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Chapter one








Oops 


It all started out with a bang. 
“Get back here you little shit!” Mr. Jacobs shouted as I slipped out the bedroom window with my clothes clenched to my chest. 
“Daddy, leave him alone!” Kelly yelled, and I looked back and blew her a kiss as I ducked out of sight. 
Her parents were supposed to be away for the weekend at some concert or festival or something, so we’d seized the opportunity for a little bit of fun time. It wasn’t serious or anything, just two high school seniors having a good time, but I doubt her dad would see it that way.
I pulled on my pants and hopped across the yard, waving cheerfully to her mom as I went. She stared at me with a shocked expression. I mean, I couldn’t blame her. I was totally jacked. Years of track and martial arts had done me right.
The cliché white picket fence at the edge of the yard was an easy jump, and then I was away. Mr. Jacobs came storming out of the house seconds later, screaming his head off and waving a baseball bat above his head, but by that point I had a decent head start.
That’s what I get for letting her drive, I thought as I settled into a quick jog. No way her dad would catch up to me now. Dude hadn’t been in running shape since the Bush administration.
A car screeched around the corner behind me and I turned to look. Oh shit! I thought as I recognized her father’s car. He’s lost his mind!
I started running, turning onto Main Street and glancing back over my shoulder every few seconds to make sure I wasn’t about to get run over. If I’d known her dad was a psycho, I would never have accepted her invitation… Okay, that was a lie. I would’ve still said yes, but at least I would’ve known what I was getting into.
It was late at night, so the narrow sidewalk between the storefronts and street was empty at least, which was a double-edged sword. On one hand, I didn’t have to worry about people getting in the way, but on the other… no witnesses. 
The car’s engine roared as psycho-dad raced up the street with no regard to speed limits, stop signs, or anything remotely resembling rational thought. Dude had seriously lost his shit.
I looked behind me briefly and turned back just in time to see a door opening right in front of me. I dodged to the side, but not far enough. I clipped the edge of the doorway and spun around, completely losing my balance. 
My foot caught on the curb and I went sprawling into the street. My head slammed into the pavement and I slid along the asphalt, scraping the skin from my bare back while stars danced in front of my eyes.
I barely registered Mr. Jacobs’ car skidding to a stop a few feet away and him getting out with a baseball bat in hand.
Groaning in pain from the likely concussion and road rash, I pulled myself to my feet. Psycho-dad was shouting something and gesturing wildly, but all I heard was the meaningless noises like the adults in those old time Peanuts cartoons. 
My eyes locked on to the baseball bat he was waving around like a mad man. I didn’t even notice the semi coming up behind me until it hit. And then there was darkness.
***



Chapter two








Some Kind of Anime Bullshit


The next thing I knew, I was floating above the street, looking down at the red-stained blacktop. Mr. Jacobs was standing there in shock and the baseball bat was forgotten on the ground, rolling back and forth in a small arc. 
The semi had come to a halt about twenty yards down the road, and the driver was stepping down out of the cab, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. What the hell is an eighteen-wheeler doing in town? I thought in surprise.
I started to panic. I couldn’t be dead! I hadn’t even graduated high school yet! I’d just gotten my acceptance letter from Georgia Tech! I had a scholarship!
The truck driver moved around the front of his truck and then lurched away, vomiting onto the street at whatever he’d seen. I was filled with a bit of morbid curiosity and started floating towards the truck, but something grabbed me from behind.
“What the hell?” I said and turned, trying to break free.
“Calm yer tits, kid,” a gravelly voice said into my ear. “You really don’t want to see what’s left. I’ve seen a lot of death, but that over there is some grade A horror shit.”
“Let me go!” I yelled, continuing my attempts to free myself. 
“I hate this damn realm. Always so difficult,” the voice said as the grip tightened. A rip opened in the air in front of me, and before I knew what was happening, he tossed me in.
Passing through the rift felt like plunging into ice water. I spun around and tried to get my bearings, but other than the rift hanging in midair there was nothing to see. Just a formless plane filled with gray fog. The ground felt solid below my feet, but that was the only thing even remotely normal.
I spun around and caught one last glimpse of the street before the rift snapped shut, leaving me alone with… an old dude in black robes.
“Paint a picture. It’ll last longer,” he said.
“Uh… Who the hell are you, and where am I?”
He chuckled. “The who’s not important. It’s the what that matters.” He gestured to his black robes and the scythe he was suddenly holding in one hand. “I’m a reaper kid. You’re dead, so I’m here to pick up your soul for delivery. Think of me as your personal spiritual courier service.”
I shook my head. “No. No. No. No. This isn’t happening. I can’t be dead!”
He raised an eyebrow and waved his scythe in the air, creating a window looking back at the street we’d just left… and the bloody pile of what-used-to-be-me. “Looks dead to me, unless you’ve figured out how to live with your insides on the outside.”
His expression softened a tad. “Kid, you got pasted by an eighteen-wheeler. There ain’t enough left of your meat puppet to fit in a shoebox, let alone host a soul. Quicker you accept that, the better.” He waved a hand and the window disappeared.
I stood there in shock. “But what about…. Who’s going to tell my parents?”
“Not my problem, kid,” he said with a shrug, “or yours, for that matter.” He tapped his wrist and gestured for me to come closer. “Come on. I’ve got a schedule to keep and I’m not about to let your blubbering about your mortal woes make me late.”
He reached for me and I pulled away, keeping just outside of his grip. “But where are you taking me? Heaven?” I asked, my blood then going cold as I looked for somewhere to run. “Hell?”
He snorted. “No, idiot. Your soul’s been marked for redistribution. Congratulations! It’s not often we get a pass to reap a soul from your realm.” He moved forward again. “Time to get going. It’s a long trip to your new realm.”
“What?” I said, confused. “You’re taking me to another world?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Next thing you’re going to tell me, there’s a system and if I work hard, I can gain powers and yadda yadda.”
The reaper nodded. “So you’re not a complete idiot.”
“Wait. You’re serious?”
“Yes.”
I stared at him, mouth agape. “This is some anime bullshit.”
“Whatever tickles your pickle, kid.” He looked around nervously. “Now we really gotta go. This place may look empty, but it ain’t. We gotta move.”
A pair of jet-black wings sprouted from his back and he scooped me up. “Don’t get any ideas,” he said as he took flight, bearing my weight as if it were nothing. “Unless you want your soul to get ripped apart by the predators that stalk the mists.”
I may or may not have gripped his robes a bit tighter, earning a soft chuckle as we sped through the fog. There was no way to tell how fast we were moving, or how far, but eventually we passed out of the gray and into something much more substantial. So much more that I blacked out.
***



Chapter three








New Beginnings


A slap to the face shocked me back into wakefulness. “Get up, kid. I need my hands, so you need to hold on.” 
I blinked and looked around and almost blacked out again as my mind tried to make sense of what I was seeing. The world was a complete contradiction of swirling rainbow lights and the complete emptiness of the void. “Wha…” I said as my eyelids started to droop.
“Damnit!” the reaper yelled and then tapped me on the forehead. A jolt of electricity raced through me, shocking me awake.
My vision cleared and the cacophony of colors and emptiness faded into the background, no longer threatening to swallow my sanity. Instead, I got a good look at the reason I was awake: a trio of what I could only describe as demons.
“Hold on,” the reaper said and let go of me. I almost fell into the void, but managed to get a good grip on him, wrapping myself around his torso like a deranged koala.
A scythe popped back into existence in the reaper’s hand and he turned around to face our pursuers. He swung the weapon in a wide slash that sent a wave of something streaking their way. Two of the demons veered off, but the third wasn’t fast enough. The energy wave hit it in the chest, cleaving it into two pieces that almost immediately exploded into pale red mist.
My ride changed course again, dodging several bolts of fire launched by the demons in response.
“What the hell is happening!?” I yelled.
“Void Demons, kid. Seems someone let slip there’d be a soul coming through today and one of their Kings must‘a wanted a snack.”
“Wha—” 
Another sharp turn cut off my question as we narrowly dodged another fireball. I spotted another group of demons flying in from another angle, and then a third group further out.
The reaper cursed. “Yeah, this ain’t gunna work,” the reaper said. “Hold on!”
With a surge of power, the reaper sped forward, slipping between the converging groups of demons. 
I glanced back and saw two more dissolve into mist, cut apart by attacks that had been too fast for me to register.
“Ah, there we are,” the reaper said and pointed towards something in the distance. I followed his gesture and tried to make sense of what I was seeing. Swirling in the middle of one of the more colorful patches of space was a glowing green portal. “Okay, kid. Just a few more seconds and you’ll be ready to start your new life!”
He reached down and plucked me off his chest. “Enjoy your anime bullshit,” he said with a snicker, and tossed me into the portal. 
***



Chapter four








WTAF


Existence shattered as I passed through the portal, leaving me a jumble of formless thoughts and feelings. My sense of self slowly returned as the millions of shards of my soul were pieced back together by some external force. As the last piece snapped into place, a wave of bright energy filled my senses, bringing with it a floating blue box like some sort of video game. 
Unintegrated soul detected…
Warning: This is a system integrated world. Integration is required to proceed.
Analyzing soul composition…
Integration Commencing…
When the brightness faded, I was standing in a small, white room with two doorways leading onwards.
Choose a method of reincarnation.
I looked at the first door and another box popped up.
Option 1: Rebirth (Recommended)
This option will allow you to start your life anew. Memories of your past existence will be washed away and you will be reborn as a child of Lor. If this option is chosen, you may select any of the Blessed races to be born into. 
I blinked away the screen and shook my head to clear it before examining the other doorway.
Option 2: Resurrection
This option will create a new body for you based on your previous incarnation. All physical characteristics and memories will be maintained. NOTE: As your previous realm was not integrated with the system, additional assistance will be provided to facilitate a smooth transition.
I glanced between the two doors, knowing there really wasn’t a choice. There was no way I was going to willingly go through puberty again. Plus, I didn’t want to forget who I was. Sure, it’d be cool to be an elf or a dragon man or some sort of mythological being, but if the price was what made me, me… Hard pass.
With a shrug, I stepped through the Resurrection door and was shattered all over again. If you’ve never been shredded into a million pieces and then reassembled, then consider yourself lucky. I lasted about an hour before the pain became too much and I succumbed to the cool numbness of unconsciousness.
…




Chapter five








That Issekai Life


I woke to a face full of cold water. “Clear out, you, before we call the watch!” the bucket wielder growled. He turned and walked away, grumbling under his breath. “Damned vagabonds.” 
Spitting out a mouthful of the foul tasting water, I groaned and tried to get my bearings. The man with the bucket had been dressed like someone from the Lord of the Rings movies, and even though I understood every word he said, he was not speaking English.
My head felt like it was full of mush as I tried to make sense of everything that was going on. Every time I tried to remember how I’d ended up passed out in the alley, it felt like running into a giant brick wall. I was thirsty, and there were buckets full of rainwater. Maybe that was why I chose this alley?
I pulled myself to my feet and found a small pack that I’d been using as a pillow shoved against the wall. I knew for a fact that it was mine, and the contents seemed to reinforce that feeling. Inside was a change of clothes in my size, a bunch of wrapped up granola bar looking things, and a small pouch containing a handful of mixed gemstones.
Shoving everything back in, I slung the pack over my shoulder and stepped out into the road. And the morning sun. With a groan, I covered my eyes to block out the light, but it didn’t work… at least not completely. There was still a faint blue glow coming from the edge of my vision, and as if acknowledging its presence was enough to open the flood gate, notifications came pouring in.
Integration Complete!Welcome to Lor.
Due to your selection of the Resurrection option, your physical body has been reconstructed according to your Soul Memory. 
Attributes and Skills have been calculated and quantified where applicable. Please note that not all prior knowledge is applicable in the world of Lor.==========System Info==========
Name: Sebastian Crowe
Class: None
Level: 1
Progress: 0/1000
Free Essence: 0
=============Pools============
Health: 25/25
Mana: 12/12
Stamina: 25/25
==========Attributes===========
Power: 2
Mobility: 2
Heartiness: 2
Magic: 1
===========Languages===========
Common: Spoken, Literate
=============Skills=============
Unarmed Combat: 13
Short Blades: 5
Staff: 5
Armor (Cloth): 10
===========Crafting============
Cooking: 7 (Apprentice)
Carpentry: 4 (Apprentice)
Sewing: 4 (Apprentice)
With the character sheet came a flood of memories. My ill-fated dalliance with Kelly Jacobs, the flight from her enraged father, and the subsequent transformation into hamburger on the grill of an eighteen-wheeler. I vaguely remembered my time with the reaper too, but it was quickly fading. 
It was strange, though. All the details were there. I remembered it all, but it was as if it had happened to someone else. Logically, I knew it had happened to me, but there was no emotion attached.
You are under the effects of Soften the Blow.
The memories faded to the back of my mind as another blue box popped up. A perfect distraction.
You have entered Tully Falls! Tully falls is a Class 1 Registered Guild outpost. Standard Contracts and Bounties are available at the local guild office.
Pop-up after pop-up flashed in front of my eyes. It was like my grandma’s PC that one time she tried to claim that Nigerian prince’s millions and got infected with adware, but worse since it was inside my brain. I stumbled against the closest wall and collapsed to the ground, groaning in pain.
Achievement Unlocked: Playing Hooky!
Normally freshly integrated souls have a lifetime to become familiar with the system, but you skipped all that by choosing Resurrection instead of Rebirth! Congratulations, you’re a lifetime of learning behind!
You have received: Integration for Dummies.
A small book popped into existence in my hands, and I barely caught it. 
Quest Received: Read a good book lately?Knowledge is power. Being an integrated soul has many benefits, but there are dangers as well. Read the Integration for Dummies book to learn the skills you will need to survive.
Criteria:
=Read the Integration for Dummies book. 
Reward=:
=Knowledge of the System
=50 Essence.
I hung my head in my hands and rubbed my temples as the outside world came back into focus. I heard footsteps approaching and looked up, praying that I wasn’t about to get doused again by some medieval Karen.
“Are you okay, son?” 
I peeked between my fingers, happy to finally be rid of the unending blue boxes. Standing nearby was an elderly man dressed like some kind of Jedi, but instead of the expected lightsaber, he was leaning on an intricately carved staff. His short graying hair framed a kind face and he radiated an aura of calm.
“What?” I said, uncovering my eyes fully. The day was still bright, but I was slowly adapting. “I… I… I should be fine.”
He smiled sympathetically. “You should keep that book out of sight,” he said, gesturing to the freshly poofed into existence volume subconsciously clenched in my hands. “There are many who’d try and take advantage if they learned of your situation.”
I tucked the book in my bag, glancing around nervously. “Thanks… Uh, sir?”
He chuckled, “I’m not a knight, son, just a humble priest of Thera. She who watches over all humankind.” He smiled again and offered a hand to help me stand, showing incredible strength for his age.
“Thank you, uh…” I was at a loss for how to address him.
“Shepherd Albin,” he said. “We who serve Thera are the shepherds of humankind, guiding the flock and protecting them from the wolves of the world.”
I nodded slowly. “Of course, Shepherd Albin. I have… a lot to learn.” I extended my hand. “I’m Sebastian.”
He shook my hand. “Good to meet you, Sebastian. Our temple is open to any in need. I would be happy to offer you shelter for a few days until you are back on your feet.”
A strange man on the street offering to take me to his church would’ve raised an entire brigade of red flags back on Earth, but there was something so genuine about the Shepherd that doubting his word seemed like pure stupidity, so I nodded.
“Good,” he said. “Follow me.” He led the way along the main street, past various shops that were in the process of opening. There were a variety of goods on display, ranging from full suits of plate armor all the way to flintlock rifles. 
The smell of fresh-baked bread filled my nostrils as we entered another section of the outpost. Meat hung from hooks in the butcher’s window, while loaves of bread in various shapes and sizes were arranged on display next door.
The Shepherd smiled at my expression, and I realized I must have been drooling. “Don’t worry, son. There will be food at the temple. Maybe not as fresh as all this,” he said with a gesture to the surrounding shops, “but our staff is quite talented.”
“Didn’t realize how hungry I was ‘til right now,” I said and sighed as we left the area. 
The temple wasn’t what I expected. Constructed out of a pale gray stone, the temple of Thera was very humble in appearance. There were no gold trappings or stained glass. Just a solid, sturdy hall that looked more like a schoolhouse than an actual church.
Inside the main door was a small altar upon which several offerings had been laid. On the center of the altar was a statue of a kind-looking woman. Her arms were spread in that typical “behold my glory” position common to religious statues, but her expression was warm and welcoming.
Arrayed at her feet were a myriad of offerings. There was fruit, a ball of yarn, an old beat-up carpenter’s hammer, and even a child’s stick figure rendition of the goddess, all lovingly placed on the altar. 
The Shepherd came up next to me and gestured to the statue. “The goddess Thera, protector and guide of humankind.” He bowed his head and for a split second I could have sworn that he was glowing. “This temple serves her people here in Tully Falls.”
We moved past the altar and into the main hall of the temple, which looked more like a hospital than a religious institution. Rows of cots lined one wall with tables full of bandages and other medical looking stuff nearby. 
You have entered a Sanctuary.
I blinked away the notification and looked up to see the Shepherd watching me curiously. “This is the chirurgeon’s hall. As you have seen, it has been blessed as a sanctuary so all can rest easily here. We offer healing services to any in need.”
My stomach chose that moment to make its presence known with a growl. “You mentioned food?” I said with a hopeful smile.
He chuckled and led the way. Attached to the hospital room was a small mess hall. Rows of tables like a high school cafeteria filled most of the room, with a serving table along the back wall.
An older woman dressed similarly to the Shepherd stood behind the serving table, dishing out food to a long line of people dressed in plain clothes. 
“Our kitchen is open to any in need of sustenance,” the Shepherd said, gesturing to the line. “Please join me for the morning meal and we can continue our discussion.”
He led the way to the end of the line and took a plate, and I followed suit. When it was our turn, the woman gave the Shepherd a warm smile. “Bringing another into the flock, husband?” she asked.
“That remains to be seen, my dear,” he replied, reaching out to touch her hand across the table. “Thank you for covering my shift this morning.”
She wrinkled her nose and flashed him a smile that lit up her face. “When the goddess calls, she calls. No trouble at all, my love.”
Her expression turned serious as she looked me over. “So, you’re the new arrival, hmm? Not going to get my husband into any trouble, I hope.”
I shook my head earnestly. “No, ma’am. No trouble.”
Her expression softened. “Good. He has a knack for sticking his nose in where he shouldn’t,” she said.
The Shepherd chuckled and gave his wife’s hand another squeeze before leading us to an empty table.
Breakfast consisted of a small loaf of bread, and this world’s equivalent of scrambled eggs and home fries. 
Shepherd Albin looked around to make sure there was no one else in earshot. “I am aware of your… origins,” he whispered.
I opened my mouth to reply, but he just raised a hand and shook his head. “It wasn’t coincidence that I found you when and where I did. Thera guided me to you. You are human, after all, and thus it is her responsibility to help you begin your journey.”
“So, since I chose to be reborn as human, Thera is the one in charge of getting me started?” I asked.
He nodded. “Yes. Had you chosen an elf or a laeshka, then Lady Caerci would hold that responsibility, or Lord Dvollinar if you had chosen to be born as a dwarf or as one of the aerthkin. Be lucky you got Thera… I’ve heard the faekin and aerthkin can be quite… eccentric.”
None of it made any logical sense, but then again, I’d just been brought back to life in a strange magic land with some sort of crazy RPG system as its reality. So, I guessed elves, dwarves, and a new set of gods was just another flavor of weird in the Ben and Jerry’s that was my new life.
“So… what do I do now?” I asked.
He smiled. “First, eat your breakfast and meet me back in the chirurgeon’s hall. I’ll have the staff prepare a room so you can have some privacy. Then you really need to read that book. Once that’s done, we can truly begin.”
I nodded as he stood and moved away. “Thank you, Shepherd. I really appreciate everything.”
As soon as I was left to my own devices, I went to town on the meal. The eggs were slightly spicy, but not more than I could handle, and the potato-ish dish was a little sweet. Together it was a pure symphony of breakfast goodness.
I kept my eyes on the other folks in the hall, waiting and hoping to see someone go up for seconds so I could follow suit, but after finishing their plates, they all just cleaned up and left. I washed off my plate as I’d seen the others do, added it to the growing stack near the door, and then headed back to the chirurgeon’s hall to meet Shepherd Albin.
The place was bustling when I got there. I recognized several faces from the mess hall moving around the room, preparing bandages and whatever else was needed for the day ahead. Someone pointed me out to Shepherd Albin and he beckoned me over to where he was working.
“Ah. There you are, Sebastian,” he said with a warm smile. “Hunger sated?”
I nodded. “That has to be one of the best breakfasts I’ve ever had.”
He chuckled. “I will be sure to let Nel know you enjoyed her cooking. Another benefit of me not being the one responsible for breakfast this morning.”
“It was really something. So… you mentioned somewhere quiet?”
“Of course. I’ve had one of our guest chambers prepared for you. It’s yours for the length of your time with us.” He waved over one of the workers, a middle-aged man dressed in plain robes similar to the Shepherd’s own. “Balin here will show you to your chambers. I look forward to speaking with you once you have settled in.”
***



Chapter six








Integration for Dummies


Balin wasn’t much of a conversationalist, so the rest of the trip was in silence. The second floor of the temple was reserved for the clergy and their guests. The rooms were pretty small, barely big enough to hold a small bed and desk with enough room to move between the two, but there was something very cozy about them. 
He led me to a vacant room and then took his leave. I tossed my bag on the bed and closed the door. There were no locks, so I dragged the chest from under the bed in front of it to serve as a makeshift doorstop. It wouldn’t hold for long, but it made me feel a little better. 
Laying back on the bed, I took out the book and popped it open. 
Use “Integration for Dummies?” (Y/N)
“Well, yes. That’s why I open—”
The book exploded in my hands, flooding the room with a bright light. Information burrowed into my brain, imprinting the memory of how the system functioned. Lives flashed before my eyes. Other lives. Other people. One second I was a human child receiving my first prompt. The next I was an elven woman, learning a new skill. The visions went on and on, spanning what felt like a million lifetimes, weaving brief moments into a tapestry of understanding of something more.
When the visions ended, I fell back onto the bed and gasped as things settled into place. The details of the memories faded in seconds, but the understanding they’d imprinted remained.
Quest Complete: Read a good book lately?
A small pouch materialized in my hands and I knew instantly what it was. I’d completed a System quest and it was my reward. Upending the pouch into my hand, I smiled as a single blue gem fell into my palm. 
I could feel the energy held within, and with a thought, I absorbed it. 
+50 Essence
With my newfound understanding, the gemstones in my backpack made more sense. This world was based on Essence, which was the equivalent of experience points in the RPGs I was familiar with back on Earth. Lor took it to a whole new level, though. The entire economy was based on Essence.
System rewards were all delivered in crystal form, with the value of the crystal following the light spectrum from red to violet. Red gems were worth a single Essence point. Orange were worth five, yellow worth ten, green twenty-five, with blue, indigo, and violet coming in at fifty, one hundred, and one thousand, respectively.
Glancing at the gems in my bag, I had a total of two hundred and fifty Essence in various denominations; enough to purchase starting gear for most classes.
Quest Received: A Class Act.
Every integrated soul holds the potential to obtain a class. Classes are gained from Class Tomes, which are awarded by the System as loot for defeating opponents, completing quests, or found within treasure chests in dungeons, towers, and wildland groves. 
Criteria:
=Obtain your first Class
Reward:
=100 Essence
=1x Random Skill Scroll.
I blinked as knowledge of the class system resurfaced. You could only have one class at a time, but you could always change your class if you got hold of a better Class Tome later on. There was an Essence cost to make the change, but better classes cost more Essence. 
That train of thought led directly into the next, which was the economics of it all. Classes had tiers associated with them. There were common classes which were pretty easy to acquire, like Yeoman, Farmer, Laborer. Most people had no trouble getting Class Tomes for those, and the cost to use them was low.
Uncommon classes were a bit harder to get. They were where the Adventurer classes started. Warrior, Wizard, Cleric… all of your typical Dungeons and Dragons choices. Tomes for those classes and their advanced versions were regulated by the Adventurer’s Guild and required quite an investment to acquire. 
Wanna-be adventurers usually signed on for timed apprenticeships with the Guild, taking on a Common class until they either earned enough Essence to buy a new tome, or had one granted by the guild upon completion of their term of service.
There were other types of classes as well, and each had their own rules and regulations, written and unwritten. For example, the sale of any Rare or Epic Class Tome outside of the official channels was strictly illegal. 
Some classes were the providence of the crown, while others were governed by the Adventurer’s Guild or by the masters of the trade guilds. The only exceptions made were for those who received a tome from the System. They had free rein to use it if they so chose, although it was still strongly recommended that they sell to the proper authorities. 
Normally the price offered and the political pressure were enough to ensure the book ended up where the powers that be wanted it.
The quest was a standard task offered to all integrated souls, usually on their sixteenth birthday. It was a rite of passage. Having a class was the mark of being an adult in Lor society and brought with it all of the rights and responsibilities that adulthood entailed.
The Skill Scroll was standard too but could be a mixed blessing. Unlike the “Integration for Idiots” book, most tomes and scrolls had an Essence cost to unlock, and just like Class Tomes, there were varying degrees of rarity involved. The rarer the skill, the higher the cost. 
Either way it would be a reward. Either a cheap, useful skill, or a rarer scroll you could sell for enough Essence to obtain something more useful for your purposes.
One problem though. Only the most common Class Tomes would be within my price range.
I shook my head to clear it. There were still a ton of things I didn’t consciously know or understand that I needed to get a grip on. So as my dad liked to tell me: start with yourself.
I opened my status sheet and prepared for the deluge of information.
==========System Info==========
Name: Sebastian Crowe
Class: None
Level: 1
Progress: 0/1000
Free Essence: 50
Name and Class were easy, and the rest all tied together. Level was the overall measure of my power and was a limiting factor on some skills and abilities. To gain a level you had to absorb Essence like I’d done with the gem and spend it on increasing your skills or abilities, or use it to unlock new skills and spells through scrolls. That spent Essence was then counted as progress to the next level, although scrolls gave a flat amount, regardless of unlocking cost, and Class Tomes gave nothing.
Free Essence was the pool available to spend on upgrading your attributes, learning new skills, or leveling them up. It was also available for extraction and crystallization if you had the right abilities, and there was something about it being at risk in dungeons… but that wasn’t quite clear to me yet.
=============Pools============
Health: 25/25
Mana: 12/12
Stamina: 25/25
Leave it to a System to try and numerically quantify life as a Health pool. Reach zero Health and you were dead. Easy. Mana was a bit more nebulous, and I couldn’t tell much about it other than that it was used for magical abilities.
Stamina was… Stamina, plus a bit extra. From what I could tell it was the Mana analog for physical skills.
==========Attributes===========
Power: 2
Mobility: 2
Heartiness: 2
Magic: 1
There were only four attributes. Power was a measure of physical strength. How much can you bench, bro? Mobility measured both physical agility and manual dexterity, and Heartiness was just that. How much of a beating you could take and how long you could push yourself before your body gave in.
Magic was an amalgamation reflecting both your inner connection to the magic of the world, and a measure of your ability to use it… with a sprinkle of willpower for good luck.
All three physical stats contributed to the Stamina pool, while Heartiness and Magic governed Health and Mana, respectively.
===========Languages===========
Common: Spoken, Literate
I was literate in whatever the common language was. No frills on that.
=============Skills=============
Unarmed Combat: 13
Short Blades: 5
Staff: 5
Armor (Cloth): 10
===========Crafting============
Cooking: 7 (Apprentice)
Carpentry: 4 (Apprentice)Sewing: 4 (Apprentice)
The skill sections weren’t that complicated. My martial arts training had given me a leg up on some combat abilities, and I guess a Gi was like cloth armor. All four abilities were pretty low, and while I wasn’t a black belt by any means, I had been a good student. Skills didn’t have a cap as far as I could tell, so I had a lot of room to improve, either by spending Essence, or training and practice.
There was something lurking at the back of my mind about skills losing rank if you didn’t use them, but it was so vague I couldn’t quantify it.
The craft skills were likewise low. I’d never officially trained in any of them, but it seemed the system considered the semesters I’d taken of Home Economics and Shop sufficient to qualify. Ranking up craft skills was purely a matter of practice.
The information swimming around my mind settled, and I let out a deep breath, comfortable that I’d be able to function as an adult, at least for the time being.
My stomach growled and I looked down in surprise. I’d just eaten, how was I hungry again? A quick glance out the window added to my confusion. The sky was dark. How long had I been in here?
The chest was still in place near the door, and I hadn’t heard any knocking, so I could only assume Shepherd Albin knew exactly how long my assimilation of information would take. I shoved the chest back under the bed and opened the door, hoping there would still be someone up in the kitchen.
I almost tripped over the covered tray sitting on the floor outside my door, barely catching myself on the frame. There was a note resting on the top with my name on it. 
Using the desk as a makeshift table, I uncovered the tray, revealing a still steaming bowl of thick stew and a loaf of crusty bread. There was a small pitcher of cold water and a wooden cup as well. 
The scent of the stew changed my stomach’s warning rumble into a full-fledged earthquake. I dug in. The stew tasted like something between a traditional beef stew and a chili, complete with a bit of a kick from this world’s version of peppers. The bread was the perfect complement, allowing me to scoop the savory juices into my mouth without a drop of waste. Before I knew it, the stew was gone, leaving a pleasant aftertaste with a slight burn. 
Hunger sated, I opened up the note.
     Master Crowe,
     I hope your studies went well. Please come and see me when you wake tomorrow so we can begin the next step in your training.
     -Shepherd Albin
     P.S. The washroom is at the end of the hallway on the right.
As if reading the postscript was its cue, my body reminded me that I hadn’t, in fact, relieved myself since my rebirth, and it was time.
***




Chapter seven








Head of the Class


My dreams were chaotic to say the least. One part death by truck-kun, one part intergalactic reaper surf, and about a zillion parts Lor memory fragments. Luckily, I didn’t remember any of it the next day, except a short bit reenacting my final tryst with Kelly Jacobs. Forgetting was probably a good thing. There was no stat for insanity… as far as I knew, anyway. 
Shepherd Albin was in charge of breakfast, and contrary to his earlier denials, it was amazing. He put together a delicious concoction of eggs, potatoes, and spices. I still missed bacon but if everyone in this world could cook like the Shepherd, then I could learn to live without it.
By the time I was done stuffing my face, the Shepherd had been called to the main temple for some sort of priestly duty, and asked me to meet him there. 
When I arrived, he was speaking to a young couple who were practically glowing they were so happy, and by the way they were looking at each other I figured they were in for a fun day. The Shepherd saw me arrive and said his goodbyes. The couple left the temple, hand in hand. 
“So those two look pretty happy,” I said. “Good news?”
He nodded. “Oh yes, most definitely.”
“From the look of things, they’re about to have a whole lot of fun if they can find some privacy.”
“Hopefully,” he said with a smile. “They were here to perform the rite of fertility, after all.”
I raised an eyebrow. “The what?”
He took me out of earshot of the rest of the staff. “In order to conceive, the prospective parents must declare to the System that they wish to conceive and accept the responsibility of raising the child.”
“And they need the temple for that?”
“Oh no. Any pair can invoke the rite. But having the temple bless it is something of a tradition.”
I nodded slowly. “So, wait… If you don’t do the rite thingy, no conceptions? No whoops babies here?”
“Of course not. Becoming a parent is a serious thing. The System wouldn’t leave it to random chance.”
I shook my head and sighed. “The System. Oh kay…”
He smiled and shrugged. “Now if you don’t have any other questions about the fertility rite, we have some serious things to talk about.”
I nodded. “Tell me about it. This is all still so weird. I’ve got a character sheet and skills and stuff and now I need to find a Class Tome or something.”
He looked at me thoughtfully. “Do you have any idea of what you would like to do with your new life? Do you want to pursue a craft, become an adventurer, perhaps join the ranks of the faithful and serve the church?” He said that last bit with a hopeful look.
“I’m not quite sure. The idea of being an adventurer is appealing, but I doubt I’d be able to afford one of their books. And I definitely don’t want to end up as some rich kid’s serving boy until I earn my stripes.” I sighed. “And sorry, Shepherd, but I don’t see myself as a church man.”
“Oh well,” he said and deflated a little. “It would have been nice to have some more help around here. Not that Nel isn’t a godsend, and I love her more than anything, but another priest to tend to the flock would have been a burden off of these old shoulders.”
He tapped his desk and then retrieved two small leather-bound books from the top drawer. “Even if you do not plan to serve Her church, Thera would like you to go out into the world prepared. Unfortunately, even she cannot simply hand out Skill Tomes. Unless you change your mind about the clergy.” He winked.
Both of the books looked the same except for the titles, bound in leather without any embellishment. The first was titled Yeoman, and the second titled Messenger. “Choose,” he said.
“Can you tell me anything about them? Like what they do, and what’ll be expected of me if I take them?” I asked.
He nodded and tapped the first book. “A Yeoman is a skilled laborer. The class comes with the basic skills necessary to gather wood, stone, herbs, and any other basic material a skilled craftsman might need. They can hunt and live off the land pretty comfortably.”
“What about weapons? Armor? Can they defend themselves? Slay monsters?” I asked.
He chuckled. “Still focused on an adventurer’s path then. Okay. Well, the Yeoman is skilled with small blades, the bow, and an axe if it comes down to it, and can comfortably wear leather armor without too much effort. But on the whole they tend to specialize in gathering materials as a way to earn Essence.”
“And the Messenger?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Pretty much what the name says: they deliver messages. Their skills are focused on getting from one place to another quickly and safely. They have several skills shared with the Rogue class, like short blades, throwing knives, and stealth, but they lack most of the truly lethal skills most adventurers seek.” He tapped on the book and smiled. “They do excel at running away.”
My first instinct was to take the Messenger class. Rogue-lite seemed more in line with my goals than a laborer. Short term it would let me do more of what I wanted to do, and they probably made quite a bit running all over the place too. One problem though. I had no clue where anything was.
The Yeoman, on the other hand would probably be better long term. I’d be more self-sufficient, for one, and could probably make some money farming mats. That used to be a pretty lucrative money making thing in the MMOs of Earth.
“I see the gears turning in your head,” the Shepherd said. “If you have any questions, I’d be happy to answer them.”
“Okay. So, the Messenger class,” I said quickly, gesturing to the book. “What’s their job situation. Like what’s their paycheck like?”
He looked slightly confused. “You mean the cost of their services?” he asked, and when I nodded he continued. “Local deliveries are an Essence or two to start, but the rates change based on distance and the size of the package. The Messenger’s Guild would handle all of that though.”
I held up a hand. “Wait a second. If I chose Messenger I’d have to join their guild? How’s that different than the Adventurer’s Guild?”
“Of course you’d have to join the Guild. If you want any work, that is. Who would trust a non-guild messenger with their personal items?” he replied as if it were obvious.
“What about the Yeoman? Is there a Yeoman’s Guild?” I asked.
He shook his head slowly. “No… Not a Yeoman’s Guild specifically, although they are welcome in most of the crafting guilds if they wish to pursue that path. For instance, if you wished to become a blacksmith in the future, their guild could provide you with better mining tools and trainers, as well as opportunities to earn a Blacksmith Tome at some point.”
I nodded slowly. “But I could stay freelance and gather whatever the various guilds needed and sell it to the various guilds if I wanted, right?”
“You could. The guilds normally post any orders they need filled in the town square. Some are even System-registered quests if the need will benefit the town.” 
I hummed in thought. I’d made a lot of rushed decisions in my life, but this wasn’t something I wanted to screw up. This was a new life, and I needed to take as much care with this decision as I would have back on Earth. My parents had instilled a good work ethic in me, and I wasn’t about to abandon that just because they were no longer around to see it.
Something in my head cracked at the thought, and a wave of guilt, sorrow, and pain washed through me. An instant later my mind was blank, and it took a few seconds to remember my train of thought. Responsible choices and the long game.
The Shepherd was looking at me strangely. “Are you okay, son?”
I tilted my head quizzically. “What? Yeah. I’m fine. Just going through the options in my head. Planning for the future and all that.” I reached out and tapped the Yeoman book. “I think I’ll go with this one.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? I thought for certain you’d want the Messenger class so you could get out into the world.”
I shrugged. “While that sounds great and all, I need to plan for the future. I’m going to need a lot of money to purchase an Adventurer class and the Yeoman seems better suited to making some cash. Plus, if I need to, I can always become a mountain man and live off the grid.”
He rubbed his temples absently as he replied, “You both confuse and amaze me, Sebastian. Normally people your age are all impulse.” He pushed the book across the table and tucked the other back in the drawer. 
I reached out and picked it up. “If I use this now am I going to wake up tomorrow or something?”
He chuckled. “Ah no. Class Tomes are almost instantaneous. Your prior experience was, well, unique to your particular… situation.”
“Should I do it here?” I asked.
“Please. It is always awe inspiring to see the light of understanding awaken in the eyes of one of Thera’s children.”
Use “Class Tomb: Yeoman (Common)?” (Y/N)Essence Cost: 50This will result in the following changes:+1 to Power and Heartiness, -1 to magic.Proficiency in the following skills: Axe, Bow, Pickaxe, Small Blades, Armor(Leather), First Aid, Foraging, Lumberjack, Mining, Stonecutting, Wilderness Survival.
“Alright. Here we go,” I said, and selected yes.
***



Chapter eight








Yeoman


As soon as the confirmation window disappeared, I felt the Essence drain out of me and into the book. Glowing symbols appeared on the pages and the room was bathed in mystical light. 
The physical book disintegrated, leaving behind a perfect copy made completely of magical energy that dissolved and was drawn into me. A tingling sensation crept up my arms, filling me with a warm and pleasant buzzing sensation. 
The energy flowed into my mind, imparting the knowledge that came with the Yeoman class while my body adjusted to the new attributes.
Class Assimilation complete! 
You are now a Yeoman (Common).
+1 Power
+1 Heartiness
-1 Magic
You have gained proficiency with the following weapons and tools: 
-Axe
-Pickaxe
-Bow
-Small Blades (already known)-Armor (Leather)
You have gained proficiency with the following General skills: 
-Wilderness Survival
-First Aid
You have gained proficiency with the following Gathering skills: 
-Foraging
-Lumberjack
-Mining
-Stonecutting
When the buzzing stopped, I found myself kneeling on the floor with sweat pouring down my back… my much broader back. My clothing was stretched tight over my shoulders and I was worried that the wrong move would split my pants. 
“I know kung-fu.” I whispered, but didn’t have much time to enjoy my own joke before another System message popped up.
Quest Complete: A Class Act!
A small sack containing a solid indigo gem and a tightly wrapped scroll appeared in my hands. The book had left me completely empty of Essence, so I absorbed the gem right of the bat.
+100 Essence
The scroll, however, I examined carefully. Judging by the bright white of the parchment and silk ribbon holding it closed, I figured it was at least an uncommon ability. I pulled myself to my feet and held the scroll up where the Shepherd could see it.
His grin confirmed my suspicions that I’d lucked out. “Congratulations, Sebastian. That is an uncommon scroll and should be very useful to you. Either to use yourself, or to help you gather the funds needed to pursue the Adventurer’s path.” He gestured to the scroll. “You should at least see what it is before making a decision.”
With a giant grin I undid the ribbon and opened the scroll.
Use Skill Scroll of “Second Wind?” (Y/N)
Essence cost: 350
“What the hell?” I said, “Three hundred and fifty Essence for a skill?”
“Must be a good one,” the Shepherd said. “What is it?”
I rolled it back up and tucked it into my pocket. “Something called Second Wind. Is there any way to get the scroll to tell you what it does before you use it? It would royally suck to burn all that Essence and then find out it makes you better at blowing up balloons.”
He chuckled. “Not from the scrolls themselves, but the guilds keep a record of skills and what they do so they can accurately assess the scroll’s value and assist people in optimizing their abilities.”
“Let me guess,” I said, rubbing my thumb and fingers together in the universal sign for money. “There’s a fee.”
The Shepherd brushed his robes off and stood. “You are quite confusing at times with your strange gestures and words. What is a balloon? And do you have something on your fingers? Do you need to wash your hands?”
I shook my head. “Never mind. A balloon is like… well… it’s a toy for kids and you blow air into it and it stretches… Bah. It doesn’t matter. Where can I find out what Second Wind does and how much I can get for it? Or do I need to join a guild or something?”
I was getting a little exasperated, and I could feel a pressure building at the edge of my awareness, like a dam just waiting to break. I took a few deep breaths to calm down.
Shepherd Albin placed a hand on my shoulder and a wave of calmness passed through me, washing away the building anxiety and relieving the pressure in the back of my mind.
You have been affected by Calming Touch.
“Breathe, son. Breathe,” he said softly. “You have been through quite a trial, and I can see that you haven’t had time to fully process what you’ve been through. Maybe that is where you should begin.” 
I shook my head and looked up. “No… I really need to do something. I need to keep moving forward… Where can I get it appraised?” 
He frowned in sympathy. “I understand your frustration and desire to put things off. One day you will need to deal with the trauma of what you’ve been through, and when you do, remember that I am here to help.” He moved back behind his desk and pulled out a small ledger from the drawer and started leafing through it. 
“My notes aren’t as extensive as the guilds, but I think I remember that skill…” He flipped a few more pages and then stopped. “Ah yes, here it is.” He looked at me and smiled.
“You found it?” I asked.
“I found it,” he said and looked back down at the page, reading along. “Second Wind. This is a skill highly sought after by both adventurers and skilled craftsman. It allows for the user to spend a portion of their Mana pool to regain their Stamina pool.”
I was a little underwhelmed. “That doesn’t seem so special.”
He looked at me wide eyed. “Are you kidding me? Unless your class is magic based, there are very little uses for your Mana pool. Most abilities draw on Stamina to function, so the ability to transform Mana into Stamina… to exchange a useless pool for one critical to your class abilities is extremely valuable.”
“Oh wow,” I said. “I see what you mean… So what do you think? I have the Essence, so I could use it if it would be worthwhile for me. I’m thinking gathering is going to be Stamina intensive.”
“That choice is yours alone, Sebastian,” he said with obvious reluctance in his voice. “I can only advise that you consider all of the information before making the choice.”
“Like what?”
“Well… First of all, you’re going to need to purchase the equipment necessary to practice your Yeoman skills. Axes, Picks, etc.”
“Okay.”
“You’ll also need supplies for your travels, and lodging.” he continued. “You are, of course, welcome to stay at the temple, but I’ve found that young men often like to engage in activities not permitted in our guest quarters.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively, and I had to laugh.
“Alright. So how much would it sell for? The three fifty?”
“What? No, of course not,” he replied. 
“Damn,” I said. “Guess I’ll have to settle for whatever then.”
He looked at me, confused and then burst out laughing. When he calmed enough to talk, he looked back at me and said, “No, no, Sebastian. According to my notes, you can probably get five hundred or more from the right buyer. More than enough to get you some essential common skills from the brokers and get you started on your path.”
A giant smile crept across my face. “Awesome!” Things were definitely looking up.
***



Chapter nine








Supply and Demand


Having a full stomach made the walk past the various eateries much less torturous. The smell was still exquisite, but my stomach wasn’t clawing at my insides trying to get at the food anymore.  
Before I left the temple, Shepherd Albin had introduced me to another bit of the System that I hadn’t explored yet: the Map. Initially my map had been a giant blob of darkness except for a small trail showing the path from where I’d woken up to the temple. 
It reminded me of RTS games my dad tried to get me to play when I was younger. The map filled in details as you explored new areas and showed an accurate representation of your immediate area. Once you moved on, a faint gray fog covered everything again, so it was possible for your map to be wrong if something changed while you weren’t present.
Maps could be shared between people or scribed onto scrolls that functioned similarly to skill scrolls, although usually without the cost. There was a Cartographer’s Guild, because of course everything in this world had some guild or other in charge. They didn’t have very many members, but their collections were extensive, and they prided themselves on having the most up-to-date maps.
Cartography was a common rank class skill that the Shepherd recommended I pick up if possible. While everyone could view their map, the skill let you add markers and comments too. The ability to mark down the latest resource locations, washed out pathways or the like would be invaluable for resource gathering. It was also required if you wanted to sell the data to the guild. Hopefully I’d be able to afford it after grabbing all the gear I’d need.
The Shepherd had done me a solid before I’d left the temple and shared his map with me, filling in the outpost and most of the surrounding area so I wouldn’t be completely lost. He’d even marked most of the local businesses that should have what I need.
My first stop was the Adventurer’s Guild since they were most likely to have the cash on hand to purchase my scroll. They’d probably have everything else I needed too, but from what the Shepherd said their prices would be steep for non-members.
The guildhouse looked more like some noble’s palace than a business. The entire building was made of stone, unlike the composite buildings in the rest of the town. There was even a portcullis hanging over the main entrance.
Inside it looked like a fancy mall, complete with a customer service desk and thematically appropriate line. 
I took my place at the back, behind a giant of a man that would have made a pro wrestler look tiny. He was dressed in heavy armor draped in a dark green cloak that did little to hide the massive two-handed sword strapped underneath it. 
He turned briefly to take me in and sneered, effectively killing any desire I had to strike up a conversation.
With that avenue of entertainment unavailable, I decided to take in the scenery. The grumpy green giant was wide enough to block my view of the folks ahead of us in line, but there was plenty more to look at.
Off to the right was what looked like a small café with people sipping cups of what I hoped was coffee or sharing a meal. Most of the people were human, but there were a few other races mixed in.
To my left was a consignment shop… or maybe a pawn shop? The sign read “Beggars and Choosers” and from what I could see within, it was a complete mess. The place must have something going for it though, since I counted at least ten adventurers heading directly to it before making their way deeper into the guildhall.
A cough caught my attention and I turned back, smiling as I realized it was my turn. “Excuse me” the attendant said and looked me up and down. “Are you here to enlist in the trainee program?”
The attendant was an incredibly beautiful elven woman wearing a fancy dress with an extremely low-cut top. It took me a minute to shake myself free of the boobnosis and register her question.
I shook my head. “Sorry, no. I’m looking to sell a Skill Scroll?”
Her eyes seemed to glimmer as her lips spread into a wide grin. “But of course. The Archivist’s office is within the library.” She waved a delicate hand adorned with way more jewelry than was necessary, and a new marker appeared on my map.
She handed me a small metallic card with a warm smile. “This is a pass that will open the way for you. It’s good for the next four hours, after which you will be forcibly removed from the premises and will be fined according to your level and class.”
I took the pass, shivering as her hand brushed against mine. Her lips curled into a sly smile. “Is that all?”
Pulling my eyes away from her perfect smile was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, but I managed it somehow. “Uh. What’s that Beggars and Choosers all about?”
Her smile slipped for a split second as she glanced over at the messy shop. “Ah yes. That place. They’re a junk shop. They buy goods that any other shopkeeper wouldn’t be seen dead with and ship it off to who knows where. They may sell things as well, mostly second hand gear only suitable for training.”
I nodded along as she continued. “I would recommend purchasing anything you need from a more reputable vendor. Our partnership with the trade guilds ensures that we should have anything in stock that you might need.”
“Thanks,” I said and tapped the pass idly. “Do you have a map or a legend so I can find the right vendors?”
She handed me a small brochure entitled “So You Want to Be an Adventurer” and looked beyond me as she answered. “The map is on the back. Please feel free to return if you have any additional questions.”
Knowing a dismissal when I heard one, I moved off to the side and scanned the brochure. Most of it was a sales pitch to get people to sign up as porters or other service positions to earn their guild class, with all sorts of marketing-ese thrown in to tempt prospective lackeys. The shop list was after the ads, and as soon as I saw it my System map was automatically updated with all the shop names and symbols indicating what they sold.
I made a note of some of the shops that sounded interesting. It couldn’t hurt to do some window shopping once I finished my business with the Archivist, after all. At least so I’d have some idea of what “inflated” prices looked like. But first I had to sell my scroll.
The pass worked like a swipe card back on Earth, unlocking doors as I went. The whole place was more like a museum than a shopping mall. Every inch of it was decorated up the wazoo with all sorts of fancy looking paintings and statues. I made sure I stayed far away from anything that looked even remotely breakable. It would be just my luck to end up as an indentured servant to pay back some rich guy because I’d broken his statue of a dancing hippo.
The library was a stark contrast to the rest of the building, although in truth the contents of the library were probably worth more than the entire guild building. The air was humming with potential energy. The marker on my map led me to a small booth built into the wall near the entrance. 
Seated on a raised chair behind the counter was an elderly man that looked like he’d stepped right off a fantasy novel cover. His face was a mass of wrinkles, framed by a long white beard. His head had been shaved at some point, but a hint of white stubble revealed a hairline that had long betrayed him. 
He glanced at me past the small spectacles perched on his nose and closed the book he’d been reading. A brief glow flashed in his eyes as he looked me over. “Good morning, Yeoman Crowe,” he said with a smile. “How may I be of assistance?”
“Uh,” I stammered. “You’re the Archivist?”
He raised a bushy white eyebrow and chuckled. “I am. One of them, at least.” He placed his book on the desk and offered his hand. “Archivist Josun Stenson, at your service.”
I shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Archivist.”
He huffed. “None of that now. Call me Josun. I’m old enough that the titles are just tiresome at this point.” He paused and looked me over again. “Judging from your current state I’m assuming you’re here to sell?”
I nodded and put the scroll on the desk. “It’s for a skill called Second Wind.”
He picked it up and unrolled it. Blue light flashed across his eyes and he grinned. “So it is,” he said. “A good find for one as young as yourself.” He put it back on the desk and pushed aside a stack of papers, revealing an intricately carved crystal. “Let’s see what this one is going for nowadays.”
With a wave of his hand, the crystal came alive, projecting a glowing blue sphere a few inches above its surface. He picked up the scroll and passed it through the light. A minor gesture sent the energy plunging back into the crystal, forming into rows of text that I, unfortunately, could not read.
Josun had no such issues and started tapping away at the screen. “Hmm. Seems it’s been a while since we had one of these come in.” He swiped to the side and a second screen of text popped up.
“That’s good right?” I asked, hoping that supply and demand was a thing in fantasy worlds.
He nodded absently as he continued to read. “Yes, yes. Looks like we have some standing orders for that particular scroll, too, so it’s your lucky day.” He gave me a wry grin. “Since you’re not a guild member, I can’t tell you who is looking for the scroll -- confidentiality and all that -- so your options are limited.”
I tilted my head quizzically. “So if I was a member you’d just tell me who was looking for the scroll? Why?”
He looked up, surprised. “Why, so you could arrange a deal with them directly?”
“I’d rather just sell it to you. How much is it worth?”
He looked me in the eye and stroked his beard. “I can sense an adventurer deep down in there somewhere trying to get out, so I’ll explain this now so one day when you join our ranks you’ll know how it works.” He gestured to the text. “Skill requisition for out of stock scrolls functions as a modified auction. Members can put in a requisition and their maximum bid, and when one becomes available, the top bid wins.”
“Wow. Wouldn’t that just mean that the adventurers with the most loot get everything and everyone else is shit out of luck?” I said derisively. 
He looks surprised at my tone. “What? Oh no. Each member can only get one skill per year through requisition, so there’s ample opportunity for everyone. And private transactions between members are allowed as long as they fall within the law.”
“So… how much?” I asked, trying to sound neutral.
He tapped the top line of text on the crystal and nodded to himself. “The top bid for your scroll is nine hundred and fifty Essence.”
My eyes went wide. “Awesome! So… how do we do this?”
He chuckled and pulled out a small box full of Essence gems. “Don’t get too excited. After fees and taxes that number will be a bit lower, but probably still enough to satisfy your needs.”
When it was all said and done, that nine fifty turned into seven hundred, which was still more than I had been expecting, so I had nothing to complain about. And as a side benefit, I learned that the guild fees counted towards membership in the future should I ever apply.
I inquired about the Cartographer skill, but the asking price for non-members was close to four hundred Essence, so I decided to try my luck around town first.
***



