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Prologue


Clouds swirled around the top of the Argent Spire, stirred by the wind. The alabaster marble of the structure stood out in stark contrast to the night sky. There were no windows. No doors. No openings of any kind to reveal the inner workings of the Tower, or the powerful magic that formed the pocket dimensions that made up each floor. 
A beam of silver moonlight broke through the clouds, illuminating the statue at the very tip of the Tower. A stone angel reached upwards, raising her hands to the heavens with her wings spread wide. 
A passing cloud blotted out the light for a second, and when it returned, things had changed. A tear of bright crimson blood traced a line down the statue’s cheek and dripped onto the Tower below. Another tear followed seconds later, marring the statue’s other cheek.
The tears splashed onto the roof of the Tower, staining the flawless marble a deep red, and the blissful expression on the statue transformed into one of horror.
Deep in the void, something laughed.
***




Chapter one








Rules And Regulations


Being the only two survivors of a Guild party was a mixed blessing. On the one hand, we were alive! And victorious. On the other… we had to explain to the Adventurer’s Guild how three of our number were dead.  
I mean, it wasn’t our fault the Dungeon had been taken over by foul cultists, corrupted into a nightmare version of its former self, and then used to spawn a pain demon with an appetite for souls. That didn’t mean I wasn’t afraid the Guild would want to pin it on us, and we couldn’t afford to alienate one of the most powerful guilds on the planet.
My expression must have been a sight because Lyra pulled me over to the side of the path and looked me deep in the eyes. “Breathe, Sebastian. You’re getting all worked up over nothing. It’ll be fine. You’ll see.”
“But what if they—”
“There’s a process. We follow the process. That’s all there is to it.”
*Listen to her, love,* Dhaera said in my mindscape. *Simply tell the truth… just not all of it.* 
It was still a little strange to have what equated to a small pocket dimension inside of my mind. Population: succubus. Most of the time the space appeared like a massive library with a single stone desk where Dhaera liked to spend her free time, researching whatever struck her fancy, while the rest of the time… well, let’s just say it’s a different type of studying.
The library had a ton of knowledge available, the results of a class perk that gave me access to the accumulated knowledge of D’walla, the god of Dungeons. We still had to do the work of sifting through it, and there were a lot of redacted bits I hadn’t earned the right to read yet but Dhaera seemed to enjoy it. And I enjoyed helping, especially when the succubus wore the outfit I’d deemed “the naughty librarian.”
My attention snapped back to the physical as Lyra kissed me gently and patted me on the cheek. “Just let me do all the talking.”
I spent the rest of the walk back to Darkforge trying to relax. If Lyra wasn’t worried, then why should I be? She might be lower level, numerically, but she had about a hundred times the actual adventuring experience than I did. She’d worked her way through the Guild apprenticeship program and had put in the work, while I… Was it nepotism if they tricked me into it?
*She knows what she’s doing, love. She’s probably got the Guild handbook memorized at this point,* Dhaera added, holding up a copy of said book in my mental library. She flipped through the book until she found what she was looking for and held it up. *See. Chapter Thirty-eight, Section F, clauses ten through twenty-three. The process to report party members permanently killed while in a Dungeon.*
“Well, what does it say?”
She shrugged. *I don’t know. I didn’t read that part yet, I just found it in the table of contents.*
