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The story so far



Seven and the girls have graduated from the chapels and beaten the infamous dungeon five. But their success wasn’t straightforward. Geraint with his motley crew of hangers-on did their best to kill them, and the dungeon upped its game, doing its darndest to beat Seven, even sending an elf witch to screw with his magic.

When they finally took Tower Two, Seven thought they’d killed Geraint and seen off the rest of his crew, but then survivors began to die. Eve, a way-too-bubbly English girl found Will and Regan with their throats slit. More died as they fought their way through the last tower. Then Seven saw Geraint, and he knew the bastard was still alive.

In a terrible turn of event, Quintasia forced Seven to save Geraint from certain death, but the man didn’t thank him. Instead, he vowed revenge.

Having won, Seven, the girls, and a few survivors led by the mellow Quinn, met Snitch in Quintasia, and he took them to their new guild headquarters in the academy’s slum district.

While he’d spent nearly all their gold, Snitch had done a fantastic job. He’d converted the old warehouse into a grand building with a high wall, lookout towers, a killing zone around it, a bar, canteen, dorms and a special area for Seven and the girls.

Finally relaxing and having passed level twenty, Seven selected a class. After being offered Druid and Sorcerer, he selected Warlock, expecting to forge a pact with the arch elf Penick. However, in a surprise turn of events the pact forged was between him and his enchanted weapon, Califire. Worse, Califire wasn’t some weapon forged in the fires of Effervellyun by Penick, but was dark entity born of the dread land Nythrondor.

Can Seven contain its evil?

What is the grander plan?

And who is the mysterious teacher Sanya Soleil who Seven is supposed to report to?

Read on…


Chapter One




“What do you mean, only darkness remains?” Seven said as he stared at the hexblade. Its crimson runes pulsed brightly against its tar-black surface, bleeding evil intent and sending shivers up his spine. He held it away but simultaneously wanted to bring it closely—to never let it go. It had become revolting to him, while also being hugely important.

Penick grimaced. “Well, it’s like this. I might have misled you. But, as I mentioned, you were complicit in the lie. Besides, if I had told you the pact would be between you and a cursed artefact from a land of myth and suffering, you probably wouldn’t have agreed.” He lifted his eyebrows. “You need to be reasonable.”

“But…”

Penick lifted his finger. “Hold on. There’s more. You wouldn’t have agreed and so you’d have died on that hill and never had the fun you just had. There, that should be enough to satisfy you. Now, can we get on?”

“Fun? That wasn’t fun. That was persecution!”

“Would you prefer your old life back?”

Seven hesitated. He looked around, noticing for the first time that the girls were frozen in place. Keller was lounging on one of the plush couches. Tamereth sat by the fire warming her hands. Jez hunched over a book, midway through flipping a page, and Sinta curled up on a bed, her partially naked form so serene in sleep.

“No,” he admitted, suddenly fearful the elf might propel him back to the hill where he’d faced the Atun hordes, or worse, his life before that as a beggar and vagrant.

“Then you must sit and listen.”

“Are they okay?”

“They,” Penick said, scanning the room, “are perfect. You will need every ounce of their love to get through your trials. But your life will not be without reward. Fate favors those who risk all to bring her a worthy outcome.”

Seven remained silent, but he stared at Califire. The hexblade had been remarkably quiet since its change, but its blood-red runes and glyphs still pulsed, and its black surface rippled as if a sheen of turbulent water coated it.

“Risk?” he ventured, locking eyes with Penick and marveling at the elf’s flawless beauty.

“You seek to destroy the Rage of Elves. That lofty ambition doesn’t come without risk.”

“What is The Rage of Elves?” Seven asked, numbed to the shock that might come his way but determined to scrape the bottom of Penick’s barrel.

Penick strolled to the table, looking over Jez’s shoulder and scanning her book. “This one will come into her own here. You’ll not beat the Rage or any of the many hurdles you’ll face before you take that on through brawn alone. Many have tried, and many have died.” He grabbed an apple from a fruit bowl, tossing it to Seven then picking one for himself. After rubbing it on his sleeve, he sat in an armchair, facing the fire and bidding Seven sit opposite. “Tamereth, on the other hand, will struggle unless she finds her calling.” He indicated the girl between them. “She has had, as have all of you, a tumultuous life. Strangely, it will fall on Keller’s shoulders to smooth those wrinkles. Sinta?” He waved his flattened hand. “Could go either way. They must all learn what they need to become useful.”

“The Rage of Elves?” Seven asked again.

“That is a small part of it.”

“But what is it?”

“It is a state of being. It is a lofty ambition—an insatiable goal. It is a thirst akin to vampirism. Have you heard of that?” Penick creased his brow and looked at the heavily beamed ceiling. “No, no, you wouldn’t. Think of it like that, though. Keller and Eve would have heard of it. While their land only had a brief outbreak, which was quickly suppressed, the legends live on. Vampirism, Seven, is a state of mind where beings from one race gain power by feeding on the life force of others. But it’s not quite as simple as food. That life force gives them extra powers.”

“Extra powers?”

“In the case of that dreary but curiously exciting place called Earth, the powers were near immortality, speed, charm, an incredible libido—those sorts of things. Put simply, vampirism fulfils dreams. All humans dream of power, of dominating their fairer sex. All humans dream of living forever.”

Seven held up Califire. “What do you dream of that I would need this to kill you?”

Penick chuckled. “Oh, I am not a vampire, nor do I have the Rage. I am just a normal elf who dreams of attaining greater height—who dreams of ultimate power.” Then Penick’s expression darkened. “What do you know of a practice called cultivation?”

Seven shrugged. “If we assume nothing, because that’s what I know, it would be a good place to start.”

Penick pushed his cane out, pressing it to Seven’s chest. “The penultimate test—the one where the elf witch killed all your friends.” He grinned, puffing his chest out. “That was one of mine. The normal test is more straightforward. It corners you into using magic, prodding you to hatch it rather like Selafon’s Staff. I manipulated that to give you a far greater test. One that forced you along a new path. Cultivation revolves around a core.” He jabbed Seven again. “And you have one—admittedly and incredibly weak one. It is through that core that you have a chance.” He pulled his cane back and winced. “A very small one, but a chance nonetheless.”

“You had Quinn slammed against the stone.”

“Great, wasn’t it? The way his head burst open was nothing short of spectacular.”

“You burned Keller, slaughtered Sinta.”

“Guilty as charged.” Penick raised his hands. “But all for a good reason. A core can take years to hatch—years of meditation, of soul-searching, eating the right stuff—all that nonsense. By the time you’ve got one, you’re the most boring bastard to have ever lived. Honestly, it might take you centuries to get your oomph back. We can’t afford that time. I needed to kickstart you onto a path that would see you cultivate sooner rather than later. You see, you are our last hope.” He grimaced. “It was supposed to be Sinniman, but things don’t always go to plan.”

“I’m your last hope?”

“There’s something I haven’t told you.”

“Then I suggest you do.”

“You are our last throw of the dice. Those elves infected with Rage, they don’t just feed on humans. They feed on elves too. They’re closing in; attacking Quinrasia from all sides.”

“Can’t you stop them?”

“We can no more stop them than a human could stop a vampire.”

“Then…” Seven said, not quite getting it. If an elf couldn’t stop them and they were infinitely more powerful than a human, how the hell was he supposed to?

“Ah, I see,” said Penick, way more chirpily than Seven thought he had any right to be. “You’re wondering how you’re supposed to kill…yes, yes, I get it now.” He leaned in. “It’s all about a capacity for revenge, a need for justice—to right wrongs. Humans have it by the wagonload. Us elves, well, we get a little upset and then we lose our impetus. Of course, teaming you up with Califire is the masterstroke. That evil bastard will perpetuate your thirst for carnage for an age.”

“Just so we’re clear⁠—”

Penick held his hands up. “No, no! I don’t need to know what deal you’ve struck up with him. That’s between you and him, but I will tell you this. You need to bargain hard. Never accept his first offer.”

“Bargain hard?”

The elf scratched his chin. “Yes. If you want to hex an enemy and take away their speed, he might supply you with a spell that incapacitates them for a number of seconds in return for, say, a small murder spree. But, if you want to cut their legs off with a bloody scythe hex, he’ll likely try to get more death and destruction out of you. You see, the second spell should be cheaper than the first as Califire hungers for blood.”

“Hungers for blood?”

“Indeed. It’s like a currency for him—like levels and experience are for you. The more blood he harvests, the more powerful he becomes. Honestly, it would do you an immense favor to feed him as much blood as you possibly can.”

“But—” The more Seven heard about the enchanted weapon, the more he hated the bargain. “I wish I’d chosen Druid.”

“Why? Do you want to see your girls dead? Do you want the elves to suck them dry? Trust me, Seven. This bargain is the only hope you have of surviving. If you can beat The Rage of Elves, you will be unstoppable. You will be able to protect them from everything else.”

“That’s not enough,” he said. “Else? What do you mean, else?”

“Not enough? Then what is?” Penick asked, glossing over the else thing.

“When it’s over I want a peaceful life—a farm, an inn. I don’t care what, but I want to live in peace.”

“With four women?” Penick scoffed. “Good luck with that.” He spun on his heels, pointing to a slowly forming portal. “Well, I have to go.”

“Wait!”

Penick paused. “Is there something else?”

“What if I need you?”

“Need me? Why in heavens name would you need me? I can’t fight. If I could I’d roll my sleeves up and give some of these rogue elves what for! No, you don’t need me, Seven. You have everything you need.” He winked. “And some more.”

“Does quicksilver kill you?”

Penick paled. “Who told you that?”

“Just something I heard.”

He tapped his cane on his head. “Focus, Seven. Focus. I’ll check in again soon.”

The elf stepped through the portal.

“So, Partner,” Califire grated. “When are we going to have our little chat?”

Seven held up the hexblade. “Not right now, Califire, not right now. I’ve got a whole load of stuff to get my head around.”

“Well,” Califire said, its voice darkening the recesses of Seven’s mind. “The sooner you come to terms with our bargain, the better for both of us.”

“But I’ve made no bargain with you.”

“Yes, yes you have. You get stronger. I get stronger. That’s the bargain. That was forged in the dungeon and ratified by you choosing warlock. It’s you and me, Seven, and we’ve got to get strong quickly.”

“To kill elves,” Seven said.

“To kill everything! Didn’t you listen? It’s not just the elves!”

“Seven?” Sinta squeezed his shoulder. “Seven, are you okay? You look like death.”

He set Califire down. The hexblade had returned to its innocent gloss-sliver sheen with its vivid blue glyphs.

“It’s…I…I chose my class is all. It wasn’t quite what I expected.”

She sat on the bed with him, her legs crossed and arms folded. “Tell me all.”

“I…” he said, unable to focus. It wasn’t the hexblade distracting him. “Your tunic.”

She blushed, bringing her hands down to cover where the hem had ridden up. Then their eyes met, and she cocked a brow, reaching forward and cupping his cheeks. “Is it such a bad thing?” she said, kissing him passionately.

“Bad, no,” he stammered. “Good thing. Definitely a good thing. But it doesn’t help with my problem. My pact—it wasn’t with Penick. It was with⁠—”

“Me,” grated Califire. “It was with little old me all along. The enchanted weapon that saved the day in the dungeon and will save the day again in this crumby little academy.”

Seven eyed the hexblade. “My pact is with Califire. It’s like he says.”

She sucked her cheeks, remaining silent momentarily. “Isn’t that a good thing? At least you know Califire. You work well together, and he is remarkably good at what he does.”

“That’s what I told him,” Califire crowed. “I said, Partner, I said. I know I’m no arch elf. I am but just a simple enchanted weapon from a distant land. However, if you give me this chance to excel, I will grab it with every blade I have and work my little handle off.”

“Then it’s all good,” Sinta said, as Snitch’s voice filled the room.

It was like he was talking through a long tube. “We have Sanya Soleil in the bar area requesting a meeting with you, Boss.”

“What the fuck was that?” Keller asked.

“It’s coming from this shell,” Jez said, picking a large conch. “There’s crackling magic inside. Must be some form of communication device.”

“He has history for that,” Seven said, knowing he still had the communication crystal in his storage. “Sanya Soleil, eh? She’s the teacher Quintasia asked me to report to on the first day.”

“Technically,” Jez said. “It is the first day.”

Seven slipped off the bed. “Well, I suppose I ought to go see the old hag—see what she’s got in store for me.”

“The old hag can hear you. Snitch left the conch open,” a woman’s voice said.


Chapter Two




Sanya Soleil was not what Seven expected. She stood at the bar waiting patiently while Bork, the Octogrim, served her a sparkling cocktail overflowing with crackling mana. One thing was for sure, she wasn’t a hag.

Her lilac hair sat on the broad shoulders of her athletic frame, but her figure hugging royal blue tunic laid bare a shapely body. Black boots clad clearly defined calves and rose to her knees, muscular thighs vanishing under the short tunic. She was powerful, for sure, but had lost no female guile through it. On the contrary, she was to die for.

“I have never been called a hag before,” she said, picking up the sparkling cocktail. “Cheers, Bork. Your good health.” She raised her glass, taking a sip before turning around, elbows on the bar and ample chest thrusting forward. “I take it you’re the savage.” She craned her neck. “Keller, Jez, the wonderful Tamereth and Sinta.” She pointed to Sinta. “You should sit too. This concerns you both.” She marched over to a table, cocktail in hand, and sat, resting her feet on a stool and relaxing back. “Just you two, please. I despise repeating myself, and if there’s more than a few folks, you always end up doing it.”

Keller turned around, grumbling, as Seven and Sinta sat. “What can we do for you?” Seven asked, both intrigued and a little put out.

“Let me tell you,” Santa said. “But it’s more about what I can do for you than the other way. So, first things first, you’re both picking my class as the top pick. Top pick means you get me, in all my fabulous glory, for a lesson a day.” She held up her hand, giving them an apologetic grin. “Yes, I know. There are more flashy courses. You can take Dulac’s course in attack magic, or Briggs is always entertaining—Alchemy 101 complete with explosions and smoking vials. And I know, I know, it’s not all about the killing and blowing up, but let’s face it, that shit is fun, like, real fun.”

Seven became swept away by her animated enthusiasm for the other courses, but more than that, he became excited for the whole thing. He’d thought all the professors would be like Drake. That man had looked down on him like he was a piece of shit stuck to his shoe. Sanya was normal. A few years older than him, but so normal and so infectious. He couldn’t wait to hear what she taught. “Doing?” he asked.

“Doing?”

“Yeah, what is it you do? What course do you teach?”

She puffed herself up, thrusting her gravity-defying chest at him. “The most important one.”

But she didn’t tell him.

“Which is?” he prompted.

“Crafting,” she said, and knocked the wind right out of his sails.

“Crafting?” He screwed his face up.

“What’s wrong with crafting?” Sinta asked. “I can craft—I made the bow and arrow and Tamereth’s spear. It’s really relaxing.”

“Crafting, Seven, is the foundation on which a good tower or ruin exploration is based. You absolutely cannot go in without crafting the gear needed for the expedition.” She drained her glass. “Don’t go telling me I gotta screw the octopus to get another one of these.”

“I’ll get it,” Snitch said, gliding by and sweeping the glass out of her hand. “My apologies, Professor Soleil. No one told me that an esteemed member of the faculty would be darkening our threshold.”

Sanya regarded him for a moment. “Snitch, isn’t it?”

“Ahhhh…maybe.”

“Maybe? You attended one of my classes and one alone. I seem to remember you vanished completely after a small explosion during one of Briggs’ demonstrations. There were rumors you’d dove into the trash chute.” She furrowed her lilac brows. “You appear to have recovered just fine.” She snapped her hand out faster than a rattler, grabbing his cheek and pulling him closer. “You owe me now.”

“Owe you?” He asked, his voice an octave or two higher than normal.

“Yes,” she said, releasing him. “You owe me because I am not going to drag you before Madame Tortalonge just yet.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I would, and you know it. So, a little more of the green stuff, and if there are any nibbles going, I’m partial to olives.” She stared at Seven. “I like to suck their insides out.”

Seven blushed and Sanya burst into peals of laughter.

Sanya smirked. “I can see you’re going to be easy. Well, that’s good. So, crafting. I see a lack of gushing enthusiasm. Pass me Califire.” She held out her hand.

Seven shifted uneasily. He’d yet to come to terms with the hexblade’s revelation. If she were to find out Califire had been born in the bowels of hell—or whatever the place was called—she’d likely order him to destroy it. He wasn’t sure he could do that. Heck, he didn’t even know how deep the pact went.

“Don’t be shy,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “Let me clear a few things up for you. While we couldn’t see everything that went on in the dungeon, Eleanor—Madame Tortalonge, used her scrying techniques which are second to none. Although we all had to look away in that crystal cave. That was some extreme romance going on there.” She winked at Seven again. “Watch out if he takes you into a cave, Sinta. Usually means one thing and one thing alone.”

“You watched us?”

“Of course. It’s natural for teachers to observe their students during tests. We try to make sure they don’t cheat. That thing you carry in your storage ring gave you a hugely unfair advantage we had to counter by fucking with you. So gimmie. Let’s have a look. I’ve got a bet going on with Hentic. When you meet him, you’ll know why I don’t want to lose.”

He pulled Califire from his storage.

“Do not give me to her!” the hexblade growled.

But the enchanted weapon’s order had the opposite effect on him, and he tossed it to Sanya who caught it easily. She held it for a moment, eyes wide, before setting it down on the table.

“Well, that little fucker isn’t everything he makes out to be.” She scoffed. “Elf-made indeed! Okay—” She looked around. “Not sure where to go from here. I think we have to adjust. Yes, adjust. We have to think again. This…” She screwed her face up. “This kind of changes everything. Yes, everything.”

Seven didn’t have a clue how to respond.

Sinta looked from Seven to Sanya. “The weapon helped us immensely. It will help us against the elves too.”

“Yeah.” Sanya recovered a little. “Yeah, it will, and the horrors—them too.” She cleared her throat. “So, crafting, Seven, Sinta. The thing about crafting, when you get to the higher levels, is that you can see the bare components of anything. You know who made it in some cases, but what made it in all cases. You can understand how to destroy something as well as how to improve it. So you see, Seven, I know what that thing is.”

Califire chuckled.

A lump balled inside Seven’s gut.

“And I think we should go and see Madame Tortalonge straight away. But, I also happen to know that is not possible.” Her gaze lingered on Califire. “Not possible because…” She took her drink and olives from Snitch and waited for him to leave before continuing. “How much do you know about Quintasia?”

“That depends,” Seven said. “On whether what I know is correct or just hearsay.”

“Try me,” she said and smiled.

“I know it’s in a time bubble, and that the world outside runs faster. I know about the Rage of Elves and their thirst for power. I’ve been into the academy and know about its guardians and how they attempt to control the students. I know you threw Sinta’s people out, and that there are secrets—secrets that you hide from even trusted students.”

“Okay, and tell me what you don’t know. What’s the one thing that truly bugs you.”

“Why,” he said. “What truly bugs me is why you kill so many novices. Why not just let them go?”

Sanya was silent for a while. She nodded faintly—such a small movement that he nearly missed it, but when their eyes met there was nothing but sorrow there. “What if I was to tell you we’re no longer in complete control? That we never were, and that this place isn’t everything it seems?”

“Then I’d—” Seven said but stopped short as she made a chopping motion.

“Don’t answer that. There’s a reason I came to find you. There’s a reason your time here will be vastly different compared to others.”

“Which is?” Sinta said carefully.

“Which is up to Madame Tortalonge to tell you. Suffice to say, anything you’re told must be kept within a tight circle. That circle doesn’t include Snitch.”

“The girls?” Seven said.

“We value Keller and Tamereth. Jez will have a part to play, but no other. I am here to ensure your discretion.”

“What will we get in return?” he asked. “Given everything that you have put me through. Given that. What do we get in return?”

She inclined her head. “What makes you think I have anything worth giving you?” She drained her drink and stood. “I’ll send for you. Bring the weapon. We need to understand its intent.” She looked from Sinta to Seven. “You really ought to tell them, you know.”

“Tell them what?” he asked.

“Just who and what you made the pact with.”
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Keller paced their room while Sinta stood at the door. Califire lay on the table, his innocent silver skin rippling with floating blue glyphs and individual runes and masking its evil heritage. Tamereth lay on the bed, her knees drawn to her chin. While Jez sat at the table taking notes.

“Hold on. How are we spelling Nythrondor?” She twirled her pencil. “Probably doesn’t matter. Hell is easier to write.”

Keller approached the table, planting her hands on it. “I take it you haven’t read any books on Nythrondor.”

“You take it correctly,” Jez said. “But if I’m correct, I do not actually need to read the books as we have an expert on the place with us. Califire, could you tell us about your home world?”

Seven sat at the table, drumming his fingers on it as he mulled his next words. Sanya had been right. He only stood to gain by revealing his secrets and only stood to lose by keeping them.

“It is a place of death and destruction, of mayhem and madness. It is your worst nightmare where only the strong survive and the weak have the blood sucked from them until they are nothing but dried husks,” Califire said, taking on his ax form.

“Which sounds a bit like the elves,” Tamereth said.

“Blood—we like blood—not power, not mana, just good, old-fashioned blood. What else do you think powers these pretty patterns all over me.” Califire turned jet black, patterns glowing crimson as he revealed his true self for the first time.

“Woah!” Said Keller. “That’s some evil shit going on there, Califire. You just need a little smoke coming off you and you’ve nailed it.”

“Smoke? You want smoke?” His rasping chuckle filled the room. “Here, have some smoke!”

Wisps of black smoke rose from the hexblade, dissipating as they reached the ceiling. Keller shrugged and picked it up, giving the ax a swing. “So, cold, a slight thrumming, black and blood red. That’s quite some chill factor you’ve got going on there. Nice work, Califire. Nice work.”

“What? You’re supposed to be mortified. You should fall on your knees and grovel.”

“Why?” She set him down on the table. “Pretty useless now, aren’t you.” Leaning close she whispered; “You’re just a weapon. You’re nothing unless you get in his head.”

But rather than be cowed, the hexblade laughed. “That, my dear, is my speciality.”

“Places of pure and unequivocal evil do not exist,” Jez stated with confidence. “All worlds must exist in balance. As soon as they go out of balance, the world ceases to exist. Therefore, either Nythrondor still exists and there are beings or artefacts that will counter his evil, or he is an orphan artefact and therefore needs suffering to perpetuate his power.”

“How the fuck do you know all this stuff?” Keller asked, slumping beside her.

“Where I come from it is considered good to learn, and my family were mostly scholars. I spent as much time researching as fighting, and one of the things I enjoyed was reading about artefacts and lost treasures.”

“Why are you talking about me like I don’t exist?” Califire said. “Of course, Nythrondor exists. I’m no damn orphan artefact!”

“How do you know?” Jez asked.

“Because I just left there.”

“Just?”

“Well, about a hundred years ago, but pretty recently, all things considered.”

“Hold on,” Keller said. “He needs suffering to perpetuate his power. What did you mean by that?”

“Oh that,” Jez said with a wave of her hand. “Well, as far as I read, an artefact always derives its base power from the world that created it. In this case, that was Nythrondor. The power of a land is constant. As some things become more powerful, so others weaken. The land perpetuates the artefact. Think about it. When you cast a spell, you lose its power. The power fries your enemy. The enemy dies and returns to the land, and the land gives you back the power by refilling you with mana.”

“Doesn’t the land just refill Califire like it refills us?”

“No, it doesn’t!” Califire raged. “Of course it doesn’t! That’s why I need a master. Master acts as a conduit and converts the land’s power into mine!”

“So, you need me!” Seven said. “I get it now. I understand. That’s why…Oh this explains a lot.”

“A lot?”

“Why they changed me. Why they forced me to make a core.”


Chapter Three




Madame Eleanor Tortalonge lifted her horned-rimmed glasses, sat back and let out a long, slow breath. Sanya, avoiding her piercing gaze, let her eyes rest on an empty iron cage, its lock broken, the teeth marks evident. Whatever creature had once resided in there certainly boasted a vicious bite. She rallied, lifting her head and meeting Eleanor’s stare. They were, after all, friends, but that would only stretch so far. Tortalonge wasn’t the head of the academy on merit of her aged good looks.

Eleanor’s study was always such a paradox. The woman herself stood out in its chaos, a lighthouse in a stormy sea. She was smart to a point of impeccability. Her makeup was applied just so. Enough that it flattered, but not so much that it distracted. Sanya wished she could get her rowdy lilac hair to sit half as well as Eleanor’s perfectly stylised mousy-grey hair. But hers insisted on settling to scruffy, which, in truth, suited her. She would have also enjoyed wearing a shirt as crisp and white, pressed to perfection, like the Eleanor, but would probably spill sauce down it before breakfast was done.

It was this perfect appearance that just didn’t match anything else. There was little sign of the emerald leather desk inset apart from a small alley in which her perfectly manicured hands sat neatly folded. Piles of papers formed great ridges on either side, no order visible. Her mana lamp barely flickered over the top, and a long escarpment of yellow-aged sheafs slumped to a once fine carpet now littered with discarded books and artefacts and the particular cage that had caught her attention.

“Well?” Eleanor asked.

“It is as we hoped,” she replied, although she wanted to say different. She wanted to tell the woman Seven was just another novice—that he wasn’t Penick’s plaything. That he was just an ordinary man with ordinary girlfriends who would come, progress and die.

Surely that’s a better fate than what we have in store for him!

“As we hoped?”

“The weapon is from Nythrondor. It is a true hexblade. Thirst runs through every piece of it. The creation is devious, manipulative. It will corrupt him if…”

“That is the purpose of the girls. It’s one of the reasons we allowed Sinta to join them.”

“But what if it’s not enough?”

“Then he will be lost forever.”

“He will suffer for eternity.”

Eleanor laughed. “If he’s lucky.” She quieted. “Look, I know you don’t agree with all of this…”

“I don’t agree with any of it! Sacrificing one that⁠—”

“That many can live.”

“Yes, that. It’s never sat right with me. There must be a better way.”

“The Circle has hunted one for an age. This is the best…the only solution. The attacks are coming thick and fast. The horrors will kill us before the damn elves get to us! It’s all collapsing, Sanya. You can see it! We can barely contain them.”

Eleanor finally rose. She planted her hands on the two heaps of papers. For a moment Sanya thought she might launch into a tirade. Her eyes narrowed and brows furrowed. But she exhaled once more, deflating and slumping back into her seat.

“The cage…” She hesitated then rolled up her sleeve and exposed a long, angry scar running from her wrist to her elbow. “New beasts came through. They ate three students before the guardians activated. Why do they lack direction now? These creatures, they inflict wounds even Master Restoration is slow at healing.” She closed her eyes, the silver lines of unshed tears tracking her lashes. “They come and slaughter at will, and Quintasia is getting slower at responding. We can’t go on like this. Seven is our last hope.”

“A Novice?” Sanya spat.

“We can help him.”

“Yes.” Sanya bowed her head. The guilt racing through her. “But we can’t win.”

“No. No we can’t. But with him we might be able to.” Eleanor cuffed her tears away and straightened her back. “Is he on his way?”

“Yes,” she said.

“I just pray that you are right and the hexblade is all Penwick promised.” She closed her eyes, squeezing them hard. “Send him in.”

“No lies,” Sanya said.

“No lies,” Eleanor agreed. “But some half-truths.”
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Snitch raised his head to the sun and bathed in its radiance. He walked the cobbled street theatrically, his arms out, cane in one hand, top hat in the other. “It’s great to be free! No more orcs shadowing my every movement.” He whipped around. “This escort is far easier on the eye, and probably more effective. I must say, Tamereth, that little flash of skin across your midriff is a little unfair. I’ve always been an abs man. Skinny rakes don’t do it for me.”

“Unfair?” Tamereth said, spinning her spear over her head and then bringing it under her arm. She tensed her stomach, her six-pack drawing a yearning gaze from both Seven and Snitch.

“Unfair to every red-blooded male in Quintasia. It’s like seeing a fantastic cake full of delicious promise behind the window of a locked shop. You can see it, but⁠—”

“I get the picture,” Tamereth snapped.

“Snitch,” Seven said, menacingly.

“I know. I know. Too much. But you have to appreciate I spent my last weeks surrounded by the dregs of society. The sun is shining. You, my partners in crime, are back, and Tortalonge has summoned us all to her office. You know what that means, don’t you?”

“That they are going to grab you and string you up in the town square?” Keller asked. “We can only hope. You drained our accounts. You are hitting on Seven’s women and still insist on wearing that ridiculous hat. You look like the Artful Dodger not a master magician.”

“Tortalonge loves me.” He squeezed his face up. “Well, she tolerates me.” He sighed. “Okay, the truth. She hates every bone in my body.” Tapping the end of his cane on his chin, he cocked his head. “This Artful Dodger, was he a rakish villain with dashing good looks and just a hint of mystery? Perhaps a loveable rogue?”

Keller drew beside him. “A lot of folks thought that. But I saw him for exactly what he was—a manipulative bastard who only thought of himself.”

“Harsh,” Snitch said and yawned. “But I can see it. My dear Keller, I will work tirelessly to sway your opinion of me until it is shining down on me like the sun that bathes us now.”

“Don’t bother. Tortalonge will probably kill you before the day is out. It almost certainly one of the reasons she wants your there.”

Snitch pointed his cane at her, sitting his top hat squarely on his head. “No. It means she might well have forgiven me. I might be free of the sewers and stores and welcomed back into society.”

“How bad is it?” Sinta asked.

“How bad’s what?”

“You said you only walked these streets with an escort. How bad is it that you have to have bodyguards?”

Despite the sunny day, the slums failed to match Snitch’s happiness. Rows of patchwork huts hemmed a pitted gray road. Frayed curtains twitched and paint-pealed shutters opened slightly, rattling shut quickly as the group walked the empty street.

The slums were as bleak as Seven remembered, but they were also quite beautiful. They were real, not fake like the dungeons or chapels. They held both the salt of the earth and the scum, but he knew exactly what he’d get out of each. Something that couldn’t be said for the dungeons.

Beyond them rose the grand buildings of Quintasia, its green park rising like a spring bloom through wintered mud. By contrast, it was actually beautiful. But a stunning snake could enthral a man before killing him with its venomous bite. One was filled with duplicity, and the other was not.

“Let’s just say,” Snitch continued, “we had disagreements with certain slum elements. I kept a few on after we’d completed the building—probably more than I should have done. But that’s me—generous to a fault.”

“With other people’s money,” Keller pointed out.

He screwed up his face, ignoring her comment. “Some of them were just so damn surly. I said to one, I said ‘You’d best get out of my sight because when Seven’s in town he’s going to kick your ass all around this slum.’ I’m telling you! The threats he made, well! Not for a lady’s ears.”

Just as Snitch finished his diatribe, an orc, a hobgoblin and some sort of cross between an ogre and a troll rounded the corner, lumps of wood and crude spears in hand. They spread, blocking the road, each doing their best to look menacing. Seven stopped, glancing Snitch’s way. “These the ones you laid off?”

“They look vaguely familiar.”

Keller strolled close but out of range. She stared them up and down, turning and flashing her red eyes, hints of her wolf ears poking through her black hair. “I would say we could turn and avoid the situation, but we are blocked in.”

“It really does look like they mean business,” Snitch said, moving to one side and leaning against one of the huts.

“Seriously?” Jez said, pulling her sword from her training ring. “You’re just going to sit this out?”

Snitch laughed. “Why? Do you think I’m suited to the rough and tumble of street brawling? Might I remind you Quintasia works on a strict use it or lose policy when it comes to skills and spells. I am a facilitator. I facilitate. I do not roll my sleeves up and bunch my fists. My skin is way too delicate, and I hardly remember one end of a sword to the other.”

More thugs had lined the streets behind them—a mix of filthy humans, a fairy who’d seen better days, and a man who looked more like a bear than a human. They strung across the cobbled way. But the main threat came from the front.

“Here’s how it’s going to be,” the orc said.

“Wouldn’t do that, Ben,” Snitch said and grimaced.

“Name’s Beren. I told you that a thousand times.”

“It’s Ben. Ben is much better.” Snitch leaned away from the building, whispering. “Not sure why he’s getting so touchy. Ben suits him fine.”

“Snitch!” Seven said. “Beren! What can I do for you? I take it we have a misunderstanding, or do you mean to threaten me and my girls?”

“Oh, polite, very nice,” Snitch said. “I like that opening. You should use that more often.”

“We want our money,” Beren said. He thrust his wooden club at Snitch. “He owes us.”

“I paid you for every bit of work you did. In fact, I overpaid you.” He cupped his hands as if to whisper but shouted anyway. “Some of their work was quite shoddy, you know.”

“If he’s paid you, Beren⁠—”

“Ben,” Snitch said.

The orc growled.

“If he’s paid you, Beren, then I fail to see what we owe you for.”

“Rent,” the orc said, moving forward and slamming his club into his open palm.

“Rent?” Snitch guffawed. “Oh yes, I do remember you saying that, but I thought you were joking.”

“We run this area. Everyone pays rent. You can’t come in here⁠—”

A small creature pushed through the ranks. It resembled a large, slightly humanoid, mouse and wore a pair of knee-length breeches, a shirt and cape. A small pair of spectacles sat on the edge of its long nose, its whiskers fanning out under.

“The Adepts are perfectly welcome to stroll these streets, Beren. I told you that. But, if they insist on nesting here, then they must contribute. Surely you understand that…Mr.—I didn’t catch your name.”

“Seven.”

“Seven.” It chewed its lips, its cheeks ballooning slightly. “We explained that all the while the construction continued, we would ignore the levy. But, and this is where the dispute lies, as soon as the construction ended, you would owe us rent.”

“And I explained to you, Georgio, that my boy, Seven, and his girls would kick your ass back to whatever shithole you came from if you tried any shit with him.”

“Yet I see no threat,” the mouseman said.

Seven took a step forward and stood with his feet slightly apart. “I get it,” he said. “You think this land is yours, but I received it from the guild Archemi as recompense for services rendered. However, if you present proof of ownership, then I’ll consider your request, Mr.?”

“Just Georgio,” the mouseman replied. “And I have no need to give you any proof of ownership because I own all these building. Beren, for all his faults, makes sure all pay.” He took a step closer to Seven, a small twig appearing in his furry hand. “I take out the trash.”

Magic crackled along its length. Seven hid his smirk, desperately trying to keep his cool. “I’ll pay you no rent. I’ll only pay, and fairly, for services rendered.”

“Then you die!” Georgio said, magic erupting all around him and streaming toward Seven in a vortex of swirling green and red.

Seven accepted the strike, trusting his Magical Resistance to negate the magic’s potency. It crawled all around him, trying and failing to find weakness. Seven engaged his Mana Harvesting, drawing the power into his fledgling core. It swelled briefly before settling back. Georgio cocked his head, quirking his brow and winding up for another strike. Beren, and the rest of his line, took a step back.

“Try again,” Seven said.

“You gotta kill him, Partner,” Califire said from inside his mind. “You’ve got to splatter his blood across the streets and make an example of him.”

A sudden urge pulsed through Seven. His hatred for the crook grew and grew until he pictured the mouseman dead on the cobbles, his head rolling toward the gutter. Califire appeared in his hand, the weapon black and smoking, its runes glowing crimson.

“Go on, Partner. Show him who’s boss.”

Georgio raised his hand, magic pooling on his palm. He hesitated, eyes glued to the hexblade.

“Say, man, we could come up with a compromise.”

“No,” Seven said, meaning it with every fiber of his body. “No, we couldn’t. You threatened me. You attacked me. The compromise is simple.” He swung Califire, its honed blade sweeping an arc of smoke as it carved through Georgio’s neck and severed his head. A rush of power entered him, surging through his veins and settling on his core. He felt the strange ball absorb the power and imagined it growing just a little bit. Then the feeling vanished, leaving a lingering thirst—a need for more power. He faced the gang. “The compromise is simple. There is none.” He stepped on the mouseman’s head, resting his foot. “Anyone else want to extort money from me?”

“No, Boss,” Beren said.

“Ben,” said Seven. “Your name is Ben is it not?”

The orc stared at Seven, then nodded and stepped back. “Ben, I like it.”

“Well, Ben, you are all working for me now. Your first task is to secure the slum’s perimeter. No one, I repeat, no one, comes and goes without my say so. The only exceptions to that rule are members and affiliates of the Forlorn Hope.”

“Our, erm, compensation?”

“Today?” Seven rested Califire on his shoulder. “Today is free. Tomorrow—” he grinned— “Tomorrow is a new day, and I might have forgotten your discourtesy by then.” He kicked Georgio’s head to Ben. “Clear him up and get working. I have a meeting to attend.”

Seven stepped through as the line parted and Snitch fell into step.

“That was awesome—real heavy stuff.” He punched Seven on the shoulder. “See! I knew you’d be badass.”

Seven paused, staring at the corpse. “Guess what, Snitch. You get to organise Beren and his gang.” He jabbed him on the shoulder. “You will make sure they patrol the perimeter and the streets. I want everyone here to feel safe. I want the place cleaned up.”

“But it’s the slums…”

Seven loomed over him. “You caused his death. If you’d talked rather than threatened, we could have come to an arrangement. We’re in charge of this place now, thanks to you.” He turned away, unequipping the hexblade. “We make it better. We make sure the sun keeps shining.”

“And just how are we going to do that?” Snitch asked.

“Figure out what Quintasia’s citizens are missing and give them that,” Tamereth said.

“If I knew I was destined to die, I’d just want to party,” Keller said.

“Taverns, cafes, restaurants—that sort of thing. We make it a place they can blow off steam.” Jez scribbled notes as she spoke. “So. We’ll need to build slowly⁠—”

“Hold on! Hold on!” Seven said.

“No! No holding on.” Snitch jumped in front of them all. “It’s a fantastic idea, and I know just the person to head it up.”

“Eve!” The girls shouted all at once.

Snitch sighed, his head dropping. “No. Me.”


Chapter Four




Seven had never attended school, but the crawling feeling of unreserved shame when someone superior to him stared at him like he was utterly worthless wasn’t new. He’d felt it his old life. Skulking through villages begging for food, pleading for a job or a damp corner of a filthy barn to sleep in, all elicited the same look as Madame Tortalonge gave him as she looked over her horn-rimmed glasses.

“You aren’t the fearsome warrior I expected.” She frowned. “Smaller than I imagined.”

“Cliché,” Keller scoffed.

“My dear?”

Keller looked away. “Nothing. Well, something. From my world. Don’t worry about it.”

Eleanor inhaled long and hard. “I certainly wasn’t going to dwell on it, but thank you for the unneeded permission. Sanya, if you could introduce me to the girls, then we’ll focus on Snitch momentarily.”

Seven appraised Madame Tortalonge. If he wasn’t as big as she expected, she wasn’t as old as he’d thought she would be. He’d expected an elderly woman that suited the name Tortalonge, but while much older than him, she still had zest. Even the creases in the corners of her eyes had a touch of intrigue rather than the comfort of age. Her skin glowed too, but not with a magical aura. Instead, she had the sheen of slightly weathered skin, and it lent her an elegance that was lacking in most of the people they’d passed on the way to the meeting.

It was then his gaze fell upon Sanya Soleil, and she had a different look, one of confusion. “But you know them. You watched them in the jungle.”

“Politeness has never hurt anyone. Very well, I’ll start. I am Madame Tortalonge.” She stared at Snitch. “And you have avoided the towers for way too long.”

Snitch sniffed, his nose in the air. “My skin is way too delicate for such duties. I would burn something terrible.” Then, grimacing quickly, he swept his top hat from his head and bowed, falling to one knee. “Let’s speak plainly, Madame Tortalonge. There is an infection in Quintasia that threatens to dim its brightest stars, perhaps even to snuff them out.”

“I remember why I delayed this moment for as long as possible”. Eleanor held her head in her hands. “Pray tell me what infection before I march to Sanavar and hand myself over to the Driven.”

Snitch raised his head slowly, wincing as if expecting a magical strike. When it failed to materialize, he inclined his head and stood, pacing the room like he owned it. “Potential,” he said with a snap. “Quintasia merely looks for the best fighting traits of its fodder. They miss potential. Why send a conniver into battle when he could sew discord instead? It is no secret, Eleanor⁠—”

“Is this going to take long, only I have to die sometime, and I don’t want to waste an instant more listening to you than I must.”

“Long? Not long. I am a facilitator.”

“He facilitates,” Keller said with a grin.

Snitch sent Keller a sharp look. “I facilitate. Now, you would have me sent to the towers. There I might last what? A month? Two? And for what? To scratch an elf and preserve our foothold in Phillion for a little longer? Surely I would be more suited to resupply—hell, just supply?” He pointed at the broken cage, lifting it with his mind and holding it in front of Eleanor. “Open the secrets of the towers to me, and I might be able to help without risking a hair on my pretty head.”

Eleanor shook her head, the creases in the corners of her eyes more defined than ever. “I suppose I owe you, Sanya.” She reached inside her robe and brought out a gold coin, flipping it to the crafting tutor.

“You bet on me?” Snitch said, recoiling.

Tortalonge rested her chin on her interlinked fingers and lent Snitch a devilish smile. “I lost. You owe me.” She switched her attention to Seven. “Snitch has decided his own fate. Would you care to contribute to yours? What do you know of The Rage of Elves?”

Seven shifted under her icy glare.

“Don’t let the old bat scare you! You are Seven! You won dungeon five. You have numbers much higher than your level, and you have me. Be honest, felt good, didn’t it. Felt real good slicing through that mouse’s neck. Done me good. Sated my thirst for blood—refilled my runes and fired my glyphs. Tell her! Tell her how powerful you could be!”

Seven let the hexblade rant as he met Eleanor’s glare. “I know that Snitch is right. We won’t match them by sending the brightest and best students to their graves. I know nothing but hearsay from folk who’ve never seen it. I know what I’ve been told, not what I’ve seen. You’ve seen it first hand.” He turned and stared at Sanya. “You have too. Why don’t you both tell me about them, save me floundering on other people’s lies and half truths.”

Eleanor regarded him for a short while. “Didn’t Penick tell you? Or don’t you believe him? Has your new power gone to your head?”

Seven paused, waiting for his doubt to come. When it didn’t, he continued, but softer, his voice more powerful for it. “I was nothing when I came here. I came from less than nothing. I can feel your power—sense it, see it sitting under your skin. It tells me that I am still nothing.”

Tortalonge glanced to one side where a crackling, green, ball straightened to a stunningly bright, vertical line. The line shimmered and expanded, and Penick stepped into the room. “It is time, Eleanor, to tell them why we selected them.” He knocked his cane on the side of his head. “And it is time to address our failure and the growing threat.”

Keller pulled her sword from her storage, but Seven covered her blade with his palm. “It is⁠—”

“The elf,” she said, her words just a breath. “I see him now.”

“Keller!” Sanya said. “There are three people in here that could reduce that sword to ash with just a blink of their eyes. Put it away. It is time to listen.”

“But he⁠—”

“He,” Penick said, his tone unusually flat, as if the upcoming conversation already bored him, “has offered a potential solution. In order for that solution to work, I had to select four people that would fit a certain profile.”

“And then snatch them away from their lives,” Keller spat.

Penick shook his head like a mother would to a dim child. “Keller, you were already dead. You didn’t swerve to avoid me. Your tire blew out. Why? Because its was past its last legs and down to its stumps. You were too busy running away to look after the important things. I gave you a second chance at life. Tamereth, had I not taken you, then your death would have been swift and merciless. He’d have never let you live with another man. But you know that, don’t you?”

She glared at him, then looked away. “Yes.”

“I’m not even supposed to be here,” Seven said. “You didn’t select me.”

Then Penick sighed like he was truly bored with the whole situation. “No. You were destined to die, and I was to pluck Sinniman from the jaws of defeat as he scooped up Califire and completed the task at hand. But, being the foolish hero he was, he chose to lay down his life for you. Sinniman wasn’t supposed to die, you were. You cheated death.”

He’d known it, but hearing the elf say it so coldly reinforced it.

Cheated?

Was that what Quintasia meant? He’d thought it was because he’d brought the hexblade, his stats and the ring of Vesturian through. But could it simply have been the way he’d cheated death? But he’d done his best. He’d beaten everything they’d thrown at him.

“Am I good enough now?”

Penwick smacked his lips together. “Good enough? Ask yourself this. If Siniman had come in your place, would he be less, equal, or greater in power than you? Even if you answer greater, then that would fall short of where you need to be.”

Seven’s gaze lingered on Jez. He didn’t know her story. She hadn’t volunteered it, and he’d never asked. “What about you, Jez?”

She looked away, her face paling. “I⁠—”

“Jez,” Penick said, stepping in front of her, “has her own story, and it is up to her if she wishes to tell you or not. Suffice to say, Jez, like you all, has a chance to shine again.”

“And me?” Sinta said.

Penick sucked his cheeks in, focusing on the girl from the Milkwood Glen. “Was it not entirely your choice to come?” A smile crept onto his lips. “Or have you been keeping a secret? Are you more than you say?” He spun around, pointing straight at her. “Don’t answer that! It would spoil the big reveal. Suffice to say, I had little input into your addition to the Forlorn Hope. Sometimes things just click into place.”

Sinta glared at Penwick briefly, then looked away as well. Was it embarrassment? Or was it something more? Perhaps shame. But then Sinta rallied, and she met Penick’s eyes with a fierce stare. “I won’t see it forever. I’ll see more in time.”

“Granted,” he said. “But who’s to say it wasn’t the correct scene?”

“How do you know?”

“It’s a peculiarly human problem. You all pretend not to believe in gods and then insist on praying to them. I find it quite endearing.” He tapped the side of his temple. “The art of mind reading is a gift I enjoy, but really, the real trick is watching. All creatures give away their intent. You know this, Sinta. You are an accomplished huntress.”

Sanya broke the ensuing silence, carving through it with laughter. “Well, that little explanation went south fast. Look, it’s simple. Penwick killed no one. He gave each of you a second chance and Sinta a choice. If you don’t want it, fine. I’ll kill you now, and you’ll get your wish. Any takers?”

Silence.

“Then let’s get on.” She jumped up. “The questions you should really be asking are: Why are you here? What makes you so special that you get an audience with Madame Tortalonge, myself and Penwick on the first day of your first year here? Well, I’ll answer that. Seven, you aren’t powerful…yet. You might never be because if that weapon begins to truly dominate you, we will kill you. Make no mistake about that. Keller, you are here because of your guile, your ability to hold things together⁠—”

“Pah! You got that wrong then. I was the least together person I ever met. I was a fucking mess.”

“Think back to before that. Think back to the reasons you fell into the life you did. Penick told us all about you. He watched you for a long while and waited. Who better to drag someone back from the precipice that someone who’s stood on it and lived? Tamereth!”

The spear woman looked up. “I can throw a spear. So what? Does that make me special?”

“You rose to head a caravan in a society dominated and ruled by men. You broke through on merit alone. If Seven did one thing wrong in the fifth dungeon it was not using your talents correctly. You, not Jez, should have arranged formation and planned the entire campaign. You would have secured the first tower, beaten all to the second, because compassion, while a great trait, gets you killed.”

Tamereth nodded. “But I was being a bitch,” she said quietly.

“You were, but Seven’s lack of trust in you added to that, so you both share the blame.”

“Jez, you got them through but you are here because of your mind, not strategy. You are blessed with incredible cognitive powers that could develop even further. Your ability to research paths and propose solutions is unparalleled. It outstrips any generated intelligence as it is rooted in original thought. But it could pair with it.”

Jez breathed a sigh of relief. “So I don’t have to make the decisions again?”

“No, although a lot of them were pretty good. Sinta, you know why you are here, and it’s not for your crafting. We will improve your precognition. We will break through the barrier. We will combine Jez’s ability to map a path with your ability to see into the future. That will enable you all to make wise choices and Tamereth to prepare. Which brings me to Snitch.” She rounded on the maverick student.

“I’m merely the facilitator,” Snitch said, with a smile and a bow. “I will prepare them for their tasks.”

“Close,” Sanya said with a devious smile. “But not entirely correct. Did you really think we didn’t know about your little hideout. Hell, you supplied half of the staff with the fun stuff. Did you think we tolerated you?”

“I’d hoped,” he said.

“Well, you were wrong. You are the only student in the history of Quintasia to develop telekinesis. We have merely been waiting for the right time to bring you in. We have reached it.”

“Crap.”

“Indeed.”

“What am I supposed to be?” Seven asked.

She leveled her gaze at him. “You? You were supposed to be Siniman Kayle, the greatest hero to ever exist.”

“But I’m not.”

“No. But what if you become the greatest hero to ever exist?”

“And if I don’t?”

She smiled, and his heart skipped a beat.

“Then I’ll have failed in the one task I’ve been looking forward to since I set eyes on you.”

“So, we are all here to perform a function, and you all handpicked us to do it,” Jez said. “Which leads to the question: just what do we have to do?”

Sanya sat, and Eleanor took over. “That will very much depend on…” Tiredness suddenly washed over her.

“Eleanor?” Sanya reached for her.

Tortalonge pursed her lips, as if on the edge of a choice. “How much do I tell you? How much do I burden you with?” She paused. “I understand the process of thinning out students was quite disconcerting. You saw it as a waste and questioned whether it would have been better to keep them alive rather than let them die. I think that is a good place to start.” She steepled her fingers. “I can unequivocally tell you that death is preferable to succumbing to the Rage of Elves—than them draining or farming you. What you witnessed was mercy killing.”

“Why bring them at all if you can select your fodder?”

“Because we can’t. The chapels, the dungeons, they are a function of Quintasia we have no control over. Students turn up, portalled in seemingly at random. They go through the process, but that process lacks heart—it lacks originality. The best we can do is steer you all to the library, but even that is limited. The…”

“Interface,” Sanya said. “We call it the interface.”

“That. It’s only open to the librarian and a select few. The consequences for overstepping are…lethal.”

“Levan,” Keller said. “Levan overstepped.”

“Yes.” Eleanor hung her head. “Yes, she did. She overstepped and had to escape to the outside. The wardens…the guardians…they act for Quintasia.”

“You’re all prisoners here?” Tamereth said.

Sanya looked away. She slapped her thigh. “Genevieve summed it up,” she said. “He called us bait, but I think he was talking about those who died in the chapels. You graduate, Seven, and you become the main event.”

“The main event?” he asked the question, but knew the answer.

“You don’t get as much meat from a piglet as you do a full-grown boar,” Snitch said.

Seven stared at Eleanor Tortalonge, but she looked away, so he switched his attention to Sanya Soleil. “What do we have to do?”

“Work out a way to turn a boar into a dragon.”


Chapter Five




Geraint scowled at the aged oak door. All he wanted to do was kick it down, grab the rumor that was Magister Rook by his scrawny throat and pummel the fuck out of him. But two things dissuaded him from that course of action. Firstly, he had no idea whether the blazing rune on the door would attack him. Shaped like a crow’s head, flaming red mana gyrated up, crackling and smoking but not actually consuming the door at all. As guild sigils went, it was pretty daunting.

The second reason for his hesitation was humiliating. How did every single damn student know he’d pissed and shit himself during the seventh trial? It had to be the savage—he had to be telling everyone. There was no other explanation—him or one of his sidekicks.

“That fucker’s going to pay!” he growled. “If it’s the last thing I do here, he will die.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d said the words, and it wouldn’t be the last. But he’d have to bide his time. The savage was stronger than him—much stronger—and he had that enchanted weapon. His women had the staff and the wings. The bastard had it all, and it should have been Geraint’s. It should have all been his.

He took a breath, clenching and unclenching his fists, trying to calm down. Crow was the last guild. The rest had laughed him out of their halls, shooing him away like some damn leper—like a disfigured savage. The contacts he’d built—the covert offers of a guild, of affiliation—the savage had ruined them all. He’d made Geraint piss himself. But what they all didn’t know—what they couldn’t know — was the scale of the terror he’d faced. Who wouldn’t have been afraid? Even the bravest man would have trouble controlling his bowels when helpless and confronted with those monsters.

But Crow? Who the fuck were Crow? The lowest of the low—that’s who. They didn’t grace Genevieve’s Square like Archemi. Hell, they didn’t even have their headquarters in the decent part of town. It wasn’t quite as bad as where the savage had set up shop. But he deserved the slums. He would fit like a rat returning to its lair. But here? Here in this dank, dark hall with just a door—a fucking door—sitting in the center of the room with nothing behind it.

He looked around, making sure he was alone. It had to be a joke. There was no other explanation. The whole damn academy was tearing him down.

“Well, I’ll rise up. You’ll see! I’ll rise up and crush the fucking lot of you!”

The crow’s head flared, the burst of flame reaching the ceiling, and then a black stone wall spread on either side of the door. Its mortar rippled and flowed like it was composed of molten tar, and it rose to spiked crenelations, hideous, moving gargoyles staring down at him.

Geraint took a step back as a smile spread upon his face. Perhaps the Crow weren’t as feeble as he’d heard. But then, come to think of it, he’d never heard of them before. He searched deeper within his mind, sure someone had name-dropped them, positive they must have. But all he recalled was derision. All he saw were screwed up faces snarling and hurling insults at him.

The door opened slowly, dry hinges creaking, and Geraint set eyes upon a…unique…girl.

Her jet-black hair cut across her eyebrows in a line so sharp it might have been cut with a sword. Pigtails sprouted from either side of her head, lending her an innocent look her cruel expression wiped out in one fell swoop.

“Get in here, Novice!” she growled, her voice throaty, like she’d smoked the fires of damnation for eternity.

“Adept,” Geraint said, not to be cowed in the face of a girl who was…Wait a minute! Who was downright sexy.

Her knee-length shining black boots met pale skin adorned with black tattoos that ducked into a pair of the shortest pants he’d ever seen. They barely rose to her exposed midriff where more black tattoos climbed to a crimson bodice supporting breasts only conceived in the minds of men and gods.

“Novice here.” She beckoned him forward, her long, crimson nails glinting with dancing mana. “Before I change my mind.” She backed inside, smoke spilling from the threshold.

“What kind of guild are you?” Geraint asked, the doorway pricking him as he passed through it, the sensation, familiar.

“We are the bastions on the netherworld—the seekers of corruption and chaos. We hunt power where others fear treading. We are Crow. Defy us at your peril.”

Geraint wanted to laugh, to spit in her face, but he was also acutely aware that Crow was the last guild, that without them he would be alone, rejected. Besides, another female approached him from the depths of a dark passage. Fine white lines adorned her black skin, forming tattoos of spider silk. Her muscles glinted in the crackling mana-light, and her skintight dress looked like it might split with every powerful step she took towards him.

“Welcome to Crow, Geraint Rolus. My name is Thera, and this is Gallion. I was hoping you might fall to the depths of despair and humiliation. I prayed that you might suffer utter humiliation and swallow the bitter taste of defeat.”

Geraint lofted an eyebrow, tempted to punch the bitch right in the face, but choosing to hold back while she explained more.

“And why might that be?” he asked when she failed to continue.

“Because only through such utter reduction can a new and truly evil man arise. There is a saying.”

Gallion stood beside Thera, both stern yet welcoming. Both so strangely horny, so suited to the dark, evil tunnel that the scene had to be contrived. He relaxed a little. Even if it turned out to be a complete bust, he could hideout in Crow—regroup, ready himself to take down the savage.

“What saying?” he asked, assuming that’s what they fished for.

“That when a truly powerful man is stripped of that power, it either breaks him or makes him. Which is it to be?” a male voice thundered out, rolling over the girls and engulfing him in its terrible force.

Geraint didn’t answer at first, instead he soaked in his surroundings. The dimly lit tunnel thrummed with power, mana lamps crackling, spreading a pulsing red glow. The all-consuming feeling he’d been ingested and was in some form of rock bowel swamped him. The wish to run, to hide in the face of the overpowering force pulled him back, but the tangible energy straining within the man’s words locked him in place. To defy them was to die, but not just an end of his life, only utter ruination lurked there.

He attempted to rally. Searching his depths, the very corners of his psyche, he hunted his brashness, his surety, the arrogance that had once powered him forward and had acted as his foundation, his reason for living. Somewhere in those depths, Geraint Rolus existed still. If he could just find a glimmer, a spark, of himself in the pooling piss of his humiliation, then he could answer the voice. But the savage had stripped him of his worthiness. He had gutted him and left him feeble. Geraint looked away, unable to match the voice’s power, and he fell to his knees.

“Mercy,” he said, bowing his head. “Please. Mercy.”

His chin exploded with pain as Thera kicked him squarely on his jaw. He slumped to one side, cuffing blood from his lip. Rage hatched within him, a glowing seed of hatred not directed at Thera, but at his pathetic self, at what he’d become.

“At what the savage made me,” he growled under his breath.

He faced the dark-skinned girl as she stood over him. Uneasy silence filled the pulsing passageway.

“Answer the dark lord,” Gallion said.

“Not yet,” Geraint replied, and he locked eyes with Thera. “Again.”

Thera obliged, her kick so hard it snapped his head around. Geraint’s resurgence solidified with his increased rage. He stood. “How can I serve you?” he asked the presence.

The girls parted to reveal a figure standing in the center of the passage. He was slim, but that didn’t detract from the force of his presence. Rather, it reinforced the potency of his being. So much power packed in such a slight body. A mana light flickered, briefly illuminating the man’s face.

Angular described it adequately but left its nuance unsaid. Power resided within him. Eyes, so deep only shadow hinted their existence, bore into Geraint, stripping him of any defense, laying bear his soul and picking over it like a vulture feeding on the carcass of a mighty lion.

A hint of mana fire briefly brushed him, a sharp beak, a black plumage, a feeling of crow.