Chapter ten








Barts Barter Battle


Shepherd Albin was right about the prices. Even the most basic gear in the guild shops was insanely expensive. A hatchet alone was a hundred Essence, and the leather armor they had available was so fancy that a single boot would have wiped out my entire budget. Needless to say, any thoughts of getting gear in the guild went right out the window. 
On the way out I decided to stop in at the Beggars and Choosers and see firsthand what it was all about. There was no line when I arrived, so I slipped right in, keeping my eyes open for anything that might be useful… and cheap. The place was filled with piles upon piles of random crap. There was ripped and torn clothing, bloodstained for the most part, piled haphazardly and mixed in with rusty or outright broken weapons. Why would anyone buy this stuff?
A rough shove from behind sent me crashing face first into the closest pile of soiled and bloody clothing, which did nothing at all to cushion the fall.
“Watch it, pleb,” the man responsible snarled as he moved past. Two male companions followed close behind, laughing at their leaders’ antics. The last of their party didn’t seem as amused. She trailed behind the men, lugging a bulging sack over one shoulder with strain evident on her face.
She mouthed “Sorry,” as she passed and almost lost her grip on the pack when she had to adjust to keep a piece of her extremely damaged armor from coming loose. Her gear wasn’t in much better condition than what was piled around us, and she looked like she’d taken a roll down a muddy hill recently. Her hair – which I thought might be a dark red under the dirt – was plastered to her head under a helmet that looked more likely to do harm than good should it take a hit.
“Hurry up, wench,” the leader said from up ahead. “It’s bad enough you screwed us out of our payday, but now you can’t even carry a pack? Worthless!”
Her jaw clenched and she hurried away, following the men further into the store. 
I pulled myself out of the pile and brushed the crud from my no longer clean clothing. With a growl I stormed off after the group.
“Hey dickhead!” I called as they came into view. “What the hell is your problem?” 
The four turned with mixed expressions on their faces. The woman’s eyes were huge, and I couldn’t help but notice they were the perfect shade of emerald green.
Bullies were a real sore spot for me. I’d spent enough time in elementary school getting picked on. I was a late bloomer and by sixth grade most of the kids were bigger than me and didn’t let me forget it. That all changed the summer between sixth and seventh grade when a combination of a late growth spurt and a borderline obsession with all things martial arts combined to make me the worst choice of victim.
The bullies learned the hard way that our relationship dynamic had changed on the first day of eighth grade. They’d probably been dreaming of resuming their torment, but the first one to try received a one-way express trip to the nurse’s office. I spent the next two weeks in detention, but it was well worth it.
My parents punished me as well, but I could tell they were proud that I’d stood up for myself, even though they had to do something to keep up the appearance that they didn’t agree with my actions.
“Look here,  boys,” their leader said. “Looks like we got ourselves a tough guy.” His eye flashed blue and he started to laugh. “A level one Yeoman? You best run along, boy, before you get hurt.”
I looked him dead in the eye. “After you apologize for shoving me.” His eyes were a dull brown, and his head was mostly shaved, leaving two strips of slightly longer hair to form a double mohawk down the middle of his head. His hardened leather armor didn’t seem very special, nor did the worn short sword sheathed at his hip.
The two henchmen shared glances and then looked to their boss with expressions that said they were ready for a show. The woman was trying to catch my attention and was mouthing “run.”
“Guess the little runt don’t know who we are, then,” the second man said as he puffed out his chest, drawing attention to some kind of crest on his polished breastplate. “Level one, ha. Probably doesn’t even have Inspect yet.” The symbol meant nothing to me. It wasn’t even very imaginative. Just a stylized wolf’s head holding a sword in its mouth.
The third man just chuckled and cracked his knuckles. “Doesn’t look like he’s got much on him either though.” His eyes flashed blue as he straightened his dark gray robes. “Hardly worth the trouble.”
I relaxed my body, prepping for the sucker punch that one of the three was inevitably going to throw.
“Come on, guys,” the woman interjected. “Let’s just sell this stuff and get to the tavern. We could all use a beer.”
The leader turned a hard gaze on her and growled. “Shut up. You’re lucky we didn’t leave you in the dungeon to rot.”
I sighed. “Now you owe the lady an apology too.”
The henchmen looked at me like I was on drugs and then burst out laughing. The leader was more reserved. “Oh. I’m going to enjoy teaching you a lesson,” he said and followed up with a right hook.
The punch was a lot faster and more controlled than I expected, so instead of the skilled redirection and counter that I’d planned I barely managed to get out of the way. His follow up punch had me dead to rights, but instead of breaking my jaw his fist slammed into a glowing shield of some sort that appeared inches from my face.
“Excuse me,” a gravelly voice said from behind me. “Are you attacking someone in my shop?”
I turned and spotted the speaker. “Oh shit!” I yelled and jumped away. They looked like a gremlin from that eighties’ movie… the kind that’d eaten after midnight.
It tilted its head to the side and smiled, revealing a mouth full of pointy teeth. A series of blue flashes flicked across its eyes and its smile disappeared as a thoughtful expression passed over its features. “Very interesting…” it said and then muttered something under its breath that I couldn’t make out.
Its gaze focused on the ringleader who was cradling his broken wrist and glaring at the shopkeeper. “Of course not… Just a friendly spar… yeah.”
The gremlin tsked. “A liar, too. Lovely. I was watching the entire encounter. You and your… friends are hereby banned from the Beggars and Choosers for a period of one month.”
The three goons started sputtering and glaring at me, but I thought I caught a vindictive smile flit across the woman’s face as she dropped the pack onto the floor.
“A month! That’s insane! Who’s going to buy our stuff?” breastplate-guy yelled.
The gremlin raised a scaly eyebrow. “A question you should have asked before deciding to throw punches within the confines of the store. Now get out before I make it two months.”
The three rushed out, followed closely by the woman who’d dropped the pack.
“You forgot your things!” the gremlin called out.
“Keep it! It’s worthless junk anyway!” the leader yelled back.
The gremlin chuckled and looked up at me. “Are you well?”
I blinked and tried to relax as knowledge of his race, the laeshka, bubbled up from somewhere deep inside my brain. They were one of the faekin races native to Lor and looked like someone had taken a gremlin from the classic movie and merged it with a pricker bush. 
Their species had green, scaly skin and no hair to speak of. Instead, their heads and bodies were covered in sharp thorns. They had large, eerily human looking eyes and large batlike ears that could probably hear a pin drop from across a football field.
I shook my head and forced a smile. “Sorry. You startled me.”
He nodded and beckoned me to follow. “It’s quite all right, you softskins are quite unobservant sometimes. I assume you are here to trade?” I nodded. “Good. Come this way. I’m Bar’tahn, one of the staff here at the B&C.” He paused and looked me over again. “You seem lightly encumbered compared to our normal clientele. Do you have a dimensional bag?”
I shook my head. “Ah no, sorry. I actually came to see if you had anything I could buy. I’m, uh, new to the city and just got my class so I need some gear.”
He looked me up and down and ran a jet black claw over his teeth in thought. “I see. We don’t really sell things, although that whole encounter was quite intriguing so I may make an exception. Do you normally go about demanding things of adventurers more than triple your own level for the sake of a random girl you’ve never met?”
I shrugged. “Eh. Bullies are bullies, and I wasn’t about to let some dude bro shove me around without saying something. The girl was obviously being mistreated, and that shit isn’t right either.
He nodded and continued to tap his teeth. “Yes… quite interesting. I think maybe I can help you dig up a thing or two.”
I smiled. “That would be great. I’m working on a budget so any bargains are welcome.”
He led the way to a small desk that I’d first assumed was part of the growing hoard of broken things. “What exactly are you looking for? I can see you’re a Yeoman, so tools?”
“Yeah. I want to get an Adventurer class as soon as possible, so I’m going to see how many of the material requisition quests I can fill.”
“Hmm. Which tools do you need then? Are they looking for lumber? Ore? I admit I haven’t bothered to keep abreast of whatever new construction is going on.”
I shrugged. “No clue. Figured I’d pick up my tools and then go see.”
“Well that certainly is an illogical approach. How are you to know what tools you will need to buy if you don’t know what quests you plan to take? It is unlikely you can afford all of them if you are trying to buy from us,” he said, a bit flummoxed by my unpreparedness. 
He snapped his fingers and a small fairy appeared in midair. “Tiki, please go and check the quest board and let me know what gathering quests are currently available.”
She put her hands on her miniature hips and spouted something in a language that sounded more like the top end of a xylophone than speech.
“I am sorry that I interrupted your game, but the more you argue about it the longer this will take.”
The fairy replied in the same tones and the laeshka rubbed his forehead. “Of course I’m treating you like a servant,” he said and threw up his hands. “That’s your job. That I pay you for. Remember?”
She responded with a single dejected note and then bowed and flew off. Bar’tahn sighed and turned back to me. “Good help is so hard to find.” His smile returned. “Other than tools, what else do you need?”
“Leather Armor?” 
He shook his head and chuckled. “That I cannot help you with. I am not heartless enough to sell you armor that wouldn’t protect you in the slightest. I can, however, recommend an armorer in town by the name of Aellelyr Arendaevlyn. He is a skilled master leatherworker and is one of the few who still remembers what it is like to be starting out. He also benefits from having several apprentices who keep his shelves stocked with steady and affordable armor.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “Shepherd Albin recommended a Milestone Armorers, but the more options the better.”
“Milestone’s would make more sense were you seeking something heavier. They have several dwarven smiths employed, and while they can make leather gear, it’s not their best work. If you don’t believe me, then check both and make up your own mind.”
Just then a green blur sped past and the fairy appeared between us, already rattling off something in her musical language. Bar’tahn nodded along and then waved a hand. With a flash, the fairy was gone.
His eyes lost their focus as he mumbled something under his breath and waved a hand across the desk in front of him. After a few seconds, a bubble of glowing energy coated the table and then popped, revealing a set of shoddy-looking mining tools.
The first thing to catch my eye was a large mining pick. The head was rusted and there was a small crack in the handle, but nothing was outright broken… yet. The pick was accompanied by a smaller version of itself that my mining skill informed me was used for more delicate work.
“These are still functional, and should last for a short time at least,” he said. “You’d still be better off buying new tools, but I understand that they can be quite pricey. Tiki surveyed the current available requisitions on the quest board, and it seems that the most lucrative contracts are for uncut gemstones, which these tools can be used to obtain.”
I examined them and frowned. “How much?”
Bar’tahn shrugged. “It’s junk. You may have it, and whatever else we can dredge up for you…” he said with a pause. “…if, you agree to perform a task for us.”
Of course there was a catch, but if it wasn’t too crazy, then it would be worth it. “Depends on what it is,” I said slowly. “As you said, it is junk, so…”
The laeshka shrugged. “It’s not difficult at all. In fact, accepting our task will help you as well. Strange as it may seem, we need you to gather a large quantity of stone that is easily found in the same mines where the gemstones you’ll need for the requisition quests are found.”
“Hmm,” I said. “That sounds easy, but I don’t know how I’m going to lug a bunch of rock back for you.”
He smiled a toothy smile and nodded. “True. That is why I will provide you with a Collectors’ bag keyed to the mining skill.”
The term Collectors’ bag triggered another system memory which brought a smile to my lips. Each bag was tied to a specific gathering profession and acted like an old school D&D bag of holding for the types of materials keyed to it. So a Collectors’ bag tied to Mining would be able to hold a lot of rock, ore, gems, and whatever else you’d pick up in a mine.
“Oh. Wow,” I said. Free gear, even if it was crappy stuff was nothing to scoff at. “What exactly do you need me to get?”
His toothy grin widened further, making the little merchant look even more frightening. “I’ll get you a list. Now let’s see what else we can find for you.”
In the end, I left the shop with a backpack full of crappy – yet free – equipment, a new marker on my map, and a new quest ratified by the System. 
Quest Received: Rock and a Hard Place?The ‘Beggars and Choosers’ proprietor Bar’tahn has charged you with gathering at least twenty pieces of Ironstone of at least 5lbs each from the location marked on your map within the Greenstone Hills Mine. 
Criteria:
=Gather Ironstone Chunks x20
Reward:
=50 Essence=Minor Collectors’ Bag (Mining)=Increased Reputation with the ‘Beggars and Choosers’ Store.
The laeshka seemed surprised the System had recognized the quest but took it as a good omen. The B&C had their own reserved section located deep in the mines which Bar’tahn assured me would have more than enough gems to fulfill the quest criteria. He handed me a small ceramic disk engraved with a series of symbols I couldn’t read that would act as a key to open it up. 
“Guard that carefully. It marks you as being on my business. If anyone gives you trouble, simply show them that and they should let you be. No one wants to lose access to the B&C… as you saw earlier.” He chuckled.
All in all, it was a pretty good deal, and left my purse full to pick up the more expensive items that would help me stay alive if I ran into some hostile wildlife.
Taking the laeshka’s advice, I left the guild and headed straight for Arendaevlyn’s workshop where I was able to pick up a full set of leather armor for a hundred Essence, after mentioning the laeshka by name.
The sheer variety of leather goods available was astounding, and I found myself drooling over a particular set of armor made out of a deep crimson leather that was apparently some kind of salamander hide. It cost more than the rest of the display case combined, but damn it was pretty. 
As I left the shop behind and continued my errands, I promised myself that one day I’d own something that awesome. 
Two-hundred and fifty Essence didn’t go very far, but it was better than nothing. I’d woken up with basic supplies that should last me a little, but I wasn’t equipped for camping in the wildlands. Tent, bedroll, extra waterskins, etc.… it all added up. That and a true backpack to carry it all. 
The deal with the B&C was probably the only thing that kept me from having to choose between being warm and dry or having the tools necessary to complete any tasks.
Lor was a wild and crazy time.
Shopping had taken the entire morning, and by the time I was done I was famished. Remembering the exquisite smells of the bakeries the day before, I retraced my steps and spent a small bit of my leftover Essence to fill my stomach with a pair of delicious meat pies that had the added benefit of upping my Health and Stamina recovery for the next six hours. It was perfect for my afternoon plans. 
The outpost’s quest board was posted up near the eastern gates with a huge sign guaranteed to draw the attention of anyone venturing out into the wildlands. Most of the quests were intended for adventurers, asking for exotic hides and loot dropped from the more ferocious critters further away from Tully’s Falls.
I skipped past those and found the section I was looking for relegated to the bottom right-hand corner of the board: Requisitions. There were a few different postings for various materials, but the most common and profitable were for Opal mined in the nearby Greenstone Hills. 
Wanting to make the most out of my first trip, I grabbed copies of three of the requisitions, one of which prompted a new quest.
Quest Received: Opal HuntMaster Kvelda Barrignon has requested twenty pieces of jewelry quality Opal for use in her latest project. 
Criteria:
=Gather 20x Opal chunks of Jewelry Quality or better. 
Reward:
=100 Essence
Each posting listed the number and quality of stones, as well as the price they were willing to pay for each. All three were laid out in the same format, likely a standard implemented by the guilds. The system quest was a little different in that it required the full quantity of stones to be delivered in order to complete, but since it was in addition to the rewards from the requisition order, I wasn’t going to complain.
With thoughts of my fledgling business flitting around in my head, I headed out of the outpost gates and towards the Greenstone Hills where my fortune awaited.
***



Chapter eleven








Wildlands


The road to the Greenstone Hills was well traveled. The dirt of the road itself had been flattened by decades of travelers seeking their fortunes. I knew there were finite quantities of gemstones and the like on Earth, but there was a tickle at the back of my mind that said that wasn’t the case here.  
The hills area was popular for several reasons, the first of which being the Dungeon nestled right at its center. From what I understood from my System downloads, dungeons were some sort of testing grounds run by a local god named D’walla.
Adventurers could delve into the dungeons and fight through mystical dungeon creatures, solve puzzles and traps, and earn Essence and loot. Loot like Class Tomes and Skill Scrolls. Access to the dungeons was managed by the Adventurer’s Guild, with only D’walla’s own temples having veto power, and even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t be allowed in at this point.
Needless to say, I didn’t see myself going anywhere near a dungeon until I saved up enough for a new class and some actual adventuring gear. And a party of course. One did not go delving solo and expect it to turn out well.
The other popular destination was the mines, mostly for the veins of Opal located there, but also for the surrounding Ironstone that had several alchemical uses. The mines fell under the purview of the Miner’s Guild, but unlike the dungeons, they weren’t closed outright to non-members. 
I followed the map to the mine entrance and stepped inside, relieved to see the place was lit with lanterns hung every so often down the passage. The sound of metal striking rock echoed throughout the place.
Once I stepped inside, my map transformed to show the mine itself with an updated path leading through the twisting tunnels to my destination. The path to the B&C-reserved section took me deep into the mine, much deeper than I had expected to go. But for a richer vein, and thus quicker turnaround, I was willing to do some underground hiking.
I ran into a group of surly looking miners about halfway there who seemed hellbent on teaching the newcomer a lesson. But a glimpse of Bar’tahn’s disk flipped some sort of switch in their brains because after that they were almost too polite and accommodating.
It was a challenge to get them on their way so I could go about my own task. People really wanted to be on the laeshka’s good side. I had to pause often to catch my breath, and hiking in armor wasn’t anything like the stories. The miners had all been dressed in simple worker’s clothing, so I decided to stow my armor ‘til later and save myself some discomfort.
A short time later I reached my destination, a large stone door with a small panel bearing some arcane runes and a depression the same size as the token. Instead of a loud, gravelly rumble like I expected, the door opened without a sound when I used the disk. It must have been some modern marvel of engineering, or more likely, some gremlin magic.
What lay beyond the doors was certainly what I would call magic. The walls were filled with multicolored veins of raw Opal, with very little evidence that any mining at all had taken place. Bar’tahn must have really been feeling generous when he gave me access to this.
I was so focused on the room full of potential wealth that I didn’t even notice the door sliding shut behind me until the lock clicked into place. 
The layers of Opal started to glow with a faint light. There was a flash, and the light winked out, plunging me into complete darkness. The floor shuddered, and with a low rumble, the stone beneath my feet gave way. 
I reached for where I remembered the wall had been but found nothing but air. I fell through darkness, wondering what the hell was going on until my head smacked into something hard and my consciousness started to fade. 
Deep in my mind a magical dam cracked and then broke as a surge of emotions rushed free. A flood of terror and loss washed away all rational thought as everything the System had locked away since my death hit home all at once. Terror, guilt, shame, regret; all mixed together into a massive emotional whirlpool that ripped my mind apart and dragged me down into oblivion.
***



Interlude – It’s Hard Out There for an Imp


Krill sat at his station, swiping through the various portals allowing glimpses of the dungeon. No adventurers were inside, so the act was purely to keep Malic, the Dungeon Lord, off his back. The imp didn’t know how the boss knew when he was slacking off, but he always did. He sighed with boredom, his tiny wings shifting into a more comfortable position as he continued his work. 
A flashing crystal on the wall caught his attention and he frowned. With a wave of his hand he flipped the viewing portal to show the Well. How would an adventurer suddenly appear that deep in the dungeon?
The portal switched to the view of the underground lake just in time to see a body fall out of the darkness above and splash into the water.
“Damn humans!” Krill hissed and activated another device. 
A second later, Malic’s translucent face appeared above the crystal and focused on the imp. “This had best be important, Krill,” he said with a snarl, revealing a set of fangs that were the perfect match to the twin horns growing out of his forehead.
The imp nodded emphatically, its long pointy ears flopping in time with his wings. “Yes, boss. Very.”
Several seconds went by in silence before Malic growled. “Well, what is it!?”
“A human fell out of the hole above the Well.”
Malic sighed and looked off to the side for a moment. “Those miners just don’t know when to stop digging. Serves them right.” He waved towards the viewing portal. “If there are no other adventurers in the area then the wisps should already be there to clean up the mess. Are they not?”
The imp looked back at the portal and squinted. “No boss. One second boss.” He waved a hand over the portal and a wave of light crossed the image, highlighting the body where it lay on the banks of the pool. Almost immediately there was a strong golden pulse from one of its pockets. 
“Hey boss… you’re probably going to want to deal with this personally.”
The Dungeon Lord scowled. “What? Why?”
“Well, it’s not dead. And it’s got one of Bart’s tokens on it.”
“A token from Bar’tahn?” he asked and rested his head in his hands. “Why is it you are always the one on duty when these things happen, Krill? I am seriously considering never putting you on watch again.”
The imp’s mouth split into a toothy grin. “Really boss?”, he asked and then reined in his excitement, “I do love this gig and all, but I’d much rather be—”
“I’m sending Hap to relieve you,” Malic interrupted. “Meet me at the Well.”
With a flash, the image disappeared, leaving the imp alone at the controls until his relief arrived.
The bleary-eyed Hap was none too happy to be there. “You owe me, Krill,” he said and flapped over to the controls. 
Krill flashed a grin and disappeared in a puff of smoke, appearing next to the unconscious human where Malic was already waiting. 
“It’s amazing that this one survived the fall. Level one, and a common class at that. Why Bar’tahn would give this one a mark is a mystery.”
“Shh, boss,” the imp whispered. “You’ll wake the human.”
The Dungeon Lord turned his withering gaze on the imp. “I am not a fool, Krill. I have already spelled him so he’ll not wake until we are ready to deal with him. It would be hardly worth the effort to spawn something to finish him. He’s barely an appetizer.”
“Best to see what Master Bar’tahn has planned before we eat his charge, though,” he said and chanted a short phrase. A circle of light appeared in the air, slowly resolving into the face of the laeshka shopkeeper. 
“Hey Bart!” Krill yelled, waiving a clawed hand. 
The laeshka chuckled. “Hello Krill. Oh, and Lord Malic. To what do I owe the honor? Is it time for the next delivery already?”
The Dungeon Lord shook his head. “No, Master Bar’tahn. This call is for a very…” He waved a hand and the image rotated to show the floating body, “…different matter.”
The laeshka smiled. “Praise D’walla, he made it.”
“He came from up there!” the imp said and pointed. “Someone dropped him down a hole.”
Bar’tahn sighed. “Yes, Krill. I dropped him down a hole.”
“Is he lunch? Can I eat him?” Krill asked, grinning mischievously.
Bar’tahn’s eyes narrowed. “I would prefer not. He’s quite a rare specimen as far as humans go.”
Malic raised an eyebrow. “And you sent him here why?”
The laeshka bowed his head and touched a small pendant hanging around his neck. “Lord D’walla charged me with finding him a fitting bondmate for his daughter. I observed this human in my store, standing up to one of the local crews for some slight or another.”
Krill cackled. “Fighting in the store! So I can eat him!”
The laeshka scowled. “No, Krill, you may not eat him.” He turned his gaze back to the unconscious human. “The altercation brought him to my attention. A deep scan had me even more intrigued. He is a soul plucked from another universe, with none of our native population’s baggage… who better for a bondmate?”
Bar’tahn paused for a few seconds in thought. “What do you know of souls from other realms being reborn here?”
Krill looked confused, but Malic nodded slowly. “I have heard rumors of such things. Souls plucked from other realms by the reapers and given new life here. This human is one of them?”
Bar’tahn nodded. “This human is rarer still. As far as my sight can tell, he was born into this world days ago, fully formed. A priest of Thera scooped him up from the alley where he first appeared.”
Malic chuckled. “She takes her charge seriously, as does our Lord D’walla.” He gestured towards the sleeping human. “I can only set the stage. It will be up to him to choose the path. But if he doesn’t accept the pact then he’ll not leave the dungeon alive.”
“A pity, but I accept your terms,” the laeshka replied before looking again at the sleeping Yeoman. “Good luck, Sebastian Crowe. Try not to prove me wrong.”
“Good day, Master Bar’tahn,” Malic said with a short bow. “I look forward to your next delivery of goods.”
The laeshka grinned. “It’s quite a haul. You will be more than pleased.”
With a flash, the portal closed, and Malic turned to the imp. “Summon the wisps to absorb everything but the human and Bar’tahn’s things, and then tell the shift-master to begin preparations for the Offering.”
“Offering?” the imp asked. “What kind of offering?”
Malic growled. “No, you idiot. The Offering. The shift-master will know what it means. Now be quiet so I can concentrate.” 
He looked down at the unconscious human and his eyes flashed. “Yes… The potential is there. Let’s hope he has what it takes.”
***



Chapter twelve








A Mixed Bag


My eyes fluttered open and I groaned in pain as I dragged myself fully out of the water. Everything hurt, and I was freezing. I tried to look on the bright side. I wasn’t dead, although a small part of me whispered that it would’ve hurt less. 
The room was lit with an ambient glow that had no obvious source. There were no torches, lanterns, or anything else that would explain it, but I could make out the entire room. Overhead, I could see the wide shaft I’d fallen through, but the top was far out of sight. 
Below the hole was a small lake deep enough, at least, to cushion my fall and keep me from splattering against the bottom. The water was blue and clear, and empty. I searched the shores for any signs of my pack, but the only thing I was able to find was the Collector’s bag that Bar’tahn had given me. 
The little gremlin had set me up. I should’ve known better than to trust the sneaky little bastard. At least I’d survived the fall somehow. Several notifications were flashing at the corner of my vision, demanding my attention. 
CONGRATULATIONS! You have discovered a secret dungeon entrance!
You have been granted the Trait: Seeker.
Seeker: Souls with this Trait have an enhanced ability to find things that are hidden.
I hadn’t even known Traits were a thing until I read the message and the memories came pouring in. Unlike Skills, Traits didn’t have levels or any sort of rank associated with them. They were also supposed to be pretty uncommon, which made the next notification that much weirder.
CONGRATULATIONS! By the narrowest of margins, you managed to survive an otherwise fatal fall!
You have been granted the Trait: Lucky.
Lucky: Luck, chance, sweet happenstance. The odds are ever in your favor. 
Two Traits in a row was crazy. Although it might have been the System trying to make me feel better about the whopper it dropped on me next.
You have entered the Greenstone Depths Dungeon!
Recommended Levels: 6-10.In eons past the Greenstone hills were home to a clan of dwarves who dug deep into the mountains in search of the corpse of the ancient earth drake Haeryldaar. Little did they know that the drake’s loyal followers, the kobolds of clan Daar had not abandoned their patron’s resting place and were determined to prevent their patron’s body from being defiled by the stout folk. Facing a seemingly endless tide of Drake-blessed kobolds, the dwarves were forced to abandon their tunnels, which quickly became part of the domain of clan Daar.
Caution: You are 5 levels below the minimum recommended level for this dungeon. 
Caution: You have not bound at the Binding Stone. Death within the dungeon will be permanent.
Risk/Reward in effect: 
-Unbound soul risking permanent death - All Essence and Loot rewards are enhanced.
-Under-leveled (5 or more) - All Essence and Loot rewards are enhanced!
If I hadn’t already been sitting, I probably would have collapsed at that point. I was deep inside a dungeon full of kobolds strong enough to drive off a dwarven clan, and the only things I had to my name were some ripped up clothes and the token the traitor laeshka had given me to keep me safe. Load of good that did.
I looked around the room, hoping my pack was somewhere I could salvage it, but all I could see was broken rock and a watery pool of undefined depth. If I was in a dungeon, then there had to be some path out. Having an entrance that started at a dead end didn’t fit in with how dungeons were supposed to function.
Using the Collectors’ bag as a poor excuse for a shawl, I searched the edges of the room, hoping that the Seeker Trait would come in handy. Normally only the roguey classes had the “find secret secrets” skills, but I had to try.
After about five minutes I found something. There was a small crack in the wall, opening almost parallel to the surface. It wasn’t visible head on, but when approached from the side it was plain as day. Inside the crack was a lever, disguised to match the rock of the wall.
With a shrug, I pulled the lever and stepped back as the wall started to shake. The outline of a large doorway appeared in the stone, and the entire thing opened inwards. Not wanting to be completely unarmed, I picked up a giant hunk of Ironstone from those scattered around the room. It wasn’t much, but I could probably throw it like a shotput if I really needed to, or bash something with. Not like my previous attempts at hand to hand had been very successful in the B&C.
A rush of warm, dry air rushed into the room, bringing with it the stench of dust and something else that I couldn’t quite identify. When the dust cleared, I got a good view of the next room. It didn’t look pretty.
I tiptoed into the room, trying to make as little noise as possible as I planned my next move. Piles of bones were stacked against the walls. I spotted skulls from at least five different species, including human. There were a large number of broader, thicker skulls that were probably dwarven as well, but the vast majority looked like miniature dragon skulls. 
The whole motif made a certain kind of sense. The description of the dungeon mentioned the war between the kobolds and dwarves, but finding their bones all intermingled was a bit strange. Unless they didn’t really care that much what happened to their bodies once they kicked the bucket and just tossed all the remains in together for some reason.
The walls were decorated with rows of pictograms, hieroglyphic style, but instead of animal-headed gods and goddesses there were dragons of various flavors being served by smaller reptilian humanoids.
With a rumble, the door slid shut behind me. From this side, the door was obvious. It was carved with a single, massive drawing showing a ring of kobolds kneeling on the shores of a small pool, offering up gold and jewels to their master: a massive brown dragon. Only its head was visible, but it took up most of the pool.
Apparently, I’d been dropped into their offering pool. Hopefully whatever lived in the depths didn’t feel slighted that I’d crawled out before it could enjoy its snack.
On the far side of the room was a smaller door, most likely sized for the mini-dragon-men that made this place their home. I’d have to duck to get through, but I would fit. Hopefully all the hallways wouldn’t be so small.
I tiptoed across the room, doing my best not to disturb the bones. The martial arts I’d studied didn’t really teach stealth, but it had taught me control. The clack of bone on bone drew my attention to my right as the closest pile started to shift, revealing a rat-like creature the size of a small dog. 
It had jet-black eyes and was covered in mottled gray and black fur, but instead of the long incisors I was expecting to see, it had a pair of canines similar to a sabre-tooth tiger. It let out a loud screech and scrambled over the bones towards me, hissing and snapping at the air.
I backed away and tried not to panic. It was still a rat, right? A giant rock to the skull should take it out. I just had to hit it.
My resolve shattered as the creature’s eyes started to glow red and it leapt towards my face, easily clearing the space between us. In my panic I raised the rock like a makeshift shield and knocked it aside. The rat fell onto a pile of bones and scrambled to regain its feet.
Pulling myself together, I smashed the rock down onto the rat before it could fully recover. The first hit didn’t quite do it, so I did it again, over and over until it stopped squirming. 
When it stopped moving, the notification indicator lit up in the corner of my eye. A quick scan of my surroundings didn’t see any other immediate threats, so I opened it up.
Congratulations! You have slain your first dungeon creature! As this is your first kill, the loot table will be boosted! 
Following the flow of System info into my brain, I knelt next to the rat and touched its long black tail and thought “Loot”.
The rat corpse disappeared in a swirl of light, leaving behind a small sack of Essence gems… and a staff. It made absolutely zero sense that a rat would give out a staff as loot but I wasn’t going to complain. At least it was a weapon I knew how to use.
The small pile of gems was more than I’d seen in one place before, easily double what I’d started with. If I somehow got out of this mess alive I’d be ahead of the game. The pouch was too big to fit in my pocket, and my backpack was probably sitting at the bottom of an underground lake somewhere, so I had no way to easily transport my new found wealth in its current form.
With a shrug, I reached into the sack and absorbed the gems, grinning at the rush of Essence surging through my body.
+525 Essence
I shivered and looked up, freezing for a second when I spotted two more of the rats staring at me from the other side of the room. Much more confident now that I had a real weapon, I took up a defensive stance, ready to play whack-a-rat with whichever rodent came at me first.
Bones went flying in all directions as they scrambled towards me, mouths opened wide. The glowing eyes were a serious flaw in the creature’s evolution, letting me easily track them through the room. The first rat leapt from the top of a nearby mound and I met it with my staff, catching it center mass and sending it flying across the room like a furry baseball. 
It hit the far wall with a dull thunk, painting the wall with a splatter of blood and then falling to the ground where it lay unmoving.
I turned back to the second rat a second too late and barely avoided having my throat ripped out by its massive teeth. Its fangs bit down on my shoulder and my chest was shredded as its claws scrambled for purchase in my flesh.
I screamed and pushed it away, whipping my staff across to keep it at bay. My shoulder was a burning mess, but I knew that if I didn’t power through the pain, I was a dead man. With a roar of fury, I charged the rat. 
My initial swings did more damage to the bone piles than my intended target, but I managed to smash its little head before it could take another chunk out of me. It was a close call. I hadn’t really put too much stock in the whole “Stamina bar”, thinking it was just some abstract thing, but no. It was all too real, and when I hit zero my legs gave out and I fell gasping to the floor. 
If there had been any more rats, I would’ve been screwed, but luckily those were the last of them. Once I caught my breath, I pulled myself back into a seated position. My wounds had already started to heal. It was one of the better perks of the whole System integration thing. I felt a bit like Wolverine as my shoulder knit itself back together.
Another notification had spooled up at the end of the fight, so I brought it up, hoping for something good.
Staff skill has increased to Rank 6!
Well, I would hope so, considering that was my first real combat, like ever. Learning to use a weapon you’d only sparred with in a life-or-death situation had to be worth something. Speaking of worth, I looted the remaining rats, absorbing another two huge chunks of Essence and picking up some other random gear.
+525 Essence
+525 Essence
The first rat dropped a pair of soft leather boots, and the second dropped a heavy cotton robe that boosted my Magic stat by one. The bonus was completely useless, but I was thankful for the added warmth. And it was dry, which was a hundred times better than my blood soaked, damp workman’s shirt.
I opened up my status sheet and gazed at my Essence total. The saber-rats were dropping a huge amount which meant they were probably level six critters. That or the bonuses for having balls of steel and risking permanent death in a dungeon five levels higher than me were insane. I chose to ignore the fact that I wasn’t given a choice in the matter.
=============Info=============
Name: Sebastian Crowe
Class: None
Level: 1
Progress: 0/1000
Free Essence: 1675
I knew in the back of my mind that I could use that Essence to raise my stats or up my non-crafting skills, but the way the process worked took a while. It wasn’t something you wanted to do in the middle of a dungeon where critters might show up to eat you while you were passed out.
With a sigh, I swiped it closed and headed to the door. 
***



Chapter thirteen








Scavenging Isn’t All Bad


The sound of explosions echoed from up ahead. I stuck to the wall, confident that the sound of whatever was going on would be enough to mask my approach. 
“Quick! Burn him before he can use that ability again!” a male voice cried out.
A woman answered. “I’m trying!”
A low, chanting filled the air, followed by a low whoosh and a pained scream.
“Kara!” a second man yelled, his voice full of grief before being cut off by another explosion.
The first man’s voice echoed down the corridor just as I reached the end and saw the bloody ruin of some kind of throne room. “Die, abomination!”
A reptilian humanoid was floating in the air encased in stone armor. The lone surviving adventurer hacked at it with a long, chipped sword, breaking off small chunks with each swing. The kobold was chanting slowly under his breath, ignoring the attacks.
The adventurer’s armor was ripped and torn, and with every swing more of his blood flowed out of his many wounds to pool on the floor.
Nearby, the corpse of a blonde woman in leathers much better than anything I could have afforded was sprawled on the ground, her sky-blue eyes staring vacantly at the ceiling. Behind her were two other bodies, both clad in blood-soaked robes.
I gripped my staff, uncertain what to do. What chance did I have against a boss that had already taken out a full party of adventurers?
Another blow from the swordsman knocked away another chunk of stone, but I could tell he was running out of gas. I scanned the room, looking for anything I could do to help. Something flashed up above.
There was a massive chandelier hanging directly over where the two were going at it, anchored by a long chain. I followed the chain up, along the rafters, and then down to a sturdy peg stuck into the wall… five feet to my right.
I tried to catch the human’s attention, but he was so focused on his battle that he didn’t see me. Another chunk of stone armor went flying, but it was too late. The remnants of the stone armor whipped out and wrapped itself around the human, pinning his arms in place.
The kobold cackled and floated towards the imprisoned human, extending hands glowing with a powerful green light.
Sorry, man. I thought as I rushed over to the chandelier’s anchor point and knocked the pin out of the wall. He was dead anyway.
The chain whipped up towards the ceiling, catching me on the side of the face and drawing blood. At the same time the chandelier came crashing down on top of the kobold and his unfortunate prisoner, transforming them both into piles of broken flesh and bone.
After making sure the kobold was dead, I ran over and checked the fallen adventurers, hoping one might still be alive and able to get me out of this mess, but they were all dead. 
“Damnit!” I growled. I was going to have to make it on my own.
The room seemed to be some sort of throne room, likely where the kobold caster reigned before I’d transformed him into hamburger with his own décor. There were four other kobold corpses scattered around the room as well. All four were wearing metallic armor that was almost a perfect match to their scale patterns, and had wicked looking weaponry clenched in their hands.
I looted each of the armored kobolds, raking in a massive quantity of Essence that made me even more annoyed at the lack of time to make use of it. Upping my stats would be a real help in operation “Escape Certain Death.” 
+1350 Essence
+1350 Essence
+1350 Essence
Three of the guards dropped enchanted armor pieces in addition to the gems, but I had no way to identify them. Surprisingly they were appropriately sized for my human body, and would make great upgrades to the torn and bloody clothing I currently had covering most of my body. The fourth guard dropped three vials of red liquid that I instantly knew were healing potions.
+1350 Essence
With a resigned sigh, I tried to loot the adventurers and came away with a bunch of random gear that was barely usable. No Essence, though. With a sigh, I moved on to the big mama-jama.
His loot was the best of all. The loot prompt identified him as a Kobold High Priest. He was a boss, and instead of a small cloth sack of loot, he produced a glowing golden chest.
With a wide grin, I opened it up and blinked at what was inside. Resting demurely on a huge pile of Essence gems was a small book bound in some sort of scaly leather with gold and silver hinges. Ignoring the gems, I picked up the book and examined it. 
The text on the outside was written in a language I couldn’t understand, but I knew instinctively what it was: a Class Tome.
I opened it up and stared, speechless as I read through the prompt.
Use “Class Tome: Warlock (Epic)?” (Y/N)Essence Cost: 10,000This will result in the following changes:+1 to Power, Mobility, and Heartiness, +5 to magic.Proficiency in the following skills: Alias, Armor(Cloth), Armor(Leather), Short Blades, Long Blades, D’walla’s Pact*, Mana Well, Pyromancy, Enchantments, Summoning, Inscription, Harvest, Inspect.
The cost was up there, but it was a lot less than I expected for Epic level Class Tome. I looked down at the gems in the chest and absorbed them, watching my total shoot up to more than enough to use the book if I wanted to.
+3308 Essence
I focused on the book again, curious about the asterisk. There had to be something about that skill that justified the low cost of the class. The system responded, popping up a new window complete with a vertical scrollbar so I could read through the pages and pages of information.
The entire thing read like those terms of service things the installers always made you agree to when loading new software. Herefore, thereto, henceforth the designee of the assignee shall provide unto the assigned yadda yadda yadda. I was fighting for my life and they wanted me to parse fantasy land legalese… no thanks. Plus, those things were bullshit anyway. “Bah,” I said and swiped it closed.
I opened the book again and shrugged. If I was going to die in a dungeon, well, I was going to go out with an Epic class. YOLO! I thought and hit accept. 
The loss of ten thousand Essence at once nearly knocked me out, but I managed to hold on to consciousness. Barely. Then the real pain began.
The book dissolved and surged into my arms, filling my entire body with fire. I felt like I was being ripped apart and stitched back together, piece by piece, which was probably exactly what was happening. My body was being reforged into something much more. Stronger, tougher, and magically delicious.
When the physical pain was over, the mental pain began. The knowledge and understanding of Mana and how to harness it to cast spells was seared into my soul, and I came close to blacking out again… but then the pain was just… gone, replaced by a warm buzz that slowly drained away into the dungeon floor.
There was one notification pending when it was all said and done, and with a wide grin I popped it open, ready to find out the next awesome part of my new Epic class. 
Class assimilation pending completion of D’walla’s Pact.Access to all class attributes, skills, and abilities is currently unavailable.
You have been bound to the Dungeon Nexus of The Greenstone Depths.
Upon death you will be transported to D’walla’s realm to finalize the pact and begin your service. 
Service? What the hell was it talking about? I focused on the Pact skill again and actually read it this time. Holy shit, what had I gotten myself into?
TL;DR, In return for the discounted Essence cost and amazing epic level class, complete with a bonded companion, I’d agreed to serve D’walla, the god of Dungeons for a term of five years. The entire thing was confusing. The actual pact was going to be with some kind of dungeon creature and would grant me additional abilities, which sounded cool, but it looked like I’d ended up a slave to some bigger organization regardless of my goals.
The sound of drums in the distance shook me out of my stupor. I had to get out of the dungeon. The message said my service would start when I died, so that made things easy. I just wouldn’t die. I wouldn’t have my epic class abilities, but I’d be free to live my life.
All I had to do was escape. Easy, right? If I was careful, I should be able to make my way to the surface and get back to town. I still had Bar’tahn’s bag, and since the little fucker had sold me out, I would feel zero guilt about pawning it off to someone else, so I wouldn’t be broke. 
And getting to the surface shouldn’t be that hard. The adventurers who bit it in the boss fight should have cleared out the dungeon up to that point. With a giant smile on my face, I left the throne room behind and started on my path to freedom.
The smile didn’t last long. The next room was full of angry looking kobolds pointing giant crossbows my way. “Really?” I said an instant before they transformed me into a porcupine. 
You have been killed!383 Free Essence Lost.Since you are bound to the Dungeon Nexus, you will be reborn in 10…9…8…
My spirit stuck around long enough to watch my body collapse lifelessly to the floor, my newly acquired gear completely ruined. 
The kobolds let out a ragged cheer and filed out of the room, leaving the leader behind. The kobold’s eyes flashed red and he looked directly at my spirit and smiled a toothy grin. “See you soon!” he said, and then he, my corpse, and everything else in the room dissipated into clouds of light. 
***



Chapter fourteen








Who’s a What Now?


I reappeared in a small stone room next to a massive glowing crystal. Lines of energy flowed out of the gem into hundreds of small tunnels leading in all directions. I barely fit on the platform where I’d appeared. 
There was a tugging on my robes and I looked down to find an imp looking up at me with a wide grin. “Boss wants to see you.”
“What?” I asked, and the imp tilted its head to the side and repeated itself at half the speed and twice the volume. “BOSS. WANTS. TO SEE. YOU.”
“Who?” I asked, and it sighed.
“Fine,” it said, “be that way,” and launched itself at my face. I tried to dodge but couldn’t get out of the way in time. It wrapped my face in a hug and then, in a puff of smoke we were somewhere else.
“Here boss,” the imp said and jumped away. “Need anything else?”
“No. Thank you, Krill. That will be all,” the boss replied. 
I looked towards the source of the voice and did a double take. Seated behind a large wooden desk was a man dressed in fancy robes, although “man” might be a misnomer. The twin horns growing out of his forehead were clear evidence of that.
He saw me staring and smiled, revealing a pair of elongated canines. “Welcome to the Greenstone Nexus, Master Crowe. So glad that you could join us.”
“What’s going on?” I said, looking around for an exit that wasn’t there. “I’m about to completely lose my shit. First, I get hit by a truck, dragged across the universe and tossed into a glowing hole, only to wake up in an alley, get adopted by an old dude who served a goddess I’d never heard of before. Then I finally get my shit together and try and get a good start on this whole new life thing and some gremlin motherfucker cons me into some kind of magical trap that drops me down a hole. I survive, get my hands on what I thought was a kickass class but turns out to be a fucking honey trap, and then massacred by a bunch of trigger-happy lizards. And now I’m some kind of fucking slave because I didn’t read the damn EULA?”
He just watched me calmly as I ranted. “Are you quite done?” he asked, and when I nodded, he gestured for me to take a seat. “Your situation isn’t a common one, and well, while the expectation was that you would accept the Warlock class, and thus the pact, we also expected that you would read the agreement and understand exactly what that entails. That you did not is yet another indication of your… let us just say, uncommon origins.”
I glared at him and scowled. “Not like I had a choice! It was either take a chance at the epic class or risk losing it, and my life if I ran into anyone like those thugs from the shop.”
He shrugged. “Is that really an excuse for agreeing to a contract without reading it?”
“Yes!” I shouted. “Already died once this week. Not looking to do it again.”
He held up a hand. “Twice.”
“What?”
“You’ve died twice,” he said and held up a finger. “Once when you were, what did you say, hit by a truck.” He put up a second finger. “And the second time when my kobolds made sure you reported in to fulfill your contract.”
“It was either take the class and have a chance at living, or guaranteed death. Which would you choose?”
“The class of course. But I, and anyone else in this world, would have read the entire agreement first.”
I sighed. “Listen devil-man. Where I come from, we’ve been so bombarded by meaningless agreements, terms of service, and all sorts of bullshit that we’re trained to just hit yes.”
He tapped the table in thought. “Interesting. I would expect the System to have eliminated that sort of inefficiency long ago.”
“There is no System.”
“No System? What madness is that? How do you do… anything?” His eyes had gone wide. “Your world must have been pure anarchy.”
I shrugged. “At times. We managed.”
His eyes flashed blue, and he glanced off to the side as if reading something. “Yes, my Lord. No more dallying.” He turned to me. “I am Malic, Dungeon Lord of the Greenstone Hills. For now, I will be in charge of your training.”
I sank further into my seat. “Seems you already know who I am. So, any chance we can make a deal? That doesn’t involve whatever this is?”
“We could always unbind your soul from the Nexus. You would die, of course.” he said, deadpan. “D’walla will be upset, as will Dhaera. She was quite looking forward to meeting you. She has been waiting for a long time.”
“Who?” I asked.
A sly grin formed on his lips and he waved a hand, creating an illusion on the desk between us. 
My jaw dropped. I was surprised it hadn’t hit the desk. She was breathtaking. From head to toe she had to be the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. Her sleek black hair perfectly framed her violet eyes, and the horns and pointed ears peeking through, while a bit strange, just seemed to enhance her beauty.
She was wearing a long, clinging dress that perfectly accentuated her lithe body. A low neckline exposed a tantalizing amount of cleavage while at the same time maintaining some illusion of modesty. The dress was slit at the side, revealing long, shapely legs that went on for days.
“Is that another one of your goddesses?” I asked, eyes locked on the image.
A loud snort drew my attention to the Dungeon Lord who was staring at me with laughter dancing in his eyes. “Dhaera? A goddess? No, although she is of divine lineage. She will be, if you finalize the pact, your bond-mate.
I looked back at him with a massive smile on my face. “So I do this pact thingy and do whatever the job is and I get to hang out with her?”
“You will do more than ‘hang out’,” he said, looking at me thoughtfully. “You will be partners. She’ll help you to acclimate to life in Lor, educate you on your service, and assist in your training.”
He waved a hand and the image disappeared. “In return, the Essence you earn is shared with her, allowing her to increase in power and train her own abilities. By the time your training is complete, both of you will be fully equipped to survive in the outside world.”
“Huh,” I said, gesturing around. “So this epic class thing isn’t just a bait and switch to get some slave labor for your god then?” 
He narrowed his eyes. “No. It is not.”
“Okay, so I get to spend most of my time with a goddess in the flesh, get more powerful without being murdered, and get free training, equipment, food, lodging and all that?” 
He chuckled. “I wouldn’t say you won’t be murdered, but with the proper education and approach, the odds are pretty low.”
“Wait, what?” I asked. 
He chuckled. “What is adventure without risk? The tasks ahead of you will not be easy, but we will ensure that you receive the proper training necessary to complete them.”
“So… I get to be an adventurer then?”
“Yes. You get to be an adventurer… plus so much more.” 
“Alright. I’m in.”
“Good,” Malic said, and stood up. “Time to give Dhaera the good news.”
***



Chapter fifteen








Bond-age.


