“First level. Two tests. Second test, a battle.

The door creaked open, bright sunlight streaming in.

Seven threw his Perception forward, but he understood. He knew exactly where he was. His anger came, born of Jonas’ loss, and through it, he sought his retribution. With a deep-throated shout, he burst onto the terrace, Califire back and primed, sweeping through the air. The closest orc faced him just as the spiked war hammer connected. His skull bowed and shattered, but the orc was already dead, the retractable spike piercing its brain and killing it instantly. Seven powered forward, kicking off the battlements to swing again. The war hammer came down from its lofted position right onto the next orc’s helmet. Seven drove it down with absolute fury, refusing to let the orc interfere with his swing.

Tamereth took to the air, sending her spear into the orc throng time and again as Jez shot arrow after arrow and Keller tore the stunned creatures to shreds. Old Redeye’s thirst was insatiable. Sinta used her magic sparingly, finding little use for it apart from imbuing Jez’s arrows and giving Tamereth’s spear some extra power. Hers was a manipulative magic, and she hadn’t enough time to understand how it could help. Soon, the battle was done and all the orcs lay dead.

Seven dropped to his haunches, breathing heavily despite his numbers. His high Body score couldn’t rinse the adrenaline from him. It couldn’t tame his anger. It could only fuel it when he needed it most.

“That’s one done,” he said. “One out of the way.”

“I wonder what’s next?” Keller said, changing back.

Congratulations! You have occupied Level One of Tower One. You are each awarded ten Dexterity points. All hail Quintasia!

“So that’s how it will make us stronger,” Seven said.

“Six Attributes,” Keller said. “I wonder what the seventh floor is for.”


Chapter Thirty-Five




A single ring glowed upon the second door. Within it, a dot sat next to a set of steps. Seven approached it, and the steps turned into dancing flames before changing into a pair of rectangles, one inside the other. He reached out, and the rectangles returned to the flames.

“One test,” he said. “One test ever-changing?”

Eve drew by his side. “You fight like a demon.”

“I fight like I have to fight. I have no choice. I already let one of you down. I can’t do that again.”

“It’s not all on you,” she said softly, touching his shoulder. “We must look after ourselves as well.”

“But Jonas…”

“Jonas was a good man. He chose to save Heric. You didn’t tell him to sacrifice himself.”

“No, I didn’t. But I made the mistake in the first place. I jumped twice.”

All the while they talked, the glyph cycled through various drawings. Each punctuated by fire. There were steps, a passageway, what looked like a round hole, a room, a door. Each ended in flames until the final one displayed the figure three.

“So what is it?” Seven asked, changing the subject. “What’s the test?”

“It’s a trap,” Keller said. “We have to pick our way through a maze of some kind. But if we pick wrongly, flames consume us.”

“Charming,” Eve said, “but I agree. We must tread carefully.”

“How do we know?” Jez said. “If there are two identical passageways, how do we know which to take?”

“Anyone got any actual experience with towers?” Seven asked, but no one responded.

“On Earth, we had these games,” Keller said.

“But you didn’t die if you got it wrong.” Tamereth moved closer to the door. “I wonder if it’s a sequence we should follow.”

“We died, but not in real life. I’ve told you before, it’s hard to explain. But there will be clues. We just have to understand them.”

“I want Jez at the front this time. Anyone spot any sign of someone following us?”

“No one’s on our tail,” Quinn said. “But I do know one thing. If he is following us, he can do it at his leisure. The light shafts stayed off. We could have walked right through.”

“So, only one of us needs to do it?” Seven asked. “Only one of us needs to complete the maze?”

“Can we trust that?” Keller asked. “What if it remains on until all of us are through the door? I say we don’t leave anyone behind.”

“I agree. Anyone left behind gets it anyway,” Eve said. “We all know that.”

Seven decided not to comment. It was probably an Earth thing.

“Okay, I’ll step in and use my Mana Sight. It should detect what’s real and what isn’t.”

He walked through the door. A corridor confronted him. Even with his Mana Sight on he could see it was made of fashioned stone with a similar flagged floor. But that was where the similarity started and finished. Mana billowed from the floor, tearing up the sides like the entire passageway was on fire. It spidered across the roof, hunting escape. But worse, its proliferation blinded Seven’s senses. It stifled any ability he had to see a difference. There was just too much. He tried harvesting some. He tried manipulating it. But it overwhelmed him.

“I can’t see anything but the mana,” he said, snapping out of it. “There’s too much. It spills everywhere.”

“Because it powers the whole level,” Sinta said. “The magic it needed to move the stone is unbelievable. I think this task falls to me.”

“How?” Seven said.

“I can sense the stone. I can feel its pressures, its friction. I must guide us through.”

“Are you sure?” Keller asked.

“I’ve only ever been surer of one other thing.”

“What?” Eve craned her head around. “Do tell.”

Sinta turned away. “I’ll tell Seven if he ever asks.”

“Oh, he’ll ask alright. I’ll badger him until he does. Don’t you worry about that.”

“Eve,” Seven said, blushing. “Let Sinta focus.”

Sinta slid to the front. She pushed her spear out, tapping the walls, floor and ceiling. Once satisfied, she moved in a step. Then another. Seven switched from his hellish vision of the flaming mana to Sinta carefully walking down the stone corridor.

Mana lamps illuminated the way, casting dancing shadows all about. The party fell silent, just the constant tapping of Sinta’s spear breaking the tension. Then she stopped, and she turned. “The passageway ends here. I must have missed something. We need to go back.”

“Not sure that’s an option,” Keller shouted from the back.

Seven turned. The passage had vanished, widening to a circular courtyard with a well in the middle. A pack of humanoid-wolf-like creatures faced him, spears in hand, rags hanging from their broad shoulders.

“Gnolls,” Eve said. “Fucking gnolls. They’ll take no prisoners. Everyone, fight for your lives.”

Seven didn’t hesitate. He conjured a fireball, aiming it straight for the leader, then racing after it. Califire kept his spiked hammer shape, rising as Seven wielded him one-handed. A terrifying roar came from his side as Keller bounded close to him, fangs bared and claws out. The leader went down, screaming as Seven’s flames consumed him.

More gnolls rushed in. Tamereth joined the fray. Jez slashed with her swords, the range too short for her bow. The others fought in pockets, the battle soon deteriorating into a dozen or so individual fights until the gnolls filled the courtyard, surrounding them.

Their snarls ripped through Seven’s gut as he killed one after the other. But it quickly became clear it was hopeless as the gnolls pressed them against the well. Sinta stared into it, unsure of what she saw. “It’s the well!” she cried, making up her mind. “I’m sure of it. We need to climb down the well! It’s the way out!”

Heric jumped on its wall, his shirt stained red with blood. Sinta cast a heal, then pushed him in. “Wait at the bottom,” she cried as Heric descended steadily. “It’s some sort of magic platform!” She whipped around, casting heal after heal over the fighting throng. “Who’s next?”

A woman broke off, jumping onto the well wall. A knife flashed through the air, thudding into her back. She fell, her scream choked off by the thud of her fall. Sinta threw a heal down the well’s shaft.

“We can’t hold!” Quinn shouted, the cacophony of battle nearly drowning out his words.

“Get them into the well,” Sinta cried, jumping onto the wall and desperately looking around.

She closed her eyes as Quinn shoved the fighters over as fast as the battle would allow.

“Get ready everyone!” Sinta cried as Quinn vanished into the well.

Then Tamereth and Jez were by her side, Seven and Keller still holding their ever-shrinking position.

“What are you going to do?” Keller screamed.

“Pull the ceiling down on their rancid heads,” Sinta snarled. “In the well, all of you!”

Seven jumped to her side, standing on the parapet. “Do it!” he said. “Do it!”

“No, you go!”

“No, I’m not leaving you!”

She growled in frustration, then yelled. The cavern’s ceiling cracked and heaved. Seven sent fireballs across the baying gnolls, setting them ablaze. A deafening crack rang out as the ceiling caved in, the colossal stone slabs crushing the gnolls. Seven bundled Sinta into the well, the tumultuous thump of stone crushing the parapet following. They crashed to the ground, quickly on their feet.

“That was fucking intense,” Seven said, helping Sinta up. “Where the hell are we now?”

They all stood on a stone circle, mirroring the courtyard above. Four sets of steps led upward to four identical doors. Each had a glyph inscribed on it. The first was a blazing sun spreading warmth with its yellow light. A skull looked out from the second, sinister, glowing silver against the oaken door. Upon the third was a raging fire, its red flames spitting and crackling. A waning moon graced the fourth, its subtle glow drawing gasps from some of them, but fearful whimpers from others.

“What a devilish choice,” said a woman. “The obvious one is always certain death.”

“What are we thinking?” Jez asked and then listed the glyphs. “As sun, a skull, fire and a waning moon. Which are most likely to lead to our death by flame. I’ll go first and say the flaming door is clearly a trap. We discount that. No looking into it too hard.”

“But you can’t set fire to fire,” said a man. “So, if we’re avoiding things that might burst into flame, then flame is one of them.”

“Don’t be a prick,” Jez said with an unusually foul tongue. “I said don’t look too deep. That’s what these riddles try to do. They try and trick you. Behind the flaming door is death by flame, just as the entrance glyph warned us about.” She looked around. “Give me another to eliminate.”

“The sun,” another said.

“But doesn’t that bring life?” Tamereth asked. “We always worshiped the Goddess of the Sun. It went without saying that she was bountiful and kind.”

“But fire’s hot and the sun’s hot.”

“Not in London, it wasn’t,” Keller said with a sneer.

Jez made to say something, but before she could get her words out, another voice rang out. That of Quintasia itself.

“To paths are clear, to doom they go,

One shines bright, but deceives below,

In the shadows lies the key to life,

Where light misleads and flame brings strife.”

“Okay, that makes it easier. Two paths are clearly wrong. Well, you don’t get much clearer than flames and a skull. The skull is death, no two ways about it,” Eve said.

“One shines bright but deceives below,” Sinta said. “That could be either the moon or the sun.”

“It can’t be the sun. The sun is basically a big ball of flame.”

“But,” Sinta continued. “Remember the moon in dungeon four? Remember the village? It was called Moonlight.”

“She’s got a point,” Seven said.

“Okay. First things first. We discount the flames and the skull. Anyone got a reason why we should keep the skull?”

“It’s the sun,” Keller said. “Eve’s right. It’s a ball of fire.”

“I think it’s the moon,” Tamereth said.

“Because Eve thinks it’s the sun?” Jez asked. “Is that your reason?”

“Might be,” Tamereth said, and blushed.

“The sun is a red herring,” Keller said. “It promises life, promises warmth, but this task is all about fire. If we get any choice wrong, we burn. The moon doesn’t burn. If anything, it’s a choice between the skull and moon. I’d go with skull, but the poem makes it clear two are obvious traps. And that and the flames are the only two obvious ones.”

“I agree with Keller,” Seven said. “The sun can burn you if you stay out too long in it. It has to be the moon glyph.”

“What does your Mana Sight say?”

Seven sank into it. Mana licked up each door. He could see no discernible difference. He shook his mead. “I can’t tell.”

“Then we vote,” Jez said.

“No,” Seven said. “You’re forgetting my Instinct score. It tells me it’s the moon. I’m willing to bet my life on it. We go moon.”

“Anyone violently object?”

“Not if he goes first,” said Heric.

Seven raced up the steps. “I choose you!” he cried, and the four doors opened.

Flames burst from the other three, but only moonlight came from the moon door. “I think we’re good,” Seven said. “Although it’s a bit creepy through there, and it looks like it’s the dead of night.”

Keller poked her head through, immediately changing into Old Redeye and howling. “The terrace,” she said in the unnerving way she did when she talked so normally in wolf form. “Be another fight. Weapons everyone!”

Seven and Keller raced onto the terrace, pausing briefly until the clatter of enemies erupted and dozens of sword-wielding skeletons rose from the stone.

“Not much meat on them,” Keller observed as she leapt for the closest, shoving it over with brute force and ripping its ribcage apart, then snapping its spine.

“A straight-up hammer I feel,” Califire said. “Your feelings, partner?”

“Blunt is good,” Seven said and went in swinging.

Sinta held back, her magic and spear quite useless, and Jez hesitated, torn between her bow and her sword. “Both are useless,” she said as Eve flew past her, staff in hand.

“Staff!” Eve shouted.

“She’s not wrong,” Tamereth said, her staff primed and ready for a strike. “For once.”

“Staffs everyone!” Jez screamed. “Get smashing!”

Seven plowed through the rising ranks of the skeletons, the battlements bathed in moonlight. Califire rose and fell with devastating efficiency. Keller, by Seven’s side all the while, ripped the skeletons apart with ease.

Then the moon faded, and the sun rose, and warmth bathed them as the white bones turned to dust and no more skeletons rose.

Congratulations! You have occupied Level Two of Tower One. You are each awarded ten Instinct points. All hail Quintasia!

Seven approached the next door, but Keller, back in her human form, pulled him back. “Wait. Let them rest and regroup. You’re the leader here. You need to lead, but you must also be aware not everyone has your Strength or Body, and none have Califire. They were pounding those skeletons with their staffs. They need rest. Sinta has some cold food.”

“But we’re only two levels in.”

“And we won’t get to three if they don’t rest. Besides, don’t you want to double back and see if anyone’s following us?”

Seven took a breath. “You’re right. Trouble is, I’m no leader.”

“Yes, you are. You’ve really grown into it. You’ll get better. Just recognize, leading isn’t all about being at the front and killing the most. It’s about forming a team—something they haven’t had. Now, go learn some names and thank them for their help.”

“You should be leader,” he said.

“Pfft. I can say the words, but I’d never put them into action. I’d sulk the minute someone stepped out of line.”

He cupped her cheek. “No, you wouldn’t. You’d be perfect. You’ve grown a lot, too.”

She bit her lip, letting a smile glint across her face. “Perhaps.”

“I’ll work my way back to the door. Meet us there.”

Seven approached Heric. “Good work there, Heric. See, you aren’t the coward you think you are.”

“Eh? I don’t think I’m a coward. Do you think I’m a coward? Am I a coward?” Heric scrunched up his face.

“Err…that’s…” Seven stammered.

“Coward means something different in his land,” Eve said, steering Seven away. “It means a man who has fears and still…err…stands firm. Yes, stands firm. That. So, this is Anya. She bashed a load of skulls.”

“Thank you, Anya,” Seven said, feeling like a fish out of water as Eve introduced him to a few more of the team.

Quinn chuckled when it was his turn. “Don’t bother. I know you’re useless at the cozy talk.”

“Not useless, Quinn,” Eve said. “Just inexperienced. Just like he is with women.”

Seven blushed, relieved to see Keller by the door. “I gotta go. Going to check behind us.”

“I’ll come,” Eve said.

“Be better with me and Keller. Less noise. If someone’s following us, we don’t want them to know we know.”

“Why?” Eve asked.

“Because we’ll need to spring a trap.”

He slid away, relieved when he was alone with Keller.

“She’s all over you like a rash. You might trust her, but I’m not sure I do.”

“Well, we’ll find out if she’s playing both sides. I’ve just told her what we’re up to. If she’s with Geraint—if Geraint’s even alive—then she’ll want to warn him.”

“Crafty,” Keller said. “See, we will make a leader out of you.”

They slipped back through the door, both crouching at the top of the steps. The dome-shaped cavern was silent, the runes long extinguished. He signaled Keller forward, tiptoeing down, waiting at the bottom, then edging under the bottom of the well. They waited. They listened. He shook his head, and she shook hers.

Retreating, they were soon back on the terrace. “Anything?” Eve asked.

“No sign of anything,” Seven said. “I think I’m chasing ghosts.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Geraint’s dead. They all are. Good riddance.”

Tamereth grabbed him. “Come on, I’ve got you some food.”

Seven settled down with the girls, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Eve.

“You’re gawping,” Tamereth said, slapping him.

He grabbed her hand, leaning in. “No, no look. Why’s she holding her sword up like that?”

“Like what?” Tamereth said. “Oh, like that.”

Seven switched his gaze from the moon to the sword. “We never saw Geraint because he hasn’t come yet.”

“You can’t be sure she’s signaling,” Keller said. “Looks like she’s got something in her eye.”

“I can’t be sure she isn’t, either,” Seven said as Eve sheathed her sword.


Chapter Thirty-Six




The door’s rune glowed an insipid pale yellow. It had one ring, one dot, and one picture. It was a triangle, but one with dozens of rotating rings one moment, forked lightning the next. Seven stood before it, both refreshed and confused.

The rest had done his body a good turn, but not his mind. Eve consumed him when his focus needed to be elsewhere. He wanted to confront her—to ask her outright if she was a traitor, if Geraint was alive, or if the bastard was haunting him from the grave. He needed to know but understood that asking was fruitless. If she was a spy, then her outrage at being accused would be second to none. If she wasn’t, it would be the same. Whatever he thought of her, she was a damn fine actor. No one had that much self-confidence unless it was a projection to mask a flaw.

“What do we think?” he asked.

“Think?” Keller said. “I don’t need to think. I had family in Oklahoma. That is a twister, and the other is lightning.”

“What’s a twister?” Seven asked.

“A storm so violent you think you’ve died and gone to hell. It’s a vortex that touches the ground and rips all away. If this is all to prepare us for the elves and they have magic like this, we’re well and truly screwed.”