I sighed as she continued with an encouraging smile. *Plus. I told you, she’s probably got it memorized.*
I pulled out the physical copy of the book from my Spatial Bag and flipped it open to the relevant section and started reading as we trudged along. Whoever had written the handbook knew what they were doing. Everything was laid out in straight forward, completely flavorless language, that even the most lay of laymen would be able to understand.
I’d expected it to be long and complex, but after reading through the sections I felt my spirits rise a bit. With a party of our level all we had to do was report what had happened. There was even a standardized set of questions we would have to swear to under oath, and they were easy.
Did you kill them? No. Did you cause them to die through inaction? No. That was it. On one hand, I was relieved at the simplicity of the process, but on the other, it was so… heartless. If I got myself killed I would – well, scratch that. I’d be dead, so why would I care?
A wave of relief washed over me and I felt a giant weight lifted from my shoulders.
*Told you so,* Dhaera said as she pressed herself against me in my mindscape. *Now hurry up and get all the paperwork out of the way so we can get back to the inn!*
Lyra looked back and flashed me a grin when she noticed the change in my demeanor, and the book in my hand. She gestured to the book. “Believe me now?”
I chuckled. “It’s so… cold, though. All they care about is if you shanked your own people, huh?”
She gave a weak shrug. “It’s a world-spanning organization. Unless you’ve managed to climb the ranks, they don’t really care much about what you do as long as you pay your dues. The only time they care is when it’s murder. They won’t tolerate people murdering their party members. Some things are sacred.”
I nodded slowly and increased my pace so we were walking side by side. “I guess… But what do we do about Ov’ah?”
She tapped the book I was still holding in my hand. Her brow scrunched up in thought. “Hmm, Chapter Twelve, Section C… I don’t remember the clause. Healers are special.”
I flipped the book open to the indicated chapters and felt Dhaera doing the same with her copy. She was faster than me, and her expression was one of shock. *That’s it?*
My eyes skimmed through the passages until I found the healer entry and stopped in my tracks. I looked up at Lyra questioningly and she nodded with a wry smile. “Really?” I asked. “A fine and possible suspension? For abandoning the party in the middle of the Dungeon?”
“We were a guild party who bound at the stone. If everything was working correctly, the worst that could have happened was us losing some Essence and gear. Healers are rare enough that they built in an escape clause for them. If they think there’s a true threat to their life, they can bail at any time.”
*But they knew it was more than that!* Dhaera said, and I could feel her anger radiating inside my mind.
“They knew, and they left us anyway.” I said, feeling an echo of the succubus’ anger welling up inside of me.
Lyra stopped and put her hands on my shoulders. “Yes. But think about it. If you weren’t on a gods-given quest and you were faced with having your soul devoured, would you stick around? Would you risk your existence for a group of people you’d just met?”
I sighed and felt a bit of my anger fade as the logic sank in. “Probably not… I guess…”
“Plus,” she said and turned away. “Do you want to go through the entire thing with the Guild just to make the Fae’s life a bit harder?”
I chuckled and shook my head. “Nope.”
“Good. Let’s get this over with. I’m starving, and we’ve got an appointment with a bed that I don’t want to miss.” She ran her hand up the front of my thigh, stopping just short of my codpiece as she walked away, hips swaying from side to side.
Dhaera purred, and I was in full agreement as I followed.
***