With a wave of Malic’s hand, we were elsewhere. It looked like a small hallway with an ornate wooden door blocking the way. Malic raised a hand to knock, but before he could, the door swung open, revealing my soon to be pact-mate in all her beauty. 
Her eyes narrowed when she saw Malic but softened immediately when she saw me standing there. She looked at the Dungeon Lord and whispered, “Is it really happening? Is this the one?” 
She reached out and tapped me on the chest as if to make sure I was real, her polished black fingernail’s sharp point pressing into my robe. Her lips split in a wide smile that showed off her pearly whites, complete with small fangs. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun!” she said and pulled me through the door.
“One more thing,” Malic said as I entered the room. “Try and survive the bonding. We used a lot of resources to give you this chance.” 
The door clicked shut, leaving me speechless at that last comment. What did that mean? I turned back to Dhaera and found her examining me, gently biting her lower lip. “So, you’re the human they found to be my pact-mate, hmm? They said you’re a strange one, but you don’t look strange.”
She walked in a circle around me, looking me up and down. “Krill told me humans were big, but I guess compared to his tiny self they would be.”
She moved in very close, her eyes almost level with my own, and looked up. “Bigger than me at least.” A thoughtful expression crossed her features and she smiled. “You’ll do nicely.”
She raised a clawed finger, tapped me on the nose, and grinned wickedly. “Now take off your clothes,” she said and started to strip.
“Wait. What?” I said, doing my best to keep from staring as she slid out of her silken dress, baring the kind of shapely breasts that most men had dreamed about seeing since the dawn of time. They were perfect in pretty much every way.
I could feel myself getting aroused and tried to tamp it down, but holy fuck she was hot. Her dress slid down to her waist and hung there for a moment, resting on the curve of her hips before a shimmy set it free.
My robes did their best impression of a circus tent as I took in her full form. She had curves in all the right places, and I was pretty sure from that moment forward all other women would forever be overshadowed by her beauty. Even her tail seemed to enhance rather than detract from her sheer sex appeal.
I was stunned, and it took me a moment to realize she’d spoken. Shaking myself free of her charms, I fixed my gaze on her sparkling eyes and gulped. “Uhm. Sorry, what did you say?”
“I asked why aren’t you getting undressed,” she repeated and then looked down. Her mouth curled into a sly smile. “No need to be shy, I can already tell you like what you see. It’s only fair to return the favor, right? Plus, the pact-bond requires us to be au natural.”
I gathered up my courage and loosened the ties on my robe. I wasn’t a model or anything, but I wasn’t a schlub either. There were hints of a six-pack dwelling under my skin, and while my muscles weren’t bulging, they had some definition to them.
And according to the ladies I’d dated, I wasn’t too shabby in the manhood department either. I wasn’t one of those freakishly large porn stars that the adult film industry tried to convince people were the ideal, but I had more than enough to have them screaming my name.
As the robes hit the floor, I could feel her eyes on me again, and when I looked up, I could have sworn I’d caught her staring just as hungrily as I had been.
She sat down on the carpet in the middle of an intricate circle that had been stitched into it. The design reminded me of one of those Final Fantasy summoning circle things in complexity. She crossed her legs, Indian style, and it took all of my willpower to drag my eyes away from her small patch of black hair and the treasure below.
She gestured to the carpet across from her. “Come, now. I don’t bite…” she said softly, “much.”
“Me neither,” I replied, mustering up an appropriate response. “Unless you want me to.” I gave her my best smile as I sat down across from her, copying her pose. 
“Give me your hands,” she said and reached towards me.
When our flesh touched, I was filled with an immediate rush of heat and desire. It was electric, and from the soft gasp I heard from her, she must have felt the same.
“Ok,” she said through clenched teeth. “Repeat after me.”
I nodded. “I’m ready.”
The sensation continued to build, but I forced myself to listen and follow along as she recited some sort of mystical spell. I didn’t understand a word of it, but every word seemed to enhance the energy running through me.
As the final syllable left my lips, there was an intense flash of light from the diagram stitched into the carpet and the world snapped back into focus. 
D’walla’s Pact formed.
You are now pact bonded with the Succubus, Dhaera.
Your pact is currently at stage 1. 
You have been granted access to the Warlock class attribute bonuses.
+1 Power
+1 Heartiness+1 Mobility+5 Magic
My body and mind swelled as the changes washed through me, and when they were done, there was something else as well. I could feel… her. Dhaera was there at the edge of my mind. I was sure that even if I was blind and deaf, I would be able to find her effortlessly in the room. 
And there was something else too. I could almost hear her thoughts if I concentrated enough, but more than that. I could sense her feelings… and a hunger to match my own.
I looked up and gazed into her eyes and knew I wasn’t wrong. Her grip on my hands was intense, and she was breathing fast. She gazed down at my still erect manhood and smiled, and I wanted her so badly at that moment.
As soon as the thought crossed my mind her grin spread, and she bit her lower lip and growled softly. “Shall we celebrate, Sebastian?”
“Oh, fuck yes!” I said and then she was on top of me. Her kiss was fire, and where our skin touched, I felt sparks. Her tongue danced out to meet mine as we laid back on the smoking carpet, and I could feel her aroused nipples pressed against my chest.
My hands caressed down her back, and I grabbed a double handful of her exquisite ass and pulled her against me. 
She pulled back slightly, gazing directly into my eyes. I want you inside of me, I heard in my mind, and I smiled, nodding enthusiastically.
I grabbed her hips and lifted her easily as she reached down and took hold of my cock. I gasped as the bond between us flared, and then again as she thrust herself down onto me, taking every inch easily into her dripping wet pussy.
She moaned in pleasure, and I echoed her. It felt as amazing as anything I’d ever experienced before. A shared echo of pleasure looped inside our minds, building with every second.
I cupped her breasts as she slowly slid up and then thrust down again, making it hard to think of anything else except arching my hips up to meet her. 
She leaned down and kissed my neck before biting it gently. I could feel the sharpness of her fangs scratching the skin, but instead of pain or fear I just felt more and more aroused.
I returned the favor, biting her neck from shoulder to just below her slightly pointed ears. She moaned in pleasure and continued to move, up and down my rock hard cock.
Something was building. I could feel it through the bond and in her movement. She closed her eyes and arched her back. Her pace quickened and I felt an answering buildup of my own. I grabbed onto her hips and moved her in time with my thrusts.
I felt a surge as she came. Her entire body shuddered with uncontrollable spasms of ecstasy. My mind, body, and soul answered with an eruption of my own, and pleasure the likes of which I’d never experienced before filled my entire being.
But she wasn’t done, and who was I to deny my partner every ounce of pleasure I could give. Her pussy clenched tight around my cock as we moved together in harmony until another rolling orgasm surged through her, but this time it was different. When she reached her peak, there was a burst of light and a pair of giant batlike wings erupted from her back, spread wide like a bird of prey mantling over its kill.
With a moan, she collapsed onto my chest, her wings forming a blanket over us as she tilted her head up to my ear. “You fucked the demon out of me,” she whispered before nipping at my ear and snuggling in with a soft purr. “Now that was definitely worth the wait.”
I chuckled and kissed the top of her head. If this is what being a Warlock was all about, then I’d just won the class lottery. I wrapped my arms around her sleeping form and felt myself drift off, embraced in a full body hug and completely spent. I didn’t even bother looking at the notifications pulsing at the corner of my vision before I fell into a deep, satisfied sleep.
***



Chapter sixteen








The Basics


I woke up alone, sprawled out on the singed carpet in whatever room had been reserved for the completion of the pact. Dhaera was nowhere to be found, but I could still feel her at the edge of my awareness and knew she was somewhere nearby. 
My ruined robes had been taken away and replaced with a set of new clothes and a set of leather armor that put my previous purchase to shame. But even more important, a small table had been set up in the room holding a collection of fruits and other fine breakfast foods.
As soon as I saw the food my stomach took over and before I knew it, I was stuffing my face full of pancakes and some kind of red berry vaguely reminiscent of strawberries. There was no syrup or butter to be found, but Lor’s version of pancakes were sweet enough without them.
The imp, Krill, appeared at the end of the table in a poof of smoke and swiveled to face me. “Hurry up, human. Boss says you need to get going. You’ve been sleeping for-ev-er.”
I swallowed a mouthful of deliciousness and looked at the imp in confusion. “What do you mean? Can’t have been that long.”
The imp let out a prolonged sigh. “Human, you’ve been in here sleeping for like… two days or something. Dhaera said to leave you alone though, so we waited until you woke up.”
“Two days!” I gasped and could have sworn I heard a giggle through the bond.
“Yeah. Now finish stuffing your mouth hole and get dressed so we can get going. Boss is very impatient.”
With a sigh, I started putting on the new clothes and armor and gestured toward the food, “Sure you don’t want some grub while you’re waiting? It’s really good.”
He snorted. “Imps don’t eat human food, mortal.” He glared at me and tapped his tiny foot. “Are you ready yet?”
The new gear fit perfectly, almost like it had been made specifically for me. Then again, it probably had been. Someone had taken the time to soften up the straps too, so it went on a lot easier than my store-bought armor had. I checked all the buckles, tugged everything into place, and grinned. 
“Alright, Krill. I’m ready.”
“Good.” He flew over and perched on my shoulder, activating his teleport ability to whisk us away to Malic’s office. 
The boss man wasn’t present, so instead of succumbing to the urge to search the Dungeon Lord’s desk, I decided to read through my pending notifications.
Empathic Link established.
Limited Telepathy unlocked.
Stage 1 Bond: Succubus. 
-Alias class established: Bard
-Shared Essence enabled.
-Charm resistance acquired
I felt the channels normally used to absorb Essence into my inner reservoirs shift, adding a new path that led directly to my bond with Dhaera. The knowledge of how to regulate the Essence flow came along with the notification. At the current configuration, a full fifty percent of the Essence I absorbed would be funneled through the bond to her. For the benefits I was receiving, fifty percent was more than fair, so I left it alone. 
The Alias ability was a bit of an enigma. As the notification flashed by I was almost able to tell what it did, but since it was a class skill, it was still locked away until some unknown criteria had been met. And while I didn’t know when I’d need to resist charms, knowing I had a skill to help protect me was cool.
Quest Received: Go Deeper
As a Warlock your strength and abilities are linked to your pact-mate. Deepening the bond between you will make you both stronger.
Criteria:
=Strengthen your bond to Rank 2 
Reward:
=An additional Pact Ability
=5,000 Essence split between pact members.
I chuckled at the name of the quest. I was pretty sure I’d gone as deep as I could last night. Giggity. The quest didn’t give any details on how you reached the next rank, but at least I had a goal.
There was a flash of smoke and Malic appeared on the other side of the desk with Dhaera in tow. I couldn’t help but smile as memories of the night before came rushing back. She was wearing the same tight-fitting silk dress she’d been wearing the night before, and I couldn’t help remembering everything that had happened.
*Oh behave, pact-mate. We’ll have ample time for that later.*
Our eyes locked as a smirk formed on her lips. I could hear her a lot better now. No longer just vague feelings but actual words. *I’m looking forward to it.* I thought back, and her smile grew.
Malic coughed and glanced between the two of us. “If you are quite done making eyes at each other, we have important matters to attend to.”
I looked over at him and shrugged. “Sure thing, boss. So… What am I supposed to do?”
He shook his head and sighed. “It is time to begin your training, but first we will need to get rid of all those pesky restrictions,” he said and then looked off to the side as if examining something only he could see. “And… there.”
Malic, Dungeon Lord of the Greenstone Hills has confirmed your acceptance of D’walla’s Pact and authorized the unlocking of the Warlock Class skills.You have gained proficiency with the following weapons: 
-Long Blades
You have gained proficiency with the following General skills: 
-InspectYou have gained the following Class Skills:-Alias (Epic)-D’walla’s Pact *(Epic)
-Mana well (Epic)
You have gained access to the following Spell Schools:-Pyromancy-Enchantments-Summoning
You have gained proficiency with the following Crafting skills: 
-InscriptionYou have gained proficiency with the following Gathering Skills:-Harvest
A wave of tingly warmth swept through me, peeling away the barriers that had hidden my skills from me. A surge of power followed close behind, widening channels I didn’t even know I had and pooling deep in my core. 
Mana Well grants 25 extra Mana per level.
+25 Mana
And it didn’t stop there. 
Pyromancy School Acquired
You have gained the spell: Flame Dart
Enchantments School Acquired
You have gained the spell: Daze
Summoning School Acquired
You have gained the spell: Create Food and Water
The knowledge of how to shape my Mana into each of the spells bubbled up from the recesses of my mind, bringing with it an inherent understanding of Mana and how it interacted with the System. Magic was the epitome of contradiction, both extremely simple and yet, at the same time, breathtakingly complex.
When the process was complete, I found myself sitting on the floor, head reeling from the rapid changes. Dhaera was kneeling at my side, gazing at me with concern in her eyes.
I flashed her a grin and pulled myself off the floor. “Well, that was intense,” I said. “Any other surprises waiting for me?”
Dhaera purred in my mind. *Oh, so many, many surprises.*
Malic waited until I had regained my balance before speaking. He looked me in the eyes. “Are you ready to proceed?”
I nodded, and he continued. “Good. I have sealed off a section of the dungeon where you can practice your new abilities. Once you have proven yourself capable, we will work on solidifying your Alias,” Malic said.
Another notification popped up.
Alias(Epic)
This skill will mask your actual class from “Inspect” and other similar abilities of up to Epic in rank. The user may invoke this skill to toggle the class others will see between their true class and the Alias. 
Your current available class options are: Warlock, Bard (Succubus pact). Switching between display options This skill takes 1 minute of concentration.
“So what’s the deal with Alias? Why wouldn’t I want people to see my real class?” 
Malic blinked at me. “I keep forgetting your origins. Warlocks are not the most well received class amongst the populace. The common folk frown on a class that can bind itself to beings intent on plunging the world into ruin.”
“Wait, what?” 
“You are a Warlock bound to D’walla, but he is not the only power that can offer a pact. The powers of the void are always hungry for servants in this realm, and it is they the mortals think of when they hear Warlock.”
I nodded slowly as he continued, “So even though you serve D’walla, and he and his dungeons serve a vital role within this world, people still see us as an enemy. So your class is not welcome in polite society.”
“Like ‘murder on sight’ not welcome or ‘ew it’s a Warlock’ not welcome?”
He shrugged. “Depends on the setting? The law in most larger cities would still protect you from being killed outright unless you broke the law, but out in the wilderness, or in a more remote location… you might end up tossed down a deep, dark hole.”
I glared at him. “Seems like a common pastime in this world, even for non-Warlocks.”
“Yes. Well,” he said, “some of us take our god’s desires seriously. Master Bar’tahn is one of them.”
“What’s the deal with that guy anyhow? I thought he was a normal shopkeeper. What does your god’s desires have to do with anything?”
Malic chuckled. “He is anything but normal. Master Bar’tahn, in addition to being the proprietor of the worldwide operation that is the Beggars and Choosers, is a High Priest of D’walla.”
“So… he tossed me down a hole for your god?”
Malic nodded and gestured to Dhaera. “She needed a bond mate, and Bar’tahn saw something in you that he believed would be a good fit.”
Dhaera smiled wickedly as her thoughts echoed my own. “Definitely a good fit,” I replied.
The Dungeon Lord sighed. “Yes, well. There you have it.” 
I frowned in thought. “What do they do with all that garbage anyway?”
Dhaera chose that moment to join the conversation. “For the dungeons, of course.”
Malic’s gaze shifted instantly to the succubus and he frowned “Regardless of his circumstances, some things do not need to be known to everyone, youngling.”
She frowned. “Oh please, he works for us now. Who cares if he knows how it all works?”
“D’walla cares, Dhaera. Else he would have instructed me otherwise.”
“Oh fine,” she said and turned to me. “Just pretend I didn’t say anything about the B&C collecting all the junk loot and funneling it back into the dungeons to be absorbed for Essence, okay?”
“Dhaera!” Malic growled, earning a self-satisfied smirk from the succubus.
“Sure, beautiful,” I said with a wink. “I don’t know a thing.”
Malic hissed in frustration. “All you need to know is that they exist to perform a vital function both for the economy in the mortal kingdoms and in the dungeons.”
“Got it. So, training? What do I need to do?”
Dhaera smiled. “Delve the dungeon of course. I’ll guide you.”
Her clinging silk dress didn’t seem very appropriate to dungeon diving, but I wasn’t going to ask her to do anything about it… except maybe take it off when we were done. As if sensing my thoughts she shifted her stance to show off her curves.
Malic cleared his throat. “Diving a dungeon solo isn’t the safest thing to do, but I have specially designed this instance to account for such things. Keep that in mind in the future.”
“Huh?” I said, “What do you mean solo? Now I admit Ms. Dhaera here doesn’t look like she’s ready to throw down, but I assumed she’d be coming with me.”
She giggled and ran her hand over my shoulder affectionately. “Of course I’ll be with you, but probably not in the way you think.” She sighed and looked down. “We’ll need to get a bit stronger before I can manifest physically… or assume a more pleasing shape to the mortals.”
I reached out and took her hand. “This shape is pretty damn pleasing to this mortal,” I said, earning a wide smile and an exuberant kiss. 
“Children, please,” Malic said in exasperation. “It’s bad enough I can smell your hormones running wild, I don’t need to see their results as well. Now please. Focus.”
I looked back at him, surreptitiously adjusting my pants to accommodate the lingering effects of her touch. “Sorry.”
“First things first. Dhaera will need to merge with you for the time being.”
I thought about cracking a joke, but the expression on his face said he was at the end of his patience already, so a little double entendre might not be the wisest choice. “Alright. How do we do that?”
“It isn’t complicated. It is a function of your pact ability. Focus on that and will her spirit to be joined to your own within your physical body.”
I shifted my focus inwards, finding that part of me that was the pact skill and examining it closely. From my perspective it looked like I had a small cave inside my mindscape specially designed to allow for my pact-mate to exist. With a bit of will I found out I could make it look however I wanted, so I modeled it after the room where we formed the bond.
“Ready?” I said, and when she nodded, I took her in my arms and gave her a passionate kiss, dipping her ballroom style at the end as I activated the ability. Her body transformed into a deep crimson light and flowed into me, traveling along my Essence channels to the small room I’d prepared for her arrival.
She reformed in the faux bonding chamber and looked around, smiling at the crumpled-up robes on the mental floor. An homage to last night. *Very nice,* she said, her voice clear in my mind. *I will be able to guide you from here.*
I felt a nibble on my neck and jumped. *And other things.*
Malic looked over and nodded. “Good. Now you should be able to hear her, and she will be able to use your senses to guide you. Also, your mortal body will gain a measure of her power. While she is in there anything short of a god should have a hard time influencing you mentally, and you will be partially resistant to other magic.”
“Sweet.” 
“Yes. Sweet indeed,” he said stoically. “Since your bond has already set your Alias class, we will focus on training you to fight as if that were your true class. Muscle memory is a powerful thing, and we wouldn’t want you to slip up mid combat and reveal yourself to someone who might take issue with a Warlock.”
“So… I sing at things?”
Dhaera laughed inside my head as Malic replied. “No. Although you would do well to learn some songs… and an instrument. Do you play an instrument?”
“Yeah, I can play guitar, although I don’t have a skill for it… if that’s a thing?”
“No, you do not need a skill for it. Although we will have to get you a few skill scrolls for Bardic abilities.” He raised his hands to his head and rubbed his temples. “You are proving to be quite a headache. Did you have to choose Bard, Dhaera? Really?”
*I like music.*
“She said she likes music,” I said with a shrug.
“You are going to cost me so many resources,” he said and then looked up. “D’walla, I hope this one can accomplish what you need.”
I grimaced. “Sorry, I didn’t ask to be tossed into your dungeon.” I looked inwards where Dhaera was in the process of redecorating my mindscape and I muttered, “but I’m damn happy I was.”
“Yes. Well, that remains to be seen. Bards are a control class who tend to stay at the back of the party and provide support through their songs and spells, but when things get dicey, they are expected to be able to hold their own in a fight.” He reached under his desk and pulled out a beautifully crafted saber. “This should do nicely to start you off, plus it will help with your cover story as a traveling adventurer.”
I let out a low whistle as I drew the sword from its sheath, revealing the wavy pattern of Damascus steel – or whatever they called it in this world. “This is beautiful,” I said as I tested the balance, instinctively getting a feel for the weight of it from my Long Blades skill.
“The rest of your equipment was absorbed by the dungeon while you were unconscious, but such rubbish would not be proper for your class anyway. We will provide appropriate gear when you are ready to leave. For now, the sword and these potions should suffice.” He handed me a belt with a small leather pouch already attached, holding three vials of red liquid and one of blue.
I buckled on the saber as well and smiled as Dhaera’s presence in my mind made itself known with a double thumbs up. *Very dashing. I’ll try not to damage it getting it off later.*
Coughing to cover up the fact that I almost choked on my own spit, I looked over at the Dungeon Lord. “When do we begin?”
***
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A Delver’s Guide to Fun and Profit.


Malic snapped his fingers and the world blinked, leaving me in what I could only assume was the dungeon. The room was lit by that strange ambient light I’d noticed in my first non-consensual foray into the place, but unlike my first time, Malic had definitely skimped on the décor. 
The walls and floor were bare, unworked stone, and the only thing that showed any evidence that the place had been intentionally created were the symbols carved over the hallways leading out of the room.
Quest Received: Dungeoneering 101 (Repeatable)
Welcome to the dungeon, for real this time. This instance has been set up to provide opportunities to learn and grow. Complete at least three sections to advance.
Criteria:
=Trainings Complete (0/3)==Melee Training
==Magic Training
==Harvesting
==Performance
==Literacy
Reward:
=200 Essence per completed section
=10% chance per completed section chance at a Class/Alias appropriate Skill Scroll
One was labeled with two crossed swords, one was a glowing star, then there was a picture of a small knife, a harp, and some funky looking symbology that I couldn’t read. Probably some weird form of new math or something.
*That’s D’wallan. I’ll be able to help you with that until you get the hang of it.*
“Ahh. Okay,” I said. “I’ll save that one for last. Should we go in order?”
*Unless you want Malic to glare at you some more.*
I snorted. “Good point. Had enough of that already. Hopefully he didn’t dial things up too high out of spite.”
*You’re still bound to the Dungeon Nexus, so you wouldn’t really die even if he did. Just be on your guard and it should be fine. If you finish quickly, we’ll have some free time to ourselves before the next training.*
That was some stellar motivation right there. I almost ran down the first corridor, drawing my saber as I went. After about thirty feet the tunnel opened up into a wide cavern, divided up into three sections by low fences. 
The first section had a trio of wooden training dummies with screaming faces drawn onto the front of their heads. Their creepy painted eyes followed me as I approached, but they seemed to be waiting for something.
*Use Inspect, silly,* Dhaera said, running a mental hand down my spine.
I shivered. “Hey now. None of that in here. I know I can’t die for real, but I’d still rather not experience the pain.”
*Oh fine. I’ll behave.*
With a grin, I focused on the closest stick-man and activated Inspect.
Basic Training Automaton (Level 1*)Built with no offensive capabilities, these automatons exist for one purpose and for one purpose only: to die. Practice your bladework with no fear of reprisal.
I slashed my sword through the air a few times to get acquainted with the feel and then looked at the dummies. “Won’t chopping at wooden stick-men-things completely ruin the edge of the blade? Dull it or something?”
*Possibly, but I’m sure if you ruin your new sword Malic will fix it for you. After all, it would be his fault right?*
With a shrug, I stepped into the cordoned off area and the stickmen all rotated to face me. Not quite sure what to do, I got into a ready stance from my martial arts training. I hadn’t taken any classes in sword – not that saber would have been an option – but I figured solid footwork would be a good start.
Letting instinct guide me, I slashed at the closest construct and grinned as my blade took a chunk out of its arm. The painted face shifted into a comical depiction of pain and then immediately shifted back.
Not knowing what else to do, I started hacking away, letting the skill guide my hand through various attack combinations. When the first dummy crumbled into a pile of broken planks, I moved onto the next, repeating the process until things started to flow.
It wasn’t long before all three opponents were destroyed and my breath was coming in ragged gasps. Who would have thought hacking some training dummies apart could be so exhausting… or cathartic.
I looked over at the next area and paused. There was only one construct, but it was twice the size of the ones I’d just trashed, with a much meaner face painted onto it. And it had a sword. A very big sword. “Think the next one will fight back?” 
*Probably, but don’t go there yet.*
“Why?”
*Well darling, first, you forgot to loot your kills, and second, you should rest and get your Stamina back. Fighting non-stop is a good way to end up dead.*
“Oh. I didn’t think there would be any loot since its training,” I said as I knelt next to the first dummy.
I collected the loot pouches from all three and then sat down to rest while I counted my spoils. Each of the bags had the same: five hundred Essence.
“There’s gotta be something funky going on. Seems like five hundred Essence is pretty damn high for a stick creature that sits there and takes it.” 
*Oh yes, this whole instance is completely broken to supercharge you before the real missions start. We need you to pass for a seasoned adventurer, but you have no experience at all. The loot won’t fix that, but it will help. According to ye old Dungeon Lord, most adventurers have spent countless hours practicing their skills in their academies or as apprentices before they even think of tackling a dungeon, let alone applying an epic class.*
“So I’ve got some catching up to do then?”
*Lots. Malic created this instance to be overcharged with Essence so you can advance your attributes and skills and get as close as possible to level five. Otherwise it would be suspicious for you to be traveling alone.*
“Got it. We have the technology. We can build him bigger, stronger, faster…”
*Huh?*
“Never mind. It’s a thing from my world.”
*Interesting. I look forward to learning all about your world…* She purred inside my head, and I felt her nails caressing up my inner thigh.
I jumped. “Dhaera. Come on, please. These leathers are tight enough without you doing that.”
Her only reply was a long laugh.
I absorbed the gems, reveling in the feel of all the new Essence flowing through my body. 
+500 Essence (250 transferred to Dhaera)
+500 Essence (250 transferred to Dhaera)
+500 Essence (250 transferred to Dhaera)
Standing just outside of the next section of the room, I used Inspect on the bigger, meaner stickman.
Training Automaton (Level 2*)This improved version of the training automaton comes equipped with basic self-defense capabilities. Its sword may not be the biggest on the block, but if you stay in one place long enough to get hit, the pain will be all your fault.
Raising my blade defensively, I stepped into the ring and watched as the big guy approached. Its painted face shifted to one of concentration as it brought its sword around in a slow, exaggerated crosscut that I easily dodged.
Its eyes narrowed and it repeated the attack in the opposite direction. I dodged again, watching for some kind of trick. 
*Kill it!* Dhaera yelled, her excitement spilling over into me.
It slashed at me again and this time I dodged and then struck back, hacking into its sword arm with an overhead chop. My blade bit deep and created a large crack in the construct’s arm that made its ability to hold its sword unreliable. 
Its return attack was even slower than before, giving me ample time to dance out of range. The larger construct was more resilient than the initial dummies, so it took another three solid chops to whittle it down to scrap. 
+750 Essence (375 transferred to Dhaera)
“Hey D, do you use Essence the same way I do? Unlocking books and scrolls, leveling up skills and attributes and the like?”
*D, hmmm… I like it. I don’t have a Class, but I do have abilities and attributes similar to yours. It’s more like waking up potential than adding anything new though.*
“Cool.” I said. “If you’re ever getting real close to a breakthrough and need a little boost, let me know and I’ll tweak the ratio so we can get you there faster.”
There was a surge of gratitude through the bond and I felt like I was being hugged. *Thank you so much for that.* Her voice dropped to a playful purr. *I’ll definitely let you know when I’m close.*
“You’re welcome,” I said and turned towards the next part of the room, attempting to focus on the task at hand. 
Specialty Training Automaton (Level 3*)This version of the training automaton has been specially calibrated to reinforce the need to parry. It comes equipped with impenetrable armor that will only be exposed after a successful parry. 
“So… No dodging?”
*No dodging. Parry.*
I looked down at my sword and then at the one the automaton was armed with. “How am I supposed to stop that sword with this? It’s twice as big.”
*Well, it’s not the size of the sword that matters.*
I chuckled. “So size doesn’t matter, eh?”
*Well, it’s not everything… but it helps.* she replied with a mental snicker. *Parrying is all about redirecting the attack anyway. You’re not trying to block it as much as you’re changing its direction to be ‘not into you.’ *
“Alright. Here goes.”
I stepped towards the training dummy and its face shifted to show a wide smile. When I got in range, it raised its sword high above its head and then swung it directly at my head. Cursing, I hopped to the side, getting out of the way as its sword slammed into the ground. 
The painted smile transformed into a frown and it glared at me. “No!” it said in a robotic voice. An instant later a bolt of electricity shot out of its eyes right into my chest. It hurt.
It raised its blade high once again and looked at me expectantly. When the blade came swinging down, I brought my saber across and stepped inward, guiding its blade past my shoulder and into the ground. The frowny face changed back into a smile.
The dummy ran me through my paces, testing my ability to both parry and block its blade from what felt like a million different angles. When I parried an attack, I earned a smile. When I dodged out of the way, the damn thing shocked me like I was some kind of dog with one of those electro-shock collars on. 
I learned quickly that with my spiffy new armor it was almost always better to just take the glancing blows from my failed parries than risk the shock. The blade was dull enough that it didn’t cut through the leather, and the bruise was a lot easier to deal with than having my nervous system shorted out.
After about fifteen minutes of struggling with my brain’s desire to be as far away from the sword aimed for my face as absolutely possible, the knowledge imparted by the System and my body finally clicked.
Long Blades skill has increased to Rank 2!
The saber became an extension of my arm, and I was able to avoid most of the bruises. It turned out that each successful parry was building up a debuff on the target, and when I hit five, its armor shattered, and I was able to finally damage it.
I almost went hog wild just to end it as fast as possible, but I didn’t want to chance the armor coming back if I stopped parrying. It didn’t help that the damn thing was a lot faster without its armor too, so it took my full concentration just to avoid getting my ribs caved in while still landing a blow here and there. 
When it finally went down, I was breathing like I’d just run a marathon and my arm was so sore I was surprised I could hold my sword up.
Long Blades skill has increased to Rank 3!
I looted the construct’s remains and absorbed the Essence, shivering as the energy pooling inside me reached a new high.
+1500 Essence (750 transferred to Dhaera)
Looking to where Dhaera was virtually glowing inside my mind, I said, “Think this whole thing will be enough to get us up to the right level? I’m still going to stand out like a sore thumb when it comes to social situations.”
*Oh that’s easy. Just pretend to have amnesia or something. Even the healer priests can’t deal with that one easily. Something about soul damage or the like.*
“Really?”
*Yeah. Personally, I think it happens when people screw with the wrong god and have their memories ripped out. Or a Void Demon… Can’t fix broken memories if there aren’t any memories left to fix.* She shrugged and went back to decorating.
“A void what?”
*Void Demons… The servants of the Lords of Hell. They give us dungeon born demons a bad name. All they want to do is spread whatever vice their demon god wants. It’s why we have the Dungeons, Towers, and Glades to make adventurers stronger. So they can drive off the Void Demons when they show their faces. *
“Good to know…” I replied and turned to leave only to have my way blocked by a twelve-foot tall training dummy. It had armor similar to the parry bot, but this time its sword was a foot longer. And sharp.
*Ooo, a mini-boss! You can do it!* Dhaera squealed into my mind. *Try not to die! If you lose all that Essence I’m pretty sure Malic will reset the dungeon and make you fight them all again until you get it right.*
“Great,” I replied and used Inspect.
Apex Melee Training Automaton (Level 3 Mini-boss)This automaton is programmed for true melee combat. Its armor is not impervious to attack, but you should not neglect the lessons learned against its lesser cousins.
I raised my blade in salute and was completely surprised when it returned the gesture, and then it was on. Based on the description I was concerned that dodging was going to get me zapped, so I decided to try and keep my parry game on point. 
The mini-boss was a lot faster than the advanced version, but it was still manageable. What I wasn’t ready for was the pain. Getting bludgeoned was something I was used to from martial arts. Getting cut was not, and the first time I parried just a bit off I found out exactly what it felt like to be stabbed.
I’d done great up until that point, breaking off huge chunks of the creature, but when that shock of pain hit, I froze. Freezing up in the middle of combat was a very bad idea.
The pain of the minor stabbing was nothing compared to what it felt like when the sword chopped through my collar bone split my chest in two.
You have been killed!2000 Free Essence Lost.
Dhaera loses 2000 Free Essence.
Quest Reset: Dungeoneering 101You are bound to the Dungeon Nexus and will be reborn in 10…9…8…
***
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Once More Into the Breach


It took me three more tries to beat the mini-boss and finish the melee training. It was frustrating, but at least the multiple attempts let me improve my skills a bit and learn not to freeze up from pain.  
The entire time Dhaera was completely distracting, filling me in on the interesting factoids of dungeon delving life while doing her best to control her more primal impulses. For example, if I was delving like a typical adventurer and was bound to the oh so creatively named “Bind Stone,” all of my equipment would be left in a big old loot bag at the site of my death.
For the longest time adventurers had to do their corpse runs with their dangly bits flapping in the breeze or breasting boobily to the stairs. The Adventurer’s Guild had put an end to that when they’d started stocking the rooms containing the Bind Stones with light linen robes to allow for a more dignified return. 
It was a good thing my binding to the Nexus didn’t respawn me naked, or my training might have suffered a few delays at the hands – and other parts – of a certain succubus.
With the weapons training complete I moved on to magic. According to Dhaera, my cover as a Bard would involve more spellcasting than swordplay, so I expected the magic training to be a lot more complicated than the melee one.
I was right… sort of. My ideas of rolling in and mowing down enemies with my finger-gun fire-bullets were quickly dashed when I reached the first challenge.
“Are you sure about this?” I asked again as I took in the room. 
The floor was broken up into a grid of multicolored squares. On top of the grid there were six of the smallest of the training dummies, wandering around like they’d just gotten back from some sort of stickman kegger and none of them could hold their liquor. 
“Crowd control? Can’t I just… you know, control them by making them corpses?”
Her giggle echoed through my mind. *When you’re out there alone, sure, but Bards tend to get recruited for their support abilities. Yes, they can blast things with magic, but not as good as a wizard… or Warlock could.*
“But…” I said with a growl. “Fine. Gotta keep up appearances and all that. Am I going to have to sleep with everything with a pulse to get the party past a challenge, too?”
She winked.*Maybe. As long as I get to watch, or join in.*
I chuckled. At least my bondmate had a sense of humor. I had a feeling this was going to be a pretty good life… as soon as I finished these damned trainings.
Warlock had given me three spells when I learned the class: Flame Dart, Daze, and Summon Food and Water. I’d been so busy with the melee tutorial and my repeated failures that I hadn’t bothered to check them out until it was magic time.
Spell: Flame Dart
School: PyromancyType: Direct DamageRange: Long
Duration: Instant
Creates a projectile of solid flame to burn the target.
Spell: Daze
School: EnchantmentsType: ControlRange: Medium Duration: 30 seconds
Create a swarm of bright hypnotic lights that dance around the target and mesmerize it. Mesmerized targets cannot attack, cast spells, or do any other actions that require conscious thought. Damage will break this effect. 
Spell: Create Food and Water
School: SummoningType: CreationRange: Touch Duration: 24 HoursCreates a small water spring and enough nutrient rich food to sustain a single person for a day.
“Explain this one to me again?” I asked, gesturing towards the cat-herding board.
*It’s pretty simple, silly. Just cast Daze when they are on the blank tiles. If you can get five out of six controlled at once, you pass and get a reward.*
“Alright. Let’s get this part over,” I said and moved into position. The training dummies were seemingly moving at random, so I had to time things perfectly. The spell was supposed to last for thirty seconds, which should be long enough to keep my targets frozen while I wrangled up the rest.
I switched my blade into my off hand to allow for easier casting. The spell gestures weren’t complicated, but with time being of the essence I was determined not to screw it up. That meant not trusting my off-hand.
Mana flowed through me as the spell took form, creating a swirling rainbow mist around the first dummy’s head. It stopped in its tracks and its painted face shifted from a gleeful smile to that of a drooling idiot.
Getting three in position was pretty simple, but after that, things got harder. Casting the spell over and over again burned it into my memory. I even raised my Enchantments school two ranks, but my ability to flawlessly cast the spell meant nothing when the damned stickmen refused to move where I needed them.
In between tries, I’d sit and watch them meander while my Mana regenerated, trying to sus out the pattern. As far as I could tell, there was none. Then I got an idea. Finding the closest creature, I cast Daze on it and then approached. I wasn’t sure what was considered an attack, but if my idea worked, then it would make the rest of the encounter go much smoother.
I reached out and gently lifted the mesmerized training dummy, careful not to exert any more force than was necessary. When the spell wasn’t broken, I smiled and carried it over to one of the clear squares where I gently returned it to the ground. The spell held.
*Oh, brilliant! Bet Malic didn’t think of that one!*
With a grin, I got back to work, using my newfound exploit to complete the puzzle. As soon as the fifth dummy was in place, the entire board started to flash, and only quick thinking saved me from another death.
I leapt off the checkerboard a second before the entire thing erupted into a pillar of fire, eradicating all six of the roaming targets and leaving a treasure chest in their place. The chest was made of a dark brown wood with brass trim.
“Are trapped chests a thing?” I asked, looking at the latch closely. “I wouldn’t put it past Malic to want to see me explode.”
She giggled inside my head. *Unlikely. He doesn’t want to piss off my father. Or waste the Essence.*
“Another Dungeon Lord? Someone higher up on the chain of command?”
She went perfectly still inside my mind. *What do you mean? You know who my father is, don’t you?*
I shook my head as I continued to examine the box. “No. They said something about divine blood or whatever, but I didn’t think too much of it.”
*Uhm, Sebastian. My father is D’walla.*
It was my turn to freeze. “Your dad is the god of dungeons?” Flashbacks of running away from Mr. Jacobs and my untimely demise replayed in my mind. He was just a normal guy, how was I going to escape the wrath of a god?
*Oh! Your face! You didn’t realize?* Her laughter inside my head didn’t help with my panic attack.
“Aren’t you worried? He’s going to kill me! Oh man.”
*Wait? Are you afraid my father is going to be angry with you for last night?* she said, genuinely confused. *I’m a succubus, Sebastian.*
“Okay… But if he decides to smite me, well, just know it was worth it,” I replied with a smile.
Her smile lit up my mindscape. *Definitely. Now get back to work and finish the trainings so I can properly reward you!* 
The chest was full of Essence gems and a small amulet that my Inspect skill informed me would increase my Mana regeneration in combat. It was a gaudy looking thing made of gold and silver, and probably would have been worth a pretty penny at any pawn shop or “we buy gold now” stores back on Earth, but with the entire economy based on Essence I figured the precious metals wouldn’t be as valuable.
Amulet of Energy
While worn, this item improves the wearer’s natural Mana metabolism, transforming ambient energy into usable Mana. Wearing this item may result in an increased appetite.
The rest of the spellcasting section was pretty boring. I had to blast a series of increasingly mobile training automatons, which was kind of fun at the beginning, but then it just became monotonous. I was actually hoping for a chance to use my magic on something more challenging, but it seemed that they were quite dedicated to making sure my offensive abilities took a back seat to my support role. 
The last portion of the training was with my Summoning spell, using it to create enough food and water for a full party of five, which ended up being a lot harder than I expected.
I’d never been much of an artist, so having to draw out a summoning circle in pure Mana made the whole Summoning spell school a bit of a challenge. Dhaera assured me that eventually my mind would get so used to the patterns that I’d be able to cast them subconsciously, but that didn’t help me with the current task.
At least when I messed up the minor summoning spell I didn’t die and have to do the whole thing over again.
*Don’t worry about dying now. Malic says we’ll be doing trial dungeons all week to prepare for whatever our first mission is and you’ll have ample opportunities to die later!*
“Thanks for your vote of confidence,” I said and headed to the next area: Harvesting. From the information delivered by the System along with the skill, I knew it was a way to extract more Essence from the world in general. The specifics were still a bit foggy, but that’s what that training was for after all.
***



Chapter nineteen








A Tough Crowd


Turns out, Harvesting was pretty easy, mostly due to the meditation training I’d had in my former life. Martial arts were good for that. Controlled breathing, concentration, focus, and wham-a-lam, drawing in the ambient Essence to make it my own.  
I was ready to quit after the first five minutes, but Malic had set reaching rank two as the success criteria for this particular test, which took almost an hour. My knees were not happy at the end of the process, but the influx of Essence had me feeling like I’d had a full night’s sleep, so I was raring to go.
Trainings Complete (3/3)--Melee Training✔
--Magic Training✔
--Harvesting✔
--Performance
--Literacy You have completed the minimum required 3 trainings. Complete additional trainings to improve your reward.
With the minimum trainings completed, I could head back to the main room to collect my reward. Or I could try for some bonus loot. The pain in my knees was already gone, and I was still faintly buzzing from the amount of Essence in my system.
“What do you think, beautiful?” I asked. “Should I try out the other trainings? Maybe get some boosted loot?”
*Hmmm… While I’d love to have you back sooner, you should really do the rest of the trainings. I know it says they are optional, but they are both something you will need to learn. Plus, the more Essence you collect, the more improvements we can make, and the sooner we can get out into the world.* She grinned. *And I’d never say no to some extra loot.* 
With a wry grin, I went into the Performance section next, confident in my ability to play the guitar to carry me through. I wasn’t a pro by any stretch of the imagination, but I’d dedicated a good portion of my time since elementary school learning how to play. Chicks were into musicians, and I used that to my full advantage.
My parents had even sprung for professional lessons, making sure I got the full educational experience. I’d enjoyed it, and being able to read the sheet music made it a lot easier to pick up the more complex songs. Didn’t hurt that my teacher was a total hottie, either. 
So when I walked into the mockup of an inn common room, complete with a rowdy crowd of patrons and barmaids delivering rounds of drinks, I wasn’t too worried. I had no idea what I was getting myself into.
One of the things I hadn’t learned in my private lessons, or the many times I’d used their results to woo the ladies with a tune, was how to judge or play an unfamiliar crowd. On Earth it wasn’t that much of a concern. Playing the wrong tune might get you booed off stage or mocked for a bit, but that was it.
In fantasy-land, playing the wrong tune could be fatal, as I found out quickly. Now I was pretty sure that wanton murder wasn’t a common thing in the inns around Lor either, but in the dungeon, Malic liked to go to extremes.
Getting your skull cracked open with a wooden bench was not high on the list of things I’d wanted to experience.
*So that sucked,* Dhaera said as I re-materialized in the entrance, mentally petting the spot on my head where my skull had given way. *Never performed for a crowd before?*
I shook my head, sighing as the quest popped up again, completely reset. “Nope. I only played for small groups of friends, and usually only when there was a girl I wanted to impress.”
*Didn’t have to pick the right song?*
“Nah. I’d just ask the girl what song she wanted to hear. It wasn’t hard to keep up to date with the latest hits, and the musical taste of high school girls wasn’t very hard to predict,” I said with a chuckle. “One quick scan of their social media and boom, ready to impress.”
*Social what?*
“Uhm… It’s hard to explain. It was a place you could find out things about other people, what they liked. That sort of thing.”
*Like a spy guild?*
“No… well actually, I guess, except people volunteered all their own information, so no one had to really sneak around to find out. “
*The nobility probably loved that.*
I chuckled. “We didn’t have nobles, but the people in power loved it… In any case, guess I’m going to have to find out what the people of Lor want.”
*Don’t worry. I’m good at reading people’s emotions, so I’ll help you out.*
“That would be most appreciated. Really don’t want to find out any more ways to die.” I said and headed to the Performance tunnel.
*You’re not going to do the other three first?*
I shook my head. “Nah. I know I can do those. Don’t wanna get all that Essence and lose it again. Once I get these last two tests down, I’ll go back and finish them up.”
The inn room was almost exactly the same as the first time, and as I approached the stage, I did my best to get a read of the place.
Against one wall was a trio of rough-looking humans with a pile of empty mugs on the table in front of them. They were obviously shitfaced and looking for a good time, be that a rousing tune, or a full out brawl. 
I hadn’t seen the person who laid me out with the bench, but I was pretty certain it was one of those drunken fucks. The next table over was a more reserved bunch. The most striking of the group was an elven woman. Her every movement seemed deliberate and her hands never strayed too far from the hilts of the multiple daggers I could see strapped around her body. 
With her was a foppish looking human man, dressed in sky-blue robes with a hat decorated with a giant peacock feather. I had no idea what his game was, but I could feel an aura of potential surrounding him, like the static buildup right before a shock. Their third companion was an orcish looking guy who appeared to be just as plastered as the first table, but underneath that façade I could see he was completely focused on scanning the room, as if constantly expecting violence.
The rest of the room was filled with what I could only describe as the common people. Men and women in worn worker’s clothing eating a meal or enjoying a beer. And the serving girls. Malic certainly hadn’t skimped in the cleavage department. This inn could have single-handedly eradicated the manatees as a species with all the motorboating potential.
I moved over to the stage and addressed Dhaera in my mindscape. “Thoughts? Obviously, my acoustic version of Stairway to Heaven wasn’t what they were looking for.”
*Of course not. These people have had a long day and probably want something fun and upbeat… but not too much. I’m not loving the look of those adventurers, or the rowdy drunkards over there.*
I nodded and picked up the guitar, looking over the crowd as I went through my mental catalog. “What do you think about drinking songs?” I directed to Dhaera. “It starts off slow but then picks up fast.”
*Can’t hurt to try.*
“Yes. Yes, it could hurt to try. That’s why I’m asking.”
*Sing it to me here?*
“Can I do that?”
*What do you think you’ve been doing? Just direct the thoughts towards me and I can hear them. You’ll have to share your memory of your ‘hottie’ guitar teacher later.*
I snorted, earning a look from the closest table full of customers. I gave them a grin and then fiddled with the tuning of the guitar as I mentally directed a performance of “Bewitchin’ Brenda” into my mindscape.
When I finished the song, she broke out into applause. *That’s perfect. It’s upbeat enough to keep the mood light, and funny. Even stabby-elf there will probably crack a smile. Do it!*
With a grin, I took the stage and belted out the first verse with accompanying chords. The room went silent and turned to me, and I could see their eyes visibly narrowing as I sang. The opening verse was slow, but it was over pretty quickly. The crowd continued to look angry as I made my way through it, hoping they wouldn’t riot before I got to the fun part. Hopefully I wasn’t running afoul of any Lor copyright laws either. Did copyright claims span dimensions?
I belted out the last line of the verse and then broke into the chorus, extolling the virtues of the wonderful Bewitchin’ Brenda. After the first round of the chorus, the crowd joined in, clapping out the beat as I sang the second verse. By the end of the second chorus the drunks were clapping their hands. The fop was listening intently with a massive smile plastered across his face, and even Ms. Stabby was tapping a foot to be beat.
The only one not truly enjoying the tune was the fake drunk. Sure, he was playing the part, looking as eager as the three amigos at the first table, but his eyes were still alert and searching for trouble.
As the final notes rang out, the crowd broke into applause. 
Performance Training Complete!
Required Trainings Complete (1/3)
The air felt heavy with energy, similar to what I’d felt during my Harvesting training, and on a whim I opened up those same channels and breathed in, reveling in the ambiance.
+2 Essence
+2 Harvesting XP
I blinked in surprise and directed my voice inwards, grinning as I slowly absorbed the energy from the air. “I can Harvest this?” I asked. “The whole place feels supercharged.”
*Oh! Of course. All living things give off Essence just by existing, and when they get worked up, it’s even better. Good performances, dancing… * her voice took on a sultry tone and her mental self was suddenly completely naked. *…other activities.*
“Oo la la. Tantric and shit.”
*Tan what?*
“Another thing from my home world. People who claimed they could do magic using sex to raise energy. Guess it’s a real thing here.”
*Oh yes. Yes, it is.*
Cheers and back-slaps accompanied me as I made my way out of the common room and back towards the rest of the challenges. The only mystery left was Literacy, which turned out to be more of a giveaway than an actual challenge.
I’d been born into the world being able to read and write the common language. Although after the training I came to understand that it was more like the System was having mercy on me and translating everything into English for me. 
The training gave me a real understanding of the language, and a collection of others that any Bard worth their salt would know before venturing out into the world.
The most important language was something called D’wallan, which was the language used by Dungeon Lords to communicate with each other.
The “training” was just a chain of challenges providing skill scrolls for the various languages, and the Essence needed to use them. All but D’wallan were common skills, and easily absorbed. I was constantly amazed by how the system could just take a language and download it into someone’s brain and then wham, bi-, tri-, or multi-lingual.
At the end of the challenge, I’d learned the common languages of the non-human species of Lor: Faesong, Aerthspeak, and Kintongue. I also learned that the human language I’d been speaking the whole time was called Theran, after the goddess who watched over the humans and halflings.
The words of the various languages were a jumble in my mind for a few minutes after each scroll, but it could have been a lot worse. Each race could have had its own language.
After that the training was like a high school final exam, conjugating verbs, spotting homophones, and proving I knew the difference between “your” and “you’re” and their equivalents. 
The matrix style knowledge downloads made the whole thing easy, resulting in another undeservedly high Essence reward. 
+1000 Essence (500 transferred to Dhaera)
Literacy Training Complete!
Required Trainings Complete (2/3)
I still didn’t know fuck-all about the cultures of any of the races, but at least I had the tools to learn. 
After that I went back to the rest of the tests, easily completing Harvesting and Magical Combat. The Melee training was still a bit of a challenge, and I almost screwed the pooch when my instinct to dodge reared its ugly little head and got me zapped at an inopportune moment, but I managed to recover. 
Trainings Complete (5/3)--Melee Training✔
--Magic Training✔
--Harvesting✔
--Performance✔
--Literacy ✔You have completed all available trainings (5/5). 
As soon as the final boss was down and I’d collected his loot, I returned to the starting room to find a massive golden chest waiting for me.
*Oo. I hope that loot bonus kicks in!* Dhaera said in my mindscape, bouncing up and down in a very distracting fashion… especially since she hadn’t bothered to put her clothes back on.
Malic appeared in the room, watching closely as I reached for the box. 
“Can’t you just, hand me whatever it is you want to give me? Instead of all… this?” I asked, gesturing at the box.
“No,” he said with a scowl, “I can’t simply hand things out. There are rules. The most I can do is set the loot in this instance to the highest possible level and hope for the best. If it weren’t for this being a special circumstance, I would already be in hot water with my Lord for the amount of Essence I have wasted here.”
I shrugged. “Sorry. Not like I enjoyed dying and having to do it all over again.”
“Your dying wasn’t the problem. All that Essence was recycled back into the System. It’s the large amount that was given out. If the extra loot does trigger, I may still get a talking to.”
*Now I really hope you get the extra loot. Good stuff for us and a stick in Malic’s craw.*
“Let’s see…” I said and opened the chest, revealing a giant pile of Essence gems and a rolled up scroll nestled into a small depression on the top. “Jackpot!” I yelled at the same moment Malic wrung his hands and disappeared in a flash.
*Perfect! What’s it do?*
I absorbed the Essence and unrolled the scroll, reading through the prompt.
+1000 Essence (500 transferred to Dhaera)
Use Skill Scroll of “Spellsong (Uncommon)?” (Y/N)
Essence cost: 1000
“Spellsong? Must be a Bard thing,” I said. “I should use this, right?”
*Oh yes! That’s a very hard school to learn. You have to sing all the spells, and some even need an instrument. Good thing you’ve got both. If your Alias class wasn’t Bard, you could probably sell it for thousands. Malic is going to be in so much trouble!*
“I have the Essence, but it’s still pretty expensive.”
*Still worth it. It’ll come with a spell too.*
With a grin, I focused on the prompt and answered yes.
Knowledge rushed into me and I could feel the Mana pathways in my hands expanding, allowing for more refined and delicate flows to pass through, presumably into any instruments used. At the same time new Mana channels formed in my throat, creating a spider-web of intricate threads in my voice box.
Spellsong School Acquired
You have gained the spell: Healing Melody
Spell: Healing Melody
School: SpellsongType: Healing over Time, InstrumentalRange: Medium Duration: Channeled/10sBy channeling Mana into a magical song, the caster greatly enhances the healing rate of the target, mending some of the target’s wounds every second for as long as the spell is maintained. 
*Oh! A healing spell! That will be so useful out in the world!*
“Definitely, although I’ll have to pick up a guitar somewhere as it needs an instrument from what I can tell.”
*I’m sure Malic will provide us with everything we need. For now let’s get out of here and get to the celebrating before he tries to throw you into something else.* Her mental image stretched provocatively, telling me just what she meant by celebrate.
***




Chapter twenty








Just Desserts 


I exited the dungeon through a portal that appeared after I’d finished processing the Skill Scroll and emerged in a large bed chamber with no obvious doors. A second later I felt Dhaera disappear from inside my mindscape, and then my arms were full of succubus. 
Our lips met in a passionate kiss and she pulled me over to the bed by my belt. I laughed at her urgency, but the fiery look in her eyes would brook no argument. She skillfully undid the buckles on my armor and tossed it to the side, followed by my undergarments. 
My manhood was already rising to the occasion when she pushed me down and stood over me. Her breathing was coming fast, and her nipples were already hard with arousal as she looked down at my cock and licked her lips.
I pushed myself up on my elbows and flashed her a grin. “See something you like?” I said, wiggling suggestively.
“I hope you aren’t too tired, lover, because you aren’t going to be able to rest until I’m done with you.”
Dhaera knelt on the floor, her tail lashing back and forth as her wings flared out. My questions and comments went right out the window as she bent forward and ran a single pointed nail up the underside of my cock.
I gasped. “Hey now, that’s—” words failed me again as she bent down and licked along the same path, her warm tongue causing me to get even more aroused, if that was possible.
She looked up at me from behind my erect manhood, her lips curled into a teasing smile. I could feel her warm breath on my cock. “Did you want me to stop?” she asked, and batted her long eyelashes playfully.
I shook my head emphatically. I definitely didn’t want her to stop, not when I could clearly see where things were going.
Her smile widened, and she kissed the tip of my manhood gently. Her lips were hot against the sensitive skin, and it felt like heaven as she slowly took the tip into her mouth. I groaned as her tongue danced around the head, reawakening that electric tingling between us that we’d shared immediately after the bonding ritual.
She looked up at me with eyes wide open and met my gaze as she took me fully into her mouth. The sharp prickle of her elongated canines was nothing compared to the pleasure cycling between us.
I reached down and caressed her face from horn to chin. She purred, sending another shiver through me as the vibrations in her throat spread to my cock. 
She wrapped her hand around my shaft and slowly moved me into and out of her mouth. The entire time her eyes were locked on mine, looking for my reactions to her ministrations. I could feel the energy building between us as my excitement climbed.
My hips thrust upwards in time with her movement. Finally the damn burst and I came. She didn’t stop either, swallowing all I could offer and pumping me for more as the wave of orgasmic energy lit every nerve in my body on fire until I collapsed bonelessly to the bed.
I felt completely spent, like every ounce of energy had been expelled along with my seed. I looked down and smiled stupefied at the beautiful succubus as she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and stood up. 
Her pussy was glistening with wetness, evidence of her own arousal and at that moment I felt a hunger rise up inside me. I wanted her in my mouth.
She caught my gaze and smiled, crawling up my body inch by inch. Her soft breasts and erect nipples pressed against me as she moved, higher and higher until she reached her destination, straddling my head.
I reached up and took hold of her ass, one hand on each cheek as I pushed my head upwards. Words could not describe the flavor. It was like tasting the idea of sweetness while at the same time being electrocuted. I was immediately revitalized, and with a surge of energy I flipped her onto her back.
She giggled and ran her hands through my hair and spread her legs wide, allowing me free rein. I’d paid attention in sex ed., and knew exactly what, and where the clitoris was on a human woman. Luckily for me, succubi had that anatomy in common.
I worshipped her pussy with my tongue, and when I saw her midriff spasming in pleasure, I knew the gods were pleased. 
She reached down and grasped me by the back of the head and pulled me upwards, kissing my still wet mouth passionately and deeply. She tilted my head to the side and nibbled the side of my neck. She growled and whispered, “Fuck me now!”
I smiled and shifted my weight. My cock was once again standing at full attention and ready to please. Taking a handful of her hair in my hand I pulled her head to the side, eliciting a gasp of pleasure as I bit her the same way she’d bitten me before sliding myself deep into her wetness.
She arched her back to take all of me in and moaned in pleasure. Her legs and tail wrapped around me, trapping me all the way inside her. I could feel her pussy clenching around my cock in the most intimate of hugs as her lips came up to meet my own.
That same circuit of energy from our bonding returned, and as I gazed down into her eyes I could once again feel what she was feeling. Our breathing synchronized, and we started to move as one. 
Like a boulder rolling down a mountain, our pace quickened. My thrusts became more urgent, seeking with every movement to lose myself in her tight, hot pussy. Her hips complied, tilting at the perfect angle to allow maximum penetration every time.
When we came again, it was together with an explosion to rival even that of our first joining.
I rolled to my back and she shifted her head to my chest, gazing up at me with a warm, sated look. I closed my eyes for a second and felt a nip on my chest. She’d bitten me.
“No sleeping now,” she said and snapped her teeth at me playfully. “I’ve heard it’s one of those things you human men like to do post coitus, but we still have work to do.”
“Work?” I asked drowsily, not really tired but playing on the joke.
She ran a claw along my inner thigh and I jumped, much more awake than I’d thought I’d been. “First, we will Harvest all of this wonderfully tasty energy we just made, and then it’ll be time to spend that Essence from the dungeon today.”
“Oh fine. Don’t know why we have to do it tonight though,” I said.
She laughed. “So you’ll be ready for tomorrow’s dungeon, silly.”
I sat bolt upright. “What? More dungeons?”
“Of course. We need to make a real adventurer out of you!” she nuzzled her head under my chin. “Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of you.”
***



Chapter twenty-one








Moving On Up.