“You think it’s just weather?” Tamereth said. “Weather isn’t so bad. We can just find a cave to hole up in and that will be that.”

Keller made a sound like a squeaky hinge. “Remember when we discussed the fighting and decided that each tested a certain attribute? Staff was Mind—remember?”

“Yeah,” Tamereth said. “What are you getting at?”

“Well, what’s this test for? The last was Instinct. The first was Dexterity. So, in theory, we know it’s not a test of the mind or reflexes. It’s unlikely to be Body, as that must be poison or something like that. Magic? Mind? Or is it Strength? Those are the four we have yet to do.”

“Your math doesn’t work out,” Eve said, butting in. “Six Attributes, Seven levels.”

“My math works out fine,” Keller snapped. “Six Attributes, six levels, some kind of special hell for the seventh. So, the question stands. What kind of attribute do we need to get through a storm?”

“I say Mind,” Seven said. “The ability to work out where shelter is and when we need to run. The knowledge the storm might break.”

“Or the twister might turn,” Eve said. “My thinking too, Seven.” She folded her arms under her breasts and pushed her cleavage up. “We might get to shelter together.”

“Or you might not,” Tamereth snapped.

“I think Strength,” Keller said, changing the subject. “You need strength to resist the wind. Strength to battle the twister.”

“Sinta?” Seven asked. “If it’s weather…”

Sinta stood on the edge of the group. She’d been deep in thought since they’d approached the door. “You think this natural weather or some wizard-hatched storm?”

“Good point,” Keller immediately said. “The twister could be some kind of vortex, and the lightning could be fire bolts. Might be a wizard we face and a test of Magic.”

“Then we should plan for both,” Jez said. “Either way, Sinta and Seven are key this time. If it’s Magic we need, they both have it, and Seven’s Strength number is way above anyone else.”

“How can we plan when we’ve no idea what the level is like?” Eve said, and it was a fair point. “If it’s weather, it’ll be outside. If it’s a wizard, it could be either.”

“It’s simple,” Seven said. “I scouted back and saw no sign of Geraint or the others. So, we focus our fighters at the front, and we shepherd the others through. They do as we say, when we say it. If it’s a storm, we try to find something to bind us together—some form of rope.”

Jez shrugged and put her pad away. “Yeah, that’s about as much as we can plan. I’ll admit defeat. But if we get respite, we revisit.” She glanced at Eve, then back at Seven. “Are we sure no one’s following us?”

“Absolutely positive,” he said, which drew a faint smile from Eve.

“Then let’s get on,” Keller said, all business-like. “I can picture a nice fire. Us all sitting around it. Snitch has done a fine job on our guild house. We have beds. We have sofas you sink into. Five more levels and all that’s ours.”

“Does it have a bar?” Tamereth asked. “Only I fancy getting drunk.”

“Totally wasted,” Keller said. “We get obliterated.”

Seven had a good idea of how drunk that was. “I think I’ll join you.”

“I know you will,” said Keller with a sly wink. “Might even let Tamereth play at the same time.”

The thought made him wish they were already there.

“Room for three?” Eve said, and rather make the thought better, she totally ruined it.

“One trail. Thunder and lightning,” Sinta said, and the door opened.

Seven poked his head through the gap, then stepped in. Califire immediately changed from his favored axe into a staff. “Well, this looks like a walk in the park,” he said.

“Not quite,” Keller said, bounding in. “But it certainly beats a stuffy old tower.” She stretched, her claws raking at the mud and flint path. “I’ll be honest, it looks a beautiful day. I don’t see any hint of a storm.”

“How can this be?” Sinta asked. “It’s just not natural. We are in a tower, yet we are outside. Those forests look real. The river, the hillocks and streams. It just looks like…outside.”

“Where else would you get a storm?” Eve said, stretching, her bust nearly bursting from her armor. “Apart from the outside. I wonder where the path leads?”

Rolling countryside led away. A fringe of trees, held back by long grass and tumbling brambles, obscured their view on one side, while a deep blue sea peeked through the other, white-capped waves racing to an unseen shoreline.

“Got to be honest,” Jez said. “It’s hard to see the test here.”

Tamereth pointed. “Is that smoke?”

The path threaded through the hillocks toward columns of smoke. “A village?” Seven asked.

“Looks very much like one,” Sinta said. “Perhaps a town.”

“Hate to break up the party,” Quinn said. “But it looks very much like this is all some trap to lull us into a false sense of security.”

“Aye, that it does,” said Jez.

“But we take a break when it’s offered.” Eve stretched again, then pushed her hair out of her eyes. “I think we should head to the town. If luck’s on our side, we might even find a tavern with a bath and beds. This is one long-assed dungeon. The only time we had beds, Regan and Will happened.”

“How inconvenient for you,” Tamereth said. “Come on, let’s go.”

“I’ll go ahead,” Keller said. “Tam, why don’t you fly over us and let us know if anything’s coming?”

“I could do with stretching these wings. They get a bit sweaty stuck to my back. It’s like having an extra pair of armpits.”

“Too much information,” Eve said with a sigh, but Tamereth took off before she replied, although Seven swore he heard a number of curses headed toward Eve.

“Not a cloud in the sky,” he said, hunting out the supposed storm. “My Instinct tells me something’s on the horizon, but quite what, I don’t know.”

Sinta sniffed the air. “Perhaps the clue’s in the sentence. Maybe the storm lurks over the horizon. But all the while it stays there, I’ll hunt. We’ve quite a few mouths to feed.”

“I’ll come,” Eve said.

“No,” Sinta replied, her voice unusually stern. “I want to teach Seven how to do it. A leader should know how to provide for his troops.”

“Is that what we are? Troops?”

The huntress smiled. “Perhaps you. Not me. I’m more to him than that.” She grabbed Seven’s hand and pulled him toward the tree line.

“I guess I’ll lead them,” Keller shouted.

“Thanks,” said Seven, pleased to be away from Eve,

“That girl’s trouble whether she’s on Geraint’s side or not.”

“Yeah. It’s hard to see her in a good light, even if that wasn’t hanging over her.”

Sinta took off at pace, picking a path along a dried run-off. She held her spear in one hand, her other reaching out to steady herself. She moved like a cat, each step placed perfectly, each silent. He followed, his gaze straying to her ass on more than one occasion. She didn’t stop until she neared the trees, then she jinked and jumped onto a small boulder, sitting and patting the rock beside her.

He stopped, his foot slipping on loose shale. “I thought we were hunting.”

“I am,” she said and offered him her hand.

“What are you hunting for?” he asked, smiling, knowing.

“Some time alone with you. I just caught it.” Her smile was delightful, fresh as morning dew, as vibrant as a newly opened flower.

He sat, and they stared down the slope at their party. “What’s it like?” she asked.

“What’s what like?”

“Leading?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Don’t know?” She glanced at him, then looked away. “Why don’t you know?”

“I guess I don’t see myself as a leader. I doubt I’ll lead anything when this is over. Quinn would make a better leader. Jez, she would, too.”

“No,” Sinta said. “No, they wouldn’t. They’d make good stewards or good captains of the guard. A good bursar, perhaps. Leader, no.”

“Look, I, I want you to know that…”

“Kiss me,” she said. “Kiss me like you do Tamereth or Keller. That’s why I brought you up here. That’s what I’m hunting.”

He grabbed her hand. “I want you to know that me and you have a future. We’ve just got to work out what it is.”

“Why? Why do we? Me, you, Tamereth, Keller—that’s what it is. Perhaps Jez, too. Look, I know of harems. Tamereth told me—she explained. That’s not what’s going on here. This is different.”

“I hope so. Because Keller explained it to me, and it was the last thing I wanted. A whole group of women who I’m with but not with who organize every aspect of my life.”

Sinta grimaced. “Yeah, Keller’s explanation was worse.”

“Not what I wish for. I want more than a different woman every day of the week. I want more than a financial advisor.” He scratched his head. “Did she say party planner? I’m sure she said that.”

“Yeah, she did, and no, that’s not how it’s going to be. We discussed it.”

“You did? When?”

“Whenever you weren’t with us.”

He sat back. “So what’s it going to be like?”

“We’re going to love each other. That’s the plan. Not you and your harem. You and three, four, lovers. That’s what.”

He looked at the sky, white wisps across its blue, like cotton candy. “Then I’ll agree.”

“You’ll agree to having more than one beautiful wife?” She smiled, her teeth perfect, glistening white, inviting a kiss.

“It’ll be tough,” Seven said, wondering where his confidence had come from. “But I’ll manage it, somehow.”

“Then we must start.” She moved closer, barely a slither.

He mirrored her movements, their lips closing, and he reached for her, and she him. Their hands met. They brushed past each other as they kissed tenderly. A slight tremble to their lips, both nervous.

Sinta broke away, holding him in place, her eyes shining. “That’s enough for me.” She pulled back further. “For now.”

“For now,” he said.

“Give me a while. I’ll go snag some hare. There are plenty around. Keep your eye on the others, and on that,” she said and was gone before he could argue.

“For now,” he repeated, searching inside himself as he once more wondered if he had enough love inside him for three or four women.

Shadows drifted over the valley, small clouds obscuring the sun. Keller had led the others to a river and had them huddled around it. She would make a good leader. She knew when to push and when not to. Yet she claimed to have been a loner, just like him, just like Tamereth said she was. Sinta too, he realized. She’d been apart from her village, collecting fruit and serving the chapels, hunting for her father and who knew what else. She hadn’t had time for a life before, let alone friends. Perhaps that’s what drew them together.

A strange feeling brewed inside him. A bad feeling polluting all the recent good. Born of his Instinct, he knew not to ignore it as it drew his gaze toward the horizon where blue no longer met blue, but gray dominated it instead.

“The storm,” he breathed. “It’s coming.” He stood, covering his eyes and squinting. “It’s gathering,” he said as a lightning flash sparked from its dark center.

He glanced at the smoke, then back at Keller and the others, and on to the gathering storm. They’d need shelter but would have to hurry to get to the town. “Come on, Sinta,” he said, as a black thunderhead formed and more lightning flashed.

“Sinta!” he called, and his vision blackened.

“I’m behind you,” she said, pressing her body against his.

“Look out to sea.”

“I know. I cut my hunt short.”

“Let’s get down there. If we hurry, we might get to the town.”

She grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Quintasia—the academy. You think I’ll fit in?”

“I know you will, and I know we’ll work together—we’ll work night and day if we have to—and we’ll solve the mystery of the elven mana, its strings, its power.”

“We will,” she said, and she ran down, switching her feet between the banks and avoiding the loose stones.

Seven mimicked her. His Dexterity making his movements more fluid than they would have been.

“Keller,” he shouted as they closed. “There’s a storm coming in.”

“A storm?” Eve said, standing and looking about. “Where?”

Seven looked up, just wisps in the sky. “You can’t see it from here.”

“We gotta go?” Keller asked.

“It’s out at sea, but it’s coming in fast.”

“Yeah, they do that. I lived by the sea for a bit.” She put her fingers in her lips and whistled. “Everyone up. We need to get to the town, and fast.”

Distant thunder rumbled.

The air thickened.

“Run!” Keller cried. “We need to run!”


Chapter Thirty-Seven




The sign said Welcome to Grantham. It flapped in the wind, hanging from rusty chains, each word burnt into the wood. Gray dominated the sky, flat and featureless. But it wasn’t that pushing them to urgency. The sky hadn’t drove them to run all the way to the town.

That had been the strange cloud cluster brewing out to sea. Odd white clouds tumbled over each other, skirted with black, dropping then withdrawing like they wanted to kiss the water but were too nervous. The lighting flashing inside them had made them run, not quite daring to strike the roiling waves, their white crests hectic—chaos in the making.

“It’s unholy,” Eve said, her hair blowing in the wind, rippling one side then dashing straight to the other.

Sinta shook her head. “Mana, it’s scattering the mana.”

“Mana ain’t going to help us this time,” Heric shouted, spit flying from his mouth, caught on the wind, lost to it. “We don’t need it! We need a cave, a mine—we fucked otherwise. Should have gone into the hills!”

“Shut it, Heric! No one knew this was brewing!”

“We all knew it was coming,” a woman howled, the bluster growing, whistling through a close by stand of trees. “It was on the fucking door!”

“No, Eliza! We’re in this together,” Quinn shouted as Tamereth landed, her wings wrapped around her.

“I can’t fly anymore. It’s too strong.”

Rain swept across them, battering them from top to bottom, drops so thick they soaked them through. Then clear air, not a speck of rain, the shimmer of another wall racing toward them.

“This way!” Seven cried, racing over a small bridge and into the town.

Planked wood lodges greeted them. Fences corralling each in. Thatch rippled as the wind heaved and yawed, teasing sprigs away. A door slammed, the scream of rusting hinges punctuating its bang.

“There’s a barn!” Quinn shouted, pointing.

But Keller was looking behind. Seven too. Tamereth turned and shivered, her mouth draping open. “What the fuck is that?”

The clouds circled, a war dance, white racing grey, fragmented like they repulsed each other. Lightning flashed across its width, its roiling mass taking up their entire horizon.

“Is it getting smaller?” Keller asked as it pulsed and contracted, a swirling nipple, a spinning top dropping, retracting, then falling further. “A twister? Are you freaking kidding me? An actual goddam twister?”

“What’s one of them?” Seven asked.

She stared at him; her eyes wide with fear. “One that big? It’s death, that’s what it is. We need to get everyone underground. We have to find shelter, Seven. We have to.” She grabbed his arm, pulling him close. “That barn. It won’t last a second.”

A woman screamed at them, beckoning them into her house. “Storm’s coming!” she cried.

Seven switched his gaze from her to Keller. “Why are we here?” Seven screamed.

“What?”

“What’s the test?”

Another rain sheet slapped them. “What test? To survive?”

He shook his head. “Not that. It can’t be that simple!”

“You! Are you deaf?” the woman screamed.

“You’re right,” Keller said. “You’re so right!” She raced to the woman, grabbing her by the coat. “Listen! This storm’s a killer. Trust me! Do you have shelter here? Close! It has to be close!”

“Here, you can shelter here!” the woman screamed.

“There won’t be a here! There won’t be a Grantham. Is there a mine, a cave, anything underground?”

She shoved Keller away, barging past her and looking down the road. The anger drained from her, replaced by fear. “There’s an old mine. But it’s closed. It’s planked up. We’ll never break through.”

“Go! Go, go, go!” Seven said. “Show her! Show her the way.” He grabbed Quinn, the wind howling, trying to drown out his voice. “We must rescue as many as we can. That’s the test. That’s the challenge.” He pointed after Keller and the woman. “Get the town’s folk. Get all of them. Got it?”

“I got it!”

“Only the strong—the weak go with Keller.”

“I got it!” Quinn screamed, and he peeled away, shouting at Eve, at Heric, and others.

“What about us?” Jez cried.

“Get anything that can be used as a lever, then head after Keller.”

“Me?” Tamereth asked.

“We help Quinn. We make sure everyone gets out. Eve!”

“Here!”

“The storm, the twister, how long?”

“It’s touched down. It’s hit land. It’s coming,” Eve said, looking back, looking toward the sea.

The twister looked strangely fragile. It bent and curved, like it would rip itself apart as it strained to take its rightful form. Sucking power from above—from a well filled with flashing lightning, encased in racing clouds all dancing around, its central column whipped to a frenzy. Seven briefly dropped into his Mana Sight, but it didn’t derive its power from that. It came from all around, from the rain that drove it, from down and up drafts. Its core thickened and straightened, angling toward them, a raging bull ready to charge them down.

“Out! Out now! To your mine! To the abandoned mine!” Seven screamed, and Eve joined in. They broke down doors, they pulled out the cowering villagers, and they herded them to the mine. There, Keller and Jez pulled on a lever, trying to move bolted timbers. But the wood was greasy with wet. Wind buffeted them, tearing at their clothes.

Seven barged through the throng. “Why? Why seal it up?”

“Bad spirits, goblins? Who fucking cares,” Keller screamed. “It ain’t moving.” She winced as the first hailstone hit her.

Rage coursed through Seven. Bitter rage, born of frustration and the pure, unfettered anger of the unjust. “Why!” he screamed at the boiling sky. “Give me it!” He tore the lever from Keller, jamming it between the logs and yanking down as hard as he could.

The thunder of destruction raged behind him. Keller grabbed the lever, pulling down with him.

“It’s coming,” someone shouted, their words ripped from their lips.

“They’re not shifting,” Jez screamed, her head perilously close to the logs.

Then Sinta came. “Stop,” she cried. “I have another way.”

“You can stop the twister?” Keller asked.

“No. No, the power, it is beyond me. The logs, I think…” She rested her hands on them, green magic lighting her palms.

The villagers wailed, cowering down, holding their arms up against the relentless hail. “You’ve killed us!” One shouted. “You’ve bloody well killed us!”

“No,” Keller cried. “Look, just look.”

The twister reached the village, tearing at the wooden huts, ripping off the thatch, snapping timber beams like finger bones, and leaving nothing behind.

“You’d be dead! All of you,” she said, but her anger waned. “Every last one of you.”

“Got it,” Sinta said. “Use the lever now!”

“What?”

“Just lever them out.” Sinta sat back, holding her head.

Seven pulled the lever. Keller grabbed it too. The plank popped out easily, both of them tumbling backward into the mud and slurry. For a moment, they stared at the dark opening, then a desperate scream ripped through them.

“It’s here! The storm’s here!” someone screamed.