“He broke you, my son. But a fracture can knit stronger. It takes will. It takes resolve. More, it takes determination. Do you know where that comes from, Geraint?”

Geraint shifted his attention onto Thera, onto Gallion, but found no clues lurking there. The man moved, a glimpse of his long, straight feathers crossing the crackling red, a hint of high collar. “From hatred?”

“Would that be the case then every snivelling wretch would be powerful. No, hatred is the wind that powers the tall ship, but ambition demands it shatters on the rock, and determination sets its course. Strength comes from a host of things, but ambition—that is the key.”

“Is that a mask, or are you really some fucking crow?” Geraint said, his need to know outstripping his fear as his impetuousness destroyed his care.

The man inclined his head. “Perhaps I’d rather not reveal myself to someone who’s already plotting his escape from my guild.” The man spread his arms, a cape of feathers hanging. “I should kill you now, but instead I will show you the power you might enjoy here—perhaps the pleasure too.”

Geraint licked his lips, saliva building at the thought of both Thera and Gallion pleasuring him. But his desire for revenge won out. “I need power. I must have my revenge,” he said, his defiance returning.

“Then power it is,” he said and stepped forward, revealing his crow guise in all its dark glory.

Geraint waited, expecting some brilliant fireball to hatch on his palm, or an illusion, or a summoning—something!

“Well?” he asked, as the pressure returned, folding around him like a glove.

At first, he thought nothing of it. If anything, it made him feel safer, a warm cloak in the strangest of environments. But the pressure grew. It became stifling, claustrophobic. Blood seeped from his nose, it dripped from his eyes, crimson tears snaking down his cheeks. He tried to scream but had no air in his lungs. He fell to his knees, mouth open in silent agony. Red clouded his vision as the veins criss-crossing his eyeballs exploded.

His restoration fought to keep up. It repaired each rib as it snapped, sealed the tears in his lungs. But the man they called Dark Lord, the one wearing the ridiculous crow mask, kept staring at him, a grimace under his shadowy beak, as if he couldn’t quite believe how easily Geraint had folded.

Then the pressure vanished, and air, so pure and clean, filled him as he gasped, blood shooting from his mouth and filling his lungs causing him to cough, then throw up gouts of black blood.

The girls grabbed him. They dragged him along the passageway, no sign of the man—no recognition that Geraint was worthy of his further time. He hung limply between them, his feet scraping on the black rock.

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

Adept! He growled inside his mind. It was pathetic—pathetic! The dungeon had ruined him—stripped him of all! His anger flared again, blaming everyone—blaming the savage. But then a sudden uptick in energy coursed through him as the announcement still thrummed in his mind. He winced, unwilling to scream, no longer showing the weakness his previous utter capitulation had forced upon him.

I am Geraint Rollus, goddammit! I’m stronger than the savage! He exhaled, acceptance coming to him. I was stronger than the savage.

His body continued to heal, the rate double, treble what it had been at Novice—but nowhere near where it had been. Where it had been before…

I will kill that son-of-a-bitch!

The girls dragged him along the dark passageway with ease. The dark-skinned one, Thera, had legs to die for, so muscular, so perfect in every way. The spider silk tattoos created an elegant web that peeked from her boots and vanished under a tough, incredibly short skirt. He soaked in her pheromones, the scent of her power, his stirring.

Did the savage have his Restoration at Expert too? Is that how he’d survived? He took a gulp of breath, his lungs restored. Or did he have it at Master? If Adept was this powerful, what the hell was Mastery like? Healing must be nearly instantaneous. Thirst grabbed hold of him, forging through every part of his body. A desire for power, so rampant he could barely contain it, thrummed and grew from his thirst.

But it wasn’t a thirst for external power. It wasn’t a wish to dominate others. No, it was a desire to become powerful from the inside. All his life he’d thought to dominate first, to be the best, but only so he could control others—only so he could bully and coerce. A crooked grin grew. It evolved, morphing into a new form, laughter so evil it was pure. It shattered the passageway’s silence. He didn’t miss the sly look Thera flicked Gallion—an expression filled with victory. They dropped him, leaving him face down and biting rock. He lifted his head, flickering mana light brushing their bodies as they sauntered along the tunnel. His grin altered from magical to lustful. There was a definite sway to Thera’s ass. Gallion picked her pigtails out, shaking her head and letting her dead straight hair fall in a perfect line across her back. He lingered, enjoying the view, then rose, stretching, filling himself with the dusty, mana-soaked passageway.

He was weak. He knew that. Dungeon Five had extracted a terrible price on him as he’d begged for his life. It had stripped back his numbers, torn down his skills to Novice. He had nothing. He was feeble.

But Crow wanted him. That force hiding behind his feathered mask had told him he could be powerful again. Geraint stood, but before he followed the girls, he looked up his sheet—his pathetic numbers.

My fucking title!

Name: Geraint Rollus

Level 19

Titles: Failure.

Attributes: Strength—10, Dexterity—10, Body—20, Mind—10, Instinct—8, Magic—20, Health—360/400, Mana—200.

Unallocated points: 0

Profession: None.

Primary Class: None Available.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Pain Tolerance—Novice, Magical Resistance—Novice, Sword Craft—Novice, Spear Craft—Novice, Buckler Craft—Novice, Restoration—Adept, Dissemble—Novice, Dark Sight—Novice, Manipulation—Novice, Staff Fighting—Novice, Delegation—Novice, Reading—Novice, Writing—Novice, Martial Fighting—Novice

Skill points available: 0

Storage Devices: None

It had been that deal or nothing. But what else could he do? Die like the others? Guy’s plan had been going so well up to then. They’d picked off that traitor, Will and his girl, Regan. She’d always had a soft spot for Will—had never let Geraint or any of the lads get close. Not that she had to let them. He could have taken what he wanted. But he had lines—not many—but he had them. Guy and Zigger had killed them as they had their first kiss.

“Fucking poetic!” Zigger had exclaimed as they’d returned to the camp with the delicious spoils. “That prick Will finally summed up the courage to kiss her and Guy stealthed them. I swear he cut half her tongue off when he slit his throat.”

Geraint grinned as he followed the girls. There had been highs. They had been getting close. But that storm! It had ruined them. It was as he lay, broken, crushed by a huge tree, that the old man had come to him. Pathetic fucker—so aged and crumpled he could barely stand. He hunched over a crook, barely upright if it wasn’t for his staff. He’d stared down at Geraint, and Geraint had said two words.

“Help me.”

And the man had said two words back.

“What price?”

“Anything!” Geraint had said as his health knock on zero.

“Then that is the price you’ll pay. I will strip you of all progress and have your greatest enemy watch as the mana flees from you. He will witness your downfall, watch as your mana bleeds from your body, and after, humiliate you entirely. Do you agree?”

Geraint had closed his eyes and held his final breath.

I can’t kill the savage if I’m dead!

“Yes.”

He was weak—back to his base nineteen stats. They’d probably erased his experience, too. He had to start over in a city of comparative giants. The Crow wanted him broken. He had his wish. But whether it be the resolve to be an utter bastard to his peers or rise from the ashes of destruction, one thing was certain.

“I’m not out of this fucking game yet.”

He strode after Thera and Gallion, the passage flickering red, its silence welcome. He cleared his mind and accepted his new destiny.

Whatever the Crow wanted, the Crow would get, just as long as it delivered the savage’s body to him.

“And his bitches,” Geraint vowed.


Chapter Six




“So, what would you rather do; learn to fire balls of incandescent flame that smite your enemies in blistering heat and reduce them to screaming husks of bone and ash, or learn to craft?” Sanya Soleil asked the class, then gave them all a devastating smile and bowed. She walked from behind her desk and strolled the length of the cold gray room.

Nailed planks crossed leaded and colored arched windows, like the bars of a castle dungeon. Huge black scorch marks stained the lofty ceiling, and divots and scratches pocked the numerous work benches, each cluttered with parts and creations. Nine of the desks had students standing behind.

“Why do I say this every time we get new fodder?” She paused, her tutor’s robe still flattering, and her bright yellow shirt doing little to hide her curves. She stopped in front of Sinta. “Let me tell you why, Sinta, my dear. You would all rather learn the fireballs.” She smacked Sinta’s empty desk. “Of course you would. I would too—I do.” Her laughter filled the silence. “Great big flaming balls. What about you, Seven? Seven the once savage, now Seven the Victor, the Prince of Slums. Where would you rather be? Briggs’ potion class? Dulac’s Master of Attack class? Rejonder’s Magic Class?” She planted her elbows on Seven’s desk, cupping her chin and pouting while giving him a fantastic view of her cleavage. “Or learning from little old me?”

Seven automatically leaned back, tearing his gaze away from her breasts and staring at her in horror as she grinned at him knowingly. “I…Here?”

“Liar!” she said, slapping his desk and standing. “We’d all rather be anywhere else than making gizmos that increase our peers’ power rather than ours. It’s a fact of life. Whether you admit it or not, you crave strength. We are, as humans, are scared of our own shadows whether we admit it or not.”

Sanya sat on her desk, shuffling back and crossing her legs. “Denwar, did I give you this little talk when you joined?” She pointed to a table in the room’s corner.

Of all of the cluttered tables, Denwar’s was the tidiest. Each jumbled pile of parts had its place, leaving the girl a clear area to work in. Denwar herself was not unattractive, but not quite to Seven’s tastes. She had the look of someone who let life wash over her. The glaze coating her eyes reminiscent of Quinn’s when he’d had too much leaf. Her eyelids were overstated, waiting to slam shut. But a pretty bead string tied her long black hair back, holding it away from her tanned skin and lifted her whole appearance to one of someone who was desperate to have some fun but just couldn’t quite muster the energy.

“Yes, Madame Soleil.”

“Sanya. How many times?”

“Sorry, Madame Soleil.”

“For fuck’s sake!” She slid off her desk, pacing the front of the class again. “I say it every time someone joins us. Why? Because it’s important to me that you know I would prefer to throw huge fireballs at a makeshift monster all day. It’s fun. You get to fuck shit up. Who doesn’t like that? So, Seven, so Sinta, why do we do it? Straiker—you can answer that.”

This time she indicated a man standing bolt upright behind a cluttered desk shoved against a side wall. Thick, round glasses protruded from a mop of curly black hair flowing over his ragged blue cloak. “Because we make shit that fucks things up better than any fireball.”

She pointed at him. “Because we fuck things up properly. Exactly right, Mr. Straiker. We fucking obliterate shit.” She made a fist with one hand, then held her other hand away, palm flat and facing her fist. “A normal fireball will strike its target like so.” She slapped her fist into her palm. “Sometimes it’ll kill. Other times the opponent’s level or their Magical Resistance will negate the effects of the strike, and the attacker will sit there like a plum waiting for death and scratching their head.” She pulled her cloak over her head and tossed it aside, running her hands down her body and sighing. “One dead student too many.” Tilting her head, she sauntered over to Sinta. “But what if we gave our pathetic student a staff that magnified his or her level to one greater than their opponent? What if we made their spell, their fireball, Expert level? What if we made their fireball Master level? What then?” Holding her fist up, she straightened her fingers. “Boom! We obliterate the enemy.” She spun. “That is what we do here. Or rather…”

Her gaze fell upon Seven who sat back on his stool as he wondered what was coming his way. She said nothing, just staring until she crouched. “Or rather, that is what we did do here.”

A murmur spread among the students. She’d gone off script—Seven could tell that. They all craned their heads to watch her as she held out her hand.

“Pass me your hexblade.”

Seven hesitated. It was his weapon, not hers. His possessiveness of it had grown overnight. It called to him. It painted dreams inside his mind, coloring his vision with scenes from a land resplendent with dark castles, jagged black peaks and boiling rivers. A place of incredible dark beauty that shone like stardust in his heart, grabbing hold with its promises. He longed to see it, to tread its glassy surface. It was Nythrondor. It was Califire’s home.

Still, his desire to impress Sanya overrode that hatchling loyalty, and to gasps, he equipped Califire in all his liquid steel and blue-glyph glory. But when he handed the weapon to her, she shook her head.

“Not the cloaked version. Show us what he looks like without the masquerade.”

“You don’t want to fuck with me,” Califire grated. “He might be beholden to your tits and ass now, but he’ll learn. Beauty is temporary. Power is eternal.”

“I agree.” Sanya still held her hand out. “That’s why I want the true you. This innocent look is no good to me. Why?” She crouched by Califire as the hexblade rested on Seven’s upturned palms. “Because true power isn’t good. Nor is it evil. It’s power. Who the fuck cares where it comes from? If some twig is standing over you and about to obliterate you, are you seriously not going to use a power you possess because Madame Tortalonge deems it evil?” She scoffed. “Do me a fucking favor! Ladies and Gentlemen, when faced with death, most of you would scrub every principle you held dear, to live. Power is eternal. Califire gets it, and it’s about time you do too.”

She took Califire and held him up. “This is a hexblade. So, what is one of them? Ladies and gentlemen, this little fucker is your salvation. It is the culmination of a plan conceived by Tortalonge, executed by a select group, and delivered by an unwitting man who, I think we can all agree, has rather grown into the role.” She stared at each student in turn.

“But what is it?” The voice came from a stick-thin lad with bright gold hair and an upper jaw overhanging his lower one by quite some margin. Two oversized front teeth dropped over his bottom lip, and his crooked nose split his droopy eyes.

“It?” The hexblade darkened, his black skin creasing like foil over a flame, the runes bleeding red as smoke rolled from his shaft. Califire elongated, the axe head reaching the lad, his face forming a terrifying scowl. “It? Do I sound like an it? He. I am a he. Do I sound like an it? Like a she?”

“No…no, sir.”

Sanya laughed and returned the weapon to Seven. “Don’t sweat it, Erique. He’s all lip unless Seven directs him to kill you. Then he’ll have your head and suck out your guts.” She sprang onto her desk. “He is an enchanted weapon conceived and forged in the molten cisterns of Nythrondor. His job, his task in life, is to kill. Like food gives you energy, blood—life essence, feeds Califire. The question is, and this is a philosophical one, does that make this little fella evil?”

Califire turned, his head facing Sanya, growing and changing into a hideous, gargoylian representation of a human head. “Of course I’m evil!” His rasping voice thundered out.

“Why?” Sanya asked, a broad smile ensuing. “Let me ask you this, class. If Califire were to slaughter you all, would you consider him evil?”

“Of course.” Erique’s voice carried over the rest as they all agreed.

“What if he killed all the elves and left us alone? Is he evil or good? He’s killed. That’s all he’s done.” She looked over the class as they shifted uneasily. “But we’re not here for philosophical debates. What we are here for is to produce weapons and devices that can both protect Quintasia from the outside penetration of the horrors and enable us to defend ourselves while in Phillion. One weapon won’t do that. One contracted weapon won’t do that. But several might. So, here’s the question. Can we repay the risk Penwick took smuggling these artefacts in by replicating them?”

“Artefacts?” Straiker asked.

Sanya winked at him as she pointed. “Well picked up, Mr. Straiker. Artefacts, plural. Hold up your ring finger, please, Seven.” She screwed her face up. “Do I really have to call you Seven? What’s your real name?”

Seven blushed and shrank into his seat as the class’ attention fell on him. “Harold,” he said.

“Seven it is!” Sanya jumped off the table and grabbed his hand, holding it up. “Behold! The second artefact. It is called the Ring of Vesturian, and it is infinitely better than any ring we have ever managed to produce here.”

Denwar put her hand up, nervously holding it there while biting her bottom lip and avoiding everyone’s gaze.

“Denwar?”

“How did Seven get the artefacts through the summoning?”

Sanya sat back on her desk. “Great question, and one I have no definitive answer to. Which is a flashy way of saying I don’t know. That’s not to say I haven’t thought about it. Seven’s summoner is peculiar. He’s not human, more an…” She screwed her face up. “Let’s just say he’s not a human.”

“So, how do you think this non-human brought them through?” Erique asked.

“Think, Erique? What do I think? I think Penick’s trick is in the ring. You must look at it this way. A protective…bubble…yes…bubble surrounds Quintasia. Why is it there?”

“To protect Phillion from the elves.” Straiker sat back, resting his feet on his workbench, clearly confident in his answer.

“More or less. There is little we can do to protect ourselves from the elves. We think Quintasia hides us by messing with both its external look, its size and it’s passing of time. But, whenever we use a local portal there is a negligible blip, a slight tear in the augmented reality, or whatever, coating Quintasia. When we use long distance portals, that tear is much larger. The more powerful, the greater the disturbance. That is why we think Quintasia slides you in stripped of your weapons and stats. It is after potential.” She tapped the side of her head. “It is after what’s in here.”

“Then why risk discovery by bringing in the hexblade?”

Sanya frowned, pressing her lips together and inhaling hard. “Because we are facing unprecedented attacks on multiple fronts. There. I said what you all secretly know. We needed something, and the mysterious Penwick provided. He gave us Califire. Now, as I said, one weapon won’t change the war. It might not even win us the battle. But, if we can replicate a tenth of his power and functionality, then we have a new generation of weapons.”

“You cannot replicate me!” Califire grated, more smoke pluming from him, falling like dry ice and pooling on the floor.

“But we already have,” Sanya said.

A shiver rippled through Seven at her words.

“We already have,” Soleil said softly. “Seven has a core—a mana storage battery similar to that driving the hexblade. When all was lost, it seems even a creature spawned in Nythrondor would rather share its secrets than be cast aside. Califire helped Seven survive. Now, if we can replicate that binding of mana into a tight knit ball we might, just might, be able unleash new power previously unavailable to us. The secret is in the savage.”

Sinta stood. “Was that why the dungeon got worse and worse?”

“It was why we pushed you to the very limit. Or rather, we pushed Seven to the limit. All those with a dribble of magic passed through the penultimate test. It forced Seven to reach so far into himself that he had to bind his mana, just like he’d seen in Califire. Advancement, true advancement, is achieved through desperation. So, Califire, we don’t need you because you’ve already given up your secrets. You can unequip him now, Seven.”

“Don’t you dare!” Califire raged. “Don’t you dare! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill all of you!”

Sanya leaned close to the enchanted weapon’s head. “No, no you won’t. Why? Because I’m the one that’s going to feed you all the blood you’ve ever desired. I’m going to make your master strong enough to venture outside this place and take on the elves. I’m going to make you the most powerful hexblade that’s ever existed.”

Califire extended his head until it was right in her face. “Then I believe we have an accord.”

“Good.” She stood, reaching out and grasping her desk to steady herself. “Good, now, who remembers the other anomaly?”

Denwar put her hand up again. “Me, Miss. Soleil.”

“Yes, Denwar.”

The girl looked down at her notes. “The Ring of Vesturian.”

“Correct. What is so peculiar about that?” Sanya leant back against her desk, brushing sweat from her brow.

“It enabled Penwick to bring Seven and the enchanted weapon through without a huge tear manifesting.”

Sanya clicked her fingers and pointed at Denwar. “Exactly. So, crafting class is postponed. All your assignments are postponed. Straiker, you, Erique, Heswall, Cheris and Dunlop are on mana strings. Denwar, you, Felice, Joachim and Rennie are on the Ring of Vesturian. But! I hear you ask. How can we replicate something we can’t see? Well, you have Seven—he understands it. Ask him questions, not just about the feel, but about the sense of it—what it’s like, how he imagines it. More importantly, what was it like when he formed his core? What was the process? Dig, ladies and gentlemen, dig!”

“What about me?” Sinta asked.

“I’m getting to you,” Sanya said. She marched to the back of the class where an old woman sat staring at the gray ceiling. Not a hag, but close. The woman had quite a few years on everyone else in the room. She stared at the ceiling, not acknowledging Sanya’s approach. “I present you Marag.”

Marag looked up, rustling, like leaves accompanied the slight movement, like she was made of delicate parchment. Her milky eyes stared out at the class but focused on Seven then Sinta. “You have farsight, child,” she finally said. “But it is hindered. One cannot rely on it. Farsight is a curse, and it is a boon. It is a skill like any other. I will teach you its ways.”

Sanya clapped. “So, there we have it. We have three tasks. One is to work out how to form cores—the engines that drive sentient weapons. The second is to understand how the ring influences all around it. Third, we need Sinta to get better at visualising the future. Why? Why not use Marag? Because unlike the tales and stories, those with farsight can only see that which directly affects themselves. So, we need Sinta as she sticks to Seven like glue. Understood? Great. Form your teams and get planning. Seven, you are with me. Sinta, you start with Marag.” She pulled him out from behind his desk. “This way.”

“Where are we going?”

“Do you really think we dragged you all the way here to sit in a classroom and learn how to make a pair of gauntlets? I’m going to show you what we’re up against.”


Chapter Seven




Rock slabs jutted like crystal, some punctured by mana lamps, crackling with insidious red. It was cold, gloomy, yet the cavern instantly felt like home. Geraint sighed, his shoulders sagging as the weight of his misfortunes bore down on him.

What the fuck had happened? Once lauded as the next Genevieve, he’d breezed the sword and spear, gaining access to the library in weeks rather than months. He’d soloed the first dungeon and enjoyed early access to the canteen.

He’d been a giant—an icon. Sure, some of the students hated him for it, but they were jealous. He’d made them tow in line. Guy saw to it. That man had been a monster—a cold-blooded monster.

Geraint grunted as he ducked into a lit alcove, a simple bed taking up most of the space. He laid on it, exhaling, Guy’s cold-hearted face staring down at him. If Geraint was honest with himself, the assassin had scared him a little bit. He’d killed without remorse—beaten students to within an inch of their lives just for crossing Geraint’s path. It had been empowering—something special. He’d been a king.

But now, as he lay on the bed, feeble and weak, he was nothing—a snivelling, skill-less remnant.

But he was still in the game.

“Are you up for the task? Or do I kill you now?” Gallion asked, standing and blocking off the cavern.

Geraint had no doubt she would kill him. The serrated knife in her hand told him that. The glint in her eye assured him his gut feeling was right. But when she strolled over and sat on the bed’s edge, tracing the knife’s tip across his bare chest, he suddenly wasn’t so sure.

“How do I get stronger?”

“How much do you know about crows?” she asked.

“Your boss?”

A hint of a smile escaped her lips. “The animal.”

“Pfft,” he said. “Nothing?”

She leaned toward him, her breasts threatening to break free from her black-lace top. “They never forget. A crow will remember a face if that human has wronged them, and it won’t rest until it has vengeance. Sound familiar?”

Geraint pictured Seven, his anger immediately rising. “I’ll never forget. What else?”

“A group of crows is called a murder. Fun fact, if a crow is killed, the rest of the gang will hunt the killer down. If someone killed me, would you hunt them down for me, Geraint?” She licked her lips slowly.

“To the end of the world.” Geraint reached for her, but she batted his hand away.

“To the end of the world?” She laughed, her voice thick with scorn. “You couldn’t get back to Quintasia—to the end of the passageway! How the fuck are you going to hunt someone to the end of the world?”

“You’re feeble,” Thera added, leaning against the alcove’s entrance. She sat opposite Gallion. “But you have potential. That’s what the boss is looking for.”

“And who is this boss?” Geraint asked.

Crow’s voice had betrayed a certain age, perhaps even wisdom. Sure, he’d masked it in a deep and evil guise, but the occasional rasp, a tightness of breath, were present. Geraint sat up, his interest in Thera’s answer growing with his desire for both girls. It had been a while since he’d last taken Star—bending her over Tower Two’s balcony and fucking her in front of the whole land. He’d shown them then—shown them all who was in charge, who owned everything. Perhaps it was time to show these two. Sure, he might be weak, but his strength would return and with it, his right to take what he desired.

“The boss?” Gallion eventually replied, running her fingers lightly up and down the length of his leg. “He is crow. That is all we need to know. He comes. He instructs us. We become stronger.”

“Stronger.” Thera rested her hand on his stomach, her fingers drifting through the beginning of his pubic hair.

His blood surged, sudden strength filling him as a mischievous grin spread. He shifted his ass, encouraging her hand lower, desperate for her to touch him. But she circled his belly button, then made full eye contact.

“You think you’re man enough to pleasure me? I would crush you. Your blood isn’t strong enough to stop me.” She leaned close, their lips brushing. She tasted of mint, fresh mint. Her musky scent told him of her arousal, but her expression said it would remain unstated. Drawing away, she bent, lending him the perfect view of her muscular ass as it pressed against her tight skirt. She picked up a rock, rounding and holding it out. “You want me to untie your pants and hold your cock in my hand? You want me to stroke you, slowly at first, then faster and faster until you cum. You want that? Do you want that?”

Gallion rose, standing by Thera, also holding a rock. “You want me to join in? You want me to bend over you and kiss your length. You want me to lick you from tip to base and suck your balls?”

“Yes.” Geraint’s voice rose an octave.

Thera closed her eyes, moving the rock forward. She tightened her grip on it. Her fingers whitened as she cracked the rock. Geraint sat up, his budding erection wilting as she crushed the rock, and powder fell through her fingers. “Still want me to grab hold of it?”

Gallion cupped her rock between her hands. Her muscles bulged as she destroyed it. The sight of her power, of Thera’s strength, energized him. Passion raced through his veins as possibilities rather than fear, grabbed hold of him. If they’d become this strong, he could get there. One thing he’d never been afraid of was working for what he wanted.

“Yes,” he said, facing her. “But you’re right. Not now. Not when I’m so weak.”

She ran her hand down his bare chest. “He has a unique way of teaching.”

“How?”

“You fail, you suffer.”
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Four days passed before Geraint faced his first big test. Red mana light crackled in the distance. The shaft’s top so far away it resembled a crimson star. Geraint fumbled in the dark, finding his first handhold and tugging on it to test it. The rock held firm, as he suspected it would. It was a hard, ruddy rock, with a sheen that told him it took a hell of a lot to weather it. Water crept down it, glazing it with flickering red before it pooled at his feet. He readied, estimating the climb to be five, maybe six hundred yards.

“Are you ready?” Gallion called down, her voice lancing down the shaft, high and piercing.

He inhaled and exhaled, clapping his hands together and cricking his neck. “Ready as I’ll ever be,” he said.

His Strength number was tiny—pathetic. He felt it in everything he did. If they ran the underground circuits, he’d feel his muscles wane instantly. The same happened with his pull ups, press up—everything. No matter how hard he worked out, he couldn’t get that number above ten, nor had he increased his level to enable him to pump points into the attribute. But Crow didn’t fret about it. When the strange man showed up, he encouraged. He cajoled. But he never cursed. He never berated Geraint for his failures. No, Crow encouraged, and slowly, Geraint began to feel loyalty toward him.

Loyalty had never been his strong point, unless it was to himself. Until that point, he’d only worshipped one person, and that had been Geraint Rollus. But the soft-spoken Crow had won him over, and the bait, the inferred reward for becoming stronger was intoxicating.

Thera and Gallion promised so much. Whether it was a flash of side boob, a cheeky smile or a slight sway of their hips, made no difference. His desire grew with every passing hour. If not for his own power, he had to get stronger to sate his vivid imagination. What he did with them in his dreams made him blush. What they did to him made him smile.

He rubbed his hands together as Gallion reappeared at the shaft’s top. “Start climbing. You’ve got thirty.”

He grabbed the first handhold and pulled himself up, reaching for the next, squinting, trying to make out a darker shadow. His grip slipped on the wet and slimy rock. He hunted a foothold. The shadows made no sense, flitting about as the distant red magic crackled and spat above him. He cursed his Novice Dark Sight. He’d once had it at Adept, but the damnable bargain he’d stuck to save his skin had stripped him of that progression.

But he knew how it all worked. All he had to do was focus, was persevere, and he would advance again. All might seem lost, but this—it was a mere setback. A feeling of incredible hope bubbled inside him. Fuck the Sword Masters, the Spear and Staff. Fuck the Martial Artists. There was no doubt in Geraint’s mind that Crow would make him infinitely more powerful than those pretenders.

He found his next handhold, and the one after that. He ascended.

“Ready?” Thera’s voice bounced off the shaft’s walls.

“Do I have a choice?” Geraint gritted his teeth, knowing the race was on.

“No, you don’t.” Her voice had humor laced through it. She had a sadistic streak—liked seeing him suffer. She would make an interesting lover. Star had been okay, but way too compliant. She’d just lay there, moaning occasionally like it was a duty rather than pleasure—like a whore down Sparrick Alley back in Tenderdon. She’d even flopped over the battlements, her ass all sagging. She was better off dead. Toward the end that girl had lost her zest for life.

Thera, however, was a bag of mischief waiting to explode. He couldn’t wait to light her fuse. Gallion was different. She was a little more reserved, but in a mysterious way. He often caught her glancing at him out of the corner of her black-painted eyes. He loved the way the paint drifted to her temples like breeze-blown smoke. When they promised pain and play, Gallion would deliver a seductive, sensuous experience.

The roar of the falling water snuffed out his dirty thoughts as it poured down on him. The shock of its freezing kiss nearly unseating him. He held on for dear life. It wasn’t his first time. Lifting his face, he let the frigid water wash over him, embracing it, then reaching for his next handhold.

This time—this time he was going to make it.

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

But sometimes it was like the system had it in for him. Darkness was the least of his problems. He forced his way through the torrent, his biceps straining, his calves screaming.

“I will make it,” he cried.

Call him pathetic, but Thera had promised him a kiss if he made it. He was desperate to taste those sweet lips, so full, so dark. And a kiss might lead to more. Perhaps she might let him touch her breasts, perhaps more. He’d settle for scraps because they promised to be better than all the meals he’d had in Phillion so far.

Time passed both slowly and fast. Each upward movement was agonisingly slow, riddled with hesitation. Yet, he broke through quicker than expected, his head suddenly free of the tortuous flow. He puckered, expecting the soft caress of her full lips. But rather than a lingering kiss, he shot upward, his spine shattering on impact with the rock ceiling. Bone Shards ripped through his organs, shredding his kidneys, his liver and ripping apart his lungs. His heart stuttered to a halt, a vertebra lodged in one of its chambers. He gasped a pointless breath as he fell to the cave floor, Crow standing over him.

“You disappoint me, Geraint. Not in your application, you understand, but in the sordid thoughts that squat in your mind.”

Thera and Gallion drew beside Crow. They said nothing, their enjoyment plain to see. Suffering was their thing.

“Dying.” Geraint watched his Health fall rapidly. “Help me, I’m dying.”

“Tell me,” Crow continued, seemingly unaffected by Geraint’s pleas. “When do you think Thera should let you mount her? When you up a skill? When you gain an attribute point? What’s she worth? Level twenty?” He spun around, his flowing cloak fanning out. “When you cast your first spell? Well, what’s it to be?”

“Not…” he tried to speak, but his lungs wouldn’t work.

“What?” Crow asked, cupping his ear and leaning forward.

“I’m not fucking worthy!” he screamed in his mind.

“No, you are not ready. They would crush you. They would humiliate you. They would suck your seed from you, wringing you dry like a wet cloth.”

You have opened the skill, Telepathy. You are Novice.

“There, that wasn’t too hard. You can have all the skills you want. You can be a master of the sword, the spear and the staff. You can outrank your enemies two to one. But if you can’t hear them, if they can plot and plan while you can say nothing, you’ll struggle to beat them. Won’t you, Gallion?”

“Yes, Master.”

“And he truly isn’t worthy,” Thera’s voice swirled through his mind like fingers of morning mist.

“But I will be,” Geraint said

“And we’ll make it worth your while.” Gallion voice rang like soft bells.

“I can’t wait,” Thera added.

Geraint sat up, marveling that he could move. “You healed me?”

Crow stepped away. “I helped. Your restoration is still pathetic. We must break you more. There is no other way. Pain is the next path you take, pain and restoration. Perhaps, when you are at Expert, perhaps I might let them consider a kiss.”

“Expert,” he said. “Expert,” and he let his eyes settle on Thera’s lips as she ran her tongue slowly across them.


Chapter Eight




Sanya grabbed Seven’s hand as she led him along the busy street. “Market day,” she explained. “Snitch will be in his element.” She sniffed. “Despite everything, I quite like him. Sure, he ducks and dives—thinks he’s got one up on everyone—but if you want shit, you just ask one of his contacts and he gets it. Archemi think they’ve got this town sewn up, but Snitch is the foundation. Don’t screw that up or you’ll find a whole bunch of guilds after you.”

Seven tried to slip her grip, his palm clammy. Sanya was damn attractive, even if she had a few years on him, and unwelcome thoughts already plagued him. He felt fine—too fine. His body was in the best shape it had ever been, and his libido was through the roof. But he had Keller and Tamereth to keep happy. Sinta needed some long overdue attention, and he really fancied coaxing Jez out of her academic shell. Another distraction, while stunning, wasn’t particularly welcome.

“Relax,” she said, sliding through a group of students dressed in green robes. Sanya raised her eyebrows. “Pacifists!” She sneared at them. “They refuse to learn attack spells or further their physical prowess. Honorable? Yeah, I suppose, but will it do them any good once they’re the other side of the tube? Will it fuck! The elves will rip their fucking heads off and suck them dry.” She laughed. “And that’s if they’re lucky enough to survive that long. One decent horror attack and they’re done. This way.”

She cut through two market stalls, one selling fish, the other a bunch of large, orange fruits that reminded him of pumpkins.

“They cost a fortune. You can only get them in the land around tower three. Seriously, you’ve gotta have a screw loose to go gathering outside that tower.” She squeezed around a hand cart and into a narrow alley. Seven pulled her close. “Here?” she asked. “You’re a bit full of yourself. Who says I want to? I mean, I’m flattered and all, but really?”

“No!” Seven said. “Really, no!”

“What’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing. I mean…Nothing!”

“Relax, I’m just shitting you. What’s up?”

“There are people out there—beyond Quintasia?”

“Rage of Elves? I get it. Yeah. Look, it’s a big thing, but Phillion’s a big place and the elves can’t be everywhere. They love the towers—like fucking magnets to them, and all the while they focus on them, they leave this place alone. Can you survive out there? Sure, if you’ve got the right skills. Will the elves get you?” She grunted. “They always do. You’re on borrowed time.”

“So that’s what he meant.”

“Come on. I’m going to show you, remember? Nothing better than first hand.” She paused. “What? What who meant?”

“Genevieve. It’s what he meant. We are bait.”

She dragged him down the alley. “Genevieve? Look, him and Quintasia had a love hate relationship. Some say he was a genius, others that he was a romantic fool who liked to be the center of attention.”

“And you?”

“Bit of both,” she said, leaving the alley and climbing a cobbled street. “I think he’s a dead version of whatever he was. No way he was cut out to survive.”

“But your gut, what does that say?”

The cobbled street wound up a slight incline. Shadows, from overhanging, beamed terraces, coated the stone, the sky just a strip of dusk. “That he was brilliant—troubled but brilliant. I hardly knew him, but he did good work. He understood the place. Many of his theories explain Quintasia. He was hated. He was loved. Yeah, he did a lot, but it probably wasn’t enough.” She pulled away, folding her arms around her.

“Not enough?”

“The towers aren’t the distraction they were. The elves are hunting the prize now.”

“How do you know?”

“Pumpkins. There are pumpkins in the market. That means Tower Three isn’t getting attacked. Maybe they aren’t that brave. Maybe the elves aren’t sniffing around there anymore.”

“What if they’ve gone?”

Sanya laughed. “Then we’ve wasted a whole bunch of time and effort getting you here.”

They crested the hill, a park spreading away. Genevieve’s statue rose in the distance, the maze like a dark fringe atop the hill’s crest. Sanya headed to a small building, little more than a square stone block with a single giant slab over the top. She stopped in front of an iron gate, performing a series of intricate gestured before it sprang open.

“It’s in the wrong place, really. Should be in some complex, an armory right by, a restaurant, tavern, hell, a brothel. You should party for a week then go through. But it doesn’t work like that.”

“What doesn’t?”

“Folks—folks never have a bunch of fun if they know they’re going to hell. Most just want it over with. Half can’t bear the goodbyes. The other half break down in tears. I suppose a few put a brave face on, but I’ll bet they’re dying inside. It’s a ticket to death, Seven.” Then her smile glinted a dusky red. “You want to take a look?”

“More than anything,” he said, surprised by his words.

“Sure?”

He equipped Califire. “Never been surer. I need to know what we have to prepare for, and the sooner I know, the faster I can get it right.”

“You’re a strange one.” Sanya vanished into the gloom.

A string of yellow mana lights lit a perfectly circular downward passage. Seven stepped in, ushered by the closing gate. The stone felt weird. It was too smooth, and had a hollow feel to it. He reached, brushing his fingers over it and wincing as small pricks pierced his skin. A smell sat in his nostrils—foreign, alien, unnatural.

“This tube will take us to Quintasia’s guts. It a long, boring walk, so we might as well get it over and done with.” She marched away, her footsteps hollow. “There’s no trickery here barring some augmentations. You won’t gasp with wonder. There is no fancy magic. Just a slog to the main body, then another to the gate. So, tell me about yourself. How did you get to be a hero?”

Seven rolled his eyes back. “Hero? Me?”

“Sure. You forget, we watched you all in the dungeon. Defeating five isn’t easy, especially when we were fucking with you. Plus, you had Geraint on your tail. That couldn’t have been easy.”

“Geraint. What’s happened to him?”

“Are you genuinely interested or avoiding my question?”

“Interested. Last I saw of him, you lot forced me to rescue him. The bastard was standing in his own piss and still threatening me.”

“What’s happened to him?” Sanya clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Last I heard he was touting his services to all the guilds but none of them would touch him. See, they’re all afraid of the savage with the enchanted weapon.”

“Afraid of me?”

She glanced at him. “Sure. You know what rumors are like. Califire is seven feet long, with a blade that can slice metal in half. You are an immortal who doesn’t shirk his vengeance. You killed a Speakwood Tree. You slaughtered Archemi’s lizardmen. You are a beast, Seven, so unless they can kill you, they have to keep on your good side.”

“Kill me?”

She shrugged. “Gets you out of the way.”

He slumped a little. “See, that’s not me. That’s the trouble with all this. I was never a hero.” He told her the story of Siniman Kale and Penick.

“You agreed to storm into the middle of an enemy army and try to take out their wizard—and not just any wizard, a level three-fucking-hundred, and you think you aren’t a hero?”

He blushed. “Well, when you put it like that…”

She grabbed his arm, threading hers through it. “When I put it like that and add the way you led your band of survivors through that jungle, I’d say you were a hero.”

“I don’t feel like a hero,” he said.

“They’re the best kind.”

They came to the end of the strange tube and onto a metal platform. Seven stamped on it a couple of times, his confusion nearly complete. Metal was expensive. It took a whole bunch of it to make a sword. Why anyone would waste it on a platform deep underground, he had no clue, but deeper into the chamber they’d entered, it was everywhere.

“What is this place? How rich is Quintasia that they can use metal for stairs?” He reached, running his hand along the cold handrails. “You could equip an army with this.”

“You could, but in our experience, armies don’t fare too well with enraged elves. The slaughter is…messy.”

“But still.” He thought back to his old life—how precious an iron pan was, a knife or even something as simple as a fishhook. “This is a waste.”

“Not entirely,” she said. “What you are failing to see is the scale. How do you think a blacksmith could make these plates? How large would his kiln have to be?”

As she said it, he soaked in the size of the place. It was huge. The platform they stood on wasn’t the highest nor the lowest. A series of ladders connected them. Looking over the handrail, he jerked back. The platforms vanished into the gloom way below.

“What is this place?” he asked.

“Ah, well, that would blow your mind.” She sat on the platform, dangling her feet off and resting her arms on the middle rail. “What do you know about civilizations? For instance, the one Keller comes from is different from yours. You were all wood wagons and pony-drawn plows while she was planes, trains and automobiles.”

“She came from a strange land.”

“No, she came from an advanced land, one with machines and computers and the like. We’re a mixed bag here, Seven. Some folks came from the dark ages. Others came from technologies so advanced they could travel to the stars. Like I said, we’re a mixed bag.”

“So this?”

She creased her face up. “We think Phillion was a little more advanced than Earth—that’s where Keller comes from. They had it all—big cities, huge hydroponic farms, and a military they thought would protect them. But, they had no⁠—”

“Magic,” Seven said, resting his chin on the railing. “Their advancement killed their magic.”

“Pretty much. Who told you?”

He shook his head. “Perhaps Genevieve. Maybe Sinta or her father. I can’t remember. But I remember the words. You either have magic or machines.”

“That’s the excuse. The truth is different. The Rage of Elves is hunger. It is a desire for power through the consumption of mana. Worlds devoid of magic users are rich in mana. It’s not being used. It’s just laying all around. But that’s not the type of mana an elf wants. They want what’s in here.” Sanya thumped her heart. “They want the mana that drives us. That mana will feed their core. Did you feel it?”

“Feel what?”

“The rush when you killed the mouseman. You remember it?”

He did. It was a strange feeling, a wave of power surging into his core. It had made him stronger—just a tiny increment, but it had been there, along with the thirst—the thirst for more power.

“Yes.”

“You would,” she said softly. “Because you have a core like them. That thirst will grow. It will grow into rage, and then we will try to kill you.”

“Kill me?”

“Unless we find a way to control it. Unless we find a way to harness the power and turn it from destruction to creation.”

“How do you know the core will turn me?”

She shrugged. “Chances are, if the core doesn’t consume you, the hexblade will. That’s why you need the girls around you. That’s the part they will play, or one of them.”

“I don’t feel any different,” he said, but knew it was a lie. He remembered the rush he’d felt when he’d killed the mouseman like it was a second ago. He wanted more. He needed more. How else could he beat the elves?

“It’ll come in waves. That’s my guess. But you’ve got a lot of people rooting for you. People you think are against you. You want to know what advantage you bring over this Siniman Kayle? It’s exactly that. You aren’t him, and you will constantly be humbled because of that. You don’t feel worthy, and so you will always try a little bit harder.”

“So, what’s down there?”

“That’s a great question. I’ve been down a few levels, and I can say that the answer is nothing exciting. A bunch of machines, some dorms, a defunct canteen. We think it was some kind of survival tube—silo—someone said it was a silo. If they readied it to escape from the elves, they never used it.”

“So, where are we going?”

“We are headed over there, out of Quintasia—you’ll feel it. It’s like sliding through a portal. Then we go through a series of grates and connectors, then we have another long slog up an equally boring tube.”

“And then?”

“Then I take you out. I show you what this is all about. Then you’ll know why you are here.”
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Gray clouds coated the sky, their color soaking the flat, featureless land. Dozens of the small stone cubes littered the place. Each identical to the other. Three stone slabs, an iron gate and a fourth slab over the top. Sanya sat inside, her legs drawn up and her chin resting on her knees. Seven slumped beside her, catching glimpses of the outside world—the fields of strange cubes.

“We rarely exit the same cube. It’s fear, not for any reason. We assume the elves are watching, but the reality is, we have no way of knowing. You might be able to tell us otherwise.”

“Me?”

“Yeah—you with the core. You might develop mana hunting senses. Could be that you gain another type of sight so you can see mana.”

“Like Mana Sight?”

She pouted. “Unsure. That’s a rare thing. I don’t know anyone apart from you who claims to have it. Genevieve reckoned he did, and he may well have done. But if he only had it at Novice, well, the true power hadn’t revealed itself. What’s yours?”

Seven looked up his sheet.
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“Expert.”

“Figures.” Sanya sat back. “You ready?”

“Think so.”

“Right. Once we start running, we don’t stop until we get to a refuge. First hundred yards will make no sense. We muddy the water just in case someone or something is watching. Oh, and best have Califire ready. Things are, different, out here.”

She flicked her wrist. A small burst of magic streaked into the gate’s lock. It sprang open, and Sanya leapt out. Seven followed as she raced around the cubes, darting and leaping around them. There were hundreds, thousands, of them. She straightened her path, running toward a dark fringe lining the top of an escarpment.

“Hurry!” she cried, increasing her pace.

Seven followed, kicking up mud, long grass whipping his boots and shins. “What?”

“Don’t you hear it?”

He listened. Clicking? Could he hear clicking? “Is it the elves?”

She blurted a laugh, hurdling a cube, then crouching low. Seven landed beside her, his breath ragged, Califire by his side.

“Elves aren’t the only thing that can kill you out here.”

“So…” Seven couldn’t help but grin.

Sanya’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. Her smile matched his. “So, I’m saying the world is fucked up in ways you couldn’t begin to imagine.”

“Show me,” he said, the enthusiasm of her anticipation contagious.

Sanya stood. “How do you fancy showing me what you can do with that ax?”

Seven stood, turning and facing the clicking.

“Well, fuck me,” he said.


Chapter Nine




The huge creature sizzled and spat, its innards boiling. Seven rested Califire on his shoulder, his axe head dripping with ichor. He bathed in the rush of its mana as it filled every part of him then surged into his core. He gasped, the feeling intoxicating him, wanting more, desperate for more. Sanya stared at him, one eyebrow raised.

“That good enough for you?” he asked, deflecting his obvious rapture.

Sanya walked over, her hand on her hip. “Not bad. But there’s two things you should know about this place. First, creatures come in all shapes and sizes. There’s nothing to indicate if they have magic or if they have incredible strength. You can’t read them. Your perception won’t tell you. Instinct is all you’ve got. You lean on that and lean hard. Instinct will remember shit you haven’t even realized you’ve noticed. I knew the ant wasn’t a magic user. You didn’t, but you bowled in like it was just a bug. The second thing you should know is that out here you don’t use magic unless you really have to. Magic burns mana. Burned mana leaves a trail. Elves can follow trails. Got it?”

He deflated. Sanya had watched the short and brutal fight, and he’d thought she might step in. The ant was big, and it wasn’t quite an ant either. It had pincers and a stinger. Its eyes betrayed some measure of sentience, and it had countered his moves, learning quickly.

“Yeah, I thought it was like the ants back in the dungeon,” he said as Sanya continued toward the tree fringe. “I said I thought it was like⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah. I got it. We need to get out of here. That fireball—was it a ball? It really fried that fucker. Even got a smoke trail.” She glanced around, her expression unreadable. “You gotta punch. I’ll give you that.”

She took off, running, the time for stealth done. They crashed into the forest, racing a couple of hundred yards in before she slowed. “The elves,” she said. “We think they scan the land hunting out worthy prey.”

“You said they have farms.”

“Yeah, they have those.”

“And the towers—are they like the dungeon towers?”

Her laughter rang out, alien in the drab forest. Its thick canopy blotted out the light. Undergrowth was scarce. But there was a proliferation of webs everywhere, joining huge tree trunks, spanning pathways and surrounding burrows. Seven sent out his instinct, reaching under the ground and up toward the canopy. He sensed a thousand ravens, wolves lurked in the sparse undergrowth, and the ground under him teamed with threats.

“Towers?” she said, moving carefully on. “No, they aren’t like the towers in the dungeon. We couldn’t do that to you lot. Keller could have handled it, but you, Tamereth, Jez and Sinta, no. You’d have all freaked.”

“Why?”

“Because Phillion was an advanced world. First time I saw one of their cities I wanted to side with the elves.” She shrugged. “Still not sure I understand it all, but let’s just say my mind is a lot more open than it was.”

“So, when do I get to see it?”

She slid and slipped down a steep slope. “Every creature in this place senses what you did to the ant. They felt the ripple of your power. That is the mark of a world returning to magic. It is in flux, changing. The elves unleashed its mana, but that created its own problems.”

Seven slipped into his Mana Sight. Spots of bright mana lurked in the trees, larger, but duller patches in the undergrowth. But all around him, the air, the plants, everything else held none, not even a tiny speck.

“We call it famine. Back in Quintasia even I can sense the surrounding mana. I feel it swirling on the air. Here? Here I feel nothing.”

“There is nothing,” Seven said. “It’s all inside the creatures.”

She nodded. “Which is why cloaking your mana is the key to survival out here. Look at me—with your sight. Look at me and tell me what you see.”

Sanya vanished as he engaged his skill. Mana glowed from within, but faintly and gathered around her heart. A glow radiated from him, brushing Sanya in its verdant light and illuminating her. He looked down at his chest, the bright light of his core unmistakable—a shining star among the gloom.

“You get it?” she asked.

“I do.”

“You’re like a fucking beacon, Seven, and that puts you in danger both here and Quintasia.”

“Quintasia?”

She grabbed his hand, pulling him along. “There’s a hierarchy out here. The weak can see the strong, so they don’t attack them. That ant back there would have run, but it had committed to attacking me before you crested the rise. It fucked up. Shit happens.”

“So, we’re safe?”

“We are far from safe. If you think you’re the strongest, then you aren’t going to last long out here. You must get stronger, and there’s only one way to do that.”

They jumped a stream, scrambling up a bank then running along a slate shelf. Sanya stopped, cupping her hands and cawing. Shrill birdsong answered her, and she raced up some shelves and over the top of a ridge. Loping along its shoulder, she came to a cairn, pointing at its top and lifting it. “Get in. You’ll drop but not far.”

Seven jumped in, sensing her urgency and landing in darkness. His Dark Sight kicked in, lighting a funnel-shaped cavern. Sanya dropped in after him, the lid dropping and sealing them in. A spark of mana formed a small ball, the spray of its light as it reflected off the silver walls blinding him until his skill dropped out.

“What the fuck?”

Sanya pulled a couple of chairs over, sitting in one and resting her feet on the other. “So, I’ve shown you, now you’ve got to learn.”

“Learn what?”

“How to hide that core of yours. I can dull down my core until I look like a weak critter, but you shine like a fucking sun.” She cradled the back of her head with her hands and rested back. “I don’t have Mana Sight, but I can feel the burn. Wake me when you’re done.”

“But doesn’t the power keep the monsters at bay?”

“Monsters?” She scoffed, closing her eyes. “You’re the monster, Seven. Trouble is, there are far worse than you out here. Rule of the jungle: the strongest wins. Sooner you accept than, the sooner we go to the tower.”

“What’s at the tower?”

She rested back, yawning. “For most, certain death.”

Seven sat on the cold floor, crossing his legs and focusing on his breathing. “Can you give me a hint? Like, how the fuck am I supposed to do this?”

Sanya didn’t answer, but her steady breaths told him she was either asleep or meditating. His first day at Quintasia academy hadn’t gone quite as expected. Everything had pointed to him learning and improving through more classes. He’d never expected to find himself outside the academy’s protection. But it seemed he had a different path. They wanted him to understand the true threat, and he was okay with that. Since coming to the place he’d only had hearsay telling him what direction to go. To see the threat would focus him better. But first he had to draw a veil over his core.

“A veil,” he muttered, liking the analogy.

“There you go,” Sanya said. “You’re on the right track.”
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Eve hummed as she applied her make up. It wasn’t the best, and she could afford better, but it was as good as it got in the slum quarter. She’d received five hundred gold coins for her efforts in Dungeon Five. According to the notification, she had saved at least three people from certain death and caused none. Those five hundred coins would serve one purpose and one alone. They would enable her to capture Seven’s heart.

She’d always had a singular focus when it came to boys. She either loved them, tolerated them, or despised them. Those were her options. Sure, a man could move between the three—sometimes in the same breath. But generally, once she’d categorized them, they languished there for a while. At least until some grand gesture shifted them.

Geraint, for instance, had briefly flirted with the highly elevated position of her intended. He hadn’t known it, of course. She had to be very careful to keep her infatuation a secret. After all, some of her love interests had caught wind of her intentions and run. One unfortunate had stumbled under a bus in an effort to get away.

That had been the old Eve, she thought as she finished applying the black paint. She was much more even tempered now. She barely thrust her ample breasts forward when speaking with Seven. She’d hardly touched him recently. It was time to start playing hard to get. So far, no approach had worked.

“He’s way too deep with Keller and the others,” she muttered, staring into the misted glass that acted as a mirror. She threw the pot of paste away. “Gahh! I look like a two-penny whore!”

She took a breath.

“I need better.”

Grabbing her jacket, she slammed the bedroom door, already at the top of the stairs before its crack faded. Without a word to any, she raced out of the guild headquarters and headed to the nicer parts of Quintasia.

She’d discarded Geraint quite quickly. The boy was a bully. The way he treated Star was nothing short of degrading. That certainly wasn’t the life for her. She wanted to be a queen, elevated, at the side of her beau, elegant and precious. Not bent over a battlement and unceremoniously screwed.

Which was when Seven had caught her eye. The man was courageous, heroic. He cared for his girls. Geraint had pretended he wasn’t afraid of the savage. But his obsession with the savage showed otherwise.

When Eve switched her attention to Seven, she did so one hundred percent—she committed. Was there any other way? So, to be accused of consorting with the disgusting Geraint, to be accused of plotting against her true love by her true love was devastating, but just a precursor to his eventual love. She was all too aware that love and hatred were interchangeable.

It was cold outside, a head-on breeze lifted her hair from her face. She looked up, her chin jutting, and pushed her breasts out, her hand resting on her sword’s hilt. She liked the feel of the weapon on her hip and couldn’t understand how anyone could go out without something to defend themselves. Back on Earth she’d felt vulnerable. Anyone could have a gun or a knife. Here, it was down to her. If she was good enough, she’d survive.

If she was good enough, Seven would protect her.

The only question that remained was could she change him. He was damn near perfect, power-wise. But he was rough around the edges. Keller, Tamereth and the other two might prove a stumbling block. Although they had their advantages.

Keller kept him grounded. She was like the girl-next-door first-love type. He jumped whenever she commanded it, and that was kind of cute. Tamereth had put him through the mill in dungeon five, but it had taught him a lot about juggling multiple love interests. But what part would Sinta and Jez play?

Eve had already accepted she might have to share Seven. While it wasn’t ideal, as long as each woman brought something to the table, then that was fair enough. After all, a prime steak needed sauce, a bit of vedge and some fries to make a great meal. Eve was prime steak. She would do things to Seven that would keep him coming back morning, noon and night.

Sinta could help with his spiritual development. If Seven was to be perfect, then he needed depth. The huntress could give him that. Eve didn’t care for such things. They weren’t practical. They weren’t quantifiable. Jez was no threat. But she could improve Seven. He wasn’t the quickest, nor the best at making decisions. She could prep him, much like a researcher. She could build him a solid foundation.

Yes, the harem was workable, just as long as she was the queen.

And why wouldn’t she be? She was, after all, the finest of the bunch.

She crossed the bridge and into the finer parts of Quintasia. The change buffeted her. Students milled. Shopkeepers peddled their wares. The streets were clean and tidy, not the derelict chic of the slums. This was where The Forlorn Hope should base themselves, just as soon as they got rid of that god-awful name. Forlorn—what impression did that word give out? And Hope—wasn’t that another word for desperation?

A name change could wait.

First things first, she had a heart to capture.

The well-dressed, leaded, windows of Ravensbury Stylist portrayed the shop as a risqué, avant-garde boutique that might give her a dangerous edge. Keller, Sinta and Jez were safe. They were so far from the edge, they couldn’t even see it. Tamereth was a little more risqué, but only because she was a warrior at heart—a chained tiger. It left a gap. One easily filled by a temptress, a seductress, a woman who promised to do things the tamer ones wouldn’t. A woman who would love him with her whole body—who would pleasure him in every exotic way. She needed the look, and the lacy basques, the suspenders, the ropes and whips in Ravensbury’s window told Eve it was the perfect place.

She grabbed the elegant brass door handle and entered, the shrill chime of the bell filling the dark shop with its joy. Some mana lights illuminated, and a black curtain parted, a woman sliding through to stand behind the glass counter.

“Welcome to Ravensbury. How may I be of service?”

The woman was beautiful in an exotic way. Her dark skin held a satin sheen glossed with mana light, and her full lips begged to be kissed. Eve was no stranger to same-sex trysts. A fine wind could blow many ways, and this woman was highly desirable. Gold flecked her large brown eyes, sparkling as they ran up and down Eve. Heat surged to Eve’s loins, her nipples hardening at the thought of the dark woman sliding her body up and down her.

She composed, letting her jacket fall open as she leant on the counter, her breasts nearly spilling from her cleavage.

And why not?

She wasn’t committed to him yet. She was still a free agent.

“I want something sexy, something seductive, and I’m willing to try on the whole shop to get it.”

The woman leaned close. “Then you need to take off your clothes, Eve.”

“How do you know my name?”

The woman walked around the counter, locking the door and flipping the sign to closed. She flicked her fingers, and the windows darkened.

“Everyone knows you, Eve. Well, those with access to a good scryer do.” She leant back against the door, staring. “I said strip, Eve.”

“I don’t undress in front of strangers.”

“What better way of getting to know each other? Besides, if I tell you my name then we are no longer strangers.”

“Then tell it.”

She inclined her head. “I’m Thera. Now strip.”

Eve removed her clothes.


Chapter Ten




Marag had vanished before Sinta could approach her. But, strangely, she knew exactly where to find the old woman. She could picture it, see the circular room, stone steps leading to it, and five or six windows looking out over Quintasia. Marag herself sat on an old rocking chair, looking out over the park and directly at Genevieve’s statue. She rocked slowly back and forth, the squeak of the rocker passing through Sinta’s imagination and sending shivers up her spine.

She stared at the rest of the class, then said, “I’ll be back,” and darted out of the door.

Crossing Quintasia, she followed a path that, while familiar, she would have sworn was one she’d never followed before. It led through Quintasia’s academia, the university blocks, the smaller specialist houses and the training fields. She passed through the commerce ring that catered for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Bubbly and vibrant it was, the smell of coffee, the fragrant smoke of those special leaves, mixing to produce a heady mixture suited to relaxation and philosophy.

But, shoulders hunched, eyes to the cobbles, she hurried through, passing into the residential quarters with their potted plants and painted doors. She walked into a square, a circular square which made no sense but from which Marag’s tower rose, its door ajar and only doom awaiting.