Basking in the afterglow of our tryst netted us both another hundred Essence, after which it was time to go shopping, metaphorically of course. Between training and sexy time, I’d managed to gather a grand total of forty-two hundred and two Essence, after the split with Dhaera. More than enough for some upgrades. 
“So… Where should I start?” I asked the succubus draped across my chest. “Stats, skills? Save up for some more skill scrolls?”
She rolled over and stretched with a yawn, completely distracting me from my current train of thought. “Hmm?”
“What would adventurers normally prioritize? Should I bump up Hardiness? Try and get stronger? Faster? Or more magically delicious?”
She grinned mischievously. “You’re already plenty tasty, but more magic would be a good thing. Both for being a Warlock and for your Alias.” She scrunched her nose in thought. “You should raise your Mobility too. You’re not going to be wearing heavy armor, so you need to be able to move. I want to make sure you get some more sneaky skills too.”
I looked over. “You can see my stats?”
She nodded. “Of course. We’re pact-bonded. How would I help you get stronger if I didn’t know what to work on.”
Concentrating, I tried to bring up a stat box for her but got nothing. “Why can’t I see your stats?”
She giggled. “I’m a divine being, silly. One day you may be able to quantify the glory that is me, but not yet.”
“Really?” I asked.
She looked at me with a flat glare that sent shivers up my spine, but she couldn’t hold it for long. She started laughing. “No. I don’t know why you can’t see it. Maybe when we reach the next stage in the bond, you’ll be able to see something.”
I let out a relieved laugh. “I want to help you get stronger too, remember.”
She reached up and kissed me on the cheek. “I know. But for now, let’s focus on you. You’ll be the one people are trying to stab.”
“Right. Let’s see. Raise Magic and Mobility… how much is this going to cost?” I asked.
She tilted her head quizzically. “Oh, I thought you knew that part. Sorry. So, attributes start out needing five hundred Essence each to raise the first time. The second point costs a thousand, and the third is fifteen hundred. Basically, it’s five hundred more each time you raise it.”
I nodded along as she continued, idly scratching random shapes on my chest with her claws. “The good thing is it doesn’t matter what it starts at. If it’s your first time raising the attribute it doesn’t matter if you’re going from one to two or from ten to eleven, it’s the same cost.”
“Awesome,” I said and brought up my attribute list.
==========Attributes===========
Power: 4
Mobility: 3
Heartiness: 4
Magic: 6
“Okay. So raising Magic to seven and Mobility to four will take a thousand Essence,” I said with a grunt. “That’s a big chunk of my current pool.”
She leaned back and looked up at me thoughtfully. “You should raise Mobility to five. You’ll need it.”
“Okay… but another thousand Essence hurts. What will Mobility do for me again?”
“Dodging, moving faster… nimbler tongue.” The last she said with a wink.
I chuckled. “Okay. All good things.” 
“You’ll be able to use your sword better two. The saber’s more about speed and accuracy then power.” 
The process of assigning the points was almost instinctual. It was like filling out an order form for some super complicated plastic surgery that the System would process while you were sleeping. It wasn’t too complicated, but it did put you out of commission for however long it took the System to finish the operation.
Attributes were the most time intensive and could take hours to raise a single point. Skill ranks were less time intensive, but the time increased as the skill rose in rank. Luckily, the system was usually able to process most things simultaneously, but even so it wasn’t something you wanted to do without a safe and secure roof over your head.
“What about skills? I guess I should focus on the things we did in the trainings, right?”
She nodded. “Probably a good plan, unless you want Malic to send you through the same training again and again and again,” she droned on.
“Please no. Support stuff it is. Is there any benefit to pumping multiple levels into one thing versus spreading it out?”
She pushed herself up onto her elbows and rolled over to face me. “Not for everything. At least not at these ranks. Once you can get to ten, it’s worth it to cross that threshold, but other than that the only skills that really have any sort of benchmarks are the spell schools. You get another free spell every five ranks.”
“If I raise one of my schools to five I get a free spell?”
She nodded. “Yep,” and then rested her head back on my chest.
I did some quick mental math. I could only afford to raise one school that high, and after the attribute increases would leave me with only three hundred Essence to play with.
With a sigh I made my decision. Survival depended on this whole Bard thing, so I knew what I had to do. “Alright. I’m going to raise Spellsong to five, get a free spell, then raise Inspect, Enchantments, and Leather Armor one rank each. That should keep things in line with the whole bardic motif.”
She picked her head up and looked up at me with bleary eyes. “Hmmm what? Sorry, I must have drifted off there.” Her lips curled into a sly smile. “You wore me out.” 
I smiled and stroked her hair. “Don’t worry about it. It’s sleepy time.”
She grinned and laid her head back down and in seconds I could feel her breathing settle into the steady rhythm of sleep. With a contented sigh, I queued up all of my skill selections and closed my eyes for the night.
***



Chapter twenty-two








Rinse and Repeat


I woke the next morning with the strangest feeling. I felt totally energized, like I could run a marathon right then and there and still have the energy left for another session with the lovely succubus. It felt like… pure potential.  
The blinking light at the corner of my vision informed me of the waiting results of my night’s improvements, so I dove right in.
Upgrades Complete
1,500 Essence has been invested into your Mobility attribute, raising it from 3 to 5. 500 Essence has been invested into your Magic attribute, raising it from 6 to 7. 
100 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Inspect skill. New Rank: 2.
100 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Armor (Leather) skill. New Rank: 2.
100 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Enchantments Spell School. New Rank: 2.
1,000 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Spellsong Spell School skill. New Rank: 5. 
New Spell Acquired! Cacophony.
Spell: Cacophony.
School: SpellsongType: Damage/StunRange: CloseDuration: Instant
By focusing a surge of Mana through their vocal cords, the caster belts forth a note of pure dissonance that damages and potentially stuns the target. 
When I crawled out of bed and took my first step, the changes became obvious. My arms and legs refused to move in time with my thoughts and I almost brained myself on the corner of the bed. Luckily my reflexes were that much better, and I recovered at the last second.
It took a little while to get used to the extra speed, but my mind quickly adapted. Before I knew it, I was doing parkour around the small chamber.
The internal changes were more complex and would probably take a lot longer to adapt to. The pool of Mana at my core had expanded – a lot -- and the network of Mana channels running through my body had gotten even more complex. 
If I concentrated, I could almost feel each individual strand of Mana as it flowed through me, and when I cast Daze on a random pillow, I could almost map out the exact flow of energy before it left my body.
Externally the spell still looked like gobbledygook, but I could sense hints of a structure embedded within that I might be able to decipher one day.
The skill increases had less of a physical impact. I understood just a little more how to move around in my leather armor and felt more sure in those movements. There was no noticeable change at all in the Inspect skill, but then again it seemed more like a System ping than anything I was consciously doing. 
My knowledge of the Enchantments school filled out a little. I had just a tad bit more insight into how my Daze spell functioned, which let me generate the same effect using less Mana. 
Spellsong was a much more drastic change. I’d never even played a single note of my Healing Melody but I already knew several ways I could play the song better to improve its effects, and the new spell. Oh, the new spell was something I hadn’t been expecting. Based on what Dhaera had told me, I thought Spellsong would be all control spells or the like.
Once the knowledge of how to cast the spell was done settling into my brain, I couldn’t help myself. I had to try it out. I turned towards the nearest wall and let ‘er rip. Mana rushed out from my core and supercharged my vocal cords with destructive energy. It tingled. With a wicked grin I opened my mouth and let the spell free. A roar that would make a death metal front man jealous burst free. “Rrraaaaaaaaaaa!” 
A wave of force erupted from my mouth and shattered the top layer of stone, leaving a spiderweb pattern of cracks across its surface. My excitement was ruined as the spell rebounded and hit me right in the face, knocking me to the ground, dazed. 
Admittedly, using the effective cone of force while standing right next to a cave wall was probably not the brightest idea.
A giggle drew my attention to the bed where Dhaera had reappeared, her own changes complete. The aftermath of my poor decision was completely forgotten at the sight of her. 
She seemed even more attractive than before, if that was possible, and there was an invisible sense of power surrounding her. I wasn’t quite sure, but it looked like her horns had gotten longer, too.
“Didn’t anyone teach you anything about physics on your world?” she said with a grin.
I groaned and pulled myself to my feet, disappointed to find her fully clothed by the time I got to the bed. “Brain fart,” I said. “Was anxious to try out the new spell and didn’t think about the consequences.”
She looked over at the cracked wall. “I like it. Gives the place a real sense of style. Too bad Malic will probably have the wisps clean it up.”
Speak of the devil, and he shall appear. Or in this case, the Dungeon Lord. “Quite correct,” he said, gesturing to the wall. “This will be just one more memory of your time here to expunge once you are gone.”
I grunted. “Missed you too. So, what now?”
The Dungeon Lord gave me a flat smile and waved a hand dismissively. “More training, of course. Now that you have learned the basics, it is time to run you through some trial dungeons. I have configured the lower floors to be an echo of what most adventurers would be assigned to tackle while cutting their teeth.”
“So. Rats? Slimes? Bill collectors?” I asked.
“You will see,” he replied and turned his gaze on Dhaera. “If you wish to go with him, you have ten seconds.” He immediately started counting, and any attempts at following along were completely derailed when a nubile succubus leapt through the air and straddled me, kissing me deeply before dissolving and flowing into my mind.
I looked back at Malic just as he reached zero and caught his exasperated expression as he waved a hand to teleport me away.
I arrived in a small room with a glowing red obelisk standing in an alcove next to a dark archway. Through the arch I could see a long set of stairs leading down.
*Wow. Malic is really trying to go for the whole dungeon experience,* Dhaera said.
“So, the glowing rock is the rez stone thingy?” 
*Yep. The higher level dungeons have them inside, but for new adventurers it’s better to put it outside of the entrance. Give them a chance to leave if they want. Don’t worry about this one though. It’s just decorative. You’re already bound to the Nexus. If this were a different dungeon you’d have to bind… or live dangerously.*
“More danger, more loot?”
*Mostly more death.*
“Got it.”
Thus began a grueling three days of grinding with Malic gradually upping the difficulty of the dungeon from a room of level one rats all the way up to a full warren of smarmy little ratmen who were as eager to eat me as I was eager to get the hell out. 
He’d also dropped the loot tables back to what normal dungeons would be handing out. Needless to say, I was a bit bummed until I came to terms with just how spoiled I’d been by my initial delves. They were some interesting days.
And the nights. Oh, the nights made me forget any of the harsh lessons I’d learned during the day. Dhaera made sure of that. 
Slowly and surely I accumulated enough Essence to reach level five, with a splattering of some better quality equipment and a new roguey skill to even out my kit to deal with traps or locks and the like. 
Adventuring wasn’t as fun as I’d expected it to be, but that could be more because of Malic’s sheer disinterest in creating anything more than some basic, cookie cutter challenges to get my reflexes up to par.
But as I lay in my bed, a beautiful lady asleep on my chest and another round of upgrades queued up for the night, I couldn’t help but think about what the future might hold.
***



Chapter twenty-three








Well That Was Unexpected


The next morning I woke up… content. A lot had changed since I’d arrived in this new world, and most of it was for the better. My skills, both System-based and natural, had improved by leaps and bounds through both practice and Essence allocation. With that sense of relative peace, I resolved to face whatever new encounters Malic had dreamed up for me that day with a smile on my face. 
I swiped away the latest notifications and brought up my complete info screen for review.
=============Info=============
Name: Sebastian Crowe
Class: Warlock
Level: 5
Progress: 10100/15000
Free Essence: 144
=============Pools============
Health: 110/110
Mana: 265/265
Stamina: 113/113
==========Attributes===========
Power: 5
Mobility: 6
Heartiness: 5
Magic: 8
===========Languages===========
Faesong: Spoken, Literate
Aerthspeak: Spoken, Literate
Kintongue: Spoken, Literate
D’wallan: Spoken, Literate
Theran: Spoken, Literate
=============Traits=============
Seeker, Lucky
==========Class Abilities=========
Alias (Epic): Bard
Mana Well (Epic)
D’walla’s Pact
=============Skills=============
Armor (Cloth): 10 (Apprentice)
Armor (Leather): 4 (Apprentice)
Axe: 1 (Apprentice)
Bow: 1 (Apprentice)
Disable Devices: 4 (Apprentice)
First Aid: 2 (Apprentice)
Inspect: 4 (Apprentice)
Long Blades: 6 (Apprentice)
Pickaxe: 1 (Apprentice)
Short Blades: 5 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Enchantments: 5 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Pyromancy: 2 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Spellsong: 6 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Summoning: 3 (Apprentice)
Staff: 6 (Apprentice)
Unarmed Combat: 13 (Apprentice)
Wilderness Survival: 1 (Apprentice)
===========Crafting============
Carpentry: 4 (Apprentice)
Cooking: 7 (Apprentice)
Foraging: 1 (Untrained)
Harvest: 3 (Apprentice)
Inscription: 1 (Untrained)
Lumberjack: 1 (Untrained)
Mining: 1 (Untrained)
Sewing: 4 (Apprentice)
Stonecutting: 1 (Untrained)=============Spells=============
Flame Dart (Pyromancy)
Daze (Enchantments)
Create Food and Water (Summoning)
Healing Melody (Spellsong)
Influence (Enchantments)
My entire share of the loot from the last dungeon run had gone into learning the Disable Devices Skill Scroll and raising it to four, and getting Enchantments up to five to get the free spell. 
I desperately needed to add to my repertoire, but the dungeon had so far decided not to cough up any other scrolls. According to Malic and Dhaera, one of my goals once we left on our mission would be to flesh out my options.
The spell I’d gotten at level five wasn’t what I’d expected, but it would definitely be useful in my eventual role.
Spell: Influence
School: EnchantmentsType: CharmRange: CloseDuration: 1 Minute per Enchantments Rank
This spell clouds the mind of the target and directs it to attack another creature designated at the time of casting.
The description wasn’t worded very well, but I understood how it worked… in theory. It was in essence a social redirect. Agro management. If the monster goes after the healer, poof, now it’s attacking the tank. Or one of its allies. Or hell, just a good all-around way of evening the odds.
“Essence for your thoughts?” Dhaera asked as she reappeared on the bed. 
Her horns had continued to grow every morning. They’d grown in a gentle curve out from her forehead to about five inches or so. She’d told me one morning that they were a sign of her power increasing, and at my panicked expression, she assured me that there was a maximum size. 
Her other changes were invisible to my eyes, and I started to suspect she was saving up for something big. I asked her about it, but she said she “didn’t want to ruin the surprise.”
“Just going over all the upgrades. Can’t believe I’m level five already,” I said and then flashed her my most charming smile. “Any chance you want to spill the beans on what you’ve been working on?”
She stuck out her tongue and wrinkled her nose playfully. “Not yet! I’m almost ready. Just one more bit of Essence and… you’ll see!”
My intended answer was interrupted by the appearance of Malic and Krill. The Dungeon Lord looked like his normal surly self, but Krill seemed to be extra excited, which didn’t bode well for me. The little imp was a bloodthirsty maniac and would like to see nothing more than my corpse at the bottom of a cliff. Malic wanted me gone. Krill wanted me for dinner.
Malic turned to me with a solemn look. “It’s almost time,” he said and then looked to Dhaera. “Have you told him yet?”
She shook her head. “Not yet. I should have the Essence I need after the next dungeon so I was going to tell him then.”
He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t understand. From my calculations you should have had enough after the last run unless…” His eyes narrowed. “What did you do?”
She looked at me and seemed almost apologetic as she answered. “I may have put some of the Essence into improving our shared senses…” When she looked back at Malic it was with a look of defiance. “And we will need it. I need to be able to keep an eye out for any dangers out there and I couldn’t do that while stuck inside his head.”
I’d wondered why she’d felt closer in the last dungeon, and that explained it, as well as the other obvious benefits of a deeper connection I’d experienced the previous night. I reached out and rested a hand warmly on her shoulder. “So that’s why you were able to hear that spider thing that almost got me. Awesome.”
Malic harrumphed. “We discussed the most optimal use of the Essence I could reasonably give you and that was not it. I do admire your desire to look out for your pact-mate, but your lord father has indicated that he has need of your services now.” 
With a sigh, the Dungeon Lord waved a hand and all of a sudden there was a kobold soldier standing in the center of the room. The confused look on its face fled the second it laid eyes on me. It snarled something in its native tongue, drew its sword, and attacked.
I pushed Dhaera out of the way and then hastily drew my saber just in time to parry its first attack. “What the hell, Malic!” I yelled as I backed away.
The kobold kept coming, bashing away my lighter blade with the thick steel of his wicked looking short sword. 
I half heard Malic’s reply over the sound of steel on steel. “Your pact-mate needs Essence for a critical skill.” 
The kobold overextended itself, leaving the perfect opening for a counterattack. My sword swept in, but it was a feint and instead of feeling my blade sinking into scaled flesh, I learned just how much it hurt to get bitten by a damned dragon-man.
I yelped and threw a left hook into the kobold’s throat, crushing its windpipe with my old-life martial arts skills. While it was stunned, I picked up my sword from where I’d dropped it while being used as a chew toy and drove it into the gasping lizard’s mouth.
There was a bit of resistance, but not enough to stop the sharpened steel from saying hello to the inside of the creature’s skull. It fell to the ground, dead.
“As I was saying,” Malic continued. “She needs the Essence for a critical skill, and that,” he gestured to the kobolds body, “was the only source of enough Essence I could pull from the dungeon that you would be able to kill.”
I reached down and looted the kobold, all the while staring daggers at Malic. “A little warning would have been nice.”
“I’m so telling my father about this,” Dhaera added, earning an amused glance from the Dungeon Lord.
He shook his head. “Do whatever you wish, ‘princess’.” He said the last with obvious mockery in his voice, and I could feel the anger rolling off her, so I quickly absorbed the Essence as a bit of a distraction.
+300 Essence (150 transferred to Dhaera)
Her eyes glazed for a second and she shot me a look, sensing my motives. I was really hoping she wouldn’t get mad at me for averting her wrath, but I didn’t sense any anger towards me through the bond.
Malic looked unconcerned by the whole affair. “You have the Essence now, yes?” he asked, and when she nodded he continued. “Good. You have until noon.” 
And with a flash, he was gone.
A wry grin split my face as my imagination went wild with all the fun I suspected we were about to have, but the expression on Dhaera’s face put the brakes on that train of thought. “Woah. What’s the matter?”
She looked up at me and I could see the hint of tears in those beautiful dark eyes. “Once we leave here… things will be different. I won’t have a body, and if anyone finds out what you are… what we are…”
I took her in my arms and held her close. “I’ll be careful. I’m a traveling bard who can’t remember his past. It’s just weird enough to be true. And I’m sure that not everyone will be out to kill us. Just because someone’s allied with D’walla is no reason to go all murderhobo on them.”
She looked up and whispered, “That’s not the only reason people hunt Warlocks, Sebastian.”
I stood back slightly and looked into her eyes, a bit confused. “What do you mean? I get why folks are antsy about the god of dungeons. If I was a normal adventurer, I’d be a little wary of the guy whose whole purpose seems to be to murder me, too. And the crazy folks who serve those Void Demon god things and want to end the world. Obviously not invited to the party.”
She shook her head and sighed. “It’s…. well… you’ll see.” She closed her eyes and I felt something in our bond stretch and widen as she flowed into my mindscape. Something had changed, but I couldn’t quite grasp what it was.
“How did you do that? Don’t we have to sleep for you to—”
*It’s not important,* her voice echoed inside my mind. I couldn’t see her anywhere. *Hold out your hand and concentrate on me…*
I closed my eyes and pictured her in all of her beauty, but the image refused to hold together. All I could see was an inferno of pure power.
*Now picture opening a channel from where I am within your mind down to your hand.*
“What?” I asked, opening my eyes and almost losing my balance as the world started to tilt around me.
*Concentrate!* she said, and I clamped my eyes closed and sat down hard, sacrificing my feet for a more stable position.
I forced myself to do as instructed, picturing a connection between my mind and hand. The image stretched and flowed out from my mindscape, along the energy network of my arm and into my hand until a connection was established.
The raging inferno that was Dhaera flowed along the new pathway and pooled in the palm of my hand.
*Now… mold the energy into a dagger…*
My mind wavered for a second, but I quickly regained focus and did as instructed. I’d never been one for knives, but there were a few cool looking ones I’d seen while shopping for my Yeoman gear that stuck in my memory. 
My favorite had looked like a miniature cutlass. It had a small handle with curved bronze quillons complete with knuckle guard, and a straight, double-edged blade that looked equally useful for both slashing and stabbing. It was simple, yet pragmatic.
The image solidified in my head, and then with a flash, the roaring power was gone and replaced with the feel of warm ivory in the palm of my hand. I looked down and my eyes widened in shock.
Nestled perfectly into my hand was an almost perfect copy of the dagger I’d admired in the store… with a few notable exceptions. Instead of steel, the blade was the exact red-tinged black of Dhaera’s horns, and the handle was the polished white of her teeth.
*Am I beautiful?* Dhaera asked, and I could tell it was coming from the blade. I almost dropped it in shock.
“What the fuck? You’re a dagger now?”
She chuckled, and when I concentrated, I could still feel a faint trace of her inside my head. *Only for now. If you’ll read that notification blinking away it’ll explain things.*  
There was still a sense of sadness in her voice, so I opened the first notification.
Your pact-bond with the Succubus Dhaera has reached Stage 2!
New Ability Unlocked: Pact-Blade
-Charm resistance increased
The full knowledge of what we had just forged together flooded my brain and I couldn’t help but smile. The Pact-Blade was amazing and would help us get stronger even faster. And better yet, I could never be truly disarmed. I had no clue why Dhaera was so upset.
“This is awesome!” I said. “Why all the frowns and worries! With this we can get even stronger.”
The dagger disappeared from my hand and reformed into Dhaera’s normal form. “It can,” she said softly, “but we have to be careful. The mortals really don’t like Pact-Blades.”
“Dead giveaway that I’m a Warlock, right?”
She nodded. “Yes. If anyone sees you use a Pact-Blade, there would be no doubt. They are outlawed everywhere. Nothing scares people more than something that can drain their Essence… well, that and the Warlocks bound to the Void Demons using them to sacrifice people to their dark gods.”
“Ahh…” I said. “But why the big deal? Why are you so upset?”
She smiled sadly. “It’s going to be a long time until I can touch you again. Once we leave the Nexus, the only physical form I’ll be able to take is the Pact-Blade. To feel your touch, even in that form…” she shivered, “and not be able to touch you back. It’s going to be torture.”
I reached out and caressed her face. “You’ll be in my mindscape. You can touch me there, as you’ve demonstrated many, many times during training.”
She shook her head. “It’s not the same and you know it.”
“What do we have to do so you can get a body again?” I asked. I for sure was going to miss our nightly activities, and I thought maybe mapping out some goals would help her get her spirits up.
Her eyes flashed blue as she looked through her version of System screens. “Once we get to bond rank four, you’ll be able to summon me physically.”
I smiled. “Great! We just got rank two so we should be able to get there in no time.”
Shaking her head, she replied, “Summoning me would be just as dangerous as walking around with the Pact-Blade out. Adventurers would know exactly what I am and what it means. Realistically, I probably won’t be able to help until rank five when I get my own version of the Alias skill that will make me look like a mortal adventurer.”
“That’s a ways out, eh?”
“Yes. It’s going to be a long time.”
“What if we find a way to disguise your Succubus features? Illusion magic or something?”
She shook her head. “It’s not impossible, but there are a lot of abilities that can see through illusions.”
“Damn.” I shrugged helplessly. “Guess, we’ll have to play it by ear then.” The glint of another notification pending caught my attention, but before I could open it Malic appeared on the far side of the room.
“Time is up,” he said, looking directly at Dhaera. “Has he mastered the blade?”
“Yes, Malic. It’s not high sorcery,” Dhaera said.
“Hey man, why were you so gung-ho about her unlocking that skill?” I asked, “It’s definitely awesome, but also an awesome chance of death.”
The Dungeon Lord shook his head. “You will need it for what our master has planned.,” he said as he walked past us. “Come.”  
***



Chapter twenty-four








Mission Possible


Malic was a bastion of silence as he led us through the tunnels of the Nexus. After my last attempt at conversation was rebuffed, I decided to fill the long walk checking the rest of my pending notifications. 
Quest Completed: Go Deeper
+5,000 Essence (2,500 transferred to Dhaera)Pact-Ability Gained:  D’walla’s Insight
I fell flat on my face as the rush of Essence and new knowledge overwhelmed me. It was so sudden I didn’t even have a chance to get my hands up in time to catch my fall.
My attention was dragged into my mindscape where tornados full of books, scrolls, and even stone tablets full of information were going on a rampage. Instead of tearing things apart, the wild winds were actually building things up. My mind expanded as rows and rows of shelves took form and were filled with precious tomes. The spaces between the shelves were filled with racks of tightly rolled scrolls and small stands holding ancient looking stone tablets. 
The pressure was intense, and I could feel the blood trickling from my nose. It might have been my brain melting from the pressure of everything being stuffed into it, or it might just have been the result of me face planting onto the hard stone floor. In the moment I couldn’t tell.
The info-storm slowed to a gentle breeze, carrying random information to my conscious mind. The platypus spends up to twelve hours a day underwater searching for food. The melting point of marble is eight hundred degrees Celsius. The average lifespan of a bumblebee is twenty-eight days.
A steady shaking snapped me back to awareness of the physical world. The first thing I saw was Dhaera leaning over me, her eyes full of worry. “Sebastian. Wake up!”
“Oh. Hi.” I said blearily, my thoughts returning as the last random facts about the mating habits of the flying squirrel fled my mind. 
She wiped the blood from my face and helped me up. “Are you okay?”
I nodded, fighting off a wave of dizziness as I got back to my feet. “Yeah… I think so. That was a hell of a notification.” I blinked, trying to recall many of the facts that had been flying through my mind just moments earlier but coming up blank. “I don’t get it. I’ve got a library inside my brain, but no access?”
Malic raised an eyebrow. “You obtained D’walla’s Insight? How?”
I shook my head, still trying to clear out the cobwebs. “I had a quest for getting the second rank of the bond. One of the rewards was a pact ability and viola! Brain library.”
He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Very interesting. It seems our master has much more in store for you than I originally thought. That ability will do you well, especially with your… foreign upbringing.”
Dhaera’s eyes were glazed over, and she was muttering something under her breath that I couldn’t quite make out. I touched her gently on the shoulder and she jumped.
“Sorry,” I said. “You looked a bit out of it, and after what I just went through, I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
She nodded and smiled. “It’s alright. I was just looking at that ability. I think it will help with your Inspect skill, and any other informational skills you might get.”
Malic chuckled. “Ah, child. You have no idea. That skill is rarely granted and is akin to full encyclopedic knowledge of anything dungeon related. When you are ensconced in young Sebastian’s mind in the physical realm, you will be able to facilitate access to that knowledge.” He paused and looked over at me. “I doubt there will be anything created in a dungeon you will be unable to identify given enough time.”
Dhaera’s eyes glazed over again and she nodded slowly. “I can see the interface. I can’t access it from here but once I merge with you again, I should be able to look up anything.” She grabbed my hands and looked up into my eyes, her excitement palatable. “I was worried I’d be stuck in there useless. Now I’ll have something important to do.”
She hopped up and gave me a quick kiss, before pulling back and smiling once again. I fell into her eyes and wanted nothing more than to take her right then and there, but Malic’s faux cough shattered the moment.
“Children,” he said. “We have work to do. Complete the tasks Lord D’walla assigns, and I am sure you will have ample time for your play.”
Dhaera pressed against me under one arm, and I felt her tail wrap around my waist possessively. “What are these mysterious tasks, Malic? You haven’t told us anything yet, and the whole ‘secret plan’ thing is getting old quick.”
I squeezed her gently and nodded along. “Yeah man, spill the beans. The big D’s got me on retainer for the next five years, and I’m all in here, so just spit it out there. What do we need to do?”
His eyes narrowed as he spoke. “If I could tell you, I would. Now if you would refrain from unlocking any other new abilities until we have reached our destination…” he raised an eyebrow.
I nodded. “Sure man. Lead the way.”
It wasn’t that much further, but it seemed to take forever, especially with any attempts at conversation between Dhaera and I being met with a withering look from the Dungeon Lord. I wasn’t sure why he didn’t just bamf us to wherever it was we were going, but when we arrived at our destination, things got clearer.
Sitting in the middle of a large cavern was a swirling portal that looked frighteningly similar to the one I’d been tossed through at the end of my voyage through the cosmos. But unlike that one, the edges seemed neat and clean. Nine pillars surrounded the hole, acting as some sort of anchor points and I could feel a crackle of energy in the air.
Malic led us to the edge of the portal, where an altar was set up. Carved into its surface was the sigil of the god D’walla. Dhaera looked unimpressed, but the gaping portal in the fabric of the cosmos had me close to wetting myself. I knew what horrors lurked in that cold blackness, and I had no intention of going back there again.
Malic knelt before the altar and motioned for us to join him. After another look at the gaping void, I did so, being careful to keep the bulk of the altar and Malic himself between me and it.
Dhaera settled in off to the side, her gaze every once in a while drawn back to the glowing edges of the portal that seemed to fascinate her.
“Lord D’walla,” Malic intoned, raising his hands towards the portal. “I have brought them as instructed. Please give us your guidance so we may serve you, oh Lord of Dungeons.”
Energy crackled in the air around as a voice filled the entire chamber. I could feel every nerve vibrating with the power of the being on the other side and was surprised my brain didn’t explode right then and there.
“You have done well, Malic.” it said. “My daughter is quite pleased with her bondmate.” 
Dhaera’s hand on my shoulder alleviated some of the pressure holding me down, and I smiled as she spoke. “He is a good soul, father. Together we will do great things.”
A chuckle reverberated through the area, and I could see that even Malic was not immune to the sheer intensity of the god’s power. 
“Good,” D’walla said, and I felt the god’s focus directed at me. “You are ready to begin your service then?”
I nodded, unable to form the words. I still felt a little sore that I’d pretty much been conned into the whole thing, but even so I wasn’t willing to give up Dhaera for anything.
A wave of satisfaction washed over me, along with gratitude. “We have lost contact with the Dungeon Lord of the Whispering Depths. I cannot feel its core any longer, yet my contacts on the surface report that it is still functioning. Go there, discover what is happening, and reestablish its link to the Nexus.”
With a soft pop, the portal imploded, and the overwhelming presence left the room.
Quest Received: Whispering Depths
Travel to the Teluvrian Forest and gain entrance into the Whispering Depths dungeon. Discover what is happening within and reestablish the connection between its core and the Nexus.Criteria:
=Enter the Whispering Depths dungeon. 
=Discover why D’walla can no longer sense the core. 
=Reconnect the Core with the Nexus. 
Reward:
=5,000 Essence=Additional rewards consummate with mission difficulty and completion
Malic bowed his head and made a strange gesture over the altar before standing. “Krill!” he yelled.
An instant later the imp appeared in a puff of smoke. “Yes, master?”
Malic gestured towards us. “Go to my personal chamber and retrieve the bag that I prepared for Sebastian’s departure and bring it back here immediately.”
“Yes, master,” the imp replied and disappeared. Malic turned back to me with a measuring look. 
Malic would like to share a portion of his map with you. Accept? (Y/N)
I gladly accepted and then opened it up to see exactly where I was going. The Whispering Depths was only a day’s travel, located at the edge of a small mountain range almost on top of a town called Darkforge.
“Darkforge?” I asked.
“Yes. An aerthkin trading settlement. It has a well-established Adventurer’s Guild so you should have no trouble finding companions to aid in your exploration of the dungeon.”
“Will I be able to join a guild party if I’m not in the guild? I don’t wanna step on any toes and bring any trouble down on myself if I don’t have to.”
Dhaera giggled. “Just join the guild, silly.”
I looked over at her and shrugged. “I wasn’t sure that was an option.”
Malic waved a hand dismissively. “Of course it is. Your membership in the guild has already been secured. I had Master Bar’tahn procure it while you were in training. You are a fully vested member with rights to enter any guild-owned dungeon.”
“Bar’tahn. Right,” I said thoughtfully. “Is there a copy of their rules or something I can read up on? I’d like to know exactly what I can and cannot do.”
The Dungeon Lord nodded. “Of course. The first rule in the book says you are required to carry it on your person at all times. Your copy is in with the supplies that I sent Krill for.” His eyes narrowed as he spoke the imp’s name. “Kriiiill!” he yelled.
The imp appeared balancing a large satchel on his back. It was obviously too heavy for the little imp, but the thing that caught my attention was the reptilian tail dangling from the imp’s mouth. Malic didn’t miss it either.
Dhaera oohed like a kid who was about to witness a classmate get in trouble.
“What is that in your mouth, Krill?” the Dungeon Lord said in an even tone.
The imp looked up, surprised. He dropped the bag and hastily stuffed the tail into his mouth. “Mrmothing… mmrlord.” 
“What did I instruct you to do, Krill?”
The imp swallowed with an audible gulp. “Get the bag, Master.” He shoved the shoulder strap with a clawed toe towards me. “Here it is.”
“Was I perhaps unclear in my direction?” 
The imp shook his head, sending his ears flapping back and forth. “No Master, but—”
“No, Krill,” Malic growled, and I could feel heat radiating off of him in waves. “I did not say get a meal. I did not say take your time. I said get the bag and return immediately.”
The imp genuflected before the irate Dungeon Lord. “So sorry, master! I was so hungry, and it crawled right in front of me and—”
“Enough! Get out of my sight!” he said, and the imp vanished. Malic took a deep breath and smoothed his robes as the temperature dropped noticeably. He reached down and picked up the bag and held out a hand toward me. “Give me your arm.”
I opened my mouth to ask why, but a flare of heat from his direction told me that now was not a good time for questions, so I held out my hand. He grabbed me by the hand and slashed a claw across my wrist, drawing a thin line of blood.
Pressing the leather strap of the bag onto the wound, he whispered a spell that set my blood on fire. I screamed and tried to pull away, but his grip was like iron. After a second it was over, with only the notification blinking at the corner of my vision to let me know that anything had happened. Even the skin of my forearm was perfectly healed.
He let go and I stumbled away, dragging the bag with me. “What the hell, man?” I said, slinging the bag over my shoulder. “What’s with you and the surprises?”
“The binding required blood,” he said. “Just be thankful for it.”
Narrowing my eyes, I opened up the notification.
The Minor Dimensional Bag has been Spiritbound (Epic).
Access to all contents are now restricted to Sebastian Crowe. Spiritbound items cannot be forcibly removed from the possession of the target or moved more than ten feet from the target.
“Huh, so nobody can steal my stuff?” I said with a smile. “That’s a relief.”
“Unless you are dead,” he replied flatly.
“Malic!” Dhaera gasped.
“What if I die in a dungeon and need to respawn at the bind stone? What happens with the bag?”
“It is a part of you now. It will reform with your body.”
I nodded thoughtfully. “Good to know.”
Malic waved a hand. “Enough chatter. Daylight is wasting. I would say that it was a pleasure to have met you, but since I will be repaying my Essence debts for some time due to your arrival, I will not insult you with that lie. Now, away with you.”
He snapped his fingers and a ring of fire blazed up around me, blocking my vision of the rest of the room. A second later I felt Dhaera take her place inside my mindscape as the world shifted around me. When I blinked away the residual vertigo from the teleportation, I found myself standing at the mouth of the valley leading to the dungeon entrance, and I wasn’t alone.
***



Interlude – Smoke and Mirrors


Malic let out a long sigh as the human disappeared from his dungeon sense. So much effort for a single mortal. He hoped all the effort was worth it. 
A second man, a foot taller and broader than the Dungeon Lord appeared at his side. “Do you think we laid it on a bit thick?” he asked. He was similar in appearance to the Malic, but he radiated a sense of power that made the Dungeon Lord’s seem like a candle flame next to the sun.
Malic shrugged. “No, my Lord. I think it was just right.” He turned towards the larger man. “It’s a good thing the human was focused on the show and not your daughter’s face. If he had seen her expression, the whole thing would have been ruined.”
D’walla nodded. “She has never been good at dissembling, but she knows the importance of our image with the mortals. Gods must be mysterious and unfathomable, blah, blah, blah.”
Malic chuckled. “I do think Bar’tahn chose a suitable bond-mate for her. The human is just strange enough to keep her curiosity piqued while smart and skilled enough to keep them both alive.”
“They have been trained as much as the divine pact allows,” D’walla. He sounded calm, but his clenched fists told a different story. “I just hope it will be enough for what lies ahead. The change to the Whispering Depths is disturbing.”
“Still no news?”
“No. Vaelis has been silent for more than a week, and her dungeon has completely disappeared from my senses. And it is not alone.”
“What?!” Malic said, his eyes wide. “There are more?”
“The others are far from here… and have gone completely silent. I have asked the others to investigate but they are having their own troubles.”
“The Void?”
“Perhaps. There is something fermenting in the deep that we are unable to sense, and even the Reapers are unwilling to go that far.”
“Do you think it has something to do with the dungeons?”
“That’s what we need to find out. The timing is too convenient to be coincidence. If the Demon Kings are preparing an incursion, we need to be ready.”
Malic shivered. He remembered the last time the Void Demons had breached the Veil. The destruction was immense. “What can I do to help, my Lord?”
D’walla looked down at his trusted servant. “You have already done what you can. The others are training their own champions. Let’s hope they are enough.”
***



Chapter twenty-five








Alrighty Then


A wave of dizziness washed over me as the weight of the physical world settled onto my shoulders. It was the first time I’d been outside of the Essence-rich dungeon since I’d entered the mines, and I hadn’t realized just how used to the extra zing in the air I’d become. Everything felt just a tad bit… less, but at the same time more solid and real. 
The sound of laughter echoed through the air from up ahead. Nestled into a clearing just off the main path to the dungeon was a well-used campsite. There was a permanent firepit in the center of the area, and the ground had been flattened to make setting up tents easier.
On the other side of the path there was a smaller clearing filled with a single wagon that reminded me of a food truck, although from the signage, it was a bit more. 
*Oh! That’s a Guild Supplier. They stock all the random bits and bobs adventurers like to bring into dungeons. Potions, crowbars, grappling hooks, fifty foot lengths of rope… they’ve got it all.*
“Huh. Seems convenient. Why bother carrying a huge pack of gear when you can just buy it when you get to the dungeon?”
She giggled. *If you did that you’d go broke pretty quickly. You pay for the convenience.*
I nodded slowly as another round of laughter drew me back towards the bigger clearing.
There was an interesting-looking trio lounging around the remains of a small fire, and judging by their apparent relaxed state, they’d missed my flashy arrival.
*Adventurers! I wonder if they are going to Malic’s dungeon. I know he’s been antsy for some people to kill since you arrived.*
“Great,” I said within my mind. “Hopefully they’ll bind at the stone so Krill doesn’t get to have any snacks.”
Dhaera giggled, *It’s actually a requirement of the Adventurer’s Guild that all parties bind at the stone. They need special permission to delve unprotected.*
“Really?”
*Yeah. I’ve been reading the handbook. There are all sorts of rules and regulations. Loot distribution schemes. Handling fallen party members, contract terms. It’s actually fascinating.*
In that moment I couldn’t help but imagine her as the fantasy version of a librarian, complete with dark-framed glasses and “accidentally” unbuttoned blouse.
Her customary silken dress flickered in my mindscape and was replaced with the very outfit I was thinking of. She jumped in surprise. *What is this?* she asked as she turned in a circle, admiring the very short plaid skirt and thigh-high stockings. *Some sort of dress from your world?*
I gulped and shook my head to clear the image, but nothing changed. “Uhm… yeah.”
She whirled around again. *I like it. Thank you!* she said with a wicked grin.
It was going to be very hard to concentrate with the naughty librarian literally dancing around inside my head, but I did my best to turn my focus back to the outside world… after a readjustment of my pants.
I was in a much better place than I had been when I’d first arrived on this world. I had a nice set of quality leather armor, a dungeon-crafted saber, and an array of magical jewelry and doohickeys that I’d picked up along the way. 
A quick glance inside the dimensional bag showed Malic hadn’t skimped when putting together my goodbye gift. There was at least a thousand Essence in mixed denominations as well as a full set of camping gear and any other tools a dungeoneer might require. And food. So much food. There was even a set of mining picks.
I was frankly shocked by the amount of stuff that fit into the bag and gave thanks to D’walla for obviously impressing on the Dungeon Lord a sense of generosity. Without a second thought I transferred everything but a few Essence and some potions from my belt pouches to the secure bag, and slung it and my guitar case on my back.
“Here goes,” I said and walked down the path, making sure my saber was in easy reach and the gestures for Daze at the top of my mind.
One of the adventurers – an elf if I wasn’t mistaken – spotted me first and alerted the other two who quickly scrambled to their feet. Their weapons stayed sheathed, but I could tell by their stances that they were ready to draw in an instant.
The elf was an archer of some sort, which seemed to fit the fantasy stereotype, but his hand didn’t stray far from the short sword hanging from his belt. His long black hair was held back by a leather headband, and his eyes reminded me of a bird of prey.
The second of the trio was a monster of a man. He had to be at least seven feet tall and was built like a literal tank. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him on a pro-wrestling show making some of their superstars look small. He was clad in an oversized chainmail shirt with a metal breastplate and pauldrons. Japanese-style tassets hung from a wide leather belt wrapped around his stomach, and a massive two-handed sword rested nearby.
The third looked like he might get blown away by a stiff breeze, especially with the robes he was wearing. Dude had long, billowy white robes with an equally oversized cloak that I thought for sure could double as a parachute. A small dagger hung on his belt, but by the way his hands were twitching I was pretty sure that any attacks from him would be more magical in nature than steel.
A glimmer on his chest drew my eye to an amulet bearing a symbol I recognized from my time at Thera’s church.
I could feel Dhaera peering out through my eyes as I raised a hand in greeting. 
“Who goes?” Gigantor asked.
“Hey guys,” I said with my most winning smile. “Just heading back to Tully Falls. Wanted to get a look at the dungeon before checking in with the guild.” I let my guitar case slide into view. “Any chance you folks know of a good inn?”
The priest nudged Gigantor, “He’s a Bard. Look at the case.”
“You a bard?” the warrior asked, earning a patient look from the elf who was fidgeting with his short sword.
I performed a flourishing bow, playing it up. “Sebastian Crowe, at your service.”
Gigantor’s brow furrowed in thought, but it was the priest who spoke. “Not wise to try a dungeon on your own, Master Crowe.”
I laughed. “Oh no. I wasn’t actually going to attempt the dungeon. I just wanted to get a look at the area and learn a bit about its history and flavor. I like to prepare some dungeon-appropriate music for the actual delve.”
The elf blinked slowly. “You could have found all that information at the guild.”
*He’s right you know. The guild has all of that stuff on file. For a price.*
I shrugged. “Ah, but then I’d have to pay for it, and chance someone keeping the choice tidbits to themselves.” I gestured towards them. “Are you going there now? Ready to rid the world of some kobolds?”
The big man’s mouth widened in a smile. “Always.”
The priest’s eyes flashed blue, the telltale sign of some sort of System interaction but he seemed to be satisfied with whatever the result was. “We’re heading in now. The road back to town was pretty quiet. Only a few miners on the way home. If you need a good inn, The Hollow Leg is our favorite.”
The big man huffed. “Their ale could use a bit more kick, but you’re tiny enough it might be ok.” He wrapped an arm around the priest and shook him. “Even Felix here can drink two or three before he gives up.”
The priest forced a tolerant smile. “Yes, well. Not all of us spent our formative years among the aerthkin and their insane drinks.”
The elf muttered something under his breath that I didn’t quite make out, but the big man started laughing hysterically. The priest pulled away and glared at the elf. “So much for don’t anger the healer,” he grumbled.
I chuckled at the exchange. “Well, gentlemen. I need to get back to town and get some food in my belly. Maybe pay Shepherd Albin a visit and see how everything is going at the temple.”
The priest went still, and the elf whirled to face me. “You know the Shepherd?” he asked in a cold voice.
I nodded slowly. “Uhm, yes. He helped me out when I first got to town. Cooks a mean breakfast too.”
The priest gave me a weak smile. “I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention meeting me to the good Shepherd.”
“Sure, man. No problem.”
With a small nod, he picked up his bags and headed off towards the dungeon, followed closely behind by Gigantor. The elf held back, looking at me thoughtfully.
“You owe us nothing, but Felix and Shepherd Albin have very different views on the role of Thera’s clergy. It’s best to stay out of it.” He gave me another pointed look and a curt nod and then trotted off after his companions.
*Now that was weird.* 
“Tell me about it,” I replied. “But not something I want to get involved with. Right now, I would kill for a warm meal, a hot bath, and a day free from something trying to eat my face.”
*A bath does sound wonderful,* she purred.
“Hey now!” I said, yelping as her mental hand traced a line up my thigh. “I’d rather not be pitching a tent when I walk into town. The idea is to not get too much attention, right?”
*Oh some attention would be welcome. The female kind of course.*
“What?” I asked, a bit confused. “You said it’ll be a while until you’ll be able to manifest.”
She giggled inside my head. *I didn’t mean me, silly. I’m sure there are tons of human women who would love to sink their teeth into you. Maybe an elf or two.*
I stopped dead in my tracks. Was she saying what I thought she was saying? “You were serious about that? You want me to sleep with other women?”
*I’m a succubus, Sebastian. I feed on sexual energy. It doesn’t need to be me doing the fucking for it to be delicious, and you doing it is almost as good.*
I blinked a few times. Most of the girls I’d dated back on Earth had been pretty set on a one-on-one kind of thing, and even seeing other people was a big no-no for them. I’d always pretty much thought the same. I mean, I wouldn’t want my girlfriend sleeping with some other guy, so why would it be any different for me.
“So… people here in Lor aren’t monogamous?”
*Oh, people come in all types. The humans tend to pair off and stay that way, and the dwarves mate for life, but the kin, laeshka, and most of the other races have more complicated relationships.*
I nodded along. “I’ve always been a one-woman man, but that’s how things were where I came from. Of course I’ve fantasized about threesomes and stuff but… what guy doesn’t?”
*Two, three, as many as you can handle. I won’t be able to participate in the flesh until our bond reaches a much higher rank, but I’ll be in here cheering you on. I’ll even give you some pointers.*
The image she formed in my mind was distracting enough that I tripped over a rock and almost faceplanted in the dirt. “Dhaera, please. None of that will be possible if I trip and break my neck on the way to town.”
She giggled. *Guess I’ll have to wait then, but there’s no reason you can’t have some fun in the meantime. Plus, it’s not like I won’t get to feel every minute of it through you.*
I gave the whole thing serious thought but just couldn’t get past one thing. Trust. However much the idea of just hopping into bed with a bunch of random hotties and getting my groove on sounded like a dream come true, it just wasn’t my style. I needed something more than just a one night thank-you-come-again. To have that there needed to be trust, and well… it would be pretty hard to build trust when I had to hide the succubus living in my head, and pretty much my entire existence.
Dhaera must have sensed something because her playfulness fell away, and her eyes filled with empathy. *It’s okay if you don’t, Sebastian. I am content with what we have together, I just wanted you to be happy too.*
I smiled, a warmth filling my chest. I hadn’t really thought about my feelings for the succubus before, but knew it was deeper than just sex play. “Thanks. The idea is quite appealing, but it wouldn’t be fair to get someone else mixed up with all of this without knowing what they are getting into. I mean, if we ever find someone we can trust with our secret, and the chemistry is there well… I’m in, literally.”
A smile lit up her face. *Good. That threesome idea has quite stuck with me so let’s not give up the dream just yet.*
I snorted. “Deal.”
***