Seven spun, the twister’s magnitude, its utter power, cowering him. Another wail tore through him as it sucked one of the villagers away.

“Seven! Another log!” Sinta cried.

He ripped at it with his bare hands, pulling the log away and tossing it aside.

“Get in! Get in! All of you, get in now!” He pulled the closest, throwing her through the gap. Then the next. Keller grabbed them, the storm bearing down. He braced against its raging power, standing like a colossus, defiant and unmovable.

Then Quinn was through, Heric, the others. “Go, Sinta. Go, Keller.” And then he was in too, scrambling to the cave’s back as the storm ripped the rest of the logs away.

But it couldn’t reach them.

They were safe.

“Everyone here?” he asked and counted the replies.

“Fifteen?” And he turned, and the cave vanished, a door facing them. “What the actual fuck?” he asked.

“The level hasn’t finished yet,” Keller said, pushing her wet hair out of her eyes. “We’ve still got to clear the terrace.”
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Seven fell to his knees, the dead lizard creatures all around him. Califire, having taken a particularly brutal machete form, lay on the bloody slabs by him, glistening with blood. His arms ached from the repetitiveness of the slaughter. The number of the dead boggled his mind. “Why?” he screamed. “Why this much?”

Keller lay against the crenelations. Blood stained her mouth and cheeks, her arms, and legs. The battle had suited her wolf’s particular talents. Her claws had torn through their armor, ripped flesh from their bones. She stared at him, madness wallowing behind her eyes. The insanity of someone getting used to taking life and feeling nothing for it.

Tamereth sat atop the battlements. Of all of them, she was the only one without a single drop of blood on her. The outside battles suited her. She could look down and send spear after spear into the throng. She had increased her kills and closed on Seven. Their guild score was huge, no other even close. Not that they hadn’t contributed to the bloody battle—to culling the never-ending stream of lizardmen.

They had. They all had.

All thirteen of them.

“Who did we lose?” Seven asked.

“Hepbal and Crosky. They were at the back.”

Seven turned to Quinn. “But if they were at the back, how did we lose them? How did they die?”

Quinn shrugged. “Not a clue. They swarmed us, Seven. Anyone not looking forward would have died.”

Seven’s frown came then. He jumped up, staring across the carnage at the door they’d come through. “Where? Where did they die?”

“I don’t know. Behind me.”

“It’s important, Quinn! Think, man, think!”

Quinn ran up to him, coming nose to nose. “I told you I don’t know. I was killing these fuckers the same as you. Got a problem with that? Last time I looked, even you don’t have eyes in the back of your head.”

Seven stared into Quinn’s wide, bloodshot eyes. The man was tired, beyond tired. He placed his hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “We’re all tired.” He drew him close, his lips nearly touching Quinn’s ear. “Still seeing ghosts. I wanted to eliminate Geraint.”

Quinn stiffened, then stepped away. He looked behind himself, at the open door leading to the cave and destroyed village, then refocused on Seven. “We all see that fucker’s ghost, brother.”

Understanding passed between them, and Quinn marched to the door, closed it, and stood guard. “Listen here, everyone. Hepbal and Crosky, anyone see them die?”

“I did,” said a man sitting next to Heric.

He had his eyes down, bandaging his arm with a bloody rag. “Hepbal took a spear. Not sure how.” He looked up, shaking his sweaty hair back. Piercing blue eyes drilled through Seven as the man looked at him. “Crosky, not sure. He had a hole in his gut. What did it, I don’t know.”

“Thanks, Drek,” Quinn said quietly.

“It was weird,” Drek said, pushing himself to his feet, using his sword as a prop.

“How so?” Seven said, his feet leaden, his gut knotting.

He knew the answer, or at least suspected it. But waiting for it was intolerable. Drek hesitated as others became interested. Closed eyes opened. Conversations stopped. Jez moved closer. Sinta slipped from the crenelations that cradled her and leant in. Keller stopped, staring at her bloody hands.

Drek stuttered, like he didn’t want the words to come.

“It was weird because the spear stuck out of Hepbal’s back, like it came from behind. But we were in a triangle—just like Jez described. I was point. Hepbal was second side. The lizards were in front of us. They weren’t behind.”

“What was Crosby’s position?” Keller asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“He was opposite Hepbal.”

Seven’s gut tried to unleash its contents. He forced his throat to constrict. Too many watched him. Too many waited for his reaction. He needed to get himself under control. He waited, regrouping. Then let out a soft breath. “We have a choice of what to believe,” he said, his voice starting low but getting louder as his composure returned. “Perhaps Crosby had turned—dropped his weapon or something and got nailed as he picked it up. Or we have the alternate explanation. Whoever killed Will and Regan has struck again. There—” He picked up Califire— “There you have it. That’s the truth. I’m not going to hide what I think.”

“You think it was Geraint?” A woman asked.

Seven took his time again, appraising the woman. “What’s your name?” He asked.

“Vesula,” she replied. “Vesula Mangnata from the Land of Courts.”

“Vesula,” Seven said, his breath suddenly short as his nerves gripped him again.

“Yes, why?”

“Because I’m fed up with finding out your names when you’re dead. To answer your question. I don’t know. That man has been like a dark cloud following me around. Perhaps it’s just me not believing he’s gone. Perhaps it’s something else—my Instinct. I don’t know.” He switched his focus on to Eve. Every part of her was covered in blood. She’d fought by his side, her sword work nothing short of sublime. He couldn’t believe she was a traitor. But part of him just wouldn’t let go. “What do you think, Eve?”

She turned to him; the whites of her eyes exaggerated by her blood-stained skin.

“I know he’s alive.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight




“What do you mean, you know he’s alive?” Tamereth shouted, jumping from the crenelations, spreading her wings, and gliding right into Eve’s face. “You been signaling him, bitch?” she asked with a shove.

“Signaling him?” Eve reared up. “Fuck you! Where d’you hear that from?” Her gaze shot to Seven. “Him?”

“Answer me!”

“No! Why the fuck should I? Do you suspect all of us, or is it just me?”

Tamereth grabbed her. “Just answer the fucking question. How do you know he’s still alive?”

She shoved Tamereth away, breaking her grip with her arms. She followed up with a kick, so fast and unexpected that Tamereth staggered back. “Because he fucking haunts me, that’s why. Like he haunts Seven and Keller. You think you’re the only ones whose life he made hell? He persecuted me because I turned him down. So yeah, whenever my spine ripples with disgust, whenever I feel someone or something staring through my back, I think it’s him. It hasn’t gone away. He’s not dead.”

Tamereth got up. “Look, Eve⁠—”

“Save it. We’ve got another level to beat, and there’s less of us now. Save it, Tamereth. You never liked me anyway.” She walked away, slumping to the ground by the door to level four.

Seven lurched toward her, but Keller held him back. “Don’t. Give her time. Give her time to cool down.”

“But…”

“But nothing. We know no more and no less about her than before. She can act, Seven. Never forget that.”

He strolled up to the open door, peering into the mine entrance, then strolled through it, looking down toward the devastated city of Grantham. Sinta drew beside him. “You want to know if they’re there?”

“I do—desperately.”

“Perhaps your Mana Sight will tell you. Perhaps not. It’s worth a try.”

“Chasing shadows.”

“You used to say chasing ghosts.”

“I can’t be sure of that.” He sank into his Mana Sight.

The mana spread evenly around, scattered, brighter where the forests were, empty within the ruined village.

But one area stood out. One area shone. A figure stood on a distant ridge, mana rising from its body as if it were ablaze. “He’s there,” Seven said, as the bright figure turned and vanished over the ridge. “It was him. I know it was him.”

“I saw nothing.”

“Nothing?” Seven said. “How? He was right there.”

“I don’t have the sight. Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“Then he must be powerful enough to mask it from me. What are we going to do?”

Seven turned, pulling her with him. “He wants us to go after him. That’s why he’s baiting us.”

“There are two ways to hunt. You either chase or you trap.”

“We trap,” Seven said. “We let the bastard walk straight into our trap.”

She pulled him close. “The others? Do we tell the others?”

“We have to. We can’t have secrets.”
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Seven approached the door, doing his best to avoid eye contact with Eve. One blue number four, one circle, one dot, and one worm-like creature, its fang-lined maw open, lit up. He paused, tracing the glyph with his finger.

“Water-based,” Keller said, then looked down at Eve. The girl sat there, her head in her hands and staring into space. “Get up Eve. We can’t afford you sulking. Try looking at our point of view. You force yourself on us when everyone else hangs back. You found Will and Regan’s bodies. You were fucking about by the battlements, angling your sword just so. What do you think it looks like?”

Eve glared at her. “I was just being friendly.”

Keller bent close, poking Eve as she delivered her words. “Four dead. We’re just being cautious. You’re upfront with Seven, like it or not. I’m covering the back with Sinta. If that fucker comes, he’s getting my paw up his ass. Tamereth and Jez are with you, too. So, if you want to play the flirt, see how long it is before you piss them off.”

“Fine!” she said. “As always, I’ll do my bit and more for the group. But if you think I have the hots for Geraint, you misjudge me entirely.” She looked up at Seven, her pupils dilating, her tongue running the length of her lips. “There’s only one man I’m interested in.”

“He’s taken.”

“Not all of him. There’s room to squeeze one more in.” She pushed Keller away and jumped up. “Shall we clear this level, handsome?” Then she winked at Keller. “I take it we’re talking standard harem rules?”

“What?” Keller said, as Seven blushed.

“You’re number one. You get to say who’s in and out. So, it’s you I have to prove myself to. Tell me, what do I have to do?”

Keller shook her head. “You’re un-fucking-believable. You know that, don’t you?” She walked away, muttering. “Try being normal for one whole day. That’d be a good start.”

Eve tugged Seven’s arm. “I forgive you. Keller’s right. You’re only trying to protect us, and if you’ve got to take your anger out on someone, I’d rather it be me.”

“I’m not⁠—”

Tamereth laughed. “Don’t take any note of her, Seven. She’s just trying to get a rise out of you. Any rise. What have we got here? Looks like one trial. Fight a monster. Water-based, probably amphibious. Huge fucking mouth filled with fangs. There. That should be right.”

The door opened. An illuminated, subterranean room spread away. Irregular-shaped stones clad the floor, walls and ceiling. Torches dotted the walls, spreading a warm, off-white glow. An aqua-green pool sat in its middle, tapering to a straight channel that vanished under a horseshoe tunnel illuminated by more torches.

“I don’t think we need to work this one out too hard,” Tamereth said.

“It nullifies Keller’s wolf,” Seven said. “That leaves her with only her sword. So, we have Sinta hopefully countering Geraint’s magic—or at least holding him up enough for me to join her. We need more power there.”

“But we can’t leave ourselves short at the front,” Tamereth said.

“Let me fight alongside Keller. Me and Vesula. She’s better than she looks. Breezed the sword in Novice training. Had no issues with the spear or martial, just stumbled on the staff,” Quinn said, nodding in the direction of a woman.

She was slight, her figure that of a boy, her face sweet and innocent. She cut her silver hair short, just over her ears, from which a waning moon hung on dainty little chains. Another moon rested on her brief cleavage, its chain glinting silver in the torchlight. Her armor was black. It gave her a monochrome look that lent her vibes of a witch stirring a moonlight cauldron.

“Vesula,” he said. “From the Land of Courts. Let me guess. Your Court would be Moon?”

She lent him a demure grin. “Not moon, no. But thank you for remembering. I am from the Night Court.”

“And you wish for some magic class at twenty?”

“Summoning,” she said. “Although I’m questioning why summoning after what happened to me. To rip another from their world might be hard for me.”

“Summoning,” Seven repeated. He knew little about magic barring what he’d learned in Phillion and seen performed by traveling healers and the odd artificer back in his old homeland. But he’d heard the tales of magical beasts coming from otherworldly planes and elemental creatures bathed in fire, rising from the ground or born on the winds. “Then we must do our absolute best to protect you.”

She smiled, dipping her head demurely. “Your kindness is noted, but I shall fight to see us through these trials. If I fall, I was not worth of my class, so justice will be done.”

Seven’s gaze lingered on the woman. “So be it,” he said. “Sinta, Quinn, Keller and Vesula to watch our backs. The rest of you forward and side. We’re guessing some form of water-based creature with a face full of fangs. So, spears until we know what we’re up against. Keep it at distance and don’t let it get its mouth near you. If it gets cramped and you need to switch to swords, then do so seamlessly with your closest partner.”

He approached the pool, a set of downward steps leading into the water. “Tamereth, Eve, either side of me, spears at the ready. Califire, eyes open, your choice of weapon.”

“You’re the best, partner,” Califire grated, turning into a short staff with a glowing orb atop it, shining its light in one direction like some form of all-seeing eye.

Seven waded into the cold water, wincing as it pinched at his skin. It came up to his waist, reducing his mobility significantly. “So, Dex is out. Speed is limited. Whatever this challenge is about, it’s going to be tough.”

“Shit, it’s cold,” Eve said, stepping in behind him.

“Colder than a witch’s tit on a winter morning,” Tamereth said. “But I’ve washed in my share of iced-up rivers. It’ll warm up if you keep moving. Just gotta weigh up the trade-off.”

“Trade-off,” Seven asked.

“If you take your armor off, you’ll be able to move a whole lot better.”

Seven weighed up the pros and cons. “I’d rather be able to move,” he said, and removed his armor, slotting it into his ring. He flexed, feeling more mobile, better. “Personal choice,” he called out. “Armor or no armor? Personal choice. Go with your gut, and let’s get this done.”

“Damn,” Eve said. “My undershirt’s nearly see-through.”

“Not the time,” Tamereth said. “Move out before she tells you her nipples are pointing through her undershirt like arrowheads.”

Seven tried not to look, but he couldn’t help but glance. Whatever Eve was, she had a body fit for a king. He caught her eye as he looked away. It was a mix of mischief and intrigue. Or was it deceit?

“Whatever happens in these tunnels, if we don’t kill the beast, we don’t live to fight another day.”

He moved forward before Eve or Tamereth could say anything.

The tunnel folded around him, the torch’s shadows dancing up the stone. A hollow sound formed from along the tunnel, moving and embracing him as he stepped inside. From deeper, a long, drawn-out groan sounded. The clink of distant chains following. His breath and that of others broke their silence, the slosh of water accompanying their every move.

He cleared his mind, knowing a trial would come, that a test was imminent. He swallowed but had no saliva. His dry throat tickled, making him want to cough, to cry out as the walls pressed in on him. Every inch of his fiber told him to turn and run, that to walk toward certain doom was nothing short of madness. He strode forward despite all. He strode forward because all followed him—him, Seven the Outcast, Seven the Freak, the Cursed. Seven the Leader.

But then, his Instinct shattered his stirring thoughts, and he stopped, pushing back as the others clattered into him. A spike shot from the wall, its end shattering the stone.

“It’s okay!” he cried as a whimper came from behind him. “It’s okay. My Instinct caught it.” He gulped a breath to compose. It had been close, too damn close. He needed to stop thinking and focus.

I need to clear my mind and let my Instinct take over.

But surely his Instinct relied on all his senses being at their best? How else could it work? Instinct had to sense everything around. If he sank into his mediation, then he’d lose that edge. He ducked under the spike, his head completely submerged. The cold cleared his mind for him, its shock overwhelming him for a moment. That was how he would do it. He’d empty his mind of thought but keep himself alert. He’d focus on the tunnel and nothing else.

Surfacing, he helped Tamereth and Eve up, the latter brushing her near-naked body on his. Her soaked underclothes hid little. The buds of her breast, the shadow between her legs, at any other time a welcome sight, at this, an unneeded distraction. But they still quickened his blood. Years of being ignored, of being hungry for love, spurred him to lust. His will was iron-braced one moment, shattered the next.

“Hold!” he said, noticing the barbs on the spear’s shaft. “Be careful. Don’t nick yourself. Don’t touch the spear. If we drop blood in the water, the beast will come.”

As if to reinforce his thought, chains chinked once more, distant still, and the low-toned growl sloughed at the nubs of his spine, its chill rippling the water, making the torches flicker. He moved on, the tunnel endless. More spears flew from the sides and shattered the walls. But they announced themselves to his Instinct. They gave him notice.

His partly empty mind demanded understanding. He juggled his half-meditation and Instinct-focus easily as he evaded more and more of the spears. Confidence replaced fear, and he even managed to blink into his Mana Sight long enough to see the brief eruptions of the magical powder just before the spears burst through the wall and strafed them with stone.

“Hold!” he cried, as another mana-puff preceded another shot bolt. Shrapnel erupted. Seven ducked under the barbed bar, turning to help Tamereth and Eve through, hoping, knowing, the sight would be welcome consolation for the trial, on both counts. He stopped, frozen, as Eve surfaced. Horror replaced the guilty pleasure of a stolen look as blood welled around her, racing down her cheek and leaching into her undershirt.

“Eve?” he cried, wanting to cast his healing spell but knowing it was too much for such a light scratch. “Sinta, throw a heal over us now!”

Her powdery green magic came instantly. Eve reached for her forehead. “The stone hit my head. I didn’t think anything of it.”

Blood pooled around her. Not much. Just enough. The three of them stared in horror at it as it raced ahead, born on some unseen current, hurtling toward the chains. “Oh no,” Eve said, scrambling to rip her bloody undershirt off.

“Don’t,” Seven said. “Don’t. If the damage is done, it’s done. We move on.”