Chapter two








Bureaucromancy


We made it back to the city with no issues and headed directly to the Guild. After all we’d been through, the opulence of the guildhouse had lost a little of its luster. Lyra led me through the building and to a small set of offices deep in the complex. The place reminded me of a modern-day office on earth, with a medieval flair.  
There were rows of desks lining the room, each holding a massive pile of paperwork that the bored-looking employees were working their way through, copying data into massive books that I was pretty sure would require a forklift to move.
We passed by the desks and approached a small counter where a richly dressed elven woman waited. “Welcome to the Department of Guild Affairs. My name is Counselor Eyenna. How may I help you?”
Lyra pulled out the stone that we’d used to form our party and placed it on the counter. “I’m here to report the loss of two of our party, and the abandonment of our healer.”
The counselor waved a small wand over the stone and her eyes flashed blue. Her eyes moved as if reading something and she nodded and gestured for us to come closer. “All right. You know the process.” She slid a small crystalline tray across the table. “Place your hands on the truthseeker.”
Lyra put her hand on one side of the device, and I did the same on the other. I felt a slight tingle flow from the tablet and through my body. Dhaera’s head jerked up as she felt the foreign power flowing through me and I could feel something inside me rising to resist.
My eyes widened and I hastily tamped down my instinctual resistance. It must have been the charm immunity granted by my bond. My shoulders tensed as I focused on allowing the truthseeker to do its job.
“Did either of you kill the adventurer known as Svan Ivarsson?”
“No.” I said, and Lyra answered the same.
“Did either of you cause, by inaction, the death of the adventurer known as Svar Ivarsson?”
We both answered “no” again. The strain of holding my immunity at bay was starting to wear on me. Suddenly Dhaera joined her will to mine, and the pressure eased significantly.
“Thank you, dear.” 
*Just get it over with. This is hard.*
The elf repeated the questions for Annabelle, and when the questions were answered she put away the truthseeker device, which had glowed green with each of our answers.
The counselor smiled. “As for the matter of your healer… Do you wish to enter a claim for lost Essence or goods?”
I shook my head and Lyra spoke up. “No. We were able to recover once they left.”
The elf nodded. “Understood. Pending review by their Guild representative, a suspension may be warranted, but I will enter that no claim of Essence or material recompense has been filed.” She fiddled with something behind the counter and then tapped the party stone with another device. It crumbled to dust.
Your party has been disbanded.
With a curt nod, she gestured back the way we had come. “You’re free to go. We look forward to your continued business.” 
“Thanks,” I replied, and headed out with Lyra right on my heels. 
As soon as we were out of earshot Lyra turned to me. “What was that? You stiffened up like you’d seen a gorgon or something.”
I chuckled. “One of the benefits I get from my…” I looked around to make sure no one else was in earshot, “…you know, is immunity to Charm magics, which I guess that tablet thing used.” I tapped my skull. “As soon as it turned on it triggered my magical immune system. I had to concentrate on keeping it from ripping the spell apart.”
She blinked. “Oh. Breaking the Guild’s magic item would have landed us in hot water, and that’s ignoring the inquisition for blocking the truthseeker.”
“Good thing I’ve got a will like iron.”
*And help.*
“And help,” I added with a smile.
Lyra led the way out of the guild, lost in thought. We passed the Beggars and Choosers shop on our way and I had to do a double take. The entire shop was completely bare. 
*Vaelis should be happy,* Dhaera said as she looked out through my eyes. *There will be a brand new generation of cute and fuzzy spiders crawling around the depths in no time.*
I turned my attention inward as I followed, grinning at the sight of Dhaera leaning over the desk, looking up at me over her dark framed glasses that had slid partially down her nose.
“I still don’t understand the purpose of the B&C front.” I said. “If the end result is the Dungeons reabsorbing the junk loot for Essence anyway, then what’s the point? If no one wanted to buy it, people would just leave it in the Dungeon and the Dungeon Lord could just gobble it up right away.”
She pushed her glasses into place and leaned back. *Oh. Essence tends to be pretty sticky, especially around people. It’s kind of like sweat. You produce it just by existing, and anything you’re wearing, carrying, or that’s close enough absorbs some of it.*
“So the junk loot soaks up Essence?” I asked.
*Exactly. Mortals carry the stuff around. It absorbs the Essence they give off, and by the time the B&C sends it back to the Dungeon it’ll yield a lot more than it cost to make.*
I paused for a second. “Okay. That makes sense.”
The succubus smiled, showing her fangs. *I’d hope so. It’s been working for thousands of years.* 
***