Chapter twenty-six








Lunchaloo


Dhaera watched the world through my eyes with rapt attention the entire way back to Tully Falls. The plants and occasional bird or small mammal were completely new experiences for her. They were different than the plants and animals I knew on Earth, but similar enough that I wasn’t that interested. Plus, I’d seen them all before on my way to the mine. The walk was uneventful. 
Everything was much as I remembered it when I walked through the gates. The city guard didn’t even glance at my sword or leather armor. It was a frontier town, after all, and adventurers of all walks of life were commonplace.
I searched my map for the inn that Felix’s friends had recommended, but didn’t see it marked, which made sense considering my town map had been populated by the Shepherd. Navigating the city was even harder with the constant stream of questions from Dhaera in my mind, which I did my best to answer. 
You never realize just how much you take certain things for granted until asked to explain how they work. Add to that the fact that I wasn’t native to this world, so I found myself answering quite a lot of questions with “I don’t know” or “must be magic.”
After one such instance, where we both stared clueless at a small barrel that seemed to both collect and completely eradicate trash, we remembered the library that had been stuck in my head and started researching. Dhaera disappeared into the stacks, diving deep into the rabbit hole of Lor civil engineering.
The marketplace was bustling, so it didn’t take long to find someone willing to direct me to the Hollow Leg, which was much more than the hole in the wall I’d been expecting. 
The inn took up the better part of a city block, with the bar occupying a good portion of the ground floor. It was crowded when I arrived, and the sheer craziness of the common room would probably have driven Dhaera mad if she wasn’t still deep in my mental library. 
I found an empty table close to the exit and settled in to people-watch while I waited for someone to take my order.
The room was full of people of all shapes and sizes. Pint-sized laeshka and halflings mingled freely with orcs and a few other races I couldn’t put a name to, and everyone was getting along splendidly.
Half of the crowd was dressed in adventurer gear, from flowing embroidered robes to suits of plate and everything in between. Giant turkey legs, bowls of stew, and crusty looking loaves of bread were being devoured with gusto, and the ale was flowing. Day drinkers all around.
After a short wait, one of the waitresses came to take my order and I had to try hard not to stare. Luxurious red hair poured down over her shoulders, accentuating the low neckline that exposed just enough cleavage to get the imagination going. There was something familiar about her eyes, but I couldn’t quite place it. They were a stunning shade of emerald-green, and combined with the freckles sprayed across her pale skin, I was enchanted.
*Oh, she is pretty. Are you sure we can’t fuck her?* Dhaera said in my mind, causing me to jump and earn a strange look from the waitress. Of course she’d climbed out of the rabbit hole just in time to get an eye full of perfectly smooth, freckled cleavage.
“Welcome to the Hollow Leg. What can I get for you?” the waitress asked. “It’s ten Essence for the stew and bread. Three for a tankard of ale, or we have some harder stuff if that’s what you’d like.”
“Stew sounds great,” I said, “and an ale.”
“Coming right up,” she said and walked away. I felt my eyes drawn to the sway of her hips just below her corset.
Dhaera hummed appreciatively into my mind as we both stared. The waitress glanced back over her shoulder and that’s when it hit me. 
“Holy shit it’s that girl from the pawn shop!” I said within my mindscape. “I knew I recognized those eyes!”
*You met her before?*
“Yeah, but she was an adventurer. She was with a bunch of toolbags that were treating her like crap. I wonder what happened.”
*Ask her?*
“Maybe. It didn’t look like she was enjoying the adventurer life. Maybe she decided to settle down for some safer work.”
It didn’t take long for her to grab my food from the back and return, and she was just about to run off. “Hey, wait a second!” I said, catching her attention.
She turned back with a tense expression, and I could see her fists clenching and unclenching at her sides. “Yes?” she said in a forced voice.
“You look familiar. Are you—”
She cut me off mid-sentence with a raised hand. “Just stop right there. Practice your pickup lines on someone else. I’m not that kind of barmaid.” With that, she turned away and walked into the crowd, leaving me speechless.
*Well that wasn’t good.*
I sat back and looked around the room, trying to spot her in the crowd to no avail. I did, however, spot several of the other barmaids sitting on customers laps and artfully bending over to expose their assets to the customers. 
*Ahhh. I think she thought you were going to proposition her.*
“Ya don’t think.” I said with a shrug and brought my tankard to my lips for a drink. The thick liquid filled my throat with a faint spicy taste that I couldn’t place, and it took all of my concentration to not reflexively spit it out. I was expecting something more akin to beer – which I’d had once or twice back on Earth – but ale was a completely different monster.
The stew was delicious, and after a few bites I discovered it was a perfect match to the ale. The savory stew combined with the spiced brew was quite a match, and I found myself enjoying it immensely. 
Before I knew it, my bowl was clean, my tankard was empty, and my whole body felt warm and relaxed. When the redhead returned to gather my things I flashed her what I thought was a winning smile, but it only seemed to annoy her more.
“Sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t trying to hit on you. I just thought you looked like someone I saw in the B&C last week with a group of toolbags that tried to knock me out when I told them to apologize.”
She looked me over and I saw the light of recognition come into her eyes. “Oh! It’s you! You look a lot different than I remember. Coming up in the world, huh?”
I smiled. “You could say that. Ran into a bit of bad luck in the mines, but in the end the scales swung back the other way and now I’m doing pretty good for myself.” I gestured to her outfit. “What happened to the armor and stuff? Decided to give up adventuring?”
Her lips fell into a frown. “Not by choice. I was just about to finish my contract with Felnor and get my full guild status when he decided we should try for a harder dungeon. Without a full healer too. I tried to warn him it was a bad idea, and the basic healing spell I have wasn’t enough for anything harder, but he refused to listen.”
I grunted in agreement. “He didn’t seem like the smartest guy.”
She sighed. “He wasn’t always an ass. When I first signed up, he was a complete gentleman. Guess things turned sour once he realized I wasn’t going to fall into his bed at night.”
“So, what happened then? It looked like you guys had scored a bunch of loot.”
She shook her head. “It was all trash that Felnor insisted we bring back. The B&C will buy anything, and that was all we could manage… Idiot still blames me for the failure even though it was his stupid plan to try that dungeon at all.”
I nodded in sympathy. “So did you get your full membership?”
She smiled and a bit of light came back to her eyes. “Yeah. My share plus what I’d already saved was enough to buy out the contract, and even though he tried to weasel his way out of paying me, the guild made sure I got what was owed. It’s nothing if not fair. Problem was it was either finish the contract, or replace all my trashed gear.”
“And thus the day job.” 
“And thus the day job,” she repeated. “I’ve saved up enough to get my basic kit together, but I don’t want to stay in this town for long. Felnor and his cronies use this as their base of operations and if I never have to see his idiot face again, it would be a good thing.”
“Damn they must pay well if you can kit yourself out that fast.”
She smirked. “I’m a hard worker. And I’m pretty good at cards, too.”
*Oooh. You should ask her to come with us.*
I smiled. “Well, I’m heading down to Darkforge as soon as I get things settled here and would welcome some company who knows what they’re doing.” Remembering my cover story for being a clueless newb, I frowned and continued, “I’m still trying to piece my memory back together.”
Her eyes went wide. “What?”
“I woke up in an alley here in Tully Falls with no memory of the world, or the System even. I’ve slowly been learning, and information comes to me here and there like filling in holes. From what I was told, it’s usually a sign that something traumatic happened to your soul, and it may never heal.” I shrugged. “I’m learning as I go, and so far it seems the gods have smiled on me.”
She looked at me with a thoughtful expression. “There are usually caravans offering passage to Darkforge every few days, and that’s just a good a destination as any. I’ll consider joining you as long as you promise not to try any funny business on the road. I had enough of Felnor’s type to last a lifetime.”
I chuckled. “I think I can handle that.”
*Aw.* Dhaera said with a pout. 
I turned my attention inwards, directing my words to Dhaera alone. “I told you the deal. Maybe one day we’ll be able to trust her with our secrets, at which point I would like nothing more than to see if it’s true what they say about redheads in the bedroom, but until then it’s only friends.”
*Fine. But don’t be surprised if your dreams are a little crowded for a while.*
Coughing to cover up my reaction, I held out my hand. “Sebastian Crowe, Bard.”
She took my hand in hers and nodded in greeting. “Nice to officially meet you, Sebastian. Lyra Cooper. Lightblade.” I had no idea what a Lightblade was, but if she could heal and fight, then I wouldn’t have any complaints.
A call from a nearby table caught her attention, and with an apologetic smile she left to continue her work. “Next caravan’s probably not for a few days. Come back for dinner tomorrow and I’ll let you know my decision.” She turned away at another call and belted out, “Patience! I’m coming.”
With a quiet chuckle, I shoved the last of my bread into my face and put my empty tankard upside down on the table the way I’d seen some others do, tucking the Essence gems to pay for the meal under the cup with an extra blue for a tip.
There were a few people I needed to pay a visit to before hunkering down for the night, and one was likely to be much more pleasant than the other.
***



Chapter twenty-seven








Second Lunches?


First stop was the Temple of Thera to check in with Shepherd Albin – and maybe grab a second lunch. The temple looked exactly the same as it had when I’d been there last, but as I walked through the doors, something felt different. 
My skin was crawling, and I felt like someone was watching me. As I moved through the halls towards the cafeteria where I expected I’d find the Shepherd, I could have sworn the statues’ eyes were following me when I walked past. But when I looked they were just normal statues.
“What the hell,” I whispered as I passed yet another stalker statue.
*Oh, those are Thera’s watchers making sure you don’t try anything fishy. Even an Epic level Alias can’t fool the direct servants of a goddess in her own temple.*
“They’re not going to rat on me or anything, are they? Albin’s a good guy and I’d rather not lose his friendship because of some nosey statues.”
She shrugged. *How would I know?*
When I entered the cafeteria I was surprised to see it was packed full of folks wearing well-worn workmen’s attire. As far as I was aware, lunch was normally the slowest meal at the temple since most of the townsfolk would be out doing their day jobs. “Wonder what’s up with all the workers here?” I muttered.
*Judging by your seeming obsession with the food, are you surprised?*
“…I guess not.”
I spotted the Shepherd and his wife both behind the serving tables, consolidating the rest of the meal into some sort of fantasy Tupperware, and headed over to get in line.
Nel was distracted by her task when I stepped up. “We don’t have much, but what we have… Oh! It’s you!” she said as she looked up and saw me standing there. “Sebastian Crowe, as I live and breathe.”
Albin’s head picked right up. “What?” His eyes went wide and he stepped forward, nearly upending the table. “I thought you dead, son. Where have you been,” he looked me over. “and where did you get…” he stopped and wildly gestured in my direction, “… all of that!”
I chuckled. “It’s a long story, Shepherd. I’m going to be leaving town in a day or so but figured I would stop in and thank you for all of the help you gave me. Do you guys have a donation box or something?”
“A what?” he said, confused. “We accept donations, of course, but a box?”
I reached into my pouch and pulled out a pair of blue gems and put them on the table. “It’s not much, but at least it should help out…” I mimicked his wild pointing at the entire place. “…all of this.”
Nel chuckled and looked down at the gems. A warm smile crossed her features. Her expression reminded me of my mom, and for a second I felt a small crack inside my mind, but the feeling quickly retreated, along with the memory.
*What was that?*
“What was what?” I said mentally, the incident already gone from my memory.
Dhaera looked confused, but didn’t pursue that line of questioning, opting instead to study the Theran pair through my eyes.
Nel reached out and patted me on the shoulder. “Thank you, Sebastian. This will definitely help. We can only hope the mines recover soon so the guildfolk can get back to work.” She gestured towards the filled tables. “Poor souls, their livelihood up and disappeared in a day.”
“A shame, really,” Albin added.
“What happened?” I asked. “They’re all miners?”
Albin nodded, “Yes. A few days ago the veins in the mines just dried up. No Opal to be found.”
*Uhm… Sebastian. That shouldn’t be a problem anymore.*
I looked out with sympathy over the crowd of miners and directed my words inwards. “What? You know something?”
She nodded and pulled out a map of the area, laying it on a newly formed table. A drawing of the Greenstone Hill dungeon and surrounding mines appeared in black and white with a spider web of colored lines extending out from the dungeon.
*The mines are technically extensions of the dungeon, and there’s an allocation of Essence that goes into keeping the mine full of useful stuff. When you fell into the dungeon, Malic had to divert most of that Essence to training you. Otherwise the dungeon itself would have suffered.*
“So, no Essence in the mines means they ran out of gems?”
*Exactly. But now that we’re out here, Malic and go back to business as usual so the mines should be full of goodies by tomorrow.*
I nodded and tried to keep the guilt out of my voice. “I’m sure things will improve soon. Must just be a fluke.”
Nel handed me a plate piled high with steaming deliciousness and grunted. “I sure hope so. We’re getting overwhelmed here. Are you sure you can’t stay for a few days and help out?”
I almost agreed out of guilt, but the mental look Dhaera gave me killed that idea before it could fully form. We had our own issues to deal with first.
“Sorry, but I have a commitment in Darkforge that I can’t put off,” I said with an apologetic look.
Albin chuckled. “Look at you, days since I found you on the street and now you’re decked out in adventurer gear with commitments in aerthkin cities.”
The smell from the plate in my hands reached my nose and I started drooling. I wasn’t sure what it was, but it smelled delicious. Nel caught my expression and shushed Albin before he could ask any more questions.
“Go enjoy your lunch, dear,” she said, saving me from what was sure to be a lengthy questioning by her husband. “Make sure to stop in and pay us a visit next time you’re in town.”
“Yes, ma’am. I will.” I said, earning a curious look as I took my leave. “See you next time!”
“Ma’am?” Nel whispered to her husband, whose answer was swallowed up in the sound of the crowd.
***



Chapter twenty-eight








Dirty Little…


My next stop was the Adventurer’s Guild. I had a bone to pick with a certain laeshka shopkeeper. The guild was less crowded in the middle of the afternoon, but there were still a fair number of adventurers going about their business. 
As soon as I arrived, I went right past the reception desk to the Beggars and Choosers shop, trying to spot the little bastard that had set me up. The shop seemed even more cluttered than my first visit, with only small pathways allowing passage deeper into the shop and no traditional counter space to speak of.
I spent the better part of ten minutes fruitlessly searching, but just when I was about to give up there was a tap on my hip and I spun around to see Bar’tahn standing there with his trademark toothy grin.
“Welcome back, Adventurer Crowe,” he said in a cheery voice. “Are you here to turn in your quest? Or perhaps offer thanks for my assistance in finding your path to being an adventurer?”
I looked at him in shock. “Thank you?” I said incredulously. “You tried to kill me!”
He tilted his scaled little head and raised an eye-ridge. “Of course not. Had I wanted you dead you would be dead. Instead, you are now an adventurer, just as you wished. Good for you, good for me, and more importantly, good for Lord D’walla.”
*Is it really so bad? You have me, after all.* Dhaera said before striking a pose in her librarian outfit that completely derailed my train of thought. I wasn’t upset at the outcome at all, but I was still miffed at being tricked.
I glared at the laeshka. “Whatever man. That was not cool.”
He shrugged. “I don’t understand what temperature has to do with anything, but I hope that you are successful in whatever tasks our lord puts before you.” He reached out a clawed hand. “My bag?”
I pulled his Collector’s bag out of my own storage and handed it over, expecting a quest failure message or something. The System had other ideas.
Quest Complete: Rock and a Hard Place? (Hidden Alternative Criteria)Criteria:
=Gather Ironstone Chunks x20* [CANCELLED]=Accept D’walla’s Pact when offered
Reward:
=50 Essence [CANCELLED]=Minor Collectors’ Bag (Mining) [CANCELLED]=Increased Reputation with the “Beggars and Choosers.”
=1000 Essence=Class or Alias Appropriate Skill Scroll
A violet Essence gem and rolled scroll appeared in my hands, and the little gremlin bastard winked at me. “You’re welcome,” he said and disappeared in a flash.
“Wait!” I yelled, but he was gone. I grumbled under my breath, but a mental touch from Dhaera calmed me once again.
*It’s okay, love. We’ve got better things to do than argue with Bar’tahn. The Beggars and Choosers store is a front for my father anyway, so it’s no surprise they sent you to Malic if they thought you’d be a good match for me.*
“Still feels bad to get set up, you know.” I said as I left the shop behind. “Regardless of how amazing the outcome.”
*I know,* she said, giving me a mental hug before stepping back and directing my attention back to my quest rewards. *What’s the scroll for?*
“Good question,” I said, tucking the Essence gem into my bag and then quietly opening the scroll.
Use Skill Scroll of “Manifest Bond?” (Y/N)
Essence cost: 900
“Manifest—”
*Shh! Don’t say it out loud. That’s a Warlock skill.*
“Ah. What’s this one do?”
She disappeared into my mental library for a few seconds and came back with a giant book that she slammed down on the table in front of her, kicking up a large cloud of dust and sending a minor shockwave through my brain. 
I winced as I experienced the wave as physical pain. “Please be careful in there. That hurt.”
She gave me an apologetic smile and opened the book, flipping through until she found what she was looking for. *There it is, just what I thought it was.* Her smile transformed into a frown. *It’s a good skill, but using it is a dead giveaway.*
“Would it save us in an emergency? Like, is it worth learning regardless?”
She nodded. *Definitely. Depending on the rank, I can share some of my physical characteristics with you to enhance your body. Tough skin, fire immunity—*
“Captivating smile,” I added, earning a wicked grin from the succubus.
*Yes, you could draw on my…* she pushed her chest forward, showing a stunning amount of cleavage, *natural charms, but you lack certain bits to take full advantage.*
I chuckled. “True. So I take it there is something in the skill that gives it away as something other than a simple buff?”
*Unless you know of any buffs that turn your skin a bit red and grows horns?*
“Well. I’m a bit new to all this, but I get your point.” I reached into my bag and absorbed enough gems to learn the skill. Using the gems was twice as expensive since half of the absorption automatically went to Dhaera, but Malic had provided enough that it wasn’t too much of a loss.
Manifest Bond Skill – Acquired (Rank 1)
This skill allows the Warlock to draw upon the powers of their bond-mate. Use of this power produces a physical change in the Warlock, causing them to demonstrate physical characteristics of their bond-mate. The extent and power of the transformation are relative to the bond stage and rank in this ability.
The knowledge of how to activate the ability, how to choose what aspects to draw on, and the costs and benefits associated with each rushed through my mind. I chuckled a bit when I found that I could, indeed, borrow my lovely lady’s charisma if necessary… if I wanted to sprout a small pair of fangs, too.
“Nice.” 
My bag was full of pretty much anything I might need in terms of supplies, but I decided to roam around the guild shops and see if there was anything else that struck my fancy. I had a few trinkets I’d collected during the training dungeons that I had no use for, so I might as well use my new guild membership to get a fair price for them.
I still felt slightly guilty about the impact of my training on the economy of the town. Had I known the effect my training was having on the mines I would have dropped them in the dungeon so the cleanup bots could reabsorb them, but it was too late for that now, so I might as well see if I could find something more useful.
It turned out I could… and make a profit at the same time. While the pair of rings that granted a small decrease in armor weight weren’t even worth the space on my fingers to me, they were highly sought after by people who spent their lives as walking armories.
The proprietor of the shop didn’t even have time to put them in the display case before a trio of adventurers got into a bidding war for them that almost resulted in an all-out brawl. 
I left the shop richer to the tune of a few hundred Essence, a necklace that would allow me to see in the dark, and a pair of Shielding rings. That and having learned a valuable lesson: always find out the true market value of items you intend to sell before agreeing to a price. Couldn’t fault the shopkeeper though. Business is business, after all.
My other goal was to find a lute, or some other local instrument both smaller than, and more period appropriate than my six-string guitar that would already mark me as an outsider. Unfortunately, instruments were insanely expensive. Even the simplest of were worth thousands of Essence that I couldn’t afford, and that was after the guild discount. I was going to have to be damned careful with my guitar.
The shopping adventure took up the rest of the day, and before I knew it, my stomach was asserting its dominance. Not wanting to impose on the Temple any further, I decided to give the Hollow Leg an opportunity to outdo their lunch menu with their dinner fare. I wonder if they have wings here.
***



Chapter twenty-nine








Guitar Hero


The Hollow Leg was packed, and I was pretty sure that a significant portion of the town’s population had squeezed itself into the tavern for their nightly meal. And it wasn’t just adventurers, either. I spotted people from all walks of life. Workers, shopkeepers, craftsmen… and everyone was drinking. 
I could barely make out the sound of some kind of stringed instrument coming from a small stage near the bar, but the dull rumblings of hundreds of conversations drowned out any hopes of following along.
There was a hostess posted at the entryway, directing people towards whatever they were seeking, but I noticed a fair number of people just lounging around near the entrance as if waiting for something. She was an attractive woman of middle years with brown eyes and short cropped brown hair. Her dress was much more modest than the serving girls’ had been, and she exuded an air of authority that said quite plainly that fucking with her was a bad idea. 
“Welcome to the Hollow Leg, adventurer. How can I help you?” she said with a warm smile. 
“I’d like to get some dinner and a room, please. If it’s not too much trouble,” I said, looking past the podium to where a dwarven patron was having a field day tearing the meat from a massive rib of some sort with his teeth.
She nodded and flipped through a ledger on the podium in front of her. “I’ve got a few rooms available still. Kind of a rags or riches situation, though.”
“How so?”
“Well, your choices are either the deluxe suite, whose name should tell you all you need to know about the price, or the poor man’s closet, that’ll run you twenty-five Essence for the night. We can always put you on a list and if anything becomes available—”
“The cheaper room will do fine,” I interjected. While the prospect of living it up on Malic’s dime was appealing, I had no clue how long I’d be able to stretch my current funds, so cheap was the wiser course of action.
The hostess looked a bit surprised by my answer but shrugged and took out a small pen. “Not used to adventurers willing to stay in our basic rooms. Your name?”
“Sebastian Crowe. And as long as there’s a bed and some privacy it’ll do nicely. It’s been a tough week.” I shrugged and readjusted my pack to take some of the strain from my shoulders. “What about dinner? How long’s the wait?”
She looked up from where she was writing and forced a smile. “It’s a little crowded, but I’ll add you to the list.” She looked down at her book and continued. “Looks like you’re number five, so probably around twenty minutes.”
“Okay. Please put me on the list.” I turned to scan the waiting room, trying to get a sense of how many people were ahead of me.
The hostess must have noticed my guitar case, because her tone changed immediately to one of excitement. “Wait!” she said, and I turned around. “You’re a Bard?”
I nodded. “Yes. Yes, I am.”
*Could you be a little less convincing?* Dhaera said with a sigh.
“Oh shush you,” I replied. “This whole lying all the time is still new to me.”
The hostess beckoned for me to come back. “The next act canceled on us last minute, so I’ll cut you a deal. You do the next set, you get to eat now.” I started to say yes but she cut me off, sweetening the deal, “Plus a room for the night!”
“You had me at food now, but the free room just puts icing on the cake.” I gestured towards the stage, “When am I up?”
She looked down at her book and then at a small clock-like device. “You’re up in an hour.” She handed me a small key with an engraved forty-three on it and then gestured towards a door behind her. “Head on back and Miss Juna will get you settled for a meal and show you to your room. Breakfast is included, but if you want any company, that’s between you and whoever.”
“Thanks!” I said and headed towards the door. Miss Juna wasn’t quite what I expected at all. I mean, she had all the quintessential bits you would expect in your stereotypical medieval fantasy innkeeper. There was the hair tied up in a practical bun, the food-stained apron, a plump physique and motherly demeanor… but they were all about half sized.
Once I told her why I was there, she got right down to business, setting me up at a table in the corner of the massive kitchen and heaping my plate full of food. There must have been twenty or more people working the kitchen, and Miss Juna kept everything running like a well-oiled machine. She could have given any restaurant owner on Earth a run for their money. Even Gordon Ramsey would have been impressed.
The food, once again, was delicious, and the accompanying ale was as well. The meal reminded me of a Texas barbeque place that I used to go to near my house that went out of business. Ribs twice the size of those I was used to were the main part of the meal, with side dishes of grilled vegetables and a more-than-passing analog for cornbread. 
I didn’t bother to ask what kind of animal the ribs were from. Truth be told, it could have been anything and at that moment I wouldn’t have cared. It was delicious. Before long my stomach was full of tasty meat, and one of the kitchen girls showed me to my room. 
She wasn’t much older than I was, and I had a feeling that if I were to make a move, I could probably have some warm company in my bed that night. Dhaera playfully suggested just that, but I had to pass.
It had taken me a lot longer to eat than I’d anticipated, so I only had about fifteen minutes before I was due back at the stage. I was pretty sure that armor wasn’t proper bardic attire for performances, so I dug through the various clothes that Malic had provided until I found something appropriate. 
Looking in the mirror, I thought I looked more like a ren fair pirate than a musician, but Dhaera assured me it was perfect for the occasion. Leggings were… different.
The grin on her face was concerning. This whole outfit could be an elaborate joke between her and Malic… Either way, I was out of time and didn’t have time to find anything else.
The last performer was still on stage when I got back to the common room, so I took the opportunity to soak in what the folks of Lor considered good music. I knew Bewitchin’ Brenda was going to be my opener, but the rest of the set list was still blank.
*Don’t worry, love. These people will love the songs from your realm.* A mental caress raised goosebumps on my arm as she continued. *If I’d known you were going to be performing, I would have dug some local songs out of the library up here for you to learn. They weren’t written for your* A guitar appeared in her hands and she held it up, *whatever this is called, but I’m sure between the two of us we can figure out how to make it work.*
“Thanks, beautiful.” I said, watching the stage as the performance ended. The musician was the first true aerthkin I’d seen. It was hard not to stare at his – or at least I thought it was a guy –strange features. Instead of hair he had short spars of crystal growing out of his scalp and chin, and I spotted some additional spars on each of his three knuckles. The effect was pretty badass looking, especially considering the dude’s fists were twice the size of my own. A punch from those mitts would probably be like getting hit with a boulder.
He was playing an instrument that reminded me of a cross between a didgeridoo and a saxophone, which created a stunning blend of deep tones and vibrations that you could feel in your bones.
The patrons seemed pretty indifferent to the performance, but as he completed his final number, I joined them in a round of applause. I could still feel the deep thrum of the song lingering in the air, and I wondered if I had the lung capacity to learn that instrument.
He took a bow, and I could feel a shift in the air as he drank in the ambient Essence generated by his performance. I couldn’t read his facial expression, so I didn’t know if it was a good or bad haul, but I didn’t have a chance to ask before I was ushered onto the stage.
Unlike the simulation, the crowd barely paid attention to me. There were one or two patrons who looked up, saw me, and then went right back to their conversation. Guess musicians were a dime a dozen in these parts.
I took a second to check the tuning on my guitar and was surprised to find that it didn’t need many adjustments. Looking out on the crowd, my first choice of song no longer seemed appropriate. It was mealtime, and folks were winding down after a long day of work. It was too early for Brenda and her bewitching ways.
Instead I decided to start off with one of my favorite guitar pieces of all time: “Nothing Else Matters” by Metallica. The main melody was one of my favorites and took me a while to master, but as I played, those hours of practice combined with my new body’s innate dexterity allowed me to play it flawlessly.
When it was time for the vocals I was lost in the song, and didn’t notice how the crowd around my stage had quieted to listen to the music. I’d never be a choir boy or be asked to sing in a boy band, but the rough tones needed for Metallica were right in my range, and I let my emotions out with the words of the song.
When the last notes faded from the air, I let out a deep breath and opened my eyes to take in the crowd. Most of the massive room was still going about their business, but the patrons within range of my song were staring in rapt attention.
There was a long pause, and my mind suddenly flashed back to the angry mob that had beaten me to death during the tutorial, but a second later applause filled the silence. I let out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding and bowed to the crowd, trying to think of another song.
Luckily a small break between songs was common, and someone had been thoughtful enough to bring me a cup of something to wet my dry throat. Whatever it was, it was sweet and soothing, and reminded me of root beer. Only the slight bite of alcohol told me it was something else entirely.
*That was a beautiful song. The bards of your homeland must have been very special.*
“They are… were,” I replied, feeling a stab of nostalgia for a place I’d never see again. “Hope I can remember them all.”
*Me too. What are you going to play next?*
“Think I’ll lighten it up a bit,” I said as I looked over the crowd. “I think these fine folks could use some cheering up.”
I returned to the middle of the stage and this time the noise at the nearby tables settled down. Like I’d told Dhaera, it was time for a little pick me up, so I plucked the introduction to a cheerful little tune by a band named Blind Melon called “No Rain.”
The melody was very upbeat, and the vocals more whimsical than my previous song, and the cheer was infectious. The quiet of the immediate area was filled with good-natured chatter as people went back to their conversations, content to soak in the positive vibes I was giving out.
The rest of the set went by pretty quickly as I fell back on the classic instrumentals my guitar teacher had insisted I practice. They didn’t do much for my dating life back home. No one was interested in classical music there, but to the folks of Tully Falls they were a brand new experience.
The tips of my fingers were raw when I took my final bow and used my Harvesting skill to drink in my just rewards. The energy filled the air with a subtle humming, and I ached to absorb it all. Unfortunately, my ability only let me take in so much at a time.
+64 Essence (32 transferred to Dhaera)
The next performer gave me a condescending look as they stepped onto the stage and unwrapped a large harp. I felt the energy I’d raised drained away with casual ease as they worked, and when I caught their eye, they gave me a smug look and then turned back to their setup.
*What an ass. He took our Essence!*
I shrugged. “Not like I can get it all at this point. I really need to practice Harvesting.”
*It’s still not right.*
I wiped down my guitar and put it back in its case before making my way out of the common room. Halfway there I spotted Lyra leaning against the bar, watching me approach.
“Not bad, Crowe,” she said as she tossed me a small bag. “Your share of the tips. Sure you don’t want to stick around here for a while? Play some more?”
Peeking into the pouch showed it was full of red and orange gems. Small denomination, but there were a lot of them. “So, you enjoyed it?” I asked.
“It was different from what we usually get in here, I’ll give you that. It was fun.”
I grinned. “There will be more of that on the road to Darkforge…” I said, letting the suggestion hang in the air.
She rolled her eyes at me. “Don’t get pushy now. I won’t know for sure ‘til after my shift tonight.” She patted a small pouch at her waist. “Although things are looking good.”
“See you tomorrow then,” I said with a smile and ducked through the door. Whatever response she had for me was swallowed up by the bustle of the common room.
***



Chapter thirty








A Hard Day’s Night


I’d been right in reading the kitchen girl’s intentions, and despite the very tantalizing outfit she showed up at my door with I spent the night alone. I hadn’t been kidding about needing more than just a one-night stand to wet my whistle. Especially after the long and exquisitely lucid dreams I’d been having courtesy of one insatiable succubus. 
She hadn’t been lying when she said our nights would still be full of passion. It wasn’t quite the same as our time in the Nexus, but it was just as satisfying.
Unfortunately for me, our mental gymnastics were just as exhausting as our previous physical ones had been. A marathon of wet dreams, without the unpleasant consequences the next morning had me truly wishing for the wonderful adventure that was the snooze button.
The next morning, I made my way down to the common room for a tasty breakfast omelet chock full of meat scraped from the ribs leftover from the night before, and a massive piece of buttered bread that left me in a carb coma the likes of which I’d never before experienced.
I barely remembered slipping back into my armor and packing my things. In fact, the brain fog didn’t completely retreat until my first breath of fresh air in front of the inn. Luckily, the doorman took pity on me and gave me directions to the Merchant’s Guild where I could book passage to Darkforge.
The process was relatively simple, but much more expensive than I’d anticipated. The trip was all-inclusive, with no real effort on my part. I could have applied for a discounted rate if I wanted to pull guard duty, but I didn’t want any more responsibility than I already had, so I decided to pass. It was a two-day trip through the wildlands, but the last time a caravan had been attacked was several months ago, so things should be easy going.
The caravan was scheduled to leave at midday, which was only a few hours away, so I opted to hang around and see how everything in the caravan worked. There were five wagons total. Three were reserved for cargo and were stacked high with all kinds of goods. The other two were designed to carry passengers and reminded me of one of those tour buses on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. 
They were open topped with padded benches. Looking them over, I could see some kind of mechanism which would raise a canvas roof to cover the passengers, probably their version of an umbrella. Each of the wagons was pulled by a team of honest to goodness horses. 
From what the gnome who’d handled my passage had said, we would ride for the better part of the day and then break at sundown for the night. The passage fee included the use of a tent, with a little extra added on top for a deep cleaning once we reached the destination. 
The caravan staff were a rough bunch, but professional. They’d been at the job for years and moved with a well-oiled efficiency. The guards, on the other hand, seemed more akin to a rusty chainsaw. 
Correction, half of them were just as practiced and efficient as the staff. They were easy to pick out by the guild sashes they wore, showing their allegiance to the Merchant’s Guild. The other half were true mercenaries, with mixed armor and weapons that, while well-loved, could use a bit of TLC. They’d already spent a portion of their pay on a barrel of ale and were partaking of a little day drinking before we got underway. I resolved to keep close to the guild troops if shit hit the fan.
I scanned the other passengers as they checked in. Most were craftsmen or laborers, striking out for greener pastures, but there were a few adventuring types in the crowd. One of them, an older gentleman clad in a well-kept suite of chainmail and half plate, spent a good part of the morning staring at the mercs in disdain while his companion, a man in robes that just screamed ‘wizard’ tried to calm him down.
Lyra arrived minutes before departure, earning a good deal of grumbling from the staff as they had to undo some of the ties to get her luggage into place. When I saw her my mouth went dry, and even Dhaera was silent as we admired her adventurer’s attire. 
She was clad in an elaborate suit of form fitting plate armor that must have been designed by someone who was a great fan of the female form. The breastplate was more of a corset, exposing her chest and an impressive amount of freckled cleavage to the world, and a set of pauldrons connected to a gorget to protect her shoulders and neck. 
I had no clue how the armor was supposed to protect her heart and lungs, but as she got closer, I could barely make out the faint glow of the force barrier protecting her assets… not that I was staring or anything.
A long, curved hilt was visible poking out above her shoulder, and when she turned, I got a good view of the blade itself, which was similar to a katana, but with a medieval style crossguard. In addition to the blade, a long, crescent shaped shield was strapped to her right arm.
*Beautiful.*
Lyra spotted me from across the courtyard and headed my way, a bemused expression on her face. “Seems the guildies are a bit concerned about our hired muscle and are offering a nice bonus for passengers willing to take a shift. Might be able to earn back my entire passage at this rate. You?”
I shrugged, reconsidering my earlier decision to pass on guard duty. More time with the fiery redhead couldn’t hurt. “I hadn’t planned on it, but extra Essence is always a good thing. I’ll find the wagon-master once we’re underway and see if he still needs help.”
“Great,” she said. “There are two spots per shift, and I’d rather have you as backup than any of those guys.”
I smiled. “Well, who am I to turn away from a friend in need?”
She raised an eyebrow. “We’re friends now? After two conversations?”
“Three conversations, counting this one. And while I guess friends may be too strong a word, how about ‘acquaintances who I’m pretty sure won’t murder me in my sleep?’ We can start from there and see how things go.”
She snorted and laughed. “Alright, Mister Crowe. Acquaintances it is. Now let’s go get our assignments before the Rust Brigade can take them all.”
I couldn’t help but admire the view as she walked away, but quickly averted my eyes when she turned back. I thought I caught a knowing look in her eyes, but hurried after, doing my best to keep my attention, and Dhaera’s, on the PG portions of our new “acquaintance.”
The wagon-master let out a long sigh of relief when we told him our intentions, and was very accommodating when it came to shift assignments. I was still a novice when it came to Lor economics, but Lyra seemed quite excited about the pay, so I went along with it.
*It is a good rate, if you think about it. The inn room was twenty-five Essence for the night, so is that worth two hours of work with only the potential of danger?*
“I guess…”
*Plus you get to loot what you kill if there’s trouble.*
I nodded, earning a quizzical look from Lyra. “Sorry. Just doing some calculations. Brain fog and all that.”
She smiled in sympathy. “At least you remember your songs, right?”
“Music is one of those things that tends to stick with you,” I said with a laugh. “Even when you don’t want it to. Ear worms are the bane of many peoples’ existence.”
She looked confused. “Ear what?”
“Oh. Ear worms… It’s what you call a song that gets stuck in your mind and plays over and over and over, regardless of how much you want it to stop.”
I saw the light of understanding enter her eyes. “Oh gods. I know exactly what you mean.”
“Exactly. So, while I might not remember much about the workings of the world, I’ve got a brain full of songs that I can be pretty sure no one around here has ever heard.”
“You’ll play at camp tonight?” she asked with a sly smile. “Something new?”
I shrugged. “I think I can handle that, if the rest of the camp doesn’t have a problem with it.”
“Good.”
*Yes, play us the songs of your people, and when you go to bed, I’ll show you the songs of mine,* she said with a wicked smile.
A horn from the front of the caravan broke me out of my daze. “Guess it’s time to take our seats,” I said.
Lyra smiled. “Let’s.”
Luckily there was no assigned seating, and as some of the first to arrive at the carriages, we had our pick of the seats. The amount of room given to each passenger was on par with a modern Earth airline, giving me just enough room to squeeze in, albeit not as comfortably as I’d like. At least the seats had enough arm room to avoid any incidents of dueling elbows.
I stowed my guitar under the seat, taking up most of my space and some of Lyra’s as well, which she graciously agreed to share. She tucked her shield under as well, but we kept our blades handy just in case.
Having Lyra next to me for the trip seemed like it would be awesome, except for the fact that she fell asleep about five minutes in. Apparently, she’d filled in on the graveyard shift the night before for some extra cash, knowing she’d have ample time to catch some Zs on the trip.
Fun fact. She snored. Really snored. Like not in a gentle or demure way. She could have given a sawmill a run for its money. A few well timed nudges disabled the mill, and had the added bonus of her ending up leaning on my shoulder, which was both awesome and disconcerting at the same time.
I thought we had some good chemistry, and had things been different there might have been enough of a spark to fan into something worthy. Then again, having seen how big they grew men in these parts, I might not even be a blip on her radar.
*She likes you. *
“What? How can you tell?” 
*Call it a woman’s intuition. Too bad, too. I bet she’s a monster in bed. *
Lyra shifted on my shoulder, muttering something under her breath before falling back into a deeper sleep.
“You know my reasons.”
*I do. Not sure I totally get them though. How long was it after we met that--*
“That’s different. The feedback of the bond. The shared sensation… Let’s just say we skipped a few steps.”
*So you’re saying you didn’t want to be with me?* she said with a playful pout.
“You know what I mean. You are smoking hot and I was interested the second I laid eyes on you, but without the super charge express lane to the horizontal mambo, I would have at least offered to take you out to dinner and tried get to know you first.”
She smiled and I felt a mental caress down the side of my face. *You’re very sweet, but once we were bonded there was no need for that. I knew who you were in your core, and that, my love, was more than enough for me to want you right then and there.*
A warm feeling flowed through me, and I realized that for the first time I was feeling the succubus’s emotions, and they were full of love. There was a hefty portion of lust mixed in as well, and a thin thread of fear about our current mission and the risks involved, but that thread was drowned in the rest.
I felt something inside me opening up in response. A well of feelings that I’d only glimpsed in my few brief flings on Earth, yet somehow recognized immediately. An answering love – and lust – poured out of me and through the bond, and with a flash of blue, I lost all sense of my surroundings.
Your pact-bond with the Succubus Dhaera has reached Stage 3!
New Ability Unlocked: Phantom Form
-Charm Resistance has evolved into Charm Immunity.
A technique similar to one of my summoning rituals flooded into my mind, imprinting a series of runes, symbols, and interlocking circles that would allow me to summon a phantom body that Dhaera could possess and move around in the outside world. 
Casting it would take up almost all my Mana, and maintaining the phantom was a constant drain on my pool… about half of my current Mana regeneration.
It did have its benefits though. Dhaera would be able to move around freely within a few hundred feet of me and was in no real danger of being harmed. Her soul would still be safely ensconced within my mindscape, so if the phantom was destroyed, she would be okay.
There was, of course, the fact that having a ghostly succubus walking around would be bad for my continued existence, but it was a step in the right direction.
I must have dozed off, because the next thing I knew the loud blaring of a horn startled me awake. I jerked upright, almost knocking Lyra to the ground. 
She startled awake as well, her hand immediately reaching for her blade until she realized the only danger was boredom. “Everything okay?” she asked, her eyes continually scanning the area.
I nodded. “Yeah. Must have dozed off there for a second.”
A second blaring of the horn from the lead wagon called for a shift change, and when Lyra started gathering her things, I realized we were up. 
“Coming?” she said, looking back at me impatiently.
With a nod, I grabbed my guitar case and slung it on my back, and we headed towards the front of the wagon.
***



Chapter thirty-one








A Whole Lot of Nothing


When I’d signed up for the shift with Lyra, I expected it to be a chance to spend more time in her company, but that wasn’t the case. The two of us and the hired guards were spread out along the length of the caravan, each responsible for keeping an eye on the wilderness to either side of the road. 
After the first hour keeping pace with the caravan, I gave thanks to my parents for insisting I take up track. Without the years of cross-country training, the multi-mile walk would have been torture. With that and my System-augmented body, I barely even noticed the physical exertion and spent most of the trip focused inward. 
The road south led us deeper into the wildlands, leaving the relative civilization of Tully Falls behind. The terrain on either side of the road had been cleared out, leaving little in the way of cover for any ambushers, so the level of focus needed to keep an eye on things was minimal.
Dhaera kept my mind occupied, going on at great length about the potential uses of our new Phantom skill… if we ever found ourselves in a situation where it was safe to use. She’d also done a deep dive in my mental library and dug out several books full of songs that might be more familiar to the locals.
I scanned the sheet music in my mindscape, thankful it was similar enough to what we had on Earth that I could read it. The songs ranged from simple instrumental pieces all the way through long, saga-like ballads guaranteed to put any child – and probably the bard – to sleep.
Simple songs seemed appropriate for the current situation, so I picked a few to have on hand. After a bit of experimentation with a purely vocal number, I found that with Dhaera’s help, my mindscape could function as a glorified, and much more complex, karaoke machine. It almost felt like cheating.
The instrumental pieces were even easier. I’d been playing from sheet music for years. The hard part was making it fit my guitar. The notes were the same, but the instruments themselves had such a different voice that a lot of things just didn’t work as written.
By the time the shift was over, I’d managed to translate two songs into something I’d feel comfortable performing. Just in time for the caravan to set up camp for the night.
We pulled into a clearing set up specifically to accommodate caravans in transit to the southern lands. There were fences and small shelters for the horses, stone-lined fire pits, and even crude fences surrounding the area to keep the wildlife from stumbling in. Near the main firepit there was a small, warded shed that held dried firewood and various supplies that might be needed for field repairs.
There was a noticeable shift in the guild guards as the last wagon entered the enclosure. The obvious tension in their shoulders relaxed, and their ever-present frowns whenever they looked at someone not wearing a guild badge lessened.
As a paying passenger, I wasn’t expected to help set up camp, and probably would have just gotten in the way had I tried to assist, so I stayed out of their way. I’d learned the basics of camping in scouts when I was younger, but the tents we’d used there were much more… idiot-proof. 
The staff moved with a practiced efficiency I found astounding, erecting the small, one-person tents so fast I could barely register all of the individual steps. I’d hoped to learn a bit about the process, but at that speed I got nothing.
Once everything was set up, Lyra met me near the fire and we laid claim to a pair of tents close to the center of the encampment. She had a massive pack that she’d retrieved from the wagons that barely fit into her tent next to her single person cot, and I hung a wool shirt on the front of mine to show it was claimed.
I barely had time to settle in and check out my temporary accommodations when the call for dinner rang out. “Come and get it!” the cook yelled, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Some things transcended worlds.
Dinner was… okay. They served a stew that paled in comparison to the food I’d enjoyed at the Hollow Leg, or the Temple of Thera for that matter. The meat was scarce, and some of the vegetables were undercooked – although my Earth expectations might have colored things a bit. 
The bread was a bit stale too, but everyone seemed to take it in stride. The Merchant’s Guild might trade the best in foodstuffs, but if they could save a few Essence feeding us, well…
Night came much faster than I expected. Lanterns were hung around the outside of the camp, while a circle of stumps was arranged around the central fire, to provide a place where everyone could rest and relax.
It was getting a bit cold, so I took a seat close enough to the fire to keep the chill at bay. Most of the passengers weren’t much for socializing, and the crew kept their own separate fire closer to the wagons, so the area wasn’t too crowded.
I stared into the fire, zoning out as I soaked in the warmth.
*This is nice. I can’t wait until I can be there with you.*
“That would be nice. There was always something just so relaxing and romantic about a campfire,” I replied before catching sight of the Rust Brigade sitting on the other side of the fire. “Well. It was romantic.”
The mercs had apparently brought their own libations with them, and were partaking heavily while they entertained themselves. I caught a few threads of their conversation, most of which seemed like grossly exaggerated retellings of their exploits. Or the stories could have been real… I had no real basis to compare.
*Oh, it’s complete crap. There’s no way that those three defeated a dragon. It was probably a minor drake of some sort. At best.* An image appeared in my head of a truck sized creature that definitely looked draconic. *You can tell by the legs,* she added, zooming in on the creature and focusing in first on its hind legs, and then on its wings. 
*Drakes have two legs, where dragons—* A new image appeared, easily twenty times the size of the drake stood gazing out over the horizon. It had four limbs in addition to its wings and radiated an aura that screamed power.
I jumped as a hand came down on my shoulder, whipping around to see Lyra trying not to laugh at my startled expression. “Sorry about that,” she said. “Should have coughed again. Louder. For the third time.”
“It’s all good,” I replied. I gestured to a nearby stump. “Care to join me in keeping the cold at bay for a little while?”
She nodded and took a seat. “Don’t think I forgot about your promise to play tonight,” she said, gesturing to my guitar. “I’ll take my song now.”
I inclined my head in a bow and reached for my guitar. “As you wish, m’lady. Did you have a tune in mind? A theme? A feeling?”
She snorted. “Lady. As if. No… play me something… fun.”
Plucking a few notes to make sure it was still in tune, I grinned. “I think I have just the thing. Something more local than what I played last night.”
Dhaera opened the sheet music in my mindscape as I adjusted the one string that had gone a little flat. “I believe it’s called, ‘Farmer Jenkin’s Midnight Run.’”
Her face lit up as I started playing, my fingers dancing over the strings to pluck out the main melody that made me think of a bouncing ball. The song was an amusing one, and I could feel the laughter creeping into my voice as I sang the first verse about old Farmer Jenkins and his gambling problem. Seems Texas Hold ’em was multiverse-spanning as well.
“Oh! Jenkins, Jenkins, was his name.
He thought poker was his game.
Pocket aces and he let it ride.
And now he’s naked and it’s cold outside!”
The Rust Brigade had noticed my playing and moved closer to listen to the song. One of the men started clapping mostly on time with the beat as he bellowed out the chorus with me.
“Oh! Farmer Jenkins where you gunna go.
The constable’s a coming so you better get low.
Quick, dash behind the barrels so nobody sees…
How you’re running through the town, balls a'flapping in the breeze.”
The rest of the Rust Brigade had joined in by that point, slapping their thighs with the beat and sloshing ale all over the place. Lyra skillfully avoided a lap full and maneuvered to my other side while I played the little ditty leading back into the body of the song.
The song wasn’t that long, with three more verses detailing the adventures of the naked farmer trying to get home without being spotted. I’d almost feel sorry for the guy if it wasn’t hilarious.
When the final chords of the song rang out, even some of the crew had joined the main circle to listen to me play.
Dhaera was having a great time as well, and the mental images she conjured of a scrawny old farmer running naked through town with his dangly bits literally swinging from side to side didn’t help my concentration.
A round of applause and demands for another song brought my attention back to the physical world and I looked over in time to see Lyra looking at me. Like, really looking at me for the first time. I was simultaneously ecstatic and terrified. 
*I told you she liked you.*
“I know. But… you know.”
*Play the beer song!* She said, changing the topic.
Stretching out my fingers I looked around. “This seems fitting to the occasion,” I said and launched into an old drinking song I’d learned one summer at the local ren fair. 
The song was one of praise for the mythical invertor of beer, one Charlie Mopps. It wasn’t the most popular song for my age group, but it put a smile on my guitar teacher's face whenever I played it, so I made sure to perfect it.   
The crowd looked confused at first but caught on quick when we got to the second verse. Dhaera had assured me that the lyrics wouldn’t set off anyone’s “this guy’s not from around here” alarms, so I went all in on the song.
The Rust Brigade were cheering and sloshing their cups around, spilling more than they drank. When I ended the song, they brought me a cup and insisted I share a drink with them.
I set my guitar out of the splash zone and took a long pull. I almost choked. It had to be the bitterest drink I’d ever tasted, and it burned like a motherfucker. Lyra took one look at my expression and lost it, doubling over in laughter as I coughed and gestured to the cup.
“What’s this stuff called?” I forced out between coughs.
The man who’d handed me the drink, a human with a long, braided beard that reminded me of a TV Viking answered. “Haarenhelfer,” he said and slapped me on the shoulder with a meaty paw. “It vill put hair on jour balls.” He had a thick accent; something like a cross between eastern European and movie-villain Russian.
He gestured to the drink and I raised the cup to my lips again and took another swig, blinking as I lowered the cup to see his smiling face. 
“My balls are now twice as hairy,” I said with a grin, and the entire group burst out laughing.
After another song, whatever was in the Haarenhelfer hit me hard, and I had to retire. I should have known better. I’d barely had any experience drinking on Earth, and even though my new body was a lot sturdier than my Earthly one, I should have realized that anything strong enough to get a group of mercs drunk would hit my featherweight ass like a ton of bricks.
Surprisingly, Dhaera was tipsy as well. Something with the way the bond let us share things meant she shared my intoxication, which made slipping into my tent alone for the night that much harder. I was in no condition for anything amorous anyhow, and for the first time I completely understood the concept of whiskey dick.
I was pretty sure that had I asked, Lyra would have joined me for the evening, but my inebriation gave me a reasonable excuse as to why I hadn’t invited her along. Well, that, and my promise to not try any funny business. It was hard though. Damned hard, especially with a horny, drunk succubus whispering into my brain.
As soon as my head hit the pillow I was out like a light.
***