But before he could, a tumultuous groan barreled along the tunnel, a mix of frustration and absolute ecstasy. Whatever creature awaited them, it had tasted Eve’s blood, and it wanted more.

“We move on. You, Eve, and you, Tamereth. We three. It is up to us three to stop this thing.”

Tamereth pulled him close, her kiss brief but packed with meaning. For once, it wasn’t territorial. It wasn’t to stake her claim and dash Eve’s hopes. It was one of lovers knowing it might be their last—their final goodbye. She broke off without a word, and Seven faced forward, ready to fight for a future with her, with Keller, Sinta, and Jez.

Chains clanked, whatever they held getting increasingly desperate. It growled, it moaned, its screams tore down the tunnel—the ever-shortening tunnel—which ended in a similar cavern to the one it had started in. Similar in all ways but one. Another tunnel led away after its central pool, a beast chained and blocking it.

“What the hell is that?” Eve asked the question on everyone’s lips.

“Not a damn clue,” Seven said.

“If I know my dungeons,” Keller said, making her way through the others. “Those chains will miraculously break the moment we cross the line and enter the pool.”

“One simple way to avoid that,” Eve said.

But before she could tell them what, a series of thuds thundered closer to them from the tunnel behind.

“Out! Get out, everyone!” Keller shouted, pulling everyone frantically.

Sinta dove forward in the nick of time. Bolts shot across the tunnel. Keller roared, diving for Vesula then shoving her out of the way. A bolt pierced her outstretched arm, cutting a furrow in it. Blood poured from the wound, mixing with the water. Sinta grabbed her, desperately stacking heals to try and stop the bleeding. Keller paled, but then found some deep reserves. A great groan rose from the beast as it strained at its chains.

It was an odd-looking creature with a dozen long tentacles where its legs should have been and a single enormous, milked-over, eye. A huge maw sat under the eye, and as Keller’s blood reached it, it opened its mouth to reveal rings of sharp fangs ready to shred any that might come into its range.

“Looks like an octopus from hell,” Keller said.

“Worse than hell, from some fucked up horror movie. Are they barbs of the end of those tentacles?” Eve moved forward, her spear outstretched.

“Eve?” Seven shouted.

“We gotta get past it.”

“Let me try some magic,” Seven replied, conjuring a fireball. “I got this. I’ll burn its eye out.”

“Don’t think it can see fuck all out of its eye,” Tamereth said, throwing her spear.

The spear beat Seven’s fireball to the eye, popping it like a balloon. She called it back instantly, the goo exploding out. Seven’s fireball hit the creature, splashing its flaming, tar-like mana all over its scaley skin. But the fire slid off, steaming as it sunk into the pool. Not to be discouraged, Seven tried again, but the creature’s Magic Resistance was clearly above his ability to inflict damage.

“Guess we’re just going to have to slice and dice,” Califire said.

Tamereth threw her spear again, and the creature roared and reared, straining at the chains, Keller’s blood flowing around it. An ominous snap rang out, and the creature lurched forward, yanked back as another chain tightened. It howled in frustration, pulling and straining on the chains.

“Attack!” Seven cried, knowing it was only a matter of time before the beast was free.

He surged forward, but the water made his fearful advance too slow. Each of them waded into battle with a comical slowness. A second thunk sounded, and the creature broke free, a wash of water buffeting them as it accelerated forward, all tentacles waving.

“Axe Califire, axe!” Seven cried, meeting the beast head-on as he swung.

Califire bit into the sharp tentacle, ripping through it with ease. Eve thrust her spear into its bulbous body. “Everyone, spear the bastard, then take out its tentacles with your swords”

Tamereth flapped her wings, pulling herself out of the water and circling the creature. She threw spear after spear into the back of its head as the others held it at bay. Its thin, milky blood spilt into the pool.

The creature howled as Seven took tentacle after tentacle until it suddenly stopped fighting. Thrumming filled the cavern. The beast stilled, its shredded body vibrating and growing. Tamereth flew overhead. “Run!” she cried, diving for the water. “Everyone get underwater!”

They waded back as the thrumming grew and grew.

“Duck!” Tamereth screamed, vanishing under the water’s surface and a huge explosion ripped through the beast and countless shards ripped from its body, slamming into the rock, the water, and any exposed flesh. Keller screamed, an instant too late, and a shard embedded in her back. Others cried in pain, the shrapnel catching them before they submerged. Blood flowed from their wounds, turning the pool crimson and flowing down the opposite tunnel.

Then calm settled, and one by one they rose, holding their arms, their sides, backs, chests and heads. Sinta sent her heals out, but the damage was done. Countless growls billowed up the passage. More chains clinked. More thunked as they snapped, the wash of thrashing water sounding more and more ominous.

“Anyone seriously injured? Anyone need more of a heal?” he asked but received no replies. “Right! We move on! Ready to fight. We know the drill now. It starts thrumming and vibrating and we all duck underwater at the last moment. Got it?”

Eve grabbed hold of him. “Am I cut? Only I really can’t feel a thing. This water is so cold.”

Tamereth yanked her out of the way. “Really? Now? What the fuck’s the matter with you?”

“Girl’s gotta have some fun, even when the sharks are circling.” She pouted, grabbing her spear and matching off toward the next tunnel. “More monsters this way,” she said. “You coming, Seven?”

Seven shook his head, a grin forming on his face. She might well be unbelievable, but damn, she knew how to smile.

And she was a bit mad.

He liked that.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




Having slaughtered beast after beast, they finally stood on the edge of the final chamber. The crimson water split two ways and flowed around a central island. Seven let them spill into the vast, domed cavern, used to the rapid thuds of the spears shooting, of bolts embedding their tips into the walls, and thankful for them. If Geraint followed, he’d have to get through each and every one of them. If nothing else, it would slow the bastard’s progress.

“I’m out of stamina,” Keller said. “It’s damn lucky it isn’t measured because the way I feel, I wouldn’t be able to move another inch. Are we sure this isn’t the Strength test?”

“It’s Body,” Tamereth said. Of all of them, she looked the freshest, but then she flew when fighting, where all the others had to trudge through the water.

They spread out on the cavern’s perimeter. “What are we thinking?”

The platform in the cavern’s center was around a hundred yards in diameter. In its middle was a single ladder rising to a hole, sunlight spilling down in a welcome shaft.

“Seems easy enough,” Tamereth said. “Apart from those gated tunnels over there. Here’s what I think is going to happen. We’re going to decide we just have to climb the ladder to get to our freedom. So we all bundle onto the island. The minute we set foot on the island, those gates magically spring open and attack us. But I have wings, so why don’t I just carry you all up to the ladder one by one and then no one steps on the island at all?”

A murmur rippled around them.

“That actually sounds like it’s going to work,” Keller said.

Tamereth poked her tongue out. “There’s no need to sound like you’re amazed I had a good idea. Jez isn’t the only one with a brain.”

“What if the free pass is the island, and getting on the ladder or breaking the plane of the light is the trigger? That’d make more sense,” Eve said.

Seven counted the gates. “Six gates. Will they all open at once, or will they open one by one?”

“Tamereth’s idea is good,” Jez said, “but if she’s wrong and Eve’s right, the gates will open, and we’ll all be in the water. I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I can fight another battle half-submerged. Although I’m not even sure I can walk without the water holding me up.”

“I’m with Jez. I think we get a free pass onto the island. Don’t ask me why,” Quinn said. “Just what my gut tells me.”

“So, what do we do?” Seven said.

“We go with your Instinct,” Sinta said. “It hasn’t steered us wrong. What does your gut tell you, Seven? I, for one, will trust whatever you decide.”

“Let me check something out.” Seven waded around the island, holding his arm up and stopping any of them from following. He came to the first barred gate, looking in. The cell was part submerged. He shone Califire in. It went back as far as he could see. Fins broke the surface, appearing then vanishing, circling, waiting. He ducked under the water, looking through the bars at huge, evil-looking fish.

“Sharks,” Keller said, looking down at him as he surfaced. “They’re sharks.”

“Fuck, Keller! You scared the shit out of me! I told you all to stay back.”

“In the immortal turn of phrase, you’re not the boss of me! But, yeah, I get it.”

“Then why?”

“I wanted to know, too. So, sharks, killers in water, on land, nope. Next.”

Seven gave up arguing. And moved on to the next.

“You should show her who’s boss, Partner,” Califire said. “Give her a piece of your mind!”

“When I need relationship advice, Califire⁠—”

“Yes?”

“You’re the last person I’ll go to.” He shone the hexblade into the next chamber.

“Looks like a cross between a lobster and a tank. That fucker will crawl onto the island,” Keller said.

“We can’t go onto the island, and we can’t stay in the water.”

“And we can’t stick on the ladder,” Keller said, peering into the third cage and seeing a dozen giant spiders all clinging to the ceiling, fangs glinting with Califire’s enchanted light. “Basically, nowhere’s safe.”

“What if we just killed them now?” He conjured a fireball, holding it on his palm.

“If you throw that and all these gates burst open, we are fucked,” Keller said. “Good idea, but I’ll bet it has devastating consequences.”

“Quintasia is fond of calling me a cheater,” he said, and let the fireball fizzle out.

They checked the remaining three gates and found the cells repeated. Returning to the others, Keller explained what they faced. “Whatever happens, we don’t want to be in the water. Sharks are natural-born killers. They’ll be on us in seconds and there isn’t a damn thing we can do.”

“Yes, there is,” Sinta said. “Once we are all out of the water, I can increase its heat until the water boils.”

“Why the fuck didn’t you do that with the others?” Eve asked.

“Because we were standing in it,” Sinta said.

“Pretty good point,” Eve said, and pulled herself onto the platform.

“No!” Jez cried. “We’re not ready.”

Everyone froze. The grating of metal on metal broke the silence as two gates rose.

“Out of the water,” Keller screamed. “Everyone out of the water!”

Keller was out instantly, leaning over and helping others up. Seven hesitated. The tell-tale fins, the slosh of water, told him all he needed to know. He pushed the closest Novice up, then the next. Keller had hold of Vesula, but the slight girl struggled. He grabbed her by the waist and powered her into Keller’s arms. Sinta was next, then Jez. Each of them was exhausted from the long trudge through the channels. Heric slumped, half in and half out.

“Get out! Get out all of you!”

Tamereth flew above. She threw her spear, killing one shark after the next. But more poured from the subterranean pool, racing around both sides of the island. Seven worked frantically, tossing one Novice up after the other up as the frothy wakes closed on him. Then they vanished, the fins submerging.

“Start Sinta! Start boiling the water!”

He raced for the last man, one of Quinn’s guild, one who’d been at the table in the canteen all that time ago. He dove for him, grabbing his feet and powering himself up off the channel floor. Quinn grabbed him, pulling him up as Seven’s legs were taken from him, sharp pains coming. “Califire!” he called, the enchanted weapon appearing instantly and turning into a lethal serrated knife.

Seven stabbed and stabbed. The shark released his legs only for another to smash into his chest, knocking the wind out of him and forcing him underwater. He wriggled and squirmed, desperate to evade the snapping jaws.

The water temperature rose. Seven’s heart thundered against his chest, and fear gripped every single nerve in his body. There were too many of them. The attacks came from all sides. He fended one off, kicked out at another. Equipping his armor, he got some temporary respite from the snapping jaws, but paid a heavy price as he sank under, into the shark’s territory, into their waiting jaws.

He lost all orientation, the water blood-red, the surface spinning with him as the maelstrom of death intensified. Panic set in, borne of a feeling of helplessness that he hadn’t felt in an age—hadn’t felt since that day he looked up at the Atun lines. That day before Siniman Kayle.

Then a new pain reached his panicked mind. It was one of heat, unbearable heat. One of boiling, of being boiled. A scream permeated the fog of his agony as he briefly surfaced. Another screech reached his ears. This one something terrible, something that could only come from absolute fear. The thrashing stopped, and he bubbled to the surface. His Pain Resistance couldn’t hold back the agony of his blistered skin. It couldn’t contain the powerful need to scream. He rolled onto the cold stone, knowing he was near death, that his health was shot.

There were sounds—the sounds of urgent battle. But Seven couldn’t move. He couldn’t do anything but cast his Tranquil Resistance and hope for the best. He’d come so far. He was nearly there. Just three more trials after this. Three, just three trials.

“You won’t beat me!” he cried. “You will not beat me!” he repeated and cast his spell again.

He opened his eyes, lids scraping. A blur of color greeted him, resolving into the chaos of battle. Trying to move, he ground his teeth in frustration, then accepted his wounds were too great. He needed to meditate to accelerate his healing. Seven lay back, trusting his fate to his girls and a smattering of Novices he couldn’t even name.

He delved deep, Califire disturbed him once, but only to beg release. Seven granted it, knowing the great weapon was useless to him. Through the fog of battle, the screams came, peppered with unhuman screeches.

Then came the sound of victory. The shouting and cheering. The thumping of boots as people jumped up and down, unable to contain their glee.

“We did it, brother!” It was Quinn’s voice.

“We did it for you!” A female said, perhaps Vesula?

He sank back, away from the clear adoration, back to that spot inside him where he was safe—where he had no one looking up to him. That spot in the corner of a cold, dilapidated barn, just him, some rats, and an old rag for a blanket. He stayed there, seeking solace in its familiarity, enduring the crawling pain, as his healing body contrived to remind him of his peril. Bringing his knees to his head, Seven hid from the world.

Until a kiss touched his lips, and he opened his eyes once more. Keller held him, her hair a curtain, blocking out all others. “Welcome back.”

“Did we?”

“All dead. The sharks, the lobster things, and the spiders. We got them all, Seven, and thanks to you, we didn’t lose one life.”

“That damn Eve…” he said, but found he had no room for anger.

“She made amends, Seven. She fought like a demon, her rage powering her. It was a mistake. Anyone could have made it. Come, up you get. We’ve just got to climb the ladder. I hear the dungeon has a surprise for us at the top.”

“Good surprise or bad?”

“Good,” she said, and kissed him again.


Chapter Forty




Seven rolled onto flattened grass, savoring its fresh smell and bathing in the warming sun as it caressed his tender skin. The chatter hushed momentarily, starting up again with muted enthusiasm. His armor was a mess of punctures and tears. Blood smears dappled it. But none of that mattered. All that did was the legend scrolling across his mind’s eye.

Congratulations! You have occupied Level Four of Tower One. You are each awarded ten Body points. All hail Quintasia!

He was certain it should have been more Strength, but then Body would have played a huge part had it not been for his Instinct with the shooting bolts. They still had Mind and Magic to go, although what form Magic would take was hard to assess. Most didn’t have it. He shouldn’t have it. It was only through the dungeons and trials that it had hatched within him. But then, no one was level twenty yet, either—if he discounted Sinta, who had been in Phillion much longer than all of them combined.

Having a capability like magic presented its own issues. If he used it too much, he became fatigued. Burned mana built up inside him. True, he had Mana Cleaner, but no one else would. It led him to wonder if other classes did the same. He had a huge Strength number, but was it as good as it could be without a class that facilitated its use? Were there hidden assets yet available that he didn’t comprehend?

Classes explained how Zeno and Snitch had been so much more powerful than he was. Zeno had frozen time. Snitch had moved heavy things around his room like they weighed nothing. Seven was level nineteen. He’d get his class at twenty. That would be his next huge power boost. That would mean everything to him.

“Sorry,” Eve said, kneeling by him. “It was my fault you got mangled by sharks. I shouldn’t have got up onto the island like that. I just assumed⁠—”

He reached up, for once smiling at the girl. Sunlight framed her head like a halo as she stared down at him. “Don’t sweat it. You screwed up. You made amends. It’s all good.”

“But I always do that,” Eve said. “I’m always screwing up.”

“I don’t see that.”

“Yes, you do. You picked me out, accusing me of helping Geraint. I must have screwed up for that to happen. You didn’t accuse anyone else.”

“No, no, I didn’t. Perhaps you just make an impression.”

She scoffed. “Well, I got to stop making impressions then. Because I thought you were going to kill me. I was sure of it.”

“No one’s killing anyone. Go hang with Jez. She’s cool, level-headed. Watch her.” Seven rolled onto his side, searching out Jez, who was looking up at the surrounding cliffs. “Let’s go over there now. Let’s see what she’s up to.”

Seven got up, still a little tender from his healing. Eve helped him, and they wandered over to Jez. “Found the door to the fifth level yet?” he asked.

She spun around, her face beaming. “Found it, no. Need to, also no. We are already in level five. The sigil, glyph, whatever you call it, is etched onto the cliff face just over there.”

The cliffs ringed them in an irregular circle. They weren’t angry cliffs—not the sort to rear up to the blue sky, menacing and foreboding, rather the sort that stood there gently guarding whatever was behind.

Cracks, crevices, shelves, and bluffs dotted them. Grass clung to any horizontal surface, spilling over like a rowdy fringe. Small trees dotted them. Ivy draped. Brambles tumbled. They were, he decided, friendly trees, and they were in a friendly clearing, complete with a pool, a hut, and a small grove. Birdsong filled it, punctuated by the occasional zip of a plucked bow and fizzing arrow as Sinta hunted.

“Lent Sinta your bow?” he asked.

“Hunting birds. It’s all we’ve got apart from some wild vegetables and potatoes by the barrel load.”

“I like potatoes,” Eve said, absently.

“So, the glyph?”

“Over there, but we’ve deciphered it already. You were out a while.”