Chapter three








A Likely Story


We arrived at the Crusader’s Call just in time for the dinner rush. A steady stream of workers flowed into the inn, leaving little room to maneuver. The common room was packed, and even the seats at the bar were filled with hungry patrons. 
“Me girl!” Vel’s voice rang out over the throng, and the crowd split to let us through to where the dwarf was standing behind the bar. “Ye had me a bit worried there, not returnin’ last night. Thought I might need to dust off me axe and go on a little Bard hunt.” He gave me a flat glare.
“At your age? You’d be lucky to make it out of the Nest before your legs gave out.” Lyra said with a wide grin. “Plus, I’d rather you not break him yet.”
Vel looked up at me. “So ye managed ta pull yer foot out o’ yer ass then. Good. ‘Twas getting hard to reconcile the fact I’d have ta be breakin’ yer hands when they produced such entertainin’ songs.”
I gulped and forced a smile. “Yeah. Managed to work things out…”
He burst out laughing. “Good!”
Lyra’s smile faded as she looked down at the white-haired dwarf. “It was close, old man, and we’re not out of the woods yet. I’m going to need your wisdom.”
All mirth drained from the dwarf’s face and his eyes became as hard as steel. “What do ya need, lass? Who needs ta die?”
A waiting patron opened his mouth to speak but a glare from the dwarf made him recognize the error of his ways and he moved away.
Lyra’s lips split in a weak smile. “It’s the dinner rush. We can talk once things have settled.”
“Nonsense,” he said and turned towards the door behind the bar. “TORT! GET YER ASS OUT HERE!”
Seconds later, a large human with shaggy brown hair and the physique of a man who enjoyed his food pushed his way through the door carrying a crate of clean mugs. “Here, boss. Didn’t think we’d need the next box yet, dinner just—” he stopped as soon as he saw Lyra standing there. “Oh. Hey Lyra.”
“Hey Tort,” she said as he put the crate down and looked at the dwarf.
“Tort, you’ve got the bar,” he said and leapt over the counter. “If anyone gives ye any shite, ye take down their name and I’ll sort ‘em later.”
The large human sputtered. “Wha—”
“Ye said ye wanted to be a barkeep. Well. Now’s yer chance!” he said, and beckoned for us to follow.
“Thanks, old man.” Lyra whispered as we followed him into the back.
Vel led us into a small dining room and shooed away the serving girls who were finishing up their meals. As soon as they were gone, he shut the door and chuckled. “Always wanted ta do that. Tort’s been buggin’ me fer a raise fer months. Let’s see if he sticks to it when he sees what tendin’ bar is really like.”
“Aren’t you worried you’ll lose customers if he messes up?” I asked.
Lyra shook her head as Vel answered. “No chance o’ that. The youngin’s got what it takes, just needs a bit o’ pressure to squeeze it out of ‘im.” He turned back to Lyra and his expression turned serious. “Now how can I help me favorite girl?”
She wilted and leaned against the table. “The Dungeon was a shitshow. Svan and Annabelle didn’t make it, and Ov’ah abandoned us.”
The dwarf rushed across the room and grabbed her hands. “Ye tell me where to find the Fae shite and it’ll be the last thing they ever did.”
She shook her head. “Thanks, Uncle Vel, but they had every right. The Dungeon was broken, and had they stayed, we all might have died.”
He huffed. “If ye managed ta defeat it, then the Fae needs a lesson in situational awareness.”
“We were lucky,” I said. “The only reason we survived was this crystal thing I found inside my bag that I’d been saving for a rainy day.”
Lyra and I had discussed a cover story for our survival, and the only one that could possibly explain things was that I had some kind of artifact that had saved the day. I had the Soulbound special bag, and combined with my memory loss backstory, being able to pull a miracle out of my ass wasn’t too far-fetched. I could just say I didn’t remember where it came from.
Vel’s eyes locked onto mine and flashed blue. “A crystal what?”
I shrugged. “I have no idea what it was. I have a hard enough time remembering my own skills most of the time. It looked like a spearhead, and when I pointed it at the boss and activated it, it blew the bastard’s head off.”
He blinked. “Ye had a Forceshard… and ye used it in a fifth rank Dungeon.”
I gave him a sheepish smile. “To be fair, I had no idea what it was, and it was either that or end up dead… Did we mention the Bind Stone didn’t work?”
He turned to Lyra with a quizzical look and she nodded. “We bound at the stone and it seemed fine, but Svan and Annabelle never respawned.”
He made a gesture with his hand that I couldn’t place, ending with it resting over his heart with his head bowed. “Let’s hope their next life is less abrupt.”
Lyra’s smile became strained. “Yes, well. We survived… but that’s not what we need help with. When we finished the Dungeon, we got a quest.”
His eyes lit up. “Now that’s something. Normally ye’d be getting the quest before the Dungeon, and finishin’ it inside.”
She nodded. “Have you ever been to the Argent Spire?”
He belted out a laugh. “Yer pullin’ me leg! There’s no sane reason why ye’d get a quest from a Dungeon that would send ye to a Tower. Makes no sense. It’d be like ye retrieving a mithril ingot from the Weaponsmith’s Guild and them givin’ ye a quest to bring it to the Armorsmith’s Guild to have it worked.”
*He is right. If things weren’t as serious as they are, my father and Avael wouldn’t be working together. * 
I shrugged. “I didn’t make the quest, but the Spire’s where we need to go.”
Lyra nodded. “And that’s why I need your help. You’ve been everywhere. You can help us plan a route from here to the Cerulean Fields, right?”
He signed and stroked his beard. “Aye. But ‘tis a long ways off, and a bit out o’ yer league. Is it worth the trip?”
Her face split in a wide grin. “Ten thousand Essence, old man.”
“I’ll get a map.”
***