Chapter thirty-two








Icepicks and Waves


Pain. Pain is what woke me the next morning. The pain of the sunlight shining directly into my eyes through the tent flap. Then there was the pain of the ice pick that someone had driven into my skull. At least that’s how it felt. 
I closed my eyes and pulled my blanket over my head, but that brief respite was quickly snatched away as the bell announcing breakfast reverberated through my skull like a gong.
*Arg. What is this? Why do I hurt so much? I don’t even have a body.*
My only answer was a groan as I reached out of my bedding and groped around until I found my water skin. I pulled it under the blankets and drank as much as I could handle. If biology class had taught me anything it was that the hangover headache was caused by dehydration, and I intended to fix that as fast as possible.
The smell of bacon somehow wormed its way into my blanket sanctuary, igniting a war between my desire to huddle in the darkness until the evil sun was no more and the loud grumbling of my stomach at the prospect of some tasty bacon.
In the end my stomach won out, and I pulled myself out of my sanctuary in search of the breakfast of the gods. I pulled a hooded mantle out of my bag and put it on, using the hood to shade my eyes from the treacherous daystar as I stumbled my way to the cook’s station. 
He filled a plate with a pile of fried potatoes mixed with another vegetable I wasn’t familiar with and topped it off with an unhealthy portion of fried, cured, pork-like meat. I instantly forgave them for the stale bread and watery stew from the night before.
The smell was so good that I popped a piece into my mouth without bothering to let it cool down, earning myself a session of frantic chewing as I attempted to minimize the burns.
“Damn that’s hot!” I cursed. “And delicious!” I sauntered over to the fire, singing the glories of bacon to myself while blowing on my plate to cool it to a tolerable temperature. 
As soon as I could, I dug in and almost immediately started to feel better. The magic of water and the endorphins only the most delicious of foods could evoke banished my headache better than any pill ever could.
“You’re certainly in a good mood,” Lyra said as she plopped down on the stump next to me. “After the way you looked last night, I’m surprised to see you up already.”
I glanced over at her and gave her a wide grin with a piece of bacon hanging out of my mouth like a second tongue. “Mmmff bacon,” I said, barely catching a piece of the glorious meat trying to make an escape.
“I see,” she said, digging into her own meal. “It’s quite tasty, although they had better at the Leg.” She closed her eyes and hummed. “Yeah. Ms. Juna would fry it up herself so we could start the shift in a good mood, and nothing does that more than a full belly.”
I mumbled something in agreement as I stuffed the rest of my breakfast into my face. I was full of delicious meat and carbs and it was glorious. Or would have been if my body didn’t decide that that was the perfect time to assert another natural imperative.
“Excuse me,” I said as I stood and searched around for something resembling a bathroom. “Nature calls.” 
Lyra just shook her head and continued eating as the rest of the passengers gathered around with their breakfast. I spotted the man to blame for my rough morning, the Agaathain mercenary Hrolf. I’d learned his name and origins at some point the previous evening, including the fact that the booze they’d given me was their weakest brew.
He slapped me on the back as I passed by, yelling after me. “Bard! You sing more tonight, ya? The aerthkin have brews to make Haarenhelfer feel like water. You come play at Stone Wyrm and I show you real drink!”
I laughed and continued on, waving back as I made a beeline to where they had set up the camp latrine to finally relieve myself. 
Luckily, the camp facilities were some sort of magi-tech device that they lugged around on the wagons. They were for all intents and purposes a portable, arcane sewage treatment plant. The bad stuff went in, and clean water and soil came out the other end. It was fascinating, but not fascinating enough to look any closer at once I was done with my business.
Breakfast was wrapping up by the time I got back, but I did manage to scavenge the last bits of bacon. I looked inward to where Dhaera was nose deep in some sort of research she didn’t want to talk about. 
“I don’t have to worry about my cholesterol or anything right? Not going to keel over from a heart attack for eating too much bacon?” I asked.
Her eyes peeked over the top of the massive book on the desk in front of her. *What? I don’t know what col-ester-whatever is, but you should be able to eat anything you want with your Heartiness score. Your body can metabolize almost anything after a while.* I quietly celebrated, earning an amused look from Dhaera before she went back to her reading.
The wagons and tents were packed up with amazing speed, and then we were off. Lyra was deep in conversation with a trio of other passengers we’d met at some point between singing about beer and its triumph over me, so I was on my own for a bit.
That was fine by me. It let me concentrate on trying to get some information on where I was headed. “Hey beautiful,” I said as I closed my eyes and turned my attention inwards. “Can you take a break from your research to fill me in on Darkforge and the Whispering Depths? I’d like to know what I’m in for other than the promise of another massive hangover if I listen to Hrolf for my choice of inn.”
She closed the massive book and perked up. *Of course! I did a little bit of reading on that while you were stuffing your face.* She gave me a hard look. *You know it’s quite frustrating to be stuck in here watching you having so much fun.*
“Sorry… I’ll try not to enjoy myself so much?”
She let out a frustrated sigh. *You can enjoy yourself, just a little less…. Enthusiastically? *
I reached out and touched her shoulder gently to comfort her and then looked around in surprise. I must have fallen asleep because I was standing in my mindscape. “Well that was unexpected,” I said. “Didn’t think I’d be able to doze off like that.”
She laughed and reached up to stroke my face, sliding her hand around the back of my head and pulling me in for a passionate kiss. When our lips parted after some unknown time interval later, I gasped for breath.
“Haven’t done that in way too long,” she said, sitting back at just the right angle to give me a view of her long legs and strategically placed skirt.
I yanked my eyes back to her face. “What? It’s been like… a day?”
She stood up and walked towards me slowly, her eyes saying quite plainly that for her it had been way too long for a lot of things. “Like I said, way too long.” She reached out and ran her nail down the side of my face and neck, eliciting a shiver.
She reached out and grabbed the top of my pants and pulled me towards her. As our bodies touched, she looked up into my eyes and whispered, “What was it you wanted to use this time for?”
Instead of answering I reached down and picked her up, cupping her shapely ass in my hands as I buried my face in her neck, kissing a line up to her ear. “Nothing that can’t wait until later,” I whispered and then bit her gently. She moaned, reaching around to pull me closer.
With a thought our clothing was mist – a benefit of being inside my mind – and the books from the desk were stacked neatly against the wall at the end of the room.
She pulled herself free and gave me a sly smile as she turned back to the desk and climbed onto it, crawling away from me slowly. Her wings fanned out to one side as she looked back at me teasingly and arched her back to display her very wet and very ready pussy.
I moved forward, my manhood already at full mast and ready to serve. She crawled just out of reach, her eyes dancing playfully and she gazed hungrily at my cock. I reached out to grab her again, but she wiggled away.
With a growl I climbed up on the desk and pounced, getting a firm grip on her hips and pulling her back to me. Her pussy parted eagerly to take me in, and I sank my cock in as deep as she could take, groaning in pleasure.
She arched her back and her wings flared as she let out a low, bestial moan. Her tail wrapped around my waist, pulling me tight against her. She turned back towards me and snarled, “Fuck me hard, Sebastian. I want to feel your power.”
I felt something primal rise up from deep inside of me and I let it loose, pulling out until just the tip remained and then slamming back in, balls deep. Using her hips as handles I fucked her for all I was worth. The energy of each thrust was something both animalistic and heavenly at the same time.
She lowered herself to her elbows and bowed her head, and with every thrust I heard an answering gasp or moan from beneath her sweat-saturated hair. Her body started to twitch as she drove herself back onto me harder, as if my breathless pace still wasn’t fast enough for what she wanted. 
Suddenly her pussy clenched around my cock and she let out a howl of primal pleasure as she climaxed. I could actually feel her muscles coiling around my shaft in waves of pleasure. 
With each thrust her howl continued, until I couldn’t take anymore and let go, belting out my own accompaniment to her primal song as my climax took me.
A splash of cold water shocked me back to my senses and I stood up, gasping for breath and confused as my mindscape shattered around me and the physical world came crashing back in. 
I was back on the wagon again and Lyra was standing there with a bucket in hand, staring at me with mixed concern and annoyance. Dhaera’s orgasmic howls faded in my mind as the sound of the bell announcing the shift change filled my ears. 
Lyra looked down at my pants and raised an eyebrow. “Busy dreaming of something when you’re supposed to be meeting me for our next guard shift?” she said.
Following her eyes, I glanced down to see the obvious, and very uncomfortable bulge in my pants where my manhood was doing its best to escape from its leathery prison. “Uh… yeah. Give me a minute, I’ll be right there.”
She looked me in the eyes, and then back down at my bulge and flashed me a wicked grin before heading out.
One thing they never really talked about in the books, or the movies, or any media really dealing with armor was just how damn tight it is. Especially the pants. It was a tight fit normally, but when I had a raging hard on from some mental erotic aerobics, it was almost impossible to get everything into place.
I don’t know who decided that thinking of baseball -- or your grandmother -- was a good boner-be-gone remedy, but they were full of shit. First, why would baseball do anything? And who wants to think of their nana while hosting the big top in their pants. No, there were only two methods that I found really worked, and the first was definitely not one I was going to pursue in my current circumstances.
The second was meditation. Calming the mind, and the body. That was the key. Luckily the shock from the water, coupled with the completely blissed out energy flowing through the bond made slipping into a less… rigid… state possible, and as the final bell rang to announce the beginning of the next guard shift, I was ready.
***



Chapter thirty-three








Rollin’, Rollin’, Rollin’


By the time I reached the wagon-master for assignment things had settled fully back down, but Lyra’s amused smile let me know I wasn’t going to hear the end of it anytime soon.  
We were only a few hours out from Darkforge, so I figured this would be the safest part of the journey. The guild guards seemed to think otherwise, and I caught more than a few of them double checking their gear and making sure their weapons were loose in their scabbards.
Instead of solo patrols we were organized into pairs. The guildies stuck to their own, which was fine by me since it meant Lyra and I got to team up. The not-so-great part was that we were assigned to watch the back of the caravan, which meant dealing with the churned up dust left in the wagons’ wake.
As we waited for the caravan to pass us by, I turned to Lyra and said, “Why did the guild guard seem more worried for this leg of the trip than when we were in the middle of the wilderness? Won’t it be safer the closer we get to Darkforge?”
She snickered and shook her head, “You really need to work on that memory, Bard. The last leg of this trip is the most dangerous. We need to pass through the Hollows, which seems to be a favorite location for Uba, may she bless us with her strength, to create her challenges.”
My confused look must have baffled her. “Please tell me you at least remember that much?” she asked with a worried look.
I was about to shake my head when Dhaera spoke up, purring into my mind. *The Glades, Sebastian. D’walla creates the Dungeons, Avael the Towers, and Uba the Glades.*
“The Glades…” I said softly.
“You’re not completely hopeless after all,” she said with a wink. “The Hollows seem to be a magnet for the monster Glades so we need to be on our guard. The Forgeguard sends out patrols to clean them out every few days, but if one’s sprouted since then, well…”
“Noted,” I said, loosening my saber in its scabbard and stretching out my fingers. 
We let the caravan get a bit ahead and then followed after, keeping our eyes on either side of the path. After an hour or so we left the woods behind and entered the area on my map labeled as Balin’s Hollows. 
The trees lost some of their natural beauty and became more sinister. The branches grew thicker and stronger, ending in leaves with decidedly sharp looking edges. The undergrowth was the strangest part. 
With such a dense canopy overhead, I didn’t expect there to be so much vegetation near the ground, but there was a veritable wall of green blocking the way between trees, with sporadic openings wide enough for one or two people abreast to pass.
*I read about this place. Uba loves to spawn her Glades here and let her creatures roam through the woods. The entire place is like a giant, surface dungeon.*
“How so?” 
*See those gaps?* she said, directing my attention to one of the openings I’d noticed before. *The Hollows are a giant maze of winding paths through the undergrowth, and it shifts all the time. Spawn a Glade in there and it will fill the paths with monsters if left unchecked.*
“Care to elaborate on how these Glades work?”
*Oh. In simple terms a Glade Core pops up and starts spawning monsters. After that things get more complicated, depending on what kind of Glade it is.*
“Like what creature?”
*Exactly. If it’s goblins, they might form up in small bands, or if it’s rats, they might just run around trying to eat everything.*
“Huh. But no bind stones?”
*Oh no. Uba doesn’t believe in them. She says that my father and Avael coddle the mortals, and only fighting for their life makes people stronger.*
“Brutal.”
*She is the Lady of Strength. It’s her thing.*
“Stop daydreaming and pay attention,” Lyra growled, “We’re coming up on the worst part.”
A trio of horn blasts from the direction of the caravan caught everyone’s attention. “Three? Shit the caravan is under attack!” Lyra yelled before sprinting towards the wagons. 
I followed close behind, doing my best to pace myself so I didn’t arrive completely out of Stamina. The reality of the situation hit me as the wagons came into view. This was the real deal. There was no Nexus respawn to fall back on. If I died, that was it. Another visit from the reaper and then who knows what. 
My excitement turned to fear in an instant, and only the feeling of love and support flowing through the bond from Dhaera kept me going.
*You can do this, love. Some random surface spawned monsters should be child’s play for you and the trained guards. Just remember your training.*
I smiled inwardly and kept running, hoping I’d be able to pull my weight in a real fight. 
The scene when we reached the wagons was chaos. One of the supply wagons had been flipped onto its side, blocking the road, and standing over it was a creature out of a nightmare.
Towering over the spilled goods and the broken corpses of two of the adventurers I’d noticed at the muster point, was a giant humanoid abomination. It had to be at least twenty feet tall and must have weighed a ton. 
It was like some artist had binge-watched a bunch of TLC reality shows and said “hold my beer” when creating it. Its belly and back flab spilled over its belt, swallowing up the hefty leather between rolls, and its arms and legs were equally plump. I had no idea how its flabby legs could possibly hold its weight, let alone the weight of the literal tree trunk it carried as a club.
A matted, mangy beard covered its face and jowls, and a quartet of broken, jagged tusks poked out of the tangled mess.
The four guild guards and Hrolf had the giant surrounded and were buying time for the rest of the passengers and staff to get away, and it seemed to be working. The giant growled in anger as its victims fled.
With a movement much too fast for a creature of its size, it lashed out and grabbed one of the guild guards in its meaty fist, crushing the man’s arms to his sides. Slowly and deliberately, he raised the struggling man towards his mouth. Drops of thick, viscous saliva dripped from its lips.
The remaining guards and Hrolf doubled their attacks, trying to stop the inevitable, but the creature ignored it all. Its fatty skin split open with each cut and hunks of flesh flew away, but it didn’t seem to care.
With one last scream, the guild guard’s upper half disappeared into the creature’s mouth, and with a solid crunch, went silent. A soft glow spread over the giant’s body as it chewed and swallowed the guard. Wherever the glow touched, its wounds knit closed.
*This is wrong.* Dhaera said, shivering in my mindscape. *Very wrong.*
“Of course there’s something wrong. There’s a jumbo sized Fat Bastard in the middle of our caravan trying to turn us into the other, other white meat.”
*You don’t understand… That thing isn’t something Uba uses in her groves. And her creatures definitely don’t do THAT!*
“Okay…”
*It ate his soul, Sebastian. His Soul. No Reapers. No rebirth. Nothing.*
“Fuck.” I said softly.
Lyra’s blade started to glow with a soft, golden light as she rushed towards the beast, leaving me standing there stunned. “Wait!” I cried out, not wanting to see the fiery redhead meet the same fate.
“Come on, Bard. Time to earn our pay!” she yelled, almost gleeful as she charged towards the massive creature.
Cursing, I used Inspect on the giant and followed, fumbling with the clasps on my guitar case as I went.
??????? ???? ????? 
Great, I thought, although I shouldn’t have been surprised. My low rank in the skill was probably no match for the power level of whatever it was. 
The giant’s next attack came without warning, but this time the guards were ready, retreating out of range of its massive club to avoid its wild swing. Lyra reached the battle just in time to take advantage of the wild attack that left the giant off balance. 
The glow surrounding her blade intensified as she rushed past the giant’s flabby leg and struck, splitting open the layers of blubber to expose the corded muscle beneath. 
The giant roared and slapped at her like she was a troublesome insect, but a quick sidestep took her out of reach.
It let out a second pain-filled roar and whirled around, revealing a second attacker, Hrolf, who was winding up for another attack with his massive axe. 
The giant raised its tree trunk high overhead and I saw Hrolf’s eyes widen in fear.
Hoping to save him, I cast Daze on the creature and watched as the glittering cloud took form. The spell was only partially effective, distracting the giant for just long enough to keep Hrolf from becoming a smear on the forest floor.
The guild guards hacked away at the creature’s cankles with their poleaxes, slicing through fat on a quest for its Achilles tendons. Hrolf and Lyra seemed to have the same idea, concentrating their attacks around the giant’s barely identifiable knee joint.
My spell fizzled out and the beast snarled and went back on the offensive. It swung his club in a wide arc around it in an attempt to rid itself of its attackers. Hrolf ducked inside the giant’s reach and chopped into its massive forearm as it went past. One of the guards managed to dodge the massive weapon, but Lyra and another guard weren’t so lucky. 
The guard caught the full force of the blow on the haft of his halberd, trying to block. Unfortunately no wooden shaft, no matter how well made, could withstand pure physics. The wood, and the guard’s ribs, snapped as the massive trunk continued on its path and sent the guard’s lifeless form sailing across the clearing.
Magic however, did trump physics and an instant before the tree would have transformed the gorgeous redhead into ginger paste, she changed. Her body became incorporeal and the club passed through her with no noticeable effect.
She solidified again almost immediately and punished the giant with a flurry of attacks. The giant raised a meaty hand to defend against the blows and lost most of its fingers to her blade. It pulled back and roared as the remains of one its fingers dangled on threads of gristle.
A groan from near the wagons drew my attention and I was surprised to see the guild-guard who’d gotten thwacked still alive. Without a second thought I pulled my guitar around and started playing, filling the air with the notes of a Healing Melody targeted on the injured guard.
A soft red glow surrounded him, and I felt a loose connection take form. I could tell he was gravely injured and that my song was pretty much the only thing keeping him alive. It wasn’t enough to completely mend his shattered body, but I was able to keep him alive while one of the nearby caravan staffers poured a handful of potions into his mouth.
Immediately I felt his health surge and knew I was safe to turn my attention back to the melee. It was just in time too. Hrolf looked like he was on his last legs, so after casting another Daze to give them a few seconds respite, I focused my song on the mercenary.
He glanced over and gave me a smile of thanks before heading back towards where Lyra was hacking away at the last bits of the giant’s knee. 
The giant reared up and I yelled out a warning as it raised its club to strike, but I was too late. Hrolf’s reaction was just in time to catch the full force of the tree trunk as it smashed down into the ground.
I felt my connection to him snap as his life force was snuffed out, leaving me stunned. Earth was full of simulated death. Television, movies, video games. It was everywhere, but nothing quite prepares you for seeing the real thing, front and center. Especially not in such a gruesome way.
I felt Dhaera’s mental arms embrace me as her wings encircled us both to shield me from the rush of paralyzing fear that threatened to overtake me in the moment… and I pushed through. I hit the giant with another Daze, followed by a quick salvo of Flame Darts aimed at its misshapen head.
One of them burned into its matted beard and set it alight, adding a new level of smells to the fight. A second later Lyra finished her work on the creature’s knee and it collapsed, crushing an unfortunate guild guard under its massive bulk.
Lyra dashed in, smashing the creature in the side of the head with the edge of her shield which seemed to daze it. She leapt on top of its misshapen skull, and I saw her stifle a gag as a cloud of flies burst out of the creature’s filthy beard. 
The stun wore off and the creature turned its head, almost dislodging Lyra from her perch, but with a skillful twist she managed to catch her balance. I wasn’t quite sure what she had in mind until her sword began to glow with a white hot fire and she drove it up to its crossguard in the giant’s skull.
Seemingly unaffected, the giant rose up on all fours and lashed out at the nearest guard, catching her up in its meaty paw. 
“Oh shit,” I said, dreading what was coming. If the giant ate another guard, it would likely mean the end for all of us. With that in mind I went all out, blasting it with Flame Darts as quickly as I could cast them.
I was so focused that I almost missed it when the creature went still. Blood started to leak from its eyes, ears, and nose, and then with a soft pop, its eyes burst in their sockets. Deep in the creature’s skull, Lyra’s glowing fire continued to smolder as her blade, or some skill, did its work.
The giant collapsed to the ground, lifeless, and I breathed a sigh of relief.
Lyra collapsed on top of the monster’s head, breathing hard, but alive.
“Well, that was—” I started to say, but a glimmer of something hanging over the dead giant caught my eye. “What’s that?” I asked and gestured to the dark spot. 
Before anyone could answer, the corpse of the giant erupted, sending a spray of bone and gristle into the air, revealing a large, gaunt form made of shadows that quickly evaporated under the bright light of the sun.
*Oh this is bad.* Dhaera said. *Very bad.*
I just stood there staring at where the shadow had been, because for a split second I had seen something that brought me back to my trip through the afterlife, and the twisted, hungry things that had chased us en route. Void Demons.
***



Interlude – Darkness From Light


Drip. 
A pain-wracked moan shattered the silence, drawing the shadowy creature’s attention to the red skinned woman chained to the dungeon core she had once lovingly tended. Stakes of black iron were driven through her wrists and deep into the stone, forming a network of cracks that were perfect channels for the blood that still flowed freely from her wounds.
Drip
A pool of shadowy ooze coated the floor, drinking in the light, and the Essence-infused blood of the captive Dungeon Lord.
A shadowy figure circled the pool, alternating between random rambling and chanting in an alien language that caused the surface of the pool to dance and shift. With a flick of their skeletally thin fingers, they traced arcane symbols on the pool’s surface, bringing even more movement to the dark liquid.
Drip
“You…” the woman rasped, opening a swollen eye to glare at the chanting cultist, “will… not… succeed.”
The robed figure stopped its pacing and turned back towards the floating core, revealing his twisted features in the dim light. His face was covered in ritual scarring and mutilations, and his cheeks were sliced open, giving him the rictus grin of a skeleton. Hollow sockets were all that remained of his eyes, but those pits somehow still possessed the power to see deeply into his victim’s soul.
With a smile, he fixed his empty-eyed gaze on the crucified woman and let out a breathless laugh as he drew a long, blood-crusted dagger. She struggled against her bonds, tearing open her wounds in a futile attempt to get free.
The cultist ripped away the last vestiges of her robes, revealing crimson flesh crisscrossed with cuts in various stages of healing. Wielding the blade with a deft precision, he carved a new pattern into her skin, releasing a new flow of fresh blood to feed the nascent portal. 
He leaned in close and inhaled sharply. The Dungeon Lord screamed in agony as Essence was ripped out of her body, forming a gossamer thread of power that was gulped down greedily by her captor.
After a few seconds she collapsed against the stone, her breathing coming in ragged gasps as the thread of Essence snapped back into her.
The cultist knelt next to the edge of the pool and bowed his head. He placed his hands over his stomach and began to chant. The harsh, twisted words melded seamlessly with the occasional moan of pain from the captive Dungeon Lord.
The chant reached a crescendo and a sickly red light filled the cultist’s mouth and leaked out from between his clenched teeth. With a sudden lurch, he bent forward and opened his mouth, vomiting a torrent of red-tinged energy into the shadowy pool.
The liquid bubbled and churned, drinking in every ounce of the energy offered by the cultist to feed its growth. By the time it was over, the pool had almost doubled in size and had expanded far enough to cover the cultist’s knees. 
With an expression of pure rapture, the cultist pressed his forehead into the shadowy pool and whispered a soft prayer as the shadows rose to consume him.
Drip.
As silence returned, a pair of glowing red eyes opened in the depths of the dark pool in answer to his prayer.
***



Chapter thirty-four








On the Road Again


It took most of the day to get the caravan back on track. We’d lost almost all of our muscle, either killed by the giant or fled like the cowards they were. Hrolf had been the only one of the Rust Brigade to stand and fight, and he’d paid the ultimate price for it. 
The overturned wagon was a complete loss, as were most of the goods it carried, but the horses had survived. I was surprised they hadn’t taken off when their harnesses broke.
Invoking some obscure clause in our passenger contracts, the guild evicted us from the passenger wagon in order to salvage what they could from the broken wagon, and the bodies of the fallen.
I didn’t mind the walk, but some of the more well-to-do passengers were very vocal in their displeasure, even going so far as to threaten some sort of financial reprisal once we reached Darkforge. That lasted until the wagon-master told them they were welcome to stay behind. Faced with that prospect, they decided that a bit of a walk wasn’t so bad.
Lyra was fully recovered from the fight but was furious about the aftermath. The giant had been super powerful, and according to our patrol agreement we were entitled to whatever loot it had dropped, minus the shares of those killed in battle. Those would go to the families of the fallen, along with their possessions.
Problem was. The loot was bullshit. According to Dhaera, a creature of that size and strength should have been worth close to three thousand Essence in addition to a good selection of magical loot. 
Instead, it dropped two hundred Essence. I couldn’t blame Lyra for being pissed off. She’d been right in the creature’s face and her armor had taken quite a bit of damage from the thing’s acidic blood. The crap loot meant she’d barely be able to repair her gear, let alone have enough left over for any sort of advancement.
It was a somber caravan that left the site of the battle behind, and the only real consolation was that with the giant roaming around, the odds of any other beasties being in the area to harass us on the final leg of the trip were pretty low.
Lyra wasn’t much in the way of company as we marched out, so I gave her some space to fume and resumed my watch of the pathways. There wasn’t much to see. Just more of the same tightly packed trees and maze-like undergrowth.
Everyone was on edge, but when we left the Hollows behind and joined the main road leading to the main gates of the underground city things got more relaxed. 
From what I was able to glean from my map and mental library, Darkforge itself was broken into several districts. The majority of the city was deep underground and was where most of the dwarven and other aerthkin made their homes. Access to the Deep was very limited, and although there was no outright ban on other races entering those sections, it was highly discouraged.
Situated between the Deep and the surface was the area referred to as the Shallows. That was where the guilds held sway. The Adventurer’s Guild had a decent sized presence due to the dungeon, but the Miners and Smithing guilds held much more sway. The primary foci of Darkforge were the rich underground mines and master smiths of the dwarven hold, after all. 
The Shallows had some bars and taverns, and the guilds had some space carved out for temporary housing, but for the most part all visitors had to stay in the third district: the Nest.
Nestled into the open-aired crater at the very top of the city, the Nest was a strange amalgamation of hotel city and dude ranch. Three quarters of the Nest was dedicated to farming in one form or another. Massive fields of plants I couldn’t hope to identify were mixed in with large pastures holding livestock and other beasties.
The remaining quarter was crammed full of inns, taverns, and even a few casinos, where those unable to secure guild housing, or those down on their luck, could try to turn it around… or gamble their way into enough debt to earn a place on one of the many ever-present work gangs needed to manage the fields. 
We stayed with the caravan through the unloading process, waiting patiently for our pay, and in Lyra’s case, her belongings to be unpacked. The wagon-master refused to dole out anything until everything dealing with the caravan, the fallen guards, and even the report of the deserters was filed.
Lyra was pacing back and forth muttering under her breath, and I couldn’t help but be grateful for the fact that I had other recourses for my boredom. Like muddling through a mental copy of a book on the Whispering Depths.
It had maps, a list of monsters, loot, bosses, and everything you could possibly want to know. The problem was that most of the book was redacted. Opening it up was like gazing into a temple to the black sharpie – magic edition.
There was still enough readable information to give me an idea of what we were getting ourselves into, and it wasn’t pretty. Because of all the themes, and all the flavors of dungeon that it could have been, it was the worst: spiders.
*Oh, spiders! They are the cutest little things! Their fuzzy little bodies are so pettable!*
“Are you kidding me? Spiders are horrible! One minute you’re walking along, minding your business, the next you have a face full of spider webs. Hell, there’s a spider in Australia that likes to hide in the toilet and when you sit down, BAM! Bites you right on the dick.”
*Well… can’t say that I blame them. I mean your--*
“Dhaera! Definitely not a good thing!”
She laughed. *Oh, we can handle a few spiders…* She went silent for a few seconds. *oh… now that’s nice.*
“What?” I asked confused for a second before I realized what she was referring to. Lyra. Correction: Lyra’s beautiful ass. She was doing some kind of stretches and it was a wondrous thing.
It took an extreme effort to look away, especially when she spread her legs and bent over again, giving me a spectacular view down her shirt.
As I pulled my eyes away from her smooth, freckled chest I thought I caught a small smirk on her face as she turned away. 
*Are you sure we can’t--*
“No! Gah. Life would be so much easier if I was a schmuck.”
*And more fun.*
“Yeah, well…”
“Okay adventurers,” the wagon-master said as he returned from whatever den of bureaucracy he’d been holed up in for the past hour. He tossed us each a small bag containing the wages from our patrols, plus our share of the miniscule giant loot.
“I spoke with my supervisor about the loot situation, but unfortunately there is really nothing we can do. I even had our clerks scour the bylaws for any such situations, but there was nothing.” He gestured to the bag I was holding and shrugged. “The best I could do was add the pay for those cowards who fled. Thank you again for sticking around.”
Lyra flashed him a wide smile. “I’m no oath-breaker. I signed up to defend the caravan, so that’s what I did.”
He nodded. “If only the others had been so inclined. If you happen to see them again, the Guild’s issued a five hundred Essence bounty. Alive.”
I let out a low whistle. “Each?”
He turned to me with a humorless smile. “Yes, each. Those who betray the Guild do not avoid justice for long. We take the safety of our passengers and crew quite seriously.” 
“Well… thanks. Wish we could have saved more of your guards,” I said. 
He gave me a curt nod. “They knew the risks, and their families will be well compensated. Now, if you will excuse me,” he said, and headed back towards the guild offices.
Lyra finished counting her payout and glared at her pockmarked shield. “At least I’ll be able to get this fixed.”
“Not too lucrative a trip, but at least we are alive,” I said with a hopeful smile.
She looked at me and snorted. “True. Just means I’ll be eating lean for a while. At least ‘til I can find a team.”
“About that…” I said, giving her my biggest smile. “I was hoping you’d like to team up with me? I know I’m not—”
She cut me off with a wave of the hand. “Yeah, yeah. You can be in my party, but it’s my party. That means I make the decisions. If you don’t like that, well…”
“Oh God, yes!” I said. I had no clue about party leadership, loot rules, or any of the politics involved so I was more than happy to turn over those responsibilities. I just needed to get into the dungeon to see what was going on. 
She smiled. “Good. Now I’m going to the Guild to see what I can round up. Meet me at the Crusader’s Call up in the Nest tonight. It’s run by an old friend of mine. Name of Ven. He’ll give you a good deal. Just tell him I sent you.”
Lyra would like to share a portion of her map with you. Accept? (Y/N)
I accepted the map data, glad I wasn’t going to have to play clueless tourist. “Shouldn’t I come with you, meet the candidates and all that?”
She snorted. “Do you want to explain your memory issues to everyone?” My expression must have been answer enough because she kept going. “I thought not. I’ll find us a solid team. One that won’t care too much about your muddled mind.”
I nodded slowly. “I bow to your expertise. Meet you at the inn tonight?”
“Depends on my luck at the guild. I’ll register our party while I’m there, too.” She said as she walked away, looking back over her shoulders just in time to catch my gaze slip to her swaying backside. “See you later.”
***



Chapter thirty-five








Darkforge


The trip through the Shallows was nerve-wracking. The whole experience gave me flashbacks to the one time I’d gone to Walmart on black Friday, without the fatal stampedes. It wasn’t so much that there were a lot of people, the corridors were just so small. The area between shopfronts was barely big enough for two people to walk abreast, and there were a lot more than two. The entire place just felt heavy, like I had a massive weight resting on my shoulders. 
The shops themselves were carved deep into the stone, but it seemed the aerthkin didn’t want to waste any room on roads. The press was a little unnerving, so I ended up escaping into a few shops along the way when I needed a break… and spending Essence on things I probably didn’t need.
I picked up a solid looking dagger, which probably wasn’t the worst purchase in the world. If nothing else, I’d be able to resell it later. The rest of my purchases were edible in nature and didn’t last long beyond their purchase. 
With my new System body, I didn’t have to worry about counting calories, so I took full advantage of that fact when I found myself inside a candy shop.
By the time I reached the ramp to the Nest I was starting to get used to the crowds, including the occasional pickpocket who came away disappointed when they tried to pillage my bag. The ramp led up in a wide spiral lined with small, single room shops offering all sorts of random goods that could be useful in the outside world. 
I was in too much of a hurry by that point to care, though. I could smell the fresh air ahead and was anxious to see the sky once again. When the tunnel opened and I stepped out onto the surface, the pressure that had been weighing me down the entire time vanished. 
*That was Dvollinar keeping an eye on you. The gods know the truth of what we are, but knowing and trusting are very different things.*
“Another god. Great.”
*They aren’t really that bad. Just, Dad and Dvollinar have bumped heads a few times over territory so he’s a bit grumpy when Dad’s involved.*
“Real estate, eh?”
*Hmm? I don’t think there was an estate specifically, but if there were then, yes, it was real.*
“Oh, sorry. Real Estate is what we called the business of selling or owning land and houses and the like in my world. So basically, they butted heads over who owned what cave or something?”
*More or less. Dvollinar doesn’t like that dad’s dungeons create veins of precious metals and gems. He’s a purist or something.*
The Nest was laid out in a massive grid, like New York City but without the random deviations. Everything was ordered. The Crusader’s Call was a modest establishment nestled against the rim of the crater, taking advantage of the natural stone for most of its construction. From the outside it looked almost like the front of a church, but the inside was much different.
Instead of bare stone, the common room walls were wood, giving the entire place the feel of a hunting lodge. The stuffed and mounted heads of various creatures on display over the bar and the hearth added to the image.
Standing behind the bar was a living contradiction, at least to my eyes. The wrinkles around his eyes and the stark white of his hair and beard told me he was quite old, but dude had arms rippling with muscles. Muscles that would make Arnold at the height of his bodybuilding career jealous. 
“Yer pa not teach ye any manners, youngling?” he said with a raised, bushy white eyebrow. He raised a massive fist my way. “Keep it up and I’ll be happy to fill in the gaps.” 
I shook my head emphatically. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be rude. You wouldn’t happen to be Ven, would you?”
He stood up a bit taller, and I noticed several of the patrons sitting further down the bar turn to watch the exchange. The movement seemed well practiced, and their expressions said they were waiting for a show.
“Who’s asking?” he growled.
I looked around nervously. “Uh, Lyra sent me?”
A wide smile split his crotchety face. He slapped the bar top and the crowd went back to their drinking as he spoke. “Well then, why did ye nae say so? Pull up a stool and let me get ye a drink?”
He looked behind me towards the entrance as I sat down. “Is she here now? I can nae wait to see her. It’s been far too long.”
“She said she’d meet me here tonight. She was heading to the guild to find some companions to fill out our new party.”
“Good. Good. I never liked that last group she was with. Bunch of arses. The lot of ‘em.” He gave me a long look. “Now ye don’t seem like the same type, but ye listen close now. If ye hurt the lass, there’s nowhere you’ll be safe.”
He gestured around the room and I saw every eye in the place was trained on me, and they all had the same hard look as Ven.
*Wow. This guy is intense.*
Ven’s meaty paw clamped down on my shoulder and he squeezed just shy of the point where it would become painful. “Don’t ye worry, youngling. I’m sure you’ll do fine.” He glanced at my instrument case and my saber. “Even if ye do wield a butter knife.”
I forced out a smile and shrugged. Well, half shrugged. One of my shoulders was held completely immobile. “It’s pretty sharp, but I’ve been told many, many times that if I’m using it, then I’m doing something wrong.”
*You got that right.*
He looked at my guitar case again and snorted. “Ah, Bards. Yer gunna sing the monsters to death, are ye?”
“More like keeping my companions alive, keeping things off their backs, and maybe, just maybe, a little bladework or fire.”
He nodded in approval. “Good fer ye. Lots o’ fools shy away from such truths. I can see why she agreed to team with ye.”
“So… do you have any rooms?”
“Of course. I assume ye and the lass will need one and—”
“Woah. It’s not like that. We’re not an item.”
“A shame then,” he said and burst out laughing. “Of course I have rooms! This is an inn. Standard room’s twenty a night, although since yer a friend o’ the lass I’ll let ye have it for fifteen. Breakfast and dinner are included, but lunch is yer own responsibility.”
I did some quick math in my head. “Sounds fair,” I said and pulled out enough crystals for two nights. I had no clue how long gathering a party could take, so I figured I’d start with two and see how it went.
He scooped up the Essence and laughed again. “The fact that ye think it’ll take her more than a day tells me just how new ye are ta this.” He grabbed a tankard of something frothy from behind the bar and put it in front of me. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s back here with a group of younglings by tonight.”
He put a small key on the bar next to the drink. “Room eight, if ye need to stow yer gear, although doesn’t look like ye have much.”
I patted my satchel. “Got everything I need in here.”
“Oh ho!” he said with a wide grin. “Maybe yer not so green after all. A dimensional bag’s a bit of a find fer a fifth ranker.” His eyes flashed a bright blue and then narrowed as he pulled a large axe from beneath the bar. “I do nae know what, but there be something about ye that smells a bit fishy. Ye just remember what I said about hurting the lass.”
I put my hands on the edge of the bar and looked him right in the eyes. “I have no intention of doing anything to hurt her.”
He gave me a small nod and pushed the beer in my direction. “Drink up. If I know me girl, yer gunna need it.”
I raised the beer to my lips and took a sip, marveling at the rich taste. It was a perfect blend of several flavors, the most prevalent of which was coffee. I closed my eyes and sighed. “That is… delicious.”
“Glad ye like it. Now git. I’ve got a bar to run here.” He winked and shooed me away.
My room was smaller than the one I’d had back in Tully Falls, but was much better in terms of amenities. The bed wasn’t much bigger than a twin, but the mattress was as soft as anything I’d ever experienced. There was even a full bathroom with some kind of magically heated shower. The existence of such things gave me high hopes for the future.
*Oh yes. We are definitely going to get one of those when your service is done.* My mindscape shifted into a larger version of the room with water pouring down like rain. *Or maybe one like this. An entire room to play in.*
I laughed as she pranced around in the water, spinning, and dancing like a kid in the sprinkler on a hot summer’s day. “If we survive.”
The entire scene dissolved, leaving her standing alone, shoulders and wings drooped. A complex mixture of sadness and longing written all over her face. *I know. I wish things were simple, but… this whole thing is bad, Sebastian. Really bad, and even though my dad hasn’t said so, I really think he’s depending on us.* 
She looked up at me with tears in her eyes. *I really don’t want to let him down, but I can’t lose you either… And if anything happens to you… I just…*
I plopped down on the bed and closed my eyes, focusing on stepping fully into my mindscape. And it worked. The feeling of the bed fell away and I found myself standing on the wet stone ground, steps from the sobbing succubus.
As soon as I appeared she rushed towards me and I wrapped her in my arms, barely avoiding an accidental horn to the throat as she clung to me, sobbing. I smoothed her hair and held her tight. “This certainly wasn’t the life I thought I’d be living, but I can honestly say that I’m starting to look forward to this whole crazy thing, as long as I have you at my side.”
Her shoulders shook and she looked up at me. *Really? You’re not… mad that Malic tricked you and now you’re s-stuck serving my f-f-ather.*
I gave her my warmest smile. “Of course I’m pissed about what Malic did, and I’m none too keen about five years of servitude—”
She looked away, sobbing, but with a light touch I lifted her face back so I could look into her eyes. “But,” I said, letting our connection flair as I continued, “I would sign up all over again, a million times, if it meant being with you. You are worth all of it.”
Her lips curled into a smile, and she leaned forward to kiss me. Our lips came together slowly, deliberately. It was an altogether different kind of kiss than the ones we’d shared before. There was none of the overwhelming fire that drove our more exuberant escapades. Instead, it was a low, smoldering ember with a thousand times the heat.
My body didn’t respond. My soul did.
***



Chapter thirty-six








New Friends


I don’t know how long we spent like that, completely open to each other, but it ended much too soon. The entire situation had been eating away at the lovely succubus, and although she’d somehow managed to keep her underlying conflict from showing through the bond, it had cost her and she was exhausted. 
So I shaped my mindscape back into the bedroom where we’d spent many a night together and tucked her into bed where she promptly fell asleep. Unfortunately, as much as I wanted to join her I still had business to attend to.
Shifting my consciousness back to the physical world was as easy as taking a deep breath, and I was once again amazed at the myriad of abilities that came along with the D’walla’s Pact skill.
When I got back to the common room, it was packed. Most of the crowd must have frequented the same tailor, as they were all decked out in what I decided to call Farmer-chic. Thick overalls made from either a soft leather or thick, denim-like fabric were the main piece of the outfit, tucked into thick leather boots. Their shirts showed a little more variety, but even there they tended to favor the same loose-fitting type in various shades of brown.
Ven was up to his eyebrows in customers, so I headed away from the bar to find myself a seat, weaving through the farmers towards an empty table near a small stage in the back. There didn’t seem to be any entertainment scheduled, but the crowd didn’t seem to care.
Here and there around the room there were small groups of adventurers going about their business, regaling each other with tales of their exploits, or just enjoying a meal. The one thing they all had in common was a certain wariness, like they were ready for trouble at any moment. Even in such a relaxed setting.
Then again, remembering the brawl Malic had inflicted on me in my training sessions, the common room of an inn might be a pretty dangerous place, especially if there were a lot of adventurers in attendance.
With nothing else to do but wait, I settled in, ordered a meal, and continued my quest to transcribe the vast library of songs in my mental library into something I could play on the guitar. 
Two full bowls of stew, a handful of small rolls, and my third tankard of the rich coffee beer later, I had two traditional dwarven songs translated as well as an acoustic version of “Sweet Child of Mine” by Guns N’ Roses ready for my next performance.
I was just about to start on another when a ruckus at the door drew my attention. A new group stumbled into the bar, roaring and singing some song I’d never heard before, and at their head was Lyra, hoisting a flask high.
Vel’s head popped into view as he climbed up onto the bar and roared. “Me girl! It’s been too long!”
Lyra threw her arms in the air, sloshing a clear liquid onto the ground and answered. “Vel you old fart! How are you!?”
“Old fart, is it, why I never-“ he roared back and then laughed as she reached the bar and picked him up in a bear hug. “Put me down!” he yelled, half amused and half angry. “It’s nae dignified.”
She laughed and set him down, turning back towards the door and motioning towards someone I couldn’t see past the crowd. “I’d like you to meet my new party,”
The dwarf’s expression was curious, yet obviously not impressed. “Yer Bard’s over yonder,” he said and gestured towards me. Lyra looked my way and flashed a smile.
“Great!” she said. “I was hoping he’d be here already.” She took a long swig from her flask. “You weren’t too hard on him, were you Vel?”
He straightened his beard in mock indignation. “Me? Give a strapping young lad who’s friends with me girl a hard time? Never.”
She shook her head and swatted him playfully on the shoulder. She gestured towards the line of people waiting patiently at the bar. “I see you’re a bit busy. Let’s catch up later. I need to introduce everyone anyway.”
He gave the waiting patrons a surly look and then sighed. “Aye. Can’t let the people die o’ thirst, after all.” He smiled again. “Don’t be a stranger.”
Lyra made her way through the crowd toward my table, leading the rest of our newly minted party. When she reached the table, she gave me a wink and stepped aside, giving me a clear view of our new teammates as they came through the crowd.
The first was a wry-looking fellow wearing dark leather armor not dissimilar to my own, but instead of an instrument case strapped to his back, he had a quiver of arrows and an unstrung bow. His head and face were clean shaven, revealing a triple scar where something had tried to take out his eye at some point in his career.
His gaze assessed me in a matter of seconds, and with another glance at our surroundings he took a seat with his back to the nearest wall.
Next came a… I had no clue what they were. Their features were sharp like an elf, but they were completely alien and androgynous. Their pure silver hair was arranged in a top knot, showing off long, pointed ears, but the eyes were what really threw me off. There were no pupils, just solid bluish-white orbs. 
A small bit of information bubbled up from the memories imprinted by the System. They were Fae, a race of completely asexual beings that normally lived deep in the wildlands.
They were dressed in multi-colored silk robes, cinched at the waste by a wide leather belt. At their waist hung an intricately carved warhammer that looked like something you’d find as a decoration on the wall of the local gaming store.
They gave me a slight bow and stepped to the side, revealing the final member of our party. I blinked several times as I took her in, unable to process what I was seeing. It was like someone had taken an elf and shrunk it down to miniature size. She was barely four feet tall, but her proportions were completely normal for an adult woman. Except for her ears which had slight, tapered points and her nose which was a bit on the long side. Her eyes were slightly larger too, kind of like an anime character. 
Everything about her said “Gnome,” including the crisscrossed bandoleers holding a wide array of glass vials, pouches, and all sorts of stuff that screamed mad scientist. Every step was accompanied by a clinking and clattering of glass and metal, and I was suddenly afraid that one misstep could send the entire inn up in an explosion.
She flashed me a too-wide grin and then hopped up onto one of the chairs and looked around, “Did I miss dinner?” she said in a high-pitched voice.
Lyra chuckled. “Everyone. This is Sebastian, the Bard I was telling you about.” She gestured to me and then towards the scarred human. “Sebastian, this is Svan, a Ranger of the Deepwood.”
“Nice to meet you,” Svan said in a raspy voice.
Lyra continued introductions. “This is Ov’ah, Blessed of Caerci and the Fae Court. They will be our healer.” 
The Fae smiled slightly and raised their hand in a well-rehearsed pattern, “Caerci’s blessings upon you, Bard.” Their alien eyes seemed to pierce right through me to my soul, and I couldn’t suppress the uncomfortable shiver that ran down my spine.
“And last but not least,” Lyra continued before gesturing to the gnome. “This is Annabelle, Alchemist and Pyromancer.”
The gnome abandoned her attempt to get the server’s attention and offered a hand across the table, knocking several of her vials and beakers into each other with a loud clinking. “Nice to meet you, Sebastian.” She gave me an appraising look. “I think this is the start of a very lucrative partnership.”
Everyone took a seat and turned their attention to Lyra who plopped a large stone in the center of the table. “Now,” she said, gesturing to the stone. “Before we make it official, I want to make sure you all understand the terms.”
I nodded slowly, wishing Dhaera was awake to give me advice. I could wake her up, but I didn’t want to rush things. She needed a rest. How hard could this be, anyway?
Lyra waved her hand over the stone and a long list of items scrolled by, faster than I could consciously read. “Standard guild contract with all of the normal provisions regarding competition, personal animosities, etc. Understood?”
Everyone else was nodding, so I went along with it. I’d read the standard stuff later. Lyra continued, “Since this will be our first time together, the loot split will be divided equally between all members. If we decide to make it long term, then we have the option to switch to an alternate split and create a party fund for communal expenses. Loot will be divvied up based on class needs, with everything else to be sold and the Essence split.”
“I’ll be up front. Ov’ah is our healer. Svan and Annabelle will be on damage, with Sebastian on crowd control and party support.” She paused and looked at us each in turn. “Acceptable?”
There were no objections, so we all placed our hands on the stone and there was a flash of blue as a new system prompt appeared.
Lyra Stone has invited you to join her party.
Accept? (Y/N)
I hit accept and watched the messages scroll.
Congratulations! You have joined your first party!
You have gained 100 Essence!
While a member of a party, each member will be able to discern the location and basic status of all other members. Member locations can be displayed on your System Map.
Party members:
-Sebastian Crowe, Level 5 Human Bard, Status: Healthy
-Lyra Stone, Level 5 Human Lightblade, Status: Healthy
-Svan Ivarsson, Level 5 Human Ranger, Status: Healthy
-Ov’ah’oolei’oa’a’too-iil’ah, Level 5 Fae Lifeweaver, Status: Healthy
-Annabelle Deepford, Level 6 Gnome Alchemist, Status: Healthy
I looked around the table, taking in the flow of information provided by the System whenever I focused on one of them. The influx of data started to give me a headache, and my mind started searching for a solution. 
With a flash, the world shifted and the raw data was replaced by something out of an old school video game. Small, semi-transparent boxes appeared over my companions’ heads, showing horizontal gauges for Health, Mana, and Stamina with a blank area I instinctively knew would show any buffs or debuffs.
Lyra clapped her hands, breaking the rest of us out of our silent appraisal of the party. “So here we are.”
We spend a few minutes going through everyone roles and skills, but I won’t lie and say I completely understood them. The system gave me some information, but asking questions would just invite them looking more into my past, so I kept things to a minimum.
When we were done, Lyra gave us each a hard look. “Do any of you have any business you need to finish before we attempt the dungeon? ‘Cause if so, you should do it now. I’m itching to kill some spiders and get paid.”
“Good to go!” Annabelle chimed in as she absently toyed with her vial collection. “I’ve got some recipes that’ll be great against spiders.”
Svan gave a slight nod. “I’ve been to the depths before. If you don’t have any spells or skills to negate their webs, I suggest you pick them up before we go.”
Lyra nodded. “Good point.”
Ov’ah raised a hand and spoke in a whispery, singsong voice. “It would be prudent to avoid such traps. There are limits to my resources and such situational spells have not been high on my priority list.”
I nodded in agreement and glanced to Lyra. “Yeah… Gotta have money… err… Essence to make Essence.”
She chuckled. “They aren’t that expensive from what I’ve heard. Vel says that even the hatchlings in the first room have a chance to drop the scrolls, so they shouldn’t be too expensive.” She got a thoughtful look on her face and then stood up and yelled across the crowded room. “Hey Vel! What’s the going price for the Escape skill hereabouts?”
He looked up from behind the crowded bar and furrowed his brow. “How the hell should I know?”
“Bah!” she yelled and then sat back down. “Was worth a try, at least. I got the skill the last time I was here, but never got a chance to go into the depths. Cost me fifty Essence. If you’ve got the crystal, I suggest you try your luck at the archives.”
“If it’ll keep me from being munched on by some giant bugs, then it’s well worth the cost,” I said with a shudder, my mind immediately conjuring up the feeling of walking through a spider web and magnifying it a thousand-fold.
“Good,” Lyra replied. “The dungeon’s an hour or so from the southern gate, so let’s gather there at sunrise and head out. I’ll be staying here. Vel’s an old friend and should have rooms available for you all at a good price. And the food is to die for.”
I nodded emphatically. “The coffee beer is amazing too.”
She looked at me strangely and then grabbed my tankard and took a long drink. “Ah, the Caf-brew. One of his best.”
Almost as if by some silent cue, the serving girl appeared with a tray bearing enough stew, bread, and a mixture of beverages for the table.
As everyone dug into their meal, I stood and readied myself to go. “I’m already stuffed, so I’m going to see if I can dig up a scroll for that Escape skill before we go.”
Lyra looked up from behind her tankard which was already drained and grinned at me with a froth-stache. “Aw. I was hoping you’d take the stage. Vel never hires entertainment.”
I tried not to laugh, covering it up with a hasty cough. “For you? Anything,” I said with a playful bow and then raised a hand. “When I get back. I’ll try and make it as quick as possible.”
Annabelle muttered something into her food that I couldn’t make out as I turned and walked away. It must have been something funny, because Lyra’s laughter followed me until I left the inn behind.
***