“The challenge?” he asked.

“Look around. You see a way out?”

“You mean…”

“Yeah. We’ve got to climb. Which, on the surface, looks easy, yeah?”

“It does.”

“But it’s not. Trace a route up these cliffs and you always come to a problem. What looks easy, jumping from shelf to shelf, takes you to a dead end. If you double back and try the next likely route, you end up at a sheer face. You never get to the top.” She grinned. “That’s the challenge.”

“Why are you grinning then?”

“Because it’s my type of puzzle, and I think we’re going to have to solve it together. Which means, we’re going to need to combine my reasoning skills with your Instinct and Mind number. We, Seven, you and me, are going to work this out together.”

“I’ll help,” Eve said.

Jez inclined her head. “No, you won’t. You bring nothing to the table. Nothing. A team of two is just fine.”

“I have a reasonable Mind score,” Eve said.

“I’m sure. But I work best in small groups. Usually a group of one, but I’ll allow two this time.” She grinned. “When you’re ready, Seven, I’ll be studying rocks.”

“When I’m ready?”

“Yep. You’re a leader, remember? Best go thank the faithful for protecting you while you healed.”

“For what?”

“Didn’t you know? They all circled around you as the lobster-things attacked. They stopped them killing you while you were down.”

“They stopped…”

“Yeah,” she said.

Seven’s gaze swept around the strange little area, settling on the hole in its center—the whole he’d come through. Rather than go around and thank everything, an idea struck him. Peering down, the ladder still in place, he inclined his head. “I wonder.”

He held Califire up. “A hammer,” he said.

“Hammer?”

“Indeed.”

“But there’s nothing to kill. This level’s boring. You need a hammer when there’s heads to burst and brains to spread. I hope you aren’t expecting an enchanted weapon such as I to knock tent pegs in, are you?” A face appeared in the mallet’s head, its eye narrowing. “I’m not knocking tent pegs in.”

“No. I want to destroy that ladder.”

“That flimsy old thing? Hmmmm. I think I do demolition. I think I enjoy destroying things. I will accommodate your wish just as long as you understand that it’s a favor and my main sphere of operation is uncontrolled violence.”

“I can agree to that.”

“Then swing me, baby.”

Seven swung, and the enchanted weapon bounced off the ladder. He swung again, with the same result. He hefted Califire up again, but the enchanted weapon protested. “Hold your horses!” he said. “Now, I’m not admitting defeat, but whatever that ladder’s made of, it’s not natural. Natural things would bow to my greater power. Whatever that is, it’s cheating. Trust me.”

“Sinta!” Seven cried.

The huntress shouldered Jez’s bow and walked straight over. “What’s up?”

“This ladder. I want to destroy it. If it’s gone, Geraint can’t climb up it.”

She focused on the ladder, then shook her head. “I don’t think you’ll be able to. It’s not made of anything I recognize. It’s got no mana running through it, so it’s…”

“Inert,” Keller said. “My guess is it’s part of the dungeon’s fabric. You’ll not move it because it’s probably not actually there. However, there’ll be nothing to stop you covering the entrance over. There are a few boulders around here. One might sit nicely in the hole.”

“One might,” Seven said, cheering up.

“Let me see if I can move them,” Sinta said. “Might make things easier.”

“Did you all rally around me when the lobsters attacked?”

Keller twisted her face up. “Not so much us. We were busy killing the creatures. Quinn’s mob did. They surrounded you and wouldn’t let anything through. They didn’t move. Not even when the spiders streamed down the ladder.”

“I should thank them.”

“No, no, you shouldn’t. They don’t thank you every time you save them. They’re a team. Thank them for everything they do, but not for that. That was them thanking you. That was them treasuring you above themselves.” She paused. “That was nice.”

Seven pursed his lips, picturing his defense. Jez said one thing. Keller said another. But it wasn’t the right time. That would come. They were all busy making the area comfortable for the night. “No,” he said. “No, I will say something. I’ll tell them we’re a team. That we’ll fight together even after the dungeon—if that’s what they want. I’ll tell them that.”

“That would be a good thing to say,” Keller said and pecked him on the cheek.

Sinta gave him a longing look. “Just so long as we have our little chat someday.”

Seven held up Califire. “We have a lot to do together the minute we get out of here. Not least, we’ve got to find out what makes this weapon tick.”

“Murder, blood, splattered guts,” Califire said.

“What makes him work?”

“Mana,” Califire announced.

“No, not that simple. Your mana isn’t like anything else in this land.”

Sinta narrowed her eyes, her jaw dropping. “It isn’t, is it?”

“No. It’s strands of the stuff, and I think it’s infinitely more powerful. Once we’re in the academy, that’s the secret we have to unlock.”

“That and a couple of others,” Sinta said, then refocused on a boulder.

Seven made his way back over to Jez. “I kind of decided now wasn’t the time. Everyone’s busy doing stuff and getting ready for the night. I figure I have a better opportunity later when we’re all settled.”

She looked over her glasses. “Or,” she said, “when you’re explaining what this level is all about. I believe it’s a test of the mind, and for the first time since we entered the tower, I’m actually important.”

She undid the green bow tying her hair back and shook it out, letting it fall over her shoulders. She rested back on a rock. “I think the test is simple. There are no monsters. There are no traps. We simply have to climb out.”

“Pfft,” Seven said. “If it’s that, then it’s easy. We get Tamereth to fly us out.”

“No can do,” Tamereth said, walking over. “You were right, Jez. I can only get so high, and I can’t touch the sides. How did you know?”

Jez grinned. “The birds Sinta’s hunting. They only fly up around two-thirds of the height of the cliffs. They never go near them, although that’s the most natural place to nest. They are all in the trees. Seven may well be able to see a charm or something, but I doubt he can break it.”

Seven fell into his Mana Sight. “It’s strange,” he said. “It’s like the mana contains us. Like we’re in a vast upside-down cauldron. The mana appears greasy. Does that make sense?”

“Is there a hole in it? A cut-out, if you like. It’ll be ground level,” Jez asked.

“There!” he said. “Almost directly opposite!”

“You mean here?” Jez said a radiant smile on her face.

He dropped out of his mana sight and looked at her pad. “Yeah, that’s it. How did you know? I didn’t think you had Mana Sight.”

“I haven’t, but I tracked the likely route you’d have to take. Starting at the top. Which so happens to be directly above the entrance.” She jumped up onto the rock. “You start there. See the ledge. That’s your path. It’s easy as first, then you get to that series of handholds. I think that’s a test of strength. Once you’re through that, you hit that series of small jumps until you come to that fissure. You have to twist and turn and somehow negotiate all those spikes and drops—I think that’s a test of dexterity—until you get to that ledge, just there. A little bit of respite, all the while climbing, and then the path ends. It appears to start thirty-odd feet up. It looks from here to just have a sheer rockface. But I’ve been over there. There are tiny holes in the rock. Holes and then slits, and then smaller holes. Now, I’m not sure, but I conclude that you have to put your staff in one hole, step onto it, then place your sword in the next. You steady yourself, while you jam your spear into the next. Then somehow, you pull your staff out and go again. It’s the only way I can see you can climb it. It’ll be perilous. Some might fall. But I can’t see a way around it.”

Seven thought it through. “Strength and Dexterity. You don’t pull the staff out. Not until everyone has used their weapons. We create a bridge. The strongest and most dextrous first and last. First to plant the weapons. Last to collect them up.”

“So, you first, but who last?” Jez asked.

“I’m going with Tamereth. She’s strong and agile. Her or Keller goes first.”

“Not you?”

“I’m last.” He held up the Ring of Vesturian. “I have this. I’m not supposed to. I can collect all our weapons up. I think the purpose of that test is to thin our numbers and strip us of weapons for the last tests.”

“Perhaps, but we have to get there first. So, from there, we travel along that ledge. There’s a series of jumps, a whole stretch of hand and foot holds and then you’re on the path to the top and done. I think that’s the test. That’s it. Just that.”

“Just!” Keller said, drifting close. “Sorry, I overheard it all—one of the advantages of the wolf. Sounds fucking horrendous. I’d rather fight another lobster. At least you can retreat and regroup.” Keller blew out her bottom lip, her fringe lifting with the exhaled breath. “I wonder if Sinta can make rope out of the long grass?” She shrugged. “Only one way to find out. I’ll go ask. Stand by your beds. I’ll be back!” She grinned. “Terminator.”

Seven frowned. “Sometimes I think she’s mad in the head.”

“I was okay up until the bed part. A rope would be good.”

“How are you doing?” Seven suddenly asked, his question out of place, forced. He still felt awkward around Jez. Of the four girls, he’d spent the least time with her. Plus, her abundant shyness didn’t help. She blushed and turned her head away.

“I’m okay,” she said. “Just doing what I can.” An awkward silence fell, which she suddenly broke. “I’ll never be as fun as Keller, as beautiful as Tamereth, or as deep and meaningful as Sinta. Not that Sinta and Keller aren’t beautiful. They are. Much more beautiful than me. And thoughtful. And … stuff. But I’ll try. Not that you can try and be beautiful. You can’t. But…”

“You are beautiful, Jez. And you have an amazing mind.”

“Meh,” she said. “What girl doesn’t love being told they have an amazing mind? I think I’d prefer fantastic breasts.” She pinched her comment off. “I’m sorry. It’s stupid. I can’t do anything about⁠—”

He drew her to face him, pressing his finger against her lips. “Don’t. Don’t ever belittle yourself. I know what it’s like to feel worthless. Hell, I know what it’s like to be worthless. You are neither of those things.” He moved closer, his lips nearly on her. “I was worthless, Jez. You want to know why? Because I believed what everyone said about me. Sure, I fought against it. But I believed it. I was a curse—that’s why I never tried to make friends. I was everything they said I was because I believed it. So believe this. You are beautiful. But you are twice as beautiful as some. You have the looks and the brains.”

“No,” she said. “I know I’m not as beautiful⁠—”

He pressed his finger onto her lips again. “You are to me. Keller’s beautiful. So is Tamereth. Sinta is stunning. You, Jez? You are different from all of them. I’d be proud to have you as a girlfriend. Hopefully, we’ll get some time to get to know each other better when we get out of here. Proper time. Not snatched moments like this. That’s what I want, for you and for Sinta.”

“Not Eve? I thought she’d pushed in.”

He grunted. “I came that close to pushing her off the tower. Not Eve. Not Vesula. Not any of them. You four are my priorities, and I hate the way that sounds. Hate it! See…I’m no good at this.”

“You are,” she said. “Yes, you are. You have to be.”

“I do?”

“Yes,” she said, and slid away from him. “I have an idea for the rope,” she said and ran off.

He shook his head. He’d heard the love stories. He’d eavesdropped from the edge of the clearings as the storytellers entertained villagers. He’d heard stories that told of love—that smooth love where they overcame one hurdle and lived happily ever after.

It didn’t seem like that love was for him. Each of his girls carried their past heavily. He carried his like a ball and chain.

Perhaps we can erase it together.


Chapter Forty-One




Tamereth and Jez led the way up the initial shelf, stopping at the first real test.

“These are—” she made to say, but Tamereth stopped her.

“Please, don’t tell me how to climb a mountain. I’ve foraged for bird’s eggs since I was knee-high to my father. Tell the others. Don’t tell me.”

Eve slipped past Jez. “I used to do this at the mall. Should be okay.” She frowned. “Mind you, I always had a rope.”

“Yeah, well,” Jez snapped. “We only had time to make one length, and you said you could do it.”

“Looking at Tammy go. Should be a walk in the park.”

Jez sniffed. “Another stupid Earth phrase, no doubt.”

Eve grinned, following Tamereth. “Earth phrases are goat, and don’t you forget it.” She climbed the rockface easily. More previously unseen foot and handholds showing up as she grabbed them.

“You, next, Quinn,” Jez said, ticking her pad.

“Na, I’m going to make sure the better ones get up there, then I’ll go.”

Jez shook her head. “Sorry, can’t have you out of order. There’s not enough room to bunch up again. You’ve got to be in the right spot for the pillars. We all help each other across them.”

Quinn’s expression hardened, but when Jez didn’t relent, he moved on, climbing after Eve but giving her enough lateral distance that if she fell, she wouldn’t take him with her. All those with high Dexterity followed until Keller drew by Jez’s side. “This it? Doesn’t look much.”

Jez grimaced. “Personally, not looking forward to it, but then my Dex is average, as is my strength.”

“You’ll be fine,” Keller said, then flicked her claws out. “It’s times like this that I’m glad I’ve got these.”

She pulled at the rope around her waist, then grabbed the closest handhold. “Tell them if they fall⁠—”

“Don’t panic, just find a hold again.”

“Yes, that. Just make sure they don’t panic. Make sure Vesula ties the end as we go.” Keller climbed away.

The first approached. “Gemina? Gemina, isn’t it?” Jezz asked.

“Yes,” the woman said, looking along the rockface and gulping. “Can’t we just fight something?” She wiped her hands on her undershirt.

“You’re closest to Keller. She’ll hold grab if you fall. Just remember. Don’t panic. Don’t struggle. Grab hold of the first rock and steady. You panic, you take everyone with you. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“And when you get to the top?”

“Brace with Keller.”

Jez grinned and slapped her on the back. “We’ll do this together, Gemina. I’ll be right behind you, so don’t you dare fall off.”

The woman sniffed hard, nodded once, and took off after Keller. Jez repeated her mantra four more times then checked her knot and handed the end of the rope to Vesula. “I’m praying I don’t cause you to fall.”

The wiry girl inclined her head and rested her hand on Jez’s shoulder. “You’ve done well already,” she said. “Look at them. Gemina’s nearly as high as Keller and she’s done.”

Jez set off.

“She did well there. She’s more worried than any of them,” Seven said, grabbing the very end of the rope while Vesula fed it out.

“Courage comes in other places than the battlefield,” Sinta said. “They should all be fine. The rockface is resistant to magic but doesn’t understand subtle manipulation. I made the holds more plentiful and coated them with mana so they would have more grip.”

“Why didn’t you tell everyone?” Seven asked.

“Isn’t this what the test is all about? Isn’t it about finding yourself, your courage, and overcoming your fears?”

“I thought it was all just Quintasia making our lives a misery,” Seven said.

She scrunched her lips up. “That too,” she said. “Vesula, you’re up. Me next, then you.” Sinta turned to him. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

“With my Dexterity and your cheating, I’ll be just fine. Can you do that for all the hard parts?”

She winked at him, slow and sexy. “No one will die in level five. No one.”

He moved close, kissing her lightly. “Thank you, Sinta.”

“A good leader cares. You care. See?”

She scurried up the climb, barely looking back. There was no doubt about it. She was mighty fine. Her leg muscles were so defined. Her ass clenching as it powered her up. And her rippling shoulders, her biceps, and triceps, made him wonder what it would be like to explore her body properly. She’d be different from Keller and Tamereth. A new experience entirely. One he couldn’t wait to have.

As Sinta predicted, they completed the climb with relative ease. All Jez’s preparations paid off. Sinta’s cheating meant the level was much easier than it was supposed to be. As Seven pulled himself over the edge, a single set of upward steps greeted him, the group waiting patiently at the bottom.

The stone slabs floated, each a random shape as if ripped from the rock without care. They rose to a building, resplendent with fluted columns and scrolled stonework, that resembled a grand temple.

“You think this is the end?” he asked, as a notification scrolled his mind.

Congratulations! You have occupied Level Five of Tower One. You are each awarded ten Mind points. All hail Quintasia!

“It said seven levels. I think this might be six, although quite what it is, I don’t have a clue,” Jez said.

“You did well. You planned all of that knowing you feared it the most. Perhaps these tests don’t test all of us but one or two in the group.”

“I thought that,” Eve said, butting in. “I think it’s all designed to get us working as a team. First, they rip us apart, then they put us back together again. It’s team-building 101. Almost like torture. They gotta break us to mend us.”

“Perhaps,” Seven said. “But I don’t get the killing us bit. Not before we’re fully trained. And I know, I know it might all be about mana and that, but I just don’t get it. Don’t think I ever will.”

“Quintasia wants a team, a single entity that can do everything. That’s what I think,” Eve said. “For that it needs planners like Jez. It needs thinkers, healers, fighters and support. Most of this is about an internal struggle—you working out what’s best for you. Some decide nothing is. They die.” Eve shrugged. “It’s the way it is. Nothing we can do about it.” She stepped on the first stone. A crack rang out, and a burst of light catapulted her back. “What the fuck?”

“Try again,” Tamereth said. “Just to be sure.”

“Sure of what?” Eve spat.

“Sure, the stones hate you.” Tamereth smirked. “Just to make sure they are repulsed by you.”

Eve gave her the stink eye. “I know what you’re good at. Being a fucking bitch.” She stamped on the stone. It cracked again and sent her flying.

“Could be third time lucky,” Tamereth said, and Eve lunged at her.

Tamereth caught her fist. “Just try it! Just try it one time.”

“And I thought you were both besties,” Keller said. “Best forget it all until we get to Quintasia. Then we’ll build you a ring and you can go at each other. How about that? Call it a truce while we figure this next bit out?”

“Me and her fight? In a ring?” Eve said. “I think I’d like that. No armor. Good old street brawling. No weapons. No flying.”

“I’ll fight you with no fucking clothes on if you want. You don’t scare me.”