She hesitated before inhaling and stepping over the dread threshold, climbing each step one after the other. A cruel wind penetrated every fold and crease of her tunic, creeping between her breasts and reaching under her arms. She drew her collar tight and hurried, going round and round, her free hand trailing on the central stone pillar.

Eventually, she came to Marag’s room, and with a shake of her vibrant, green hair, she composed, trying to quell the fear in her heart. She’d faced worse since leaving the Milkwood. She’d faced worse before.

Marag looked up as Sinta emerged, her milky eyes staring right through her. “You came,” she said, and indicated a seat close to the rocker. “Sit, and let us see if we can unleash your foresight.”

“Is there any need for this?” Sinta asked, indicating the surroundings, the dread of the place.

“Just an old woman’s home. Why a tower? Is that what you’re asking?”

“Why the cloak and dagger, the vanishing, the creepiness?”

“Vanishing? I didn’t vanish. I was never there. Foresight is a branch of magic that deals with pictures, child. You know it. You’ve seen it. Was I in Soleil’s classroom, or was it simply a picture of me? Your visions, are they pictures of the future? When you pass through them, are they pictures? There is no creepiness here, child. There is only the truth. You know it, and you know what you must face to release it.”

Sinta moved away from her, looking from the tower, over the park, the statue, the maze and beyond, to where the picture ended. “My mother?” she asked, her mouth drying and stomach churning.

“She showed you her picture.”

“She did.”

“And then she walked through the clouds, but you didn’t tell anyone that, did you?”

“No.” A shiver ran up Sinta’s spine. She couldn’t—she wouldn’t—face it. Not now. Not alone. Not in this damnable tower. It was a fool’s errand. A stupid impulse. Marag couldn’t help her. Sanya knew nothing!

Marag faced her. “What was her picture? Confront it, and the gift is yours.”

Sinta spun away. She wasn’t strong enough. It would ruin her—ruin her forever. “No. Ask me anything else. Anything. Don’t ask me that.” She clasped her hands together. “Don’t ever ask me that.”

The hag must have known. She must have foreseen Sinta’s reaction. It must be all part of some damn plan.

Marag cackled. It turned into a long wheeze. “Then all you will see is muddle and random.”

“No! No! You don’t understand!” Sinta fled the tower.
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The veil didn’t work for Seven, but fortunately a snuffer did. He saw his core as a bright candle, its glow strong and steadfast. There was only one way to extinguish a candle’s glow, and that was to snuff it out. A veil might mask it, but a snuffer would obliterate it completely. Light had to be the manifestation of a flame’s power. It was the heat of the fire. His core’s light must be similar, but it was undesirable. He understood that, cross-legged in the strange, funnel-shaped, silver-walled chamber, with Sanya seemingly asleep on the chair beside him.

The glow was a waste. Seven abhorred waste. He’d lived most of his life with nothing—skimping and scraping. If he’d stumbled upon a carcass—a dead rat, a scavenged corpse—anything, he’d pick it to the bone then use the bones for fishhooks. Like the mana lamps, the glow from his core represented dissipating mana—gathered energy he was losing. So, he hadn’t wanted to dull it with a veil. On the contrary, he wanted that wastage stopped. He wanted the glow snuffed out.

“Took your time,” Sanya said, yawning and stretching. She stopped, her arms above her head, her chest thrust out, close and enticing. “What the actual fuck?” she said. “Your mana, I can’t see it.”

“You wanted it gone,” he said. “So, I got rid of it.”

“For real,” she said, moving closer, reaching for his chest. “But this?” She began laughing, but not mirth, more an evil laugh, deep and throaty. “Oh, this is good. How did you do it? How? We can all dull ours down, but this?”

“My core isn’t like your mana store. It’s concentrated like a tiny ball. So, I put a bucket over it.”

“A bucket?”

“Kind of. A snuffer. I snuffed it out.”

She stared into his chest like she could see right through his skin. “It’s still there, right?”

“Still there.”

Her laughter came again. “Well, aren’t you going to make wonderful bait. Can you take it off?”

“I haven’t tried yet.”

“Don’t. Not here. We take the win. Practice back in Quintasia. If you can pop that bucket on and off, we have a winner.”

“A winner?”

“What’s better than being invisible?”

Seven shrugged. “Go on?”

“The ability to become invisible. You can lead any fucker into a trap then.”

“But if I take it off, what if I can’t get it back on?”

She pulled away, pulling her jacket on and sorting her belt and weapons out. “But what if you do it enough times that it becomes a skill? Then it becomes interesting.” Looking up, she pointed at cairn’s lid and clicked her fingers. It slid open. Pulling a grappling hook out of her storage ring, she threw it up. “Come on. We don’t need this place anymore. It’s lined with tin—one of the few things that cloaks a core. So, if you see someone with a silver jacket—” she winked at him— “make sure to steer clear until you know something about them.” She grabbed the rope and climbed, stopping halfway up. “Are you staring at my butt?”

His blush came immediately. “No,” he lied.

“Why not? I’ve got a great butt.” She slapped it hard and vanished over the cairn’s top.

Seven followed, aware of his growing attraction to Sanya. Was it unwelcome? He didn’t know anymore. He’d spent his whole life going unnoticed, now it seemed everyone noticed him.

He lifted himself out, and the top slammed shut. Sanya called him over and they descended the ridge, jogging then running. Night had long fallen, the clouds parting to reveal deep blue night’s sky. He ran by her side, grateful of the opportunity to stretch his legs. The slope bottomed out, and Sanya slowed, coming to a flat channel, the grass much shorter.

“Is this a road?” he asked.

“Yeah, once, but not what you’re used to. See those lumps and bumps, those huge great piles?”

Seven looked along her pointed finger, his Dark Sight active. The road had a very slight curve to it. “This is a road?” he said again. “Why is it so wide?”

“Oh, they had…” She paused. “It was real busy, and their carts drove real fast. You’ll get to just accept shit out here. Like I said, places like Keller’s world, mine to a degree, are much more advanced than yours. Things are different.” She clapped him on the shoulder. “Now, you might have your mana core cloaked but mine is still visible. To most monsters out here, we are easy fodder.”

“Should I show mine?”

“Hell no. We want them to come. You’re a beast. Let’s feed you and see what happens. Just make sure you keep that hexblade in storage until the last moment.”

“You can tell her that I do not display my power. I am a hexblade. I have a brain, and, while I’m talking, just who do you think put the idea of a snuffer in your head?”

“Hold on! How come I can hear you? You’re in my storage!”

“Yeah, well, I came to an accommodation with Vesturian. We both agreed that you’re too much of a lummox to go around without our sage influence. So, you can’t get rid of me.”

Seven sighed. “He said his power is cloaked.”

“That’s great!” Sanya said.

“It would be, but he’s worked out a way to talk to me from my storage. Now I’ll not get a moment’s peace.”

Her smile vanished. “Just remember how dangerous he is. Especially now he’s in your head the whole time.” She grabbed him, turning him to face her. “He can whisper to you in your sleep. He can turn your mind.”
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“Take no notice of her,” Califire said. “If I wanted to turn you into a maniacal axe murderer, I’d have done it a while ago. We’re partners—that’s what we are, and you should never forget that.”

“But you are a smouldering evil black weapon with blood-red runes. You can see why she’d be concerned.”

“I do,” Califire said emphatically. “I see it very clearly. But you made a pact with me. You and I became partners. That trumps everything. But, I’ll admit, you haven’t seen any real benefits yet.”

Seven paused. Sanya had climbed a promontory and beckoned him forward. She looked fantastic, framed against the rising sun, her curves nothing short of perfect. She looked away, out over a scene he couldn’t yet see. There was something about her—something mighty fine.

“Benefits?”

“Hexblade Warlock. What part of that title doesn’t hint at something else.” The hexblade harrumphed. “Let me explain it in a little more detail because I know you’re a bit slow.”

“Slow?”

“Hey! It’s not your fault. You never had an education. You can barely read and write. I’m not judging.”

“But still, slow?”

“Let’s say not the fastest. How does that sound?”

Seven took the hexblade from his storage. “Have you got spells for me?”

“I have a few,” Califire said. “While it’s true that I have a wealth of spells available, I can only give you some.”

“Why?”

Califire’s axe head swayed from side to side. “Mostly because you bent the rules and that leaves you exposed. As your partner it would be remiss of me to put you in too much danger.”

“Bent what rules?”

“You practiced magic before you had the class. You have mana skills you shouldn’t have. It’s all ass about face. Now, if you had the skill Magic and it was at, let’s say, Expert Level, then I’d know exactly where we were. But you haven’t even got the skill.”

“So, why don’t I just get it?”

Califire slumped. “Because you can only open a skill that you need. It’s how it works. The system senses a need and allocates the skill. You don’t need it.”

Seven jabbed the hexblade. “Then you can give me every spell you have.”

“I could, but…”

“But?”

“Remember why you needed a class?”

“To help channel the spell and clean the burned mana.”

“Exactly. Well, you need the skill to stop a powerful spell sucking you dry of everything. It controls your ability to cast spells and makes sure you can live through it. You don’t have that. But fortunately, you have me.”

Seven thought about it. “So how come I haven’t killed myself so far?”

Califire’s evil laugh rang out. “Have you seen how powerful your spells are? They’re pathetic. They’re nothing. I’ll bet you couldn’t move a boulder, let alone a mountain.”

Seven’s eyes lit up. “I’ll be able to do that?”

“One thing at a time. I’ll start you off on something cool that you can handle, then as you level up your class, we’ll add a few more.”

“Okay. Hit me with a spell.”

“Not right now,” Califire said. “Your girlfriend is beckoning you over.”

“She’s not my girlfriend.”

“Will be.”

“Won’t.”

“Will.”

Seven marched toward Sanya. “Won’t.”

“Will,” Califire said, reaching with his shaft and pinching Sanya’s ass. “That was from the boss because he’s too shy to do it.”

“Califire!” Seven shouted.

“Hey, don’t blame me. I just pinch it as I see it.”

Sanya glared at the hexblade, then pulled Seven around to face the rising sun. “So, what do you think?”

For a moment, the orange glare blotted everything out. It fired its burnished rays from a distant horizon reaching over colossal blocks, some jutting upward, others leaning. At first, Seven mistook them for giant crystal shards bursting from the earth like some god had forced them through its surface. But as his focus returned, glinting light became apparent, like cat’s eyes peering from shadow. “What the fuck are they?” Seven asked, noticing more structures, twisted, fallen, a jumble of destruction.

“The Phillions had huge cities that sprawled across their lands. Their dwellings rose to incredible heights and were powered by quantum cells. Millions would have lived here—fodder the elves feasted upon. These, Seven, these are our towers.”

He crouched before his knees gave way, the vastness of the place too daunting for him to comprehend. “What’s the point?” he finally asked. “What’s the point in gaining one or two towers? What good will a foothold do?”

“It looks like a ruin, but you’ll have to see in close up. Fall into your Mana Sight. It might give you a clue.”

Seven engaged the skill, and the ruined city shimmered, a million stars shining from it like silver sequins on a fine ball gown. “It’s quite beautiful,” he said.

“It’s more than that. We have theories, but we think it all boils down to a thing called evolution. The elves became the strongest, seeking out those with vast mana stores and consuming them. Humans, once the apex predator, became the hunted, and the elves were merciless. But they fought over the prize, and factions were born. Elf fought elf, each attacking the other’s farms and stores. All the while the native creatures adapted. They became…less. Their mana stores minimal. Those with larger stores moved underground. Plants kept their mana in their roots rather than flowers. All adapted.”

“But if the elves are so strong…”

“Strong but not invincible. We are losing the battles, Seven. But we intend to win the war. That’s where you come in. You will turn the tide.”

“How?”

“I’ll show you,” she said. “Come.” Taking his hand, she jumped off the promontory then skidded down a loose rock slope. “But we must be fast. I thought we’d be there well before dawn.”

Seven sent his instinct out but could sense nothing. They rejoined the road, ducking around piles of ivy and moss that Sanya told him were abandoned cars—like wagons, but different. They came to an enormous bridge crossing a sluggish, brown river. She crouched close by.

“This is it. This is the last hurdle. So, something I haven’t told you, or if I have, I probably haven’t stressed it enough. Everything here is mana-thirsty. That means it wants what you’ve got.”

“But I cloaked my mana.”

“A nice woolly skin covers a sheep, but you still know it’s rocking a mean roast inside. Most creatures don’t have Mana Sight. You’re cloaking your mana from those that do—and the elves—never forget them. We want to get over this bridge and under cover. If anything spots us, they’ll want to feast on us. Those are the rules out here. It’s why most students don’t cut it. They just enter the food chain. Anything attacks, make a snap choice—fight or flight. No hesitation. I’ll not think bad of you if you choose to run. Sometimes it’s the best option—the only option. Got it?”

“Got it,” he said as Califire morphed into a spear.

“Ready when you are, Partner,” the enchanted weapon said.

Sanya bolted onto the bridge.


Chapter Eleven




Geraint gasped, the pain streaking through his body a delight to be savored.

“That’s it,” said Crow, as Thera carved the rune into Geraint’s forearm. “That’s it. You savor pain. You relish it. Your mind is wrong. It has been wrong for a long while. Pain is power, and power is good. Through power you will beat the savage. You will have everything he has. You, Geraint, will take it from him.”

Geraint watched the tip of Thera’s knife as it sliced his flesh, carving a line like a boat through a placid lake. Blood welled in its wake, its surface glossed with the amber flecks of mana light. “I will take it from him.”

“You will. So, to our lesson for the day.” Crow sat back upon his throne.

The cold stone of the sacrificial altar accepted Geraint’s blood as it pooled around his shoulder. He pulled from it, harvesting its power and turning it crusted black. “Yes, Master.” The words came from between Geraint’s gritted teeth as Thera swapped her knife for a small scalpel and began the more intricate patterns. “Teach me, Master.”

“There are many forms of magic. Humans use a Mana Store. They measure their mana and deploy it accordingly. This is your way, at this moment in time. The elves use a Mana Core. Similar in nature to the store, it holds a greater concentration of Mana within lattices that form Mana Strings. This is currently where the savage is.”

“Will you allow me that, Master?”

“No, Geraint. There is no point in leaving his destruction to chance. Tell me, a Mana Store and a Mana Core, what do both have in common?”

Geraint could barely breathe. It was alright accepting pain was pleasure and that all pain was good, but it still fucking hurt. Sure, he could understand that he thought hurt was a bad thing, and that Crow wanted to rewire him to accept pain as a good thing, but he wasn’t there, and Thera carving and slicing his arm, digging Mana Channels within it, wasn’t helping him focus.

But if he cried out, if he begged for mercy, then the pain would become even worse. One thing about Crow, Thera and Gallion, they enjoyed seeing him suffer. He knew that. He accepted that. He didn’t want to visit the iron maiden again. Nor did he want to lay on the rack. So, he did what he always did when the pain threatened to overwhelm him. He focused on Thera’s lips, her full, lush lips, and he dreamed of kissing them.

But then Thera receded and Gallion appeared, a jar of steaming fire mana in her hand. Its red glow blinded him, but the pain that followed as she poured it into his freshly carved channels trumped anything he’d felt before. It bubbled and sizzled, sealing his raw flesh. He screamed, but Gallion clamped his mouth with her free hand. “Don’t you dare! Hold the power. Contain the power. Let none of it out.”

Wide-eyed, he nodded, every muscle clenched. Gallion glared at him. Thera appeared, pouting. “You can do it. You can contain the power.”

He felt it then, coursing through him. It was in the pain, held within its resonance. Raw power—a new power that would sit alongside the power he’d once had. His arm throbbed, the power within the rune pulsing. Its glow shone then faded, and Gallion withdrew.

“That is the primary rune completed.” Crow appeared. “You did well, Geraint. Very well. Few manage to contain all the seeding power.”

“Seeding power?” Geraint asked with a gasp.

“When the primary blood rune is carved onto its host, the pain magnifies its potential power. Imagine, if you will, a normal spell. Your incantation, your hand movements, perhaps a staff or wand, are there to focus the mana, to lace it within the spell’s weave. You will go beyond such things. You will become the wand and the staff. You will become your mana store. The primary blood rune is there to help you gather mana. It will draw mana into you. The next⁠—”

“Next?”

Crow stabbed him in the chest. “Here. This will be where we place your storage rune. It will transform your body into a mana vessel. You will be free of the constraints of a petty core. Think, Geraint, think of the power you can harness using your entire body.”

Geraint relaxed as Crow vanished from his view and Thera returned, knife in hand.
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Geraint stood before the mirror, a bloodstained wrap around his waist. His body was pathetic. It was a shadow of its former self. His shoulders drooped. Ribs poked through his ruined skin. But he had his runes. They glowed crimson, the central one crackling and hissing. Thera had carved five in all. One adorned each arm. One sat on each of his thighs, and one sat in the middle of his pathetic chest.

“I look like a fucking dork,” he said. “Look, Crow, Master, whatever you want me to call you. I don’t want to be one of those spindly wizards that look like they’ll be blown over by a half-decent fart. I want to have muscle. I want to be able to fight with more than just my fucking magic. I want to be bad ass. Is that too much to ask?”

Crow sat across the cavern. “If you can tell me the point, I might grant you your wish.”

“My point is simple,” he said. “I look weak. I want to look powerful.”

“But isn’t the point to be underestimated then strike?”

Geraint turned, pointing his bony finger at Crow. “I don’t give a fuck. Perception is everything to me! I want people to stop and stare. I want women to fall over themselves to try and get to me. I want it all, Crow. I want the lot.”

“Then I shall make it so. But I do have one question for you. Imagine a farmer, if you will. A farmer has several tasks. He must grow and he must harvest. A lothario also has several tasks. He must accept the attention of fawning women, and he must seduce. If I give you the body that will make them fawn, will you be able to seduce? I have seen no evidence that this is in your armory.”

“If you make me irresistible, then I won’t have to seduce.”

“What if I need you to?” Crow rose, narrowing the distance between them. “You say the power I’ve given you is not enough, well I say this in reply. What you offer is not enough.”

“Not enough?” Geraint spat, but then Crow grabbed his shoulder, power crackling from his hand, bringing Geraint to his knees as his runes glowed brightly.

“Not enough. To be truly powerful demands more than brutish behaviour. Tell him, Thera.”

Thera appeared by Crow’s side. “I had a visitor to my little shop the other day. I believe you know her.”

“Know her?” he asked.

“Indeed. Her name is Eve.”

“Nothing but a prick tease,” he said.

“More than just a prick tease. She is infatuated with the savage. She will do anything to attract his attention. But our information is that the savage is not interested. He has enough women to focus on.”

“Then she’ll get nothing!” Geraint said with an evil chuckle.

Crow raised his hand, bringing it down and launching a mana bolt at Geraint’s head. It struck him, power crackling over him and finally drawing a scream.

“There is an Earth saying. Which, coincidentally is where Eve is from. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. Eve is inside the Forlorn Hope. She has Quinn’s ear. She is close to the savage. Tell me, you pathetic excuse for a human, what will happen when Seven rejects her? Or rather, what could happen?”

Geraint’s fragile temperament snapped. Every one of his runes pulsed with anger. He was fed up with Crow humiliating him in front of the girls. But there was no way he could take the strange man on. He could see his power brimming within.

“I could prize her away?”

“No!” Another bolt ripped through Geraint. Its power was incredible. It reached every part of him, tearing through him, the pain almost unbearable. But the afterburn interested Geraint. He felt a little stronger. Less pathetic. “No,” Crow said softly. “You convert her. You give her what the savage refuses to. You take back what is yours but leave her in his camp. Why? Why would you do that?”

“So she can fuck them up,” Geraint said.

Crow closed his beady eyes, scratching at his beak. “In a manner of speaking.” He rested his hands on Geraint’s shoulders and turned the man to face the mirror. “There! Is that good enough for you?”

Geraint stared at his perfectly chiseled body. His chest rune sat between two perfectly defined muscles, his biceps bulging, and abs like slabs of prime beef. He grinned, flexing, running mana into his runes to make them glow.

“Perfect,” he said.

“Perfect enough to seduce Eve, leave her on the hook and then destroy the savage?” Crow asked.

“Indeed.”

“Good,” Thera said, brushing his pecs. “Because tomorrow, she’s coming back into the shop.”

Crow spun on his feet and left the cavern. “Best to smooth his raw edges,” he said as he left, seemingly walking through the rock wall.

“Smooth what raw edges?” Geraint asked, still posing in front the mirror.

Gallion pulled him away from the mirror. “You have no idea how to seduce a woman.”

Geraint flexed his muscles. “Why would I need to?”

“Because you are the underdog. You are the least desirable man in Quintasia.”

Geraint looked from Thera to Gallion.

“Are you sure?” He flashed them a grin.
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Eve hummed as she organized the bar area.

Snitch hovered nervously. “What are you doing?”

“A woman’s touch,” she said, fluttering her elongated eyelashes.

Quintasia had no class. The dark woman—what was her name? Thera, that was it—had never heard of mascara. They had paint rather than make up. Powders to lighten her skin, to darken her skin, to make it blue if she wanted. But they had nothing to elongate her eyelashes. Everyone, in a civilised society at least, knew that fluttering one’s eyelashes was the pick that unlocked a man’s heart. She’d explained it to the clueless woman, and she’d promised to have a bottle ready later that day.

Eve couldn’t wait. While the shop had failed her in that respect, it had come up trumps in all others. Eve wasn’t endowed with huge breasts. They were ample, but by no means eye catching. So finding a push-up bra was a bonus, and that it was a lovely, lacy affair was the cherry on top.

She’d brought a mirror that, with the addition of a little mana dribble, could magnify and allow her to paint her eyes with some detail. She’d had to buy a vial of mana too, but that was okay.

The skimpy skirts, the thigh-high boots and the revealing blouses were pure fire. While Eve knew she wasn’t drop dead gorgeous, her looks packed a punch. But she needed every ounce of leverage she could muster. She needed that mascara. A girl needed to be at one hundred percent to strike at a man’s heart—especially if she had to get to the head of a small cue.

Keller was at the head of that cue, with Tamereth standing in the doorway. Sinta and Jez stood either side of it, the guardians of her prize. Which was why Eve had ordered one more thing from the girl in the shop.

While potions were usually the preserve of alchemists and hedge witches, their morality would prevent them from concocting the type of potion Eve needed. Seduction potions were generally frowned upon by all but those who used them. Eve had little knowledge of them barring the prevalence of spiked drinks back on Earth. Her abhorrence of that tactic in the clubs and bars back home was quickly scrubbed away by Thera who insisted that the potion merely leveraged already present lust.

“If they don’t like you, the potion will have no effect,” she’d said.

“Well?” Snitch asked her as she placed the final glass in position.

“Why would you want me to stop?”

“Everything’s where it needs to be. You should check with Keller, make sure she’s happy with your changes.” Snitch scratched at his rowdy hair. “Who are you anyway? Are you a pledge? I’m pretty sure you’re all pledges.”

Eve froze. She held her pose, breathing hard and trying to contain her anger. “Were you there?” she asked. “Were you? Did you face down all the challenges in an enhanced Dungeon Five like we did? Well?” She glared at him. “Did you?”

“I tackled Dungeon Five, and then I decided Quintasia wasn’t for me. But! And this is the important point. I was just biding my time until the correct team came along. Seven, Keller et al, are the correct team. So, I ask again. Who are you?”

Eve composed. If ever she needed to flutter her eyelids, it was then. “I am Eve.”

But what she didn’t expect was Snitch’s reply.

“The Eve?”

She enlarged one eye. “What do you mean, the Eve?”

Snitch took a step back as a table slid between them. “I mean, you made quite the name for yourself in the dungeon. There were a few dedicated scrying channels focusing solely on you. Naturally, I only watched one, and you were covered in blood and guts at the time…”

“Time? What is the time?”

“Close to dusk,” Snitch replied.

“Then you can finish up. But it must be perfect. I want it perfect for his return. I’ve got to go.”

“Go where?”

“To pick up…something.” She grabbed her coat. “Perfect—remember—it has to be perfect!”


Chapter Twelve




The bridge reminded him of Dungeon Five. Mist fingers crawled over its cracked moss. Black veins told of something unnatural under. A long line of ivy blanketed a ridge in the bridge’s center and cut the trail in two. Vines threaded around metal strings that rose to huge towers seemingly cut from a single slab of gray stone. Seven couldn’t conceive the work that had gone into the wonder’s construction and struggled with the fall to the river below.

More of the old cars lay strewn about. Sanya referred to them as cars, the bigger ones, trucks, and told him they ran on some form of magical liquid that had run out when the elves had first attacked.

“The Event—that’s what the Phillions called it.”

“But surely any race who could build these wonders could defend themselves against such an attack?”

Sanya grunted. “Sinta might know better than me, or perhaps her father. But maybe not. They live in the falsehood that is Quintasia. There are some out here that could tell you, but it’s just rumors and whispers.”

“I thought everyone that came out here died.”

Sanya laughed at his statement. But her laughter wasn’t filled with mirth. Rather it was sardonic. It eventually petered out, leaving the eerie still of the encroaching night. “They do, although not all how you think. You met Leven once?”

“Briefly.”

“She spoke highly of you. She’s still alive. You’ll meet her soon. Is she dead? As far as Quintasia is concerned, yes. She’ll never be able to return to civilized life, if Quintasia is civilized.”

“How come?”

Sanya stopped, planting her foot on the leafy parapet lining the bridge’s edge. “You must have wondered why. Why did Quintasia kill so many rather than just send them out here as fodder?”

“Yeah. Still a mystery.”

“There’s a good reason for it, and it coincides with the reason Leven can’t return—why no one returns. Farmed mana—mana from the herds of Phillions the elves keep like batteries—is barely worth consuming. Forget your stats, your numbers, whatever you call them. You might have four hundred mana. You might have four thousand. But that’s just the mana sitting and waiting for you to consume it. Forget your numbers, your skills, your level. Tell me, if you count a hundred beans in a jar, were there a hundred there before you counted them?”

“What?” Seven said, resting his foot on the wall and staring at the sun-burnished river as it faded to dark.

“Philosophy.” Sanya grunted. “Put it like this: someone with a zest for life has mana worth having. It is infinitely more nourishing than farmed mana. Levan can’t return to Quintasia because by now, she would have killed a fellow human, a colleague or a friend and fed off their mana. Better that than hand it over to the elves.”

“She would have killed?”

Sanya swung her foot off the parapet and walked on. “Tell me. I’m injured. There’s no chance of me escaping the elves. They’re close. You have a choice. What would you do, Seven? Would you hand over the mana I’ve spent years cultivating, the kills, the numbers, to our mortal enemies. Or would you kill me—put me out of my misery and prevent my suffering—and consume my power?”

“It’s that precious?”

“Look around you. Look at the mana—the shining stars that tell you another creature’s close. These are the Dark Skies. Without a veil, without a snuffer, you would shine like a sun. That is the power we gift the elves. That is why Levan can’t be trusted in Quintasia. She’s killed, Seven. She’s felt the thirst. Why do we let Novices die?”

“To stop the elves getting their power.”

“That, and…” She turned as she spoke, walking backward momentarily. “That and their power runs Quintasia. Sick as it sounds, each death helps us send more out. Sure, we lose towers. Sure, we have setbacks. But we will get closer. We will break the elves. We have to, or our planets will fall. Our people will become nothing but living batteries for these fuckers.”

“Quintasia runs off the deaths of novices?”

She spun and walked on. “Just like a dungeon. We’re still trying to fathom out how, but we have clues—we have theories.”

Seven caught up with her. “What about you, then? How come you can come and go. Haven’t you killed?”

Sanya didn’t answer straight away, but when she did, her answer confused the life out of him. “Do you want to fuck me?”

“What?”

“You should. I’m good. Sure, you have Keller and Tamereth, perhaps Sinta and Jez. Maybe a few others. You should make the most of your time left.”

“But…”

Sanya laughed. “Relax. I’m just messing with you. Yes, yes, I have killed. As has Tortolonge, Dulac, Rejonder. Any that venture out here regularly have. Are we a risk? Sure. But we restrict our visits. We don’t stay any longer than we have to. It keeps us…” She trailed off.

“Keeps you?” He asked.

“From going feral. You’ll see.”

The towers loomed. Ivy and ferns coated them, turning their sharp sides into vertical forests. More grew between them, trees rising from the strange black soil. Falling into his Mana Sight, Seven saw the abundance of wildlife in hiding. He readied his hexblade, knowing he appeared weak. With his power snuffed out and with Sanya’s veiled, they would make seemingly easy targets. Sanya broke into a run, hugging the bridge’s side, then dropping down a load of steps and onto a walkway running the length of the river.

A tingling sensation rippled through him just before a huge snake struck. Sanya must have sensed something too, her sword up before the snake’s bite landed. Seven jumped to her side, Califire changing from a spear to a pike as it skewered the snake, holding its head in place and allowing Sanya’s strike to land. The snake slumped as Califire retracted. A rush of mana entered Seven, whipping through him and entering his growing core.

“Out!” Sanya screamed. “Snuff it out. Even I can see your aura!”

Seven scrambled to douse his core’s fire, imagining the candle snuffer and bringing it down. “What the fuck?”

“You can’t absorb and veil at the same time. Better to leave the mana if you can’t do it fast. You’ll get away with a blink. Anything else…” She drew her hand across her throat as she cleaned her blade on the snake’s carcass. “You can dissemble, though. That’s still a skill out here. Let me. We’ll give it to Levan’s crew anyhow.”

Seven settled, letting his breathing even out. The attack had been swift, but now he had new things to worry about. Not only did he have to fight, but he had to hide his core at all times. There was no way he was going to give up the rush.

“Don’t sweat it, Partner,” Califire said in his mind. “I’ll let you into a little secret. I can absorb the mana for you as we kill. All you gotta do is instruct me to. Then I can hand it over to you when we’re safe.”

“You can do that?”

“I can do a lot of things. I gain power from the creature’s blood. I have no need of its mana, but I can store some for you. It’s what partners are for.”

“Then we’ll do that.”

“You go all blank when you’re talking to your hexblade,” Sanya said. “What’s it up to now that it had to whisper?”

Seven blinked, focusing back on Sanya. “Sorry, what? Nothing. I was just telling him what a good move it was turning from a spear to a pike. Masterful, really.”

Sanya stared at him. “Sure?”

“Sure of what?”

“Sure was a good move,” she said, but her gaze lingered on him. “Let’s get on. We don’t want to be out here in the dark any longer than we have to be.”
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Sanya answered the bird’s caw with one of her own. They crouched, edging along the huge building and through a shattered window, treading over vines as thick as tree trunks. Seven’s Dark Sight illuminated the vast square room, and he tried to imagine what it would have once been like. But everything was so angular, so unnatural, that it was impossible for him. The grandest building he’d ever been in apart from those in Quintasia was a temple, and this place dwarfed it.

“What the heck were these buildings used for?” He whispered.

Sanya made her way to the room’s center and to a doorway. The door opened, and they both slipped through. Levan waited on the other side. Though only lit with his Dark Sight, Seven could see she’d changed. She’d blackened her face and gathered her hair into a bandana. He could barely see her, her black and gray clothes forming a strange pattern that seemed to meld with her background. But it was her eyes that shocked him. They were dead, devoid of the compassion she’d once had. She carried a trident in one hand and had a bracer on her other arm.

“Took your time,” she said, giving no acknowledgement to either of them as climbed a set of switchback steps. “I hope he’s worth it.”

Sanya didn’t answer at first, but when she did her voice was soft and comforting, like she wanted to wrap Levan in its comforting embrace. “Not yet, but he will be.”

She grunted, taking the steps two at a time. “Did he say yes?”

They rounded a few more steps before Sanya answered. “No, he fucking didn’t. Found it quite offensive.”

“I would too.” Levan finally let a chuckle slip. “But I bet he would.”

“Girl, there ain’t a man out there that wouldn’t.”

“Wouldn’t what?” Seven asked, trailing behind by a few steps.

“Fuck her. You never answered.” Levan vanished through a doorway. “You good with heights, Seven?”

“Not sure about that. That bridge was pretty high.”

“Well, you’d better get used to them.” She ran along a corridor, ducking into a room. “Who’s first?”

Sanya shrugged. “I’ll go.” She climbed out of an open window onto a wood platform, grabbing a tethered vine. “You just hold on, then before you hit the tower over there, you let go. Your momentum should send you straight into a room like this. Don’t worry if you miss. There’ll be someone down the bottom to claim your mana.”

“That sounds…” Before Seven could finish his sentence, Sanya jumped, swinging toward the opposite tower.

“You might wonder why we didn’t just walk to that tower,” Levan said as Sanya vanished and she began hauling the vine back. “Out here it’s all about breaking a trail. You both stink of Quintasia. You can veil your power all you like, but you can’t scrub the stench of civilization off you. So, we take precautions.” She tugged on a rope attached to the vine and drew it close, handing it to him. “We’ll soon get the stench off you. I take it you’re going back?”

“To Quintasia?”

“Yeah. Don’t answer. I know you are. They won’t risk you until they’re sure you’re ready.”

“So why am I here?”

“Make sure you’re willing to die fighting them. Why do you think?” She shoved him, and Seven swung across the gap, shooting through the broken window and tumbling on a hard floor. He looked up, Sanya staring down at him.

“What do you think so far?” She offered him her hand.

“Do you really think I can make a difference?”

She twisted her lips up. “I doubted it, but now I’m not so sure. You have power, Seven. The way you just snuffed your core out, that would take most folks a few weeks of frustration. You’re special. Your team is special. It’s just a question of whether you’re special enough.”

Seven took her hand, coming close to her as she pulled him up. “Will you be on my team,” he asked, finally summing up the courage to flirt with her.

“Probably Tortalonge,” she said, and slid away.

Levan swung through the window, skidding to a halt in a practised way. She’d gone feral—that’s what Sanya had called it. The prim teacher from before had vanished. Phillion had erased the spark of mischievous joy that had once sparkled in her eyes.

“We need to get going. Point says there’s a band of marauding monkeys on their way to see what all the fuss was about. I take it you had an adventure.”

“Snake,” Sanya said. “Big one.”

“You kill it?” Levan made a strained face.

“Didn’t have much choice. Damn thing nearly had my head off.”

“Shame. Snakes are good monsters. Eat the fucking bugs. Those shits launch all sorts of crap at you. Try not to kill the reptiles if you can avoid it.”

Sanya scoffed. “I’m no rookie, Levan.”

“No, but you don’t live the life either. I’ve…” She sagged.

“Yeah,” Sanya said. “Best get going, eh?”

Levan bit her lip and nodded. “Yeah. Follow me. The others are around. They’ll make sure we get through.”

“Where are we going?” Sanya ushered Seven along.

“She wants to see him—wants to talk Genevieve.”

“She?”

“Matron. I wanna know too.” Levan ducked through a doorway and under a girder. “We all want to know what was in that fool’s book.” She slid down a concrete slab, broke into a roll and then sprang to her feet, running along a walkway suspended by bent and twisted rebar.

Seven followed, drawn farther into the twisted, dying guts of the once great city. Every now and then a brighter spark of mana betrayed a human’s position. The man or woman revealing themselves briefly then vanishing after Seven and Sanya passed. Levan led, and Seven got the feeling that even she didn’t know where she was headed, that the watchers revealed the route only when they had to.

They eventually ducked down underneath one of the towers and into a huge cylindrical pipe, foul water flowing through. Levan forged on, not stopping or turning. Then, out of the gloom, a man became clear. He nodded once to his side, then faded back into darkness.

“We’re here,” Levan said. “So, few get to see the Matron. She co-ordinates all. Even Tortalonge answers to her out here. Answer her questions and do it truthfully. She has limited clairvoyance. We’re praying Sinta has more. But she’ll know if you’re lying. She’ll catch you out. Just sayin’.” Levan pried a square grate back. “Just you and Sanya. I’ll keep watch.”

Sanya nodded and entered.

“Thank you,” Seven said, the urge overpowering.

“What for?”

“All this. For trying. For giving up your life.”

Levan said nothing. She just turned away but Seven grabbed her.

“You don’t have to lose yourself,” he said.

“You don’t know that,” she replied. “Tell me that once you’ve slaughtered a friend and stolen their mana.”


Chapter Thirteen




A single candle illuminated the cylindrical chamber. It sat on a small, square table behind which a pale-skinned woman sat upon a comfy-looking armchair. She was plain, unassuming, and clearly old. Her gray hair tumbled around her face, curls seemingly out of control. She wore a military uniform, but unlike anything Seven had ever seen. It was all black and tight-fitting, with pockets bowed around her breasts. The jacket dropped to her waist. Her pants sat on top of heavy boots.

“The infamous Harold Nulhome. Do you like my city?”

“Your city?” Seven said.

“Sit. Sit both of you.” She snapped her fingers and two chairs appeared, both upholstered but both had seen better days. “Don’t worry. You can sit on them. My augmentations are some of the best. Not up to Quintasia’s standards, but not bad. Do you know who I am, Harold?”

“You are called Matron.”

She grunted. “I suppose I am. I was over once—long, long ago. I was here when the elves first came. Did you know that?”

“I’ll…I’ll be honest with you.” Seven was suddenly nervous. “I’d never heard of you until a moment ago.”

“Never? Good. I’ll let you into a secret. I don’t want to exist.”

“Why?”

“Because they think they killed me. If they know I survived, what do you think would happen?”

Seven scrunched his face up. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you won’t betray me. Someone else will. Sit. Sit. I told you. You can trust the chairs.”

Seven sat, and Sanya followed suit. “Someone betrays you?” she said.

“Someone always betrays you. You know that. Don’t be sad. Even Genevieve was betrayed.” Matron cocked her head. “The pain becomes unbearable. It has to happen. So, I just mentioned him. What did his great work tell you?”

Seven eyed her up and down, uncertain if the question itself was a test. “Do I betray him by answering?”

She clapped. “Very good! And no. You can’t betray the dead. They don’t care. They’re dead. Genevieve fell a long while ago. Whatever plan he concocted didn’t work for him so it’s hardly likely to work for you, is it?”

“Tell her,” Sanya said. “Tell her, Seven.”

“He thought quicksilver would kill the elves.”

Matron spluttered. “Well, it would, wouldn’t it? Steel will kill an elf if the blade cuts its head off. Quicksilver?”

“He thinks it’s poison to elves—reckons it kills them.”

“And what do you think?”

Seven thought about it. “I think it’s worth a shot.”

“Do you?” She scratched at her chin. “What if it’s your only shot. Would you try then? Bear in mind, before you answer, that you only get one shot before they rip your head off. So, would you? Would you try to kill them with quicksilver? If an elf ran toward you, would you use his idea?”

Seven was desperate to say yes. He had invested so much time and effort into following Genevieve’s quests that any other answer was unthinkable. But the confirmation that the man was dead seemed like confirmation that it had all been a fool’s errand. He looked away and denied his mentor. “No, no I don’t think I would.”

“Good. So, what was it?”

“Quicksilver arrowheads mixed with moonstone powder and mounted on an ash shaft.”

She nodded sagely. “You should try that.”

Seven’s heart leapt. “Really? You think it will work?”

Her expression blanked. “Unsure. I just know you should try it. Perhaps it will fail, and the elf will kill you, putting you out of your misery. Perhaps it will work. I don’t know, but I do know it’s a positive outcome for you.”

“Not if I die,” he said.

“Death is not always a bad thing.”

“Don’t play games with him, Matron. He’s been through enough already.”

“Games are all I have. Tell me, Sanya Soleil, what would you do with my visions? What If I told you I see Genevieve alive and well in a cave surrounded by white? Would you seek him out? I’m no clairvoyant. That is such a minor part. I am the Sifter of Truths. That is what I have to do. I see you on the floor writhing and screaming. I see you on top of Harold, screaming with pleasure. I see you alone and miserable, an old hag with no one to cry with. Don’t play games? What else should I do?”

“Tell me what to do next.”

She shrugged. “Follow your plan. Take him to the farms. Fill him with rage and send him back to school to kill horrors. That’s what you need him for, isn’t it? Do all or do nothing. But I tell you one thing. You’ll not defeat them with one dimensional thinking. That much I can see.”

“We need a new plan?”

“Tell Tortalonge I’m more likely to scream her name in unfettered lust than she is of stopping the elves. That is how uninspiring her thinking is. Hexblade, pah! I spit on it. The hexblade only marches to its tune and no others. There, those are words laced with meaning. The hexblade will turn. It is a rogue waiting in the shadows ready to spring its trap. It is a phantom in the night spiriting away your children. Make no mistake, you’ll not control its agenda. That hatched in fires infinitely more powerful than this.”

Sanya nudged Seven. “I think we need a new plan.”

“No shit.”
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“So, what do you think so far?” Sanya asked him as they lay in a tight bunker, glimpses of dawn filtering through its jagged cracks.

Seven pushed his back in. The accommodation had been spartan at best. “I think the Matron has lost her mind.”

“Fair,” Sanya said. “And I did say they tend to go a bit feral out here. That’s why ultimate control lies with Tortalonge. What’s the phrase? Hard to see the wood from the trees. You get stuck in a rut of scrambling for survival, fighting monsters and trying to work out a way to defeat the elves.”

“I thought some towers farmed food.”

“They do, but those are on the outskirts. They are in enclaves we pretty much control unless the elves pay us a visit. We’ll exit through one. You’ll see. But I wanted you to understand the dirty part first. The untamed. The volatile.” She sat up, lacing her boots up and scrambling through the narrow crack that led to a balcony overlooking a long, verdant stretch of forest hemmed between the towers. “Looks beautiful, in its own way.”

“It’s an abomination.”

Sanya sniffed. “Careful, you sound like one of them. They despise technology. This!” She picked up a lump of concrete. “This is everything they hate. They called it concrete. It’s manufactured stone fashioned and poured into any shape.” She rummaged around, pulling out a cracked green circuit board. “This is part of a computer. They despised those more. They connected all parts of Phillion together. They kept the planes in the sky, the streams of cars flowing. They kept the lights on.”

“Why’s that such a bad thing?”

“They said it was because mana is a purer form of advancement, that if they can travel from world to world without the tech and just using mana, then everyone should. They said the Phillions were corrupting space.” She scoffed. “But we all know they lied.”

“How so?”

She stared along the forest. “Because they came on the same ships they despised. Sure, they had mana drives, but the tech was the same.”

“So they lied?” He drew beside her, sitting on the ledge.

“Everybody lies, Seven. Everybody. Never trust a preacher. Never trust someone in a position of power. Manipulation. It’s all manipulation. By denouncing technology, they split the Phillions. Some sided with the elves—those marginalized by tech. The others fought and gave the elves an excuse to harvest their mana. It was all they needed.”

“And the slaughter started.”

“Close. The justified slaughter started.”

A bird’s caw announced Levan’s arrival. She came with another man, his hair unkempt and dirty ribbons tied around his spear. He introduced himself as Solo, and from the look in his vacant eyes, it was a name that suited him. He climbed down a vine, whistling as he vanished into the forest’s canopy. Levan ushered Seven forward, handing him the makeshift rope.

“Straight down. No stopping. There’s something in the air this morning.”

“Something?”

“Hard to explain. It’s too cold. Too crisp. Like all the mana’s been sucked away.”

Seven didn’t feel the need to tell her that the place was devoid of mana, apart from inside the abundant creatures and monsters. He fell into his Mana Sight, trying to see what she meant. For a moment, everything looked normal. Small lights scattered over the city, some moving, others trying to hide. But as he looked up, he saw what she meant. It was like an icy crust had formed over the city—a frozen cloud. He could feel its draw. It attracted his mana as it tried to locate his core.

“They’re watching,” he said. “I don’t know what it is, but I do know they’re watching.”

“Then you’d best get as far away from them as possible.” She pushed the vine into his hands. “Don’t stop until you’re with Solo.”

He slid down, letting the rough vine burn his hands. Dropping through a small hole in the canopy, he came to the vine’s end faster than he thought. He tried to hold on, but it slipped through his fingers. He fell, crashing onto a soft leaf bed. Solo stood over him, looking down, nothing but disdain on his face.

“You think they’re watching because you’re here? They’re always watching.” He pulled Seven up, shoving him out of the way just as Sanya fell through the canopy. She let Solo hold her a little too long.

“Why thank you Solo. I love being saved by a hero.” She gave him a slow wink.

Jealousy coursed through Seven. He fought to contain it, wondering where it had come from. He snuffed it out, just like he had his mana core. Levan dropped through, crouching. Her eyes wide. “They’re here. I can feel them.”

Solo set off at a jog that quickly turned into a run. Seven followed, Sanya at his side.

“He’s got a cute ass,” she said, smiling devilishly.

Seven gave her the side eye. She was trying to bait him, but why, he couldn’t fathom. They raced through the strange forest. Just a strip between the buildings, it offered little in the way of cover. They ducked between huge trunks, moving as silently as possible. But bird caws, grunts and squawks erupted on their passing. Any looking from above would know exactly where they were.

Then a fireball ripped through the canopy, exploding just in front of Solo. He dove to one side, like he’d been expecting it. A tree burst into flames, tearing a hole in their protection. Solo veered to one side, racing for a tower. Levan ushered them toward the lone warrior who dove through the tower’s open door.

The scene inside was reminiscent of the previous tower. Vines laced through it. A counter lay toppled, and five silver doors stood in a line. Solo ignored all, headed for a table looking oddly out of place. He jumped on it, removing a grate in the ceiling. Beckoning Sanya to him, he lifted her, shoving her through the hole. Seven followed, then Levan. Solo slid the grate back, upended the table then vanished from view.

“You all cloaked?” the ex-teacher asked.

Seven checked his core. It was like he’d wrapped it in shadow, binding darkness around it. He added a few more layers just to be sure and nodded.

“Good. Sit tight. Don’t move. And whatever you do, don’t give away your position. You might think you’re strong, but compared to an elf, you’re nothing.”

Seven tried to move. They were in a silver tunnel, although tunnel was a generous description. It was more like a long box. Levan squeezed next to him, and Sanya lay over the grate in the tunnel leading off.

“It’s an air duct,” she whispered. “Try not to move. They have a habit of creaking and groaning.”

Silence fell, then the air in the duct chilled. The ominous echo of footsteps sounded out, careful, slow steps which then stopped letting the silence return, but with even more menace.

“I know you’re in here,” a voice said. It was stringy, nasal, but it packed more menace than any he’d ever heard. “I can smell that fetid place you call Quintasia. The stench of its disguise eats into your souls. You can veil your mana all you want, but you’ll not hide the fetid stench of the machine’s corruption.”

More footsteps, and then the elf came into view. Seven very nearly gasped. He’d expected some form of warrior. He’d imagined the elves dressed in bright armor, its silver flashing in the sunlight. Sparkling bracers would grace its arms, and its breastplate would reflect light like a mirror. He’d expected shining boots, and a helm complete with a plumage. But the elf was different from that.

He was refined, a gentleman, the type Seven would have seen in the larger cities, perhaps a shopkeeper, a money man, or a bureaucrat. He wore a bright green jacket with tails, and white pants tucked into brown boots. His hair was similar to Penick’s—spiked and long like Seven would imagine of an imp or fairy. He had one thumb tucked into his hip pocket. His other hand rested on his sword’s hilt, it’s blade so fine it looked like it would shatter with one good strike.

He sighed. “Really? I have to flush you out? Diana?”

Dragging accompanied another set of footsteps. A second elf came into view. This one resembled a dancing girl, her one-piece tunic cut to reveal her slender legs and muscular shoulders. Knee-high boots lent her the air of someone out for a good time, but the way she dragged the unconscious Solo behind her removed that and replaced it with something entirely sinister. She dumped him down.

“Are we sure it wasn’t just him, Galen?” Diana ground her heel into Solo’s face. “He smells. You can’t argue with that.”

Galen surveyed the room. “There’s more here. I sense something old. Something not from this fetid world.”

“We should feast on him while he’s fresh,” Diana said, ripping Solo’s head up and staring into his vacant eyes.

Seven tensed, but Levan held him, her tear-filled eyes evident in the dusky light. He slipped into his Mana Sight. The elves blinded him with their power. They were clearly unafraid to display their huge mana core. He tore his eyes away from them, focusing instead on Solo. The man was barely alive. Mana spread from his dying body, pooling on the floor. Seven reached out, extending his Perception. He felt the mana. It was close, so damn close. If only he could snatch it out from under their noses.

Sanya had said it. Levan had reinforced it. To deny the elves their prize was victory in itself.

“Do it, Partner. Do it!” Califire chimed inside his mind. “We aren’t strong enough to face them yet, but if you time it right, we won’t have to.”

Galen approached Solo, bending and studying his face. “Are you ready to die, human? We’ll let you go if you tell us where the others are.”

“Will we?” Diana asked. “I think letting him suffer less is more believable. How about that, human?”

“Do you know what it’s like to have your essence sucked from you, human?” Galen grabbed Solo’s face and pulled him around. The elf’s eyes were wide with greed, his spittle drooling. “It’s like having broken glass pulled through your veins. Not one or two, but every one of them. Are there more humans here?”

Solo sneared. He pursed his lips, his mana glow flaring, and spat into the elf’s face. “Fuck you, Twig.”

Galen straightened, wiping the spittle from his face. “Fuck me, eh? Is that how it’s to be?” He pulled out a knife with a wicked, curved end. “Shall we dine, my dear?”

Diana equipped a matching weapon. “I think so. Through the eyes?”

Seven tensed, but Levan held him back, shaking her head, her tears flowing. He focused, engaging his mana harvesting skill. Galen plunged his knife into Solo’s eyes, the man screaming immediately, then screamed some more as Diana took his other eye.

“Don’t you dare snag it all,” Galen said, as both of them bent toward the bleeding sockets, their lips puckered in anticipation.

Seven reached out, pulling at Solo’s mana, bringing it to him as the elves sucked at the man’s eyes. Solo’s screams echoed throughout the vast entrance hall. Levan covered her mouth as she tried to hold back her sobs. Sanya buried her face in her hands, unwilling to look.

Solo’s mana resisted, the elfs’ pull stronger than his. But they both attacked tentatively, as if happy to share with the other and not wanting to overstep. Seven pulled again, this time harder, lacking all finesse. The mana tore free of its anchors, momentarily held in between the three thieves. Galen pulled back, glaring at Diana, then locked his lips on Solo’s empty eye, sucking furiously.

But it was too late. The mana tore free, snapping across the room, up into the vent and into Seven, who snuffed out its glow immediately. Solo’s body imploded, his bones collapsing and husk diminishing until he looked like a dried fruit. Galen threw the empty body down, grabbing an equally furious Diana.

“You stole it all!”

Diana ripped his hands away, coming face to face with him. “I stole nothing, because there was nothing there after you’d sucked him dry.”

“Don’t give me that! I got nothing!”

“Liar! You⁠—”

Galen punched her so hard she flew across the room, crashing through discarded tables and wrapping herself around a thick vine. Galen stalked over to her. “I’ll take it all, his and yours!”

Diana wiped her lip, then squared up to him. “You can try. But we all know where you got the extra energy from, don’t we?” She jumped, grabbing an overhead vine and swinging. Her kick sent Galen staggering backward. He fell, his outstretched hand cutting a divot in the stone floor.

“You fucking bitch!” he cried, but Diana was already on him, punching and pummelling.

For a moment it looked like she had the upper hand, but Galen erupted upward, a flash of emerald magic lancing out from him in an explosion of mana. It tempted Seven to steal some more, but Sanya reached out, shaking her head. Diana shot back, smashing through a glass window and out into the forest. Galen stalked after her. “Don’t you run away! Don’t you dare run away!”

Cracks and bangs rang out. Bright explosions lit up the forest. Their screams faded as their battle continued farther and farther along the wooded road. Sanya kept shaking her head. Levan stared at him open-mouthed. Seven wondered if he could have saved the man—if he could have beaten them.

“That was some superhero shit right there,” Sanya eventually whispered. “That was next level. How the fuck are we supposed to compete with that?”

“Did you?” Levan asked.

But Seven couldn’t answer. He stared at Solo’s crumpled husk.

Sanya reached out. “There’s nothing⁠—”

“Yes, there is,” he said. “There is something we can do. We can get stronger. We can get strong enough to be able to fight them, not hide, not hide in fucking tin tunnels.” He gasped, understanding now—understanding how it screwed them up to kill one of their own and take the mana. He hadn’t even done that. Or had he? Had he drained Solo so much that there had been nothing left? He gazed inward, studying his glowing core as it lay bound in shadow. Part of it was foreign. It wasn’t his. But it was losing its identity slowly. Then he realized something had been missing.

“I never killed him,” he said.

“What?” Levan asked.

“I never killed him. I couldn’t have done. I never got the rush.”

“Because you sucked his mana away before he died. You left him with no essence, no true death.” Levan pulled the grate back and dropped into the foyer. “You left nothing of him, not even his spirit. There was nothing left to die.”

“That’s horseshi—” Sanya made to say, but Seven knew the truth of it.

“No. She’s right. I didn’t just kill him. I erased him.”

Sanya reached out, but her hand was cool to the touch. He radiated the heat of consumption. Then the thirst came as he snuffed out the last vestiges of Solo’s soul and assimilated his mana. It joined his woven strings, thriving with newfound energy, drinking power from the well within Seven.

Suddenly, all advancement seemed pointless when compared to this. He understood his swordplay had ticked up a notch, his spear, staff and martial had all improved. But not just that, he was marginally stronger, more alert, more of everything. None of those measurements mattered. Only one thing did.

Congratulations! You Mana Core has advanced. You are now an Ascendant, Tier One. Consume more active mana to grow in power.

He looked at his spells. Nothing had changed, but he knew each would pack a greater punch.

“Welcome to the gang, Partner,” Califire grated within his mind.

“We need to talk.”

“Sure we do. How else are you going to become the most powerful warlock ever? Did you see that elf fucker carve up that stone floor? You’re going to need everything this path will give you!”


Chapter Fourteen




Geraint sat at the table in the rear of Thera and Gallion’s shop. It was an interesting affair with so many pots full to the brim with potions, so many ways to seduce a man. He chuckled inwardly. Neither of the girls needed a single thing in the shop. They were both hot, so fucking hot it hurt. Yet, despite doing everything Crow asked for, he’d still only got a kiss from Thera.

His runes glowed crimson. He liked the way they brushed his skin with their ominous red glow. Although his skin wasn’t as milky white as it had once been. The fires, the endless mana torches saw to that, scorching him with their harsh glow. He relished it now—loved their close embrace. His runes stole their power, even small as it was. His runes stole everything he’d let them steal. They were insatiable, feeding power into his blood.

This new way—the Crow’s way—it radiated power to every part of his body. His mana store no longer existed. He had no central place to draw force from. Instead, it was exactly where he needed it when he needed it. If he had to move fast, the mana was in his muscles. If he had to think quickly, his mind crackled with power. The speed of his reflexes had to be witnessed to be understood. He could see why everyone was weak in Quintasia. No, not weak, feeble.

Yet, simultaneously, he understood he was still weak. His runes hadn’t blossomed. As Crow had said, they were Novice runes. Except, on the Path of the Blood Lord, a novice didn’t exist. He was, humiliatingly, an Underling. A fucking Underling—lower than Gallion and Thera who were both Acolytes. Chances were that he’d get no action until he was at least equal to them. Yet, if they let him fuck them, he could probably draw power from them. Perhaps that was why they wouldn’t allow it.

Still, he’d been promised a kiss from Gallion if he could turn Eve’s head, and he knew precisely how to do that. The high-pitched ring of the shop’s doorbell told him it was time. Geraint stood, marched to the looking glass and shedding his shirt. His crimson runes glowed with latent power. He flexed, the rubbed some oil over his upper body. He was by no means strong, but he wasn’t the feeble wretch that had slunk into House Crow begging for acceptance. He was enough. His charm would get him the rest of the way.

“Do you have my mascara?” Eve’s voice rang out.

Geraint approached the beaded curtain, drawing it aside slightly and peering out.

He’d always thought Eve a looker. She had a certain charm, a glint in her eye telling any that cared to look that she was up for it. She looked stunning. Last he’d seen her she’d turned on him—the whole pack had, the fucking traitors. They’d dropped him like a stone and joined the savage. Didn’t matter that she had lips to die for, or that her breasts, while a little on the small side, suited her frame perfectly. It didn’t matter that he’d imagined her legs over his shoulders more times than he could count. She was a fucking turncoat, and as far as he was concerned, she could burn.

Crow had demanded she play a more crafted part than a victim. He wanted her to betray the savage, and that plan was perfect as far as Geraint was concerned. She would hand the bastard to Crow, and Crow would end him. Geraint wasn’t even one of those evil bastards that needed to keep all the revenge to themselves. Just as long as they suffered, were entirely humiliated, and could never recover, he couldn’t have cared less who did it.

“I do,” said Thera, stiffly. “I have the mascara and your potion. But there is a problem.”

There was a scrape as Thera moved two bottles to the center of the glass counter. “Both were a little more expensive than I first thought.”

Another scrape followed as Eve pushed them back toward Thera. “Then you can keep them. We agreed a price and that’s that.”

Another scrape followed. “No, you commissioned them. I gave you an estimate. An estimate isn’t a guarantee of price. It is an estimate. I estimated. They were a little more expensive than I guessed. The price is this.” Thera scribbled a price on a piece of paper and pushed it toward Eve. Eve read it, demanded the pen, and crossed Thera’s number through. She wrote her own. “I’ll only pay that,” she said, stiffly.

“Let me tell you what will happen if you fail to take these potions,” Gallion said, emerging from the shadows. “You, and your entire clan of peasants will be banned from this store. Not only that, you’ll be barred from engaging in any commerce with our partners. That includes four of the ten taverns in Quintasia, at least a dozen shops, and two classes. We will also post a beware sign in the Gazette.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” Eve spat.