Chapter thirty-seven








Shop ‘til You Drop


The walk to the guild was uneventful. The stone corridors were empty of the crush I’d encountered on the way up. When I entered the guildhouse, I did a double take. Except for the people manning the desk, the room was identical. Including the Beggars and Choosers shop. 
I steered clear of the laeshka enterprise, approaching the desk and obtaining a pass to visit the archivist with little effort. Someone must have gotten a bulk discount from their architect because every inch of the guildhall was the same as I remembered from the Tully Falls branch. It was freaky.
As a full member of the guild, I was able to obtain the Escape skill for only twenty-five Essence, and I could have gotten it cheaper if I wanted to hunt down the few people offering it on the requisition list. I considered it, but time was worth more than money to me at that point. 
I perused the catalog for anything else that might add to my kit, and had to sit down for a long, hard debate with myself when I found a new Spellsong spell: The Song of Quickening. Unlike Healing Melody, it was a party wide buff that would increase the speed of any allies that could hear me play.
After Escape, picking up and learning both would almost completely empty my purse, but being able to contribute more than just dazing things and my discount healing was something I needed to do. I’d already paid for my inn room, and I was fully stocked for the adventure ahead, so I wasn’t that worried about being low. I still disliked the idea of being broke, but in the end, it would give us a better chance of success, so I pulled the trigger.
You have gained proficiency with the following General skills: -Escape
New Spell Acquired! Song of Quickening!
Spell: Song of Quickening
School: SpellsongType: Speed BuffRange: Medium Duration: Channeled/10sBy channeling Mana into a magical song, the caster enhances the overall speed of allies within range. 
The Escape skill was akin to Inspect in that there was no influx of knowledge or secret technique. No special download kung-fu. It was just a thing I could trigger; a button I could press that would tell the system to get me out of whatever sticky situation I was in. 
That kind of skill still confused the hell out of me, but I didn’t really have time to wax philosophical. It was a mystery I’d have to explore another day.
The song on the other hand was exactly what I expected. It was more complex than the Healing Melody with a much quicker tempo, which was only proper considering its effects. 
What I hadn’t expected was the burst of bonus knowledge that came with it, giving insight on how to chain songs together and keep multiple effects in play.
The entire process brought back a vivid memory of watching the first Pitch Perfect movie with my girlfriend at the time where she tried to explain to me how mashups worked. Her explanation hadn’t made much sense at the time, but then again, I was much more interested in learning the quick way to undo her bra clasp than learning about an a cappella choir.
The memory was a strange mix of emotions and tugged at something buried deep inside my mind that I instinctively pulled away from. The memory and its lingering emotions faded almost instantly, leaving only the cold, hard facts related to song management.
Shaking my head to clear it of the sudden fog, I left the archive behind and headed out of the guildhouse and back to the Crusader’s Call, eager to find out just what kind of people I was trusting with my life.
When I reached the Crusader’s Call, the evening festivities were in full swing. The ale was flowing, and a troupe of halfling girls had taken the stage, tapping out a beat with an instrument that looked like a miniature tambourine.
Lyra was standing near the table with a pile of empty tankards nearby, watching the show. Annabelle was passed out, face down on the table, much to the amusement of the Fae who was casually sipping a glass of wine as their foot tapped along with the halflings’ beat.
Svan was no longer with the group, but as I scanned the room, I spotted him sitting off in the corner, deep in discussion with an elven man wearing an outfit similar to the ranger’s own. 
Lyra was the first to spot me and ran over, bringing me a fresh tankard of Caf-brew. “Bastion! That was fast. I was starting to get worried you weren’t coming.”
I flashed her a grin. “Told you I’d be back. I mean, I already paid for my room.”
She wrapped an arm around me and pulled me towards the stage, easily moving me with her deceptive strength. “You’re up next!” she said and then leaned up to whisper in my ear. “Do a good job and I may even give you a special reward.”
Her breath raised goosebumps on my neck, and she trailed her hand down my back, stopping just shy of my ass before moving away. I stood there stunned, and deeply conflicted.
*I told you she liked you,* Dhaera said, pulling herself upright inside my mental bed. 
“You’re awake! I hope you had a great nap.”
She yawned and stretched, showing off her toned stomach. *It was glorious. I really needed to get that out and am so happy to be with you.* 
I smiled and took a deep drink of my beer, enjoying the feeling of warmth that spread through my body. “Apparently, I was voluntold to be the next performer. Good thing I transcribed those songs.”
*I’m sure you’ll do great. And earn that special reward.* She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively and I couldn’t help but laugh.
“Even if I was ready for that, she’s drunk, and that right there is a no-no.”
*Ah, love. Your world was so, so weird.*
The dancers finished up and took their bows and then Lyra was there, pushing me up onto the stage. I gave her a fake glare and looked out over the crowd, seeing that people were already losing interest now that the dancing girls were gone.
With a shrug I took out my guitar and looked back to Lyra. “What do you want me to play?” I asked, playing a few short licks while I waited for an answer.
She spun around, gesturing to the bar. “It’s a tavern. Play me a drinking song!”
I scrunched up my face in mock concentration and went through my mental songbook. She’d already heard the beer song, so maybe something about cider?
*We have cider.*
With a sigh, I played the opening notes to "Johnny Jump Up" and started singing. The song told the tale of the writer’s first experience with a particular brand of cider that was traditionally stored in old whiskey barrels and picked up a lot of its kick. It was a popular drinking song performed by many artists over the years, and now I’d brought it across the cosmos to a brand-new world. 
I stumbled a few times on the words, losing a little of the cadence as I changed out Earth terms and names on the fly that I hadn’t realized were in the song ‘til mid-verse. The crowd didn’t seem to mind, though, and Lyra was singing along when the chorus came up.
Finishing the song with a bow, I put my guitar away and opened myself up to drink in as much Essence as I could before stepping down.
+88 Essence (44 transferred to Dhaera)
*You should practice that more often. Eventually it’ll be as easy as breathing.* 
“Not a lot of opportunities for an Essence-rich environment.” I answered.
*What do you mean? There’s always ambient Essence you can harvest. Sure, it’s nothing compared to what you can get after a rousing performance, but it’s there.*
“So I could have been getting free Essence this whole time?”
*Nothing substantial, but practicing the skill will be helpful in the long run.*
“Guess I’ve got some work to do then.”
When I stepped off the stage Lyra slipped under my arm and handed me a tankard full of Caf-brew. “Now that’s what I call a good start to a fun evening,” she said and slapped me playfully on the ass. “Tonight, we drink, for tomorrow we may die!” she yelled and raised her tankard high.
Drinks raised all over the bar as the crowd responded in unison. “To Life! To Death! And all the fun in between!” 
She drained her mug and I followed suit, feeling a bit wobbly on my feet. I’d imbibed more alcohol in the few days I’d been in this world than in my entire life on Earth. The legal drinking age and my own caution had seen to that, and so I had almost no clue what my tolerance was. 
I’d heard enough horror stories about the unintended outcomes of some drunken adventures, so I resolved to rein things in before my good judgment went out the window.
Lyra and the rest of my companions had no such issues. At some point Vel had sent his staff to bring Annabelle to her room to sleep off her overindulgence, and Ov’ah had disappeared into the crowd, leaving Lyra and I alone at the table to enjoy the show as farmers and adventurers emboldened by their drink took turns on the stage, showing off one talent or another.
As the night went on, she moved closer and closer, until she was virtually plastered to my side, and quite, quite drunk. When I heard her snoring softly on my shoulder, I decided it was time to turn in and shook her gently.
I hadn’t quite lived up to my goals of moderation, and was feeling a bit tipsy myself, which meant Dhaera’s commentary and suggestions on what to do for the rest of the evening were quite spicy. 
“What room are you in, Lyra?” I asked, supporting her as we left the common room behind. She looked up at me with a small grin and handed me a key. Vel had given her the room next door to my own, which was a relief. I wouldn’t have far to go to my own bed once I dropped her off.
I opened her door and ushered her inside, sitting her down on her bed. She looked up with me with her emerald-green eyes and grabbed the front of my shirt to pull me in for a kiss. Her lips were soft and everything I’d ever imagined they would be, and I felt my own desire welling up inside me, amplified by Dhaera’s lust for the feisty redhead.
The taste of alcohol on her tongue snapped me out of the moment, and I reluctantly pulled away, earning a confused look from the redhead. “Why did you stop?” she asked, blinking.
“I can’t do this,” I said reluctantly.
“You don’t want me?” she said, slurring her words slightly. “I’ve seen the way you look at me.”
“Oh, I do… I really do, but not like this.” I stepped away. “You’re drunk. I’m drunk. Neither one of us is thinking clearly.”
She tilted her head. “But I want you to—”
I raised my hands. “It’s not just that, Lyra. There are things about me you don’t know, that I can’t share. Hell, there are things about me even I don’t know. Plus, there’s someone else.”
She continued to look at me in confusion, “This other… she wouldn’t want you to then. I understand.”
I shook my head. “Oh no. She would definitely want me to… I just can’t.” I left before she could say something to change my mind. The mixture of the drink, Dhaera’s leaking desires, and my own lust were a powerful cocktail that I was afraid might break through my wall of logic if I stayed any longer.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” I said. “Sweet dreams.”
The walk back to my room was the hardest I’d ever taken, and as soon as my head hit the pillow Dhaera pulled me into my mindscape where she showed me the lingering effects of the redhead’s kiss through our shared senses. I didn’t get much true sleep that night.
***




Chapter thirty-eight








Consequences


To make up for the lack of a full night’s sleep, Dhaera woke me up about an hour before sunrise so I’d be on time to meet our companions. My head was in much better condition than the last time I’d overindulged, but just to be sure I’d be completely recovered I chugged as much water as I could stomach. 
The inn was quiet as I left the room, most of the patrons probably still sleeping off the efforts of the night before.
The doorway across the hall opened as I walked by, revealing the disheveled form of the elven ranger Svan had been talking with the night before. I opened my mouth to say good morning but paused as an equally disheveled Svan appeared in the door and embraced the elf in a way that said they definitely hadn’t been just talking about ranger stuff the night before. He caught my eye as I walked past and I winked and waggled my eyebrows at him, earning an amused smile. 
I met Annabelle blearily walking down the hallway a bit closer to the common room area and handed her a waterskin, earning a thankful smile. 
“Any chance one of those vials has a hangover cure?” I asked.
She laughed and clutched her head. “Oh, don’t do that. Even thinking hurts right now.” She gestured to her travel-worn outfit. “Think I’d be wearing this if I had a formula like that? The nobles’d pay a fortune for something like that and I’d be wearing silks!”
“Point taken,” I said, taking back the skin and returning it to my bag. “Think we have time for breakfast before we head out?”
She shrugged. “Oh yeah! The innkeeper used to be an adventurer, too. He’ll have all sorts of portable stuff for us to take. I’m sure of it!”
She was right. Vel had laid out a spread that would make a Vegas casino buffet jealous. Half of the food was your traditional breakfast fare, ready to be scooped up and eaten in the common room but the other half were trays of pre-made breakfast burrito-like things. 
I grabbed a pair of wraps and headed for the door, eager to get underway, but I didn’t get far before I was intercepted by an angry looking Vel.
“Oi. Bard,” he said with a growl as he grabbed me by the shoulder. “What’d I tell ye about hurting me girl?” He raised a meaty fist and shook it in my face.
“What?” I said, trying to back away but unable to escape his hold. “I didn’t do anything!”
He looked me in the eyes and relaxed his grip a little, giving me some breathing room. “Well, ye did something. Lass was a right thunderstorm when she rushed through here this morning. Did nae even stop and say goodbye to this old dwarf. Ye best figure out what ye did, or yer likely to be in a world o’ hurt. First from her,” he said and shook his fist in my face, “and then from me if there’s anything left.”
I sighed. “Point taken,” I grumbled. “Try and do the right thing and… I’ll figure it out.”
His eyebrows shot up. “Ye turned her down?” he said and then thwacked me on the side of the head hard enough to reawaken my hangover headache. “Yer daft, boyo!”
“We were both drunk as hell!” I said defensively. “I didn’t want her to regret it in the morning.” The dwarf didn’t seem to be buying it one bit. “It’s personal okay. And between her and me.”
He paused for a second in confusion and then a smile cracked his grim countenance, and with a pointed look down at my crotch he started laughing his ass off. “Ahhh. I got ye lad. Personal… between ye and her… Bahahahah!”
It took me a moment to understand what he was alluding to. “What! No! Everything works--- Bah! Whatever.” I turned and left, leaving the dwarf to his own amusement.
His voice followed me out of the inn and onto the street. “They make potions for that,” he said, and I just hung my head and moved on, leaving the rest of the party to make their own way on the dimly lit streets. Let them think what they want. 
*Oh, don’t be so glum. I, for one, know just how wrong they are.* her mental caress up my thigh made me jump, earning a curious look from a nearby shopkeeper prepping for the day.
“Ah! Don’t do that in public! Bad enough people already think I’m strange.”
*Oh fine. Tonight then!* she said, shifting her mental outfit back to the one I thought of as slutty librarian. 
“As long as we’re out of the dungeon by then.”
My mindscape shifted back into library mode, with her leaning forward over the desk, giving me a lovely view down her shirt. *It’s a date.*
Some deep breathing had things settled by the time I approached the south gate. Lyra was pacing impatiently, much to the amusement of Ov’ah. When I arrived, she looked at me and her eyes narrowed slightly. She was mad. 
“About time you got here. I’ve been waiting for an hour,” she said flatly before turning away. “We should be on the road already.”
I looked around, making sure we were still missing two of our party. I opened my mouth to reply but Ov’ah caught my eye and shook their head slightly while mouthing. “Bad idea.”
I snapped my jaw shut and shrugged. Devouring Vel’s breakfast provisions would be a more productive use of my time. 
They were delicious. Bacon, eggs, and some sort of vegetable I wasn’t familiar with, fried and wrapped up tight in a pita-like bread. It wasn’t as good as Shepherd Albin’s morning fry, but it was damned close.
Annabelle and Svan arrived a few minutes later, chatting about herbs or something between bites of burrito. Their arrival seemed to calm Lyra a small bit, but I gave her a wide berth just to be safe.
A strange thing occurred to me as we passed through the southern gates and out into the wilds once again. In the entire time I’d been in this world I hadn’t once seen someone mounted. All the travelers I’d encountered were either riding in wagons or walking.
Since no one else was inclined to conversation, I turned my attention inward. “Hey Dhaera, what’s the deal with horses? Why does everyone walk around when we could be riding? Come to think of it, there’s gotta be some magical beasties around that would be awesome mounts: unicorns, pegasi, wyverns or something.”
*What do you mean? Ride on horses? Why would anyone do that to them? They already charge enough just to pull wagons, I can’t imagine how much Essence they would charge if they were going to suffer the indignity of letting some mortal ride on their backs.*
“What?”
*The horses on your world let you ride them?*
“Of course. They’re just animals. Humans have trained them for centuries to be the perfect mounts… until cars came along anyway.”
*Animals? What are you talking about? Horses are just as intelligent as you are.*
“You’re shitting me.”
*No!*
“Well… shit. And I thought things were weird before.”
*As to your other question. Most people just don’t see the need. Some classes might have animal companions that can carry them around, but for the most part we just… walk. Or fly.*
A small rock thunking into my chest brought my focus back to the material world where the rest of the group had come to a halt. “Hey bard!” Svan shouted while readying another rock.
I shook my head to clear it. “Sorry about that. Lost in thought.”
Annabelle looked to Lyra, “Promise me he’s not going to zone out like that in the dungeon?”
“He handled himself just fine when we were attacked on route to Darkforge,” she said, giving me a long look.
Giving the gnome a confident smile, I tapped my guitar case. “I’m an artist. Daydreaming and creating is kind of my thing, but in a fight I am one hundred percent focused. I promise.”
Annabelle smiled and bounced away. “Good!” she said happily as her vials and tools rang out like a demented wind chime.
Svan gave me a curt nod. “Just see that you do your job. I have no intention of being spider food, however temporarily.”
Ov’ah just looked at me silently and then turned to follow Lyra as she led the way down a pathway into the trees. Eventually the woods gave way to a large clearing full of semi-permanent structures, like an old school flea market. 
All but one of the tables were empty, and the lone vendor was still busy unpacking their wares. Vials of all shapes and sizes were arranged in crisp rows, and I recognized some as the same sort of healing potions I had stored in my belt pouch in case of emergency.
Annabelle clapped excitedly and ran over to the merchant, asking a million questions a minute about things that made absolutely no sense to me. To be fair, I wasn’t paying much attention either. The dungeon entrance had my full attention. 
Rising from the center of the clearing, the entrance was a dome of smooth, black stone inlaid with white marble in the pattern of a giant spider web. Forming the center of the pattern was a circular opening, through which I could see a staircase leading down. I shivered as a sense of wrongness washed over me, and I felt Dhaera cringe inside.
*This feels… wrong, Sebastian. Now I know why my father sent us here. We need to fix this.*
Nodding slowly, I followed the rest of the party as they went to rescue the potion vendor from gnomish assault. “I hope we can.”
Lyra stopped at the entrance and waited for us to gather up before speaking. “Okay all. I know this is our first time together, but this dungeon should be doable for us. You should all know how to fill your roles by now. If we need to shift strategies, then I’ll call it out. If something happens to me, then Ov’ah is next in line. Ignore the healer at your own peril.”
There was a chorus of nervous laughter at that, but Ov’ah’s face was a flat mask. Lyra locked eyes with each of us and gave us a nod and led the way into the dungeon.
***



Chapter thirty-nine








Sticky Situations


The stairway descended deep into the earth and into darkness.  
You have entered the Whispering Depths Dungeon!
Recommended Levels: 5-10.Burrowed deep into the Teluvrian forest, the Whispering Depths are the home of the Webweaver spider matriarchs. Skilled trappers and hunters, the Webweavers are the dominant predator of the local forest. Do you have what it takes to eliminate their matriarch and make the forest safe for the local huntsmen?
Unlike the Greenstone dungeon, there was no ambient light provided, and soon enough it was almost pitch black. Ov’ah remedied the situation with a quick spell, causing a sphere of light to float near the ceiling above.
When we reached the bind stone, everyone stopped in shock. The normally tidy area was a complete mess, and most of the guild supplies and clothing were gone. 
“What idiots could have done this?” Svan said. “They must really have a death wish to pillage a dungeon cache.”
Annabelle picked through the remaining clothing, tossing some of it back in the box. “This stuff isn’t worth stealing, why bother?”
“Did that many people die here?” I asked.
“Don’t be stupid,” Lyra snapped. “If enough people resurrected here to do this, there would have been a notice at the guild. As it is, we need to report this when we get back.”
Ov’ah nodded. “Something is off. I agree this must be reported. Should we continue on?”
Svan snorted. “Some bandits raiding a guild cache is no reason to abandon our delve. I say we press on.”
“Agreed!” Annabelle chimed in. “I didn’t come all this way to turn back now.”
I nodded. I was going in one way or another, but it would be better to have a party with me.
“Forward it is,” Lyra said and drew her sword. “Finish your preparations and buff up. We go in five.”
We each bound at the stone. It was my first time using an actual dungeon stone, so I didn’t know what to expect. It was surprisingly pleasant. As soon as I touched the stone, I felt a connection form, and knew that should I fall my spirit would be drawn here for rebirth. At the very end of the process I felt something strange in the stone, but couldn’t put my finger on it.
I didn’t have any buffs other than my songs, so I took the time to loosen my saber and get my guitar out and tuned. Annabelle plopped down on the ground and pulled off a bandoleer full of vials of varying shapes and sizes and started mixing. A pinch of this, a dash of that, and a bit of Mana and voila, she created some kind of alchemical grenade.
Svan strung his bow and sorted through his quiver, meticulously arranging his arrows as he chanted something in an unfamiliar language that caused his eyes to glow briefly as a buff in the shape of a hawk appeared in his party entry.
Lyra knelt down and chanted a spell to enhance both her armor’s ability to block damage with a bit of threat generation added to the mix. That icon looked like a golden shield.
Ov’ah did the most work, blessing us all with some protection against physical blows, with a few personal buffs that would aid in their Mana regeneration and boost healing. And just like that, we were off.
Lyra took point with Svan and Annabelle in the second rank. Ov’ah and I were in the back, ready to do our thing upon first contact.
We entered the first room and spread out a little, keeping the same general formation while giving each other room to maneuver. Ov’ah sent their light up towards the ceiling, broadening our view. 
The room was a massive cavern complete with a forest of stalactites and stalagmites. Large, intricate spiderwebs filled every inch of the cavern’s roof and walls, making prime use of the rocky pillars.
As the light moved into the webbing, the spiders attacked. Dropping from above on thin lines of webbing, the spiders landed all around us. Each was the size of a large dog, with a shiny black carapace and multifaceted eyes. Each leg ended in a wicked-looking claw, and it was never more apparent than at that moment that these weren’t natural spiders. These things were made to kill.
The light from Lyra’s sword and shield reflected dimly off the nearest spiders as she took the fight to them, letting out a loud roar that drew their attention. I wasn’t sure why spiders would care, but I wasn’t going to argue with anything that kept the giant insects from eating my face.
I panicked for a second, but a slight nudge from Dhaera and I was back in the groove. Lyra had three of the spiders tied up on our left, while Svan and Annabelle concentrated on one on the right and Ov’ah made sure any wounds suffered were temporary.
The trio of spiders that had dropped behind us were closing, so I got to work. I cast Influence on the closest and sent it to attack its brood mate while my hands flowed smoothly into the gestures for Daze. 
The sparkling energy of my spell took shape around the spider’s eyes and it stopped in its tracks just as the other two rolled past in a tangle of stabbing claws and snapping pincers. 
“Three in the rear, currently contained,” I called out as I used Inspect on the closest of the three.
Webweaver Hatchling (Level 3)The weakest of Webweavers, this spider has not yet developed the deadly poison of its older siblings. Beware its webs.
“These are the babies?!” I yelled, earning a laugh from Svan who finished off his target with a well-placed arrow and turned to help Lyra. 
With my back clear, I swung my guitar around and plucked out the first notes of the Song of Quickening. A soft glow permeated the area, and I felt a tingle as my movements gained speed. My companions sped up as well and quickly turned the three remaining spiders in the front into piles of broken chitin and ick. 
The spider I’d turned on its companion was not looking so hot and folded a second later to a well-placed stab. Somehow knowing I was responsible for its brood mate’s betrayal, the survivor skittered towards me, leaving a trail of ichor on the ground.
I strummed the latest chord in my song, letting it ring out to keep the spell active while I raised a hand and cast Flame Dart, finishing what my minion had started.
*Behind you!*
I whirled around just in time to catch a spray of webbing right in the face. I toppled backwards, falling on my ass as the webbing solidified, trapping me in a sticky web. I struggled for a second before remembering my new get out of jail free card. With a mental twist, I activated Escape and sighed as the System dissolved the webbing holding me in place. I had no clue how it worked, and I didn’t care. I could breathe again. 
I glanced around the room and saw that the rest of the spiders were down, including the one I’d Dazed. Lyra’s armor was covered in ichor and blood, but judging by the info being fed to me from the system, none of it was hers. A quick glance showed everyone was in pretty good shape. Well, except for Ov’ah’s Mana pool, which was at half. 
Annabelle skipped around the room, humming to herself as she looted the corpses and delivered the loot bags to the Fae who’d been designated to carry it all for some reason. Something about them being unable to break their word.
Lyra looked around with a wild grin on her face. “Now that was spectacular. Let’s get ready for round two!” 
For that brief moment her anger seemed to disappear. She seemed so alive, and so beautiful, and completely in her element. When her eyes turned to me that spark of anger rekindled, and she looked away, scanning the rest of the cavern for something she could vent her frustration out on.
She didn’t have to wait long. The next group of spiders was identical to the first, but this time we managed to keep them all in front of us. The Daze, Influence combo meant I was able to control almost half of the enemies before switching to my songs. 
The fight took a little longer due to an unfortunate snafu when one of Annabelle’s grenades broke my Daze and Svan had to switch to melee until I could get it back under control.
Annabelle didn’t take her mistake well. “I’m so sorry guys! I slipped on some spider gunk and my aim went wide. It won’t happen again.”
Lyra grinned and slapped her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. Everyone makes mistakes.”
“Yeah, sorry I was a little slow on the Daze. I had to –” I said but was cut off with a glare.
“No excuses. Just do your job,” she snapped and then walked away.
Svan and Ov’ah exchanged glances, and the ranger shook his head and chuckled, whispering “Don’t know what you did to piss her off, but I suggest you fix it. Quick.”
I sighed. “That’s harder than it sounds.”
*It’s ok, love. She’ll come around. I’d be pretty pissed if you rebuffed my affections too.*
“Thanks.”
Annabelle walked over and looked up at me and beckoned for me to come closer so she could reach my ear. “I talked to Ven. Take this,” she whispered and pressed something into my palm. “Guaranteed to solve your little… problem.”
I looked down as she skipped away and saw what she’d given me: a small vial of blue liquid labeled with the picture of a massive, erect cock. “God damnit!”
***



Chapter forty








We Can Make Them Bigger, Stronger


We finished off the next group of spiders like a well-oiled machine and then took a break to rest up and take stock before moving on. Ov’ah retrieved the spoils from their dimensional bag, creating three separate piles on a web-free section of the floor. 
All together the spiders had dropped just over fifteen hundred Essence in various denominations, a pair of healing potions, a bunch of random spider bits, and an unidentified ring shaped like one of those old school Halloween plastic spider things.
*That’s… not enough.* Dhaera said as I looked through the loot with a big smile on my face.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
*Dungeons work on very specific formula based on the levels of your party and the levels of the creatures, with a few other things thrown into the mix. That isn’t enough Essence for what you guys fought.*
Everyone else seemed to sense something was up too. Lyra looked over the pile and then at Ov’ah. “That’s all of it? You sure you’re not missing anything?”
The Fae shook their head. “That is all that was brought to me. Twenty-eight loot parcels, as collected.”
“Damned peculiar, that,” Svan said and spit off into the webs. “The baby spiders are holding out on us.”
Annabelle pushed the Essence crystals around with her boot. “Maybe the boss has something extra special?”
“Is that a thing?” I asked.
Svan shrugged. “I’ve heard rumors. Lesser rewards for the normal monsters so the boss can have something spectacular.”
“Myself as well,” Ov’ah added. “I have seen no proof of such things, but several more practiced parties have hinted at it.”
*Uh, that’s not true. There’s no such thing.*
I started to say something to that effect but had to check myself. I couldn’t reveal what I knew without risking my own secrets.
Lyra seemed excited by the prospect, and Annabelle was practically bouncing. “Based on my calculations, we’ve got almost twenty-five percent less Essence than we should here, so if it’s all being saved up for better loot later on… the potential is huge!”
I chuckled, “While that would be nice, it sounds more like a rumor than an actual thing.”
Ov’ah shrugged. “Fiction or not, the fact remains that this dungeon is proving to be less lucrative than anticipated, so I hope the rumors are true.”
“Well then,” Lyra said with a smile. “Let’s get this cleaned up and get going.”
The only way out of the cavern was a narrow tunnel leading deeper into the dungeon. It was barely wide enough for us to walk down single file. 
Since we were in a vaguely natural environment, Svan volunteered to take point. His tracking skills were more likely to detect any traps or pitfalls than the miniscule training I had.
The tunnel was full of webbing that had to be cut away, but luckily it was old and easily cleared. Every so often something would go skittering overhead, raising our hackles, but none of the creepy crawlies decided to try their luck against us.
As we left the tunnel, Svan motioned us to take cover as he scanned the room ahead. Ov’ah kept their light hanging back so as not to give whatever the dungeon had in store any more warning.
The ranger made his way back to us with a smile on his face. “There are three full-grown webweavers patrolling just ahead. I couldn’t see any others past them, but the cavern goes on for a while so there’s probably more.”
Lyra turned to Annabelle and gestured to the spiders in the distance. “Do you have any spells that can hold one of those?” 
The gnome considered it for a second and then her face lit up in a bright smile. “Maybe! I’ve got a recipe that should put one out of commission for a while.”
The redhead nodded. “Alright. Bard, you Daze the one on the right. Annabelle, you do whatever it is you do to take out the one on the left. Then we burn down the middle while I hold it off. Any questions?”
I shook my head. “Got it.”
Lyra led the charge, roaring to get the spiders’ attention with me and the alchemist at her flanks. The spiders crouched down and leapt towards us, easily clearing the space between, almost too quick to register.
The adult spiders were twice the size of the ones we’d fought before, with the addition of green venom dripping from their mandibles. As soon as my target was in range, I used Inspect and then cast Daze.
Webweaver Adult (Level 6)The fully grown Webweavers are quick, nimble hunters that excel both at trapping their prey in carefully woven webs and actively taking them down with their debilitating poisons.
As soon as the spell took hold, I brought my guitar around and let the first notes of the Song of Quickening fill the air.
Annabelle pulled a glass beaker from her belt and shook it up before throwing it right into the other spider’s face. The glass shattered, releasing a marshmallow-like substance that grew at an exponential speed until it encompassed half of the spider’s horse-sized body.
The spider thrashed against the prison, shooting out a stream of webbing that barely missed the gnomish alchemist.
“HAH!” Lyra yelled as she slammed into the remaining spider, discharging an explosion of light. “Nice spell!”
Annabelle threw an explosive vial at the main target. “Thanks! Although it’s not a spell in so much as it is a custom formula that I worked out over three weeks of—“
“Tell me after the fight!” Lyra responded, wincing as the spider’s dripping mandibles scored a nasty cut on her calf.
The Lightblade stumbled briefly in pain as the poison took hold. Opening herself to another blow from a jagged claw. She lurched aside at the last moment, turning the potentially fatal wound into a glancing one.
Ov’ah’s healing magic washed over her, sealing the worst of her wounds and expunging some of the venom, allowing the tank to go back on the offensive. 
The larger spiders were more resistant to my Daze spell than the hatchlings had been, and my target broke free halfway through the duration, forcing me to pause my song in order to keep it controlled. 
The combination of Svan’s arrows, Annabelle’s explosives, and Lyra’s light-enhanced blade were slowly breaking through the main target’s thick armor, and while the extra speed from my song wasn’t much, it did give us an edge against the larger spiders. 
Being a Bard was all about timing, which made sense – it was music after all – but that didn’t stop me from itching to do more. 
The twang of another arrow was followed by an arachnid scream as Svan fired another shot, narrowly missing Lyra as she slipped under the spider’s forelimbs and hacked into its underbelly.
The arrow struck home in the center of one of the creature’s eyes, popping it like a water balloon and splattering the floor with eye-jelly. Annabelle’s next vial followed the arrow in, toilet bowling around the empty socket before erupting with some sort of alchemical napalm.
The spider let out another screech and whirled around, spraying out a cone of webbing that covered Lyra, Svan, and Ov’ah in a thick layer of sticky goo. 
Before they could activate their own Escape skills the Webweaver surged past and snapped at Annabelle, opening a nasty gash in her abdomen before she shoved a grenade point blank into its face, blowing off one of its mandibles and sending her flying across the room.
Then it was on me, and as it lunged forward, I did the only thing I could think of. I screamed. Magically that is. The Cacophony erupted from deep within my chest and slammed into the spider’s open mouth, knocking it backwards with an ironically spiderweb-shaped network of cracks covering its carapace. 
It landed right next to Lyra, who popped out of her web-prison swinging. She went back to work with a passion, and as soon as Svan and Ov’ah dealt with their own webbing issues they rejoined the attack.
The marshmallow-coated spider was starting to eat its way free from its prison and would be free soon, so we had to step up our game. I needed to help with the killing, so applying the same tactics that let me swap between songs, I added Flame Dart to my rotation.
With a wicked overhand strike, Lyra buried her glowing sword into the head of her target and it exploded, splattering us all with spider goo. Without a pause, she moved on to the next spider.
Taking advantage of the marshmallow trap, she hacked into the creature’s struggling claws, breaking off several before its frantic thrashing freed it completely from the prison. My Daze target was starting to show signs of breaking free as well, so I reapplied it and then dropped right back into the flow.
My Flame Darts were nowhere near as damaging as either the gnome’s grenades or Svan’s arrows, but every bit of damage helped, and I won’t lie and say it didn’t make me feel a lot better about my role in the party.
Dhaera kept a careful eye out for any other spiders looking to join in on the fight, so I was free to do my thing. Play, Play, Play, Flame Dart, Play, Play, Play, Flame Dart.
The next time the spider used its webbing attack, we were ready, and everyone but Annabelle was able to get clear. 
Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Svan taking careful aim at the spider. The tip of his arrow was glowing softly and seemed to grow brighter by the second. When it reached full power, he released the shot and I watched in amazement as the missile transformed into pure energy and shot straight through the spider and into the stone behind.
The arachnid stumbled to the side and the recently-freed Annabelle ran forward and tossed something into the hole left by the ranger’s arrow, narrowly missing getting skewered herself by Lyra’s next attack. 
“Watch what you’re doing!” the Lightblade yelled and stepped back.
Annabelle just laughed like a madwoman and screamed, “Here comes the boom!” There was a soft whoomph sound, and then it was raining spider bits. 
Ov’ah glared down at the little gnome, but didn’t get a chance to say anything as some flying spider shrapnel had broken my Daze and freed the last spider to pursue its hunger for some Fae flesh.
The healer raised their hand and spoke a word of power, forming a shield of energy that took the full brunt of the spider’s initial attack and reflected it back onto it. The spider squealed and raised its claws to strike again, but Lyra crashed into it like a freight train, hacking away like there was no tomorrow and driving it off.
A new icon had appeared next to her name, showing she was under the effects of something called Protective Fervor, and I couldn’t help but admire just how badass she was.
The next time the spider lifted its leg to attack I tagged it with a Flame Dart in the joint, causing a slight delay that gave Lyra all the time she needed to lop the limb off entirely. 
The shield had taken a massive chunk out of Ov’ah’s Mana, so I switched up my Quickness song for Healing Melody, giving them a bit of respite as I jacked up the tank’s already significant Health regeneration.
The final spider went down a short time later when Svan shot another one of his piercing arrows straight through its arachnid brain.
Ov’ah used the last of their Mana to purge any lingering poison from the tank, which wasn’t much. Her own abilities seemed to be geared towards mitigating all forms of damage. But it still hurt, and the expression of relief on her face as the last droplets of venom were expelled from her system was obvious.
Annabelle dusted herself off and collected the loot, bringing it back for inspection right away. It was even worse than the hatchlings. There should have been over four hundred Essence plus other random loot, but instead there was barely three hundred Essence. No spider bits. No potions. Nothing else.
*It’s just getting worse.* Dhaera said sadly. *What could be sapping the Essence?*
“I’m more clueless about all this than you are. Are you sure that rumor about banking the loot isn’t really a thing?”
*Very sure.*
“Short again! The boss must have some killer loot!” Annabelle exclaimed. She was literally bouncing with excitement.
Ov’ah smiled slightly. “The potential is definitely there.”
“I don’t know,” Svan added. “Something is definitely fishy here.”
“Agreed,” I replied.
Lyra chuckled. “Maybe. But it’s still something. If we quit now, we’ll never find out.”
“We are already here,” Svan said, “might as well stick it out.”
Annabelle and Ov’ah nodded their agreement, so I did as well.
Lyra clapped her hands. “Good. Rest up, rebuff, and we’ll continue.”
There were only two adults in the next group of spiders, so I concentrated on keeping one Dazed while we collectively dealt with its partner. The entire process made me admire Lyra’s dedication to her role. I know I sure as shit wouldn’t be able to accept the level of physical punishment she took on herself to keep the rest of us from being chewed on. 
She was crazy. But she was also amazing.
*And smoking hot.* Dhaera chimed in. *Don’t forget smoking hot.* I didn’t disagree.
The loot was much the same as the first group. That is to say, about thirty percent short at two hundred Essence and a single poison gland that Annabelle practically drooled over.
The rest of the party was getting more and more excited at the prospect of increased loot, but Dhaera was practically frantic about the whole thing. Especially when the monsters started to change.
The differences were small at first. Discolorations, missing limbs, and other small mutations, but as we fought our way through more of the hatchlings they became more pronounced, and the loot started drying up. But the worst was the dungeon itself. The overall aura of the place just felt off, and I wasn’t the only one that could feel it. Even the normally exuberant gnome was affected by the sense of oppression.
“I don’t like this place,” Annabelle said, looking around at the cavern ahead of us. 
“This place is… wrong,” I said, shivering. “Was it like this before, Svan?”
The ranger shook his head. “No. This is different. Darker.”
Ov’ah looked at us all with a flat gaze. “I don’t see any quantified effects on any of us, but I cannot deny the feeling of wrongness in this place. Should we turn back?”
“No way!” Lyra responded with a growl. “If we turn back now, we don’t even have enough loot for repairs. We need to take down the boss and get our payday.”
I shook my head. “There’s no guarantee of that. Something is wrong here.”
Her eyes narrowed. “As if I could trust your judgment. You want to leave? Then leave.”
Leaving wasn’t an option. I had a job to do, and it meant getting to the bottom of whatever the problem was. But it wasn’t like I could tell them the truth.
I sighed. “I don’t want to leave. I just want to make sure we go cautiously.”
“Good,” she replied. “Rest up and rebuff. There’s spiders to kill.”
***



Chapter forty-one








Come to Mama


We made our way deeper into the dungeon, dodging spiderwebs that had the consistency of slime dripping from the ceiling. It was like the dungeon was being slowly digested. 
The next cavern was an almost perfectly shaped dome, completely filled with a massive web that still had enough structure left to support the house-sized spider sitting within.
Svan stopped dead in his tracks. “That is not the boss I remember.”
The spider had the same black chitin as the smaller versions, with one big difference. This one had wicked looking barbs, spikes, and hooks growing out through its carapace, leaving the protective armor cracked and weak.
Where its eyes should be were a pair of glowing embers, and its pincers had been replaced with a lamprey-like maw filled with millions of hooked teeth. It was radiating such a powerful sense of wrongness that it was difficult to look at. 
*That… thing is not a dungeon creature.*
The spider-thing turned its eyes towards us and let out an ear-piercing shriek that shook the entire cavern. 
There was a loud crack from overhead as a piece of the stone broke free. “Move!” Svan yelled and then dove forward. I followed suit, sheltering my guitar from the falling debris as I sprinted through, almost getting squished.
Lyra, Annabelle, and Ov’ah were right behind, shielded under an umbrella of force held in place by the Fae’s will. 
When the dust cleared, the way back was blocked by hundreds of tons of rock.
A wicked cackling filled the room as the spider dropped to the ground, raising another cloud of dust as it stalked towards us. The light of its eyes lit the cloud with a dull red glow, and a viscous black ooze dripped from its mouth and onto the stone before congealing into a single stream that slithered across the ground as if it had a mind of its own until it was reabsorbed by one of its many limbs.
Lyra stepped forward and raised her shield. “Alright everyone. Let’s do this!” She slapped the face of her shield with the flat of her blade and they both started glowing with a bright light that spread to cover her entire body in a protective aura.
She charged in with a roar, sword held high with us close behind. Glowing arrows from Svan’s bow were joined by my Flame Darts and Annabelle’s alchemical bombs arcing overhead. 
I used Inspect and pulled my guitar around, strumming the opening notes of the Song of Quickening as the System answered my query.
Helltouched Webweaver Matriarch (Boss), Level 12
Once the progenitor of the Webweaver spiders, this poor being has been twisted by an influx of hellish energy, mutating her body into a parody of its once glorious form. 
The spider crouched low, avoiding the first volley of attacks before rushing towards Lyra. Her shield rose up to meet the creature’s slashing forelimbs, deflecting each blow in turn, but she could only move so fast. One needle-like claw stabbed in past her shield and connected with her left shoulder, driving her to the ground. Luckily whatever shielding magic she had in place held firm, absorbing most of the strength behind the blow.
Her Health bar dropped from the blow, so I knew some of it had gotten through. That and the small bloody hole in her armor, but it was nowhere near what it could have been. 
A glowing arrow flashed in, severing the claw pinning her down at the joint. The spider-beast reared up and hissed, spraying the area with more black ooze. A small glob splattered across Lyra’s shield and sizzled as it ate away at the glowing light.
With a curse, she flicked it off, sending it flying against the wall where it splattered. An instant later the dark liquid reformed and flowed down the wall and along the ground towards the boss. 
A golden glow settled over the Lightblade, sealing her wounds as she went on the offensive. Her sword chopped and slashed, looking for the weak points in the creature’s armor. 
“Take this!” Annabelle yelled and hurled what looked like the medieval version of a Molotov cocktail through the air. The beaker smashed on contact with the arachnid’s already damaged armor and drenched it in flaming liquid. 
Svan’s next arrow struck the burning armor and shattered it, exposing the squishy insides of the beast’s musculature. A second and third arrow thunked into the squishy bits, cutting through muscle and causing the closest leg to go limp.
The spider’s mouth opened wide and black ooze started to bubble deep in its throat. “Watch out!” Lyra yelled and jumped to the side, just in time to avoid its attack. 
Opening even wider, the creature vomited out a geyser of black ooze that knocked Annabelle off her feet and coated her in the viscous liquid. The scream of agony that followed was enough to break my concentration and make me lose my place in the song.
The black tar bubbled and boiled over the gnome’s flesh, eating it away. Ov’ah tried to heal her, but the magic couldn’t penetrate the ooze.
*Get her out of that! Now!* Dhaera yelled frantically. *It’s… breaking her down into raw Essence!*
I rushed over and tried to scrape the gunk from the pinned gnome, but it refused to let go. And then it was too late. In an instant, the river of ooze solidified and snapped back into the creature’s mouth like a frog’s tongue, taking Annabelle with it.
Her screams cut off in a savage crunch as the maw snapped shut, and my awareness of the little Alchemist was gone.
*Oh gods. Oh gods. Not again!* Dhaera yelled. 
“What? What not again?” I said, not caring if anyone heard me.
*The stone didn’t work, Sebastian. It ate ALL of her. Just like that giant!*
“Ah fuck!” I said.
“Focus people!” Lyra yelled and slashed into the side of the boss’s jaw, releasing a stream of tainted ichor and driving the monster backwards.
Svan pulled out all the stops, raining enhanced arrow after enhanced arrow into the beast’s flanks. Huge chunks of carapace broke free with each arrow, exposing more of the spider’s insides. 
Lyra followed after, cutting into the delicate muscles while dodging the hook and thorn covered counterattacks. A well-placed slash severed a large swath of arachnid muscles and the legs on its left half gave way, almost crushing her under its weight.
I slowed my song and targeted the breaches in the armor with Flame Darts, and even Ov’ah joined on the offensive with a ray of holy light that seemed to do way more damage to the creature than it should have.
With a rending crack the spider’s body split in two as a massive creature straight out of my nightmares burst free from its meat prison, spraying the area with gore. 
***



Chapter forty-two








Unexpected Guests


As if the spider-boss hadn’t been freakish enough, the monster birthed from its ruined corpse took things to a whole new level. Its flesh was an amalgamation of screaming faces locked in expressions of agony. Spikes and hooks of bone poked out through jagged rips and tears that only added to the sheer horror. Each wound was weeping an unholy mixture of blood and black ichor, coating the Void Demon – for that’s the only thing it could be – in a thin layer of ick. 
A giant set of asymmetrical horns adorned its brow, causing its head to tilt slightly to one side. In fact, its entire left side was drooping, as if the creature hadn’t quite finished cooking yet, and its eyes and maw were the same it had sported in its former, arachnid form.
It cackled as it ripped itself free of its ruined shell and lashed out at Lyra with a clawed hand. She raised her shield and absorbed the blow, skidding backwards along the slime covered stone.
Slowly and deliberately the demon stalked forward, scanning the room for its next meal. When its eyes settled on Ov’ah, its mouth formed into a hungry smile. 
It lunged forward almost too quickly to be perceived with its maw open wide enough to swallow the Fae whole, and Ov’ah’s eyes went wide in fear.
I cast Daze as quickly as I could, trying to give the healer time to dodge, but the demon didn’t even seem to notice. 
“No!” Lyra yelled and charged in, activating her Fervor ability as she stepped in front of the Fae and knocked the demon’s gaping mouth aside with a backhand blow of her shield. She hacked into the screaming faces making up the demon’s skin and growled. Every slash opened long rents in its unholy flesh, but it didn’t seem to care. It was enjoying the pain.
It swatted at Lyra again, treating her more as a nuisance than an actual threat and rose to its full height. Svan peppered it with arrows and I cast Flame Darts as quickly as I could, but it seemed to be energized by our attacks. It languidly stretched, tearing the wounds in its mosaic flesh open wide, allowing more of its blood and bile to spill out onto the ground.
Dhaera’s hackles were fully up, and I could feel the burning hatred of a thousand suns radiating from her as she looked out at the demon through my eyes.
*We have to destroy it, Sebastian. It has no place in this world.*
“I’m trying!” I said, completely abandoning my guitar in favor of a continuous volley of Flame Darts.
It looked down at us and smiled. “Your souls will do nicely to open the way, mortals.” Its voice clawed at my psyche, and my lizard brain was screaming at me that we needed to run. Only the resistance granted by Dhaera’s presence let me resist the wave of terror.
Lyra and Ov’ah must have had their own protections against such things, but Svan wasn’t so lucky and fled.
“What the hell is this thing!” Lyra yelled. 
Ov’ah dropped their shield and replied, “A Pain Demon. I fear we may be in a bit over our heads.”
The demon cackled and reached down into the carnage at its feet, pulling out giant whip covered in barbs and hooks. With a casual flick of the wrist the weapon extended across the room and wrapped around the fleeing ranger’s legs.
A mighty tug on the weapon brought the screaming ranger halfway back to the demon, and only Lyra’s renewed attack on the creature kept him from having another snack.
“Die abomination!” she screamed as she drove her sword deep into its side and released a pent-up ability. Golden light exploded from the wound, completely dissolving a good portion of the demon’s chest.
Hissing, it clawed at her as she moved past, catching only air. She ducked under the blow and counterattacked with another slash that severed three of the creature’s four fingers and split its hand in two.
Ov’ah went on the offensive as well, conjuring bolts of bright light that hammered into the demon’s flank, burning away more of its howling flesh as it tried to deal with the determined Lightblade.
A slash of its intact hand caught Lyra mid attack, opening a pair of wide gashes through both her armor and flesh. She grunted in pain and spun away, using the force of the blow to carry her out of range of any follow-up attacks.
The demon was fast. It cackled and pounced, grabbing her with both hands and pinning her arms to her sides. She struggled and flexed in an attempt to break free but was unsuccessful, earning a snicker from the demon as it raised her towards its mouth.
“No!” I yelled and stepped forward, hoping I could get into Cacophony range before it was too late. I made it maybe two steps before something slammed into me from behind, knocking me aside. 
It was Svan… or what was left of him, charging the demon. His legs were a mess of torn flesh and leather, and the brief glimpse I got of his eyes revealed those of a man who had lost all control. A mad howl echoed through the cavern as he attacked, clutching his twin short swords with all of his strength as he hacked into the demon’s legs and groin.
With another hiss, it threw Lyra into the cavern wall where she collapsed in a heap. The System told me she was still alive, and Ov’ah’s healing magic made sure she stayed that way.
The demon reached down and grabbed Svan who continued to hack and slash at the demon with no regard for his own safety. Blood and ichor covered the ranger and demon both as the short blades carved deep furrows into the demon’s body, but the demon just smiled.
I rushed in and cast Cacophony, blasting it with a wave of discordant sound. The demon looked at me and chuckled as the stun failed. A single bite ended the ranger’s existence.
Ov’ah’s face went cold as they finally realized the true peril we were in and they started to back away. Abandoning their latest spell, they pulled their bag from their shoulders and started dumping out the loot we’d collected so far while muttering something about oaths under their breath.
The demon turned on the Fae next and began to close the distance. “You will be a tasty treat, child of Caerci.”
The Fae looked me right in the eyes, and I saw a brief flash of regret in their pupilless eyes as they mouthed “I’m sorry” and activated some sort of ability.
The air was suddenly filled with the scent of a forest grove on a warm summer day and then Ov’ah was gone, leaving me and Lyra alone with the demon. A small bundle of information at the edges of my awareness disappeared as he left the party. At least his light stayed.
“That all you got?” Lyra called from across the room as she pulled herself back to her feet. Her armor was ruined, but her gaze was as hard as steel.
The demon turned towards the Lightblade and charged, slashing with its uninjured hand. Lyra’s answering parry resulted in another partial amputation for the demon, and it hissed in fury. 
I swung my guitar around and started playing like I’d never played before, swapping between Healing Melody and the Song of Quickening to keep both buffs in play as she danced a deadly dance with the demon.
Its flesh was in tatters, but it still showed no concern for its own physical state… until a well-placed slash revealed a swirling whirlpool of dark energy underneath the skin of its chest. It cared about that. 
Lyra tried to press the advantage, but her own wounds were beginning to take their toll and from what I could read from the System her Mana and Stamina were tapped.
*Sebastian. You need to absorb all that Essence.* Dhaera said in a dead serious voice, drawing my eyes to the loot Ov’ah had left behind.
“What? Why? What good is that!”
*We need the Essence if we’re going to survive. Manifest Bond burns Essence.*
“But what if—”
*If we don’t kill it, we’re worse than dead.*
Nodding, I rushed across the room to the piled loot and absorbed every gem I could get my hands on, doing it as fast as possible as Lyra went on full defensive.
“A little help here!” she yelled, barely avoiding a slash that would have taken her head clean off.
“Working on it!” I yelled through gritted teeth as the rush of Essence surged through me. “Just don’t kill me, okay!”
+1504 Essence (752 transferred to Dhaera)
“What?!” She yelled, distracted for one second too long. The demon lashed out, knocking her shield to the side and impaled her on its claws, lifting her like a ginger-ka-bob towards its mouth.
“No!” I screamed and activated Manifest Bond. Power surged from deep within me and I felt my connection with Dhaera burst wide open. Every fiber of my body was suffused with raw power as it changed. My skin took on a decidedly reddish tinge as my nails grew into shorter versions of Dhaera’s claws and a pair of horns sprouted from my forehead.
With a thought I leapt across the room, drawing my saber in midair. I landed on the demon’s back, sticking my boot into the screaming mouth of one of its many faces for purchase as I drove the blade through its back.
It roared and whirled around, dropping Lyra as it shifted its focus to me. It grasped at me with its claws, scrambling to reach me as it turned in place. I sank my newly minted claws into the creature’s flesh and held on. A jab of pain in my foot grabbed my attention. The mouth I was using as a foothold had bitten me. Hard.
*Hurry! We can’t maintain this for long!* Dhaera yelled, pulling my attention to the pool of unused Essence at my core that was burning away by the second.
Another bite and my foot came free, leaving me clinging to the creature by one hand as it whirled around. Momentum sent me swinging into the demon’s reach and its claws raked down my thigh. They ripped through the leather armor like it was made of paper and shredded the flesh beneath. I gasped out in pain and lost my grip.
The burning in my stomach increased as my flesh healed at superhuman speed. I felt like Wolverine as I rolled back to my feet and went back on the attack, meeting the demon head on as it turned to finish off what it thought to be a helpless foe.
Lyra’s groan of pain goaded me on, and my increased speed let me dodge the creature’s attack and counter, driving my blade through its ragged flesh and into the swirling chaos at its core. The beast screamed as the blade plunged in, but quickly recovered, knocking me away with a quick backhand.
I landed on my feet and raised my blade to attack but stopped dead in my tracks. The blade of my saber was gone. More than half of the blade had been burned away, leaving barely a foot of melted, misshapen steel attached to the hilt.
*Use me.* Dhaera said, projecting the image of the Pact-Blade into my mind.
“But what if—”
*It won’t hurt me. This is what I was made for.*
Nodding, I rushed back in, bringing the Pact-Blade into being as I closed the distance. The drain on my Essence pool tripled and I knew I’d only have one chance to finish the fight before I ran out of gas.
“Ah, a Warlock. Two souls for the price of one,” it hissed and reached for me. Amusingly, its straightforward attack was something I’d trained against thousands of times in my earthly life and with my enhanced stats it was simplicity itself to block the attack and step inside its guard, regardless of our size difference.
Knife work hadn’t been a big part of my training, but we’d learned enough to know that putting the pointy end in the bad guy was the intended goal. So that’s what I did. Using its own momentum against it, I leapt forward and drove the Pact-Blade into its swirling heart.
The demon let out a shrill shriek of panic and clawed at my back, pealing strips of flesh from my bones. The surge of Essence that pulsed through the Pact-Blade and into me was more than enough to heal those wounds and counter the pain.
I could feel Dhaera thrumming in my hand as we drained the Essence from the demon’s core. *Yessss!* she moaned and I couldn’t blame her. The rush was intense.
The demon fell backwards and I followed, keeping the blade firmly embedded in its heart as it thrashed under me. 
I don’t know how long it took before its struggles slowed enough for me to notice. The sheer quantity of Essence was enough to eradicate any sense of time from my mind.
Eventually the raging river slowed to a small trickle, and the demon’s physical body started to deflate until I was lying on top of a writhing pile of mush. With one last pull, the demon’s core popped like a bubble, leaving behind a golf ball sized black pearl.
With the threat gone, I unsummoned the Pact-Blade and released the Manifest Bond skill. I was supercharged with Essence, and now that I wasn’t constantly burning it to power my limbs, I felt like I’d been hooked up to a battery. Everything was thrumming. Physically though, I was spent. My limbs felt weak and refused to cooperate for a good minute, and it was only the sight of Lyra bleeding out nearby that got me moving again.
Dhaera had gone silent in my mind, and when I looked inside, I found her floating inside a cocoon of solid energy, oblivious to the world.
I crawled over to Lyra and breathed a sigh of relief when I found her still alive. Without wasting another second, I pulled a pair of healing potions out of my bag and poured them down her throat.
A bit of color returned to her skin, but she was still bleeding heavily so I pulled out another potion and did the only thing I could think of. I poured it directly onto the wounds.
The red liquid bubbled and frothed as it hit the blood, and Lyra woke up with a yelp. Her eyes were wide and unfocused for several seconds and then she locked eyes on me. With a growl she pushed me away. “Get away from me, traitor! I can’t believe I almost fell for your lies!”
I held up my hands and backed away. “Woah there, what are you talking about?”
“You think I didn’t hear?” she hissed. “That I didn’t see you and your… your horns? Did you lure us here so your demon masters could eat us?”
“No! I had nothing to do with that thing! I didn’t even know it was here until it popped out of the spider!”
“Lies.”
I sighed and shook my head. “Whatever. You believe what you want, but if I was the monster you seem to think I am then why the hell would I heal you?”
She blinked in confusion. “I… I don’t know why. But you’re a Warlock! You serve demons!”
“No. I do not!” I said with a growl. “I serve D’walla, who is as much a foe to these demons as anyone in this world.”
“The god of dungeons?” she said, even more confused. “That doesn’t even make sense. And why do you talk like that? ‘anyone in this world’ What other world would it be?”
“I—” I stopped dead. I had no clue what to say.
“You use strange words, sing strange songs, and are woefully clueless about most things any child would know. Maybe you’re the demon!”
“I’m not a fucking demon!” I yelled. “I’m not from this world, okay!”
She blinked. “What?”
“I wasn’t born here. Hell, I’ve been on this world for less than a week.”
“I don’t understand,” she said.
I threw my hands in the air. “Well, it’s the truth. So believe me or not, that’s up to you. I had a fine life back on Earth. Hot girlfriend, college prospects, and then boom, I get hit by a truck and thrown across the damn multiverse to this place.”
She opened her mouth to respond but I kept right on going. “This whole world is crazy. Gods that trick people into deals, video game stats and messages, and whackadoo dungeons that are some kind of insane LARPer blood sport.”
I sat back and let out a long, exhausted sigh. “If you never want to see me after this then I understand, but I’d at least appreciate your help getting out of this place.”
She picked up her sword and stood, looking down at me silently. “Since you did heal me, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt, for now.” She raised her sword towards me. “But if you try anything… you saw what I did to the demon. Don’t think I can’t do the same to you.”
“Thanks.” I said and tried to stand, but as the last of the adrenaline faded, a wave of dizziness washed over me and I crashed back to the ground.
Lyra shouting my name was the last thing I heard as unconsciousness rose up to claim me.
***