Chapter four








Vel’s Travel Agency – Dwarfin’ Around


“Ye already know the route ‘tween here and Tully Falls, so that’s where we’ll start,” Vel said as he spread an old, worn map over the table. The details were faded, and I wasn’t sure how anyone was supposed to read it. 
Vel grabbed some tankards from a nearby shelf and placed them at the corners to keep the map from closing. “Okay then,” he said and closed his eyes. “Aye. That… then that… and there.” He tapped the map and a ripple of color spread through the paper, filling in the faded areas with a detailed rendition of the surrounding area.
Lyra smiled. “Cartography is a hell of a skill.”
“Don’t ye know it,” Vel said with a chuckle and pointed to a town on the map. “Here’s Tully Falls.” He pointed to a second location far to the north and east. “And here’s the Spire.”
I glanced at my System map and sized it to match the one on the table. They lined up almost perfectly. “Damn that’s far.”
He looked at me and snorted. “Ye don’t know the half of it.” He traced a finger from Tully Falls straight northeast to the Tower. The map shifted and filled in the terrain at his touch, revealing the Greenstone Hills, the grasslands beyond, and then a tangled mess of rivers, streams, and swampland between us and the Tower.
Lyra frowned. “The Dreadmarsh…”
Vel looked over at her and tapped his nose. “Aye. The Dreadmarsh. Ye can travel directly overland until ye reach the marsh, but gettin’ through there’s gunna eat up a lot of time, and I heard the clans are especially testy nowadays.”
*The Dreadmarsh is where Uba’s children live. Orcs, goblins, and whatever else she’s cooked up in her glades capable of supporting a soul.*
“Orcs…” I said.
“Aye,” Vel responded. “Not that me girl here couldn’t handle a bunch of orcs, but ye wouldn’t be dealing with a bunch. Ye’d be dealing with a horde of ‘em. Goblins too.” He spat off to the side and then cursed when he realized he’d be the one who had to clean it up. “Fightin’ ‘em outside the marsh is one thing, but if they find ye in their territory… let’s just say it’d be bad fer yer health.”
“So the Dreadmarsh is a bad idea,” I replied. “Got it. What would you recommend then?”
He tapped Tully Falls again and then drew a line to the west. “I’d head west out o’ Tully Falls and then north along the King’s Highway ‘til ye reach Haven.” The map continued to fill in, showing a large mountain range to the west, with a massive city nestled into a small nook at the northern tip.”
Lyra’s expression turned bittersweet. “Haven,” she said and gently touched the map.
Vel patted her hand. “I know, lass. But it’s either that or the Dreadmarsh.”
She squeezed his hand. “It’s okay. It’s been a while since I’ve been home. Time heals all wounds, right?”
He smiled sadly. “Aye.”
I shot Lyra a questioning glance. “I’ll explain later,” she said, and looked back at the map.
Vel nodded and gestured to the map. “From Haven ye have two options.” He traced a route almost straight north from the city, following the banks of a major river until it reached the sea. “Ye continue on the King’s Highway to Northpoint, and then east along the coast to Northshield.”
The second city was about half the size of Haven, and the diagram on the map looked more like a fortress than a town. The mark was almost directly north of a large forest that bordered a swath of grasslands labeled “Cerulean Plains” on the northern edge of the Dreadmarsh.