Gallion picked up the potions. “Not only would I dare, but I’m also not going to sell you the items now.”

“I’ll tell everyone you make potions that drug people.”

Thera laughed. “You’ll need to tell them something they don’t know.”

“How about this, then. The Forlorn Hope have a direct line to an elf. You want that fucker on your tail, then treat me like shit.”

Geraint parted the curtain, standing shirtless in the entrance. “Do we have a problem, here, ladies?” he asked, smoothly.

“Eve was just leaving,” Thera said.

“I think not.” Geraint leant on the counter, staring into her eyes. “Eve and I go back. True, she’s a terrible friend.” He turned to Gallion. “She switched sides the instant I was injured. Quite bad form. But I can see I was a little unbearable at the time.” He hesitated, then stood, his look one of a man who’d just had a fantastic idea. “I’ll tell you what. To make amends, what say we honor our initial price. Could you do that, Thera, just for me?”

“But…”

“I’ll let you…”

“Okay,” Thera snapped. “The bitch can have them⁠—”

“Bitch?” Geraint enquired. “I thought we were all on the same side—readying to beat these goddam elves.” He smiled, pumping his fist.

“What the fuck’s happened to you? And what’s the deal with all those runes?” Eve asked.

“I could tell you.” Geraint grabbed his shirt, “but it’s a long story. We could walk around the park while I recant it. I don’t have my own room yet, and I don’t contribute enough to get paid and take you to a tavern.”

Eve stared at him for a while, then a smile crept onto their lips. “How about…No?”

“No?” he asked, his chest tattoo flaring. “No?”

“You were an ass, Geraint. A despicable ass.”

“I can’t argue with that.”

Eve backed away, studying his chest. “They, though, are quite impressive.”

“These? They changed me.” He smiled, inclining his head slightly and letting his hair fall partly over his eyes. “For the better, I hope.”

“You couldn’t have got much worse.”

“A fair observation.” He soaked in her stare. She’d altered her stance slightly. Hesitation, though, still filled her. “Don’t you believe in second chances? I know I do.”

She reached for his arm, brushing his skin slightly. “Unsure.”

“That walk?”

“But I want a drink,” she said, locking eyes with him.

“No money,” he said.

“I’ll pay,” she said, snatching at her words. “Just as long as you tell me about these. I’d love some runic tattoos. Did you get them done locally?” she added, trying to cover her urgency.

Geraint straightened, running his fingers through his hair and flashing his tattoos again. “Very,” he said, lacing up his shirt. “And look, if I wronged you, then I’m sorry. But I was a different person then. I was conceited, greedy and inconsiderate.”

“What’s changed,” Eve said, but she had a measure of humor in her eyes now.

“Everything,” Geraint said, and took her arm. “It’s amazing what hitting rock bottom does for the soul.”

“I don’t recall saying yes yet.”

“You did,” he replied, wondering when he’d become so smooth. He steered her to the door, the little bell chiming furiously.

“Tell me everything,” Eve said, pocketing the bottles. “You do know I kept looking for you—every moment I could, all the way up the tower.”

“That’s very touching.”

“Not touching, no. I wanted to make sure you were dead. You killed Regan. She was my bestie.”

A chill ran through him. “I probably deserved that.”

They walked along the cobbled street. Geraint drew stares and whispers, some pointing to his face, others admiring his glowing ink. “They hate me,” he said, but without a hint of remorse. “They hate me for what I did.”

Eve harrumphed. “Probably. But it’s expected in dungeon five. Hell, the place is even set up for it. Why do you think humans are worth more points than monsters. You did what you had to, Geraint.”

“Then why do you despise me?” he asked, pushing her around and against a lamppost. “I can see it in your eyes. You only agreed to this to squeeze me for more information.”

She stared up at him, vulnerable for a fleeting second. Her composure fell as inevitably as night. Geraint knew Eve—he knew her type. Sure, she wanted information. Not to pass on. No. She wanted to keep it. She treated information like a playing card. If she had a good hand, she’d keep the information close to her heart. Eve played a dangerous game. All he had to do was offer enough that she didn’t discard him.

“I agreed to it because once, before, there was a spark between us. Then you hitched up with that skank, Star, and that light was extinguished.”

“She’s gone now.”

Eve slid from his grasp and crossed the road, entering a tavern, quickly folded in the warmth of its hearth and the soft glow of its mana lamps. She ordered an ale and a wine, handing him the ale and indicating a table in a shady corner.

Geraint wanted to go back and get his cape. He wanted to hide his runes. Everyone in the place stared at him. Most didn’t even bother to hide their contempt. One spat on the floor by his feet, scowling. Another openly laughed in his face.

“Piss yourself recently, Rollus?”

Geraint grabbed him with his free hand. He pulled the man to him then released him. There was no fear in his eyes. That had gone with Geraint’s strength. Just as he was about to slope off to the shady table, Geraint’s runes flared. The man stumbled back.

“Blood magic? I thought you’d stoop low, but not that low.”

Geraint growled at him, a feral, animal noise. “I’m Crow, bitch. Come for me at your peril.” He drilled his stare into the man. Mana gathered in his eyes, two crimson shadows lighting the man’s cheeks. “Are we clear?”

The man slunk back into the crowd, and Geraint took his seat.

“Blood magic?” Eve asked.

“Yeah.”

“Crow?”

Geraint waited a while before answering, considering how much to tell her and how much to keep to himself. Crow wanted him to get her on side, but Eve was a fish only caught with a glittering lure. He’d not turn her head if she thought him a dullard.

“I store my mana in my blood and my power focuses through my runes.” He reached up, his hand splayed, then made a fist. “It means I can respond so much faster. My mana is where it needs to be.”

Eve tilted her head, then took a sip of her drink. “Yet it appears its frowned upon.”

Geraint smacked his lips together, deciding the unlikely course of action was to tell the truth. It was a strange feeling.

“I was rock bottom. I’d pissed myself—shit myself.” He looked down, fidgeting, unable to meet her gaze. “I’d gone from the top to the dregs, and I only had myself to blame.” He finally looked up. “I was a bully, Eve. A bad person. I liked putting people in their place, which I always saw as under me. The savage—Seven—he was easy fodder. I never thought he’d survive. But as he did, as he progressed, he became the hero I wanted to be, and that infuriated me all the more. I wanted to crush him and all that sided with him. I was drunk, Eve, drunk on power.”

“And now,” she asked, reaching for him and holding his hand.

It was cold to the touch, devoid of the warmth of compassion. She was playing a part. He didn’t doubt that for a second. But there was only one way to draw her in, and that was to pretend she’d suckered him. He chanced a fleeting glance, looking away as if ashamed. “Now I see things how they really are. Crow has opened my eyes to possibilities.”

She took a long slug on her drink. “You expect me to believe this bullshit? A leopard doesn’t change its spots. You can play the defeated warrior trying to rise again, but don’t say you’ve taken up arms on behalf of the good and righteous, that doesn’t work.”

He snorted a laugh. “You got me. But you’re wrong. When I found out about the scrying—that folks here were watching my humiliation—it kicked me right in the nuts. I thought about…” He stuttered. “I went into a very dark place.”

“But you still hawked yourself to every guild trying to get a place so you could get to Seven.” Her ensuing smile was filled with delicious evil.

“Guilty,” he said, his hands up. “Each rejection compounded my humiliation.” He forced tears into his eyes. “Then I met Thera and Gallion, and they introduced me to Crow. It was him who showed me the error of my ways. He beat me. Reduced me to nothing. He tortured me and emptied me of mana. That was my penalty. That was my true low. Not dungeon five.”

“But then…” Eve prompted.

“Then he rebuilt me. Brick-by-brick, he built me up.” He reached for her. “I’m not the finished article. He’s not done with me yet. But I’m getting there, Eve. I’m getting there.”

“You really expect me to believe you’re a better person?” Eve pulled her hand back, sandwiching them between her legs. She was off balance. He could see that. His truths had hit home. But she wasn’t there yet.

“No. I don’t expect anything from you. I’m amazed you’d be seen with me. But I want you to do me a favor, and yes, I know I don’t deserve it.”

“What?”

“I want you to apologize to Seven. That’s it. Just tell him I’m sorry.”

He drained his ale and stood. “That’s it, Eve. That’s all I want.”

He turned and walked away. She called. He hesitated, then carried on, quickly back outside. The fresh air hit him, crisp and cool, the sky devoid of cloud. A smile crawled onto his face, his eyes narrowing. He’d read her. She’d come fishing for gossip. He’d left her wondering.

He ducked into the shop. Thera locked the door and pulled the blinds down. “Well?”

“On the hook.”


Chapter Fifteen




Seven followed Sanya and Levan through the sewers. The darkness did nothing for his lingering thirst. He had a name for his new path, and that path consumed him. He was an Ascendant, Tier One, but he had no clue quite what that meant. He still had his stat sheet, his skills and spells, but somehow they meant nothing to him anymore. His core dominated everything. As it grew, so his abilities would flourish.

Ability—that was the word he needed to describe every aspect of his character. Strength was an ability. It was a manifestation of his core’s power. Everything was. So to grow, he had to consume. And to consume, he had to kill.

Califire was the perfect partner. The enchanted weapon rang inside his head, demanding he hunt out an elf, a human, a monster—anything. Seven countered the hexblade, trying to reason with him.

“We are part of something bigger than just us!”

“Yeah, Partner, but answer me this. You wanna see Tamereth skewered by an elf? You want them to scoop Keller’s eyes out and suck at her brains? You need mana, Partner, or you ain’t gonna protect shit. Got it?”

Doubt seeded inside him. The hexblade was right. He’d seen the elves. He’d witnessed their incredible power. To compete, he would have to be ruthless. He would have to gather the mana he needed to advance his core. But there had to be better ways of doing it than just slaughtering everything.

“You okay, Seven?” Sanya said, grabbing his hand.

“Sure. It’s just…”

“Thirst?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll sort that,” Levan said. “I can take you to places where there’s plenty to slaughter. But it doesn’t come risk-free.”

“Like dungeons?” Seven said.

Levan cocked her head. “Let’s say that.”

“Nothing comes risk free,” Sanya said. “That’s why his team should be with him. Gotta have the girls keep you on track, eh, Seven. Perhaps next time, Levan. The thing back there was a close enough shave. That could have gone south real quick.”

“Yeah,” Levan said. “Not sure if that was a stupid move or quite brilliant. And hell, I know it doesn’t help, but Solo would have wanted his mana to go to one of us, not them pointy-eared bastards. But, you got it, and they kicked the shit outta each other. It was a sight to behold.”

“Apart from Solo,” Seven reminded her.

“I heard a saying once that describes it all. Everything’s got a shelf life out here. You, me, Sanya and Solo. His was up. Don’t sweat it. He didn’t. At least you didn’t have to kill him.”

Seven didn’t answer. He didn’t want to explain the euphoria he already felt at having advanced his core, and how he wished he had slaughtered the elves as well. If only he was powerful enough…

“What would it be like to consume an elf’s mana?”

“Now you’re talking. A whole elf? You’d advance—you’d definitely advance. The first one is easy. Gets harder after that. But a whole elf—that would get you there. Trouble is, unless you advance a couple of times at least, they’d kick your ass six ways to Sunday. No, you got to lay low for a bit, even with me.”

“What about Genevieve’s quicksilver arrows?”

“You gonna risk your life on one of them working?”

“I’m hoping they’ll at least disable the fuckers.”

“With me as well? That might just work…”

“You done?” Levan asked.

Sanya chuckled. “He even mouths the words while he talks to his weapon. Quite cute, really. Especially piecing together what he’s talking about. Disable a fucker? That’s fighting talk.”

Seven blushed as both of the women headed off, darting through the sewers, climbing tubes and wading through vast cisterns. Levan killed a couple of inquisitive monsters. Sanya speared a particularly aggressive spider, but for the most part, their veiled mana stores glowed enough to keep the monsters at back. After what seemed like an age, Levan lifted her arm and crouched.

“This is the entrance to one of the old city’s main storm drains. We go down it fast. There’s shit in the flow you don’t want to tangle with. And I mean dark shit. Tentacles and teeth, that’s what I’m talking about. If it comes, run.” Levan equipped a spear.

“You first?” Sanya asked, equipping her sword.

Levan nodded as Seven took out Califire, the hexblade morphing into his double-headed axe. “Here’s hoping!” he said.

Levan shot him a filthy look before dropping onto a concrete walkway, black water lapping against it. She broke straight into a run, racing toward a distant speck of light. Sanya pushed Seven toward the hole, but he shook his head. “You first.”

“But I kick better ass than you.”

He grinned, a surge of excitement running through him. “No. You’ve got a better ass than me, but I can take the fucker’s mana, dead or alive. You can’t do that.”

“Assuming…” She made to say, then changed her mind. “Fuck it. You think you’re that good… Your funeral.”

Seven hesitated, a grin on his face that just wouldn’t go away. She was hot. So fucking hot. But he was committed to Keller, Tamereth, Sinta and Jez. How many women was too many?

“Siniman would say around a hundred—just for reference, you understand.”

“Are you reading my thoughts now?”

“Just the evil ones. Oh, by the way, you might want to get running, unless big, black, tentacled beasts are usually friendly.”

“What?”

Seven glanced around but immediately wished he hadn’t. A ginormous beast raced toward him, suckered tentacles flailing and reaching for him. A wash of fetid water preceded the beast, causing a wave three feet high.

“Holy shit!” he cried. “Holy fucking shit!”

“Wanna stand and fight, Partner?”

“Not a fucking chance,” Seven said, turning and racing away. “Monster!” he cried. “There’s a fucking monster coming.”

Sanya and Levan glanced over their shoulders, saw Seven racing towards them and picked up their pace. Seven pumped his legs, knowing it would be futile to try to take on the beast while it had all the momentum. But the black water began lapping at his feet, then over his ankles, and then a tentacle curled around him, tightening and pulling him back.

“Looks like we’re fighting!” Califire said.

A rush of anger filled Seven, but it was quickly overtaken by an incredible thirst. He hacked at the tentacle, the hexblade biting through the rubbery flesh with ease. Gathering his mana, he readied a fireball, but just before he launched it he remembered that fire had little effect on water-based reptiles.

“Damn it,” he growled, and he hacked and hacked at the tentacle. “I wish I had some warlock spells.”

“You can have them any time you ask, buddy. But now’s not the time.”

The tentacle swept Seven off his feet, slamming him against the sewer’s wall, then whipping him across the other side and battering him against that. Whether it was his Restoration and Pain Resistance combined, or if it was his new core, he didn’t know, but he didn’t feel a thing. “Gonna have to try harder!” Seven shouted, resuming his assault on the beast and simultaneously harvesting its mana.

The creature slowed, grinding to a halt. A spear fizzed past him, puncturing the octopus-like creature. Seven finally severed the tentacle holding him. He fell, splashing into the water, sinking under the black, silty surface. It’s cold shook him, leaching his energy. He fought, propelling himself to the surface. The creature attacked the minute he broke through, grabbing him and lifting him toward its giant maw. Seven rose, Califire held high, but the hexblade had other ideas.

“Not so fast! Get me close to its head. We can’t fight the tentacles.”

Califire morphed into a wicked-looking trident, and Seven immediately grabbed the enchanted weapon’s shaft with both hands. The creature opened its maw wide. Two full circles of teeth awaited him, ready to crunch down and chomp him in two.

“Ask yourself this, Partner. What would Siniman Kayle do?”

Seven didn’t need to reply. He could see it, could picture it in his mind. He waited, the monster throwing him into its mouth. Rather than resist, he kicked off the tentacle, launching himself in. As its twin jaws slammed shut, Seven jammed the trident upward, planting its end and bracing. The trident’s three evil-looking prongs easily pierced the monster’s mouth. The creature howled in pain, opening its mouth on reflex. Califire changed again, forming a spear shape.

“You know what you’ve got to do, Partner!” he cried, his savage laughter ringing out.

As Seven readied, the creature threw its head back and upended him. He slid to the back of its throat, jamming the spear crossways, wedging it in its jaws and clinging on for dear life. The creature tried to suck him into its belly, its mucus-laden throat swallowing him up to his waist. But Seven deployed all the strength he could and held on, his muscles aching. His feet burned as digestive acid washed against them.

He gathered his power, focusing on his core and building to an explosion of anger. He tried to control it. He tried to keep it down, but the pressure grew and grew until it demanded release. So he did the only thing he could and gave his magic the release it deserved. He exhaled, a mana inferno spewing from him, incinerating the inside of the creature’s maw, vaporizing its lips and shattering its teeth.

The monster howled in pain, the force of its exhalation shooting Seven from its ruined mouth. But Seven didn’t get far. He splashed into roiling black water as the monster thrashed around.

Sanya grabbed him, yanking him onto the walkway as Califire changed again.

“Let’s get battering the fucker!”

A rabid thirst gripped Seven. His only thought was to kill, to completely erase the creature and feed off its mana. He raced forward, shaking off Sanya. The creature’s thrashing slowed as Seven used his Instinct to gauge where its tentacles would hit next. He struck, slamming the mace down. After crushing the first, he worked his way along the walkway. His power was incredible. It was endless. Califire extended his shaft, increasing Seven’s reach. He smashed a bloody furrow toward the beast, pounding it again and again.

The creature’s movements slowed some more. Seven closed as Califire changed again, returning to its spear form.

“Get me right in the head, partner. It might have a few brains, but I’ll find them. Just work me in and I’ll do the rest.”

Seven ran onto the gory furrow, punching Califire into the wound and holding him there like a fisherman’s rod with a legendary fish hooked. The hexblade jerked around as it extinguished the monstrous octopus one brain at a time. Then, suddenly, the monster’s entire body heaved and spasmed, dropping into the murky water and floating down the tunnel.

He pulled back, releasing Califire from the gore and jumping onto the walkway. Sanya stared at him, Levan by her side. But he quickly focused on the monster, dropping into his Mana Sight and locating its swirling mana store. He sent out his harvesting, pulling all the mana into him.

A euphoric rush swamped him as the mana invaded every pore. It surged through him, ripping the shadows from around his shining core and diving into its bright center. Power radiated out, filling him with excess mana, illuminating every cell. But Seven pulled it back, forcing it into his core and then binding it in shadow. The compressed mana fought for freedom. Seven held it there, wanting his core to have radiance, to have focus. He was desperate for it to ascend, but sadly, he got no notification. Instead, he felt more powerful. Not a lot, but a noticeable amount.

“Are you done?” Sanya asked.

“I’m done.”

“We’ll talk about this later,” Levan said, and jogged off.

Sanya sucked in her cheeks, looking Seven up and down. “You got away with that one. Although I would say, that weapon is something else.”

“Aw, you’re my favorite out of all of them,” Califire grated.

“All of them?” Sanya asked. “I think you have me mistaken for someone else.” She grinned and ran after Levan.

Severed tentacles, brain matter and lumps of rended flesh flowed past them as the storm flow unclogged. The slick black water folded around the monsters remains, dragging it under, burying it in its inky depths.

They came to the storm drain’s end, the light blinding Seven until his Dark Sight faded. A valley spread before them, the storm’s flow draining into a bright blue river meandering toward the horizon.

“This is the home of the lost,” Levan said, pointing, but there was no need.

Smoke rose from a huge settlement, a great cluster of bric-brac dwellings all gathered around the river and infecting it with their malicious stain. Mud paths churned grass. Detritus piled high. The odd stone building punctured the shanty, towers, clearly sentry towers. A wall hemmed it all in, corralling the inhabitants in place. The wind changed direction briefly, the stench of the place overpowering.

“Why?” he said.

“Because when they first come, they are weak. They fall on the place, murdering until their need for mana is sated. Then they hunt the bigger prizes.”

“Bigger?”

“Us.”


Chapter Sixteen




Torin Dulac’s thrifty looks suited him. He’d drawn his gray hair into an efficient ponytail keeping stray hairs from his face. His sharp features enhanced his sleek look, and his deep-set, stunningly blue eyes held an almost glacial quality. Wrinkles spidered from the corners of his eyes, but rather than make him old, they gave him a distinguished look. He was tall, but not toweringly so, just enough to look down on most folks, and his muscular frame was slight enough so as not to hinder his agility. Understated was one way of assessing his threat, but Keller knew that threat was real. When it came to melee work, she’d never encountered his like.

His swordplay was nothing short of stunning. His close quarters fighting, be it with fists or knives, was a blur of simple intricacy. Dulac found the staff too brutal for his liking, too cumbersome for his dexterity, and Martial Arts were far too strenuous, although he did steal a number of moves. His fighting style was a ballet of efficiency, a song of even tempo and violent choruses. Keller adored his lessons.

The rapier was his favorite sword. His had an elegant basket, and a fine steel blade, polished to resemble silver. It suited him, although why he insisted on fighting with one hand behind his back, Keller had yet to fathom.

He’d explained, of course. It was, he said, a two-pronged attack. Everything Dulac said revolved around fighting. Firstly, it kept the offhand out of harm’s way. A stray arm within his sphere of conflict was an easy target. He showed her several times, delivering strikes to her wrist, elbow and forearm. Apparently, it was damn hard to continue fighting if your hand lay on the floor and blood pumped from its stump.

Secondly, the hidden arm acted as a counterbalance. It forced him to maintain his upright posture, and it focused him on the task in hand through its implied vulnerability.

“Like this?” Keller asked, moving her off hand behind her back.

Dulac sighed. “How many backs have you got, Miss. Keller? Place your off hand behind you, palm facing outward, pressing the bridge against the small of your back. There. Is that clear enough?”

“Crystal.”

He sighed again, wilting like a forgotten houseplant. “What have I told you about your feet?”

“That they’re cute?” She smirked.

He attacked. She countered, but the attack, even though she’d known it was coming, surprised her. As one foot tangled with the other, she fell. Her hand, being unnaturally behind her back, failed to break her fall, and she smacked her head on the stone floor. Dulac pressed his rapier against his throat, one brow lifted.

“Do you insist on being pathetic, or is it part of your nature?”

Keller grinned, knowing it infuriated the man. This was only her second lesson, and she already had his measure. Dulac was one of those tough-to-be-nice teachers. Underneath his cool and aloof skin, he cared.

She moved his rapier, flipping herself up and assuming the perfect position. “Advancement through failure,” she said. “Better to fail here than wherever Soleil has taken Seven.” She tilted her head. “Where is that, by the way?”

Dulac pounced, but Keller was ready. She countered, sliding her feet back and forth as she evaded, countered, then attacked. Dulac broke off, taking quick steps back and bringing his rapier’s tip to his nose to signal the end of the skirmish.

“There is a pecking order here. There is Tortalonge, then there are the five in her adventuring party. I am one of them, and so privy to those plans. You, Ms. Keller, are not, and so are not. Mistress Soleil is the enigma. She is part of our adventuring party but also operates outside it. So, if you wish to know what Mistress Soleil does, I’d suggest you ask her not me.”

“But you have a good idea, right?”

Dulac attacked again. Keller countered again, but this time only just managed to avoid getting sat on her ass. He backed away again, raising his rapier. “Better. To answer your question, because I know you won’t give up, there is inside Quintasia and outside in Phillion. I can tell you with certainty that she is not in Quintasia. Now, could we continue, or do you want me to find out what’s for lunch today?”

“Well, I am starving,” Keller said, and found herself sitting on her ass moments later.
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Denwar pushed the metal strip toward Sinta. The girl’s limp black hair hung over the crafting table as she focused. “These filaments are a special metal. You can move mana in and out of it and it alters its form. We use it to join other metal together.”

Sinta stared closely at the metal. She was familiar with crafting, but had always crafted from one item, molding it to her desired form and function. Anything the particular item couldn’t make she’d have to add after the crafting. But Denwar was inferring it was possible to craft single items from multiple. If that was the case, then it opened up hundreds of possibilities.

“You join metals together?”

Denwar nodded, clamping her bottom lip between her teeth as she hunted Sinta’s approval with her lifeless eyes. “We craft the metal strip into a glue, altering it to a liquid that then binds other metals together. So, say you wanted to craft a sword. You no longer have to make it out of one piece. A hammered blade is always going to be stronger than a crafted one, but the hilt and cross guard can weaken the whole affair. This way, we can make a resilient weapon, then craft the mana channels and runes into its length before taking it to an enchanter.”

“Will it stick wood and stuff?”

Denwar laughed. “No, it burns it.” She shrugged. “I don’t know why, but it only works with metal. But think of the possibilities. We can make all manner of things. Some here call them machines, but I don’t know about that. I like making weapons. It’s fun, and they’re useful. They’ll help in the fight.”

“Against the elves.”

Denwar shivered. “Them, the monsters and the horrors.”

“Horrors?”

“The creatures that break through Quintasia’s shell,” she said softly, then covered her mouth. “It doesn’t happen very often—or it didn’t. It’s more regular now. It’s mayhem.”

“What are they—the horrors?” Sinta asked, leaning in conspiratorially.

Denwar shook her head. “They’re odd. They might be tiny gnomes that race in trying to slaughter all. Or it might be one huge creature that hundreds fight to take down. They all differ.”

“Horrors—I wonder if I’ll ever see one,” Sinta said, both scared and fascinated. When Denwar looked at her peculiarly, she changed the subject back to crafting. “Tell me more about the metals. No, better, show me how to do it.”

“Well, first things first. You must clean the metal you want to join. This can be done with a simple mana burn technique. You know how to do that?”

“Like scorching vegetables?”

“You do that too?” Denwar pulled an apple from her pocket. A thin bright green line passed over the apple, burning away all its dirt and blemishes. “See?”

“So like cleaning our food. Got it.”

Denwar leaned in. “I thought I was the only one who did that.”

“They boiled everything in my village. It sucks all the taste out. My father would only eat his potatoes if they were near enough mush.”

“Same with my family.” She bit her lip again. “Do you ever think of them? Do you ever dream of going back, of finding a way?”

Sinta didn’t want to tell the girl that she could visit her father anytime she could snag Seven for long enough to accompany her and break the wards. But she also didn’t want to lie. “I come from the Milkwood Vale. I served the chapels before they allowed me to train. My mother’s dead, but I can visit my father.”

Tears welled in Denwar’s eyes. “That’s so precious. If we become friends, perhaps you’ll take me.”

“If?” Sinta reached out and took the woman’s hand. “We already are friends as far as I’m concerned. Are you going to show me, now?”

Denwar took a small metal plate, and then reached down and picked up a twelve inch long tube. “This holds perimeter flares in place. Not sure what a perimeter flare does, but they use them on the outside. Now, in theory, we could use a larger lump of metal and pull the tube out of it, but this metal is scarce here. It’s hard to get larger bits in from the outside so we have to rely on what will fit in rings and other stores. It’s cheaper and easier to attach this tube to this plate, and that’s where the metal strip comes in. First we clean them. You do the pipe. I’ll do the plate.”

They cleaned both pieces of metal, then Denwar grabbed a pot and brush. “They call this flux. You can craft the metals together without it, but it makes a weaker joint. This melds them together as strong as one piece. So, you paint it around the base of the tube, then on the plate, then you take the metal strip.” She pushed it toward Sinta.

“You want me to do it?”

“Sure. So, you channel your mana into it. Not so much that it liquifies and pools, but enough that you can spread it like butter. Then, before it sags too much, run it along the crease and watch.”

“You sure you want me to try? What if I mess it up?”

“Then we’ll un-mess it. Simple. Go on. Once you’ve done it once, you can do it anywhere.”

Sinta took the metal strip and held it close to the circular joint. She engaged her crafting skill, feeling the metal in her hand, becoming familiar with it as she delved beneath its surface and tried to understand it. It was similar to quicksilver—mischievous—unable to contain itself in the strict form it was in. It wanted to break free. It wanted release.

She dribbled some mana in, letting it mix inside the strip’s skin. The metal became excited. It strained at its skin. Sinta held it there, refusing to release it. Then, unable to contain it anymore, she touched it to the crease, the joining of pipe and plate. The liquid metal broke free, traveling along the flux and encircling the joint. Sinta broke her mana feed off straight away, pulling the stick back and letting it solidify as the mana dissipated from the rapidly cooling weld.

“You’re supposed to be my friend,” Denwar snapped.

“I am,” Sinta said.

“Then why play me for a fool? You’ve definitely done that before. There’s no way you could have done a Master Quality weld without the skill.”

“I swear,” Sinta said. “I have never done it before.”

“Do you even have the skill?”

Sinta looked up her notifications. “Only my crafting skill, and that’s just jumped from Expert to Master, so it must be that.”

“But you don’t have welding?”

“Nope. Guess I either got lucky or it’s covered by Crafting. Unless…” She looked up another notification.

Congratulations, you have opened the skill Metallurgy. Because you already have Geology at Expert level, you’re understanding of minerals propels Metalurgy from Novice to Adept.

Congratulations! You have gained the skill Metal Manipulation Novice. Metal manipulation, Novice, will allow you to manipulate soft metals. Advance to manipulate harder metals.

“I guess that’s it then,” she mused.

“What is?” Denwar asked.

“I think I got a boost because I opened up two new skills: Metallurgy and Metal Manipulation.” She beamed. “I think I’m going to like this class. Although it’s quite odd that Sanya just took Seven and left.”

“Not odd at all. I think teaching bores the life out of her. She tells us a few things, then goes off exploring or fighting.” She reached out for the flare holder. “Could you try and teach me Metallurgy? I have Welding, but it just tells me to pour mana in then spread the metal like butter. It doesn’t tell me how to do it as neatly as you.”

Sinta held up the stick of metal, about to explain when she realized the whole class was listening. “Look, I’m not a teacher.”

“If I overheard correctly,” Straiker said, “you’ve been in and around this place longer than any of us. If you’ve got skills like geology and metallurgy, you know more about the stuff we’re trying to craft that Soleil does. If you teach us, we’ll listen and learn. Hell, like Denny says, Soleil ain’t interested.”

Sinta blushed furiously, hesitating and not wanting to say anything.

“Look,” Straiker continued. “Let me put it another way. The more shit we craft, the better the shit we craft, the fewer folks are going to die. If you’ve got knowledge, then share it. If it’s no good, we’ve lost a bit of time, that’s all.”

They all stared at her. Sinta backed away from Denwar’s table, then realized she was at the head of the class and standing in front of Sanya’s desk. They waited. Nerves bubbled up inside her. Straiker was right. If they could make better weapons—better anything—it could only help.

She grabbed a piece of metal and held it up. “Okay, answer me this, then. What do you see?”

Erique put his hand up. “A lump of metal.”

She grinned. “Nothing else?”

They all looked at her blankly.

“Then I will teach you to look inside it—to look under its skin.”


Chapter Seventeen




Thera moved closer, standing over him, her short skirt casting too many shadows.

Not that Geraint was in any state to try and snatch a glimpse of her pussy. Although once he’d healed his cleaved-open chest, snapping his ribs back in place then stitching his skin together, there was every chance the sight of her secret place would give him an instant boner. That was, if he had enough blood left in him. From the look of the crimson pool surrounding him, his chances were slim. But he wasn’t the feeble, defeated schmuck he’d been when he’d begged for acceptance. He’d grown, and, through a lot of pain and suffering, his Restoration was Expert.

The Bloodmancer Class, which was, apparently, the one he would follow when he finally regained his level twenty, used Restoration slightly differently. Rather than the healing coming from a central pool, it flooded in from every part of him. It meant the euphoria of healing countered the pain of his suffering. It was a rush he’d come to anticipate, and as he lay there rent and ruined, he relished the gradual build up.

Thera stepped over him, one leg on either side of his ruined chest. She stared down at him. “Gets addictive, doesn’t it?”

“Yes…” he rasped, struggling to fill his punctured lungs. He frowned, wondering how she knew. He’d known for a while both Gallion and Thera liked inflicting pain, but he hadn’t twigged they might enjoy receiving pain. His mouth dried at the thought as the heady buzz of his Restoration gathered pace.

“You want to hurt me?” she asked, licking her lips.

He pondered the question. What he really wanted to do was bury his dick deep inside her hot pussy. But the idea of spanking her, perhaps a light whipping, stirred his loins, forcing his limp dick to twitch.

“Yes.”

Gallion appeared, her skirt shorter than Thera’s. She’d gone full freak, her face painted white with her eyes drawn to a point above her temple, black glossy lips and red streaks accentuating her prominent cheek bones.

Geraint’s ribs finally locked back in place, his muscles crawling over his skeletal form and providing a grand foundation for his skin to mesh together. She faced Thera, moving her legs to either side of his head, grabbing the woman and drawing their lips together. They kissed long and hard as Geraint deployed his Dark Sight and marveled at Gallion’s pierced and hairless sex.

“You’re both perfect,” he said, his healing gathering pace and flooding him with a feeling akin to his first smoke of the day.

They ignored him, continuing to kiss as Gallion unlaced Thera’s top.

This is happening! This is finally happening! Geraint thought, his excitement finally gathering pace as his blood leeched back into his body.

Thera threw her axe down, removing her blood-splattered tunic and discarding it. As if drawn by a magnet, Gallion latched onto her breasts, sensuously teasing her rapidly hardening nipples. Geraint completed his healing, sitting up only for Gallion to jam her stiletto into his chest and force him back down.

“Don’t you dare move,” Thera said. “Don’t you move until we say you can.” She tugged at Gallion’s top, ripping it from her skirt, then forcing it over her head. “I think it’s time, don’t you?”

“Yes,” said Geraint.

Thera sent him daggers, but Geraint’s couldn’t have cared less. The sight of the dark-skinned woman’s breasts was enough to wet his mouth with anticipation.

“Time for you to give back,” Gallion said, stepping away from Thera and slipping out of her skirt but keeping her high heels on. She faced him. “See?”

Red shaded her belly, its light emanating from a large rune etched across her abdomen, diving to her lips and rising to her rib cage. It was, of course, a crow, its wings spread and head facing Geraint. The fire within the intricate tattoo raged, and he soaked in its power.

“It’s beautiful,” he said, then Thera stripped naked and revealed her tattoo.

“It’s time,” Gallion said.

“Time,” Thera reiterated, and both girls pulled him up.

He’d thought it time for them to finally consummate their relationship, but he understood and let them lead him to the altar. Laying on top, he waited as Thera equipped her knife and Gallion readied a pot of fiery crimson power. His growing erection wilted along with his dream of having both girls. But as Thera mounted the altar, her knife poised over his abdomen, her musky scent betrayed her excitement and his grew again, becoming harder than ever before.

“Do it,” he said, but rather than begin the intricate process of carving the crow, she dipped her head and kissed his throbbing head. “Good things come to the all-powerful.”

He savored the feel of her lips on his glans, relishing each sweep of her tongue. But as he sank into a different kind of pleasure, Gallion cleared her throat. “Thera, that can wait. His seed will be more powerful when the pattern is complete.”

Undeterred, Thera licked his length before raising her head and leaving him twitching. “I can already feel his power,” she said, her voice throaty. Then she sat back on his knees, wet with expectation, and leaned forward, scratching at his groin to begin her Magnus Opus.

Geraint welcomed the pain, knowing his reward was coming, that he would finally slip inside her, feel her wet sex surround him. Each cut of her knife brought him new pleasure as his Restoration fought to heal, but Thera’s magic kept the wounds open, ready for Gallion’s fire mana. Thera’s sweat dripped into the wounds, her breaths soothing, his Pain Resistance dulling the delightful agony.

His mind wandered, unable to remain focused on Thera’s stunning body as her hair draped over him. He thought of Eve, of her naivety, and how he would enjoy using her to reach the savage. His anger grew as he thought of Seven’s deception. How all in Quintasia saw him as some form of saviour when it was clear he was a pretender, nothing more, nothing less. He would fail. He would crash and burn. The savage wasn’t ruthless enough. You had to rule with an iron fist.

As his rage magnified, he turned his head to Gallion, watching her as she stirred the fire mana. She had a fine ass, a perfect ass. It tapered to her slim waist, her fringe cutting sharply across her back. She hummed as she stirred, the tune beautiful, at odds with the demonic scene.

Geraint winced as Thera’s scalpel strayed close to the base of his cock. “Gallion, a hand?” She asked.

Gallion tutted, ending her gentle song and throwing her spoon down. “What?”

“His cock keeps twitching.”

Gallion tutted. “Just cut it off. He’ll regrow another one.” She lent him a wicked smile. “Perhaps it might be bigger.”

“It’s plenty big,” said Geraint, wincing as Thera dug another furrow.

“It’s all a matter of perspective,” Gallion said, grasping it and standing it up. “You should have shaved him first.” She held her free hand over his groin, humming again. A curtain of red power fell, its light so intense Geraint winced. The smell of burning hair followed as she swept her hand across his pubic area. “That better?”

“Much,” said Thera, brushing the skin with her fingers while etching her pattern. “The crow, Geraint, is the most feared bird in existence. Whenever it graces a world, it is shunned. Why? It isn’t as grand as the eagle, nor does it have the power of the thunderbird. It is just a crow. So why?” She blew on his raw skin. “Let me tell you. You fuck with the crow, it comes for you. You kill one of its kind, it hunts you down. You hurt one crow, the rest make you pay. That is Crow.”

“You’ve told me this,” Geraint said, the pain of her etching such contrast to the pleasure from Gallion’s gentle stroking.

“I am repeating myself for a reason. This, your final tattoo, completes the five. If you thought your power was growing before, the manifestation of the crow will propel you to greater heights.” She set her knife down. “You asked me when you’d be powerful enough for us, and the answer to that is soon.” She grasped his cock. “Gallion?”

Gallion let go, gently trailing her fingers over his balls. She returned to her fire mana, stirring it and humming once more. Geraint inhaled hard as Thera shuffled back, crouching between his legs and holding his cock upright. “Pour.”

“Not yet,” Gallion said. “The mana must be just so.” She stirred, her song coming to an end. “There.”

She slowly spun around, the pot of steaming mana preceding her as she marched toward him. Her crow flared as if it anticipated what was to come, and light bloomed between Thera’s legs as she readied.

Geraint tensed. The anticipation of the pain strengthening his erection. “Do it,” he said, and Thera dipped her head in reward. Gallion poured the boiling mana, flowing red fingers tracing a brilliant line through the tattoo.

Power poured through him as his three other runes flared to life. Their interconnectivity magnified him. Each of his muscles tensed and grew, sweat breaking out as he drew ambient mana into him from all around. His blood surged through his body, cleaning every speck of weakness away. Within his mind, his fortitude returned, the utter confidence that with Crow, with Thera and Gallion, he was, once more, powerful. With it came the realization that he’d been truly weak before, that this new power was well beyond the feeble Novice he’d once been. Also, a strange feeling flowed through him. It was alien in its conception and in its composition. He’d never imagined such a realization would ever come to him.

Thera and Gallion were his equals. Even with the immense power of his bloodmancery, he had only achieved equality. But that wasn’t what stunned him. It was that he was content with it. That the equality they shared was right. He didn’t want to surge past them. Instead he wanted to work with them, to fight with them, and to fuck with them. He couldn’t imagine needing to dominate them. A thirst he’d carried with him for as long as he could remember vanished.

“We are the same,” he said as the fire mana cooled.

Thera looked up, his cock popping out of her mouth. “No, we’re closer.”

“Close enough,” Gallion said, climbing onto the altar and straddling his head. “Now, be a good partner and get that tongue working my clit.”

Geraint refrained from grabbing her butt as she lowered her sex onto him. He’d never been one for pleasuring a woman, preferring to take rather than give, but as her thin line closed, he became eager to serve her, to bring her as much pleasure as Thera was currently giving him. And when her lips pressed against his, and his tongue automatically slipped into her hot slit, he found a different type of pleasure swamp him. One derived from her moans and encouraged by her urgency. He licked at her musky sex as she slid up and down him, her movements gentle and slow.

“That’s it, acolyte,” she moaned softly as her fingers descended and teased the top of her slit open.

He watched, transfixed, as she began to massage her clit. Her movements rapidly became more urgent, her fingers a blur. Her crow glowed crimson, brightening and she sped up.

She moaned and groaned, words coming then lost to her pleasure. She tensed, her thighs clamping his head. Geraint marveled at their mutual power. His own pleasure deep in Thera’s throat, but somehow secondary to Gallion’s. He wanted her to cum, to reach her ultimate pleasure. The thought excited him. It was power, sure, power he had over her. But it wasn’t that dominance he sought. Oddly, it was her satisfaction.

Thera’s tongue worked him relentlessly, sloughing his cock, circling, teasing. Gallion tightened again. She grabbed his hair, forcing his lips tighter onto hers as she finally reached her release. Juddering, she cried out his name—his name—as her pleasure wet him.

A rush of pride swept through him. She’d called out his name during her moment of ultimate passion. The thought tipped him over his edge. He flowed into Thera with a series of spasms and jerks as Gallion lifted herself off him. Thera looked up, his cock still lodged in her mouth. She winked at him, and that was enough to keep him rock hard. When she finally let him go, she asked him one question.

“Are you ready to go again?”

“Yes,” he said, moving power into his groin, ensuring he could maintain himself for her as she shimmied up his body and brought her pussy over his cock. She reached and grabbed him, positioning herself and then lowering. He gasped as he entered her, his tip already sensitive. She took his entire length and then paused.

“Move your power into your crow,” she said, as hers glowed brightly. “Move it there and then lower. The crow will serve you. The crow will give you power. The crow will replenish your seed. Your crow is everything, Geraint. Never forget that.”

He moved his mana, his cock hardening more. “The crow is everything,” he said as Gallion kissed Thera, traces of his cum falling from their joined lips.
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When Geraint finally dressed, he’d changed in a way he’d never thought possible. He’d never sought change because he’d truly believed he was perfect, superior in every way to every other human. At first, the idea that Thera and Gallion were his equals was laughable. Sure, they were more powerful than he was, but that was only temporary. He’d always pictured himself dominating them. But after their lovemaking, after accepting and even revelling in the goal of mutual orgasms, he saw the enormous benefit of their equality. He had cum five, maybe six times. His tongue ached. The lingering taste of their mixed orgasms aroused him. The memories of Thera’s arched back and Gallion grinding herself on him fed his lust for more.

But, as the fires of their three crows waned, so their lovemaking ended. They dressed, and then Gallion said something entirely unexpected.

“I’m fucking famished. Who’s up for a burger?”

“A what?” Geraint asked.

“It’s meat in a thing called a bun.”

Thera sighed, but her grin betrayed her love for Gallion. “Honestly, there are so many culinary delights in Quintasia due to the vast pool of cultures here, and she devours meat sandwiches.”

“What the fuck is a sandwich?” Geraint found he was smiling too. There was genuine familiarity between them now. It was like he’d imagined close friendships would be like. Then another thought clouded his mind. It was like the savage and his bitches. When the savage had smiled, they smiled.

“It’s stuff packed between bread,” Thera said, and Geraint began to see a pattern.

“A burger is good food after sex,” Gallion said. “Wash it down with ale, and you’re good to go again.”

Geraint regarded the girl. For someone who resembled some form of painted witch, and usually held herself a little aloof of others, the thought of her stuffing one of these burgers down and then downing a mug of ale seemed wrong. But he guessed under the black and white veneer of her character, she was just a girl.

“Then we can get back to ruining him. Crow wants him to be a Master of Restoration before we move forward.” She draped a black cape around herself. “Come on. The sooner we eat, the quicker we can get back to the fun.”

Geraint pressed his lips together. Fun? Yes, even the pain was fun. He pulled on his jacket, and they trekked up the tunnel. For the first time in his life, he felt a part of something. “So, where are we eating?”

“The Orc and the Ogre,” Thera said.

“Where else do you get a burger?”


Chapter Eighteen




Seven rolled over, stretching and yawning. He lifted Tamereth’s leg off him, gently moving it to one side, trying not to disturb her. Light flowed over them, and air, morning-fresh, pimpled his skin. He padded to the window, staring out over the slums as the rising sun sparkled, twinkling over the soaked mud and potholed road. It had been raining hard when he’d returned from the outside, and what had been a few days in the derelict city had only been hours in Quintasia.

Snitch had tried to get a word as he’d breezed through the guild house. But he’d been focused on getting back to the girls. He needed to talk to someone, and he only trusted them. Snitch to a degree, he supposed, but certainly not enough to relive the horrors of the outside with him. Not that night, anyway.

Keller and Tamereth had been up and waiting for him. Sinta lay on one of the smaller beds, and Jez had made up her own little room by shifting two wardrobes into a L-shape and draping a curtain across the entrance. A flickering mana lamp told Seven she was still up, and she’d soon emerged once he’d started telling his tale.

Keller appeared from the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her. She came by his side, not touching, just standing there with the easy familiarity of lovers and friends. “What’s next?” she asked once he’d finished his tale.

“Next? I have to get stronger.”

“You have to use your class,” Keller said. “You’ve let Califire in, but at the moment he hasn’t done shit for you. Where are the spells? Why hasn’t he upheld his part of the bargain.”

Seven draped his arm over her shoulder. “He mentioned it. Things moved fast. Sanya wanted me to see why I was here. She told me not to use magic. But when my back was against the wall it came anyway.”

“Did it work? Do you know why we’re here?” Tamereth asked from the bed. She mussed her hair, shaking her head. Seven looked around, soaking in her beauty and picturing the closeness of the night before.

“It showed me who the enemy was. It told me how desperate the situation was. Did it help? I know I want to show you.”

“They showed you the shit bit. They didn’t show you the towers where they were managing to harvest crops,” Sinta said, sliding off her bed and heading into the bathroom. “I can’t believe how long you took in there, Kels. I’m going to be late for class.”

“Teaching or learning?” Jez called over the bookcases.

“Both, probably.” Sinta slammed the door shut.

“She’s teaching?” Seven asked.

“She’s been crafting longer than most. Might change if Sanya bothers to teach.” Keller shoved him. “So, going to bring the hexblade out and grab some spells.”

Seven closed his eyes and nodded. “Yeah, I just don’t like the thought of owing him more.”

“Why?” the hexblade said, reminding Seven that he was always listening. “We’re partners. So you owe me. I owe you. You owe me. That’s what partners do.”

Seven didn’t answer him. He couldn’t put his finger on why he didn’t want to get further indebted to the enchanted weapon. It wasn’t even his roots, or his supposed evil intent. One thing Quintasia had taught him was that evil was relative. Humans could be evil. He just had to picture Geraint’s face twisted with anger to know that. He only had to recollect the struggles of the mob attacking Tower Two to know that those portrayed as evil had their own motivations too. But there was something about the hexblade’s secret intent that scared him. He wasn’t sure the battle with the elves was its ultimate aim.

Still, he pulled Califire from his storage, turning and sitting on the window ledge.

“So, what have you got for me? You’ve seen what we’re facing. What’s your part of the bargain?”

Califire chuckled. “You don’t get it do you? My power is far greater than you could imagine. I can only give you what you can handle. It’s you that’s not powerful enough.”

“So you can’t give me anything?”

“I can give you my weakest spell. Anything more will shatter your fledgling core. It’s not even knitted correctly yet.”

“You’ve held back to protect me?”

“We’re partners. You feel my thirst now. You know the compulsion to gather power for your core. You want an offensive spell you could handle?”

“Yes,” Seven said. “Yes, I do.”

Sure, he had reservations, but he had to live to protect his girls. He needed more power to gain more power.

“How about this one?”

A spell appeared and scrolled through his mind, a soft, female voice narrating it.

Bloodbound Strike: Bloodbound Strike is a melee attack infused with dark magic that draws the lifeblood from the target, strengthening the hexblade and healing the warlock with each successful blow. The more damage inflicted, the more empowered the hexblade becomes as the enemy’s blood sates the hexblade’s thirst and fills its runes with power.

“Well?” Keller asked.

“Interesting,” was all Seven could say.

“So let me get this straight. I invoke this spell and as soon as I cut my opponent, its blood infuses you with power, and from then on, I heal as I wound my enemy?”

“Close,” Califire said. “Bloodbound strike infuses me with dark power that binds your blood to your opponents temporarily. With every strike, I take additional power from our enemy and gift it to you to heal any wounds inflicted upon you.”

“So you act as a conduit?”

“Sort of. But I’m a horrible son of a bitch. I’ll suck our enemy’s dry. I’ll leach them of everything as fast as your core can take it. Everything I can give you is tempered by your core. It’s not like a mana store. I could have just drained that, and the spell would have ended. A core is a whole different thing.”

“Got it,” Seven said, and explained the spell Califire had given to him to the girls.

“Blood magic,” Jez said, rounding her wardrobe with a book in hand. “That type of spell is derived from a type of magic associated with blood. Blood magic, no matter what society you come from, is generally frowned upon. You’ll not find any guilds likely promoting or teaching it. However, all magic draws power from a mana store. If you follow the logic, mana is propelled around your body via the blood vessels. Therefore, expanding that train of thought, all magic is the frowned upon blood magic.” She slammed the book shut and pushed her spectacles up her nose. “So, my conclusion. Evil—no. Desirable?” She tilted her head back and forth. “Fighting monsters is bloody. Better theirs than yours. I think the enchanted weapon has given you the perfect spell.”

Seven raised his eyebrows. “How so?”

“Because it weakens your opponent while strengthening you. I would imagine that your new mana store is relatively weak, and that you must fight to absorb the mana of your fallen victims. However, the quantities of mana you would need to advance your core will only be found in stronger opponents than you. So, Califire has attempted to even the playing field with his selection, and for that, I applaud him.”

“Nope!” Califire said. “It was just perfect because I am the supreme weapon. I can cut any monster at any time during a battle. So. All he has to do is invoke the spell. I simply gave him a spell that even a dumbass couldn’t mess up.”

“You got all that from Seven’s explanation, Jez?” Keller asked.

“Ah, no, I was actually researching blood magic in order to prepare us for a different foe.”

“Who?” Tamereth said, sitting up.

“Geraint.”

“Geraint?”

“Indeed. I was in the Orc and Ogre last night. They do a strange meal they call Burger and Chips.”

“Hold!” Keller said. “Hold on there a minute. Burger and chips?”

“Yes. It’s minced beef bound into a round⁠—”

“I know what a fucking burger is. My question to you is this. Is it in a bun?”

“I believe they called the bread that.”

“Onions, lettuce, tomato and mayo?”

“It had salad and sauce, yes. And fried potato sticks that were curiously nice with salt.”

“Chips—fries—whatever the hell they’re called. Seven, you’re taking me there tonight no matter what.”

“Are we getting sidetracked?” Tamereth asked.

“Trust me,” Keller said. “You won’t feel like this later.”

“I mean, she mentioned Geraint. I thought he’d been a little quiet.”

“Got booted from every guild application,” Sinta said, strolling from the bathroom in all her naked beauty. “The rumors are he was last going into some guild called Crow. Small, secretive, not a lot is known about them barring they trade from a shop in the artisan quarter.” She marched over to Seven, folding her arms around him and pulling him against her.

His blood rushed as he hardened against her warm skin. She kissed him, a tender brush of her lips. “Soleil could have got you killed, and I would have never known.”

“Known what?” he asked as she pulled away.

She trailed her fingers down his chest, then let her hand swing away. “You know. You’re taking me on a date tonight. No excuses. You pick where. I’ve picked when.” Her ass swayed as she walked, bent and slipped her panties on. “Food would be good. You’ll need all the energy you can muster.”

[image: ]


Siril Rejonder was a slight man. He reminded Seven of an Atun soldier. His skin was a few shades darker than Seven’s, and he had a drooping, black moustache the Atun generals had always favored. His eyes were narrow, like he was constantly squinting, and his thin lips rarely bent to a smile. An inch shorter than Seven, and significantly thinner, his master’s cloak hung from him in a manner suggesting he was just a bag of bones.

He’d arranged his class in a semicircle, each of the ten desks facing him as he sat, legs crossed, on a simple wooden chair.

“What is a warlock?” he asked, although it wasn’t like he’d directed the question at any of the class, more was pondering the philosophy of the answer.

“A fucking oathbreaker,” a young man growled. He glanced at Seven, like he regretted his words but had no choice but to say them. “Well, they are, aren’t they, like.”

“Expand, please, Chollo,” Rejonder said.

“What else can they be?” Chollo said, his gaze constantly flitting to Seven. “I mean, you’re a wizard, aren’t you? You’re there to serve, to do what you must to protect your King, Queen. Look, whatever, you don’t go forming a pact with the devil unless you’ve broken that oath. Stands to reason, don’t it?” He sank back into his cloak. “Got to be a bit evil, haven’t you, like?”

Chollo was quite the drab, plain lad, so his outburst surprised Seven. He appeared the type who would shirk a fight and hide from conflict. Everything about him was unremarkable, from his cropped brown hair, his face that would easily get lost in a crowd to his average build. As Seven tensed, Rejonder lifted his hand.

“Correct,” he said, much to Seven’s astonishment. He’d expected the Master of Magic to approve of his choice.

The two girls next to Seven giggled. The blonde raised her hand, straightening her back and thrusting her chest out. “Does that make Seven evil?”

Her companion couldn’t contain her laughter.

“What do you think, Hesta?” Rejonder asked, turning the question back on the girl.

She stood, moving away from her chair and regarding Seven like he was a piece of meat on a butcher’s hook. She twirled her long hair, swaying as she thought. “I saw a bit of dungeon five. He was ruthless, sure. Evil? No. But, the facts stand. If you’re half decent, you choose druid or wizard.”

“What did you choose?” Seven asked. He tried to make his tone as neutral as possible, but it came out curt, like his slowly darkening mood.

Then, suddenly, Hesta’s entire body glowed, and Seven’s blood surged for the second time that morning. He barely held himself back as a tremendous thirst ripped through him.

“Califire?”

“Just showing you how much lovely mana she contains. You know, if you were to suck her dry and move your core forward.”

“No!” he cried inside his mind, desperately disengaging his Mana Sight. He breathed deeply. A chair clattered over, and a whimper escaped Hesta.

“Seven!” Rejonder barked.

Seven crushed the vision, and Hesta returned to her usual self. He forced a grin onto his face. “Well?” he asked as politely as he could. “What did you choose?”

“A fucking sorceress, you freak,” she said, using the chair as a barrier between them. “Did you all see him?”

“Calm down!” Rejonder snapped. “Sit, both of you, sit!”

Seven reached for her chair, but she snatched it away, sitting back from the semicircle and looking pointedly away from him. “His eyes went into the back of his head.”

“Please sit, Seven. Perhaps I let that go a little farther than it should have.” He let the class settle. “A warlock is, in essence, an oath breaker. Why? Because a warlock chooses to pair with what is widely regarded as an evil entity. However, let us explore the three choices that I see as valid reasons for becoming a warlock. Then, Hesta, you might find your views mellow.”

“Doubt it,” she muttered.

Rejonder cleared his throat. “Why might someone choose warlock over, say, wizard? Is it Power at a Price? Do they see the cost versus benefit as advantageous? If so, what difference is it from any other transaction? Surely, it is the warlock’s reason for craving power that determines whether they are good or evil?”

“Eh?” Chollo said, nudging a lad next to him. “What do you think, Merv?”

Merv shook his head as if Chollo had ruined his entire life. “I’m not thinking nothing,” he muttered into his long beard and tilting his cloak’s hood down. “Leave me out of this.”

“Out of what?” Rejonder asked.

Merv sighed. “Seven’s the only warlock here. When you’re talking about warlocks, you’re talking about him. Wouldn’t like it if you asked the class if I was evil.”

“Might ask them if you’re a freak, Merv,” another said from the darkness of his hood.

“No, that’s a fair point,” Rejonder said. “Yes, we’re talking about Seven. As Merv rightly pointed out, he’s the only warlock among us.” He stood, offering his hand to Hesta. “Please, back in place.”

She pulled her chair forward, her gaze never leaving Seven. “So is he? Is he an oath breaker?”

“The question is, what oath could he have broken? No, Hesta, he is no oath breaker as he has taken no oath. So, the question remains. What is a warlock? And that brings us to our second definition, one of complex morality. What if being a warlock, choosing warlock, was Seven’s only means of achieving his aims? What if that aim is pure—even heroic? What if it’s to save your ass, Hesta?”

Hesta looked down and away from the class. “Then I guess it’s okay?” she ventured.

Rejonder clapped his hands. “So, we can surmise that while warlock might be perceived as the evil choice, it could actually be the single greatest act of heroism we’ve ever witnessed. Which turns Seven from a monster into a…”

“Prince,” the woman next to Hesta said. She teased her mousy hair from her eyes and lent him a coy smile. “And every girl needs a prince.”

Hesta pushed her playfully. “Stop flirting, Lena.”

“Not flirting,” Lena said. “I’m fishing. There’s a difference.”

“Not necessarily a hero, either,” Rejonder said. “There is a third choice. What if Seven is the classic anti-hero? What if his choice of warlock was motivated by a desperate choice made only to save his own skin? What then?”

Seven swallowed hard. Rejonder had finally hit the nail on the head. “Anti-hero?” he said, his voice shaking.

“Anti-hero? Now that’s the type of hero I can get on board with,” Califire grated in his mind.

Rejonder smiled, falling silent and letting that silence take over the room. He placed his hands together, as if in prayer. “Let’s just say,” he eventually said, “that most heroes aren’t motivated by the purest of goals we hope. It’s fine to have some ambiguity.”

Seven brought out Califire on impulse. It rested across his lap, silver and blue, a picture of innocence. “This is Califire,” he said. “This is who my contract is with.”

The hexblade morphed into its black, smoking self, blue runes turning blood red.

“Let’s just say I add more than just some ambiguity,” the hexblade grated.

Hesta fainted.


Chapter Nineteen




Eve glared at the firmly shut door.

“All day! All fucking day!” she said.

“What’s up, my dear?” Snitch asked.