Chapter forty-three








Windfalls


Awareness returned slowly, and I knew right away that I wasn’t truly awake. My mindscape had transformed into a rolling thunderstorm, overcharged with power aching to escape. The clouds parted briefly, revealing the cocoon of energy holding Dhaera’s immobile form, and through its thick outer shell I could see that she was changing.  
A flash of lightning erupted from the clouds, striking the opalescent cocoon, crawling over its surface before discharging again back into the surrounding clouds.
Dhaera’s eyes popped open and locked on to mine, and through our bond I felt a sense of urgency. *Too much… we took too much at once… use it before it destroys us!*
The notifications hanging at the edge of my visions flashed angrily, demanding attention. With a sigh, I opened the flood gates. The first three were pretty straight forward, showing the progression I’d earned through use of skills.
Spell School: Enchantments has increased to Ranks 6 and 7!
Spell School: Pyromancy has increased to ranks 3 and 4!
Spell School: Spellsong has increased to Ranks 7, and 8!Armor (Leather) has increased to Rank 5!
The next few were a kick in the teeth.
Party Member: Annabelle has been slain!
Annabelle has left the party!…
A Minor Pain Demon has manifested in this realm!
You have resisted Minor Pain Demon’s Aura of Terror
…Party Member: Svan has been slain!
Svan has left the party!
…Party Member: Ov’ah has left the party!
Each notification released a bit of pressure from my mind, but I knew the next set was where the danger really was. It was going to suck, but the band-aid had to come off.
Manifest Bond invoked!
--Current cost: 20 Essence per second
--All attributes increased!
--Damage Resistance increased!
--Gained active regeneration!
-20 Essence
A series of Essence losses followed until I brought the blade to bear.
Pact-Blade Formed!
-20 Essence
+60 Essence (30 transferred to Dhaera)
+30 Harvesting XP
-20 Essence
+70 Essence (35 transferred to Dhaera)
+35 Harvesting XP
The wall of notifications for my draining of the demon almost made me black out again, and some instinct took over and forced the system to condense the entire slew of messages into a summary that was much easier to process.
My Harvesting skill shot through the roof, gaining tons of experience with every second and, as the skill rose, so too did the amount of Essence I drained. The whole thing had been a blur, and I couldn’t even remember how long it had taken, but the end results were staggering. No wonder my mindscape looked like the inside of one of those static balls.
-640 Essence (Manifest Bond)
+16,000 Essence (8000 transferred to Dhaera)
-581 Essence (Active regeneration)
+16000 Harvesting XP (100/100)
Congratulations, you have reached Rank 3, 4, 5, … 50 in Harvesting.
I stood there in shock. That was a ton of Essence, but there was still one notification left.
WARNING! Essence Overload!You have taken in more Essence through harvesting than your body can process. Harvested Essence must be refined by your system before it can be safely contained. Holding unrefined Essence above your maximum threshold can result in catastrophic damage to your soul’s energy systems. Essence in excess of your capacity must be used immediately to avoid damage. Time Remaining: 00:01:45
“Shit!” I had to spend a crap ton of Essence in a very short period of time, so I popped open my character sheet and got to work. At least Dhaera’s cocooned status finally made sense. She’d been saving up Essence for a while and probably had less time than I did to lock in some upgrades before it was too late.
As I read through the stats, I couldn’t help but wonder what was going on back in the dungeon. Lyra was there now, pretty much alone with my comatose body and with this whole mandatory upgrade shit in place I wasn’t going to be waking up anytime soon. I was worried for her… and worried she might have second thoughts and just shank me in my sleep.
The timer continued to tick down and I got back to work, queuing up enough skills to ensure I’d be much more likely to survive upon waking. 
Lightning lit up the world as I confirmed my selections, converging on my mental body from a thousand directions and consciousness fled once again.
***



Interlude – Embers from Ashes


Bloody and weak, the Dungeon Lord struggled against her chains, tearing wide wounds that had finally scabbed over without the ministrations of her captor. Her reserves were tapped, and she could feel the core beneath her dying.  
It took all of her effort to raise her head enough to see the pool below, and she knew that if she couldn’t hang on, her soul would be the key that unleashed hell upon the world.
Something had changed. The overwhelming malevolence that had pressed down on her since the instant the cultists had invaded her sanctum was somehow less today.
A brief spark of hope was rekindled, and she closed her eyes.
“Lord D’walla, hear my prayer…” she whispered, and somewhere far away, she was heard.
***



Chapter forty-four








Only Fools Rush In


I woke up in complete darkness and sat bolt upright as the results of my Essence expenditures rushed through my body. 
Upgrades Complete
3500 Essence has been invested into your Magic attribute, raising it from 8 to 10. First Attribute threshold reached!2000 Essence has been invested into your Mobility attribute, raising it from 6 to 7.
400 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Inspect skill. New Rank: 5.
1000 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Manifest Bond skill. New Rank: 5.
400 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Pyromancy Spell School. New Rank: 5.
700 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Summoning Spell School. New Rank: 5.
My muscles felt more responsive, but that was nothing compared to my magical senses. I could almost feel the environment around me, like some kind of magical echolocation, and that was nothing compared to my internal system.
The network of magical veins and arteries had widened significantly, creating an ever-expanding root system connecting the blazing core of Mana at my center to the rest of my body. 
The enhanced senses meshed well with the new insights that came with the improved spell school ranks, and increasing Inspect should allow me to get more information from the System when using the skill.
The new rank of Manifest Bond unlocked some interesting options, but more importantly made the skill much more efficient. Fifteen Essence a second was still a hefty price to pay, but it was a hell of a lot better than twenty. More bang for my buck.
With the two spell schools hitting fifth rank came two new spells. Both great additions to my repertoire.
New Spell Acquired! 
Spell: Wall of Fire
School: PyromancyType: Damage/ControlRange: MediumDuration: 5mins/rank
Calling forth the primal flames from the elemental planes, the caster shapes them into a wall of living fire to burn their enemies. By default the wall is ten feet long, ten feet tall, and two feet thick. This shape can be modified by the caster as long as the overall volume remains the same. 
New Spell Acquired! 
Spell: Conjure Minor Elemental
School: SummoningType: SummoningRange: ShortDuration: 5mins/rankBy inscribing the correct ritual circle, the caster may summon a mindless servant from the elemental planes. The summoned elemental can obey simple commands and will fight until destroyed if ordered to do so. 
And I’d finally leveled up!
Congratulations! You have reached Level 6!
Your Health Pool has increased by 10!
Your Mana Pool has increased by 214!
Your Stamina Pool has increased by 14!
The almost doubling of my Mana pool was unexpected, but not unwelcome. Apparently reaching the first threshold in my Magic attribute had doubled the amount of Mana I got per point.
I still thought it was strange that there was a Health Pool, but I wasn’t going to argue against an increase that would keep me alive longer.
Dhaera was still in her cocoon, and I started to get concerned. She’d been cooking for quite a while, and last time we’d upgraded she’d been done well ahead of me. I reached through the bond and found her sleeping peacefully as the System did whatever it was it was doing to her.
I felt something off to my left and turned in that direction just as the golden glow of Lyra’s armor appeared around the corner. It seemed she hadn’t abandoned me after all. 
A slight smile crossed her face when she saw me. “Finally,” she said. “Didn’t anyone tell you it was a bad idea to spend Essence in the middle of a dungeon?”
I returned the smile and shrugged. “I didn’t really have a choice. The System knocked me out and then basically told me I needed to spend it right then and there or bad things would happen.”
Her eyes went wide. “I hope you spent it then. It’s dangerous to ignore the System.”
I nodded. “I did… But anyway. I’m sorry I left you here alone. I hope there haven’t been any issues.
“No… but it did give me some time to think.” She moved closer and motioned for me to sit with an expression I couldn’t place on her face. “Please, we need to talk.”
“Of course. I know this whole thing—”
She raised a hand. “Just let me say my piece. I am sorry that I accused you of being a traitor, and all of those bad things. Ever since the other night when you… left, I’ve been furious with you, and when—” she gestured to the splattered spider gunk and demonic ichor “—all of this brought to light that you’re a Warlock? Well, it was like pouring dwarven whiskey on the fire.”
I nodded and waited, not wanting to interrupt.
“You have always been fair with me, and in the end you saved my life. Thank you.”
I smiled. “I couldn’t let you die. Seeing you in pain was torture enough. I—”
“Why did you push me away, Sebastian? I’ve seen how you look at me when you think I’m not paying attention.” 
“I didn’t want to. Oh, believe me. I wanted nothing more than to be with you. But it wasn’t right.” I looked away.
“How so?” she said. “You must have known that I was interested. I didn’t think I was being that subtle.”
I shook my head. “No. It wasn’t that… It was all me. How much worse would it have been if I hadn’t pulled away and you found out what I am? How could I accept what you were offering when I couldn’t be completely open with you?”
She nodded slowly. “I see…”
“And we were both drunk off our asses, so I wasn’t really capable of making good choices. I had to run before I succumbed to your charms.” I flashed her a playful smile, earning a laugh.
“Thank you for that,” she said. “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t make a habit of taking men to my bed. You would have been the first, and you are right. It would have been a thousand times worse… I probably would have stabbed you.”
I chuckled. “I wouldn’t have blamed you.” 
A gong went off inside of my mind, accompanied by a rush of pure emotion through the bond and a System notification that I had no choice but to view.
Your pact-bond with the Succubus Dhaera has reached Stage 4!
New Ability Unlocked: Illusion
New Ability Unlocked: DarkvisionPact-Blade has evolved and can now be formed into a sword
Dhaera emerged from her Essence cocoon and stretched her wings wide. They’d almost doubled in size. Her horns were longer too, and raw, sexual power radiated out of every fiber of her being. 
She stroked my cheek gently and snuggled into my mental shoulder and purred. 
“Sebastian?” Lyra said. “Are you ok?”
I turned my attention back to the physical. “Oh… sorry. My… Uh.”
*Oh just tell her, silly. She already knows the bad part. Plus if she wants to continue her plans from the other night she’ll have to know about me, right?*
Lyra looked worried. “Sebastian?”
“Sorry. Do you know what makes a Warlock a Warlock?” I asked.
“Of course. They bind themselves to demons in return for power and—”
“Not exactly,” I interrupted. “There are different types of Warlocks.” I held up a finger. “One. The asshats that have ruined everything for us all. Those are the ones who bind themselves to the demons from the void in return for power. Their entire goal is to get souls for their master and eventually open portals to allow them and more of their ilk to get into this world.”
“Okay…” she said, and I held up a second finger.
“Two. Warlocks who bind with beings of this world. D’walla, Caerci. Hell, I guess any of the gods could do it if they want. We form partnerships with a being allied with the gods of this world in order to do whatever it is they need us to do here. We don’t steal people’s souls or sacrifice babies or whatever they say. We have a lot of the same abilities they do, but it’s how we use them that matters.”
I laughed. “I say ‘we’, but really I’m the only one I know of, and I only learned the rest of this stuff very recently. But in summary. We ain’t all baby killing monsters.”
She was silent for a few moments. “So you’re bonded to a… being?”
“Yes. Which brings us to another reason I pulled away the other night.” I stood up and moved to a spot with enough room for the summoning circle, beckoning Lyra to follow. “My bond-mate is named Dhaera, and I love her deeply,” I said as I started the process that had been ingrained in my mind a few moments ago, weaving the Phantom Form and Illusion abilities together to create an illusionary avatar for Dhaera to pilot.
The circle flared to life on the ground as I split my concentration between the spell and my discussion. “We’re a package deal, and while she is perfectly accepting of -- hell, actively pushing  me to be with – other women, it wouldn’t have been fair to you if you were not of like mind.”
With a flash, the spell was complete and Dhaera stood before us in all her glory. I’d constructed the illusion to match her exactly, from the tips of her majestic horns to the bottoms of her slipper clad feet. I decided to go with her classic silk dress attire for the first meeting, not wanting to have to explain exactly what a naughty librarian was to the feisty redhead.
Dhaera’s lips curled up in a dazzling smile as she bowed her head towards Lyra. “Hello, beautiful,” she purred. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.”
Lyra’s eyes were locked on Dhaera like a deer in the headlights. “Uhm. Hello.”
The succubus smiled. “No need to be shy.” She reached out and rested an illusionary hand on my shoulder. “I’ve been riding around inside Sebastian’s head since the day he met you, so there are no secrets on this end. Well, except maybe some of those times he was watching you were probably my doing. You are quite a delicious, after all.”
Lyra blushed. “Thanks. You are quite amazing yourself.”
Dhaera preened for a second and then reached out to run a clawed finger down the redhead’s cheek. There was no substance to it, but she shivered, nonetheless. “Oh yes,” Dhaera said. “I definitely approve.”
I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Well. Now that we’ve made introductions… Can we figure out how to get out of this place?”
Dhaera looked over at me and her expression turned serious. “Sorry,” she said, glancing sidelong at Lyra, “got a bit distracted. I got a message from my father. We need to go deeper.”
Lyra looked confused. “Further into the dungeon? That’s suicide.”
I winced. “I don’t know if we can go deeper. If we run into any more demons, I don’t think we have a chance.”
The succubus shook her head. “There shouldn’t be any more demons. This place is dying. The core is cracked open and Vaelis is hanging on by a thread.” She put a hand on each of my shoulders and looked me right in the eyes. “If she dies, the portal will open and it will be the start of another demon incursion.”
“Shit!” Lyra cursed. “There hasn’t been a full incursion in more than fifty years. The last one almost destroyed an entire city.” She looked at me. “We have to stop it.”
Dhaera flashed her a grateful smile as I replied, “Of course we have to stop it. I just don’t know how.”
“I do.” Dhaera said, “We just have to get there fast.”
***



Chapter forty-five








Deeper and Deeper


One benefit of everything being out in the open was I could finally use all of my skills, one of which being Dhaera’s ability to scout ahead in her Phantom form.  
Lyra had been eerily quiet since being introduced to the succubus. It was a lot to take in, so I decided to give her some space.
We moved deeper into the dungeon, avoiding the rotting remains of what used to be an intricate arachnid breeding ground. Lyra insisted that she take the lead, holding tight to her glowing aura to light the way.
The dungeon was a charnel pit. Not even the natural creatures who’d lived in the cave system before were left by the time the demon completed its rampage. We walked through piles of broken and half-digested spider corpses, eventually closing on the chamber where the Spider Matriarch should have been waiting.
Dhaera’s phantom presence emerged from the darkness ahead and motioned for us to stop. Luckily something in the party interface allowed Lyra to see her as well, so she came up short before getting too close to the boss room.
I reapplied the illusion onto the phantasm so she could communicate to us both directly. She beat her wings and glided across the room to land nearby. 
“Move cautiously, there’s a trio of spellcasters in the next room setting up some kind of ritual in front of the tunnel leading to the core,” she whispered. 
Lyra nodded silently and readied her sword while I looked down at the beaten and battered guitar in my hands. The fight with the demon had taken its toll on the beautiful instrument and there was no way I’d be able to adapt the songs I knew to the few remaining strings and cracked body. 
Dhaera walked by Lyra, running her fingers playfully through the redhead’s long curls as she went by. When she reached me she gave me a wicked smile and leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “Is she checking me out?”
I glanced over and chuckled as I caught Lyra looking away hastily, and Dhaera’s answering chuckle told me she already knew the answer. “If you need a blade, call on me. There’s no reason to be shy now.”
“Will do, love,” I said as her phantasmal body dissipated and she reappeared back in my mindscape. 
*I’ll start to research the circle they were setting up. Hopefully my father’s libraries have something I can read.*
I looked over at Lyra with a warm smile. “You ready?”
A bit of her old spark appeared in her eyes as her aura intensified. “Yes.”
“Good. Let’s see if I can even the odds. Got a nifty new spell that should do nicely.”
The summoning circle was a complex drawing that took some time to create, but the knowledge implanted by the system let me understand every inch of it. Three interlocked diagrams made up the spell: the innermost circle broke the bonds between planes and brought the target through, the second circle imposed my will upon the target – not that they had a will of their own to begin with – and the third contained the power necessary for the others to function. Opening a rift into an elemental plane without proper containment would be disastrous.
When the diagram was complete, the center turned into a patch of mud that formed into a roughly humanoid shape. The circles flashed and disappeared, and the dwarf-sized earth elemental turned its obsidian eyes on me expectantly.
I gestured to Lyra and said, “Follow her and attack what she attacks.”
“Let’s do this.” She led the way into a room which was lit by a trio of braziers arranged in a triangle pointing towards the far wall. Behind each of the braziers was a robed figure, chanting in a twisted, alien language that sent chills down my spine.
Thin wisps of fire rose from each cultist’s upraised hands and bored into the stone wall at the tip of the triangle. The targeted wall looked different from the rest of the room, like someone had plugged a hole with whatever they could find without bothering to match the surroundings.
*Vaelis blocked the way to her core room when the demon died, but she won’t last much longer. Hurry!*
Lyra charged, leaving my mud-man to trundle along behind her as she made a beeline towards the closest cultist. I followed right behind, casting Flame Dart at the same target.
The cultists whirled around, abandoning their ritual in the face of a more imminent threat. All three cultists were horribly scarred and disfigured, and hundreds of iron hooks and spikes pierced their flesh in some kind of cenobite’s wet dream. 
The cultist raised a magical shield that deflected my spell off to the side and answered with a flaming bolt of its own that hit me in the chest, burning through my defenses and knocking me off my feet.
I turned my wild fall into a roll, wincing against the pain but knowing that if I didn’t keep moving, I’d be a dead man.
The other two cultists joined the fight with spells of their own, blasting away chunks of Lyra’s aura as she closed the distance. She reached the first cultist and attacked with a flurry of blows that were clumsily intercepted by the same shield that had foiled my spell.
My elemental arrived seconds later, bashing into the caster’s kneecaps with its giant bulbous fists.
I regained my feet and Dazed one of the unengaged cultists as I charged towards the last, taking advantage of its fixation on Lyra to get into range. 
With a snarl it turned my way and opened its mouth wide, vomiting a cone of insects in my direction.
I cursed and dropped into a baseball slide, trying to avoid the full brunt of the attack. The clicking, stinging insects ate into my raised arms and the top of my head, but I was able to get low enough to avoid most of it. The only thing that gave me the strength to not scream was the thought of them getting into my mouth.
My momentum brought me free of the cone and I hopped up in melee range. Fighting giants, demons, and spiders was a foreign thing, but fighting people? That I had a lot of experience with. I rushed in and hit him with a straight jab that sent his rotten teeth flying. A right hook knocked him further off balance and gave me the opening I was looking for.
I rushed in and shoulder checked him in the stomach while grabbing his legs and slamming him into the stone. His breath left him in a ragged gasp as the back of his head slammed into the stone. 
The hooks and barbs hidden by their robes cut into my skin, but I knew that if I gave him time to respond I was going to be in trouble. I pulled back and shifted into a full mount before raining elbows onto his bald head, wincing in pain with each hit, but eventually he was done.
I used my dagger to make sure he wouldn’t be getting up and then turned to see how Lyra was faring, finding the first cultist laying headless on the ground while she faced off with the last. It didn’t last long. 
*Quick! I’ll tell Vaelis to open the way!*
“Let’s go!” I yelled and ran towards the wall, beckoning Lyra to follow.
“What? Go where?” she said.
To answer her question, the stone wall started to shudder and then crumbled to sand in seconds. I rushed through the opening as soon as there was room, getting a mouthful of dust for my troubles.
On the other side was a scene out of a horror film. A red skinned woman was literally nailed to the floating dungeon core. Thick iron spikes were driven through her wrists and ankles, and her nude body was crisscrossed with hundreds of scars in various states of healing. 
Lyra was right on my heels. She took one look at the tormented Dungeon Lord and had to turn away.
Below the floating core was a pool of boiling shadows eagerly devouring the blood still dripping from the captive’s wounds.
Her eyes cracked open and a whisper escaped her throat. “You must…. close… the portal…”
“How?” I said, “How do I close it?”
“It…is… Essence…,” She whispered. “Drain it… Heal… the Core.”
“I don’t understand?”
Lyra rested a hand on my shoulder. “We need to get her down, Sebastian.”
I gestured to the bubbling ooze. “I want to, but we need to deal with that first. Dhaera, can we do what she said?”
*It should be the same as the demon. Use the Pact-Blade and drink the Essence.*
“How do I heal the Core though?”
*Instead of keeping the Essence in you, push it into the core.*
“I can do that?”
*You should be able to.*
Lyra was looking at me strangely. “What’s going on?”
I gave her a weak smile. “I have to take all the Essence in that.” I pointed to the ooze, “and put it into that.” I pointed to the floating core.
“Is that safe?” she asked, concern in her voice.
I shrugged. “It’s either that or risk the portal opening up and letting a horde of demons loose in the world.”
She squeezed my shoulder. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”
I rested my hand atop hers. “Thanks. But I think this is something I need to do on my own. The price of power and all that.”
I let my hand drop and started to call up the Pact-Blade, shifting its form at the urging of Dhaera into an ornate saber.
*I’m here with you, love. We can do this.*
Firming up my resolve, I plunged the blade into the bubbling shadows. The rush of energy was ten times as intense as it had been from the demon, and it took everything I had to stay on my feet. My entire body started to glow, and I knew that if I didn’t do something fast, I would be consumed.
The nascent portal fought back, flowing up the blade and around my feet. I stumbled forward, taking more of the magical tar with me until I stood at the base of the floating core.
“Sebastian!” Lyra screamed and took a step forward, but a lashing tendril of blackness drove her backwards.
“I’ve got this!” I growled. “Stay back!” 
With a rush of strength, I pulled my left hand free and slapped it onto the side of the Core, completing the circuit.
The torrent of power got stronger, and I could hear Dhaera’s scream of pain as the energy burned through us both and into the Core.
The sludge pool shrank by the second as the dying Core was revitalized. Slowly the cracks began to heal, ejecting the spikes impaling Vaelis to its surface. Lyra rushed forward and caught the wounded woman as she slipped free before laying her gently on the stone and pouring a healing potion into her mouth.
I closed my eyes, unable to split my focus anymore as I wrestled with the torrent of power. The ooze surged up, engulfing me as it fought for dominance, but I’d be damned if I let it win. I pulled every ounce of Essence from its bubbling mass and pushed it out.
Slowly and steadily the ooze receded as it was consumed by Dhaera’s blade form. And then it was gone, leaving me kneeling next to the replenished core, completely naked except for my Spiritbound bag and Pact-Blade.
As the last of the borrowed Essence flowed out of me, my legs gave way and I collapsed, exhausted.
The Pact-Blade dissipated as Dhaera retreated to my mindscape where she immediately passed out. 
Seconds later Lyra was at my side, holding my head in her hands. “Sebastian! Are you okay?”
I gave her a weak smile. “Yeah… I think I just need a bit of a nap.”
Vaelis appeared behind her, fully clothed in robes similar to Malic’s with no sign of her previous injuries. “A well-deserved rest, Warlock,” she said and glanced down with a worried expression at the back of Lyra’s head. “We will speak when you have recovered. Of many things.”
I tried to come up with a witty reply, but sleep had other ideas.
***



Chapter forty-six








No Rest for the Wicked


The first thing I saw when I woke was Lyra, asleep in a chair next to my bed. She was dressed in long silken robes, and her injuries all seemed to have been healed.  
Looking around, I had no clue how I’d gotten there, but judging by the ambient light and the exquisite quality of the sheets I was still somewhere in the dungeon.
*Good morning, love.* Dhaera said from inside my mindscape. *Vaelis created this room for you to recover.*
“She didn’t give Lyra a room?” I asked, a little annoyed that my companion wouldn’t be provided for as well.
Dhaera giggled. *Of course she did, but Lyra refused to leave your side. I told you she cared.*
I couldn’t help but smile. “She stayed the whole time? How long was I out?”
*About six hours. Not that long.*
I shifted and sat up, trying not to wake her but she must have been a light sleeper because her eyes popped open instantly. “You’re awake!” 
She reached out and grabbed my hand, squeezing tightly. “I’m so glad that you’re okay. When you collapsed back there I…”
I flashed her my most charming smile. “I told you I’d be okay with a nap.”
She moved over and sat on the edge of the bed, looking down on me with her large, emerald eyes. “Listen, Sebastian. I wanted to apologize for doubting you. I know I said it before, but I didn’t really believe it until I saw you in that pool. With that ooze trying to devour you… You risked your life for me, and for everyone in this world.”
I propped myself up higher and shrugged. “What else was there to do? I saw what that demon did to Annabelle and Svan. How could I stand by and let more of those things into this world?”
She reached out and put a hand over my heart. “You have a good soul, Sebastian. I’m happy to have met you.”
I heard a purring in my mind at her touch, and I reached up and put my hand over hers. “I’m happy to have met you too.”
Our eyes locked, and she leaned forward hesitantly. “I…”
I leaned in and kissed her. She stiffened for a second in surprise but then melted into the kiss, pressing against me on the bed. I pulled the sheets to the side and she slid under, pressing her silk-clad flesh against my bare body.
Her lips parted slightly, allowing her questing tongue to meet my own as the kiss deepened. I ran my hand through her hair and down her back and she gasped. I could feel her nipples pressing through the silk against my chest, and my body responded.
With a gasp, she pulled back and looked me in the eyes again. “Are you sure this time?” she said.
Dhaera gave me an encouraging smile inside my mindscape and I nodded. “Oh yes. As long as you are. Dhaera will be able to see and feel everything that happens so…”
She smiled mischievously and said, “Good,” and then kissed me again. Her hands caressed down my chest and over my stomach, moving lower until she found my cock ready and waiting.
I pulled away and slid the robes from her shoulders, kissing the pale, freckled skin at the base of her neck. She moaned and arched her back, sliding the robes open further to expose her freckled tits. I kissed down her chest and over a breast taking her nipple into my mouth and pinching gently with my teeth.
She let out another moan and looked down at me with a hunger in her eyes. “Be gentle…” she said, and I smiled. I kissed a line down her stomach, pulling the robe open as I went. I kissed her belly button, the inside of her hip, and then as she spread her legs I nibbled on the inside of her thigh.
Her legs spread further and I answered her unspoken invitation, licking playfully between her lips. The carpet definitely matched the drapes on this fiery woman, and as she shivered at my touch, I buried my face deep in her fiery red bush.
She thrust her hips up into my face and I chuckled, spreading her lips apart with my fingers to expose her clit to my tender ministrations. Her thighs squeezed around my head as she pulled away from the overstimulation and I had to laugh. “Lyra, please don’t crush my skull.”
She reached down and grabbed me by the hair, pulling me up towards her face. “I want you inside me,” she said, breathlessly.
Remembering our last conversation and her saying she’d never taken a man to bed before, I hesitated. If this was her first time I wanted to make absolutely sure she wanted it. “Are you sure? I don’t want your first time to be—”
She covered my mouth with two fingers. “Shhhh,” she said. “I know what I want. And that is you.” Our lips met once again in a passionate kiss and I shifted into position. I reached down and took hold of my manhood, sliding the head along her pussy in the same path my tongue had taken earlier. She arched her back and pushed herself up against the tip and I smiled. 
I didn’t want to hurt her, so I moved my head into her opening and then pushed slowly. There was a brief moment of resistance and then I was in. She let out a loud gasp and clung to me from below. Her hips rose to meet mine, pushing me in deeper as she let out a ragged gasp.
I stayed absolutely still, letting her decide where we went next. After a few seconds her grip softened and I pushed myself up and looked down into her eyes. 
She grinned at me and let out a throaty growl. “More!” she demanded.
Who was I to deny a lady? With a mighty push I thrust myself in as deep as I could go, evoking a primal groan from the beautiful redhead. Her nails raked down my back as I slid myself out and then back in, hard. She looked up at me with half-closed eyes and reached around to grab my ass, pulling me in further.
Thrust after thrust, I introduced the lovely Lyra to the world of deep dicking, and she was a fan. Her breathing came faster and harder as her body adjusted to the rhythm, angling her hips to allow for the perfect joining.
Her hands clenched at the sheets as she threw her head back in a primal scream of pleasure, and it took the opportunity to hungrily kiss her neck once again. I felt her pussy clench around my cock as her abdomen spasmed in the heights of orgasm and I was pretty sure the entire dungeon knew exactly what was happening in our room at that moment.
She wrapped me in her arms and held me still, and I could feel the muscles of her pussy still quivering around my cock as I stopped thrusting. I shifted slightly and she shivered and laughed as that slight movement set off another ripple of pleasure.
She giggled and whispered in my ear. “Give me.. Ah!” she cried out again and slapped me playfully as I wiggled my hips. 
I laughed and rolled onto my back, pulling her over on top of me. She laid her head on my chest and I brushed the hair from her freckled cheeks, marveling at the woman’s beauty.
Slowly her shivering passed and she raised herself up on her elbows, pushing her nipples against my chest as she whispered. “Now where were we?”
I smiled and took hold of her hips, sliding her up the full length of my cock and then pushing her right back down as my hips thrust up to meet her. “Oh!” she exclaimed and then looked down at me with a hungry smile. “Let’s have some more of that!”
She rode me like a prized stallion, grinding her pelvis against mine with every thrust. I could almost feel her pleasure building and that excited me even more. Her body started to quiver and I followed suit, giving in to my excitement as she came again. I grabbed her hips and thrust for all I was worth riding the ripples of her orgasm to my own explosion of sexual bliss.
She collapsed on top of me, quivering with pleasure and nestled her head under my chin. I stroked her long hair again and let out a satisfied sigh, basking in the sexual energy filling the room.
“How are you doing?” I whispered into Lyra’s ear, getting a half coherent mumble of contented pleasure in return.
With a chuckle I closed my eyes and opened myself to the energy, shivering as the sexual nature of the Essence produced a few orgasmic aftershocks in my system as I drank it in. 
Looking into my mindscape I found Dhaera laid out on the bed, a sated and content grin on her face when she noticed me looking. *Now that was fun. You should do it again.*
I laughed and shook my head. “A man needs a little bit to recharge, love.”
She booped me on the nose and curled up in the bed. *Mmm hmm… Let Lyra know she is quite delicious for me.*
Returning my awareness to the physical world, I pulled the sheets up around us both and settled in with a sigh as Lyra snored gently into my neck. 
I kind of liked this Lor place.
***
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        The next time I woke was to the blinking of new notifications at the bottom of my vision and an impatient Vaelis standing at the foot of the bed, tapping her foot. 
“Umm, good morning?” I said, arranging the sheets to hide myself and Lyra who was still snoring away.
“It is mid-afternoon, and if you don’t mind, I need you to take the mortal out of my dungeon. I have too much to rebuild and every Essence wasted while you indulge in your diddling is one less that I can harness to get my dungeon back up and running.”
I nodded slowly. “Well. If you would be so kind as to—”
She waved a hand. “I care not about your dangly bits, Warlock. I already got a full view when we brought you here, so do not use modesty as an excuse to dally.” She motioned to the other end of the room where a new table had appeared with piles of various clothing and gear on top of it. “I have provided replacements for the gear lost in saving me.”
She sighed and took a long breath. “I apologize for being short with you. I am eternally grateful for your timely arrival and defeat of the demon and its followers, but I have a duty to Lord D’walla and I have much work to do.”
Lyra turned over groggily and looked at the Dungeon Lord. “Oh, hey Vaelis. Time for us to go?”
“Unfortunately, yes,” she said with a small smile. “Your gear is on the table over there, as is the loot you left scattered around my dungeon.” She looked back to me. “You and I must talk before you leave, but first, put some pants on before she gets any ideas.”
I turned to see Lyra looking down at the sheets where my bulge was plainly visible. “Who,” Lyra said playfully as she slid a hand under the covers and towards me like some kind of shark, “me?”
Intercepting her hand, I gave her a smile. “Now while I would love a repeat of before, I’d rather not risk the ire of the architect of the spider dungeon.”
She laughed and stretched. “I don’t know if I could handle anymore right now anyway.”
I helped her up, stole a quick kiss and then headed over to the table. Vaelis had provided a full suit of leather armor almost identical to the one I’d come here with. Almost identical in that this one had a distinct spider theme to it. 
It came with a matching baldric and rapier. Again, spider themed. I had to admit though, the sword was a beautiful work of art, with a bell guard shaped like a silver and gold spider. There was a guitar case as well.
Vaelis must have really liked Lyra, because instead of just replacing her damaged armor as we’d expected, the Dungeon Lord had provided a full set of gear – also spider themed – for her class.
Lyra was gawking at the pile before her. “I don’t understand… Why would she give me this?”
I chuckled. “You were just part of the team that saved her from having her soul devoured to power a portal that would have unleashed a tide of darkness on the world that hasn’t been seen in decades. The least you deserve is some gear.”
She nodded thoughtfully and started putting on the gear. “Point taken.”
When we left the room, a short time later it was to the sound of laughter. “It’s not funny!” I said, “Why would she do that?”
“She obviously loves spiders,” Lyra said, gesturing to the giant spider embossed on her shield.
“But on a guitar?! Really?” I said with a groan. “It’s creepy! What are people going to say when I whip that out in a tavern?”
“Probably something like ‘Wow that guy has a wicked looking instrument!’” she said with a laugh.
*I’m glad to see you two getting along.* Dhaera said as she ran a mental finger down my cheek.
“Yeah. It feels good to have everything out in the open.” I replied.
*Oh it definitely felt good,* she said with a purr. *I can’t wait until I can join in.*
Vaelis was waiting next to the core, talking to an imp that could have been Krill’s identical twin. “Just do it, Teli. Seal the entrance and place a sign with the message as instructed. Until we can rebuild, the Whispering Depths is closed for business.”
I winced. “That bad, huh?” 
She looked over and scowled. “Worse than that. The entire dungeon is ruined. All of my beautiful webwork is gone, and my core is barely at half capacity. It will take years to recover all of that Essence.”
Lyra put her hand on the Dungeon Lord’s shoulder in consolation. “The webbing we did see was lovely,” she said and gestured to me. “And that guitar is gorgeous.”
I glared at the redhead, but nodded. “Definitely arach-tastic.”
A smile tugged at the edges of Vaelis’ mouth. “Yes, well. I do good work.” She gestured to me. “You need to acknowledge your notifications so we can proceed.”
I blinked, a little confused. “Okay…” I opened the first and staggered as the rush of data from the portal destruction hit home.
Even the summary was too much to process in text, so all I got was the sure knowledge that tens of thousands of Essence had flowed through me and into the core, stretching my internal pathways to their limit and then some. The core itself had been the only reason I’d survived. It had reached into me and reinforced those pathways, keeping me from turning into red mist.
And those had consequences.
+2 Magic
+1 Hardiness
The next brought a smile to my lips. Another Trait! I was a veritable collector at this point.
CONGRATULATIONS! You, a mortal, have survived direct contact with a Dungeon Core and survived.
You have been granted the Trait: Core-Touched.Core-Touched – Core-linked creatures will produce more Essence if looted by someone with this Trait.
As that one flashed by Vaelis gave me a narrow glare. “You are forbidden from looting creatures in my dungeon, Warlock.”
“What? Why?” I asked, confused.
“Where do you think that extra Essence comes from?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Ah… okay then…” I said and then opened the next.
Quest Complete: Whispering Depths
Criteria:
=Enter the Whispering Depths dungeon✔
=Discover why D’walla can no longer sense the core✔
=Reconnect the Core with the Nexus. ✔
A loot sack appeared in my hands, heavy with both Essence crystals and what felt like a scroll. Five thousand Essence worth of crystals was a sight to see. It was almost like the dungeon run that had landed me with the Warlock class in the first place.
The last notification was the result of my post-coital harvesting.
+152 Essence (76 transferred to Dhaera)
+152 Harvesting XP
The Dungeon Lord nodded once and tilted her head as if listening to something only she could hear. “Good. Come with me,” she said and beckoned to us both to follow.
She led the way through a series of new corridors that spiraled up towards the surface. “Your work here is done, but our Lord still has a use for you… and Lyra, should she choose to accompany you.”
She looked at the redhead with a serious look in her eyes. “I don’t think I need to say it outright, but you do realize that if you share knowledge of me or of how things function within the dungeons, your career as an adventurer, and your life, will be a short one.”
Lyra blinked and took a step away, raising her hands defensively. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”
Vaelis nodded. “Good. I’d hate to have to kill you when you can be much more useful aiding the Warlock here.”
*As if I’d let her.*
I gave Lyra a helpless shrug. “So, lord D’walla knows what’s going on?”
The Dungeon Lord nodded. “Yes. Mine was only one of many dungeons that has come under attack from these cultists. And it is not only the dungeons.” She gestured to Lyra. “Lyra has told me of your encounter with the giant on your way south. Judging from her description, Uba’s Glades may have been compromised. And our allies have informed us that the Argent Spire has gone silent as well.”
When daylight appeared in the tunnel ahead, Vaelis paused and turned to face us. “Lord D’walla has another mission for you, Warlock. Travel to the Argent Spire and aid Lady Avael’s champion in their investigation.”
Quest Received: The Argent Spire
Travel north to the argent Spire in the Cerulean Plains and assist the champion of Lady Avael, Goddess of Towers. Investigate the tower that has stopped responding.Criteria:
=Join a party with the Lady’s Champion
=Determine if the tower has been corrupted by demons
=Cleanse the tower of darkness
Reward:
=10,000 Essence=Additional rewards consummate with mission difficulty and completion
“Wow… that’s a lot of Essence…” I said.
Vaelis snorted indignantly. “The tower is designed for adventurers of at least eighth level, so I suggest you improve yourselves before you reach it.”
Lyra grumbled. “Hard to do when the damned demon ate all our Essence.”
The Dungeon Lord smiled. “Do not fret. The tower is quite distant from here, with several dungeons appropriate to your rank on route that shouldn’t delay you much. I have every confidence in you.” She gestured towards the light. “Now, off with you! My webs aren’t going to spin themselves.”
Lyra gave her a friendly smile and said, “Good luck,” before heading to the exit. I followed close behind, giving the Dungeon Lord a respectful nod as I passed.
As soon as we were out of the cave, the entrance shuddered and sealed closed, leaving us alone in a sunny clearing. With a tiny bit of panic, I opened my map and breathed a sigh of relief. We were maybe fifty feet from the path back to civilization.
Lyra rested her hand on my shoulder. “To the Argent Spire then?”
I smiled. “You’ll help me?”
“Of course I’ll help you. No way I could sit on the sidelines if there’s a demon incursion brewing,” she said with a smile.
*And she wants more of your cock.*
Lyra caressed my cheek. “And that’s not the only reason.”
*Told you so.*
I smiled and kissed her gently. “I’d be honored to have you with me.”
Share Quest “The Argent Spire” with Lyra Stone? (Y/N)
I hit yes and Lyra’s eyes flashed blue for a second before another message appeared.
Quest Accepted!
“Wow,” she said. “Looks like I’m officially on a holy quest to save the world.”
“Hah. Welcome to team D’walla. We don’t offer health insurance, but the pay is pretty good.”
“Health insurance?” she asked, and I just shook my head.
“It’s an Earth thing. The world I’m from.”
“Ahh. You should try to avoid that. Makes you look weirder than you are.”
I shrugged. “Hard to completely eliminate a lifetime’s worth of sayings and phrases. I’ll try though.” Remembering the quest reward from earlier, I pulled it out and handed it to her. “You didn’t get any reward for this whole thing, and I already leveled up from draining that demon, so I want you to have this.”
She looked in the bag and gasped. “This is a lot of Essence, Sebastian. And a Skill Scroll? You’d just give it to me?”
I smiled. “Like I said. I got a ton of Essence from the demon, which required me using up all the loot we’d collected to that point, so it’s only fair. Plus, if we’re going to get to level eight, we have to start somewhere. I’m already six so this should bring us even.”
“But the scroll—”
“If it’s useful to you, then use it. If not, then give it back. No harm no foul.”
A giant smile split her face. “I just want to kiss you right now!”
*The grass here looks pretty soft… I’m sure you could—*
“Staaahp!” I said mentally. “It would be just my luck to get murdered by some beast because I was balls deep in the middle of the forest.”
*Oh fine. Just get back to the inn fast then. Mama needs a recharge and damn she puts out a lot of juice.*
I chuckled and Lyra looked at me curiously, “What did she say?”
“She wants us to get back to the inn, pronto.”
A slight blush crept across her cheeks. “Well… Now that you mention it…”
“I will take you up on that kiss, though,” I said and leaned in.
It was a great preview of things to come.
***


      


    


  


Epilogue 


D’walla stood looking out on the swirling star scape of the Astral plane, gazing towards where the stars ended and the void began. Deep in the darkness things were stirring. Hungry beings who lived only to destroy and corrupt. “They are coming again.” 
Next to him, a tall woman with ivory skin and silvery feathered wings nodded. “Are they ever truly at rest? Their nature, their very existence is to plot and scheme their return. I am just surprised it took them so long this time.”
The God of Dungeons nodded. “They have raised their own champions this time. Souls stolen from the reapers mid transit. One even hired a rogue reaper to fetch an unsanctioned soul from the Null.”
“I was there when Gaia claimed him.” the Goddess of Towers replied. “He will be a powerful ally should she allow him to aid us.”
D’walla nodded. “She has just as much to lose as the rest of us should they establish a foothold on Lor. The Void Demons would corrupt her natural world with their very presence. She will aid us.”
“Let us hope it will not come to that,” Avael replied. “Your champion is on their way to my tower?”
“Yes. He and his companion have accepted my quest and have just reached Darkforge. Your champion will be ready when they arrive?”
She nodded. “Of course. She has completed her initiation and will finish her training by the time everything is ready.”
“She is aware of his nature… and his class?”
Avael sighed. “She will be by the time they meet. I cannot undo a lifetime of prejudice in such a short time.”
D’walla chuckled. “That is why I chose an off-worlder. Nothing to unlearn.”
“From what I understand, it was Bar’tahn who chose, not you,” she replied with a playful smile.
“Yes, well. My High Priest knows me well.” His tone turned serious. “You need to prepare her. He is bonded to my daughter, and if anything ill befalls her because you did not—”
She placed a calming hand on his shoulder. “I will prepare the way. She will not be harmed.”
He nodded and breathed out a sigh of relief. “Good. Have you spoken to Uba? She refuses to answer my call.”
Avael shook her head. “No. She has not spoken to me since… well, you know. She is likely manifest on Lor somewhere, planting Glade-seeds or rutting around with her mortals.”
D’walla chuckled. “I will see if Caerci can find her. We need to stand united in this.”
“Agreed.”
“Until next we meet.”
“Fare thee well.”
*** The End of Book 1 ***




Final Character Sheet – Sebastian Crowe


=============Info============= 
Name: Sebastian Crowe
Class: Warlock
Level: 6
Progress: 19600/21000
Free Essence: 348
=============Pools============
Health: 130/130
Mana: 520/520
Stamina: 130/130
==========Attributes===========
Power: 5
Mobility: 7
Heartiness: 6
Magic: 12
===========Languages===========
Faesong: Spoken, Literate
Aerthspeak: Spoken, Literate
Kintongue: Spoken, Literate
D’wallan: Spoken, Literate
Theran: Spoken, Literate
=============Traits=============
Seeker, Lucky, Core-touched
==========Class Abilities=========
Alias (Epic): Bard
Mana Well (Epic)
D’walla’s Pact
=========Pact Abilities=========
Charm Immunity
Pact-Blade (Dagger/Long Blade)
Phantom Form
Illusion
Darkvision
=============Skills=============
Armor (Cloth): 10 (Apprentice)
Armor (Leather): 5 (Apprentice)
Axe: 1 (Apprentice)
Bow: 1 (Apprentice)
Disable Devices: 4 (Apprentice)
Escape: 1 (Apprentice)
First Aid: 2 (Apprentice)
Inspect: 4 (Apprentice)
Long Blades: 6 (Apprentice)
Manifest Bond: 1 (Apprentice)
Pickaxe: 1 (Apprentice)
Short Blades: 5 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Enchantments: 7 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Pyromancy: 4 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Spellsong: 8 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Summoning: 3 (Apprentice)
Staff: 6 (Apprentice)
Unarmed Combat: 13 (Apprentice)
Wilderness Survival: 1 (Apprentice)
===========Crafting============
Carpentry: 4 (Apprentice)
Cooking: 7 (Apprentice)
Foraging: 1 (Untrained)
Harvest: 50 (Journeyman)
Inscription: 1 (Untrained)
Lumberjack: 1 (Untrained)
Mining: 1 (Untrained)
Sewing: 4 (Apprentice)
Stonecutting: 1 (Untrained)
=============Spells=============
Daze (Enchantments)
Influence (Enchantments)
Flame Dart (Pyromancy)
Wall of Fire (Pyromancy)
Cacophony (Spellsong)
Healing Melody (Spellsong)
Song of Quickening (Spellsong)
Conjure Minor Elemental (Summoning)
Create Food and Water (Summoning)
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