“That might be fun,” Seven said, then realized he’d said it out loud when all eyes fell on him. “A fun way to sort arguments out within the guild,” he added. “Fighting in the ring, no weapons, first to submit loses. How does that sound?”

“Oh, so I’m in your guild now, am I?” Eve said. “I thought that was a closed shop of you and those four.”

“That’s his bed,” Tamereth said, and Jez blushed furiously.

“I’ll slip in there before long,” Eve said, her ensuing expression nothing short of delicious.

“It still doesn’t solve the problem in front of us,” Jez said with her pad out. “But I think I have the solution. Vesula, try the steps.”

“Me? You sure?”

“Do you trust me?”

Vesula bit her lip. “After the last test, sure. I guess.” She approached the floating steps, gingerly climbing the first.

“Wait! What?” Eve shouted, and bolted back, stepping on the first stone. The familiar crack sounded, light flashing, and Eve flew backward again.

“Did I call you?” Jez asked, standing over her. “Sinta. Your turn. Vesula, carry on up a bit to make room. If I’m right, five of you will be allowed up.”

“But not me,” Eve said, sitting up.

“Not you, no. Quintasia has tested five of our six attributes. Only some of us have the sixth. I don’t, and nor do you. Vesula, Sinta, Seven, Keller, and Drek are the five. It will prevent the rest of us climbing.”

“Why me? I don’t have any spells,” Keller asked.

“Why indeed? I think you have numbers in Magic, but that alone isn’t enough. I believe you must have the ability to manipulate mana. Magic isn’t all about fireballs and flame strikes. Sinta just proved that by helping us through the last level.”

“You knew?” Sinta gasped.

“I’m not that good of a climber, and rocks aren’t that sticky. Someone cheated and the way you opened and shut that fissure before told me it was you. So those five up the steps, please. Then we all try one after the other.”

“Why?” Quinn asked.

“In case one of us has the ability to manipulate magic but doesn’t know it.”

“How did you know I did?” Drek asked.

Seven had barely noticed the man. He was average in height, looks, and just about everything else. He fought when needed. He helped whenever he asked, but he rarely appeared to do anything extra—to contribute voluntarily.

“I’ve seen you helping others. You have some form of psionic ability. You put people’s weapons back in their hands when they drop them. You deflect arrows with a blink of your eyes. I notice,” Jez said.

He blushed, looking away, then climbed a few steps. “I can’t do much. It hurts. It’s like someone’s sawing my head in half. Then I get tired. So I try not to use it unless I have to.”

“I can help with that,” Seven said. “But Sinta assures me it goes away once you get your class.” He climbed up, and Sinta followed.

Each tried, and all failed until Quinn stepped on the stone. He braced, closing his eyes. When the stone didn’t throw him back, he opened his eyes and laughed. “You got it wrong, Jez. I haven’t got a magical bone inside my body.”

“Yet,” she said. “You haven’t got a magical bone inside your body yet.”

He chuckled. “You stick to your theory. I’ll stick to mine.”

Seven climbed the steps, sliding past the others and holding Califire in front of him. “I need to you be on your guard,” he said. “Fuck knows what we’ll find up here.”

“I was born ready,” Califire said.

“Really?” Keller shouted from behind. “Couldn’t come up with anything better than that?”

“We should kill her,” Califire whispered. “We should kill her real hard. Like murder her. Slit her throat.”

“Not going to happen, and I’d rather you didn’t talk about her that way.”

“I kind of like it,” Keller said. “Means he notices me. When we go to Enchanted Weapon Land, he might put in a good word for me. I’d quite like a weapon that can turn into anything I want. When we’re not fighting, I could use it as a duster, poker or spoon to stir the pot. No need for it to go to waste.”

“You’re not worthy,” Califire grated. “Not worthy at all. A duster! I’ll have you know I was created in the fires of⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, all well and good, but say I dropped my sandwich in the latrine, what else am I going to use to fish it out with?”

“You are a disgusting person. You know that, don’t you?”

Keller leaned close. “Yeah, but I got moves you don’t have.”

Seven sighed. “Can we get back to the bit where I told Califire to be on guard? He agreed, and we went up the steps and finished this dungeon?”

Keller retreated. “It doesn’t hurt to keep the staff in its place.”

He gave her a quizzical look. “Staff. Good choice. It should be a magic test, after all.”

“I hate her.”

“No, you don’t, Califire. You love me and want to be like me.” Keller grinned.

Califire turned into a staff. “Hate you.”

“Don’t.”

“Do.”

“Don’t.”

“Will you!” Seven said, but both Califire and Keller grinned at him.

“Here we go,” Keller said, changing into Old Redeye. “Time for our penultimate test.”

Seven stepped into the temple.


Chapter Forty-Two




They crowded into the temple’s entrance. A white and black checked floor spread to a rippling glyph forming a central circle in which a pentagram shone with red as rich as freshly spilled blood. Within the pentagram stood a witch, not haggard or frayed, but erect and proud. Her long, black, and shining boots rose to milky thighs, over which an all-too-brief bodice held in a disappointingly featureless body. Her hair was the color of a star, and long, elven ears broke the ghostly strands. Her expression lacked humor, and her eyebrows dipped in the middle to register her annoyance at their intrusion.

When she spoke, her voice wasn’t of bells and crystal, but the rasping roar of unfettered hatred mixed with the unquenchable thirst for revenge.

“So, you petty mortals would claim to be heroes of Phillion? You are the best of the best?” A brilliant emerald shroud suddenly caped her, swirling and flashing, rising like a snake, a head forming and twisting, then stretching across the pentagram and sniffing at Califire.

“A cheater, I see.” Quick as a flash, the vibrant snake snatched Quinn and raised him high. “Can the cheater save the empty one?”

“No!” Seven screamed, lurching forward but held by some invisible, magical force.

He frantically cast his Mana Shield, pushing it horizontally under Quinn as the elven witch slammed the struggling man down. The Mana Shield shattered, Quinn smashing onto the tiles, blood splattering out from his instantly limp body.

“Is that the best you have, cheater? A novice rank shield? And you think you’re powerful? You think you’re capable of taking my kind on?”

“I don’t think anything! It’s you who keeps killing! What’s the point?” he said, desolation swamping him.

A whimper escaped Vesula’s lips. Seven cast Tranquil Resurgence 2, straining to get to Quinn. “Why?” he growled as Sinta’s heal landed over the broken warrior.

“Why? Because. Why? Because. Why? because!” she screamed. “Because I can. Because I’m all-powerful!” A red cape shrouded her, growing and pulsing, points rising and falling as it swirled and swirled around her. “Because this is what I like. This is what I do!”

An arrow thundered from her, made of strands of raging mana. It shot toward Vesula, but veered at the last moment and skewered Drek in the gut, passing through him as he stood dumfounded. Seven cast his healing spell again, screaming Sinta’s name. The huntress set another heal on Quinn, then focused on Drek.

A feeling of absolute impotency filled Seven. His shield was no use. He couldn’t get to the witch and fight her. His magic…his magic was nothing compared to hers. He formed a fireball, its ruddy glow, its sticky, tar-like fire, suddenly seemed pointless when confronted with the witch. He was a tiny child throwing a pebble at a giant. But he threw it anyway and charged, Califire changing into a bright silver sword.

“Come if you must!” the witch screamed and released the invisible barrier. She changed color again, this time a bright yellow, stunning, her cloak billowing its sunlight flames. “You dare attack me? You attack me with that indulgent toy?” She grew taller and taller, smashing through the temple’s roof and bending down, her raging face taking up the entire room. “You are nothing, Harold Nullhome. You are nothing. You are no one. You are a curse!”

She spun and spun, the flames shooting from her cloak, coating Sinta, Vesula, Keller, and him. Settling on Quinn, eating into Drek’s face.

“No!” he cried, gathering, trying to dredge some form of will up. Not the will to fight, because that was impossible, but the will to counter her power—to nullify the unbeatable.

He gathered his mana, but knew it was just a speck compared to hers. He sank into his Mana Sight. She was alive. She was a shining star, and they were just flickering lamps.

“No!” he cried again, but he had no answers, no answers at all.

She shed more searing mana. Sinta screamed, falling back and holding her face. Keller’s fur burst into flames as she clawed at herself, ripping her pelt to pieces. Vesula fell to the checked floor, slipping on Quinn’s blood as the elf’s cackle thrummed through him, shattering the very fibers of his existence.

“Think!” Califire said. “Just think! This is a test like the rest! You’ve got to beat her!”

“But it’s impossible!” Seven cried.

He stood. He stood tall, then squared his shoulders as his rage came. “Spear,” he said.

“No!” Califire said. “That’s not the way! This is no level three hundred human wizard. This is an elf. Levels mean nothing to them!”

“Then they mean nothing to me!” Seven raged. “Spear! I command it!”

Before Califire had fully changed, before he could change his mind, Seven raced forward, straight for the witch, straight into the witch.

She laughed and morphed again, this time a blue so pure it might have been the sky itself. Cold fingers embraced him. His ears froze at her touch. But Keller’s screams kept him going. Sinta’s cries fueled his rage. Quinn’s silence made him scour his mind for an answer.

He focused on his Mana Sight, delving deep, delving into her lattices, the mana within. There it was! Strings of the stuff, not free-flowing particles. He tried his Mana Cleaner, but only briefly. The mana wasn’t corrupt but in a different form. It gathered strength from its partners. It became more powerful as a whole. Each magnified the other!

There’s only one solution!

“I’ll tear it all down!” he cried, raising his frozen fingers and tearing at her mana strings, one by bloody one. His Mana Manipulation took over as he broke strand after strand. His hair froze. His eyeballs solidified. But he kept at it, ripping, forgetting all else, just tearing her fabric apart, fueled by his fury. Fueled by his hatred.

Blue cycled to green, acid burned over him, eating at him, consuming the chilblains of his torment. He took no notice, ripping, tearing, or rending the strings back to their natural state.

But Sinta still wailed, clawing at her burning eyes, and Keller lay whimpering on the temple floor. Vesula was as still as Drek, and Quinn never stirred. Only the witch’s cackle remained constant as she held him in her torment.

“Back to the barn for you! Back to cold sores and pus-filled blisters. Back to dysentery and fever. Harold returns, Penick’s pet beaten. A cheater once, a cheater always. A cheater cheated by margins. Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-hah!” Her shrill scream tore through him.

It tore through him because he knew she’d won. He’d unraveled countless strands, and yet she was as big and as tall as ever before. He’d lost because Keller was dying. Sinta was dying. The others were probably dead, and the rest would follow.

“Perhaps the other one will have better luck,” she cried. “He was always my favorite.”

“The other one,” he growled. “The other one!”

“The one you cheated out of his staff. The one you tried to kill. The one who comes for all your people. The one who will burn their eyes out. Him!”

“Geraint!” he cried. “Over my dead body.”

“Your dead body is close,” she said, and changed color again, turning into a raging fire and searing flesh from muscle, muscle from bone.

Seven screamed in pain as his Resistance failed to tame the sheer agony of his burning.

“I’ve been here before, bitch, and this time I don’t need some mother-fucking elf to heal me. I can do it myself!”

He tore back into her fabric, searching through her mana with his blistering fingers.

“If all you seek to do is tear down others, you’ll never rise yourself, partner!” Califire’s voice grated inside his shattering mind.

The enchanted weapon was right! It was futile trying to tear the witch apart, all the while he was becoming weaker. He had to grow stronger, and the only way he knew how to do that was through the mana strings. Yet, somehow, he understood he couldn’t just steal hers. He had to create his own, else he’d be just like them.

His flesh burned. His restoration healed him. Legend after legend cycled through his mind, but he dismissed all, turned everything off. He focused on her mortal body, for it was mortal, as she whipped and cut, burned, and boiled him. He focused on his pain, became one with his agony, and he tore her mana asunder.

But rather than discard it, he drew it deep within him, to his center, and there he unleashed his Mana Manipulation. He fused the mana together, producing strands of incandescent mana, fueled by her rage-filled fires, driven by his unbreakable will. He spun it into a ball rather than the free-woven elven mana, and the ball focused his fledgling power. It became his center, his core, and within it all his magical powers sought sanctuary, reinforcing it, burning his will into it. His manipulation gained momentum, but his pain began to take its toll.

Fragments of his mind shattered. Each held a face. There was Keller. There was Tamereth. Sinta, oh beautiful Sinta with her flowing verdant hair and innocent smile. And there was Jez, just coming into bloom, her nervous smile, her flitting gaze. So close for them, but yet so far. Other faces held within the exploding fragment of his psyche. Some he recognized, others he didn’t. Eve taunted him with that devious tongue of hers. A tear fell down Vesula’s cheek.

All the while his core grew, a spinning ball of mana yarn. Slowly, the fires of the witch’s wrath cooled.

The enchanted weapon was right.

Don’t get mad. Get even.

Don’t destroy her power. Take it.

He looked up, his face blistered and healed, blistered and healed.

She looked at him, doubt in her eyes for the first time.

And then he unleashed the power of his new core. He exploded with anger, a force so great it billowed from him like a raging storm of violent silver mana. Blue streaks colored it, itching and writhing, trying to form glyphs and runes.

“That’s my partner! That’s my boy!” Califire cried with glee. “Wait until you understand the runes!”

The witch screamed as his raw, untamed magic hit her. She vanished as it consumed her. And all stilled as the focus of his anger turned to nought. Then, like a sea before a tsunami, all fell quiet as his power reached its apex. A rumble, so distant it might have come from another world, reverberated through the temple.

And then the power raced back into him, his core spinning and growing, absorbing all.

Seven stood still. The temple was gone. But their bodies lay scattered around him.

“Oh no,” he said as he fell to his knees.


Chapter Forty-Three




Congratulations! You have occupied Level Six of Tower One. You are each awarded ten Magic points. All hail Quintasia!

A door appeared in front of him, and on it was a circle burning brightly. But it wasn’t quite a circle. It had a strange little tail.

“A Q?” he said, falling to his knees.

“Certainly that,” said Keller, crouching by him.

He froze. “You’re…”

“Alive? Yes, I’m alive. Although I wasn’t. At least, I don’t think I was. But then I saw you. It was like I was spinning across time, and you were its center. Must have been the pain or the magic.”

“Or both the pain and the magic,” Sinta said, crouching by him. “Once you absorbed all her power, her malignance fled our bodies, and her rage left us.”

“You’re alive too,” was all he could say.

“We’re all alive, Seven,” Keller said and threw her arms around him. “Quinn, Drek, Vesula—all of us. Whatever you did, you won.”

“I understood her magic. But if she was just a construct of the dungeon, how could I have? How could I have understood her makeup?”

“A construct?”

“A contrived being. If she was just a representation of what an elf was, then how accurate was it?”

Quinn’s chuckle came from the head of the steps. “He’s up. I told you he would be.”

“Seven!” Tamereth called, rushing across the ruined temple. “You made it!”

“He was just a pile of blistered bones when I woke,” Quinn said. “But I thought he might just make it. He’s got a habit of rebuilding just fine.”

Tamereth slid by him, Jez hot on her heels.

“What the hell happened?” Jez said. “The temple exploded, and that hideous elf woman appeared. How did you defeat her? Does it mean you can kill elves?”

“I think I took a giant step toward being able to. If our theories are correct, the trial was matched to my potential. They certainly upped the stakes.”

“Rage of Elves,” Tamereth said. “Your rage has to match theirs for you to have a hope of beating them.”

“Then Quintasia certainly got that right. When I saw Quinn and Drek lying there, when it attacked Vesula, then Sinta and Jez, I couldn’t control myself. But even that wouldn’t have been enough to defeat her.” He pulled Califire close. “It was this fella. He told me what I was doing wrong. He told me I’d have to bring the magic inside me.”

Sinta pressed her palm against his head, then moved it down his body. “It’s changed. The mana no longer occupies your whole body. Well, it does, but it radiates from your heart. No, from beside your heart.” Her eyes widened. “It’s incredible. The power. It’s so focused.”

“It’s like hers was.”

“No!” Sinta said. “It’s nothing like that. It’s…it’s filled with joy. Hers was pure malevolence. This is joy. The mana is comfortable in its form, not tied to it.”

“Then we have a chance,” Keller said. “We just need to find a way to get it into as many of us as possible.”

Jez stuck her hand up before she began speaking. “She is correct. But we cannot know whether this transformation was unusual or not.”

“It must be,” Keller said. “Zeno froze time! He must have had it.”

Jez shook her head. “No! I’m at the edge of my understanding, but we aren’t powerful—magic-wise. Seven still isn’t level twenty. None of us are. Zeno would have been. He’d have had a class and a specialist magical discipline. One spell doesn’t make anyone powerful, and that spell is only effective against people weaker than him. I’ll bet that once Sinta has training and finally selects a class, she could freeze a Novice or anyone lower than her if she has that class.”

“I have a class. It is Healer. But I am weak as I only ever had to heal the same things over and over. These last few days have proved that to me. I must get stronger.”

Seven stretched his arms. “Jez is right. We should keep this to ourselves. You alright with that Drek, Vesula? You’ll keep this quiet.”

“Keep what quiet?” Eve said. “That you’ve condensed your magic into a core.”

“Where the fuck did you come from?” Keller said. “Nevermind how could you know? You’re damn good at sneaking up. But a core—yes, of course. A core. I think I have it—we have them in the…games. Me and Eve. A core. Of course, that’s what we’re up against. The elf’s power. It’s the difference between a slap and a punch. It’s so obvious.”