“What’s up? I’ll tell you what’s up. I’ve spent all fucking day getting this place ready for that asshole, and he just breezes through straight into his love nest without even fucking noticing. Did you see?”

Snitch glared at the door. “Yeah. I wanted a word, too. There are whispers going around he needs to know about.”

Eve raised an eyebrow. “Drink?” she said, her thirst for information quelling, but certainly not obliterating, her anger.

Snitch’s gaze remained firmly planted on the closed door, so Eve threaded her hand through the crook of his arm and steered him to the bar. “Spill.”

He pulled out a stool, sitting and signaling for a beer. “You might be able to help. In fact, it might just alleviate our other issue.”

“Our other issue?”

Snitch pointed at the door. “Our lack of standing in the hierarchy of this guild.”

Eve sat next to him, ordering an orange juice. Sobriety, she found, was the lynchpin of all effective plots.

“What we need is a grand gesture,” Snitch said. “And you are ideally placed to perform such a thing.”

[image: ]


Keller toweled her hair dry, wiping the sweat from her neck and arms. Clouds snuffed out the sun. She shivered, the cloisters much grayer without its warming shine. Dulac had worked her hard again, not that she minded. It kept her from worrying about Seven.

It was clear to everyone that the hierarchy of Quintasia valued him way above where a normal Adept student should be. It set him apart—set them apart—and that caused conflict everywhere. They were alone, marginalized, just like always. She closed her eyes, massaging them with her thumbs.

It was strange being asked to prepare for a war that everyone recognized they couldn’t win. Yet, it didn’t seem pointless. Somehow it was enough just to be actively trying to improve.

“But does it really matter?” she mused.

“Does what matter?” Tamereth asked, slumping on the grass next to her.

Like Keller, sweat coated her face and arms. She unequipped her spear, drawing her legs in and crossing them.

“If we get better.”

“At fighting?”

“Yeah. If Califire’s so powerful, and Seven’s pulled along for the ride, what the hell do we contribute?”

“Eyes,” said Tamereth, quickly pointing across the cloisters. “What the hell is she doing?”

Eve wandered across the lawn, pretending to be completely uninterested in her surroundings.

Keller looked over. “Meeting those two freaks over there. The ones from the saucy store.”

“Saucy store?”

“The shop selling all the seduction stuff.”

“Members of Crow,” Jez said, sitting with her books on her lap. “The pale, freaky-looking one is Gallion. The other is Thera. As far as my guild research goes, they are the only two female registered members of Crow. Geraint makes it three and the smallest guild on campus.”

“What the hell does Eve want with Crow?” Tamereth asked, her voice hushed.

“Only one way to find out,” Keller said. “They’re on the move.”

“Jez,” Tamereth said, “go back to our guild house and fill Sinta and Snitch in. When Seven gets back from Rejonder’s class, tell him too. See if you can’t come up with some plan or the other.”

“What are you going to do?” Jez asked.

“Follow them.” Keller jumped up. “We need to see what she’s up to.”

Eve trailed behind Gallion and Thera. They ambled out of the cloisters, headed toward the artisan quarter. Keller and Tamereth ambled across the lawn, doing their darndest to look inconspicuous and failing miserably.

“You go forward. I’ll hold back. Give it fifty yards, start slowing. I’ll take over,” Tamereth said. “It’s how we used to track Faythorns. They were flighty creatures—spooked by the slightest whiff of trouble.”

Keller nodded and picked up her pace. The three girls took a fork in the path as they headed toward the Artisan Quarter. They lingered by an alchemist’s store, Gallion ducking inside while Thera and Eve talked to each other, their heads bent close like conspiring thieves. Eve flicked a glance toward Keller who turned, studying a shop window packed with shelves full of cakes and sweets.

Gallion emerged, a small bottle in hand. She opened it, dabbing the liquid onto her wrist and offering it to the others to sniff. Eve nodded, and Thera’s smile was nothing short of evil. They huddled together, laughing and joking, before carrying on down the busy street.

What the hell was that all about?

In the blink of an eye, Tamereth was by her side. “I’ll follow. Nip in there and find out what she just brought. Before Keller could protest, Tamereth set off. Keller ducked into the shop, the sweet smell of perfumes filling the air. The shop was small with just enough room for a counter with shelves behind, each laden with dozens of vials filled with colored liquids. A girl appeared through a beaded curtain, her lips pressed into a fine line as if annoyed by the disturbance.

“Can I help you?” She said, curtly.

“I…” Keller replied, then realized she didn’t have a clue what to say.

“Have you come to collect an order? Only I have nothing else in for the day.”

“I…”

The woman frowned. “Well?”

“I need an urgent order,” Keller said, a plan springing into her mind.

“How urgent?”

“Well, those three girls that just left, you remember them?”

“They were in two minutes ago. If I didn’t, I’d need to take some of my own memory potion.”

Keller bit her lip, wanting to retort. “It’s like this. I bumped into them.” She grimaced. “Clumsy me. And, you know, I knocked the bottle out of the girl’s hand and it smashed on the cobbles. They’re raging—waiting out there ready to kick my ass. I said, like, gimme a minute, and I’ll see if I can’t get you another.” She grimaced again. “Can I? Can I just buy another?”

“You broke it?” A glimmer of a smile broke the woman’s stern expression. “Unlucky for you. Lucky for me.”

“Unlucky?”

“That particular perfume is ten gold a bottle.”

“I’ll take it.”

“And takes a day to mix. I can have it ready for the morning.”

Keller leaned over the counter. “I don’t think you’re getting the urgency of the matter. They said they needed it for tonight.”

The woman frowned. “Odd.” She leant in. “In fact, the whole thing’s odd.”

“How so?”

“Well, it’s a seduction potion. It…”

“Yes.”

“Gets a woman all…you know…aroused.”

“Aroused?”

“Yes. Men normally buy it.” She shrugged. “I mean, every now and then a woman, but mostly men. I’m not sure, but I think those two Crow girls are up to something.”

“Well, here’s my problem. They need it for tonight. Couldn’t help a girl out and mix me some up today, could you?”

The woman took a step back. “That would mean I’d have to let someone else down.”

Keller looked out of the shop, wondering how the hell she was going to catch up with Tamereth. “Fifteen gold. Ready by dusk.”

The girl frowned, then broke into a smile. “I’ll work my lunch. Five gold is five gold.”

“Great,” Keller said, and lunged for the door.

“Wait! What about a deposit?”

“I’m Forlorn Hope,” Keller said and dove out into the street.

She raced down the road, ducking around meandering shoppers.

Where the fuck are they?

Turning around and back, she spied Tamereth waving her on. She fought her way through. “Well?”

“You’re not going to believe this.” Tamereth grabbed her hand, pulling her through the crowd and up a side street. They moved out of the Artisan Quarter, through the small merchant district and finally arrived at Guild Hill. She ducked into an alley, then under an arch. There a door stood within a courtyard, a single, blood-red rune dripping with fire.

“Crow?” Keller asked.

“Crow,” Tamereth confirmed.

“The fucking traitor.”
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Eve followed Thera and Gallion. There was no doubt in her mind that the women were up to something. What Geraint’s role in their plot was, she couldn’t fathom. He was a simple creature at heart. He functioned at a basic level of intellect she liked to call penis-mode. Wherever his knob pointed, he then followed. It was simplistic. She knew that. On the surface he appeared ambitious. But that ambition was solely aimed at dominance, and that dominance only served to put him in a position of power where he could attract women—penis-mode. He had always trained hard and kept himself in peak condition. Why? To attract women—penis-mode.

She knew a little about psychiatry and understood that a need for constant sexual gratification often boiled down to a craving for love. Therefore, Geraint was an easy mark. While her sights were firmly set on Seven, if attracting Geraint’s love was a stepping-stone that furthered that goal, it was one she was quite happy to hop on to. Snitch had agreed, and with the rumors circulating about Crow, it appeared a plan with a truly worthy foundation.

“You should infiltrate Crow, expose the girls and Geraint for what they are, and then I’ll come in and save the day,” Snitch had said.

The idea that she’d be the clandestine heroine, and he’d be the unlikely hero appealed. All the good movies had been like that. So, she dropped in to see Thera on her way to Brigs’ yawn-fest and arranged to meet the girls in the cloisters. Thera had literally told her that Geraint was a spare wheel, and that her and Gallion were an item.

“Four will be such fun,” she’d said with a cheeky smile.

“We should get you some of the perfume he likes,” Gallion had added, poking her head through the bead curtain.

“Some of the perfume?” Eve had asked.

“Drives him insane with lust.”

She’d tried her best to smile, but it had withered pretty quickly. She needed to keep Geraint on a hook, but certainly not land him. Seven would never fall in love with second-hand goods. He was just too dreamy for that. Still, she knew how to keep a man interested without crossing a line.

Thera grinned as they waited outside the shop. “It’s good stuff,” she said. “Has a different effect on women. Gives us a quick rush. That’s all. Over before you know it. Men? Makes them suckers all day. If he doesn’t lust after you now, he will.” She winked.

Eve smiled. “I could land him without it.”

“Why bother?”

Gallion exited the shop and dabbed some of the perfume on her wrist and Eve smelled it, the effect, immediate. It was like someone lit a furnace in her groin. Her pussy exploded with heat and she nearly crumbled into a heap. “Fuck,” she gasped, her nipples tingling. She took a long breath, her knees weak. “You sure that’s for men?” she’d asked. “It…”

“Hits the spot, doesn’t it?” Gallion said.

“Quick rush is all you’ll get when you put it on,” Thera assured her. “Then it’s all about managing the situation.”

They led her from the Artisan Quarter and into the merchant district. Eve could barely keep her head together. She just wanted to run back to her guild house, lock herself in her bedroom and masturbate the night away. Her genitals were on fire, and it didn’t seem to be fading. If anything, the gentle throb of her clit was making her even more horny. She wanted to question Thera and Gallion some more, but both girls appeared to be in a hurry.

They came to Guild Hill. The long, winding and cobbled streets, the flickering mana lamps and perfectly maintained houses exactly as she’d imagined a guild h.q. Not a warehouse in the slums, that was for sure.

Why didn’t Seven pick this for our place? She wondered.

Just as soon as she’d captured his heart, she’d start working on him. How the Forlorn Hope was to become the premier guild in Quintasia without a respectable headquarters was beyond her.

“Where are we going?” Eve asked. “I assumed we’d go to the tavern.”

“Crow,” Thera said, pulling her into a small alleyway where a sole door stood in a courtyard, a blazing crow on it.

“You’re kidding, right?”

Gallion smiled. “It’s just our mess room and dorms. Geraint’s chilling there. You know he’s a laughing stock in Quintasia.”

“He only went to the tavern with you because he likes you,” Thera said.

“Really?” Eve replied, a warm feeling spreading in her heart.

She couldn’t help it. It had always been the same. If she found out someone actually liked her, it made her go all doughy-eyed and daft. Deep down she knew she repelled people, though for the life of her she couldn’t work out why. She was, after all, just a girl looking for a man to love her. She certainly wasn’t unattractive, and she thought she had a bubbly character. But folks were assholes, and there wasn’t a lot she could do about that.

“Really,” Gallion assured her as she performed some intricate hand movements and opened the door. “We have our own bar. Don’t worry, it’s just the four of us unless Crow turns up.”

“Crow?” Eve asked, stepping into a black corridor that, as far as she was concerned, could have been carved from a coal face.

Mana lanterns spat crimson fire, their crack breaking the hollow silence. Eve considered herself a brave person, but she began to have her doubts about her and Snitch’s plans.

“Who’s Crow?” she asked, unable to hide the stutter in her voice.

“Crow is everything. He is the beginning and the end. Crow is power.” Thera’s adoration of Crow was evident in her gushing tone.

“And…is he?”

“Is he what?” Gallion snapped.

“A crow?”

Both girls laughed as the tunnel ended in a cavern, a raised dais on one side.

“Is that blood?” Eve asked, pointing at the sacrificial altar.


Chapter Twenty




Rejonder silenced the class. “The hexblade, no matter what it says, is just a tool. It is the same⁠—”

Hesta raised her hand. “That fucking thing speaks?”

“Of course, I speak!” Califire grated, drawing a gasp from all but Lena who clapped her hands and grinned. “I am more than just a weapon. I am a creation from the great fires of Nythrondor. I am death. I am your worst⁠—”

“Seven!” Rejonder said, slapping his desk with the flat of his palm. “Silence your minion!”

“Minion!” Califire shrieked.

“Quiet!” Seven said, the word coming out as a terse command. He’d had enough of every eye being on him. It was too much. All he wanted to do was learn and grow more powerful so he could kill elves. Instead, he was a freak—the center of attention. But, to his surprise, Califire fell silent. “Oh…”

“Yes, minion,” Rejonder continued. “A hexblade in a contract with a warlock becomes a partner. But, in the world of magic, no partnership is ever equal. There is always a master and a minion. The Warlock Class, however, is interesting because…” He let his question hang, waiting for an answer. “Anyone?”

“Because Seven’s a warlock. That makes it interesting to me,” Lena said.

Hesta slapped her. “Stop flirting!”

“But he’s so adorable. Look at him blush.”

Seven shifted uneasily. He wanted to tell her to fuck off—that he wasn’t interested. But he was only just losing the savage tag, so he bit his lip.

“Anyone?” Rejonder asked again.

“Because Master and Minion may change as one or the other become more powerful,” a timid-looking man on the end of the semicircle said.

Rejonder snapped his fingers. “Just that. If Seven slacks off at any time and the hexblade increases his power in comparison, the established line between enchanted weapon and warlock can blur. It is entirely feasible that a weapon with huge potential might become unstoppable. Which leads us to our next question. Given what you now know about the warlock’s contract, why would anyone want to become one?”

“Power,” said a stern-faced woman, sitting bolt upright and giving Seven the side-eye. “There is only one reason to consort with the devil’s handiwork and that is a thirst for power. Good magic probably isn’t enough for him.” She crossed her legs and turned her face away. “No good will come of it.”

Seven flushed with anger, finally breaking. “You know fuck all about me or about why I became a warlock, but I’ll bet my rosy ass you’ll beg for my help when the elves come knocking.”

The woman rolled her eyes as she faced him. “I heard that you get on quite well with elves, so I wouldn’t be surprised if you were on their⁠—”

Rejonder’s slapped the table again. “Enough! We are here to learn, not fight, and I’d hazard a guess, Miss. Gurtral, that where it to come to a magic contest, while you are way more advanced than Seven, you’d lose.”

The woman looked away. “Pfft! Hardly likely.”

Seven moved his Perception toward the woman. He guessed she was a year or two older than him—not quite a girl, not quite a woman. That age where opinions changed easily, swerving from one extreme to the other. But as he tried to gather her level, his Perception pinged back, like it had hit a shut door.

Perception of target is too high for you to gather any data.

Eh? he thought.

“You can’t use your powers on humans or creatures that have a higher level than you. You’ve only got Capable Perception. She’s clearly got higher,” Califire reminded him.

“You mean she can see all my skills and stats?”

“I mean, I don’t know. Might be that she’s capable like you. But I’d try to keep up it if I was you.”

“Bet I could harvest her mana.”

“I’ll bet you could, but then you’d give away that you’ve got a great talent for not such a great reason.”

Seven didn’t have time to think about it, noticing Rejonder standing directly in front of him. “Tell me, Seven, how many warlock spells do you have?”

“Huh? Oh! Just one.”

“One?” Gurtral spat. “One spell?”

Rejonder sighed and turned to the woman. “Yes, one spell, Miss. Gurtral. But, the question you should be asking yourself is this. How good is it? Tell me, what is your best spell.”

“Easy,” she said. “The Vermis Vortex.”

“And, pray, what is the Vermis Vortex?”

“Should I tell him if we’re going to fight?”

Rejonder clasped his hands into fists. “Let me explain something. If you were to fight Seven, his axe would likely cleave you in two. His spear would puncture your heart and tear it through your back. That is, if his mace hasn’t crushed your skull. He can do all that without magic, so, what say you just tell me?”

She harrumphed. “Well, it’s a spell that conjures a swirling vortex of man-eating worms that nullify magic while attacking the target and consuming them. Every time they eat enough flesh, they split in two and dive in again until there are an infinite amount of worms all feeding on my enemy.”

“Charming,” said Hesta. “What happened to good old fireballs?”

“Indeed,” Rejonder said. “What happened to good old fireballs. Seven! What is your warlock spell?”

“Ermmm…Bloodbound Strike.”

“And…”

“Each time I wound my opponent Califire⁠—”

“The hexblade.”

“Yes. Califire, feeds off the blood, drawing power from it and then infusing me with health.”

“So it’s fair to say that with each accurate strike, the enchanted weapon becomes stronger while Seven’s health is maintained, and, of course, his enemy becomes weaker.”

“Fuck,” said Gurtral. “Makes my worms seem tame.”

“Indeed, Miss. Gurtral. Although your worms are particularly revolting, too. Perhaps you should team up rather than fight.” He stepped back behind his chair. “Anyone know why the hexblade gave Seven that spell?”

“Because the blade becomes more powerful while Seven stays the same,” the man on the end of the row said. “If Seven uses it enough it’ll tip the balance and he’ll become the minion and Califire will be the master.”

“Exactly,” Rejonder said, much to Seven’s horror.
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Sinta intercepted Seven by the blue corridor leading to Briggs’ potion class. “Have you heard from Keller or Tamereth?”

Seven fell into step with her, still consumed with the thought that Califire had outsmarted him, but unsure whether the hexblade was reading his thoughts or not. “No. I’ve just got out of class, and not a fun one either. Rejonder made me practise my new spell on an apparition he conjured.”

“Isn’t that good?”

“Total waste of time. It only really works if I wound—look, it doesn’t matter. Aren’t they back at the guild house?”

“That’s just it. Jez dropped by Soleil’s class and pulled me aside. She said they’d followed Eve after she met Thera and Gallion.”

“Who are?”

“Crow,” Sinta said. “They’re Crow.”

“So? That’s Geraint’s mob, isn’t it? Aren’t they the weakest guild here?” He paused, walking into the cloisters. “Why would they bother?”

“Thought Eve might be selling us out—or worse…”

“Worse?”

“Hooking up with Geraint.”

“Pfft. If she wants to hook up with him, that’s on her. She goes, simple. Let’s get back.”

“But what about Keller and Tammy?”

“Those two? They’ll be fine. Two Crow girls and Geraint? Piece of cake. They’ll not be in any trouble. Come on, let’s go get a drink.”

“If you’re sure,” Sinta said, grabbing his hand and pulling him close. “Of course, with Keller and Tamereth gone, we’re almost alone.” She pulled him close, then whispered in his ear. “And we need to be alone.”

He grinned. “Any reason?”

Sinta cocked her head. “I can think of a couple of things…”
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“Have you seen them?” Jez asked as Seven pulled Sinta through the guild house.

“Who?” Seven barely broke his step.

“Keller and Tamereth,” Snitch said, pushing his hat back with his cane.

“No. I heard that…Look, I’m beat. No time now.”

“But what if?” Jez asked.

Seven sighed. “Tammy used to guard a caravan full of men from monsters. Keller’s cleared dungeons with me. There’s no way a couple of Crow girls and a pissant who’s been stripped of all his power are going to touch a single hair on their head. Chill. Grab some food.” He glanced at Sinta, who smiled coyly. “I need a shower and a rest. If they’re not back by then, we’ll go looking. But I’m telling you now, knowing Keller, they’ll be in that bar eating those burgers.”

Snitch let out a long breath. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.” He faced the bar. “It’s just, Crow…”

“Crow?” Sinta asked.

“Yeah. They’re a weird bunch. I say bunch, but there’s three of them.”

“See? They’re no match for our two.”

“No. You’re missing what I’m saying. There’s only ever three of them, but more have gone in. They pick up the waifs and strays. Geraint was ideal for them—weak, beaten, ready to give up. I don’t know what they do to them, but you never see them again.”

Seven leaned on the bar. “Are you saying there’s more of them?”

“I’m saying we have no clue. That’s what I’m saying.” He scoffed. “They won’t even get in the door. It’s some strange-ass illusion standing in a courtyard.” He tapped his cane on the counter. “You’re right! They’ll be in a tavern—no doubt gone to get that burger. That’ll be it.”

“But we should check, right?” Jez said. “We should check and make sure.”

“Pfft,” Sinta said. “Do you even remember Tammy in the dungeon? She hated being part of something. Start stifling that independence now and she’ll go off on one all over again.” Sinta pulled at Seven’s hand. “Come on. Let’s get you showered.”

Jez looked from one to the other. “I guess you’re right. I guess you must be. And Tamereth, yeah, we don’t want to go through that again.”

“Good!” Seven said. “So, if they aren’t back in a couple of hours, come get us and we’ll go looking.”

Jez shifted uneasily. “I might go to that burger tavern and see if they’re there. No harm in that, is there?”

“No harm at all,” Seven said as Sinta led him away.
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Water cascaded over his tired body. He raised his head, opening his mouth momentarily as he realized how thirsty he was. The shower’s heat astounded him, the water steaming but not burning. Seven had no clue what magic powered it. Nor did he care. The small room had become a little sanctuary to him, one where he could forget Quintasia’s confusion.

It differed from the rest of the modified warehouse. To access it, he climbed down a set of stone steps. It was cavernous in look if not size. The walls were formed from tan stone, the ceiling the same, while the floor was grayer, more like slate, with a narrow crack running down the middle acting as a drain. A stone bench sat in one corner, his clothes discarded upon it.

The water itself came from a flared copper spout protruding from the ceiling. Magic fizzed at its end, splitting the stream into tiny droplets cascading over him. It was luxury. Something he never thought he’d ever enjoy.

“How long are you going to be?” Sinta asked, crouching on the steps.

He opened his eyes, not recalling when he’d shut them. Few places felt safe. Even Quintasia had its dangers.

Miss. Gurtal had proven that. Rejonder had called her that, but the others had used Hannah. She was Archemi, so technically an ally, but Archemi’s new policy was one of you’re either in or an enemy, so Seven was waiting to see how that would shake out. It wasn’t that he was scared of conflict. He was getting the impression that he was quite powerful—for an Adept. But power was relative when a bunch of folks attacked at once.

The outside had lived up to its reputation. The monsters, elves and mana farms had all horrified him as much as he’d assumed they would. But he was still coming to terms with the fact that he had to kill to make any meaningful advances. His mana source differed from everyone else’s. It needed sating.

“Just another day or so,” he eventually answered.

She sat on the stone bench, looking at him. His nakedness didn’t bother him. The girls paraded in front of him all the time, so he did likewise. All except Jez. She was still quite private. Though he did catch her sneaking a peek every now and then.

“Then,” Sinta said. “I should join you.”

She stood, and he realized she’d already changed. She wore a robe made from a single piece of near see-through pale green cloth. It contrasted perfectly with her dark green hair and emerald eyes. Contrasted even better as it fell to the stone floor and pooled around her bare feet.

He gasped, the involuntary show of appreciation drawing a demure smile from her. She’d always had an athletic build, but when serving in the Milkwood Glen, had been a little on the wiry side. Certainly not enough to distract from her natural beauty. Since joining them, she’d become more muscular. Her shoulders and upper arms rippled with muscle, but not too much. Her defined abs still retained their female charm. She dipped her head, her hair falling over her breasts. “Well?” she asked.

“Well, what?” he asked, his heart threatening to shatter his ribs.

“Are you going to invite me in?”

His mouth dried as his blood surged. Yet nerves tempered his excitement. “Are you sure?”

“Sure?” She hesitated, stepping toward him but pulling her foot back at the last moment. “Sure I want to, or sure you want to?”

Her gaze lowered to his cock. It sat midway between erect and uninterested. Just the look sent a powerful surge of passion through him. His dick perked, drawing a smile from her and a reaching hand. She ran her finger along his length, the feeling sending a ripple of pleasure through him.

“Sinta,” he breathed, reaching for her as she fell into his embrace. “I’ve waited so long for this.”

She nuzzled his shoulder, the shower wetting her hair as she explored his back, every nub of his spine, every muscle. “You’ve waited? I’ve waited my whole life.”

She stared up at him as the enormity of her words hit him. “You’ve never?”

She grinned, the water splashing on her face and causing her to turn momentarily. “Please…I lived a life in Milkwood Glen looking after my father—looking after all the novices. When? Who? It had to…” She let him go, running her fingers through her wetted hair.

Just that sight of her glistening body sent his desire into overdrive. He lunged forward, but she stepped back, out of reach. She might as well have been a million miles away.

“It had to feel right,” she said. “I had to…”

“Yes?”

“Had to trust that you felt the same as me, and with the others…”

“Yes,” he said, not a question this time but agreement. “Yes, I do. I don’t know how, but I love you as much as Keller, as much as Tammy.”

“I know.” She stepped away, reaching into her gown and bringing out a small bottle. “Turn around.”

“What is it?” he asked, both intrigued and disappointed. He didn’t want to delay. He needed her.

“It will ease you. It will fill you full of natural energy.” She rubbed his back, the sensation slippery, the smell reminding him of sandalwood. He planted his hands on the stone, leaning, accepting her as she massaged the liquid into his muscles, lower, thumbs on his spine, then his buttocks and legs. She slid her body against his as she rose, her breasts, her groin. He gasped in pleasure, desperate for her to spin him around, needing her to. Instead, she whispered in his ear.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes,” he said, his voice croaking. He lifted his head, drinking the warm water, welcoming her as she slipped her hands around his, running them up and down his groin.

“How ready?”

He tried to turn, but she held him in place, pushing her groin against his buttocks. She cupped his balls, holding them as she peppered his back with kisses. “Your hair’s getting long. Do you want me to cut it?”

“Now?” He asked, his voice a squeak.

“Not now, no.” Sinta laughed.

Finally, finally, she spun him around, her lips meeting his instantly. She pressed hard. His passion broke, his tongue lancing in on reflex as he tried to consume her with his passion. She retreated, as if regrouping, then met his tongue with hers, countering it and forcing him to calm. Her gentle strokes slid along his tongue, her tip teasing his, as they settled into a passion-filled kiss that took his breath away.

Sinta broke off, holding his head in her hands. “Have I told you how much I love you?”

“I—”

She pressed her finger against his lips, silencing him.

“No. Don’t say it just for the sake of saying it.” Then she grinned, like she had him exactly where she wanted him.

Seven tried to read her. He looked deep into her eyes, but she said nothing, somehow promising everything. She rested her hands on his pecs, then gradually slid down his body until she kneeled, his cock in her hand and lips precariously close to his glans.

“You don’t⁠—”

“Quiet,” she said, kissing him, teasing his end with the very tip of her tongue. “Just tell me if I’d doing it right. Do that for me, Seven, please?”

He closed his eyes as she enveloped him, sliding up and down his length. “Yeah, baby. Yeah.” He held her shoulders as she inched him further into her mouth, bit by delicious bit. “Oh God, yeah.”

Seven fell into a trance as she worked his cock over and over. Raising his head, he let the water cascade over him. Every thought, every worry, vanished as each stroke of her tongue, each brush of her lips, brought his pleasure to new heights. His groans filtered over the rush of the water. Pressure built deep in his balls, unbelievable pleasure, disappointing pleasure. He just wanted it to continue. He wanted it to go on forever.

“I’m gonna cum,” he said, surprised how fast he’d reached his climax and wondering if he’d let her down.

But one more sweep of her tongue, one dip of her head, tipped him over the edge and his balls welled, cum streaming along his tubes as he grabbed her head, jamming his dick deep inside her mouth.

“Fuck!” he cried as he emptied himself into her. “Fuck, yeah,” he said, tranquility flooding through him.

She slowed, cleaning him, then studying her handiwork.

He laughed, suddenly understanding. “Did you just give me a magic blow job? Did you dribble magic into my balls?”

She sat back on her haunches, grinning up at him. “A girl’s got to use every trick available to her. Plus,” she rolled onto her back and spread her legs, “I made sure there was plenty to spare.” She reached for him, drawing him down onto the shower’s floor, their kiss gentle as he eased himself into her.

She broke away, turning her head to one side and wincing. He held, understanding he was causing her pain.

“No. No. Don’t stop.” Her breaths were shallow, breasts heaving in time.

Seven straightened his arms, rising, just his cock and her pussy joining them—forming a bridge between two urgent bodies bound by the constraints of her virginity. He eased himself in little, coming to her hood and holding.

“Ready?” he asked, waiting for a sign.

She tilted her head back, looking down her body, over her chest to where he held, part-buried inside her.

“Yes,” she said, her words quivering, sweat dusting her brow, mingling with the shower water. “Yes, I’m ready.”

He pressed, his shaft bending. Holding, he waited, but she grabbed his buttocks, raising her legs and locking them around him. She pulled him into her, the movement so sharp and fast he couldn’t resist. Warmth flowed around him, and for the slimmest of moments the thought of her mana-filled blood whisked him to another place. He fought to control his insatiable thirst, focusing on his pleasure as he slid into her, not stopping until their bones met. Then, and only then, did he fall onto his elbows, his lips meeting hers for a tender kiss.

She met his lips, the kiss so soft it might have been they first between star-crossed lovers. But she broke the tranquility of the moment as a grin broke onto her face.

“So, are you going to fuck me, or what?”

Seven needed no second invitation, drawing back, easing in, and falling into a steady rhythm.

“Like that?” he asked.

“Just like that.”


Chapter Twenty-One




Eve began to doubt her plan. For a start, the two girls were acting oddly. They’d become pretty confident since entering the place, and now Eve wasn’t even sure she was still in Quintasia. The whole place felt dungeony.

“Is this right?” she asked, approaching the altar and dabbing at the dried blood.

“Oh, it’s right. What were you expecting?” Thera asked.

“Well, I was hoping for some kind of bar—somewhere to relax. Sacrificial altar doesn’t scream fun to me. I think I might just fuck off.”

Gallion strolled toward her. “Just fuck off? Why would you want to do that? I thought you were here to see Geraint.”

“I am…I was…but I had somewhere better in mind. I thought we could go for another burger or something.”

Thera moved across the exit. “We thought you might like to see the altar where he got all his runes done. That blood, that’s all his.” She pouted. “Some of ours, too, but mostly his.”

“You carved the runes into him?” Eve recoiled.

Gallion drew a knife. It glinted in the mana-light. “Bit by bit. Then, see behind the altar? See that pot? We filled the gouges with molten mana.” Gallion grinned, bringing the knife to her cheek and drawing it down to form a thin, bloody line. “You should have heard him scream.” She shrugged. “Then his Pain Resistance grew, and it got a little more boring.”

Thera approached. “You see, if you administer pain, the payoff is watching it manifest on your victim. It’s no fun if they don’t scream. Would you scream, Eve? Would you?”

Eve eyed both girls in turn, then lost her temper. “Look, you pair of fucking freaks. I came here to get it on with Geraint, not chat all-things Hannibal Lecter. So, you’d be better off going to get him rather than trying to get me to shit myself, because that ain’t going to happen.”

Thera grinned. Which Eve found pretty disconcerting. She always thought of herself as a rat—pretty harmless unless cornered. So she was a little put out her threats hadn’t landed. She fell into a fighting stance.

“You want to party?” she asked, throwing her last pair of dice.

“We always like to party,” Gallion said, stepping close, facing Eve and stroking her hair. “But we didn’t think you’d want to party with us.” She pressed her body against Eve’s. “So, do you? Do you want to party with us?”

Eve took a breath. Things weren’t going quite how she’d planned. Thera and Gallion had got the perfume for her—the one she’d intended to trap Geraint with, and they’d even agreed to go and get him for her. It was clear he was a third wheel in their cozy twosome, so it hadn’t surprised her at all. In fact, she thought she was the one who was manipulating the others. Now, though, she wasn’t quite so sure. But there was only one way to find out, and that was to call their bluff.

“Sure. Let’s fucking party.” She pulled Gallion’s face to hers, landing a passionate kiss on her. “Let’s fucking party!” she cried, grabbing the girl’s breast and sliding her free hand around to draw her butt in.

Gallion drew back as Thera pulled them apart. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” The dark-skinned woman shouted.

“Partying,” Eve said, grinning.

Thera’s punch came out of nowhere, snapping Eve’s jaw around, her knees instantly giving way. Eve thrust out a hand, stopping herself from falling. Blood seeped from the corner of her mouth as adrenaline raced through her veins. Everything, all her frustrations, all her humiliations, all her disappointments exploded in unfettered joy—the joy of kicking someone’s ass. Eve flew at Thera, her fists blurring.

Thera staggered back under the force of Eve’s blows. She backed into the altar, covering her head with her hands, confused, concussed, and taken by complete surprise. Eve finished with an uppercut, stepping back as she jumped from one foot to the other. Then, using her Martial training she spun, kicking her in the face.

“Yeargh!” she cried, as Gallion’s fist snapped her head back. “Fuck,” she yelled, staggering back as Gallion laid into her.

She gathered quickly, fending off the blows with her forearms. Ducking and diving, she gathered her breaths, searching for an opening in Gallion’s relentless assault. Eve knew she had to get a grip before Thera recovered, but her head was foggy, her nose broken.

She broke my fucking nose!

Cold, hard, fury gripped her as she realized Seven might not find her attractive with a wonky nose. She straightened, taking the blows. A bloody grin stretched across her face. “Is that the best you’ve got, bitch?”

Gallion hesitated. A sliver of a gap opened, and Eve launched, her attack merciless, her fists flying. Gallion retreated, unable to contain Eve’s spiteful assault. Kicking, punching, Eve went full psycho on Gallion. The girl went down on one knee, and Eve wound a huge kick up.

“Enough!” The single word froze Eve in position. Power resounded around her. “Enough! Is this any way to treat a guest?” the male voice asked, his words curling into Eve’s ear. “How are we ever going to entertain if the pair of you insist on beating up our guests?”

Eve scoffed, the man’s spell suddenly broken. “What fucking fight were you watching?”

But as the words tumbled from her, she took a step back, bumping into Gallion and tumbling straight over her.

“For fuck’s sake, Eve,” Gallion spat, untangling herself from the girl.

Eve kicked out, catching the goth in the side. “Go fuck yourself, freak.” She scrambled up, smoothing her torn shirt down and straightening her hair.

The man before her was a fucking crow, she realized, and unable to stop her mouth, she said something else she instantly regretted. “You’re a fucking crow!”

Crow stood before her, his feathered head and beak pointed straight at her, beady eyes twitching. He spread his wings, an action supposed to instil fear and awe, but one Eve found quite amusing.

“The fuck?” she said. “You really are a crow.” She wiped her bloody nose and approached him. “How do you fight with wings? No! Don’t answer that. You’re all about the magic, aren’t you?”

Crow lowered his wings, his head twitching back and forth as he composed. It was clear to Eve that his little show had never failed to instil the fear it was supposed to. “The crow draws magic from the cisterns of the Netherworld.”

She walked up and down. “And how’s that going for you? I mean, gotta say, Crow isn’t particularly powerful in Quintasia, so either the plan isn’t working or you, Mr. Crow, are a sneaky bugger who’s up to something long range. Any-who, is Geraint about? That was who I came to see.” She pulled the potion from her storage ring. “Got a little catching up to do.”

As bluffs went. Eve thought she’d done pretty well. She’d always thought herself feisty and a bit of a brawler. But both Thera and Gallion were freakishly strong for their build, and they were as fast as fuck.

“Shall we?” Thera asked, stepping closer.

Gallion had recovered too and was on Eve’s other side. When Crow drew his wings out, it was clear to Eve that her little ploy had hit rocks and was in danger of sinking.

“I could help you,” she said, snatching at her words.

“Oh, you will help us. You will help us enormously.”

Thera and Gallion grabbed her as Crow leaned close. Eve stifled a whimper as his clawed hand reached out, a sharp talon stabbing at her neck. She inhaled sharply, her breath whistling through her teeth. “What the fuck are you going to do?”

“Do?” Crow said, his tiny eyes glowing yellow. “I’m going to make you my own.”

He ripped down, the claw tearing through Eve’s tunic. Gallion shifted, ripping it from her and exposing her breasts and stomach. But Crow’s claw didn’t stop, ripping her pants in two, Thera finishing his work and removing their remnants and Eve’s boots.

“You’re going to rape me? You fucking freak!” Eve growled, rifling through her meager list of skills as she attempted to find something that just might work. But, she hadn’t been the most proactive when it had come to working on her character sheet. Eve had always focused on her intended target rather than herself. Her brief interest in Geraint had given way to Seven, and so, through the remainder of Dungeon Five she’d focused on him, only stepping in when he was in some kind of trouble. Perception, a skill she ranked highly in, wouldn’t help her. She had a clear idea of what Crow was up to. “You filthy fucking pig!”

Crow stiffened. “I do not want⁠—”

While Eve had few skills, one that had grown with little or no effort on her part was her Berserker skill. She was a Capable Berserker. It helped that she had an explosive temper and even if it hadn’t activated before with Thera and Gallion, the thought of Crow trying to force his pecker into her brought rage like she’d never felt before.

“No fucking way,” she said, ripping her bare arms from Gallion and Thera’s grasp and setting about her attacker. Her fists pounded his beak and long, narrow face. The birdman’s ribs crunched under the power of her fury and they both went down in a heap.

Gallion and Thera sprang into action, grabbing Eve and pulling her away from their master. Eve screamed, her cry guttural, hardly a trace of her femininity left. She wrenched her arms from their grasp. Her sideways kick took out Thera, sending the fierce woman stumbling back. Gallion caught her with a roundhouse to the chin, the shock of the hit momentarily bringing her back from the depths of her berserker rage.

“Take that, you fucking bitch,” the goth woman said, following up with a flurry of kicks.

Eve staggered backwards, part falling over a recovering Thera who reached, grabbed, then pulled her down. Gallion didn’t waste a second, jumping straight onto Eve and launching punch after punch.

Her Berserker Skill faded as her adrenaline ran dry. She tried to cover her face, but Thera had her arms pinned. So she stared up at Gallion as the girl’s punches slowed, her breaths heavy, and she made damn sure she smiled after each blow landed.

“Enough,” Crow cried. “Get her on the altar.”

“Is that where you’re going to do it? You fucking perv. You fucking freak. Gonna rape me on⁠—”

“My dear Eve, I have no intention of raping you,” Crow said.

“Then what?”

Crow tilted his head, looking down at her in all her naked, bloody glory. “I’m simply going to make sure you’re on the correct side.”

Eve’s body lost all its fight. She could fix her nose. She could heal. But she couldn’t scrub the violation of rape from her. Whatever was going to happen, she would remain pure for Seven.

Well, purish…

She’d had lovers on Earth. Of course she had. Until she’d met Seven, she’d thought she’d met the perfect man a couple of times. But sadly, each time her beau had shown his true colors and failed her. One had even tried to have her committed. He’d failed, of course. He’d lost his nerve when Eve had threatened him with her photos. If a man wanted to play hardball with her, she was perfectly capable of resisting.

Eve shrugged Thera and Gallion off, both women as exhausted as her from the protracted skirmish. “I’m perfectly capable of getting on myself. But just so you know, I’ve got tricks up my sleeve if you try anything funny.” She climbed onto the altar, swivelling and sitting. Blood splattered her breasts, smeared her cheeks and covered her split knuckles. “So, what have you in mind, Crow? Do I really have to call you Crow?”

Her bravado was slipping away. They had her, and she had nothing. The tricks up her sleeve were as non-existent as her sleeve, her Berserker Skill was gone. She had no magic, and the penultimate test in Dungeon Five had shown her that she would never get any. She inspected her ring’s inventory, but apart from makeup, a few changes of clothes, her fledgling collection of boots and the seduction potion, she only had her staff and spear. Somewhere along the way she’d mislaid her sword, which was careless at best. All in all, she was a bit buggered.

Thera bent and grabbed Eve’s ankles while Thera manoeuvred her into position. Eve looked at the cavern’s ceiling, desperate to come up with a solution. All she had left were her wit, charm and ability to bargain. Except, she had little to bargain with.

Or did she…

“I don’t want one of those fucking ugly tattoos. I’ve got no magic, not a fucking shred. So, you’d be wasting your time.”

“Everyone’s got magic, Eve,” Crow said softly, his talons drifting over her bare stomach and getting a little too close to her pubic hair for Eve’s liking.

“No, I have none. Fuck all. Didn’t you see it? Didn’t you scry it, or whatever you freaks do? I was rejected from the penultimate test—the elf witch—in Dungeon Five. Flat rejected. No magic.”

“No woken magic. I watched. The man Quinn had none either. Or at least he thought he didn’t.”

“So you think I might have magic?” Eve’s hopes surged. With magic she might be able to seduce Seven. She might be able to form illusions, influence his mind. Hell, she might be able to dress him better. The man desperately needed a stylist—a haircut at the very least, and not one of those knife cuts that seemed to be all the rage in Quintasia. No, he needed layers. He needed a stylist.

“No. You haven’t even got a whisper. But that doesn’t mean we can’t introduce some. Why? Do you think Geraint would love you more with magic?”

“Geraint? Oh! Yes! Geraint. Would he love me more? Not sure. I’d planned…”

And then her words dried up. Trouble was, she hadn’t planned—hadn’t planned at all. All she’d done was conceive a grand gesture. She’d infiltrate the camp of Seven’s sworn enemy, and she’d find out what he was up to. When the girls had suggested the seduction potion, she had envisaged it turning Geraint into a pliable zombie who she could then tease information out of. Now she thought about it, that made little sense, but at the time it had the air of collusion.

“You’d planned to seduce him with a potion. But surely you understand that true love needs no potion. I need pairs, Eve. Gallion and Thera make a fine pair. The question is⁠—”

“Don’t lecture me on love,” she snapped. The mere inference he might be was enough to put Eve’s back up. “I know more about love than you’ll ever know. I love! It’s what I do.”

Crow drew in a sharp breath, flexing his fingers, his sharp nails shaped like talons. “Then we’ll prepare you. Then we’ll steal that potion back from that pathetic dungeon-given storage, and we’ll make you love Geraint.”

“Prepare me?” Eve said, focusing on the largest threat.

“For love the Crow way.” He waved his hands, ribbons of red magic flowing from them, snapping around Eve and binding her to the table. Her head slammed against the stone altar as her head became light, fear replacing her bravado.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

A knife appeared in Crow’s hand. “I’m preparing you so you may join us, Eve.”

“Don’t you mark my body! Don’t you fucking dare! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill all of you!”

“No,” Crow said as the knife fell. “You’ll thank us. Think of it, Eve. You’ll have magic. Do you think Geraint could possibly love a weakling?”

The knife pierced her skin, blood welling.

“No!” Eve cried, desperately trying to squirm away from the blade. “It’s not Geraint. It’s never been him!”


Chapter Twenty-Two




Keller stared at the blazing rune. “Looks like a chicken,” she said. “Do you think they eat loads of chicken or something?”

Tamereth cocked her head. “I suppose it does. Though a small rooster looks more like it. Why do you think the door’s standing on its own?”

Keller edged to one side, looking around it. She shrugged. “Nothing behind it. Must be a portal.”

“But a portal to where?” Tamereth asked.

“Beats me,” Keller said. “Wanna try knocking?”

“You do it.”

“Me?”

“You’re in charge.”

“Since when?”

Tamereth stepped back, nudging Keller forward. “You got together with Seven first. So, in theory, you’re in charge of his harem.”

“Harem of two.” She scoffed. “You know, I really would have thought he’d have jumped Sinta by now.”

Tamereth giggled. “You have such a strange turn of phrase.” Her laughter evaporated as a plume of smoke erupted from the rune.

Both girls jumped back.

“What the fuck was that?” Keller looked around. “This place is giving me the creeps.”

“You gonna try the door?”

Keller inched forward, holding her head as far away from the rune as she could. The moment she grabbed its handle, a scream ripped from the rune. She leapt away, rolling then running as she tried to catch up to Tamereth. The spear woman skidded to a halt, pressing against a stone wall and looking back into the Crow compound. “What the fuck?” she said, then dissolved into laughter. “You should have seen your face. You crapped yourself! You did, for sure.”

Keller glared at her, then laughed like a drain. “Close run thing. Is that a joke door? Is the guild run by clowns?” She composed. “I’ll just open it. See if I don’t. Bugger all to be afraid of here.” She equipped her sword, sauntering meaningfully forward.

“Why have you equipped your sword if there’s nothing to be afraid of?” Tamereth asked, equipping her spear.

“I hate clowns. Hate them.”

“And just what is a clown?”

“I can’t even begin to explain.” She grabbed the door handle, expecting it to scream, not expecting it to explode with a burst of red fire.

The force sent both girls tumbling backward. Keller’s sword clattered across the stone. Tamereth landed with a thump. Silence filled the courtyard.

“The fuck?” Keller said, patting her hair out then bouncing back onto her feet. “I’m going to ruin that fucker.”

“What with?” Tamereth asked. “I have a spear, a staff and I think I still have a sword. Can’t remember getting a battering ram, but I could check.”

Keller wiped the burned hair from her face. “Funny. We could kick it in?”

“Fuck that. The chicken rune is laughing at us. You know what we need?”

“What?”

“One of those burgers. That’s what. I fancy trying one.”

Keller took a step back, her hands on her hips. “Keep talking.”

“Well, the way I look at it, Eve went in there quite voluntarily. She had that potion, and yeah, they switched it on her, but that’s on her. The door is impenetrable to any without magic. I can’t use my wings to fly through it, and it isn’t opening. We can’t do anything until someone with magic comes. Jez hasn’t made it back yet, but she knows you want to try the burger joint. So, the sensible thing would be to wait there until Jez shows up with Seven and then we use our man to open the door for us.”

Keller pointed at Tamereth. “That is one sweet, concise, explanation. Soleil was right. You should have been in charge of tactics. Your thinking is on point.”

“So…”

“So, let’s go to the burger joint.”
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“There you are!” Jez said, leaning over their table. “I told you—told you it was yummy.”

Keller held her half-eaten burger out. “I have to say that this is pure nectar. While it’s probably not the best burger I’ve tasted, given the time lapse between this burger and the last one, it sure tastes like it.”

“Eve?” Snitch said.

“Couldn’t get through the door. Seven?” Tamereth replied.

“Banging Sinta,” Snitch said. “At least, we suspect, but you know Seven. That man is too much of a gentleman when it comes to women. I’m surprised he’s managed to bed two of⁠—”

“Snitch!” All three girls shouted.

“Well, he must be. Should have seen her drag Sinta through the guild house. He hardly gave us the time of day. So, Eve, spill. What’s she up to?”

Keller took a bite out of her burger, munching away until she swallowed. “Unsure,” she finally said.

“Is that it? Is that what we have to expect? One bite per word. Poor girl will be long dead before you’ve finished.”

“No,” Keller said, resisting another bite. “This is the deal. She’s gone through some magic clown door with a fiery chicken on the front that screams and burns the fuck out of you. So, we thought we’d retreat here until Seven comes with his fireballs and shit and blasts his way through. Can I eat my burger now, please?”

Snitch tapped his cane against his head. “You can, but hurry. The rune you wrongly identified as a chicken is, as you probably actually know, a crow. Thera and Gallion have lured her there, while Eve no doubt thinks she’s outsmarted them. If I had unlimited gold, I’d wager it all on Eve being in trouble. Crow are a dangerous bunch.”

“How dangerous can they be?” Tamereth asked. “There’s three of them maximum.”

“There are two that we know—two constants. More join, but they always vanish. Tortalonge and the others have searched for them, but when they try to get into the guild, it’s just a hall—nothing special.”

“Trust me. It was a door, a flaming, magical door.” Keller finished off her burger. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking I need to think.” Snitch sat, taking off his hat and ruffling his hair. “So, we know where the guild hall is—Crow’s guild hall, that is. We also know that they’re using some kind of augmented reality to make it look different. Perhaps they have a localised portal.”

“Localized?” Tamereth asked.

“Has to be.” Snitch signalled for more ales. “Portals inside the protected area are highly regulated. Think about it. You had to go underground to get to the dungeons. Only Five was different, and that’s because the whole of the chapel reality was scrubbed back to its original form. Portals fuck with the camouflage. So, if Crow are using a portal, it’s going unnoticed. I know how to do it because I’m awesome. But I can tell you for a fact, the portal will be localized.”

“So?” Keller said. “We can’t see where, so we’re no better off.”

“Indeed. But you do know there are several layers underneath Quintasia. My bet is that it exits directly below, in some catacomb or cavern, perhaps a storeroom or old service shaft. It’s a maze under there, and there’s one man in Quintasia who knows his way around.”

“Who?” Jez asked when Snitch left it hanging.

Snitch smiles and raised his hand.

“Well?” Tamereth asked.

“Me! It’s me! I know. I lived half my life under there.”

Keller narrowed her eyes. “Just how old are you?”

Snitch downed his ale. “I would suggest you all follow me, and we’ll see if we can’t infiltrate Crow.”

“Err…shouldn’t we wait for Seven?” Jez asked, draining half her ale.

“With the fearsome Tamereth, the streetwise Keller, my magic and…err…you, Jez, I think we’ll be fine to have a little poke around. If it looks too dubious, we can retreat and go get the army.”

“The army?” Keller asked.

“Those frightful orcs and the like—the mouse’s thugs. They’re expendable.” He shot up, drinking his ale. “This way,” he said, and marched toward the back of the tavern.

“Where the hell is he going?” Jez asked.

Keller followed. “Only one way to find out.”

[image: ]


The fresh air hit Keller as she followed Snitch out the back door. It exited into a small alley, bordered by a waist-high wall over which Snitch vaulted, marching across a narrow strip of wasteland. “Hurry, hurry,” he said. “Speed is of the essence.”

Keller followed, helping the girls over the wall.

“Now,” Snitch called back. “What you saw…” He stopped. “No, it was Seven and Sinta, but never mind. What they saw was my headquarters. It was a rather lavish, if spartan, room that was dead under central Quintasia. What we need for this expedition is a smuggler’s way. These were rife in old Phillion, and especially in the cities. You see, the Phillions practiced abstinence, and that, as we all know, is a one-way street to organized crime. I realized early on in my exile that Quintasia still had all the little tunnels under it, and AIs being AIs, hadn’t bothered to seal it up. After all, no threat is no threat forever in their book.”

“And where do the tunnels exit?” asked Jez, taking notes as she walked.

“Where else?” He pointed. “Where else but the river?”

Snitch jumped down onto a cobbled walkway coated in patches of grass and moss. He looked up, grinning. “No one, but no one, ever comes here.” He bowed, sweeping his cane around. “Ladies, I hand you the keys to Quintasia’s underworld. Not one protective charm in place because…”

“It wasn’t seen as a threat,” Jez said, staring at her notepad.

“Just that. Come on! Time waits for no man…or woman.”

“Hold a moment,” Jez said, scribbling a quick map. “Got it.” She jumped down, and Snitch bent over, ducking into a small, arched tunnel.

“Just a moment,” Keller said. “Are there rats in here?”

“There is just about every scavenger you can get. Some of Quintasia’s rubbish shoots spill into here, but they’re usually clogged. They use the incinerators now. Thankfully the sewer system is holding up, so that’s one thing.”

He produced a mana torch, lit it and forged into the tunnel. Once inside, it widened and became taller. It was a little over Snitch’s height—not enough that he could wear his top hat. But enough that he no longer had to duck.

“The ground is fairly compact. Periodically, you’ll see some abandoned handcarts. I think they wheeled the booze in and the bodies out. From what I can gather, the city wasn’t a pleasant place. There are even a few texts in the library that tell of a portion of Phillion’s population welcoming the elves. They saw them as some form of salvation from all the murder and mayhem.” He shrugged. “I dunno.”

“Prohibition never works,” Tamereth said. “We had loads of concealed compartments on the caravans to get around just that. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

“So, once we’ve got through this, you all have talents we could exploit…”

“Let’s focus,” Keller said, equipping her sword. “Not sure I trust this to be as empty as you say.”

“Nonsense,” said Snitch as a long groan sounded from the darkness ahead.
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The ghostly creature burst from the darkness. Bent halfway over, it used its hands and feet to propel itself along the tunnel. Skin hung from its drawn face, black pools for eyes, set deep in its head. It had its lips peeled back, teeth bared, yellow and jagged. It screamed, more mournful that ferocious, but it had the same effect. Keller froze.

“What the fuck is that? A troll zombie?”

“I believe it is a…” Jez said, then stowed her pad and pen and equipped her sword. “A fucking monster, that’s what.”

Keller double took. She couldn’t recall Jez ever swearing. “Troll zombie—” she made to say.

“Duck!” Tamereth screamed and launched her spear at it. The spear carved the air, thumping into the creature with a sickening thud. It stumbled as the weapon passed right through it, falling and rolling then springing up. Snitch braced, pushing his hands out and shouting an incantation. Power flowed from his hands, lacing the air with translucent mana strands that wove around the beast and stopped its forward momentum. “Well, hurry up and kill it then! I can’t hold it all day.”

Keller didn’t need asking twice. She dove forward, sword flashing. Tamereth caught her spear as it returned to her. She lunged, driving the spear into the creature’s emaciated gut as Keller hacked at its bony neck.

“Jez!” Keller called. “Make sure nothing’s sneaking up on us. This thing called for something.”

“Can you just focus on killing it please. I’m having trouble keeping this spell going,” Snitch cried.

Keller sighed, swapping her sword out for an axe. “Very well. I’ll use a proper weapon.”

She swung the weapon, bringing it down on the creature’s part-severed neck and loping its head off with one stroke. She looked at the axe lovingly. “That’s better.”

“If you like it so much, why’d you always equip a sword,” Tamereth asked.

“Because,” she replied. “I wouldn’t know what to do apart from hacking. Seems a bit one dimensional.”

“Because it is,” Snitch said, releasing the spell and gasping. “The axe is the weapon of choice for the brain-dead and thugs, or, if you’re lucky, a brain-dead thug.”

“Do you use it, then?” Tamereth asked, cleaning her spear.

“If you’re going to make jokes, at least make decent ones. I am far from brain-dead, and certainly not a thug.” Snitch let go of his torch, leaving it floating in midair. He pushed it farther down the tunnel, then followed at a cautious distance. “It’s not uncommon to find a monster or two down here, but I’ve never seen one like that before.” He stopped, his whole body stiffening.

Keller squinted, looking past the bright mana light and into the shadows. A glimmer of mushroom-colored skin blinked in and out of focus. She leveled her sword as Tamereth threw her spear. Jez drew alongside her, spear in hand and a helmet pushed down firmly on her head. “How many?” she asked.

“Unsure,” Snitch said. “This is weird. Real weird. There’s something going on. I know these tunnels, and this ain’t right. Those creatures ain’t right. Should we turn back?”

“Won’t they just follow us?” Keller asked.

“I guess. It could be…”

“Be what?” Jez asked.

“A Horror invasion. An attack, a goddam attack!”

A godawful squawk rang out as Tamereth’s spear appeared back in her hand. “Well, I either killed it or pissed it off.” She launched the spear again, but before it had left her hand, the sound of scampering creatures filled the dungeon.

“I’ll try and push them back!” Snitch screamed.

“Don’t sweat it,” Keller said. “I’m in the mood for a fight.” She lunged forward, sliding past Snitch and meeting the first creature head on with a mix of an ax stroke and a Martial kick. “Take that you fucker,” she growled, shoving the creature back and driving the ax back toward the flailing creature.

Tamereth grabbed her spear as it manifested back, joining Keller in the tunnel and cutting off any chance of the creatures getting past. Keller fell into a rhythm, the ghoulish monsters pretty one-dimensional in their attacks. Tamereth broke through, rounding on the final one and planting her spear in its back.

Jez raced through the gap. “You killed them all!”

Both girls stared at her, heaving for breath. “And?” Keller said.

She pouted. “Well, I’d summoned up the courage to attack and then I couldn’t get through. You were both in the way.”

“It’s called a formation, Jez,” Tamereth said. “If I’d have got injured and fallen back, you jump into my position until I recover.”

“So I played my part?”

“Yep. Perfectly.”

She straightened, thrusting her shoulders back. “Then that’s all right. I think we did a fine job.”

“Should we get on?” Snitch asked.

Keller gave him the side eye. “Best you find something useful to do if we come across more of those creatures. Being a non-combatant doesn’t work for me.”

“But Jez never did a thing,” he countered.

“Jez played her part perfectly. She was back up.” Tamereth squared up to him.

“You just made that up!”

“No,” Keller said. “We merely authenticated our battle plan to reinforce our positions and procedures.”

“What?”

“You heard,” she said with a grin. “Think of something useful to do. I get the feeling that we’re going to have to fight our way through these tunnels.”

“I told you…”

“You told us that you’d never seen monsters before. Now we’ve seen a few. Something’s up.” Keller turned away, picking her way through the corpses. “Move the light down.”

“I can translocate stuff,” Snitch said, his voice filled with desperation. “I could…I could…” He trailed off. “I’ll think.”

“Think hard,” Keller said. “Tammy, formations?”

“Me and Jez up front. You behind Snitch. Spears will give us reach if anything comes barreling down the tunnel. You just look after the magician’s ass.”

“Oh great,” Snitch said. “Now I just get to be a baby in the middle.”

“Until you work out a way to defend yourself, yes.” Tamereth pulled Jez into formation and marched forward.

“I could…” Snitch said. “I could…”
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“That way,” Snitch said.

“Are you sure?” Keller snapped.

“Look, I got a little disoriented during that last fight. Those bastards chasing us spun me around so many times I think…”

“You think?”

“I think I’m lost.”

Keller froze. “You’ve been fucking useless this whole damn trip. I doubt you’ve killed one of the ghouls, and now you’re telling me that the only thing you’ve been useful for, i.e. getting us to Eve and Crow, is beyond you?”

Snitch pointed his cane at her. “You missed it, didn’t you? I did kill one—just then. I killed it by translocating a stone right through its head. It just took me a little while to perfect my technique.”

The primeval noise coming from Tamereth drew all their attention. “Perfect your technique? We’ve fought fifty of these fucking creatures and you were perfecting your technique? Well, perfect this.” She lunged for him, but Snitch translocated out of the way.

“This isn’t getting us anywhere!” Jez screamed. “Keller, leave Snitch alone. Not everyone is suited to fighting.”

“Thank you,” said Snitch, and Jez turned on him.

“You. You said you knew these tunnels like the back of your hand, yet now you’re lost. What is it? By my reckoning,” —she looked at her pad— “we veered off course five turns ago. If we were headed directly to Crow, then we need to throw a left and the next junction. That should get us back on track.”

Tamereth snorted. “I think that is why Seven chose you as leader in Dungeon Five.” She rubbed her chin. “You should be—leader, that is, and I should be the tactician. That’s how we should work it.”

“Or,” Snitch said. “Seven as leader, Jez as the steward, if you will, and Tamereth as the battle master. I will be the facilitator, because I facilitate. It’s what I do.”

“Fine,” Keller snapped. “Well, I’ll just be a pain in the ass. Can we get on and rescue Eve? You know, in case she’s getting gutted?”

“After this, grabbing her off those freaks will be a walk in the park. Lead the way, Jez.”

“Is that it?” Keller said. “You relinquish responsibility that easily?”

“You know me, Keller. I’m all about keeping everyone happy. I’m a people person at heart, a people person.”

Keller side-eyed him, desperate to show him how she people-personed, but thinking it might wait for another time.

I’d never get tired of punching his smug face!

But she had to admit he had a loveable rogue-type quality. Although then wasn’t the time to be revelling in it. Jez led the way, Snitch’s mana-light just in front of them, and they delved deeper under the campus.

Until…

“What the actual fuck?”


Chapter Twenty-Three




Seven glanced around as Sanya Soleil burst through the door.

“Fuck!” he cried, jumping off the bed. “You could have…”

She looked him up and down, then shook her head. “No time. You gotta come quick.” She turned, ready to dart back outside, then paused. “Get dressed first.”

“What?” he asked.

“Horrors. Hundreds of them. They’re pouring out of the sewers. It’s all hands on deck.”

“Horrors? What fucking Horrors?”

“Their calling these the ghast. Look, just get dressed, you hear? Bring your staff, Sinta. We’re gonna need everything we’ve got to survive this. It’s the one we all feared. A fucking army of the bastards.”

Seven pulled his gear on. “Get Keller and the others.”

Soleil blanched. “There’s no one in the bar. They must all be out.”

“Jez and Snitch⁠—”

“No one, Seven,” she said. “I’ll go make sure there’s no ghast in here. Tripped over a dead orc on the way into the compound.”

Seven pulled his boots on, hopping across the room to his coat. “Sinta, you stay here.”

“No way. You’re not leaving me behind like some great protector. It doesn’t work like that.”

“But it is sweet,” Sanya said and smiled. “I can smell the sex.” She ran out sniggering.

“Okay, but you stay behind me. Not because you’re weak or fragile or anything like that. Just because my Health and Restoration are awesome.”

She pecked him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

“What for?” he called over his shoulder as he raced after Sanya.

“For showing that you care.”

He shrugged his jacket on, inhaling hard.

“Stinks of sex,” he muttered and followed.

He caught up with Sanya by the gate, an unfamiliar sound permeating the air. At first, he couldn’t put his finger on it. But then it came to him. It was an undercurrent of shouting laced with the curdling screams of the dying.

“Fuck’s sake!” he cried. “Has the world gone mad?”

“We’ve dreaded this for as long as I can remember,” Sanya repeated. “But the signs were there! I told them it was coming!”

Seven stopped by the dead orc. He couldn’t remember his name, nor could he be sure it was the same orc who’d blocked the road. There was no chance of knowing because he had no face left. “They bit his face off? What are these things?”

“They are here to slaughter. It’s all they ever do. We aren’t sure when or why they come. We naturally think it’s the elves trying to weaken us, but we have no proof. And why would they need to? They can rip a hole in the sky, burst out from a doorway. We usually only lose a few because someone’s close who can seal the portal. But this time they’re coming from the underground, and until we find that portal, they’ll just keep coming.”

They rounded a corner, headed for the bridge leading out of the slum quarter, but screams erupted from the tavern.

“Shit!” Seven cried. “We’ve got to help them!”

“We need to join Tortalongue and the others and find the portal.”

“I’m not fucking leaving them to die. No way. Go on without me and I’ll catch up!”

Sanya spun around, suddenly holding a pair of hand axes. “Then let’s make it fast.”

Seven booted the door in. The horrific scene unfolded instantly. Bodies lay strewn everywhere. Some had their guts ripped apart. Others were missing limbs. Heads lay crushed. Through the carnage he spied the creature pulling a struggling man over a bar. It grunted and snuffled, blood dripping down its tan skin. Its enormous tongue darted out, wrapping around his neck. He screamed, thrashing, then his eyes locked on Seven.

“Help! Fucking help me, will ya!”

Silence followed as the creature froze and Sanya, Seven and Sinta hesitated.

“Help!” the man yelled.

The creature reached up, talons springing from its hands, and readied a death blow. A spear of bright green magic shot from Sinta’s staff. The ghast’s hand exploded, and Seven equipped Califire. He shot forward, the hexblade ready, for once in his favored mace form. The ghast tossed the man over the bar, its tongue snapping back.

Seven brought the mace down, but the ghast moved with lightning speed, ducking down and barreling through his legs. He cartwheeled through the air, smashing into the bar. Momentarily stunned, he accepted the ghast’s inevitable attack.

The creature slammed into him, its jaws tearing at his gut, chest and face. He shoved hard, but had no leverage.

“Get the fuck off me!” he cried, desperately searching for a spell that would instantly maim it, but the maelstrom of the attack ripped his reasoning from him. He couldn’t think.

Then the ghast jerked and shuddered, verdant mana dancing over it. The spell lit it up, racing along the ghast’s arms and jaws, attacking Seven as well. His whole body erupted with incredible pain. Foam slathered from his mouth as his eyes widened. His Magical Resistance quickly tempered it, and he scrambled away from the ghast.

“Fuck,” he barely breathed as his Restoration began healing him.

Ghostly magic surrounded the ghast. Green flames leaping from its rapidly charring body. Sinta stood over Seven. “Sorry about that.”

“Sorry!” Seven yelled. “You nearly fucking fried me.” He inhaled sharply, calming. “But thank God you did. I froze. I fucking froze. The thing went berserk.”

“It’s a horror,” Sanya said. “It’s what they do. Well, some of them. We think they have classes, or rather, remnants of them. Most horrors just manifest as monsters, but some have all the hallmarks of classes. Except, they kind of forget they have them. Your one, definitely a berserker. But see how it didn’t sink into its red mist until you attacked it? That’s what you have to watch. We don’t know what triggers the change.” She pulled him up, then headed for the door. “They’re bastards. If that situation comes again Sinta, just blast. Seven would have been dead anyway—well, a normal person would have been. He’s a freak.”

“Lovely,” Seven said, retrieving Califire.

“I think I’ll share some of the blame for that one,” the hexblade said. “Should have chosen a spear, or better, a trident. Range, wound, close up. That’s the order, Partner, just so you know.”

Sanya fell into a quick jog, crossing the bridge and entering the park. The majority of screams came from the merchant and artisan quarters, but shrill cries rang out from the park.

“Wait!” Seven said, catching Sanya and pulling her back. “You said they’re spilling from the underground, yes?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, Snitch lived under there. He had an exit⁠—”

“In the maze!” Sinta cried.

“Yeah. I gotta remember where!”

Sinta tugged on his sleeve. “I know. I can picture it. I can find it, Seven.”

“But the others,” Sanya said.

“You think they’d have waited for us? We need to close the portal. You said that. With your fighting skills, my hexblade and Sinta’s magic, we’ve got as good a chance as any.”

Sanya hesitated.

“Snitch’s way will be faster. It goes straight to the catacombs. I’ll bet that’s where they’re coming from,” Sinta said.

“Shit!” Sanya said. “Okay. Shit! Two freshers and me against a fuck-ton of ghasts. What could possibly go wrong?” She slapped her thigh. “Been a while since I had a good fight. You two hogged the last.” Her ensuing smile made Seven’s knees go weak. “Lead the way.”

Sinta set off toward the maze. Seven lingered, waiting for Sanya.

“After you, lover boy,” she said with a wink, causing Seven to blush furiously.

As they closed on the maze, Seven pushed his perception out and hissed at Sinta to stop. She looked back, questioning him by quirking her eyebrows. He pointed to his eyes, pushing out his fingers to indicate he sensed something. Sneaking past her, he crouched by the entrance. There was something there, but at the same time, it wasn’t there.

Sanya slid against the opposite hedge, shrugging. He sank deeper into his Perception, letting it and his Instinct push into the maze. Then he sensed it. A flicker of life creeping toward the entrance. It was there, but somehow it was cloaked, just like he’d extinguished his core with the snuffer. He pointed into the maze, then holding his fingers up. Sinta stood a few yards back from the entrance, a spell brewing on her staff’s tip.

He counted down to ten, lowering one finger at a time. When the last dropped, Sinta unleashed her spell, her magic crackling over the suddenly illuminated form of a huge ghast.

Seven stabbed out with the hexblade, the three prongs of its trident form immediately piercing the ghast’s midriff and plunging deep inside it. He struggled to hold the writhing beast as Sanya set about it with her hand axes.

She was majestic, slicing, sliding away, jumping back, cutting, cleaving and all while avoiding its thrashing talons. Seven gritted his teeth, holding the beast in position. It grabbed hold of the trident, ripping it free. A spout of vile gray blood splattered over the grass, hissing and steaming. It turned on Sanya, ignoring her axes and punching her. She flew backwards, landing on her ass and snapping onto her back.

“Fuck!” Seven grunted, backing away. “Ideas, Partner?”

Sinta sent another magical blast at the creature, but it appeared to have less of an effect, like it had deployed a skill or something, and it just crackled over the ghast’s skin before falling to the ground.

“Just one,” Califire answered. “You could run.” It cackled mercilessly, and Seven’s anger rose.

He attempted to drain its mana, and when that didn’t work, he invoked his warlock spell. “Axe, the big mother fucker.”

Bloodbound Strike: Bloodbound Strike is a melee attack infused with dark magic that draws the lifeblood from the target, strengthening the hexblade and healing the warlock with each successful blow. The more damage inflicted, the more empowered the hexblade becomes as the enemy’s blood sates the hexblade’s thirst and fills its runes with power.

“Good choice,” Califire said. “I approve.”

Seven squared up to the beast as it sloughed away the last traces of Sinta’s magic, and he struck, a huge arcing blow easily evaded by the recovering monster. It sprung forward, bringing its arm back ready to roundhouse Seven.

“Just hold!” Califire screamed, morphing from an ax to a sword-machete mash.

Seven immediately understood, dropping to one knee as the creature attacked. He held up the oddly fat sword, sharp edge on and braced. The creature drove its talons toward Seven who waited, hoping beyond all hope that the plan would work.

Blade and arm met, the force of the ghast’s blow driving its arm clean through Califire, the lower half flying over his shoulder and away. The creature screamed in pain as a mix of elation and power coursed through Seven. It was like he could feel the hexblade getting more powerful. Then, as he reset, his jaw exploded in pain and he lurched backward.

“A fucking sucker punch!” he cried, more annoyed with himself than the ghast. “You bastard.” His rage increased another notch, and he shook off the punch, racing back into battle, Califire flying in.

With every landed hit, he felt incrementally better, and his thirst for more blood, for more power, surged. Energy coursed through him, the effects of the creature’s punch vanishing. The ghast’s blooded stump skinned over, and horror filled him as he realized its arm was growing back.

“Fucker’s got some kind of rejuvenation!” Sanya screamed.

Sinta’s war cry bellowed over Sanya’s proclamation. The huntress raced in, staff cocked like a huge bat. Seven ducked as she blindsided the creature, magic exploding out from the hit. The ghast staggered, and he struck, knowing he had to whittle its health down as rapidly as possible.

His health smashed its maximum ceiling as each time he struck the creature, he regained Health. He could almost feel Califire stretching as new power leached into him. With each slice, with each spray of blood, the hexblade’s thirst for power grew. Fire hatched in his heart. No! It hatched in his core! The fury, was that the right word? It did describe the compulsion, but somehow missed the true feeling. Fury? No, it was the ambition, the furious ambition of his core to strengthen drove his slaughter.

“Seven!” Sanya said as she pulled him back. “It’s dead. More than dead. It’s…chunked. That’s what it is. It’s chunked.”

Seven stepped back, trailing the black hexblade in the muddied, blood-soaked grass. He wanted to feel the after-burn of exertion. He needed the mellow. But he was gripped with thirst, an incredible thirst to feed his new core. He sent his Perception out again, desperate for another foe. Any blow he’d taken, any rake of of the creature’s talons, had already healed.

“Calm!” Sanya said, slapping him.

He glared at her, Califire’s laughter echoing in his mind.

“You like it, Partner. You like the power. Think! Think how much we can progress. Think how powerful you can become!”

Seven tightened his grip on the hexblade as it lost its black and crimson hue. He wanted time to understand what was happening to him. He needed to get some measure of control. But he desired more power, and the ghast invasion offered him the opportunity to grow, to feed his ravenous core.

“Let’s finish this,” he spat. “Sinta, find the entrance.”

She sent him a lingering look. Sanya shook her head. “He’s right. We’ll have to come back to this. But make no mistake, Seven, we will come back to it.”

He glared at her, but whether it was his inbuilt deference to people in power, or if it was her stunningly good looks, he relented. “We need to end this.”

Sinta raced into the maze, dithering for a moment before tracing her hand along one bush wall. She walked for one hundred paces, turning, turning, then switching hands. Blood splattered the center, a student’s corpse ripped limb from limb, partly eaten and then discarded. Sanya bent and inspected in.

“This is bad. So fucking bad. Just a kid. Look! The creature ate his heart. It was after his soul. I’ve witnessed loads of horror attacks, but nothing on this scale.”

Seven stared down the hole, its grate discarded.

“There’s another one,” Sinta said, “a girl.”

“Probably lovers out for a bit of privacy.” Sanya shifted. “Yeah, lovers. Bet this wasn’t the end they were hoping for.”

Seven pushed a combination of Instinct and Perception into the shaft. Cold terror came up it, a force so malevolent that he struggled to comprehend how hostile it was. But the force had no focal point. It was drifting from the shaft, like the underground couldn’t contain it.

Then another sense pushed through. At first he couldn’t place it. Something. It was something familiar—something he loved. No, it was somethings…

“Keller!” he cried. “Keller, Tamereth and Jez!”

“What?” Sinta asked, tugging urgently on his sleeve.

He faced her, blood draining from his face. “They’re down there. I don’t know why. I don’t know how. But they’re down there, and they’re in deep shit.”


Chapter Twenty-Four




“Not me?” Geraint said, appearing from the shadows.

Eve stared in horror at him. He’d grown again, not just in stature, but in power. His runes glowed, spreading a crimson sheen on his muscular arms. He wore pants and boots, a silver-colored sword hanging from a leather belt. Folding his arms, he cocked his head, awaiting his reply.

Crow lifted the blade, wiping Eve’s blood and watching it drip from his talon. He brushed the knife’s tip over her pubic hair, along her stomach, parking it just under her breast. “One press and it’s done. The steel will slide straight into her beating heart. It will lose pressure instantly as the blood spurts out. We could all feed on that, Geraint. We could all absorb its power.”

Eve whimpered, her bravado completely shot. Thera and Gallion closed, the latter licking her lips, eyes aglow with anticipation. “Well, Geraint. You brought her to us. You decide. She can’t stand at your side. Not now. Not when she’s revealed her true intent.”

Gallion ran her finger along Eve’s wound, licking the blood from its tip. “Such a shame. I was looking forward to savoring her. That potion would have turned her into something special.”

“The potion?” Eve said. “The potion was meant for him!” She tried to pull her words back inside her, but it was too late.

“You were going to drug me?” Geraint said. He scoffed. “I suppose it makes sense.” He moved in between Thera and Gallion. “But why would I want you when I can have these two.”

Those words proved to much for Eve. She struggled against the magical restraints. “You fucking bastard! You fucking pig! I wasn’t going to seduce you. I just wanted to find out what you were up to. I can see. You’ve lowered yourself further than I ever thought.”

“Quiet!” Crow said, then he froze, his head twitching. “What is this? Something…” he said, spreading his wings and holding the knife up. “What is it? Have your friends come to rescue you?” He laughed. “They will have no power within these walls. This is my lair. This is my kingdom!”

Thera’s eyes widened. Gallion paled.

“I don’t think they’re Eve’s friends,” Geraint said, drawing his sword.

“What?” Eve said, but she couldn’t turn her head enough to see. “What? What the fuck’s going on?”

Crow whipped around. “Horrors!” he cried.

“What?” Eve said again, a little more panicked than before.

“Stay there,” Geraint said, dashing around the altar.

“I’m fucking strapped naked to a sacrificial altar you fucking numbskull. Where do you think I’m going?”

“Not the time for your theatrics, Eve,” Gallion said, a bow appearing in her hand, a nocked arrow following quickly after.

“Not the time! I think it’s exactly the time!”

“Shut it, Eve,” Thera barked, equipping a spear and vanishing out of sight.

A terrible screech sounded, squawking, like a bird fighting prey. Geraint roared, the dull sound of metal hitting bone resounding.

“Can someone tell me what’s going on?” Eve cried. “Or better still, release me!”

A shrill cry, followed by a howl of pain preceded a dark-skinned hand flying over her, blood spraying over her bare stomach. Grunts, groans, Thera’s guttural cries, reduced Eve to a whimpering mess. She bucked against the magical ties, fear gripping her like never before. Warmth spread between her legs, urine pooling.

“I’m going to die! I’m really going to die!” she whimpered.

Then a voice climbed over the chaos as Geraint ordered Crow to release her.

“No!” Crow cried, the cavern flashing red as he weaved spell after spell. “The girl stays. We’ll all need to feed after this.”

Then Thera’s screams ceased, and their absence sent Eve to the very edge of her sanity. Tears streamed from her eyes, but deep down, somewhere intangible, her resistance came. It grew from a tiny speck, fighting her terror. She desperately tried to nurture it, to coddle it into something tangible, something she could work with.

Wasn’t it how magic hatched? Didn’t magic birth from moments like these? She thought furiously, to when Seven had defeated the witch-bitch. He’d suddenly grown. He’d suddenly developed magic.

Then a blur flew over her. She barely registered it, just is dirty color, like a white-skinned man who’d been rolling in mud. Or, like a mushroom, all dry and speckled with brown. Then Gallion vanished, bowled over by the apparition, and Eve understood in that moment that it wasn’t a ghost. It was a beast, a monster—a fucking ghoul. It’s back rippled with muscle. Its bald head pulsed, and it tore Gallion limb from limb.

“No!” Eve screamed as Crow’s red magic stopped flashing. “No!” she cried as Gallion’s leg flew over her.

The ghoul ripped Gallion’s throat out, blood spurting everywhere. Eve closed her eyes, tears streaming from them. Her lips quivered. Her whole body shook. Then something heavy landed on her gut, wet warmth flooding out of it. She dared, dared for just one moment, to open her eyes, and she blinked them shut instantly.

Crow’s beady eyes stared at her, his severed head resting on her heaving gut. His long beak was slightly open, his tongue lolling to one side. She bucked, finding that she could move, but she couldn’t dislodge it. So she grabbed it, tossing it away as the ghoul ripping Gallion apart stopped and turned to face her.

It was a creature from her worst nightmare. Black eyes blazed from sunken sockets puncturing parchment skin. Its evil grin revealed blood-soaked talons, and two holes sat where its nose should be. Eve launched Crow’s head at the beast, but it just batted it aside. Then, to her ever-increasing horror, its long tongue flicked out, licking Crow’s blood from her stomach.

Eve suddenly realized she wasn’t constrained by Crow’s magic. It made sense. He was dead, and so his spells would die with him. The creature closed on her. She scrambled back. Its grin grew, so she scrambled back some more and came to the altar’s end.

Geraint’s scream filled the cavern, but it wasn’t a scream of subjugation, rather one of increasing confidence. As Eve tumbled off the altar, she caught sight of the half-naked man decapitating a ghoul while flicking a stream of red mana from his off hand. The magic surrounded the creature, but didn’t appear to hurt it. Geraint growled in frustration, equipping a second, shorter sword in his off hand, then kicking and spinning, he launched a furious assault on the ghoul.

Eve crashed to the stone floor, her head cracking against it. Stunned, she stared up as Gallion’s killer rounded the altar, its claws extended and tongue tasting the air.

“No, no, no, no no!” she said, scrambling back.

Huge pressure built in her mind, like her head was about to split open. She grinned, even though still fuzzy from the fall.

I have magic! Fuck yes, I have magic!

It had to be. The pressure couldn’t be anything else! So she raised her hands, thrusting them both out and shouting, “Abracadabra!”

When fuck all happened, Eve decided she might well have chosen the wrong word, but she was out of time. The creature loomed over her, getting closer and closer.

“Die you fucker!” she cried, scrambling back, wishing she’d listened to Seven or Sinta as they’d cast their spells.

Then she felt it. A spear. It must have been Thera’s weapon. She grabbed it, but the shaft was slick with blood. It slipped from her hand as she desperately tried to get away from the beast and tangled in her feet. She rolled, freeing it, then rolled again, bringing it up, coming onto her knees and holding it out, daring the ghoul to come closer.

The ghast grinned, the grin so depraved it nearly crashed Eve’s sanity. It moved closer.

“Stay back! Stay back or I’ll jam this right into your gut you motherfucker!” Eve rose to her feet, stepping backward as the beast continued to advance. She tripped, falling, holding the spear out and jabbing it against the thing’s gut.

“For fuck’s sake!” she cried as two more of the beasts attacked Geraint.

Cold rock caressed her back. She could retreat no further. She planted the spear again the wall, jabbing it forward. But the creature just kept advancing. Its gut pressed on the spear’s tip, its skin bending inward. Eve jerked it forward, piercing its flesh, but the ghast kept moving forward, closing on Eve as it slid up the spear. It reached for her, cupping her head, its long tongue extending toward her.

“No!” she whimpered. “No!”

More red flashed, lighting up the glistening, black rock.

“Geraint!”

The creature bent its head closer, its talons squeezing her head, compressing her skull. Pain filled her, pressure built, but she knew her earlier thought of magic had been false. She had none—it would never come. She also knew that she would die.

Then a sword blade appeared between them, and Geraint’s voice sounded. “Not today,” he said, drawing the sword along the ghoul’s neck and then forcing the blade through. “You’re not going to die today.”

The ghoul’s head fell back, as if on a hinge, pale brown blood fountaining up.

Eve froze. She’d accepted death but it hadn’t come. Foul blood sprayed over her as her gaze fell on Geraint. “Wha…what the fuck were those things?” Eve said as her adrenaline crashed and she began shaking all over. She slid down the wall, bringing her knees up to her chin and sobbing. “I thought I was done for.”

“I wouldn’t have let them kill you,” Geraint said, his tone emotionless.

“But what you said?”

“I know what I said, Eve. I was buying time. Why? Why did you come here?”

“To…” She exhaled. “To spy on you, so I could get into Seven’s little clique. There, kill me.”

“Kill you?” He laughed, sheathing his sword. “Let’s get you some clothes.”

Eve became aware of her nakedness. Shivers ran through her as she tried to contain her tears.

“I’d say Thera was more your size, but Gallion was more your style. Unfortunately, Gallion’s been ripped to pieces, so that’s out. I think we can salvage Thera’s pants.”

“No. I’ll stay like this. I don’t want anything that bitch had.”

Geraint lofted an eyebrow. “And you don’t want be wandering around these tunnels naked. In case you haven’t noticed, they are full of monsters.” He pulled Thera’s corpse toward him, but half her leg came away. “Shorts?” he suggested.

She sniffled, finally rising. “Fuckers took my ring. Crow’s cloak. That’ll do.” She shuffled over to the cavern’s edge and retrieved her boots. “Thanks,” she muttered as she pulled them on.

“No, thank you,” Geraint said. “That’s the nicest ass I’ve seen in a long, long while.”

Eve looked over her shoulder. Geraint stood behind her, holding out Crow’s cloak. She grabbed it, pulling it down, cringing at its dampness, knowing it was Crow’s blood. “Why are you being so kind to me?”

He scoffed. “Why? I like you, Eve. I was just never good enough for you. I accept that now. Doesn’t mean I want bad things to happen to you.” He swept his hand around. “This? I needed power. They gave me power. They drove me mad with lust. Broke me, Eve, they broke me. But no matter how much you shatter a person’s will, their soul is always there. Mine grew with my power.” He walked away from the altar, headed away from the exit.

“Where are you going?”

“There are more, Eve. Many more. I’m going to kill them. With every kill I become more powerful.” His runes flared. “It’s the game the elves play. They just stopped us from knowing. We don’t level. We grow with each kill. Why do you think the trainers, the dungeons? All to force us to fight and win. The numbers, they just measure. They make killing machines, Eve, and if you’re good enough, you survive. If you’re not, you…”

“Die,” Eve said.

“Die,” he said.

Eve dithered, her choices too hard. He was going deeper underground where more monsters surely lurked. The other way, back to the door, felt wrong, like her Instinct told her it would be trouble. But no matter what he said, Geraint was the enemy. He’d said he preferred the two Crow bitches, then the next moment he’d said he liked her. It couldn’t be both, and she didn’t trust his lame-ass excuse of going along to free her. She’d been naked and bleeding on a sacrificial altar, for fuck’s sake.

She thrust her hands in the cloak’s pockets, feeling something small, something round. Withdrawing it, she held the ring up. “My ring,” she said, slipping it on, desperate to pull some fresh clothes out. Geraint grabbed her arm, the look on his face drawing her back from her muse.

“You said some stupid word.” He paused. “Abra-something.”

“Abracadabra,” she said, hesitating, nearly headed away.

“Yeah, that. Was that a spell?”

She hesitated, not wishing to give her weakness away. But something about his posture, something about his eyes, drew trust from her.

“I felt pressure in my head.”

“You smashed it on the rock.” He flashed her a white smile.

“Yeah, but I had one hope, and that was magic. I tried a spell.”

“No, Eve, you said a word. Magic is different. It comes from here.” He thumped his heart. “It comes from rage.”

She lingered some more, then took a step back toward the altar. “From rage?”

“I think so.”

“So?” she said, pointing at his runes.

“A glorified staff. At least, that’s what I think. I think they just magnify what I already have. It’s faster. It’s more powerful. But unlike Crow, I think the power comes from here.” He thumped his heart again.

“Why?”

“Because rage. The rage of elves. The rage of Geraint. It’s a catalyst, Eve, and I’ve always had more rage in me than I can contain.”

“Why?” she asked.

“That’s my business.”

“Please! You’ve seen me naked, whimpering. Hell, I even pissed myself, so we’re even there.”

“You had to bring that up.”

“Tell me! Tell me! I want to trust you, Geraint. You just saved my life.”

He paused, stamping and growling. “Fuck’s sake! Look, it’s a story I might tell a lover.”

“Did you tell Star?”

He shook his head, facing her, his expression a melange of fury, shame and hurt. “I never loved Star, so I would never tell her.” He turned and walked from the cavern, drawing his sword once more. “But I might tell you.”
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Keller controlled her breath, worried that any sound might give their position away. She needed some form of telepathy. Instead, Snitch who lay beside her, chose to break their silence.

“I believe it’s time to retreat.”

While she thought Snitch a coward who shirked battle to preserve himself, she did agree with him this time. They faced a cavern, but certainly not a natural one. It reminded Keller of an evil lair—a honeycomb dome that must have, at one time, been an underground storage area. Domed walls reached a flat, circular disc that she thought might retract to allow something in—grain, water, some such commodity. The passage they’d fought their way up opened onto the silo, but close to that entrance a set of upward steps had led to a small room with a viewing window.

“Perhaps some missile silo,” she muttered, switching from her earlier thoughts of storage. As the thought grabbed hold of her, a picture formed in her mind. The missile sitting on the cavern’s central grate, the tunnels taking the rocket’s exhaust, and the circular top retracting to expose the launch tube. “Definitely a missile silo.” She chastised herself for thinking it grain storage, berating the fact that she’d begun to think like a medieval peasant. “I could have google-imaged it and found out in seconds.”

She snapped from her muse as Tamereth punched her. “Will you shut up?” she hissed.

“Sorry, miles away.” She returned to the slight issue in hand.

What she presumed to be the circular grate that either supported the missile, or whatever, crackled and hissed with green magic. Every few minutes the magic plumed into a cylindrical shape, gradually resolving and losing its color as a ghast appeared. The ghast would then stand on the grate while the magic simmered down, and then it would step away, finding its feet a little like a newborn deer, before marching toward one of the exhaust ducts.

“If it wasn’t—” Snitch made to say before Keller whacked him.

She knew how the sentence finished, and in fairness, if it wasn’t for the two huge ghasts either side of the portal, then it would be fairly straight forward to kill the emerging creatures before the fully gained their feet.

“They’re so big,” Jez whispered, scribbling furiously.

While difficult to gauge exactly how big they were from their lofty position, they were twice the size of the emerging ghasts who in turn towered over Snitch. So, it was fair to assume they were twenty odd feet tall. Their weapons also complicated the situation. Each of the creatures held a golden spear. At least, that was the closest comparison.

The weapon’s shaft must have been three inches in diameter, and the length matched the sentinel’s height. The pointed tip was a work of art. Each had four silver barbs tapering to a point glistening in the mana-light. They were beautiful, and certainly priceless. Plus, it was clear that one strike would gut someone of Keller’s size.

“We have to do something!” Tamereth crouched by Keller, her spear in hand. “Perhaps I throw this and we take one out?”

Which, if it wasn’t for the Ghast sentry’s armor might have been an option. But the gold and silver armor, the breastplates and helms, the bracers and grieves, clearly offered them a measure of protection.

“They have no one patrolling. Whatever those creatures are, they’re pretty confident they don’t need help protecting that portal.” Jez slid her notepad away.

“I vote we go back and inform Tortalonge where the portal is. We’ve done more than a fresher would be expected to.” Snitch shifted back, allowing Tamereth to slid in by Keller.

Before Tamereth could say anything, all hell broke loose.

Shafts of magic erupted from a tunnel, striking one of the huge ghast. Then Tortalonge rushed out, making it ten yards into the silo before planting her shield on the ground. Golden magic burst from it, forming a large barrier. Four more teachers raced from the tunnel, magic rushing from Siril Rejonder’s outstretched hands.

“That’s Briggs,” Snitch said, as a tall, mean-looking teacher rushed out, stopping briefly and throwing a ball at the portal. All five teachers dropped to the floor, holding their ears and bracing.

Keller was a fraction too slow, the explosion deafening, its effect less than impressive. Both giant ghasts moved toward the huddled teachers.

“They look so small,” Jez said, banging her ears.

“We gotta help them. That magic did nothing.” Keller rose, but Snitch pulled her down.

“You really think we can do something when they can’t?”

“You fucking coward.” Keller shoved him off. “Sure, you could levitate one of them. Pick up a rock and throw it at them. Whatever, dude, but you’ve got to do something. We’ve got to do something.”

Tamereth threw her spear. The weapon streaked across the silo, smashing into the ghast and bouncing off harmlessly before reappearing in Tamereth’s hand.

“That went well,” Snitch said.

Keller hesitated momentarily. “Fuck it,” she said, before bolting to the steps.

As she entered the silo, Briggs threw another grenade. She threw herself to the ground, dropping her sword and covering her ears. Rejoinder sent a burst of magic straight at the creature, the explosion and his spell going off instantaneously. Smoke filled the silo, Tortalonge’s magical shield vanishing as another explosion sent shockwaves thrumming through her.

“What are you doing here?” Rejonder slid close, crouching by her. “You’ll die! Those creatures are too strong for you.”

Keller fumbled for her sword. “You’re going to need all the help you can get,” she growled. “So far, you’ve done shit.”

Rejonder hesitated as the smoke cleared. “We have to wear them down. It takes time. Stick to the tunnels and take any of the smaller ghasts. They’ll come back. They’ll protect the portal at all costs.”

“Got it,” she said. “What are you going to do?”

“Wear it down.”

Keller retreated, calling Tamereth and Jez with her. Snitch pulled them back into the tunnel.

“Get told off, did you?”

She glared at him. “Not so much. We’re defending the tunnels while they wear down the giants.”

“All of them?” Snitch said.

“All of them.”

She crouched. “Tammy, any ideas?”

“One. The three of us can take out a ghast, yes?”

“There’s four of us,” Snitch pointed out.

“True,” Tamereth said slowly. “But you don’t fight, so that makes three of us. So, all we lack is the ability to get where we need to be to defend the cavern. If we had a way of dropping in as the ghast enter, kill them and get out, we could do it, yes?”

Jez frowned. “If we had a way of avoiding Tortalonge, the magic, the huge ghast and Briggs’ bombs, then in theory fight and flee is a great option.”

Tamereth’s gaze settled on Snitch. “Just how good are you at translocation?”

“I believe you mean telekinesis, and Master would be the word you’re searching for.”

“Then I’ve found a job for you that keeps you out of harm’s way.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




Seven raced through the tunnels, forcing his Instinct further and further into the underground network. Whether it was his strong connection to Tamereth and Keller he wasn’t sure, but he sensed their peril, the ominous feeling collecting in his gut spiking, like they were fighting, winning, then fighting again. As they ventured deeper and deeper, so that feeling of dread grew, like the battle had reached crescendo, and it was do or die.

“They’re in the shit!” he cried, but Sanya skidded to a halt, just when he wanted to get a move on.

She held her hands over her ears, focusing, clearly getting some kind of communication. She nodded, then stared through him, her shoulders sagging and tears of frustration meandering down her dust-coated cheeks.

“It’s Briggs,” she said. “Dead. They’ve found the portal, but…”

“But what?” Sinta asked.

“It’s guarded by giant ghasts. They can’t beat them. It’s over, Seven. If Tortalonge can’t⁠—”

“No. It’s not over,” he said. “I couldn’t kill a level three hundred wizard, but I did. This is why Penick brought me here. We win or we die trying.” He brushed past her, but she grabbed his sleeve. “Keller, Tamereth and Jez are there. They think Snitch too.”

“Then we have no choice.”

“Let me lead. They’re in one of the old Silos. We passed through one—a Deep. They’re in what we call a Pocket.”

“A pocket?” he grunted. It meant nothing to him.

“Yeah. This way.”

Sanya raced back the way they came, but quickly branched off, taking a tunnel that ran roughly the same direction. Seven’s Instinct flashed with warnings, growls and scrapes coming from behind and in front of them. Sanya dispatched a ghast barely breaking her stride. There was new urgency about her. Her movements blurred as she moved faster and faster, like she’d deployed some skill or the other.

They burst out into a huge cavern, its wall domed, top flattened. Brigg’s body lay bent and broken in the cavern’s middle. Tortalonge held a glowing shield which Rejonder crouched behind. A female teacher he didn’t know wielded a huge sword, almost comical in size. She moved in straight lines, so fast her feet blurred, attacking two huge ghasts, both barely scratched.

More ghasts poured in from the radiating tunnels, but Keller, Tamereth and Jez intercepted them, seemingly falling down from the dome’s top, killing then rising up. Sanya grabbed him, steering him toward Tortalonge and crouching behind the shield.

Barely acknowledging their arrival, Tortalonge issued her orders.

“Sanya, help Emily out. She kites one, you attack the other, then switch, understand? Sinta, you’re with Siril. Do as he says, but I suggest attacking as Emily and Sanya switch. They have huge resistance, but we are wearing them down.”

“Me?” Seven asked.

“You’re with me,” a voice said from beside him.

“Drake?” Seven said.

“With me,” he said. “I’ll get you behind them, then you use your fancy friend to kill them, understand?”

“You’ll get me behind them?”

Drake’s grin bore all the hallmarks of a killer who finally had his prey exactly where he wanted it. “Oh yes.”

“Go easy on him,” Tortalonge said as the librarian grabbed Seven’s arm.

A long luminous tunnel appeared, but it was like no tunnel Seven had ever traveled through. Multicolored rings stretched and contracted, pulling him in, yanking him along and straight toward a dark rectangle. He smashed into it, resolving across the cavern with Drake by his side. But the librarian was different. He had shining black wisps floating around him, and his expression was nothing short of sinister.

“They can’t see me, but if they turn, they’ll see you alright. I’d suggest a fast, brutal strike and then retreat. I’ll grab you, and we do it again, only next time, without this little chat. They seem semi-immune to piercing attacks, but blunt force is whittling away their Health and letting some of Siril’s magic through.” Drake held his staff in both hands, readying it for a swing.

“Wait! What was that?”

“No time to explain. Just try and keep yourself together.”

Califire morphed into a giant warhammer as Drake slid toward one of the ghast guards.

“Best get on with it. He’ll be back here the second he strikes.”

Seven raced toward the second creature, priming the hexblade and delivering a mighty strike. He retreated back, his feet sliding like Drake’s.

“What the fuck?”

“I hijacked his skill. You should open it sometime, but until you do, you’re relying on me.”

“Hijacked?”

“Best talk about it later.”

Seven appeared back at the spot at the same time Drake did. The librarian gave him an odd look.

“Pick things up fast, don’t you?”

“Go again?”

“Wait. We were faster than I thought.”

Rejonder and Sinta’s magic crackled over them as the female teacher called Emily struck with her over-sized sword and Sanya attacked with her battle axes. The instant they withdrew, Drake cried, “You take mine!” And slid away.

Seven slid to the second Ghast winding Califire back and administering his blow.

“Should I use my warlock spell?”

“Only works if there’s blood, and we’re not using a blade. Stick to the script. Learn the skill. That’s what’s important here.”

Seven landed his blow, sliding back and waiting while the others struck.

“Switch!” Drake cried and slid.

Seven readied Califire, delivering his blow, but as he completed it, a cylinder of sparkling green mana appeared on the grill, and a smaller ghast appeared. He slid to the side, readying another strike, but a powerful, violent pull tore him away.

“What are you doing, you fool!” Drake cried. “Stick to the plan! Don’t be the heroic idiot you naturally are. Look!”

Magic crackled over the two beasts, the third, smaller one still finding its legs. Sanya arrived an instant after Emily. Emily struck, but Sanya’s target jinked away, swiping at Emily. The teacher rolled out of the way, and Sanya struck again.

“Timing Drake!” she cried, pulling Emily out of the way just as the first Ghast recovered.

“Now!” Drake said, sliding in.

Seven followed, switching to the ghast that lurched toward a retreating Sanya. He lowered his strike. Aiming for the creature’s legs. A sickening crunch saw Califire shatter its knees. The giant ghast went down, and though tempted to continue his attack, Seven slid back to Drake’s side.

Rejonder’s strike focused on the stricken ghast’s shattered knee joint, and with an explosion of milky ichor, severed its leg.

Drake grunted in muted admiration. “Best you do that on the other. Might go some way to making amends.”

Tamereth, Keller and Jez fell from the silo’s top and attacked the small ghast, slaughtering it with practised ease. Drake shoved Seven. “Pay attention! Now! Finish them off!”

Seven switched to the ghast with the severed leg, this time aiming for its head. He drove Califire straight through, the hexblade morphing the flat of the hammer’s head into small spike which sank into its brain, the flat face of the hammer behind shattering the ghast’s skull. He slid back, meeting Drake.

“Better,” the librarian said.
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Tortalonge lifted a steaming cup and saucer, holding the handle daintily. “How did our boy hold up?” Her gaze settled on Drake.

Drake lounged in a dark reclining chair, a whiskey in hand as he warmed himself. A fire blazed in a large, stone hearth, but it was the table laden with delicious smelling food that drew Seven’s attention, until Drake answered.

“Impetuous, not a team player, and out for glory rather than the result we desired.”

Seven made to defend himself, but a searching look from Tortalonge put paid to that. He retreated among his girls as they sat a little away from Drake. Emily Hornt, the teacher with the huge sword and not unattractive looks, if you discounted the ugly scar criss-crossing her cheek, butted in before he could say anything.

“A wall flower, Drake, rarely makes an impression. We have all stretched our potential by going the extra mile.”

Drake raised a dismissive hand. “Nevertheless, I’ll not vote for their inclusion unless we have assurances that he will take and follow orders.”

“Inclusion in what?” Seven asked.

Tortalonge gave him a long, hard look as she sipped her drink elegantly. “What do you think this place is?”

Jez looked up from her notepad. “I believe this is the common room or the social meeting place for some group of elite teachers or students charged with the task of defending the campus from the so-called horrors that attack.”

“Are you always this much fun?” Drake asked, yawning.

Jez blushed and shrank into her tunic. “I like to be thorough.” Jez rose, walking to a wall plastered in notes and maps of the campus. “Are these all instances of horror attacks?”

“They are, Jez,” Emily said, getting up and walking over to her. “This one was weird. A whole bunch of octopus-like creatures strolled out of the lake.”

Drake guffawed. “Hardly strolled. More a slither.”

“Don’t mind him,” Emily whispered. “He’s got a chip on his shoulder.”

“I do not!” Drake snapped. “It’s simple. I hate everyone.”

“Good to know,” Tortalonge said.

“This is where a whole bunch of bird people ripped through, and this⁠—”

“So, all instances of horrors?” Jez interrupted.

“Yeah,” said Emily, sitting back down.

Jez pulled up a chair. “Mind if I copy it?”

Drake sighed. “I suppose you are going to discover a pattern which has eluded us for years, and you’re going to do it in the next five minutes?”

“Nope. I just like gathering information. Especially if it might save my life.”

Tortalonge cleared her throat. “You’re quiet, Snitch.”

“So is Tamereth. Why not pick on her?”

“Because I know exactly what I will get from her. You are, however, an enigma to me. You hide for years, yet we all know where you are. You never fight, but you’re always close.” She walked slowly toward him until she faced him. “And you have magic. Are you a coward, or a good judge of your own character.”

“How about both?” Snitch said. “I’m certainly a coward.”

“He’s a coward.” Keller rolled her eyes. “We’ve been through this.”

“I disagree,” Tortalonge said. “A coward wouldn’t have entered the tunnels knowing there were horrors down there.”

“Technically, I didn’t know, so there’s that. But I’ll admit, Keller is mostly correct. I prefer my skin to remain intact. I like my bones unbroken, and I’m rather partial to keeping my blood in my veins and not spread everywhere. If that makes me a coward, then I’ll happily admit to it.”

“But you do have your uses,” Tortalonge pointed out.

“He facilitates.” Tamereth yawned as she said it.

“Then you have your uses to us. Jez is correct. We track and fight horrors attacking Quintasia. These can be large scale attacks like we’ve seen today, or attacks so tiny they hardly register. Initial reports tell me we lost around seventy students and teachers including Professor Briggs who is damn near irreplaceable. The horrors are whittling us away. The only question is; who is responsible.”

“The elves?” Keller suggested.

“Elves?” Drake chortled. “They aren’t responsible for everything. It could be anything. The portals open, and horrors pour through. They might be bugs we simply stamp out, or what we’ve seen today. Elves? Perhaps. A byproduct of the augmented reality we live in? Another possibility.”

Tortalonge huffed. “Drake is of the opinion that if we can’t solve it, it’s not worth fretting over, which for a librarian is quite disconcerting.”

“I’m a librarian because you demoted me to being one for…”

“Stretching the rules. Yes.” Tortalonge set her cup and saucer aside. “We need you to help us.”

“No,” Keller said. “You want Seven and his hexblade. We are just the wrapping.”

“Oh,” said Emily. “I must have been mistaken. I thought the four of you, Keller, Tamereth, Jez and Snitch, killed at least a dozen ghast as they came through the portal. Perhaps I was mistaken.”

“I saw the same thing,” Tortalonge said.

“And I saw Seven nearly cost us victory. But I’ll admit Keller et al did great.” Drake yawned. “Can we wrap this up. I’m out of whiskey.”

“Sinta, you’ve been quiet. Tell me, what does the girl from the Milkwood Glen think?”

Sinta cocked her head. “I’m wondering why there has never been a horror attack in the glen.”

“What do you mean,” Drake asked, perking.

“I mean, if the glen is part of the illusion that is Quintasia, why hasn’t it been attacked? You infer the attacks are random, so I should have noticed one or two.”

Drake narrowed his eyes. “I think you might be on to something.”

Before anyone could say anything more, the door opened and Rejonder and Sanya spilled in.

“Did you find her?” Seven asked.

“We got into Crow through a back door Siril had put in when he designed Guild Hill. It was carnage. Crow’s dead, but there’s so little left of him we might never know who he was. The two freaky girls are dead too. We’re guessing horrors—the ghast—took them by surprise.”

“Eve?” Keller asked, grabbing Sanya’s arm.

“No sign, nor Geraint. Except…”

“Except what?” Seven asked.

“We think someone escaped. They went…”

Both Rejonder and Sanya turned to Tortalonge.

“If I’m reading this right, they went deeper under Quintasia. Crow placed his guild headquarters as far underground as we allowed.”

“Wait!” Jez said. “You said you didn’t know who Crow was.”

“Sanya did. We knew originally, but he changed, altered, and became a manifestation of what he aspired to be. We aren’t sure if it was still the same person. He hid underground.”

“Hold on,” Seven said. “What’s down there?”

“We don’t know.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




Geraint grabbed Eve’s hand, dragging her into the tunnel the ghast had come from.

“Isn’t this, like, the dumbest move ever?”

“Might well be, but I’m guessing if they’re down here, they’re up there as well.”

“How does that make sense?”

“Because these tunnels are like a web under Quintasia. But I know a secret passage.”

“How?” Eve gathered the hem of Crow’s cloak and pulled it up, freeing her legs.

“Because them bitches really fucked me up, and sometimes I needed to hide.” He skidded to a halt, ripping a door open and bundling Eve in. She fell onto a bloodstained bed. He stared at her. “Look, it’s complicated but simple. I was desperate. They were my last chance, and yes, at first I was infatuated with the girls. Delirium—they tortured me, Eve, just to get my Pain Resistance and Restoration up. I saw them as angels—Crow as my savior. But as I got more powerful, I saw them for what they were.” He fell silent. “They’re coming. More are coming. We need to move and move fast.”

“What were they?” Eve asked. “What was they’re deal?”

“Unsure, but whatever it was it wasn’t good for Quintasia. They wanted Seven dead.”

“So did you!”

“Yeah, I did, but…” He put his ear against the door. “Can’t this wait?”

“What changed? I need to know I trust you, Geraint. What changed?”

“I know how much he suffered. I know, Eve. I know what he went through to get where he is. And…”

“And…”

“We need to go!” he cried, racing from the door, pulling her and the bed out and ripping a circular, iron cover up. “Get in there fast.”

Eve made to protest, but a huge bang on the door changed her mind. She rolled over the bed. “Down there?”

“There’s a ladder. We’ll be safe.”

She doubted that, but the continual bangs and the crack of splintering wood persuaded her otherwise. She felt for the ladder. It was cold to the touch with tiny, round rungs. “What the hell is this place?” She climbed down.

Geraint followed, just as the door exploded in. He pulled the cover over and froze. A dozen questions plagued Eve’s brain, but she kept still, the sound of the ghast grubbing around enough to terrify her.

“Bit further down,” Geraint whispered. “There’s a platform. It’s as far as I’ve gone.”

“Why?” Eve asked. If there was something to be explored, she would explore it. Her curiosity was off the charts.

“Time, mostly.” Geraint dropped to the platform, his runes lighting a bell-shaped chamber around four feet across. “Time and, well, it’s complicated. There are times when I was in love with Gallion and Thera—when I thought I worshipped Crow. But there were also times when I loathed them. I thought about vanishing down into the black, but this was as far as I could venture. They had a hold over me—a bond—and the more they hurt me, the more they tore me apart and built me back up, the stronger that bond became. But…”

“But?”

“But it changed the day I saw you.” He reached for her.

“No,” she said, flinching away. “I want Seven.”

He grimaced. “Of course you do. Who wouldn’t? He’s…”

“Perfect,” Eve said. “But you should be like this more. You should open up. It’s attractive, Geraint. More so than the shallow piece of shit you were.”

He recoiled from her words, stiffening, his tattoos glowing. Then they faded as he relaxed.

“I guess I deserve that.”

“Except…” Eve said, softening. “You got those tattoos now. They’re kind of sexy.”

“You think?” He asked.

“I don’t think. I know. Especially when they flare into life. Well?”

“Well, what?”

“How long are we going to be down here?”

Geraint sat back. “A while I reckon.”

“Then…” Eve looked down. “We should explore, shouldn’t we?”

“Is it safe?”

“Are you a…What do they call that branch of magic?”

“A bloodmancer.”

“Charming. But, at the same time, kind of sexy.” Eve swallowed hard. She realized she might be flirting with Geraint, and that wasn’t her intention. She kind of flirted with boys all the time. It was how she communicated—how she got them on side.

“Sexy?” Geraint said, flaring his tattoos again. “We could.”

“Could?”

“Could go down a little bit. Might break up the boredom.”

“Hey, I’m not boring!”

He climbed onto the ladder. “I never⁠—”

“I’m shitting you,” Eve said.

Geraint shook his head and descended into the iron shaft. “What the fuck was this place?”

“Not a damn clue,” Eve said. “But I want to find out.”
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They dropped onto a platform, the soft thud of their feet echoing in the metallic emptiness. Geraint’s rune light lit a narrow passageway, thin, arched and made of the same black metal.

“I can’t believe this is all metal,” Geraint said.

“Iron,” Eve said, “and I’ve seen things like this before. It’s bolted, like on a submarine or something.”

“A sub-ma-what?”

Eve waved it away. “Don’t worry. Just a kind of wagon for…Never mind. This is like an underground bunker. I heard Phillion was an advanced society, but I never figured it was on par with Earth.”

“Where you come from, yeah? I remember. Earth. I remember. Odd name. Mine was pretty advanced too, but nothing like this. Bunker—like something you hide in?”

“Seems that way.” Eve edged along the narrow passageway. “Hey, you’ve got magic. Can you give me something more than rune light?”

“I’m not sure. They only ever taught me offensive spells—you know, to kill. But I had to get angry, very angry.”

Eve paused, the passageway ending at a door. She tested the handle, easing the door open. “Then bring your runes here.”

Geraint closed, standing by the door’s edge. Eve eased it open. His sweat filled her nostrils, breaths flowing over her. The light sprayed over a circular chamber, two semicircular seats on either side and another door opposite.

“Some kind of isolation chamber?” She asked.

“I have no idea what you are talking about.”

“Can you get angry enough to get your spells close to firing?”

“I can try.”

“Try harder.” Eve equipped her staff.

“You had a staff all along? Why didn’t you use it?”

Eve felt her anger rise. “Because I was strapped naked to a fucking sacrificial altar, fuckface.”

Geraint grunted, marching past her and yanking the opposite door open. “Eve, you’ve gotta see this.”

“See what?”

She barged past him. “No fucking way.” A line of dull green lights blinked into life, illuminating a long corridor. She edged in. “Are they corpses?” The second the words left her mouth, she realized how dumb they were. Human remains lay reaching for the door, finger bones barely visible in the eerie half-light. Their uniforms betrayed them as some sort of military, or at least that was the impression she got. Doors led off the corridor, some closed, others open with more bodies wedged in them.

“What the hell happened here?” Geraint asked. “Looks like monsters got them.”

The chaos of their last moments became instantly apparent. Each head twisted unnaturally. Each uniform torn, their collars ripped apart, arms broken, feet pointing in odd directions.

Eve recoiled, her breaths breaking the silence. She tried to calm, to reason with herself that whatever happened occurred years, perhaps centuries, ago. But the proximity of so much death overwhelmed her.

“They were slaughtered,” she whispered.

“Look.” Geraint pointed. “A whole pile of them.” He focused his rune light, directing it like a torch. “Elves?” He ventured.

“Looks like it. This must have been some sort of refuge.”

“Why didn’t they just break out?”

Eve shrugged. “Door locked? Electric run out?”

Geraint pointed to the lights. “Still on.”

“You had electric?”

He smirked. “We were behind you, I think, but not that far.”

“Emergency lighting, at a guess. Battery back up. I don’t fucking know. I’m not a scientist,” Eve snapped, the tension in the air too much for her. “How come no other fucker has come down here?”

Geraint sniffed. “No one desperate enough to join Crow. Mind you, a few have joined and gone missing. Crow mentioned something about pairs.” He shrugged. “I guess we’ll never know. The ghasts saw to that.”

Eve nudged a door open, looking in. “Canteen?”

“I’m not hungry.”

Eve whipped around, about to say something when she saw Geraint smiling back at her. She punched him playfully. “How can you joke? We’re in a mortuary.”

“Because my last week or so has been hell, and this is nice.”

“Nice?”

“Being with you. Being with someone normal. It’s nice.”

She pulled the door to, moving along, conquering her fear and letting her natural curiosity take over. Even if she’d hated Quintasia at first, even if she’d have preferred to die rather than come to the place, she couldn’t deny that it had done her good. She still obsessed. It was her nature. Didn’t matter if it was a boy or a pen. Things were either hers of they weren’t. But she’d been better since coming to Phillion. Material things didn’t mean so much because her life changed everyday. Except for Seven. It had been Geraint, but she’d gone off him when he went with the skank, Star. For some reason Seven being with Keller and Tamereth had elevated him further onto an almost unreachable pedestal. But Geraint had changed. He’d rescued her.

And Star was dead.

“Nice?” she asked, sliding past him, careful to brush her fingers across his chest.

“Yeah,” he said, following her.

Yeah?

She tried another door, then another, just finding offices, a room full of strange-looking boxes that could have been servers or some such things. Then…

“Jackpot,” she said, coming to a dorm and stepping over another pair of corpses.

Ten beds sat in two rows of five, each with a side table and a locker. She opened the first, taking out black pants and a jacket. It reminded her of a police tactical uniform—all pockets and loops and padding. Offering it up to herself, it was way too big for her. She was strong for her size—for her number—but still quite slim build. She tossed it over to Geraint.

“You think you could make it up with Seven?”

He shrugged the jacket on, trying and failing to zip it up, his chest too big. “Not sure I trust myself.”

Eve tried the next locker, an even larger uniform inside. “Try this one.” She lay it on the bed this time, forcing him to walk to her. He dropped the other jacket and put the new one on.

“Perfect,” he said.

“Try the pants. There’s some boots here.”

“The pants?” he said.

“Am I speaking alien? The pants. Take yours off and put these on. It’s not hard.”

“But I’m not wearing…”

She sighed. “We’re in an underground chamber with fuck knows what down here, but something capable of murdering a hundred Phillions. You’ve seen me naked and strapped to an altar. Just take your fucking pants off.”

He grinned. “Your bedside manner needs a bit of work.” He pulled his pants off, grabbing the others.

“Didn’t tattoo your dick, then.”

“Not enough ink,” he said, pulling his new combats on.

She laughed, covering her mouth with her hand. “That’s funny.”

He cocked his head, holding her stare momentarily. Then he along the beds, pulling out uniforms and tossing them aside. “Here,” he said, “this might fit you.”

She took it, holding it up. “Looks about right.”

Geraint faced her, not looking away, the challenge in his eyes plain to see. Eve would never back down. She didn’t have it in her, not so soon after the ghast had reduced her to a snivelling wreck. Her need to reestablish her self confidence, to fill it to the brim, consumed her. She took the challenge in his eyes and she pulled Crow’s cloak off, standing naked apart from her boots.

“There, that what you wanted to see.” She grabbed the pants, then realized she still had her boots on. “Fuck it,” she said, sitting on the bed.

“Let me.” He knelt before her, pulling at her boots.

A rush of unwelcome passion swept over her. A boy kneeling before her did that. She skipped a breath as he took her boots off.

“You’re beautiful, Eve. You’re the most beautiful woman I know.”

Anger washed over her. “Better that Star.”

“I went with Star because you weren’t interested.” He sat back on the bed.

She shrugged, pulling the pants on. “You were a bully and a letch. You only cared about yourself.”

“I know.” He edged away.

She shot up, grabbing his jacket’s collar. “Don’t do that. Apologize, sure, but never be ashamed of what you’ve done. It got you here.” She zipped it over her breasts, the smooth material hardening her nipples. “Just how powerful are you?”

Eve wasn’t sure when her mission’s objectives had changed. But they had. She no longer wanted to find out what he was up to just to score points with Seven. Instead, she was genuinely interested. She wondered whether he could help them—help her. Could she get this blood magic? Power was a heady elixir.

“Very, I think. I’m sure Crow didn’t realize how much I learned. Thing is, I know I have the power, but what I don’t know is how to use it. When I get angry, it just explodes out of me. I could…”

“Could what?”

“Could kill anyone close.”

“Then you’ll have to learn how to control it.”

He hesitated. “Will you…will you help me?”

She pulled his zip up an inch and flattened his collar. “Depends.”

“On what. Anything. I’ll do anything for you, Eve.”

Heat raced through her, those words as much as a trigger as him kneeling between her bare legs. Power, she had power over him.

“On whether you behave. So, this place had soldiers, and you know what that means?”

The look on his face told her he didn’t.

“It means they must have had weapons. If we find them, perhaps we can take the fight to the elves. If not them, at least the other fuckers.”

Geraint moved toward the door, but Eve grabbed him, making a choice without understanding why.

“Don’t fuck this up, Geraint. It’s your last chance.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Seven kicked the ruined door fully open. “Nothing but a bed in here,” he said without going in.