Jez paced around them. “It’s easy knowing where we are going. Getting there will be the difficult thing. We must keep our group tight. It’s us, Drek, Vesula, Quinn, and Eve. We’re the central group,” she said. “All but Tamereth, Eve, and I have magic. So us three are separate. We’ll provide some balanced views. Our goal has to be clear. Once we are through this dungeon, we must focus on getting all of you cores.”

Quinn chuckled, the deep, reverberating laugh of his that folded around them like a warm blanket. “You forgot me in that group. I got no magic.”

“It picked you for a reason, and that wasn’t just to kill you. The witch singled you out. There has to be a reason for it.”

He raised his eyebrows. “You can waste your time on me, no problem. But if a spark of magic ever comes out of me, I’ll eat my hat.”

“You don’t have a hat,” Keller said.

“When we get through this, I’m going to get me one.”

“The door has changed,” Sinta said.

“Seven,” Seven said. “The number seven. The final trial.” He rose and turned away from the door, strolling to the steps and helping the rest of the party up. “I wonder if he was a figment of my imagination.”

“Who?” Keller asked, then added; “Geraint. Of course, him. That bastard won’t leave us alone, even in death.”

“I’m beginning to wonder if we did see him. I’m sure of it, but why hasn’t he followed us? He was there, after the storm—the twister—I felt his gaze. He killed them, I’m sure of it. If he battled that hard just to kill a couple of us, why? Why didn’t he follow us?”

“Perhaps he couldn’t. Maybe he couldn’t beat the sharks, or maybe the dungeon changed and adapted to the two, three, whatever number of them there are.” Keller folded her arms and shivered. “He’s not dead. I know. It’s like a cloud coming towards us.”

He looked down the steps, like a god staring from above. “We’ll see, and if we do, I’ll kill him.”

“With your new power?”

He sniffed. “I don’t even understand that yet. Hell, I haven’t had a moment to look at my notifications. I turned them off.”

“I tried a moment ago. I can see I have a few, but I can’t access them. It’s like we’re stuck where we are.”

“Mine faded the moment that door appeared,” Vesula said.

“It wants us to focus.” He pulled Keller close and nodded toward the door. “Shall we get it over with?”

“Seven?”

“Yes?”

“I want you to know.” She bit her lip. “I want you to know I’m yours until we die. I love you, Seven. I really do.”

He ran his fingers through her hair, pushing it over her ear. “And I’m yours, forever, longer.” He grinned. “More than anything, I want us in the warehouse, in Quintasia, in our room, our guild house. That’s what I’m clinging to. That’s what I want.”

“All of us. Not just me and you. I want our family, Seven. I want Tamereth, Sinta, and Jez. Vesula if you want. Eve if you have to.” She snickered. “If you must.”

“Eve if I must,” he said. “Did she help Geraint? Or was that all in my head?”

Keller shrugged. “I’m fifty-fifty. But I know this. We have to be sure before we let her in.”

“If we let her in.”

He faced the door. “So, no puzzle to solve? Just an open door?”

“It’s the final trail. We’ve gained points in every attribute,” Keller said.

“That’s not to say it’s a free ride,” Jez said. “Us non-magic users gained nothing from the last test. It was a test for the strongest user, and it was a test for Sinta’s healing. I think we passed on both counts because everyone lived. This could be a test of all attributes, or it might be a test of leadership.”

“Only one way to find out,” Eve said as she slipped past them and walked through the doorway. “Oh no. Oh, fuck.”

She froze. Seven strolled in behind her, every one of his nerves jolting him. He paled, his mouth drying as his heart hammered against his chest. “What kind of twisted fucker thought up this?”

The terraced stone of a huge arena spread away on both sides of him, its tiered seating descending to a sandy arena. Monsters, slathering beasts, like flightless dragons, strained at chains and all faced a central stake to which one man was chained.

“Oh no,” Keller said.

“You want me to…” Tamereth held out her spear.

Jez grabbed it. “Don’t. Don’t. I have a terrible feeling about this.”

“I can’t believe that bastard’s alive,” Sinta said.

Welcome worthy Novices. You have conquered the Six Trials of Dungeon Five. Only one test remains. Can you overcome hatred for the common cause? Can you fight alongside your enemy to defeat your ultimate foe? Failure in this is failure in all. Only the cannon awaits!

You must defeat the monsters to save your enemy. If he dies—you die!

All hail Quintasia!

All hail Phillion!

“Fuck!” Seven said. “You fucker!” He shouted at the broody sky. “You can’t do this to me!”

He fell to his knees and vanished, reappearing in the pit facing his nemesis.


Chapter Forty-Four




“Do something!” Geraint said, his voice stiff with fear.

Chains bound him to the pole, clasps binding his ankles and wrists. His once pristine hair was ragged. Blood flecked with mud coated his face. His armor was in tatters. But Seven glossed over all of that, focusing on his eyes, wide with fear.

“Do something for you?” he snarled. “Why’d you kill them? Why?”

“To win,” Geraint snarled back. “Same as you, Savage. Same reason you killed Star. Same reason your bitch tried to kill me.”

Seven squared up to him. “You think I’m going to save you?”

Geraint grinned, drilling his crazed gaze into Seven. “You have no choice. If you don’t, you’re all dead.”

A dread thunk snapped his attention away from Geraint. The chains tethering the monsters slackened, the creatures immediately surging forward a yard. Snapping jaws, globs of spit, feral growls all washed over him as he braced. The beasts towered over him, as his indecision cost him vital time. He had to kill the beasts to save everyone, but the price, it was too high—too painful.

“You’re going to live because I helped you—I, the savage—saved you. That’s how fucking pathetic you are.”

“Pah! I don’t give a shit. I get to go at you again. Better watch your back. I’ve got connections in Quintasia.”

Seven whipped around, winding up a punch and landing it straight on Geraint’s nose. “Have that one on me, prick. Come for me all you want. I’ll be ready, day or night. One more thing before I save you pathetic ass.”

“You fucker! You broke my nose!”

“Have this too,” he growled, kicking out and landing his boot in Geraint’s groin.

The man howled, doubling over until his chains strained. “You’ll pay for that, Savage.”

“Fuck you. I got monsters to kill. You’re nothing. Nothing to me. Got it?”

Seven faced the closest monster just as another thunk rang out, and the chain slackened again. He lurched forward, overbalancing and trying to correct as the beast ripped at its chain in a desperate lunge to get to him. “Axe, I think, Califire,” Seven said, doing his best to calm, to cool, to stop himself spinning around and taking Geraint’s head.

The anger brought his new core to the fore. It pulsed with latent power, filling him with confidence. Whatever the last test had done, he felt more powerful. No, he was more powerful. He knew it. His energy was limitless. His magic had to be devastating. “Try this,” he muttered under his breath and hatched a fireball, throwing it into the beast’s face before leaping after it and swinging Califire with all his might.

A rush of red-hot mana shot from his palm, engulfing the beast in its sticky magic. The creature writhed as it attempted to evade the searing heat that stuck to its skin. It reared up, howling at the gray sky. Its sudden movement caused Seven to miss his follow up strike as Califire grazed the creature’s chest. Behind him, Geraint’s taunts turned to whimpers as yet another thunk rang out and chains slackened again.

“You need to fucking hurry up and kill those motherfuckers. Seven! Hurry the fuck up!”

“Seven? It’s Savage to you!” Seven growled.

He steadied himself, springing off his front foot and slashing with the axe. The beast howled in pain, bearing down on him, its face on fire. Seven reversed his swing, then tore it across the creature’s throat and brewed another fireball. He threw it at the next, not even breaking step as he thrust forward and jumped. “Yeaargh!” he screamed as he powered his axe into the flaming animal’s side. Then chopped again and again, slipping on its blood as it writhed in agony. He didn’t wait for it to drop, instead, he rested Califire on his shoulder and walked back to Geraint. “That fast enough for you, asshole?”

“Th…the…there’s four more. Th…there’s still four more,” he said. Looking over his shoulder.

“I’ll get to them. First, I’m going to do the one right behind you. But you see that one there? The one right in front of you? I’m going to let that one get right in your face. So fucking close you can smell what it had for lunch, got it?” He shoved Califire under Geraint’s chin, the enchanted weapon’s tip piercing the skin.

“This blood’s got a little yellow streak in it,” Califire said.

Seven sniffed. “Come on, partner. We’ve got work to do.”

Out of sight of Geraint, Seven conjured a fireball, curious why it hadn’t acted like one for the last two throws. Instead of a ball of brilliant, luminous red mana nestled on his palm, his whole hand and arm glowed with red. He could feel the stored mana as it sat under his skin, waiting to stream out. He pointed it at his first target, opening his fingers and letting the fire burst stream out, coating the slathering animal it its liquid flame. He held Califire up, ready to go in for the kill.

“I don’t think we’re going to need to get messy this time, Partner. I think you got this all on your own.”

“How? How has my power increased so much?” he asked, but he knew. He understood. It was the ball of mana strands inside him. It was his new power—a power he could access and one that would dovetail perfectly with Califire.

“Can I try something?” he asked the weapon.

“Anything. You know that. Just as long as it isn’t, you know…”

“Isn’t what?”

“Kinky…that stuff you get up to with Keller that I don’t see. Any of that stuff.”

“Not the time to joke. My magic’s changed.”

“No, no, it hasn’t. Magic’s fundamental. It doesn’t alter.”

“Never used to be like this.”

“But then you were a useless, pathetic pup of a child who could hardly wipe his own ass. But you’ve grown since then.”

“I have, haven’t I? Turn into a staff, please.”

“You wish is my command.” Califire fell silent as he changed, then twisted around, the staff’s orb facing him. “Just as long as I agree with it. That goes without saying, right?”

“Right,” Seven said with a laugh which was cut short by another thunk and a clank of chains.

“Seven!” Geraint whimpered. “Seven! Help me! For fuck’s sake, help me!”

Seven ignored him, concentrating his fire and directing it through his staff. He waited for the power to build within the staff, then unleashed it on the fourth beast. The red fire spewed from Califire in a vortex of destruction that reduced the creature’s head to a smoking stump instantly.

“Interesting,” he said as another thunk rang out and the two remaining beasts lurched forward.

“Seven!” Geraint wailed as the smell of liquid bowels overpowered the stench of burning flesh.

“Have you shit yourself, Geraint. By the way,” he said, dispatching the penultimate beast with another blast of fire. “What happened to the other fella? He die? Did you kill Guy, too?”

“Yes, he’s dead. They both died. Kill this fucking beast!”

Seven rounded the post, keeping his distance from Geraint. “You need a bath,” he said.

“Just burn it! Burn the fucker!”

“What happened to your magic? I saw it coursing through you. It lit up your body. You looked powerful.”

“I was! I was powerful! But I failed the last trial. Kill the fucking beast! I’ll give you anything you want!”

Seven moved close until he was nose to nose. “But you can’t give me what I want. Because all I ever wanted was to be seen as an equal. You’ll get out of this. You’ll clean up and heal. And you’ll look at me like I’m scum all over again.” He grabbed Geraint by the throat. “But be aware, know this. This is how easily I can kill now. This is how good you’ve got to be to beat me. This, fucker, is what we need to beat the Rage of Elves!”

Seven unleashed his power just as the clunk rang out, just as the beast lunged for them. His magic blasted from Califire, incinerating the creature and melting the heavy iron chain.

Cheers rang out. A wolf whistle split the air. Seven punched the air, whipping around, glaring at Geraint, every vein in his head popping.

“There, fucker. There. That’s it. That’s how you do it. See those people up there? They aren’t cheering for me. They’re cheering for each and every one of them. I lost four people, and you killed all of them.” He punched him again. Geraint’s chains fell apart, and he sat in a puddle of his own piss.

But then, from the jaws of defeat, he looked up. “You’re going to pay for this.”

Seven drew his foot back, ready to kick him in the head. “You’re not worth it. You’re just not worth it.” He turned and made his way back up the steps and into Keller’s arms, then Tamereth’s, Sinta’s, and Jez’s.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said as a large portal appeared in front of them.

He looked down at Geraint. The man looked up, defiant even in defeat.

“I could still take him out,” she said. “Just say the word.”

Jez grabbed her arm. “We don’t know. The rules may still hold.”

“We’ll get our chance again,” Seven said. “Vermin like that, they don’t go away. Geraint and I will have our day. Quintasia just made me wait, that’s all.”

“Made all of us wait,” Keller said.

He grabbed her hand and walked toward the portal.


Chapter Forty-Five




Congratulations! You have passed through the Novice Dungeon Chain. You are now a student of the illustrious Quintasia Academy. All notifications and advances are available. If you have passed Level Twenty, you can choose a class. Classes are offered on merit with a leaning toward favored attributes. If you have a pre-guild affiliation, a member of that guild will escort you to your guild’s initiate accommodation. Should you have no affiliation, a steward will take you to temporary accommodation. Classes are allotted after induction. Induction will take place in two days.

The portal fizzed and cracked, opening onto a street, rain pelting down so hard it ricocheted off the cobbles. Standing in the dull lamplight was a pale-faced lad with a lopsided top hat on. He clicked his fingers and winked at Seven.

“I knew you’d make it. I said, Snitch! Snitch, my boy, that Seven is special. He’s going to breeze that dungeon in record time.” He sniffed, then frowned. “Show’s how wrong I can be.”

“Wrong?” Seven said, as Snitch opened his arms and hugged him.

“Silas Vertinum did it in half the time with twice the people.” He pushed Seven aside. “Sinta! The lovely Sinta, and Tamereth, Keller, Jez. You all look radiant and are no doubt all the better for seeing me. But do tell me, who are the sorry-looking rabble behind you? Are they our servants? That they are here must mean they are in some way affiliated to the fearsome Forlorn Hope Guild.”

“They said they wanted to join, but there was a fair bit of pressure on them. We’ll release them if they change their minds.”

“So they are pledges,” Snitch said. “Pledges. That’s all they can be until we work out a few things. New guild and all.”

“Like what?” Quinn said, his voice a rumble.

“Like hazing. Like that, big man. We have to work out how to break them and rebuild them to our mold.”

“Rebuild them to your mold? Good luck with that.”

Snitch eyed him for a while. “Well! No matter. To matters of accommodation. You asked, Snitch provided. Follow. Follow. It’s raining, after all.” He dipped his head and swept his hat as he bowed and turned, marching up the street a little way before veering into a lit courtyard complete with a high wall and open iron gate. “At first I wondered why? Why would Seven wish to place his guildhall in the poorest, most rundown part of Quintasia? Then it struck me. He’s a pauper at heart, so he would want to live with the more unsavory elements in Phillion. Somewhere he feels at home.”

“More unsavory elements?”

“The untethered. Summons gone wrong. Societal rejects that don’t have my brains. Those sorts. Place is rife with them. More of ‘em than rats. But boy, do they build cheap. Some would work for a round of bread and a pot of ale from the Beast and Brisket. Really! They haven’t even met you and some adore you.”

“Some?”

“Some. Others don’t embrace change. They like the place as it is. Rot-infested chic must be the trend in some worlds. But, and here’s the thing, your gold stretched much further than I thought it would.”

“I’ve got some left, right?”

“Some,” Snitch replied, spreading his arms as if presenting his great work. “Full height walls. An iron gate the largest guilds would be proud of. Both primed for glyphs and runes should the need come. Plus, we have battlements, you know, just in case a guild war breaks out and we have to go to the mattresses. Then we have a killing field—a free ten-yard perimeter. I’ve modified the warehouse somewhat.” He grimaced. “Used a fair bit of money up, but you’ll make more. It’s got archer slits, some scattered towers—I’ll be honest, the roof’s pitch put paid too much more. But it’s defensible, just as long as a really weak guild comes for us and not one of the better ones.” He crossed the courtyard, wrapping on the door. A large orc-like creature answered. “This is Coll. Poor bastard portalled in wrong and got stuck in one of the chapels for an age before anyone noticed. After a while, they sent the trainers in and he slaughtered the lot. Well, I’ll let him tell his story, but it goes something like this. Orcs don’t fit in Quintasia on account of being different. Anyway, he’s been begging for a while, but I thought, let’s put him to work. He shifted so much stone I just didn’t want to let him go.” Snitch paused for a breath. “Anyone got any orc prejudice? Speak now, but be warned, I’ve given my word and I don’t like to break it.”

“Coll?” Keller said.

“Short for colossal, no doubts. So, what do you think? This is the bar and the reception. Bork over there, he’s a octogrim, but he’s got a bit of something else in him—the temper, mate, you’ve never heard anything like it. I’ll tell you, any who mess about in his bar are going to get a tentacle where the sun don’t shine.”

“You kept him on too?” Keller asked.

“Had to. He built the bar single-handed, well tentacle…you get the picture. Then he stocked it. Then he knocked me up a cocktail. Really! A Mana Melt Sunrise with a twist. Done—” Snitch snapped his fingers—”quicker than I could say shazam.” Snitch spun away. “Over here is the lovely Nadille. She’s a fairy, but not the type that go fluttering around flowers. Quite the handful, really, and a mean cook. Burns her wings and there’s hell to pay, but she can knock up a mean roast.”

“You kept her on too?” Keller repeated, then sighed. “Is there anyone you didn’t keep on?”

“Of course! The real ruffians. They’re the ones that don’t like Seven. Threatened all sorts when I had to let them go.”

“Fantastic,” Seven said.

“Moving on! Rest area, quest area, arms room—all down here. Upstairs we have fifty rooms, some with showers, some sharing. Should be enough once we get the guild up and running. You, Keller, and the girls are on the ground floor, suite at the back behind the meeting rooms. I’m next to you, as your second in command, Hand, whatever you wish to call it.”

“Hold on,” Tamereth said. “Who made you second-in-command?”

Snitch furrowed his brow. “I did. It was me and Seven who thought up the idea. Why?” He grinned. “Do you think you’re more qualified to deal with all the help, sort out the ins and outs of Quintasia, deal with the other guilds, and arrange everyone’s tuition so they get the best teachers, gear, and books? If so, I’ll happily step aside and have a nice, quiet life. Because I can tell you, if it wasn’t for me and my team, it would have all fallen apart.”

“Your team?” Keller asked.

Snitch coughed. “Would you like to see your quarters?”

“Your team?”

“Lots of admin,” he said. “Lots. Trust me, you wouldn’t want to bother with it. Too much studying to do. Much too much. Leave it to old Snitch.”

“Personally, I’m good with it,” Tamereth said. “Jez should oversee it, don’t you think, Seven? Just in case something unfortunate happens to him.” She sneered at Snitch.

“Well, perhaps later.”

“Just how much of our money is left?” Keller asked.

Snitch waved his hand. “Enough,” he said. “Enough, and we’ll rake in revenue soon. Soon we’ll have more. Your quarters? Coll! Take the others up to their rooms. Seven, girls, this way.”

“Let’s go,” Seven said. “I need to sit before I drop.”

Snitch led them to the back of the warehouse, through a door and along a corridor until he came to the end door. “Your suite,” he said with a lavish bow and swept the door open.

Seven, Keller, Tamereth, Jez, and Sinta strolled into a lavish room resplendent with rugs, mana lamps, plush couches, a dining table, and best of all, a roaring fire.

“Get yourself dry and warm yourselves up. You have the night. Felice has drawn you all a bath. She’ll fetch food for you from the kitchen, clothes need washing, she’s your fox, anything—she’ll do anything you wish.”

“Fox?” Keller asked.

“Kin. Foxkin.”

“Another member of our staff?”

“Indeed,” Snitch said, backing toward the door. “Well, I’ll leave you all be. A lot to take in.”

“Snitch,” Seven said, grabbing his arm.

“Yes?” Snitch said, panic flickering across his face.

“Thanks. Thanks for sorting it all out.”

“Nothing. It was nothing. Look, things…” he paused. “Never mind. You get your rest. We’ll discuss everything in the morning.” He backed out of the door and closed it gently.

“You know we’re skint, don’t you?” Keller said.

“Skint?”

“Broke.”

“Yeah.” He looked around. “Totally worth it.”
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You have gained 10 Dexterity points.

You have gained 10 Mind points.

You have gained 10 Strength points.

You have gained 10 Body points.

You have gained 10 Instinct points.

You have gained 10 Magic points.

You have increased your Pain Tolerance. You are now Master.

Skill Points plus 1.

You have increased your Restoration. You are now Master.

You have increased your Meditation. You are now Adept.

Skill points plus 2

You have increased your Perception. You are now Capable.

You have increased the spell, Mana Shield. You are now Adept.

You have increased the spell Fireball. You are not Adept.

You have increased the spell Fireball. You are Expert.

You have modified the spell, Fireball. You have a new spell, Flamethrower. You are a Novice.

Spell points plus 10.

You have increased the spell, Flamethrower. You are now Capable.

You have increased the spell, Flamethrower. You are now Adept.

You have formed a new storage device. You have a Mana Core.

Function not classified…Error…

You are the first student to develop a core, thus grading it is irrelevant.

Error … Grading required.

Mana Core = Novice.

***Student must report to Professor Sanya Soleil upon arrival at Quintasia Academy***

You have come first in the Dungeon 5 Elimination competition.

You have gained the title, Dungeon Master. You are awarded five thousand gold.

Your team has come first in the Dungeon 5 Elimination competition. Your guild is awarded five thousand gold.

You have gained Experience. You are Level 20.

You have two unallocated attribute points.

You have gained Experience. You are Level 21

You have four unallocated attribute points.

You have gained Experience. You are Level 22.

You have six unallocated attribute points.

You are Level 20 or greater. Primary Class is now available. To select a class, focus on its title as it appears on your stat sheet.

Seven slotted four points into Instinct and two into Magic.

He exhaled, looking at the bedroom ceiling.

“So a few notifications, then,” Keller said.

She lay on the bed beside him, her lower half concealed by a towel, her upper half delightfully on show. Seven pushed the bedsheet down as he sat up. “A few?”

“Notifications.”

“Yeah. Got the ones we knew about. Some skill and spell points. Upped some skills. Made a whole new spell and got a Mana Core. Plus, I have to report to a teacher called Sanya Soleil as soon as I get to the academy. Got gold too. Five thousand for the guild. Five for me.”

“I’ll bet Snitch knew,” Jez said, jumping on the bed. “I’ll bet he banked on us winning.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Tamereth said. “He tries to be all foppish, but he’s got an edge.”

“He thinks you’re going to be inundated with lovers. There are seven beds,” Sinta added, sitting next to him. “But you have to give us some time first.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“And no falling for your hot teacher Sanya Soleil!” Keller said.

“Ha! She won’t be hot. She’ll be an old, wrinkled witch.” Seven inhaled hard. “I leveled too. I can get my class.”

“Me too,” said Jez, Keller, and Tamereth together.

“Then we should do that next.”

“Yes!” Califire said. “You do that. Choose Warlock, and then form a pact with…errr…Penick. That’s the plan. No messing with it.”

Seven looked around the bed at his friends. Sure, they were all half-naked and hot. And yeah, he was long overdue some time with them. But more than anything, there was warmth there. The type he’d missed all his life. The love of a family. He wanted to treasure that for a while until he finally took the plunge.

“We’ve been through a lot. What’s the hurry?” he asked.

“The hurry is Penick would have been waiting. That’s the hurry. He’s got plans, big plans,” Califire said. “Best do it before you change your mind.”

“I’ll do it. But it’s not everything. Not anymore. I have training, and classes, and stuff like that.”

“All part of the plan,” Califire said. “A plan you must stick to.”

“Give me an hour.”

“Five minutes.”

“Forty-five—look, I’m not bargaining with you!”

“No! You should be bargaining with me…him.” Califire snickered.

“Just let him chill for a moment,” Tamereth said, laying beside Keller. “This is the first time we’ve all been alone together.”

“Yes.” Jez jumped onto another bed, laying down and pulling her legs up. “This will make a good base. It’s cozy. It’s private. We can become the family Keller talked about. I can see it now.”

“In time,” Sinta said. “We’ll be stronger if we build a firm foundation.”

“Snitch did well,” Tamereth said. “Might have spent all your money, but he did well.”

Seven drifted into his mind, reading his character sheet as tiredness overtook him.

Name: Seven

Titles: Mana Friend. Tower Defender. Dungeon Master.

Guild:Forlorn Hope

Level 22

Attributes: Strength—42, Dexterity—41, Body—64, Mind—52, Instinct—79, Magic—80, Health—1280/1280, Mana (Modifier x 50) 34,000/40,000.

Unallocated Points 0.

Profession: None.

Primary Class: Available—select to choose.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Farming—Capable, Smithing—Novice, Fishing—Adept, Hunting—Capable, Cooking—Adept, Pain Tolerance—Master, Magical Resistance—Master, Sword Craft—Master, Spear Craft—Master, Buckler Craft—Master, Restoration—Master, Meditation—Adept (4/10th Mana/Health), Dissemble: Capable, Dark Sight—Expert, Archery—Novice, Staff Fighting—Master, Perception—Capable, Reading—Adept, Writing—Novice Martial Fighting—Capable, Mana Sight—Expert, Mana Manipulation—Expert, Mana Harvesting—Master (Storage factor 50), Mana Cleaner—Expert.

Skill points available: 40

Spells: Tranquil Resurgence—Expert, Tranquil Resurgence 2—Novice, Mana Surge—Capable, Spell Echo—Capable, Mana Infusion—Capable, Arcane Channeling—Capable, Mana Resonance—Capable, Mana Shield—Adept, Manalight—Novice, Fireball—Expert, Flamethrower—Adept.

Spell Points available: 20.

Mana Core—Novice

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.

Storage:

Claws of the Ripper Wolf

20 Quicksilver Arrowheads

1 Quicksilver Spearhead

Steel Rapier

Sender Stone

Assorted Dungeon Quality Weapons x 35

Adept Quality Spear

Adept Quality Sword

Adept Quality Staff

It was all going well. Despite everything, he’d graduated. He’d beaten the system and overcome the bullies. The only downside was Geraint. The man would come for him, and he wouldn’t underestimate him again. He’d be fully loaded. Snitch knew it. He’d fortified the guild hall because of it. Seven would attract trouble because he was different. He had to be ready.

He opened his eyes, wondering when he’d fallen asleep. The mana lights had dimmed, casting soft light over the sleeping girls. A strange feeling came over him. A feeling of urgency—of a need to move forward and quickly. Perhaps it was his Instinct kicking in again. But something told him he had no time to lose. He sat up, pulling up his character sheet.

Primary Class: Available—select to choose.

He closed his eyes and focused on it. Green fog revolved in his mind. Its emptiness echoed, like he was deep underground. A word resolved, but it wasn’t Warlock, a female voice softer than Quintasia’s read the legend.

Class option 1/3 — Druid.

Druids draw their power from nature, manipulating natural elements, summoning animals, healing and even taking animal form through mimicry. Spells focus on natural magic and allow them to unleash powerful elemental attacks.

They use heightened instincts to predict natural events, behaviors and influence their own survival. When in animal form, this instinct can be heightened further.

Druids embody both Instinct and Magic and can adapt to a wide variety of situations.

If you want a class that is suited to a wide variety of situations, a flexible and instinctive class, that responds well to dynamic situations, Druid is the one to choose.

Seven inhaled. He liked the class. It sounded exactly what he needed. It had everything. It had the affinity for nature he so admired in Sinta’s magic, but with a biting edge.

But he discounted it as another option spun through the fog and resolved.

Class option 2/3 — Sorcerer.

Sorcerers use higher magic associated with those who have the Mana Manipulation skill. They bend and shape it in unusual ways and can even form and invent new spells. Their magic comes through Instinct, and suits those with a high affinity for that attribute. Their focus on Instinct makes them potent and highly versatile.

But their true power comes through emotion guided by that Instinct. Instinct controls the natural chaos sorcerers lean toward and helps them adapt in battle. Instinctive spell-casting choices can turn the tide of many a situation.

He liked the idea of Sorcerer, but it didn’t sound as deep and connected as Druid. It seemed to lack a defined path and relied heavily on his gut feelings to forge his path. Seven had spent his early years without a path, just wandering. He hankered for structure. He needed direction.

He held his breath as his final choice twisted and formed and he prayed that the correct one came. It hadn’t even occurred to him that it might not. Both options presented to him had a high affinity for Instinct. Penick had told him to feed points into Instinct.

“Come on! Warlock,” he said. “Come on!”

Class option 3/3 — Warlock

Warlocks draw their power from another powerful being with whom they form a pact. This gives them access to potent spells although it can limit the types of spells available. They use Eldritch Invocations to channel their powers and enhance their spells or senses.

The pact shapes the instinctual magic. An example of this would be a warlock with a demon patron who would then align with forces considered darker in nature. Warlocks use their enhanced Instinct to sense otherworldly or hidden presences and detect dangers and opportunities.

Like Druids, Warlocks can blend and alter magic to create new spells within their limited range and can often predict the right spell to use before it is apparent to others.

Seven sighed. He really liked Druid. He loved Druid.

“Warlock,” he said.

The swirling fog vanished, and Califire chuckled. “Oh, this is good. This is really good. So now you think Penick will look after you? You think he will save you from me?”

“Why would I need Penick to save me from you?” Seven asked, feeling a little unnerved, but Califire didn’t answer, instead, he formed an eye where his light orb had been and narrowed it as he looked over Seven’s shoulder.

“Because Califire comes from Nythrondor.” Penick’s soft voice filtered over the silence. “And I have a little confession to make.”

“A confession?”

Penick grimaced, ruffling his spiked hair and tapping his lip with his cane. “I might well have extended the truth.”

“Extended?” A bad feeling grew in Seven’s gut.

“I might have lied when I said I was Califire’s creator, and that I slaved over the forge of Effervellyun to sire a petulant child—that bit. Nothing important. And it’s not really my fault. It takes two for a good lie to work. So it’s partly your fault, too.”

“How?” Seven asked, trying to soak it all in.

“You believed it—that makes you party to the lie.”

“So, if you didn’t create him, who did?”

Califire’s chuckle was nothing short of sinister. “You’re going to love this bit.”

“My gut tells me I won’t.”

“Good!” Penick clapped. “You put numbers in Instinct. Magic, too, I hope. You’ll need them both over one hundred to protect yourself from him. Lucky you followed my advice.”

“Protect myself?” he said as Califire lost his silver glow and turned as black as a void, his glyphs no longer blue but blood-red.

“Califire is a creation of Nythrondor, a land so festered with powerful evil even I only dared go there once and barely escaped with my life.”

“Nythrondor,” Seven repeated.

“Indeed. An existence that lurks in the shadows and feeds off the evil in men’s hearts.” He sucked his cheeks in, pouting. “Trust me, you don’t want to go there.”

Seven tried to let Califire go, but the hexblade stuck to his palm. “Then, when we form our pact we’ll just get rid of him.”

Califire chuckled again, a sinister laugh ending in a distant echo. “He really has no idea, does he?”

“No idea about what?” Seven asked, his anger growing.

Penick took a step back. “Your warlock contract, it is with Califire.”

“What?”

“You will draw on the power of Nythrondor and the endless depths of evil within it to fuel your magic. When you became a warlock, the runes I placed on him to contain his malignancy—runes etched in the fires of Efferveyllun, I might add—ended. Only darkness remains.”

Califire’s laughter rang through the room.


Afterword



So, that’s book 2 over. I hope you found it as intense as me. And hey! Thanks for the support, as always. It’s an incredible journey being an author. Highs, lows, and a good deal of digging in see us through. Harem—Hell yeah, but to me it’s all about the romance. Will they, won’t they—the ups and downs of relationships. This is the path I want to follow, while coming up with some stunning settings and fantastic stories. I hope you’ll come with me.

So, what lies ahead for book 3? There’ll be a lot of academy-related storylines. We’ll have a hot tutor, an external threat, a bastard teacher. No doubt Geraint will recoup and recover like the rat he is. Keller and Tamereth are firmly in Team Seven, but will Jez or Sinta join where it counts? What of Seven’s contract with the Hexblade and its dark origins? Is that the last we’ve heard of Penick, Genevieve? Guild wars? Dungeons? Perhaps a bit of city building as Seven expands his holdings in Quintasia?

Man, I have a lot to think about, and we have a lot to get through together!

I’ll be working on the answers.

I’m also looking at Patreon and Discord. Teaming up with Speared Moon, I’ll be able to provide you with bonus content and artwork (NSFW and otherwise), a channel for you to discuss my books, create love interests, and a whole load more. This will be starting up late 2024. So if you’re soon reading after, join and shape what we’re doing—it might be a little quiet at first. If later, we should be well on the way to some great content.

For now find me on Facebook

Jack.
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Monsters, Mayhem and Misfits – A LitRPG Progression Fantasy

When Josh Underwood is thrown through a wormhole and lands on an unfamiliar world, he is immediately attacked by flesh-eating worms and snarling wolves.

He has one huge advantage. A ring sits on his finger, but it’s no ordinary ring. It’s alien tech designed to improve its host’s strength, speed, agility, durability and combat instinct. Not all boons are infinitely wondrous. This tech has to understand what Josh needs for it to evolve, and time is of the essence.

An evil force is rising in Mythelore and threatening not only the land’s entire way of life but also Josh’s new companions—the lovely Arabella, Elowen, the wildly sexy archaeologist, and Cassandra, a sassy witch with no understanding of her true powers.

Only one question remains: Will Josh’s power grow in time to save them?

Click here to find the completed series on Amazon.

Dungeon Core Guardians – A LitRPG Fantasy Adventure

A regional curse, a land in need of a hero, and single dungeon mage willing to risk it all to save the day.

Dark forces are gathering on John’s horizon, and they want nothing more than to end his life before he becomes unstoppable. John possesses the flux magic of a Dungeon Lord, capable of altering, shaping, and building dungeons. In addition he has mana magic, making him unique, potentially powerful, and a grave threat to stopping the curse. Of course, this puts a lot of pressure on John, but he’s not alone. Ellie, a talented sorceress with exquisite flare, joins John in his valiant cause.

As the team grows, will they be able to save Asantia.

Click here to find the completed series on Amazon.

Starship Heroes -Galactic Dreams

Gain a ship, assemble a team, conquer the galaxy!

Born in a small spaceport on a distant planet, I dreamed of flying a starship, exploring wild frontiers and having one exciting encounter after another.

I wanted to go everywhere, but life locked me onto the slow track to nowhere. Then fate dealt me a new hand, and my life changed beyond all imagination in the most amazing ways. But I couldn’t do it by myself. To fulfill my dream, I needed a team of starship heroes.

Earning their trust and making them family will be just as grand as the epic adventures.

Click here to find book 1 on Amazon.
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