The bed was shattered, its mattress shredded. He moved on, hurrying through Crow’s underground chambers until Sanya’s voice called to him from down the corridor.

“That’s it,” she said. “I told you.”

“They can’t have just vanished.” He strolled toward her as Sinta emerged from another room.

“What kind of freaks were these? There’s a room in there with a pentagram or some shit inscribed on the floor.

“Pentagram?” Sanya asked. “What, like a load of triangles?” She walked back to them, ducking her head in. “I’ll have to get Tortalonge to take a look.”

“Best guess?” Seven asked.

“Some sort of translocation spell. Maybe it was how Crow got in and out.”

“Why didn’t you all shut him down?” Sinta asked.

She grunted. “We thought it was just some student in a crow get up. Guilds are weird. Students are stranger. Take Zeno, for instance—it’s just a name for the leader of Archemi. We assumed Crow was just a name for whatever dick wore the mask. But, judging by the remains, he was a fucking crow. That’s why we never shut him down.”

“So you think Geraint could have abducted Eve and taken her through this portal?” Seven crouched by the Siril, scratching at its chalk-like etching. “It’s permanent. Must be engraved in there or something. Tortalonge?”

“Defensive spells, knows a bit about summoning, but mostly uses her overview spells. They allow her to understand what’s going on campus-wise. And the telepathy doesn’t hurt. She’s on her way.”

Sinta nodded toward the exit. “What’s down there?”

“It’s where the ghasts came from. Looks like they tore down the door and raced in. They were driven fuckers; I’ll give them that. The worst kind. But that’s not the bad bit.” She sat back on Crow’s bed. “The worst bit was the sentinels. Those two were there to allow as may foot soldiers through as possible. That’s a worrying development.”

“Why?” Seven asked, sensing he knew the answer but wanting it confirmed.

“You really that stupid?” Sanya cringed. “I mean, you’re pretty and all, but I prefer a man with brains too.”

“Hands off,” Sinta said. “He’s spoken for.”

“Yeah.” She huffed. “Three times. So, getting back to the matter at hand. It’s worrying because it was a fucking invasion. You remember that huge tube we crossed over on our way outside?”

“Yeah.”

“Imagine living in that, the outside trying to get in and kill you. Then imagine being trapped and getting a second army trying to invade you from the inside. That is where we are.”

“You think?”

“I think,” Sanya continued. “That the horrors have prodded and probed us for as long as we can remember, but now they’re getting they’re shit together and they’re coming for us. I think that unless we get our shit together, we’re in deep trouble.” She jumped up, sliding between them. “Who’s for a big, juicy steak?”

“What about Eve?” Sinta asked.

Sanya shrugged. “She’s not here. He’s not here. You want to search again, go for your life, but I’ve been running and fighting all day. I’m starving.”

“Tortalonge’s on her way?”

“Sure is, and she’s bringing the cavalry. If anyone can find anything, she will.”

Seven’s stomach rumbled. “What do you think, Sinta?”

“I could eat, and it is Eve. There’s no sign of her body. She’ll talk her way out of whatever trouble she’s in.”

“Good,” Sanya said. “Good. Follow me. We’ll go the quick way.”
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Dim light greeted them, the tavern appearing closed. Fortunately, Sanya knew better. She knocked on the door, once, then three quick taps followed by two soft slaps.

“You gotta know your landlord’s quirks,” she said with a wink. “Is this a date, Seven? Are you taking me on a date?” She brushed her hair back seductively. “Gonna make me one of your harem?”

“You wish,” he’d retorted, and got a slap from Sinta just as the door opened and a furtive-looking landlord ushered them in.

“Friends of yours, Sanya?” he asked, his voice hoarse, like he’d been shouting all day.

“Heroes.” Sanya pointed at Seven, Sinta and Snitch. “Hungry heroes, if you get my drift, Kourt.”

Kourt had a classic landlord’s body. Muscular from hefting barrels, big-bellied from drinking them, and a beard barely covering his rosey cheeks. He looked up and down the cobbled street before closing the door softly. “Only having a few in tonight. Stocks are low, and they’ll get lower until we get to assess the damage.” He paused. “Heroes, you say.”

“Fucking right.”

He leaned close. “Steak-sized heroes.”

“Prime cut.”

“I’ll let the kitchen know. Take the corner seat. You got the look that tells me you’ve got some serious shit to get to.”

“It’s serious times, my friend,” Sanya said, and led them to the table.

She sat, looking at the ceiling, breathing deep, meaningful breaths. Seven swapped glances with Snitch and Sinta, wishing Tamereth, Keller and Jez had come.

Sanya had more power than she let on. While Tortalonge didn’t defer to her, she also didn’t tread on Sanya’s toes. The silence held until Kourt served them with four prime steaks, potatoes and all the trims. But it was Seven that broke it, not Sanya.

“What if she’s gone outside?” he asked as he sawed at his steak.

“Possible, but he’d have to get past security,” Sanya said. “Look, it’s not inconceivable there are more ways. Hell, you could travel to the Milkwood and pass through the clouds. Couldn’t you, Sinta?”

Sinta looked away. “Yes.”

Sanya gave her a long look, but didn’t say what was clearly on her lips. Instead, she focused on Seven. “The question you have to ask yourself is why would Geraint and Eve want to? You’ve seen the outside, Seven. They aren’t strong enough. Geraint was stripped of all his advancements. He’s weak. Eve’s fragile both physically and mentally.” She popped a cube of bloody meat in her mouth. “They’re hiding out somewhere. Tortalonge has confirmed the pentagram hasn’t been used as a portal for a while. It’s the only conclusion. Hell, they might have become lovers and they’re going at it like a pair of lovestruck rabbits as we speak.”

“Eve would never go near Geraint,” Snitch said, sitting. “We have a bigger problem than one girl getting lost.”

“A bigger one?” Seven asked.

“Alright, another one. Those damn ghasts slaughtered all. Seems the slums were easy pickings. We’re down an octopian barman, several maids, doormen, our whole border force and the only tavern we had can’t do food on account they slaughtered the cook, his wife and his goblin servant.”

“And that’s a bigger problem?”

“It is if we want to build an army. Can’t be getting caught unawares again. Not like that. Never like that. What if more horrors pour through? Or worse, what if Archemi or one of the larger guilds decide it’s time to sweep Quintasia clean and start again?”

“I think I’d rather worry about the horrors than another guild.” Seven slugged some ale down. “I might be overestimating my power, perhaps that of Sinta, Keller, Tammy and Jez⁠—”

Snitch coughed.

“And Snitch. Holding the girls in the air and letting them attack from above was a masterstroke.”

“Thank you.” Snitch puffed his chest out. “It strained my mana reserves, but not overly so.”

“Your point, Seven?” Sanya asked.

“We need to know when the horrors will attack.”

Sanya sat back, pushing her empty plate away. “Then we need Sinta to step up. Marag informed us she wouldn’t face her trigger. It’s not uncommon in clairvoyants.”

“She wanted me too…”

“I know what she wanted you to do.”

“What is it?” Seven asked.

Before Sinta could answer, Sanya continued. “Clairvoyants see bad as well as good. As the skill develops, so the pictures, as Marag calls them, portray random future events. Trouble is, the future isn’t always what you want it to be. Sometimes it’s horrific, but you see it anyway.”

“You can’t choose?” Seven asked, but he didn’t need an answer. The look on Sinta’s face said it all.

“So, fledgling clairvoyants often shut the skill down at Novice, refusing to practise it anymore. And we all know, you don’t use, you lose. Sinta hasn’t lost her skill. You know why?” Sanya said.

“Don’t!” Sinta said, standing quickly and forcing the table over.

“She keeps looking.”

Sinta glared at Sanya, her knuckles white, hands planted on the table. Seven rose, pushing his plate away.

“What the fuck’s going on?”

But Sinta sat, straining across the table, trance-like. The fight left her as quickly as it had come.

“Sinta?” Seven asked, tears running down her cheeks. “Sinta, what’s wrong?”

“I need to see the old woman, and I need to see her now.”

“Good.” Sinta gripped the table like her life depended on it. “She’ll help you, but you’ve got to want it.”

“Can someone tell me what’s going on?” Seven asked.

Sinta closed her eyes. “Can you come with me?”

“Of course.” Seven drew her close. “You know that. You know I’d go anywhere with you.”

“I’ll come,” Snitch said, putting his top hat on.

“No,” Sanya said. “I’m desperate to watch the old hag at work, but no. It’s not for us, Snitch.”

“No, just Seven.” Sinta pulled him up. “Now, before I lose my courage.”

She slid out from the table, aiming straight for the door. Seven followed, but Sanya caught his hand. “Just be there for her. It’s a gate. She has to open it, but she won’t like what she sees on the other side.”

He squeezed Sanya’s hand. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” She turned to Snitch. “So, Snitch, have you always been an asshole, or is it a skill you’ve raised to Mastery?”
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Sinta shook as she placed her foot on the cold, stone step. The tower seemed taller than before, rising like a monolith. But the challenge wasn’t in the climbing, it was what faced her at the top. She’d always told those who asked that her mother had died, and that was the truth of it.

Pictures, Marag called the pictures, and never had one been painted with such sure brushstrokes.

“Are you okay?” Seven reached and took her hand.

His felt warm, full of life. Hers was cold, clammy with fear. “I’m…No.”

“What is it?” His face was a picture of concern and bewilderment. But there was no way he could understand. All without the gift assumed it was a priceless treasure. She knew none other than her and Marag who had it, and the gift had certainly taken its toll on the hag. Sinta wouldn’t have been surprised to see some gray in her emerald locks.

“Complicated,” she said, climbing the first steps and settling into a metronomic trudge. “It’s hard to explain, but I…”

His hand slipped out of hers as the spiral parted them. “Then don’t.”

“No. I must. You must understand. I need you there for me.”

He said nothing, allowing her time to gather her words, but she had no idea what to say. Each time she thought she could explain, the words fled, leaving her empty and confused.

“It’s okay,” he said when they were halfway up. “We’re all allowed secrets.”

“It’s not a secret,” she said. “I’ve told you the end, just not the beginning.” Then, as if those words released her, she continued. “I said I watched my mother die. I told you. But the truth is this. I don’t know. It’s just a feeling. I’ve seen her—pictured her, Marag would say, and each time…” She paused on the steps.

Seven came close, putting his arm around her abdomen. “Go on.”

“She left—ventured through the fog. She had the vision too. Said it was her destiny, but…”

“But she left anyway.”

“She told me she’d foreseen her return. I begged her not to go, but she went anyway, vanished one night.”

“And you’re sure she went into Phillion.”

“I know she went there.”

“How?”

Sinta broke free of his embrace, climbing again. “Because I’ve seen her. I tracked her with my visions, right up until…” She hesitated, her foot hovering on the next step. “Until she came face-to-face with an elf. Until then.”

“Did it?” he asked, not needing anymore words to get his point across.

“Did it kill her? I see it now, full of swagger. Its plume of blood red hair. Its fancy suit. The look of utter confidence as it baited her, taunted her. Did I see it kill her? No.”

“So it left her?”

Sinta hurried up the steps, coming close to the tower’s top. “That’s just it. That’s what’s stopping my visions. I can’t…”

“Can’t?”

“Can’t watch. I’m stuck. My visions are stuck—that’s what they think. That’s what Marag thinks. I won’t be able to help until I break down this barrier.”

He grabbed her, spinning her around. “Then don’t do it! Don’t. We’ll find another way. They’ll have to find another way.”

“That’s just it. They can’t. I’m it. It’s why they let me come. Don’t you see it? We think we cheated. We think Snitch slid me in. They knew, Seven.”

“But Marag? Can’t she?”

Sinta shook her head and darted up, into Marag’s room, the circular room with windows looking out over Quintasia—with a hag staring into the distance.

“No, Seven, I can’t.” The hag looked up. “My visions are like my eggs, dry with age. This was my final vision—this moment. You, her, and me. Now I am empty.” Marag rose from her chair. She was frail, much more so than Sinta’s last visit. “This is my final task, my child, and it…” She reached, her bony hand caressing Sinta’s cheek. “It is my most painful. Sit. Sit by my fire. I will ease your suffering.”

Sinta sat upon a rug, the stone unforgiving, the central fire barely warm. Seven sat next to her, and Marag opposite, her bones creaking as she crossed her legs. She tossed some leaves on the fire, fragrant smoke drifting over them. “All visions suffer if the first is locked,” the old hag said, her voice scratchy then filled with echoes as the smoke took hold of Sinta’s mind. “The first picture is like a book half-written. Until its author completes one, no others will be finished. But unlike the scribe, our way is a way of veils. You must pass through the first to see the second in all its entirety. Did you ever wonder why your mother’s future was the first you ever saw?”

“No,” Sinta said.

“No?”

“No, I crawled away from it and buried it. But it kept resurfacing like a bony hand reaching from a muddy grave.”

Marag chuckled. “Keep up with that talk and our transition will be smooth.”

“Our transition?”

“Yes. You will be me. I’ve waited a long time for this day. I’m tired. I must sleep.” She drifted off, and for a moment Sinta thought she might actually be asleep, but then her body straightened, and her words flowed again. “You received your power when your mother gave hers to you. That is the way of this gift. It is why it’s dying out. Your mother’s last act was to gift you the burden of her death.”

“She dies then?” Sinta said, her gut tightening, tears coming.

“You know she does, and now you must bear witness to it so that you may free the gift she gave you.”

Sinta reached for Seven’s hand.

“You don’t have to do this.” His words held no comfort for her, for that was all they were. Words spoken, meaningless, both knew she had to.

Her tears welled behind her eyes, their pressure barely tolerable. She forced the vision away, the smirking elf with his fancy suit. But the bastard returned again and again, and before him stood a woman with bright green hair and a staff of riverwood. Her back was straight, chin jutting, and emerald eyes defiant.

They stood upon a grassy hill, by a stone sarcophagus, wind whipping her hair, ruffling her cloak. The sun shone, alone in the sky, no clouds for company. They made for an unlikely pair, but the elf’s intent was as clear as day. He was intent on one thing, and one alone, and that was destruction.

This was the moment…the moment Sinta broke away. The moment beyond which she’d never seen. Seven squeezed her hand as her shoulders juddered and her tears came.

“Mother.”

The elf laughed, a dry, sardonic sound, which turned to words. “The Milkwood not good enough for you, bitch?”

“Good enough,” was all her mother said.

The elf moved closer, his face so close to her their noses almost touched. “Then why are you here?”

“Because I have seen her future.”

“Her future?” The elf backed away. “Whose?”

“You know.”

Laughter rang out. “You think we care who you send for us? You think your petty plots and plans matter?”

“She will come for you, Allexanan. She will come for all your kind and her vengeance will wash you all away like a tsunami. You fear the wrong one.”

“I fear no one.”

“You should. I have seen it.”

“I fear no one!”

She took a step closer to the elf, her shoulders back, her head up, and she spat in his face. “You will die. You will all die. I have seen it. She will come, and on her shoulders will stand your destruction, and her vengeance will cut through you.”

A sword appeared in the elf’s hand, but it was no normal sword. It smouldered with dark fury, crimson runes lighting its blade. Alexannan drew the blade back. “Tell me her name!”

“I will tell you nothing, elf! You mean nothing to me.”

“Tell me her name so that I will call her by it before I strike her down, and I will tell her you named her.”

Sinta drew a sharp breath, feeling Seven’s reassuring grasp but finding it unwelcome. She slipped her hand from his, gripping her knees and grimacing. It would come, the elf’s strike, and her mother would fall. But there was so much more behind the story. So much she didn’t know. How did her mother know the elf’s name? How did they come to face each other? And what part did the tomb play?

“She named the elf,” she said, as the scene played out and her mother died.

But what came next was exactly what she feared.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




The strange green light bled from the dots on the ceiling. It lit all enough for Geraint’s Dark Vision to do the rest. Eve’s words still confused him, and she fell silent after saying them.

“Don’t fuck this up, Geraint. It’s your last chance.”

He didn’t consider himself a fool, but the words made no sense. The girl was obsessed with Seven to the point she’d tried to ensnare him. He was still pretty confused about everything as it was. He could have sworn he’d been in love with Gallion and Thera, if not, at least in lust. But the minute Eve was threatened, doubt had crept into his mind, and when they’d died, when Crow had fallen, he’d felt a sudden rush of freedom.

“Do you think they drugged me?” he asked, his voice echoing in the quietness.

“I can’t talk. I’m so fucking cold I can’t talk,” Eve said, talking.

Women confused Geraint. They always had. He’d always assumed they wanted someone strong, a decisionmaker—a man’s man. But the moment you were like that, they hated you. But he was in a quandary. He was on his last chance, and he certainly didn’t want to fuck it up, no matter what.

If Eve meant he had a chance with her, then he certainly didn’t want to screw that up. She had a body to die for. A little spit and polish and every man in Quintasia would be jealous of him. He’d be back—powerful through the bloodmancy and with a gorgeous girl on his arm. That would show those fucking guilds what kind of mistake they’d made turning him down.

But if she meant joining Seven, well that could work too. Seven appeared to be a good guy, and good guys often forgive when the smart move was to crush. True, he’d have to eat shit for a while, but he’d rather do that than be out in the cold.

Talking of cold…

“Are you fucking listening to me, Geraint?” Eve snapped.

She clearly wasn’t in the adoration stage. So perhaps he’d got that wrong. He channeled mana into his runes, using a variation of a heat attack to try and gather some warmth. His Crow-given magic still confused him. He’d always though spells needed saying, or at the very least pointing, but he appeared to be able to simply think of an outcome and it would happen. He’d hidden it from Crow, but always thought Crow suspected. He certainly wouldn’t make an actor.

“Did you do that?” Eve snapped. “Did you suddenly make it warmer?”

“I—”

“Why didn’t you do it earlier. I’ve been freezing my tits off for the last couple of hours. I’ll bet you’ve been all warm, haven’t you. Bastard.”

Geraint would never understand women. He understood that.
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The light seemed to flicker at first. It reminded Eve of blues and twos, the flashing lights of a police car. The primal fear that trouble waited for them took over. She hung back, Geraint covering her ass, as he’d so coarsely pointed out. Well, fuck it. It was a fine ass and he’d already seen her naked in a pool of her own piss, so if he was still interested, then she would rock that ass.

He radiated warmth, which was a true salvation. She’d been cold to her bone marrow before he’d turned the heating on. The man was a walking fire, radiating red heat like glowing coals. Life-saver—that’s what he was.

She had to admit she was a bit annoyed with Seven. Her hero hadn’t come to rescue her like he should have. Moving heaven and hell sprang to mind. Worst he’d have had to do was kick down Crow’s door and search the underground compound. If he couldn’t be bothered to do that, what fucking use was he to her? She needed someone reliable, and amazingly, that person had turned out to be Geraint.

But…It was too early to switch affections. Besides, he was too love struck. It was clear he’d just be a lap dog, and she wasn’t sure she wanted that. After all, the fun was in the chase, wasn’t it?

Any-who, something was up ahead, and it would either be an answer or trouble. She paused, deciding that Geraint needed further testing.

“Well?”

He stopped as she glared at him. “Well what?”

She made a face. “We’re God knows how deep under Quintasia. Could be ten floors. Could be twenty. What do you think the blue light is all about?”

He shrugged. “I dunno.”

She pursed her lips. “You don’t know? You don’t know? But…You are quite willing to let me go ahead and face whatever it is.” She huffed. “Some man you are!”

His face clouded to anger. He fought it—tried to smile, but she’d got under his skin. She had no doubt about that. “You wanted to go in front. You said it was warmer and that I was to cover your ass.”

Eve sniffed. “My cute ass. Yes. I did say that. But that was before the strange, blue, flashing light.” She equipped her spear and sighed. “I guess I’ll go and confront the monster.”

“Don’t fucking bother,” he said, barging past her. “I’ll do it. I’ll do the sodding thing solo if it’ll shut you up!” He barged past her.

“Excuse me,” she said, then stifled a giggle. “Do you need a hand?”

“No, I fucking don’t.” He froze. “You should stay close, though. Don’t want you getting a chill, do we?”

That’s better…

“Should I bring my swordy thing?”

“Eve, I know you’re not this pathetic, so quit goading me and watch your ass.”

The sweet feel of victory poured into her. He’d just lost his temper with her and offered to protect her. Things were headed in the right direction.

“My hero!” she called after him, making sure it sounded as false as possible.

“Hopefully I’ll die and that’ll be that. Certainly be less confusing than this.”

Eve hurried after him. She had him right where she wanted him. Now all she had to do was turn the screw.

“Don’t be so petulant. You don’t want to be remembered as a petulant child who pissed themselves, do you?”

“Ha!” he said, kicking the swinging door fully open. “You pissed yourself too.”

“Then we’re even—we’re like two peas in a pod.”

“Two what?” Geraint asked, surveying the room beyond, bathed in its blue light. “At least we know why it was flashing.”

“Why’s that?” Eve asked, innocently.

“Because whatever this place is, it’s power is flicking in and out.”

“Power like?” Eve asked, craning her head over his shoulder. She knew what type of power immediately. “Electricity?”

“Yeah, that,” he said. “But different. I think it’s portal tech.”

“Portal tech? Like the dungeons?” Eve poked her head around him, peering in, then easing past him.

The room was both breathtaking and worrying. It looked like something from back on Earth—or rather from some futuristic interpretation of it. There were screens, but not like she’s seen before. They sort of hung in the air and they moved in small, jerky movements, like they were vibrating, or resonating at such a rate they were liable to explode at any moment.

“Get out of the fucking way, you big lummox!” she snapped. “I think your magic is screwing things up.”

“My magic?”

“Yes! Look, look at the screens. They’re reacting to your mana.” She shoved him back, moving into the room. Pausing, she felt the floor through her boots. It was good to be off the grates and onto a solid floor. It reminded her of asphalt, but much sparklier, and with a blue hue that pervaded the whole room. “Stay back.” She held still, letting the screens settle. “It’s like looking into a glassy void.”

She counted six, all surrounding her barring a gap for the door. She cautiously held her hand out, and the screens backed away, seeming to travel far beyond the confines of the room. Pondering momentarily, she beckoned them back, and they returned.

“Huh?” She fell to her haunches, trying to see beyond—see if there were any servers. But the room appeared absent of all. It was like a large, hollowed-out orb. Turning to Geraint, she shooed him away, and Geraint immediately receded without moving a limb.

“Some kind of trick room?” She wondered. “A quantum room?”

Quantum rooms had been theorized back on her Earth. They were rooms without the constraints of dimensions in the normal sense. How that worked was beyond Eve, but then so was how they got the meat into a sausage, and she hadn’t worried about that in a long time.

“A quantum what?” Geraint shouted and nearly deafened her.

“Do you mind. You’re right there even if it doesn’t look like it.”

“Eh?” Geraint scratched his head. “I’ll just stand guard outside the door.”

“Good option.” Clicking her tongue on the roof of her mouth, she looked down, and them immediately looked back up again. The sparkly asphalt was a little thin. Too thin. Like a gauze. On closer inspection, it was nearly transparent. “Well bugger me.”

“What is it, Eve?”

“I thought you were just—” She relented. He’d take quite a lot of polishing. It was probably best to keep him close until she worked out what she’d stumbled upon.

She should probably save her discovery for Seven—bring it to him first so that she might gain favor. She creased her brow, suddenly realizing she didn’t crave it anymore. Eve glanced at Geraint. It didn’t matter to her if he thought she was mad or not…Just as long as he idolized her.

She stretched out her hands, noticing their blue glow. Something was happening to her. She was gaining new confidence. She was gaining power.

“Shut the door, Geraint.”

He stepped in.

“No. Shut it with you on the outside.”

“But…”

“Do it. I want to try something, and it won’t work with two in the room.”

“What?”

She glared at him. “Just do it!”

Geraint closed the door.

Eve blanched at her words. Was she really willing to put a suitor off just for the chance of power? Then she noticed a notification blinking. In all the confusion since entering the Crow’s nest, she hadn’t opened it. Plus, she had little use for the stats now that they were out of the dungeon. She’d put two and two together and decided the weaker she was, the less likely she was to get called up to fight the elves. Besides, there was no chance that she’d ever get close to Seven’s power, and her plan was to have her man protect her. If the other girls wanted to try to compete, then good on them. She knew she could keep him on a leash.

Although…

She looked at the closed door. Any powerful man would do it, and Geraint came without the four pieces of baggage Seven had. She returned to focus on the screens, but the damn pip kept blinking, like it was insistent.

“How boring.” Eve read the notification again.

You have reached level twenty. You may pick a class. You have eight unallocated attribute points and four unallocated skill points.

She exhaled, deflated as she read the message. System notifications were boring. True, she was a lot stronger and agile than before, and she could put her ankles behind her head, which might come in useful at some point—hopefully soon. But that was about it. Unless she was getting attacked by some bug-eyed monster, that was.

She eyed the door again. Then, out of pure curiosity, she sank into her system.

Primary class available. Select option to choose;

She scrolled down.

Class option 1/3 — Mindshaper.

Mindshapers are cunning, charismatic people skilled in the art of deception. They specialize in sowing fear, manipulating people and using secrets to control others. They can disguise themselves as innocent parties while weaving their plans.

Mindshapers can persuade others to do their will without them even realizing. Put attribute points into Mind and Instinct to boost this class.

“Interesting,” Eve thought. “This might actually be worth my time…”

Class option 2/3 — Bard.

Bards prefer to be on the sidelines during battles. They inspire others, motivating them to greater feats of bravery and skill. Bards are a Jack of all trades, and come with a mix of spell, skill and combat options. Using Bardic Inspiration, you can boost your fellow party members, increasing their effectiveness in battle or at the task in hand.

Bards normally get their magic through music or the spoken work.

She smacked her lips together. Disappointing was the word which sprang to mind. She was all for inspiring her chosen to reach greater heights, but they had to put the effort in themselves. She preferred to think of her inspiration as a gentle shove. Once done, she fully expected her man to complete her task without further help. Bards sounded all to jolly and giving for her, plus, when she sang she sounded like a cat with its balls in a slowly tightening vice, so there was that.

Class option 3/3 — Schemer.

Schemer is a master manipulator and tactician, excelling in deception, subterfuge, and the art of control. They thrive on crafting intricate plans, exploiting weaknesses, and staying three steps ahead of their enemies. Schemers rely on wit, charm and guile rather than brute force, often orchestrating situations so their foes implode.

A schemer’s primary role in any party is support and social manipulation. They work best in social encounters where they can manipulate the truth, forge unlikely alliances, and plant doubt. Schemers aren’t suited to the battlefield.

Put all attribute points in Mind and Instinct.

“Very interesting,” Eve thought, narrowing the options to Mindshaper and Schemer. The first was more up her street. She could focus on Seven, or Geraint for that matter, and shape his mind to her aspirations. She could make an automaton of him to serve her wholly.

But, as she thought about it, that didn’t appeal. She liked her men to be forthright, to be strong and in charge. If she wanted a dog she’d buy a puppy. Schemer, on the other hand, would enable her to manipulate the situation surrounding her man, rather than the man himself. She could engineer his path, setting traps if he moved too far away from her or putting up obstacles if he pissed her off. She could mold a man’s man to her desires. Which, of course, would be in command of Quintasia, but that went without saying.

“I could be queen,” she said, and pumped her spare points into Charisma and Intelligence.

Name: Eve Sheldon

Level 20

Titles: None.

Attributes: Strength—8, Dexterity—12, Body—28, Mind—18, Instinct—14, Magic—0, Health—360/440, Mana—0.

Unallocated points: 0

Profession: None.

Primary Class: Available.

Secondary Class: None Available.

Tertiary Class: None Available.

Skills: Pain Tolerance—Novice, Sword Craft—Master, Spear Craft—Master, Buckler Craft—Master, Restoration—Novice, Dissemble—Novice, Dark Sight—Adept, Manipulation—Expert, Staff Fighting—Master, Reading—Master, Writing—Master, Martial Fighting—Capable, Guile—Adept.

Skill points available: 4

Storage Devices: Winner’s Ring

Eve dismissed her sheet before she read the list of crap she’d picked up since having a ring. She couldn’t help it. Even in Thera and Gallion’s shop she’d grabbed a load of gear. And why not? She had the gold, and retail therapy always calmed her. Plus, you could never have enough stuff.

Considering her options again, she chose Schemer. It was, after all, her forte. She knew herself, was comfortable with all her foibles, and accepted her slightly quirky character—as she liked to call it. As a Schemer she had a defined path. Hers was not glory. She would be no hero. She just had to make up her mind who would be—Seven of Geraint.

She stared through the screens, attempting to work out where she was. As her mind adapted to her new class, she receded, seeing an overview of her life. Seven stood on one side with Keller, Tamereth, Sinta and Jez. Sanya Soleil, Snitch and Tortalonge orbited him, along with dozens of others—professors and students alike. Then, a short distance apart, stood Geraint. He was alone.

She pictured her endgame—what was it? What did she desire. Curiously, it wasn’t riches. It wasn’t power. It was to be adored. Cocking her head, she was surprised by her conclusion. She’d never particularly worried about friends. But then she realized she had spent her whole adult life pursuing the love of one target—her beau of the hour.

“Well, what do you know?” She muttered to herself. “He’s not a solution, he’s a stepping stone.”

Her true-love would deliver the adoration she sought. All she had to do was manufacture the situation that would get Quintasia idolizing her.

“Perhaps Geraint will do. Perhaps he’ll be perfect.”

With that settled, she faced the screens, lifting her hands and beckoning them back. On impulse, she spun, her arms out, and shouted “On!”

To her utter surprise, a bright blue dot appeared in each screens’ center. Each expanded until light bathed the chamber. She waited, expecting a head to appear, perhaps an android, and announce that she’d unlocked secrets held since the fall of civilization. She at least thought something dramatic might happen. The end of the world captured in ultra HD, perhaps. Instead eight dashes appeared, repeated across all the screens.

“Your fucking kidding me,” Eve said. “A password?”

She sank down, crouching, mulling the problem. It was beyond her—she knew that instantly. But there was one person who had a chance.

“Jez,” she muttered. “We need Jez.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Sinta watched with cruel detachment as Alexannan tore her mother’s eyeballs out of their sockets and sucked her vitality away, leaving just a crumpled husk behind. The horror of it all left her numb, unable to cry, unable to do anything but fall to the cold, stone floor and stare out of the window.

“What is it?” Seven asked, resting his hand on her shoulder.

She reached for it, not finding any solace in its touch, but feeling a tenuous link to a time before she’s witnessed the savagery of her mother’s death. It was too much, but she knew it was the truth.

While her…pictures…as Marag had called them, had previously manifested as flashes of the future, she expected them to complete. Her mother’s death had been the stopper in the bottle.

“My child?” Marag asked.

“I saw it.”

“It is but one future.”

Sinta sniffed. “You know it is. You know I have seen the correct truth—that no other exists for her.”

“I do.” There was finality in Marag’s words, unquestionable finality.

That in itself brought more tears from her. “Will my visions end?”

“End? No one has the time to watch the entire future. No, your dreams will not complete. Your visions will still be a snapshot of time.”

“Then what was the point?” She snapped.

“That truth was like a dam, and now it is gone your pictures will flow. Prompts, any prompts may trigger a picture within you, and that picture might span an instant, or it might last a sunrise. These are what we need. This is your task. You, Sinta, born of Phillion, born of Quintasia, born of Milkwood Glen, are connected to this land in ways none of us are. It will welcome you with open arms.”

She sniffed, holding the bridge of her nose. “You speak like it’s alive.”

“Time,” Marag said, “is the liveliest dimension. So unpredictable, such a scamp.” The crone chuckled. “But you didn’t just see her death, did you?”

“No,” Sinta admitted. “I heard her speak.”

“And what did she say?”

“That my vengeance will be entire.”

“Your vengeance?” The hag cackled again. “Your vengeance, not hers.”

“Wait, what?” Seven said.

“My mother,” Sinta said, rising and straightening. “She said these words: You will die. You will all die. I have seen it. She will come, and on her shoulders will stand your destruction, and her vengeance will cut through you. My mother said that, and I will never forget a single word of it.”

Seven took a step back. “You avenge her?”

Marag made to say something, but her words turned into a long, whine.

“I believe I do,” Sinta said. “And by all the gods I say this. I will avenge her. I will find a way to take Alexanan’s life for what he did to her.”

“Then you must welcome all visions to even have a chance of seeing that future come true.” Marag stood. “But there is one more thing that must happen for you to welcome your skill to Mastery.”

Sinta faced her. “Tell me what. I will do anything.”

Marag shook her head, her dry hair rustling. “Alas, it is not something you can do.” She walked to the edge of the tower, looking back out over Quintasia.

“What?” Sinta asked, as a vision came to her and a scream hatched in her throat.

“I must die,” Marag said and leaned forward, falling soundlessly from the tower.

“No!” Sinta screamed.

Seven raced forward, grabbing air.

Sinta fell to her knees as a dull thump sounded from below. Visions vied for her attention. Not ten nor twenty but hundreds and thousands. She tried to shuffle them in some sort of order, but there were too many. She closed her eyes, dismissing all, then let a single one grow.

Eve stood in front of a dozen blue pictures, all with eight white dashes painted on them.

“She is alive.”

“Marag?” Seven said, incredulous.

“No. Not her. Eve. She is in a room with a circle of pictures. No, a sphere of them. Confusion reigns, but she has found her destiny as I have found mine.”

“Eve leveled up?” Seven asked.

“She has a class, and she is content with it.”

“What class?”

“That is closed to me.”

“Where is she?”

“That too is closed from me.”

“Then what fucking use is your gift?”

“I know we have to find her.”

“Why?”

“Because she only has Geraint to defend her, and he will lose.”

“Lose against who?”

Sinta smiled.

Seven groaned. “You don’t know, do you?”

“Exactly.”
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The fight with the ghast had pushed Keller through to level twenty, which she was really proud of until Tamereth declared the same. Jez pouted, as she was still firmly stuck on eighteen.

“So, what are you going to pick?” Jez asked.

Both girls stared at her, then the guild bar where Snitch served as a temporary barman.

“Snitch, a pitcher of ale please,” Keller said. “We have some thinking to do.”

“I always assumed I’d be a fighter or something.” Tamereth curled her long hair around her finger. “But these wings add a new dimension. Plus, there’s the spear. I have that but as the monsters get more powerful, it’s having less and less effect. Guess I’ll have to see what it offers me.”

Keller took the ale from Snitch. “You haven’t looked?”

“Nope. I wanted to wait for Seven to return.”

“Seven doesn’t know any more than any of you.” Snitch took a seat at the table. “But I bet she does.”

Jez did her best to look away and act all innocent. Then she looked straight at him, pointed to herself and said, “Who? Me?”

All three focused on her.

“Spill,” Keller said. “I’ve been offered Fighter, Barbarian and…” She snorted her laughter back. “Monk. Can you see me as a Monk?”

Jez shook her head. “I can see why you need me. So, have you looked at the details?”

“Didn’t really bother. I’ll pick fighter. Seven has magic. Sinta has, too. Tamereth has her wings and spear, and I’ve seen enough to know that means she’s ranged. So we need someone to get up close and personal, and that will be me.”

“Just wait. Wait and let me look up my notes. I’ve assumed I’ll take some kind of fighter class, so I’ve studied them.”

“Why?” Tamereth asked.

“Because I didn’t know if there was a timer and I didn’t want to rush my choice. So, Keller.”

“Yes?”

“Fighter. A Fighter is a sword wielder—the sword wielder, if you like. You’ll excel in combat versatility and weapon mastery.”

“Yes!”

“That’s not all. The discipline will allow you, even teach you, complex battle manoeuvers and open up further paths like Champion and Battlemaster.”

“So fighter’s the good one?”

Jez sucked her cheeks in. “You’d think. Let’s look at Barbarian. So, Barbarian, we all have a clue what that is. But let’s dig deeper.” She flipped the pages in her notepad. “The Barbarian class has raw power combined with resilience.”

“I’m liking it already, but I still think Fighter will have more prowess.”

“True, but…you use anger to power your attacks and that anger reduces the wounds you get pro-rata. It’s a win-win, and I know!” She held her hand up. “You’ll not have the skill a Fighter gives you, but you will have the strength to wield one of those massive, over-sized swords.”

“What? Like a ridiculous fantasy sword?”

Jez creased her brown, brushing back her white hair. “Just like that.”

“Well, I’m almost sold. That would be so badass.”

“It will also open up the Path of the Berserker when you get higher up the levels, and we all know what they are.”

“So, it’s either Fighter or Barbarian, because I’m telling you, I’ll not be a Monk.”

“No, I doubt it will suit you,” Jez said and closed her pad.

“Might as well tell me about it, though.”

“Why? You’ve already made your mind up.”

Keller shrugged, pouting. “Just…because?”

Jez sighed. “Very well. Monks specialize in Martial Combat. They turn every part of themselves into a lethal weapon. But, they also excel at certain sword types—mainly the short sword—which they incorporate into their attacks. They strike swiftly—their attacks deadly. But, the best thing is it will eventually open up more dedicated Martial paths that will⁠—”

“I’ll be able to kill just using my thumb? I’ll be able to do a five-finger death punch?” Keller beamed.

“More importantly,” Tamereth said. “You’ll be able to attack even when your enemy thinks you’re weaponless.”

“Fuck.” Keller scratched her head. “What do you think?”

“I think Fighter or Barbarian are the logical choice, but Monk is the one if we get to fight elves. They’ll be more than capable of dealing with standard melee. We’ll need to surprise them.”

“Fuck! What hope have I got. If I choose one, I lose the others. I so wanted fighter.”

“But…” Jez put her notepad down.

“But, Monk, it’s pure nasty. I could have some dude pick on me in the tavern then, bam! He’s down, no sword drawn.”

“Or you could think about monsters and what we’ll actually face.” Tamereth sipped her ale. “But putting a prick down in a bar fight is a valid consideration.”

“You have to go Monk,” Snitch said.

“Why?”

“Because the elves are fast, but you could be faster.”

Keller fell silent, then her eyes rolled to the back of her head. “Monk,” she said.

“Pump all your spare points into dexterity,” Jez advised her.

“What spare points? Who has those?”

Tamereth reached across the table, grabbing Jez’s notepad. “Don’t you put that away yet. You researched ranged classes as well, didn’t you?”

“I researched every path that’s likely to open up to me.”

“Okay, let me look at my options. Might as well get this over with.” She fell quiet for a moment, closing her eyes. “Hunter Ranger.”

Jez beamed. “I was hoping you’d say that one. I think it’s ideal. You get combat flexibility. It’s quite straightforward, and you get to deal plenty of damage while still retaining resilience.”

“But, apart from the obvious, what is it?” Keller asked.

“It’s not so much what it is, but more the path it offers. As Tammy goes from Novice through to Master, new talents open up like Colossus Slayer, Giant Killer—things like that. So, we get the usual scouting benefits, but you add much more fighting, both Martial, Spear, and, of course, you’ll breeze through archery.”

Tamereth shrugged. “Sounds good. Hardly worth bothering with the others.”

She fell silent.

“But you’re gonna, right?” Keller asked.

“Well, I could. What’s a Valkyrie?”

“Ah, this would be a winged warrior, but the class is specifically suited to you, at a guess. You are, despite the wings, a non-magic user and a spear woman. Valkyrie will leverage that and give you attacks that suit. One drawback, which you’ll have anyway, is the inability to wear heavy armor. But that just makes sense. You get an enhanced aerial combat style, dive and attack abilities and defensive manoeuvers. You get to use your wings and dominate the sky.”

“So it incorporates my wings into my fighting style?”

“Much better than ranger does, yes.”

“Third option?” Keller asked.

“Skyward Cavalier.”

Jez riffled her notes. “Nothing,” she said. “Never saw that class. It must be a rare one to one designed specifically for you.” She sat back, tossing the notepad on the table. “You’ll have to read it.”

Tamereth grinned. “Skyward Cavalier is a unique martial class dedicated to the art of mounted combat, aerial manouvering and spear fighting.” She paused. “Recognize someone in that?”

“You lucky bitch,” Keller said.

“Skyward Cavaliers excel at fighting while mounted on winged beasts, but in your particular case, you have no need for the beast. This will add to your agility, the speed of your aerial manoeuvers and your ability to react. However, upon reaching Capable you will gain the path Beast Tamer.”

“What?” Keller said. “You’re fucking shitting me!”

Tamereth pretend glared at her. “Let me finish! This is getting interesting.” She took a breath. “The beast you choose can be terrestrial or aerial, however, as you have the ability to fly, this class has been tailored to terrestrial. At Capable you will automatically gain access to Beast Bond and Beast Training, allowing you and your mount to fight as one.”

“This is so fucking awesome,” Snitch said. “If only I’d had that option.”

“What?” Keller perked. “Instead of the sitting on my ass hiding in a basement class you picked?”

Snitch sneered at her. “It was a valid option at the time, and no, I didn’t choose it. Continue, Tamereth.”

Tamereth muttered to herself as she read the prompt. “Spear Mastery, Aerial Assault, Unyielding Warrior, da-da-da! Yeah, I think I’d be a fool not to take this. If I need to, I can fly and leave my beast on the ground, directing him to fight.”

“What if you got a dragon? You could both fight from above,” Jez said.

“Except dragons don’t exist,” Keller said.

“Don’t they?” Snitch rolled his eyes. “You saw a troll, an ogre, a walking, speaking tree. What makes you think dragons don’t exist?”

“Well, if they do, we’re wrangling one for Tammy,” Keller said.

“Skyward Cavalier it is.” Tamereth rolled her eyes back and mouthed the words.


Chapter Thirty




Seven supported Sinta as they exited the tower. She was limp, dragging her heels as she stumbled away. “But what does it mean?” she said, echoing the same question she’d asked the whole way down the tower. “What does my vengeance mean? What beast will Eve face? What fucking use is this skill if it only gives you half the picture?”

“I suppose,” he said, “that it is just a glimpse of what will be. I’d imagine you’ll get better at it.”

She paused. “Better at it?”

Seven was getting better at reading women. At least, he thought he was. He’d not had much experience of them until coming to Phillion, and it had been a baptism of fire. Before, he would have jumped right in and explained exactly how she could be better. Now, though, he replied like a seasoned lothario.

“Forget it.”

She squeezed his hand hard. “Forget it?”

Okay, he thought. A little refining and I should be able to get away with it.

“When I say forget it, I mean, of course, that you should clear your mind before you sink into your visions. With a clear mind, you’ll see a better picture⁠—”

“They just come. I get no notice. Look, you’re trying to be nice, Seven, but you’re just…”

“Fucking it up?”

“That.”

“But you’re sure Tortalonge wants to see us?” Seven wondered when she’d seen that vision. After Marag had thrown herself out of the window, all hell had broken loose. The huge guardians had come, spiriting away the body and screaming at any students who tried to look.

“When did she ask? Or was it a vision?”

“Telepathy. She uses it all the time. Just invades your mind without the slightest notice. I’m surprised she hasn’t invaded your head.”

“Or, maybe she wants to see you more than me? After all, you’re going to be the avenging angel.”

“I’m no angel,” she said, knocking shoulders.

“What were the words again?” he asked. “Don’t tell me if they’re too painful.”

“No. No, it’s okay. It’s important. My Mother died to tell me those words. She said: you will all die. I have seen it. She will come, and on her shoulders will stand your destruction, and her vengeance will cut through you. I’ve been thinking about it, and it foretells me killing elves. The only way that’s going to happen is if my magic becomes so much stronger. But at the moment all I have is the staff. I’ll need something much more powerful than that—or I’ll need to get much more powerful than that.”

“I always thought it would be me,” Seven said as the walked down a winding, cobbled road toward the campus. “I thought I’d be the avenger.”

“Perhaps it’s both of us. But you already have Califire. I need something—something big.”

He chuckled.

“What?”

“I remember the Sinta that didn’t want any power. I remember that.”

“Times change,” she said, pulling her hand away from his and folding them. “And they just changed again. I just want to kill them, Seven. I want to kill them all.”

He nodded. “We will. We will work out a way. I’ve been outside. I’ve witnessed it firsthand. Those powerful artifacts exist. I’m sure of it.”

“Then we’ll need to get some.”

“Let’s see what Tortalonge has to say. Her calling you just after Marag committed suicide is no accident.”

She unfolded her arms, grabbing his hand. “Thank you.”

“Me? What for?”

“Being there. It meant so much. That vision, I’ve avoided it for an age, but somehow it’s freeing. I know she’s gone, Seven. I know she’s dead and I will accept it, in time. I will.”

“And I’ll be here when you do. Look!”

“Those things? Twice in one day?”

“Guardians,” he said. “Standing by the campus gates? What’s that all about?”

“We’re in a war, now,” Sanya said, falling into stride with them. “When the ghast came, they declared it, and we’ve just got to accept it.”

“But those things? Aren’t they part of Quintasia? Aren’t they something to do with a rogue AI?” Seven side-eyed her. She’d washed and changed. There was no doubt about it that she looked good. Except, she was slightly less colorful than usual.

Sanya laughed. “Oh sweet child of the maze. Did you really believe that? The guardians are guardians of Quintasia. They keep order when needed. Had you been on campus when the ghast attacked, you’d have seen them in action. They slaughtered every one of those bastards.” She slapped Seven on the back. “Look, students have their wild theories, but when those bastards attacked, every student knew the campus would be safe. They raced to those gates, and the guardians let them in. Do they moan about them when they keep order? Sure.”

“But they rely on them to save them from the horrors.” Seven understood. He replayed that day in his mind—the day the guardians had attacked him and Sinta. He could see it plain as day. They attacked him and Sinta because they were a threat to the students. “Where do they go?” he asked.

“Go?”

“I haven’t seen one, and now I see them clean up Marag’s body and stand guard. Is there some kind of barracks?”

“Something like that. Tortalonge will explain.”

“Can’t you?”

She blurted a laugh. “Why would I want to explain that they are creations of Quintasia who don’t exist unless Quintasia is threatened? I’m the fun teacher, remember?”

She hurried through the gate, pointing at both guardians. “Play nice fellas. They’re friends now.”
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Sanya pushed a large wooden door open. Seven and Sinta slid in, still wary of the guardians, especially the two stationed in the cold hallway. A blast of warmth hit him as he entered the large dining room, a long table dominating, the same wood as the ornate panelling and large inglenook. Tortalonge sat at the head of the table. Emily Hornt and Professor Drake sat on either side of her. Siril Rejonder stood by a sideboard pouring drinks. He glanced up, speaking before any of the others.

“Are you a whiskey man, Seven?”

“Never had it,” he replied. “I was very poor before I came here.”

Siril poured. “I think you’ll be one. But not today. I’ll pour you something with less bite. You’ll need a clear head for what we’re about to tell you. Sinta?”

“I’ll take the whiskey. Stronger the better.”

Siril pouted. “Have you already seen the outcome of this meeting?”

Seven felt the heaviness of the air—the tension within it. He glanced around the room. Drake made eye contact with him, but gave nothing away. Emily looked away, while Tortalonge studied her nails. Sanya marched over to Siril. “Give him a whiskey. Quit pussyfooting around. He’ll need it. What have we got? I hope it’s lamb? Tell me its lamb, Eleanor.”

“It’s good of you to lighten the mood, Sanya. But I think you’re forgetting⁠—”

“That Briggs died? No, I’m not forgetting it. He was a stern old bastard, but he had a wicked twist of humor, and he certainly wouldn’t have wanted this.”

“No,” Drake said. “As intolerable as this situation is, he would have wanted us to forget him and move on. Give them the damn whiskeys, sit them down and tell them, and then we can eat. I’m starving.”

“Pleasant as always, Drake,” Sanya said. “Look, I don’t know what you’ve got against Seven and Sinta, but⁠—”

He shook his head. “I made my protests known early, but you all insisted. You and that damn elf.”

“Drake, no more,” Tortalonge commanded. “What’s done is done. But you are right.” She stood. “Seven, we owe you an apology. Sinta, you too. And if the others were here, then we’d owe them one as well.”

“Apart from Snitch,” Drake said.

Tortalonge inclined her head. “Granted. Siril, pour and join us please. Sanya, take Briggs’ seat. Seven, next to her. Sinta, if you will, opposite Seven.”

“What is this?” Seven asked.

“This is us, inviting you, to a very selective group.”

Seven walked to the foot of the table and faced Tortalonge. “I’m honored, and trust me, I’m desperate to find out what’s going on here, but there are more than two in my group. There are more than just me and Sinta. So, if they aren’t welcome here, then I am not part of this.”

“Seven,” Sanya said, sitting. “Don’t overplay your hand.”

“No,” Tortalonge said. “He’s perfectly right to say that. But here’s the hard truth, Seven, I chose who knows what and I chose who joins us through very strict criteria. You have barely graduated from Novice. In theory, there are more powerful students here than you. Except…”

“He’s the exception,” Sinta said.

“As are you,” Tortalonge said, “and that’s why you are here. You have both elevated yourselves above all others. The others will, but they haven’t yet. That is why you are here, and they aren’t. It is for their safety and no other reason.”

“Sit,” Sanya said. “Sit and listen. If you agree to help us, I’ll agree to power your friends up. They survive that, they get a seat. Deal?”

Seven dithered. “Promise?” He drilled his stare into Sanya.

“Sure. I’ll take them all on a trip. Hell, I’ll take all of you on a trip. I know just the place.”

Seven walked the table and sat with her. Sinta took her place next to Drake, and silence reigned momentarily until Tortalonge broke it.

“First, you’ll have to excuse my explanation. Briggs usually explained all, but for obvious reasons that is no longer possible. So, this is my first time. Bear with me. First. Tell me what you know about dungeons.”

“Dungeons? Like the ones we fought during our training?” Seven asked.

“Like those.”

He pursed his lips. “I knew they existed. Keller thought they were some form of bubble—like a world in a bubble. Something like that. She explained it better—something about a game in her homeworld.”

“Let me stop you there. The bubble thing is close. Think of a dungeon as a tiny world, like its own planet but designed like a huge, multi-chambered room. What you didn’t see when you entered dungeon’s One to Five were their cores.”

“Cores?” Seven asked.

“The core is the sun? The sun? It’s what powers the dungeon, except it is sentient. It grows its world. It protects its world, and it feeds its world. Dungeon—dungeon core—understand so far?”

“I get it,” Sinta said and Seven nodded.

“So, dungeon, dungeon core. Except, there were five dungeons. All five were separate worlds. Still get it?”

“Five worlds—that’s as easy to understand as one,” Seven said, trying his whiskey and nearly gagging.

“Now, think of a family. A father, mother and five children, and they’re all holding hands.”

“I’m guessing the five children are the dungeons,” Sinta said.

“Yes, and the mother is Quintasia,” Tortalonge said.

“Which makes this a—” Seven’s eyes went wide. “A dungeon?”

“A dungeon,” Tortalonge confirmed. “Quintasia is a dungeon, and the supposed rogue AI, which fits so many students’ narratives, is, in fact, a dungeon core—a very advanced dungeon core.”

“So Quintasia…” Sinta said, then shook her head.

“Quintasia is a dungeon with five sub dungeons. We believe every world has magic—every world, regardless of how advanced it is. We think the elf invasion triggered the world’s magical defenses and it created dungeons in which its people, its creatures could survive. We⁠—”

“What about the father?” Sinta say. “Mother, father, and five children.”

“The father. I’m glad you noticed that.” She cleared her throat. “It’s where the horrors come from.” Tortalonge fell silent as the doors opened and a man and woman entered carrying plates filled with steaming food.

Seven’s mouth watered as he realized he’d had nothing to eat for a while, but the recent revelation tempered his hunger. Questions, a load of questions filled his mind. Unable to contain them, he asked the first the instant the door closed. “Wait! Hold on! So all this is a dungeon? If it is, why are we here?”

“You?” Silas asked.

“Me and Sinta. We know the least. Ask Keller—she knows. I think Tamereth’s land had them too, and Jez is the smartest person I know. They could give you real input.”

Drake cleared his throat. “I told you he thinks he knows best. We’ve explained why your companions aren’t here. Heck, if I had my way you wouldn’t be. This is no place for recently graduated Novices. It’s no place for seasoned Adepts. But even I’ll admit you two have unusual talents. I am the expert on dungeon and dungeon warfare. How do you think I engineered your little encounter with the Speakwood?”

“You…” Seven ran out of words. The whole situation overwhelmed him.

“I prodded and poked the Speakwood for you. I was close in case you got yourself in too much trouble. The twist with Keller and Old Redeye, I’ll admit, was unforeseen. Shame, I loved that mutt. So, to sum up, we don’t need your party.” He paused. “Yet.”

Sanya’s laughter rippled across the table. “He’s a grouch. A well-meaning grouch. Let’s put all our cards on the table. Your team, Seven, functions better than any we’ve seen. Sure, you have your arguments, but you came through Dungeon Five intact. You’re all still together. Newbies come, but they can’t break in. You’re solid. Better than any other team here.”

“In your opinion,” Drake said. “I still think it’s too early.”

“We haven’t got the time to waste!” Tortalonge snapped. “That last attack should have spurred even you into action, Drake!”

Drake reached, holding her hand. “We all loved him, Eleanor.”

“Not like I did,” she said, cuffing a tear away.

“We have to face facts,” Emily said. “The whys, the implications of throwing Seven in at the deep end, don’t matter. The other dungeon attacked us with a view to wiping us out. Whatever held the fabric of this place together is degrading. The elves have found us, and they’re taking this place apart.”

Tortalonge thumped the table. “We don’t know that!”

“No, no we don’t,” Sanya said, softly. “We only know what Penick told us.”

“Yes,” Emily said.

“But can we trust that damn elf?” Drake asked.

“Why don’t we ask him?” Seven asked, pointing to the full plate of food at the end of the table. “I take it that’s for him.”

“We requested his presence, but he hasn’t come,” Tortalonge said, her head down. “If something’s happened to him, then we are all doomed.”

Seven sat back and considered all he knew about his elven benefactor, but without an understanding of his motives, he could reach no conclusion. “Are we sure about this dungeon theory?”

“Finally, a good question,” Drake said. “Are we one hundred percent sure—the answer to that, of course is no. Are their clues? There are. This place, Quintasia, the chapels and the glens are undoubtedly a dungeon. How do we know this? Firstly, the guardians give it away. They act for the dungeon. They protect its interests. When you tried to steal Brigg’s beaker, you entered an area you were unauthorized to go in, and that triggered their defences. They saw you as a horror, and they acted accordingly. However, when you entered Snitch’s underground lair, because you had Genevieve’s book, they left you alone. Think on this. The guardians aren’t ours. Unless we need them, they don’t exist. Normal rules don’t apply.”

“Okay,” Seven said. “As I previously stated, Keller would get this far quicker that I would.”

“Indeed, and I’m sure you’ll tell her all about it. The fact remains, there is a price of entry into this group, and she can’t pay it.” He shrugged. “Although with Old Redeye inside her, she’s damn close.”

“Is it just these guardians?” Sinta asked.

“No, there are other clues,” Sanya said. “Portalling. We think that every time we portal we give the elves a clue where we are. It’s why we discourage it. But, think of the times you entered the dungeons and times that by thousands of students. Think of the number of times you left the chapels and entered the library. If each of those was a true portal, then the elves would have slaughtered us all by now. That leads us to think that this dungeon is either connected to those dungeons, or they’re sub-dungeons. Then there’s the horrors.”

“What about them?”

“They strike fast. They strike into the heart of Quintasia. It’s no normal portal—not like when we bring the Novices through. The tears in our reality are there, but there’s…”

“There’s a familiarity about them,” Tortalonge said. “When I sealed the last one, it wasn’t like a tear in the fabric of our dungeon. It was more like a doorway. There was familiarity about it. Which brings us to Emily’s theory of dungeon mutuality. Emily?”

“What?” Seven said, scratching her head.

“To understand that, we need to go back to when the dungeon was formed. We believe it was desperate times. The elves had come. They were attacking, slaughtering on an industrial scale. But, they woke the magic that had lain dormant in Phillion, and that magic formed sanctuaries for its inhabitants. Those sanctuaries are places like this. Phillion itself moved to protect its inhabitants. But, in order to provide a sanctuary, it split the dungeon, taking all the horror and putting it into one, then placing us in the other.”

Seven held his head in his hands. “So, we’re in the good dungeon. The horrors come from the bad dungeon. Is that it?”

“I think so,” Emily said. “That is the only thing that explains yesterday. All other attacks were probing attacks as it learnt about us. Yesterday was the start of a full-scale war, and your actions and that of the hexblade were the difference.”

“Which is why we want to try something,” Sanya said. “We want to sneak into their dungeon and see if we can’t eliminate the threat at source.”

“Why do you think it’s invading now?” Sinta asked.

“Because a dungeon is run by a dungeon core. We think ours is on the fritz.” Sanya pointed her fork at Seven. “Think about it. The fuzzy edges in Dungeon Two. The way it allowed us to manipulate Dungeon Five. How Penwick smuggled you in with a hexblade, ring and all your stats in place. That broke a rule, and a goddam big one too. Dungeons run by a strict code, and this place is falling apart. It has been for a while—think slums. Think Sneak. Think any number of things, and you’ll see it.”

“And the other dungeon core?”

“Is acting like it should, looking after its own and trying to destroy its rival.”

“Well,” Seven said. “Wouldn’t we be better served finding ours and trying to repair it?”

“That’s the problem. We haven’t got a clue where it is.”


Chapter Thirty-One




Jez sat at her table in her newly expanded section of their living quarters. The two bookcases placed in an L-shape hadn’t cut it anymore. She’d needed a desk, and so while Keller and Tamereth had gone off in search of yet another burger, she’d set about rearranging a few things.

While she put most of her points into Mind, she made sure to invest at least half into the other attributes evenly. Her strategy was a simple one. She had to lean on her intellect to be different, but being different didn’t help if you were dead. So her strength was fine and moving furniture wasn’t an issue. The third bookcase did, though, take some shifting, and she received a few raised eyebrows as she pulled it through the bar into their chambers.

After a bit of pushing and shoving, she had one bookcase at a right angle to the wall, her bed pushed against it, another at an angle, and then the third running parallel to the bed’s length and easily accommodating the desk she stole from Snitch’s room. Once her privacy curtain was back in place, she’d settled back, pawing at the book on the table.

She needed a class. But as killing appeared to be the fundamental way to gain the experience needed to level, and as she was always kept behind Seven, Keller, Tamereth and Sinta, she barely got a look in.

Not that it bothered her. She was feisty, sure, but a fighter? Hardly. It was in her nature to squabble and bicker, but her ancestors rarely fought with those they thought superior. Peers, sure. Weaker folk, certainly. But logic steered her away from trying to assert herself if someone was clearly more powerful than her. All four of her companions were. But she was the intelligent one, and she’d fight tooth and nail if the dismissed one of her opinions for no apparent reason. Although, she was beginning to think she’d have to try harder if she was going to have a chance with Seven.

As she opened a book called Alternative Ways to Level, she lost focus. Why hadn’t Seven tried to make love to her? For that matter, why hadn’t he even tried to steal a kiss? An unwelcome thought had seeded in her mind and was slowly growing. Was she just part of the group for her brains? Sure, he paid lip service and sometimes acted like he wanted to take things further. But that was all it had been, and now he was clearly bedding Sinta too, had she lost her chance?

Her gaze fell back on the open book, tears blurring the intricately written words. She was desperate for love—true love—not just mere companionship.

“I will have to try harder,” she said.

She’d been an academic all her life. Perhaps Keller would help her. But then Keller wasn’t a girl’s girl. Nor was Tamereth. Sinta was naturally beautiful. Hell, Jez would bed her if she were that way inclined. She sighed. She needed help, but there was no one to help her.

A knock at the door startled her from her muse. She looked up, momentarily confused. Realizing she was on her own, she slammed the book shut and stomped to the door. Frustrating, that’s what it all was, frustrating. She couldn’t level, and she couldn’t get her man. She was a whole bag of useless bundled in a pale green skin.

“What?” she asked as she tore the door open.

Eve stood in front of her, panting heavily. Mud covered her hands and knees, and she wore some freaky uniform that looked like it had inherited a load of pockets. Yet, despite that, she still looked sexy. “You’ll never guess what. We had to escape the ghasts. Took us underneath Quintasia—and I mean underneath it. Right down into the gloom. Some bunker, silo, something. Can’t tell you why, but I don’t think anyone had found the route—certainly not ventured down there. Anyway, there’s this room—more like the inside of a sphere. It’s all black and blue and weird—just plain weird. Like freaky weird, and well, the screens flick on and off and stuff and there’s a password. At least I assume it’s a password. It’s eight characters, and I⁠—”

“Take a breath, Eve.” Jez led her into the room. “Take a breath. Seven’s not here. I thought Keller and Tam were in the bar. But now I assume they’re getting a burger with Snitch. You’ll find them there.”

“No time. At least, I think there’s no time. It started blinking. I think we need to work it out, and fast. Besides, it’s you I need.”

“Me?”

“You’re the brains. It’s a password. Must have something to do with Quintasia. If anyone can work it out, you can.”

“I can?”

“Yes!” Eve grabbed at her hand. “Quick! Come on!”

“Hold it right there,” Jez said, thinking fast. “I’ll help you, if you help me.”

“What?”

“I want you to make me pretty.”

Eve grabbed her by the arm, dragging her through the bar. “You’re plenty pretty.”

“No. No, I’m not. I want to be…”

“Horny? You want to be horny? You want to look like you’re a bomb?”

They raced into the yard and through the gates, racing up the part-cobbled street toward the bridge. Eve’s sense of urgency overtook Jez, but she seized her opportunity, pulling back and stopping halfway over.

“I’m not moving until you promise.”

“You want to bed Seven?”

“I want to compete with Keller, Tammy and Sinta. I want to be…”

“Desired,” Eve said, clearly torn, and Jez knew she was asking a lot as Eve wanted him too.

“Yes.”

“Deal,” she said, way too quickly, then pulled her on.

“Wait!” Jez said, tugging back. “Why so easy? Don’t you want him, too?”

Eve frowned, then lent her a coy smile. “I might have moved on.”

“No!” Jez gasped, then realized Eve’s romantic aspirations and hers no longer conflicted, and so no longer interested her. “Then you’ll help me, and I’ll help you.”

“Deal,” Eve said and carried on pulling Jez toward the park.

“We exited behind the maze. Look, I don’t think there are any of those monsters about, but⁠—”

“There aren’t. We killed them all.”

It was a bit of an exaggeration as Jez had only had a part in killing one, but she wanted to latch on by association at the very least.

“Well,” said Jez, puffing her ample chest out. “They attacked us as well, but Geraint used his magic. Crow died, as did Thera and Gallion. Then we ran, and while we hid, we found this secret passage. Well, Geraint used to hide in it or something. Either way, he’d never ventured further down. But we did in case those beasts found us. We went…” She tugged on Jez again. “Look, why don’t I show you?”

“Shouldn’t we get Seven or something?”

“No time, remember? Besides, if you can’t solve it, who can?”

Jez jogged beside her. “What do you think will happen if I get it wrong?”

Eve stopped by an iron grate. Moss coated most of it, but it was obvious someone had disturbed it recently. “It’s this way,” she replied, pulling up the grate and dropping in.

Jez hesitated, their plan’s peril becoming all too real. “Are you sure we should, Eve? Hold on! Did you say Geraint? You did, you said Geraint, didn’t you?”

“I did,” Eve called up. “Look, he rescued me. I was…will you come down?”

“Is that why you’re wearing those clothes? Have you joined his cult?”

“Come down!”

Jez hesitated a fraction longer, then made her mind up. If she didn’t do anything, she’d just be the plain, old Jez—the brains of the party. But, if she solved Eve’s puzzle—if she finally unraveled the mysteries of Quintasia, she might grow to be the hero she needed to be. Plus, with Eve’s help, she might be able to seduce Seven. “Promise?”

“What?” Eve snapped from the dark.

“That you’ll help me.”

“I promise. Now get that scrawny, green ass down here.”

Jez jumped.

Her Dark Vision had recently increased to Capable, but even at that level she could hardly see a thing. They entered a steep tunnel, angling down at least forty-five degrees. She guessed it was some kind of vent rather than a walkway, which was why the grate had rarely been moved. Mud coated the top half of the passage and explained Eve’s state. If she’d climbed out this way, she must have been desperate. Jez made a mental note to stick some extra points into Strength if she leveled or she’d never get out.

“You climbed up here?” she asked, slipping and nearly bumping into Eve.

“Had to. We got a little lost.”

“You should always take notes. Wherever you go, a note will always see you right.”

Eve scoffed. “I prefer flashing a bit of cleavage. I find it gets me all the help I need.”

After a few hundred yards, the slope flattened. Jez looked back, making a mental note, but then through habit alone she pulled out her notepad, made a sketch of the angle and the way the sunlight made a half-moon shape as it bled through.

“You finished?” Eve scrambled along the last of the tunnel and dropped out of sight.

“You can never be too careful!” she said.

“But you’ve got me to guide you.”

Jez came to the tunnel’s end, spying the hole Eve had dropped through. “But what if I lose you? What if you die and I’m left here?”

What ifs had plagued her for her entire life. They paralyzed every choice she made.

“If I die, you’ll never get laid,” Eve replied, her voice receding.

Jez dropped through the hole, made a note of it, and ran after Eve, counting her steps without thinking. “Then you better not die.”

They’d entered a larger tunnel. Its walls were smooth—too smooth—and lacked mortar joints, seams, anything. The tunnel was perfectly circular as well, which told Eve it was unnatural. But she couldn’t conceive how anyone could make such a thing. It was like the stone had been melted and fashioned into a perfect ring. “What is this place?”

“Geraint thinks the Phillions made it. He thinks it was part of their advanced world. But then again, he probably thinks the moon is made of cheese. Bless him. He’d got the looks—probably got the dick, but the head is hollow. Doesn’t matter, does it? All that matters is the password. If you can guess that, then we can find out so much more.”

Eve appeared to have blind faith in Jez that she could solve the puzzle. She hadn’[t mentioned failure once, nor did they have any contingency for it. “How many dashes did it have?”

“Eight,” she said.

“Did you try Phillion?”

“Ha! Why would they choose that? Anyone could guess that. It’ll be something harder.”

But Jez wasn’t so sure. If whoever set the password had expected it to be cracked by a complete stranger, then it had to be obvious—it had to be something that anybody to guess. “How can it be difficult?”

“What?”

“How can the password be difficult? It would only be difficult if it only wanted one person to unlock it. But that would be daft as given everything that has happened, that person would have a high chance of dying. So, there must be some other parameter.”

Eve paused. “Have I ever told you that you are a beautiful nerd?”

Jez puffed with pride. Beautiful and nerd—her two favorite things. But, it did beg the question of whether she was nerd enough to solve the impossible puzzle. The echo of her footsteps changed to a metallic thud. But, lost in thought, she barely registered it.

“Describe the sphere to me again.”

Eve grunted. “What’s to describe? It’s blue-black, although the black seems to be its skin, if you like. The blue is like a luminous glow. The dashes—for the password—they are blue.”

“Does the blue glow—like magic? Does it glow like magic?”

The stone tunnel morphed into an iron tube, huge flanges with giant bolts holding sections together. Eve was silent, momentarily, but then began chattering excitedly.

“I suppose it must be magic. I thought it was electric. But magic makes more sense. The blue was like mana light, so in that respect yes. It was magic. It has to be. Mana light, yes. And the screens. They must have been an augmented mana illusion. Yes, Jez. I think you’re on to something.”

“So, we have a sphere—the inside of a sphere, to be exact — and we have magic. What else?”

“There’s a walkway—a gantry, if you like. It floats in the sphere’s middle.”

“Floats?” she said. “What, like it has no supports at all?”

“Just like that,” Eve confirmed.

“Would you say that has to be magic? Things don’t just float. It seems as if the inside of the sphere might well be a physical illusion that manifests to hold the contestant in place.”

The walkway narrowed, becoming a metal path that led to a curved wall. Geraint sat, resting against the sphere’s wall. He had his knees drawn in, and his head in his hands.

“Are you fucking sleeping?” Eve asked, kicking him.

Geraint woke. “No!” He lied, yawning and opening his sleepy eyes. “Definitely not.”

“You were weren’t you?” Eve gave him another kick. “Seriously, Geraint, if you’re going to redeem yourself and become a hero, you’ve got to get with the program.”

Geraint had changed. Jez remembered him as an on-the-bloat pale bully with a twisted, angry expression permanently etched onto his face. But he seemed to veer between a beaten puppy and a beast filled with power. She stepped back, worried he might explode. But instead, he sprang up with a massive display of strength and dexterity and landed on his feet. He patted Eve on the shoulder. “You’re right, of course. But I’ve been on my feet day and night—depending on which one it is. I pushed my perception out, but must have dozed off.”

Eve brushed a bit of imaginary fluff off the collar of his strange, black jacket—like Eve’s all pockets and zips—and smiled up at him. “Just try to do better. For me. Try to do better for me. This way, Jez.” She pushed a door open in the curved wall.

“Geraint,” Jez said, walking in and trying to play it as cool as possible. “Nice…get up.”

“Thanks, Jez,” Geraint said through gritted teeth.

Oh yes! Jez thought. There’s still an asshole in there just waiting to burst out! She hovered on the edge of the sphere. Eve had stepped inside, blue magic framing her like an aura. Jez pondered the scene. She worked best alone, without distraction, and so her first request was simple. “Do you mind if I go in on my own?”

“Why?” Eve scrunched her face up.

“Just used to it. I think better on my own.” She exhaled. “Look, if you’re in there, I’m just going to wonder what the hell you’re thinking about me. I’ve got a few hang-ups—mostly self confidence. It’s a racial trait. My people are used to getting the shit end of the stick, so when good things happen to us, we tend to not believe it.”

“Pfft,” Eve replied. “You and every other woman. We’ve all been dumped on at one point or the other.”

“Then you’ll…”

“Sure. I’ll keep polishing clueless out there. Trying to make him into my perfect man.” She winced. “I could probably do with some time alone with him.” She winked, pulling Jez in, spinning around her and closing the door, shutting her inside. Before Jez could settle, the door opened a slither. “Work anything out, be sure to tell me. This is my find—remember that. You’ll get cookies for solving it, but the cake’s mine.”

“Sure thing,” Jez said. “Whatever that means.”

The door closed again, and the blue mana-light brushed Jez, filling her with its warmth. She slumped down, sitting cross-legged on the gantry and before the eight, blinking pips.

“So, what’s your secret?” Jez asked the sphere, cocking her head and calming.

Eve offered her everything she wanted. If the woman could teach her confidence, style, and how to radiate that sultry, sexual energy that she seemed to have by the bucket-load, then she could attract Seven instantly. But she didn’t want to control him—not like Eve did with Geraint. She didn’t want some subservient puppet. No, she just wanted to slot in—to know when Seven was with her, he was truly with her. Did she mind sharing him? Not in the slightest. Even dysfunctional worlds like Phillion had knowledge to harvest—so much to learn. But, it would be nice to feel. It would be nice to loved, to lose control and abandon herself to her suppressed sexuality.

“But it can wait,” she muttered. There was, after all, nothing better than solving a puzzle. Apart from solving an unsolvable one…

She set about observing the sphere. It was as plain as Eve had said, but she thought her scatty mind probably affected her ability to focus. Whereas Jez was all about details. Whatever Eve had missed, she was confident she would pick up.

“Whatever it is, it has to be solvable by someone like me,” she said out loud, hoping for a clue.

The screens, as Eve had called them, were areas where the ambient, night-sky, blue became as black as ink. They were rectangular. She craned her neck and counted five, no six in total, immediately wondering if that number had any bearing on the password. The eight dashes pulsed against the black. She counted them all, six times eight making forty-eight, but forty-eight had ten letters, so she discounted that as the answer. Password had eight letters, and while it was obvious, she had to give it a try.

“The solution is password.”

The letters blinked, and for a moment she thought she might have it. Then, the dark blue background turned bright red, flashing, then back to blue. A voice sounded, deep, low and filled with threat.

“Dungeon destruction sequence activated. Destruction in one hundred intervals.”

Counters appeared over the dashes, each starting at one hundred and then, after a while, dropping to ninety-nine.

“Oh shit,” she said.


Chapter Thirty-Two




The room flashed red, and everyone fell silent until Sanya broke it, saying what was on all their minds.

“What the fuck was that?”

A bad feeling gathered in Seven’s gut, one that coalesced into terror as words rang out in his mind.

“Dungeon destruction sequence activated. Destruction in one hundred intervals.”

“Okay,” Sanya said, “was that just me? Because it sure as shit felt like it was a message you should all have got.”

“I think we all got it,” Tortalonge said. “And I believe our conclusions Quintasia is a dungeon have just been confirmed.”

“Too coincidental,” Drake said with a tired yawn.

“Nonsense. We’ve discussed the dungeon theory on several occasions. Briggs was a huge advocate of it, although he detested the word dungeon,” Emily said.

“What word did he prefer?” Sinta asked.

Tortalonge answered. “He preferred the term Reality Bubble. He saw Quintasia as a reality bubble, the world outside as another, and wherever the horrors came from could be third. But Briggs was, at heart, a philosopher and continued that to propose numerous bubbles. Your world, Seven, would have been one.” She closed her eyes. “Reality Bubbles. It has such a nice ring about it.”

“Yeah,” Sanya interjected. “Sounds good, but he was clearly wrong. This reality bubble just decided it was a dungeon, and we’ve got ninety-nine somethings until we’re all paste.”

“How the hell do we stop it?” Emily asked as all eyes fell on Sinta.

The huntress and paled, and her eyes held a distant quality. She sat upright, her hands flat on the table.

“What is it?” Drake asked, and for once, concern furrowed his brow. “Is she having an episode?”

“You mean is she having a vision?” Sanya asked. “You can say it even if you don’t believe it.”

“It’s not that I don’t believe it. It’s solely that it is just a little…”

“Unbelievable?” Emily asked. “With dungeons and horrors, mana-eating vampire elves and speaking trees, you find a bit of clairvoyance difficult to believe?”

“It just…It just gives me the creeps. What if she can see me? What then?”

“Pretty sure with Seven jumping her bones at every opportunity, spying on you in the shower will be way down her list.” Sanya took a slurp of her drink. “Although underneath that stern exterior, there’s probably a tiger waiting to leap out.”

“Can’t you take anything seriously?” Drake snapped.

“Nope. It’d drive me mad.”

“Jez,” Sinta said, snapping out of her trance. “Jez was with Eve.”

“Was?” Seven moved closer to her. “What do you mean, was?”

“She’s alone now. She’s in a dark room. I think she has something to do with the warning.”

Tortalonge stood. “What? What is she doing?”

“She’s sitting cross-legged staring at eight lines. There’s a counter over the lines similar to the one in my head.”

“The one that just ticked from ninety-nine to ninety-eight?” Sanya asked.

Drake held his head in his hands. “May all the gods help us. Our lives are in the hands of a bunch of halfwit novices.”

Seven fidgeted in his chair. He couldn’t just wait—wait and hope that somehow Jez would save them. A chill swept through him. “Wait! She’s with Eve? You said she was with Eve?”

“Yes. Was Geraint there?”

Sinta didn’t reply at first. Her gaze lost its focus as she searched her vision. “I can’t tell. I only saw Eve. She stood in a doorway, but the door closed and left Jez in the dark room.”

“What did Eve look like?” Sanya leaned toward Sinta.

“Does it really matter?” Drake asked in his usual bored tone.

“Of course it matters. As far as we know the ghasts slaughtered Eve at the same time they killed Crow and his minions. If Eve survived, then Geraint survived. If they both survived, then we have to ask how. What did we miss when we searched the Crow headquarters?”

“And how did they get to Jez?” Tortalonge said. “We must split up. Half of us should go to your Guild headquarters and question any that knows Jez’s whereabouts. The others need to turn Crow’s HQ over.”

“But we already searched it,” Drake said.

“Then we missed something.” Tortalonge scanned the room. “Sinta, you’re best served going back to the HQ. See if your newly enhanced talent can pick up anything that might be a trail. Find Snitch, Keller and Tamereth—see what they know. Drake and I will accompany you.”

“Why me?” Drake asked.

“Because you need to spend some time with her and get used to it. I’ll not have you treat her like you did Marag. You either accept this like you do everything else, or I’ll replace you.”

“Another demotion, Drake? Many more and you’ll be sweeping out my quarters,” Sanya said.

“I wouldn’t be seen dead in your room.”

She pushed her chest out, giving him a sexy wink. “You would beg for the chance, and you know it.”

Drake huffed.

“So, where do you want me, boss?” Sanya asked.

“You go with Seven and Emily. Search every inch of that damned place. They must have got out somehow. You need to find it and follow them. Any questions?”

“Just one,” Emily stood. “What the hell do we do when we find her?”

“Pray she’s as intelligent as we thought all along.”
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Eve leaned back against the closed door. She folded her arms and rested one foot against it. Pressing her lips into a firm line, she let her frustration build until she finally had to say something.

“What the fuck are you smiling at?”

“Me?” Geraint asked.

“Well, I don’t see any other knob around.”

“Didn’t get what you wanted?”

She rounded on him, seeing that he really was smiling, and that made her even madder. “No, I didn’t get what we wanted. See the difference. I included both of us in my statement. We wanted Jez to solve the password, give it to us so that we could take advantage of whatever boon it gave us.”

“What if it had sent a lightning bolt at us, or raised the temperature in the sphere so high that our flesh boiled? Would we have liked it then? Would we?”

She bunched her hand into a fist, gritting her teeth and swinging. “I’m going to wipe that fucking smile off your face!”

His grin, however, remained firmly in place, even when her punch landed. She, on the other hand, yelped in pain. Her hand exploded in agony as it smashed into his rock hard chin. She squashed it between her arms and ribs, dancing around and cursing. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” she cried. “What the hell are you made off?”

“I…errr…leveled up, and my Body was already pretty high. But I also opened up a skill called, Iron Body. It…”

“I know what it is. The question I’m asking myself is why did you use it against me?”

“You were about to hit me. I sort of deployed it automatically.”

“Well next time I want to hit you, don’t!”

“You know that makes no sense, don’t you?”

She grabbed his collar and pulled him close. “Look, buster, this is how it is. If I want to fucking hit you, I’ll hit you. Don’t use that skill against me.”

“I won’t if…”

“I’m gonna wipe that…If what?”

“If you kiss me.”

Eve shook her hand out. “Close your eyes.”

He hesitated, then closed his eyes. Eve balled her other hand into fist, wound it back and swung.

“Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck! You did it again. You bastard! You did it again!”

Geraint snickered. “Never took it off.”

Eve danced around on the metal grate. “You’ll pay for that!”

“I never got my kiss,” he said with a smirk, then stared over her shoulder. “What the hell is that?”

“Oh no! Oh no, you’re not tricking me into turning around so you can boot me in the ass.”

“Eve…”

“I told you⁠—”

“I’m not shitting you, Eve.” A sword appeared in Geraint’s hand. His runes flared with crimson mana light. “Something’s coming.”

Eve searched his gaze for a hint of trickery, but a bright blue reflection in the deep hazel of his eyes made her turn slowly. A crackle of blue mana light swirled in the tunnel’s center. “What the hell is that?”

“Nothing good,” Geraint said, moving in front of her. “If I was a betting man, I’d say that was a portal.”

Eve equipped her spear and buckler, brushing her hair out of her eyes and the spit from the corner of her mouth. “Then we defend whatever we’ve found. That’s what they’ve come for. It must be precious. Must be.”

“Are you sure?”

“My Instinct tells me it’s something special. No, something critical to Quintasia. They’ve come to make sure it destroys itself. I’d bet your life on it.”

“Then we fight for it.” Geraint strode forward. “Whatever’s coming through has to be a bit groggy, surely.” He paused. “My life?”

Eve held her spear in one hand while flexing her other. “Wish I hadn’t hit you.”

“You had the option to kiss me.”

“We aren’t there yet. I can still see you…”

“What? Tied to that post and pissing myself?”

Eve recoiled. “No! I was going to say fucking Thera and Gallion.”

“That’s better.”

“How’s that better?” Eve squealed.

“They were pretty damn horny.”

“Horny?” She considered her protest and relented. “Yeah, I can see that. I went through a goth phase.”

“Goth?” Geraint flexed his arms. Blood-red mana flowed along his blade. “What’s a…Nevermind, I think I get the idea.”

The blue mana grew in height, widening slightly.

“I made a better goth than Gallion. I was sex on legs.”

“No Eve, you are sex on legs.”

“You’re just saying that because Star’s dead.”

“Not true. I’m not daft—” He fell silent, stepping back a pace as a snarling head poked through the portal. It was a cross between a man and a dog—fierce and evil-looking, too.

“What the hell is that?” Eve asked.

“That, Eve, is a gnoll. If they’re anything like the gnolls back home, we’re in for a hard fight.”

“Magic?”

“Let’s just say they’re a varied bunch.”

The gnoll growled at them, then pulled his head back. Eve tensed, knowing an attack was coming, and knowing it was going to be hard and fast.

“I wish I had,” she said.

“Had what?”

She hesitated. “Kissed you.”

“In wish you had too, Eve,” he replied as the first gnoll leaped through, axe back and swinging forward.
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Seven rooted around the altar. He could smell the dried blood, the drips crusted down its sides. He poked and prodded it, hoping that some hidden lever would trigger its top to open, or shift it completely and reveal some secret passageway. But there was nothing. It was immovable. Gallion’s broken body lay close. Why the dungeon hadn’t claimed it worried him. It had taken all the bodies of the ghast and its victims, which, in itself, proved to Seven that they were in a dungeon. Now he suspected it, everything fell into place.

He stood, backing away and nearly tripping over Thera’s corpse. Shaking his head at the waste, he moved to the edge of the cavern. “I’m pretty sure there’s nothing in here.”

Sanya stopped her search. “You getting bored already? I had you down as glory only. Seems I was right.”

“I put in the work,” Seven protested. He knew she was trying to get a reaction, but he wanted her to know he wasn’t like that. He would put in the graft. But, yeah, it was boring the life out of him. “Look, I will happily continue poking and prodding this sodding cave, but I can tell you, my gut tells me that what we’re looking for is not here.”

“You want to shirk?” She grinned at him.

“Fuck it. Yes! Yes, I want to shirk.”

Sanya jumped up onto the altar and looked around. “Let’s replay the fight. Sinta! Can you give us any clue what happened?”

“I can’t,” she said. “I can’t see anything.”

“Because you weren’t here?”

“Not sure that matters anymore. I saw her in the sphere with Eve outside. I guess I don’t have to actually be present now.”

“But you can’t see anything, anyway?” Emily said.

“No. No, there’s nothing here for me. I can feel the trauma and suffering that went on here, but that’s it.”

“What about down there?” Sanya pointed her sword at a narrow tunnel. “We know they must have gone down there.”

“I can try.”

“Are we sure this cavern is empty?” Emily asked.

“It’s—” Sinta said.

“It’s empty. Let’s move on.” Seven walked to the passageway. “It has to be here. The ghast invaded—they raced from here taking them unawares. They fought. Gallion and Thera die, Crow soon after. Geraint uses this new blood magic he has. I can smell the burnt mana. They wipe out the ghast, but Geraint doesn’t head back to the weird door illusion. No! He races down the passageway the ghast came from. Why? Because he already knew how to escape.”

“How do you know?” Emily asked.

“Because Geraint is one of these confident, brave types that barely holds his coward back. The ghast attack would have been too much for him—way too much. So, he should have gone topside. But if he had, we’d have known. As he’s not here, there’s only one other explanation.” Seven traced the outline of the passageway with his hand. “It has to be close as well.”

“You sure?” Sanya asked.

“Yes. He’d go that way—toward Quintasia. That’s the sensible way. The ghast were attacking from here. Why head straight into them unless there’s a way out and it’s close enough that he can get to it?”

He jumped into the passageway. “Has to be close.”

“But we’ve searched all these rooms!” Emily said.

“Not well enough.” Sinta slid past him. “Not well enough. Seven’s right. They went this way, and then they vanished.”

“Vanished?” Sanya curled her lip up.

“They vanished under the city. They are below us. I’m sure of it.” She slipped into a room, sitting on a bed and closing her eyes.

“This one?” Seven sat next to her.

“This is ridiculous.” Sanya stomped in. “We’ve tossed these places. There was nothing. Not a damn thing.”

“Apart from this!” Emily shouted from the next room along. “There’s a grate in the floor. Some kind of gulley. Looks like it’s been lifted recently.”

Seven stormed into the room, rolling over the bed and coming beside Emily. “That’s it,” he said. “Down there—they had to go down there.”

Sanya peered over. “There must be an easier way.”

Then a faint scream filtered through the grate.

Sanya stared at Seven. “Was that Eve?”

“Yeah, that was Eve.”


Chapter Thirty-Three




The gnoll jumped through the portal. Its long, metal and leather armor flying back like a cape but quickly settling around its knees. A snout protruded from a half-face helm, leather flaps hanging over its ears. It brought its battle axe, the weapon blurring as it headed straight toward Geraint.

Fortunately, the creature had telegraphed its attack, and Geraint ducked underneath it, stabbing out with his sword only for it to glance off the metal-reinforced armor.

“Shit!” he growled, but luckily the gnoll impaled itself on Eve’s spear.

“I got him!” she cried, clearly surprised. “I fucking got him!” she repeated as the gnoll’s momentum drove her back. She stumbled, falling, the creature arcing over her as her spear’s butt wedged in the mesh walkway.

Geraint twisted to help her, but a shadow fell over the portal, and another gnoll bundled through. He arced his back, drawing his stomach in as its spear stabbed at him. Grabbing the shaft, Geraint screamed as he snapped it in two, grabbing the head and plunging it into the gnoll’s face.

“Take that, you bastard!” He whipped his hand around, using the gnoll’s momentum to propel it further down the walkway.

It bundled straight into a recovering Eve, who went down in a heap, cursing and calling Geraint all the dicks under the sun. But Geraint already had bigger problems. Another gnoll had come through the portal, its sword already sweeping toward him.

He dropped to his haunches, blindly reaching for his sword, but he was a fraction too late, and the gnoll’s downward strike took his ear and buried itself in his shoulder. His arm immediately went limp, but his Pain Tolerance dulled his agony as quickly as it manifested.

“Shit!” he cried, his free hand grabbing his sword’s hilt, but his arm not responding.

“Got you, human!” the gnoll spat.

“No, got you, you fucker!” Eve countered, launching her spear at the creature.

It brushed it aside in mid-flight, twisting and readying a murderous blow. But before it could deliver it, red magic shot from Geraint’s hand and blasted it back toward the portal. Magical flames incinerated the creature, crisping the one emerging from the portal as well.

“Now why didn’t you do that to start with?” Eve said, her face smeared with blood. Her hair matted with the stuff. “I had to…I had to stab that second one in the eyes.”

“I was holding it back until we needed it. I’ve only got so much mana.”

Eve nodded toward the portal. “What do you think they’re doing?”

A gnoll head pierced the crackling mana, quickly disappearing.

“I think they’re regrouping. Probably expected us to just roll over and die.”

Eve backed away, rolling the gnoll corpses off the walkway. “How are they going to come at us?”

“If I was then, I’d send a couple of melee with a mage behind. Get the mage in place as quickly as possible and test out Magic Resistance.”

“Geraint?” Eve said.

“Yes.” He backed away some more.

“What Magical Resistance?”

“Are you telling me?”

“I never got it,” Eve said. “But then, I’ve managed to avoid getting fried so far.”

“Well, there’s good news then,” he said, coming to the strange, sphere with the seamless door in it.

“What is? That the doomsday clock is counting down in my head, of that I’m about to get fried.”

“That you’ll probably open up the skill.”

She grunted. “That was almost funny. Wanna try the door again?”

“I think we tried it enough times when Jez decided to activate whatever caused that red flash.” Geraint shed his jacket, letting his runes glow and fill the half light.

“You’ve become quite ripped again,” Eve pointed out.

“Still didn’t get my kiss.”

Another gnoll poked his head through the portal.

“I’ll tell you what,” said Eve. “You get me out of this and you’re on a promise.”

“For a kiss?”

“For the lot.”

Geraint equipped his battle axe.
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Jez inhaled, counting, calming, then exhaled and opened her eyes. The counter reached fifty, half her time vanishing, and she was still none the wiser. Eight letters—what the hell had eight letters and referred to a sphere, the internal of a sphere, or its physical dimensions? She’d tried everything. Spherical had been her best stab, and if she was brutally honest, she’d placed all her gold on that one being the winner. Dungeons hadn’t worked either, but then the addition of a S was really a cheat. Password didn’t suddenly light the place up, and nor did Ellipsoid, although she was quite proud of that one.

“It has to be something to do with this place!” she cried out in frustration, then stood, pacing up and down the floating gangway. “This is a sphere. It’s an orb. Orbital? Seven. Orb—what words are associated with an orb?” Her mind blanked.

There was nothing. Not a single damn thing. She crouched again, holding her head in her hands, grabbing her hair and pulling it hard as she tried to rinse an extra ounce or two of intelligence from her mind. She’d never failed—not at anything academic.

“But I’ve never lived, either,” she admitted to herself. “I never loved. I haven’t even partied.”

Keller had mentioned it. Tamereth had reminisced about wild nights out on the trail. She’d talked about circling the wagons and the musicians playing, wine and ale flowing. But Keller’s stories were wilder. It was like the woman took everything to extremes.

But Jez couldn’t really blame herself. Females from her caste didn’t do that. They studied. They researched. They moved their tribe forward through their study. That was reward enough. Or at least it had been back then.

Quintasia! Quintasia had infected her with its ambition. Tribe came second to personal success, be it in work, battle or love. She remembered her first encounter with Seven. He was full of life even though he couldn’t see it himself. He had an aura. It was confusing, vibrant—damnably adorable. It had taken her breath away, and with it, swept any confidence to one side. When he’d spoken to her, her legs had nearly folded.

And now, just as she was getting her confidence, as she was about to make her play, the damn dungeon core was going to blow. How was her luck?

“I’ve got no chance of surviving as I think I’m in it!” she said, then frowned. “Am I? Am I in the core?”

She had no idea what a core would look like. She’d heard stories of them being shining orbs suspended in the middle of a secure chamber deep in the dungeon. This was nothing like that. The mana crackled around the dark rectangles of the floating screens. Was this a true core? Somewhere a dungeon master could come and use the screens to control and run the dungeon?

It made sense to her that she was, in fact, crouching inside the dungeon core itself. But, what kind of dungeon core would have a door?

“Unless the books got it wrong,” she said. “What if the core is a coating on the inside? A magical coating?” She cocked her head. “The mana? Could that be the core?”

She pondered that point. What would a core be made of, if not mana? The mysterious substance powered all magic, why couldn’t it power a core? It wasn’t like a core would be made of rock, or wood, or anything. It would be like a brain, except rather than flesh and blood it would be crackling, sparking mana, alive with the dungeon functions.

“Mana makes up the core,” she muttered as the counter reached twenty. “But how the hell does that conclusion help me?”

Red blinked, lighting up the sphere like a harbinger of doom. Jez sucked in her breath, her stomach tensing. The counter hit nineteen fast, too fast, and she cursed as she thought it might have sped up.

One word! One stupid word stood between her and living, perhaps even loving for the first time. She wanted that. She needed that.

“What is it!” she screamed in frustration. “Someone help me please!”

Jez had always been brought up to believe in her World God Shibab. But she wasn’t on her world anymore, so she had no idea if Shibab’s influence spread to Phillion. Logic told her it didn’t as the planet would have its own gods. Sinta had talked of the gods of the forest, the wind and storms, but her gods couldn’t be very good as the elves had come and slaughtered them all.

“Someone, anyone! Please! Help!”

As the counter hit ten, calmness settled over her. A new idea entered her mind. One that gave her options, a new path. Could it be two words? New possibilities cascaded through her mind, but only one stuck.

She stood, her arms by her side as she faced up at the screen.

It was so obvious. But if she was wrong, then she’d know what it was like to fall into Seven’s embrace. She’d never taste his kiss or feel his ragged breaths on her skin. She’d never know love, the feel of him inside her.

But it had to be right.

It couldn’t be anything else, could it?

The counter hit two.
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“It’s Eve!” Sinta said, colliding with Keller, Snitch and Tamereth as the trio exited their guild’s courtyard.

“She put these damn numbers in my head?” Keller snapped.

“We’ve got to get under cover.” Snitch twirled his cane. “And fortunately, ladies, I know just the place. We can get there in plenty of time. This way.”

“No!” Drake said with mustered authority. “We need to find where Eve exited the Crow lair. If indeed, that was where she exited from.”

“You mean the fractured pipe?” Snitch asked. “You really don’t want to go there. All sorts of groans and creaks cone from there, and you get that itchy feeling when you go through it—you know, like you get when leaving or entering a dungeon.” He stopped talking, looking from Drake to Keller, then Tamereth to Sinta. “What?”

“Right there,” Sinta said. “Take us right there.”

Snitch sidled close to her, leaning in and nodding at Drake. “What, him as well? I don’t think we should let the grifters know where it is.”

“I can hear you, and what do you mean, grifters?”

Snitch straightened. “Nice work, Sinta. Very nice. You were supposed to lean in closer.” He inhaled, shaking his head. “A grifter, Drake, is a person that engages in small, petty theft.”

“And what do you think makes me a…grifter?”

“Simple. We were all transported here from our native worlds—you, me, Tortalonge—the whole lot of us.”

“Yes…So…”

“So…Who put you all in charge? Who decided you were teachers and the rest of us were elf fodder? I hypothesize⁠—”

“Can we not get on and rescue Eve?” Keller asked.

“Yeah, shouldn’t we have this conversation later?” Tamereth added.

Drake, stone faced, marched to Snitch. “Do you think I wouldn’t rather be torn apart by elves than live in this eternal hell where I get to endure people like you again and again.”

Snitch shoved his face toward Drake until they were nose to nose. “In your case, yes. But you’re still a grifter.”

“Very well. Shall we rescue the stupid girl student who had inadvertently put herself in harm’s way?” Drake pulled back. “Like I’ve had to time and again!”

“Yes,” Snitch said, decisively. “We shall. This way. But this route stays between us all. I’ve been meaning to explore it for treasure for a while.”

“How long?” Sinta asked.

“A good few years, but you know, time flies.”

“You are one lazy son-of-a-bitch.” Drake strode beside Snitch.

“And you’re a grifter.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

“Boys!” Keller said, as Snitch turned right, then left along a narrow street before ducking into a derelict house. He snapped his fingers, and a green mana light blinked into being. “This is one of my secret entrances, and before you get any ideas, I protect it with plenty of hexes and wards.” He shifted a broken chair and rolled back an old rug, lifting a hatch.

“No, you haven’t,” Drake said. “I can sense magic.”

“No, you can’t,” Snitch replied. “Or you’d have felt all my wards.”

“Boys!” Keller said, peering into the hatchway. “What’s down there?”

“His underground lair.” Sinta stepped onto a ladder and started climbing down. “It leads to under the university, and to the Milkwood Glen.”

“No,” Snitch said, “it’s not that one. Well, it is, but it only intersects in a few places. I believe it leads to a lower level.”

“Like where we fought the ghasts?” Sinta called up, her staff appearing in her hand and lighting up a tunnel.

“It’s almost like a separate system.”

“Like a transport system?” Keller said. “Like a subway, that kind of thing?”

Snitch shrugged and Keller jumped on the ladder. She slid down, jumping before she came to the ladder’s end and standing beside Sinta. “Did you feel that?” she asked. “Just before we entered this tube, did you feel the greasy tingle? It was just like entering a dungeon.”

“Or leaving it,” Sinta said. “Look, they near enough confirmed they think Quintasia is a dungeon.”

“Sinta!” Drake shouted from above.

“What? She’s got to know. They all have. It’s only fair.”

Drake landed beside them. “This! This is why I didn’t want any of you involved.”

“We’ve just entered a dungeon?” Tamereth asked as she thumped down.

“No,” Sinta said. “We just left one.”
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“It all makes sense now,” Keller said.

“See! I told you she’d be the one we should be telling.” Sinta pulled Keller close. “I told them all you’d understand. That if you didn’t, none of us could.”

“I do understand, but you have to accept these were only games and books where I came from. This would be a dungeon cluster. Imagine a bubble⁠—”

“A bubble?” Drake asked, scratching at his chin.

“A bubble, and inside the bubble is a tiny reality in which we self-insert. It has its own rules—time, stats, gravity, whatever. Now, imagine a cluster of bubbles, or a dungeon foam. Imagine that. We could, in theory, travel from one adjacent dungeon bubble to the next through places where the bubbles touch. Sometimes these interfaces might cover a large part of the surface area of the dungeon, other times it might just be one tiny point. But, and here’s the thing, the travel happens both ways.”

“Interesting,” Drake said. “We’ll discuss this dungeon foam later. But for now⁠—”

Another scream rang out. Sinta tensed. “That wasn’t Eve. That was a man, not Seven, but I’ve heard that voice before.”

“Geraint?” Tamereth asked. “Was it Geraint?”

Keller began jogging along the tunnel. “Of course there is another point the dungeon foam can touch.”

“And what’s that?” Drake called after her.

“A real world—if there is such a thing.”

“What do you mean, if there is such a thing?” Tamereth asked.

“Well, what if we all come from dungeons? What if worlds are just that. Anyone else’s timer stuck on thirty?”

“Mine’s stopped!” Snitch said. “Do you think they’ve beaten it?”

“Unknown.”

“What happens if it gets to zero?” Tamereth asked.

“The bubble pops,” Keller said, ominously.

Sinta followed Keller as she raced down the perfectly round, stone tunnel. Everything about it screamed unnatural to her. It was like the stone had been poured in place, melted or simply created like it. It lacked all the intricacies of nature, the flaws, the accidental beauty.

Keller dropped from sight and into a darker tunnel. The screams grew ever louder. The chink of swords clashing, and the gurgle of the dead joined in. Keller picked up her pace as soon as Sinta’s light flooded the black tunnel. This one was made of metal, brutally forged metal that strained and fought to remain whole. Whatever the world or dungeon they were in, it was an abomination. It was counter to all that was the natural harmony of a world. Her mind revolted against it. She wanted to strike out and destroy it. Her mana gathered inside her, and she tried to hold it down. She tried to resist her desire to lash out and destroy it all.

They came to a fracture in the pipe. Keller hesitated; the pipe’s end coated in a translucent, blue film. “What the hell?” she said, then jumped through, falling onto a metal platform. A long tube, like a huge chimney, rose up to black. A battle raged below, curious dog-like creatures spewing from a crackling blue portal.

Sinta followed. “Did we just enter another dungeon?”

“I think we just returned to the first—to Quintasia. This is just too—” She pointed through the grate. “There!” she said. “They’re there! That’s Eve! We’d better get moving!”

“Not too sure it matters,” Drake said. “My counter says five.” He looked over his shoulder. “Did we just make a mistake coming back in?”

“Best guess, one bubble explodes, it’ll take a few with it.”

“So, we’re fucked either way?” Tamereth said, equipping her spear.

“Yup.”

“Then I’m flying down to kick some ass.” She launched herself off the platform, spreading her wings and gliding down.

Keller held Tamereth’s arm. “I think we’re out of time.”


Chapter Thirty-Four




Eve fought, pushing back the gnolls, slashing them with her sword, stabbing and pushing them. Geraint’s magic blasted them, it’s blood-red hue flashing and blinding her. She wasn’t cut out for fighting. Her arms ached. Her gut ached. Worst of all, her ass ached like she’d done a thousand squats. On the plus side, she’d shed a few pounds. But she’d have to survive to see the benefit.

That was looking less and less likely. The portal had expanded, like a tear ripped wider, and the creatures were coming through two at a time. They flooded the walkway, causing Eve and Geraint to retreat to the doorway.

“Try opening it again!” Geraint screamed. “I’m nearly out of mana!”

“How? You want me to fight or try and pick a lock, which, I might add, doesn’t exist!”

She was beginning to wonder if Geraint was the one. Seven would have killed them all by now and sealed the portal. He’d have probably stopped the timer, too. Which was really fucking low—almost at zero. She glared at Geraint, then loped the head off a gnoll. Pathetic bastard with his stupid blood magic! Why did she think he would save them? Then she heard shouting over the annoying barking of the bloody gnolls, and Seven, a woman and that teacher called Soleil raced toward the portal, coming at it from behind.

Her hope surged. Seven had come to rescue her! She might actually survive. She killed another gnoll, barely taking notice, knowing that salvation was close. But her carelessness cost her as a different gnoll flanked her, and that bloody useless excuse for a man, Geraint, failed to protect her. The mutt’s spear took her in the side, ripping through her kidneys and straight out the other side.

“For fuck’s sake, Geraint!” Was all the time she had before he exploded in red magic.

A wave of superheated mana burst from him, somehow missing her completely. A spear fell from above and struck a gnoll just as Geraint’s magic vaporized it. Then all fell quiet. Seven stood behind the portal with the two women, their bodies blurred by the crackling magic. Then Tamereth landed on the crisped and smoking remnants of the gnolls. One poked his head through the portal, took one look and vanished. The portal faded, eventually vanishing completely.

Eve collapsed, but before she passed out, three things happened. Firstly, Geraint caught her in his arms. Secondly, he told her he loved her. Lastly, the counter reached zero.

“Well fucking-fuck,” she said. “Now! The world ends now? It just got interesting!”

She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable, but all she heard was a door creaking open.
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Jez sat back down, crossing her legs and pulling her ankles in. If she was going to die, she would die in her favorite position. Well, second favorite. First would always be sat at her desk. She narrowed her eyes, readying for the explosion and hoping she’d die before the painful bit.

“Mana Core.”

The two words were the last guess she had. They were the summation of every deduction her mind had processed. She was certain she was in some kind of control center. But that was irrelevant to her thinking. All that mattered was the sphere, and the inside of a sphere was called the core. That had left her four words, and the only one that fitted was mana. That was it. She’d had no revelation about dungeons. She’d had no realisation, no thought of dungeon clusters or dungeon foam.

Two pieces of information were all she based her guess on, and those were the orb and the magic.

“Mana Core,” she repeated, “The answer is mana core.”

The eight dashes vanished. The screens vanished.

Jez screamed as her mind exploded. Information invaded it, cycling so fast she couldn’t keep up with it. But she could make out one sentence that repeated over and over again.

“You have assumed control of the Quintasia Dungeon.”

“Holy shit!” she said. “I’ve what?”

“You have assumed control of the Quintasia Dungeon.”

Having digested new information for most of her life, Jez accepted the improbable nearly as easily as digesting the likely. She’d been told Quintasia was run by an artificial intelligence, so it wasn’t too much of a leap for that intelligence to be a sentient dungeon formed from mana. She had no idea how a computer worked, nor any wish to understand it. In the same way, it didn’t bother her how a dungeon functioned. She simply accepted it did.

“Thank you. Please continue as normal and only alert me to exceptional events until such a time as I give you more instructions.”

“Exceptional event!” It immediately said. “A hostile dungeon has breached our perimeter. Would you like to dispatch the guardians?”

Jez decided that would be a prudent course of action, and she was kind of in a hurry to let Eve know that the dungeon wasn’t going to blow up. But before she could, the dungeon rescinded the alert.

“Exceptional event cancelled. Portal eradicated.”

She blinked and re-read it, then stood and headed for the door, pausing. “Doesn’t look like this is going to be too taxing.” She pulled the door open and walked out into charred carnage.

Sinta kneeled by Eve, her hand glowing green as she heeled Eve’s side. Tamereth sifted through the smoking mess that littered the walkway muttering something about her favorite spear, while Seven stared at her, then dove into conversation with Sanya and another woman.

Keller and Snitch raced up to her, the latter trying to enter the dungeon core and bouncing straight off it, while the former grabbed her by the shoulders.

“Are you okay?”

She checked herself over. “I think so.”

“What happened?”

Jez shrugged. “I dunno, I was in there. Looks like a battle.”

Geraint cradled Eve’s head. He looked pale and drawn, like he’d over exerted himself. His runes had dulled, but she instantly knew that it was his magic that had sealed the portal.

“Do you wish to award the title Dungeon Defender to the human Geraint Rollus for his pivotal part in sealing the portal and eliminating the gnoll threat?”

“I do,” she thought, after all, he had done it.

“Would you like to award him a specific amount of experience, or conform to the current dungeon parameters? Warning: altering the parameters would require a complete reset and reconfiguration of the dungeon.”

“Conform.”

“Would you like to award all other participants the relevant experience?”

“I would. Please continue within your parameters.”

Geraint looked up, then swept his gaze around until it met Jez. “What the hell was in there?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure. No, I am sure, I just don’t quite believe it. It seems we’re living in a dungeon.”

Sanya clapped. “I knew it. I fucking knew it! Now, all we need to do is take control.”

Seven stared at Jez. He walked up to her, drawing her into his arms.

“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”
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Jez knocked on Eve’s door, opening it a little. The amber light of the sunset filtered through Eve’s partly drawn curtains. She was in bed, on her back and under the covers. Hesitating, she wondered if it was the right thing to do. How would Eve know what she should do? But Eve was the most experienced woman Jez knew. She understood men in a way that Tamereth and Sinta didn’t. Keller seemed to be able to read them, too, but she was with Seven, summoned to Tortalonge’s chambers to pick over the day’s events.

Jez had feigned a headache, needing time to come to terms with what had happened. She’d told them that she’d just solved the puzzle. Which was the truth—it wasn’t like she’d lied. She needed time to accept her new job—needed time to understand it.

Quintasia was a dungeon, and it was a very sick one. From what she could gather, its last dungeon master had abandoned it, leaving instructions that someone would come and whoever solved the riddle should take over. The destruction sequence worried her, but she imagined it was in place in case the core fell into the wrong hands. But, her mortality during the countdown had affected her. All she could think about was dying alone, unloved and unfulfilled. So, before she announced herself, she wanted some advice.

“Eve?” she whispered.

“Jez? Is that you, Jez?” Eve sounded in pain, tired and in pain, her voice rasping, weak.

“Yes. Can I come in?”

“Yes.” The word barely made it out.

“Look, I’ll come back. You’re clearly still recovering.”

“Come. Just…Just close the door behind you.”

“I’ve brought some food,” Jez said, closing the door.

Eve shot up. “Food? Like what?” Any pretence of sickness vanished. “I’m fucking famished. Playing a sick woman is tiring, so bloody tiring. What you got?” She held out her hands.

“So, you’re not sick?”

“No, I’m fine. I just can’t afford not to be sick at the moment. You know, boy trouble.”

“Boy trouble?”

“Yeah, if I’m okay, then Geraint is going to come in here and, you know, be all lovey-dovey and stuff, and I’m going to have to either let him down or pick him. But how can I do that when I want…well, I think I want…Seven?”

Jez gulped. “I…I want him too.”

Eve grinned. “Well, that’s fine, because he’s a kind of a more-the-merrier kind. Geraint is a one-girl-man. I kind of want that, but, you know, I think it might drive me insane.”

“Insane?” Jez asked, getting more confused by the second.

“I’m kind of a…one-man-girl. Well, worse really. I am a little possessive. A lot possessive, really.”

“So…” Jez said.

“So, I need your advice. Do you think I should drop Seven and go with Geraint. I mean, he’s not perfect, but he’d be all mine. I could improve him. He’s rough around the edges, but nothing a little spit and polish wouldn’t cure.”

Jez wondered when she’d become the expert. “Then, go for Geraint.”

Eve breathed a huge sigh. “Great,” she said, and swung her feet off the bed, stretching her arms. “I’ll do that, then. What did you I want?”

Jez backed away; sure Eve was a little bit mad. “Nothing. Look, Eve, you’ve just got to grab what you want and worry about it tomorrow.” She spun around, and marched out of the door. “I know I’m going to.”
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Seven met Drake’s cold gaze as he took his seat at Tortalonge’s table. Emily sat next to the librarian, her expression distant, but soft and forgiving, alongside three other teachers Seven didn’t know. Keller, Sinta and Tamereth sat alongside him. Sanya paced the room, awaiting Tortalonge’s arrival. She rounded the table’s head and leaned on the head mistress’ chair.

“We need to know what happened in that room.”

The room she referred to was the one Jez had walked from. The girl had been distant, uncommunicative, and at first they’d thought she’d lost her mind. But, after a few moments she’d snapped back and fussed over Eve, claiming she was desperate to talk to her. She’d volunteered nothing regarding the events in the room. Nor had she responded to their questions. All she’d said was that she’d talk when she’d made sense of it all.

“She says she’ll tell us when she’s ready,” Seven said.

“Might I remind you that you are all Adepts? Might I remind you who’s in charge and who’s—” Drake snapped.

“I think we’re past all that,” said one of the unfamiliar teachers. She raked back her short, gray hair and shot Drake a look that lent her some superiority.

“No, Ortega, we’re not. Station is important.”

“Power is important. Influence is important. Station is not,” Ortega said. “Like it or not we hatched this plan to be in this exact position. We needed wild cards. We got them. Deal with it.”

Drake pressed his lips in a thin line. “And we should protect those wild cards from their erratic selves.”

“We can protect ourselves,” Tamereth said. “We’re not at school and we’re not children. Seven’s powers certainly exceed that of an Adept. I’m guessing Keller’s do as well. Sinta’s vision elevates her. So, if you want me out of the room, fair enough. I’ll go. But the others stay.”

“On merit,” Sanya said. “Thank you, Ortega. So, has she said anything?”

“No.” Seven was worried about Jez. She’d avoided him ever since they’d defeated the gnolls. Not that he’d had to do anything. That had all been on Geraint, who was currently in Tortalonge’s office. What he’d have done to be a fly on that wall. “She’s hardly said a word. She was waiting for Eve to wake up.”

“Why?”

“Unsure. They must have shared something—gone through something together. Perhaps Geraint could shed some light on it.”

“Perhaps he can,” said Tortalonge as she entered the room. “But if he knows anything, he’s being tight-lipped. According to him, Eve went through the door and entered a large, black sphere coated filled with what we must assume was blue mana.”

“What did they stand on?” Keller asked, suddenly springing to life.

“A gantry of some kind. But that appears to be the extent of his knowledge.”

“Apart from the password.”

Chills raced through Seven as Geraint’s voice permeated the fog of his thought. He stood, his chair clattering back. “What did you do to Jez?”

Geraint took a step closer to Tortalonge. “Not a goddam thing. I fought to protect them both.”

Seven held his breath, trying to regain some semblance of calm. He’d seen it—witnessed the aftermath of Geraint’s magic. But the wounds were too raw. Thoughts of those he’d lost in dungeon five punctured his tired mind, and something Keller had said rang true. “A leopard doesn’t change its spots.”

“What if it wasn’t born a leopard?” A second teacher that Seven hadn’t met before asked. He was an older man, his head bald but for a horseshoe of shoulder length, gray hair. “What if this place made him into the hungry, misguided soul he was? Wouldn’t be the first, Seven. I can promise you that. We thrive on power and strength, or we did. What if we made him?”

“Sorry, Willar,” Tortalonge interjected. “We don’t have time for one of your philosophical diatribes.”

“Yeah,” Sanya said. “Simplification is what we need. Geraint, were you an asshole?”

Geraint shifted uneasily. “I guess,” he ventured.

“Are you less of an asshole now?”

“I hope?” he replied, but more of a question than a statement.

“Good, because like it or not, Seven, Keller, Sinta and Tamereth, he’s joining us.”

“What?” Tamereth shouted, standing and slamming her palms onto the table. “He tried to kill us.”

“And for some reason Crow took him in and shared his research with him. Crow is dead, and without Geraint, we lose all his research. Answer me this: what if blood magic is the key to defeating the elves? Would you want him on your side then?”

Tamereth sat.

“It’s a dungeon core,” Keller said softly, but her words didn’t need to be loud, they carried the weight of their importance.

“Which is why you are here, Keller. You, apparently, know an awful lot about dungeon cores.” Tortalonge steepled her hands. “So, that gets you a seat at the table.”

“Hold on,” Keller said. “I played some games. Well, quite a few games. But I was wasted most of the time. Hell, you had to be to get into the nerdy shit. Sure, I know all about it, but it was just a game.”

“All games are seeded in truth,” Willar said. “What makes you say it’s a dungeon core?”

“My gut,” Keller admitted. “Look, dungeons make sense of everything.”

“Yes, we know,” Sanya said. “But what makes you think it’s a dungeon core?”

“Because it has to be. The timer was a countdown to dungeon destruction. It’s a classic defense against dungeon takeover. Scuttle the ship rather than have it fall into enemy hands. Quintasia has to be a⁠—”

“Dungeon,” Ortega said, prompting a nod from the second woman Seven didn’t recognise.

Fortunately, she introduced herself. “Antinka Duval, Mistress of Forethought and soon to be Sinta’s mentor. Sinta, a pleasure to meet you, as it is the others. You possibly don’t know Ortega? Ortega has a habit of not introducing herself, but she is our resident survivalist. She will take Tamereth under her wing and train her in the art of survival. Why is that important? Because you’ll be on your own where you’re all going. While I’m in the business of clearing up the formalities Sanya should have attended to first, the man with the glorious crown of gray hair is my long-time friend Willar Hentic, Master of Defense. He will pay particular interest in Keller. Her role will be to defend the party where it’s going. So, to answer your statement, Quintasia has to be a dungeon—or what we call a dungeon.”

She paused, pouring a glass of water and sipping it. “We’re repeating ourselves, though, mostly for the benefit of those not present at previous discussions. Dungeon is fine. If it suits, why change it? But, a more accurate descriptor would be ecosystem. Quintasia is an ecosystem, and the heart of that system is what you term a dungeon core. I prefer to call it a driver. It is the brain that makes everything work.”

“And it’s being attacked, weakened, by a neighboring dungeon,” Sanya said. “The question we can’t fathom is why? Why now? Why in ever increasing numbers? It’s like Seven’s arrival triggered urgency. Two major attacks in the space of a day. Why?”

The door opened, and Jez stood on its threshold. She’d grown. Seven was sure of that. Not in height or muscle mass, but within. There was something about her that betrayed a vast power within.

“Jez,” he said. “Are you okay?”

“Getting there,” she said. “To answer your question. The assimilated ghast and gnolls gave away several secrets. Their own dungeon core has been compromised. In approximately ten days, it will be totally assimilated. Then its attackers will have complete control of it and all its portals. The reason the beasts are attacking now is simple. They are fleeing their own world. It’s why they are coming through in huge numbers. More will continue to form portals and pour through.”

“Who attacked?” Sanya asked.

“Elves. The elves have captured the core. Once assimilation takes place, they’ll have direct access to Quintasia.”
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And there it is. The end of book 3. Thanks so much for reading! Book 4 will come in 2025. In the meantime I’m going to dive into a new project, just to keep it all fresh. I have some fantastic ideas for book 4, but they need to percolate for a while. But…I get the feeling we might unlock the secrets in the silos…

That’s all form me for now. If you need more Spry in your life, why not check out a few of my other titles?


Also by Jack Spry


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 – Quintasia Academy

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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