Vel noticed my gaze. “And there ye have it. The Argent Spire. O’ course, ye’ll still need to get the elves to let ye through their forest…”
“That shouldn’t be a problem…” I said. He looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “The quest said we’ll have a guide.” I added.
“What’s the other option?” Lyra asked. “Taking the highway north and along the coast seems like it would take longer than navigating the marsh, orcs included.”
He chuckled. “Yer not wrong. The other option’s a lot faster, but has its own risks, and cost.” He tapped Haven again. “Ye book passage on a skyship from Haven to Northshield directly. Passage is nothin’ ta sneeze at, but it’ll get ye to yer Tower a hell of a lot faster.”
Dhaera’s squee inside my head was so loud I jumped, earning a concerned look from Vel.
“Sorry. Got a chill.” I said.
*SKYSHIP? I’ve heard about those! Oh please, please, please let’s go on the skyship?* The neckline of her blouse dipped noticeably with each “please” and I had to look away.
“If we can afford it.” I replied. Aloud I said, “How much are we talking about?”
Vel shrugged. “Donno the current rates, but when I came here a short while ago it was close to three hundred Essence a person.”
Lyra laughed.
“What?” Vel said. “It’s a lot of Essence.”
“When you came here a ‘short while ago’?” she said. “Vel, it’s been ten years since you bought this place, and unless you’ve been making trips back to Haven—”
“Ten years, aye,” he said with a huff. “A short while ago.” He looked back at me. “I don’t expect the price will have gone up, but there’s a Tower in Haven ye can climb to raise some Essence fer passage, and good loot too.”
“Monarch’s Rise?” Lyra asked, looking at the map with a sad expression.
“Aye lass. Me and yer folks climbed it many a time—”
She shot him a distraught look and he went quiet.
“I’m sorry, lass. I did nae mean ta—”
“It’s okay. Just took me by surprise.” She looked back at the map. “Monarch’s Rise will be perfect for us.”
I reached over and put my hand on her shoulder, giving her a comforting squeeze. She looked up and put her hand over my own. “Haven it is then,” she said with a resolved look, and I nodded.
“Haven it is. We can figure out the next step once we get there.”
Vel’s meaty paw slapped me on the back and sent me stumbling. “That’s the spirit, lad. To life and death and everythin’ in between! Now go get some dinner. I have ta make sure Tort hasna given away all o’ me good stuff.”
I offered Lyra my arm and she took it as we left the room.
***




Chapter five








A Little Late For A First Date?


The crowd had died down a bit when we emerged from the back room. Most of the workers were finishing up their meals and making room at the tables for the next wave. I spotted Vel behind the bar, muttering to himself as he straightened up the bar with the occasional glare towards the kitchen door. We found some empty seats near the stage and settled in.  
Almost as soon as we sat down, one of the serving women arrived with plates piled high with food and tankards full of my favorite caf-brew, a coffee flavored beer.
Lyra lifted her plate and took a deep breath of the steaming food. “Ahhh. Rombuulan.”
I looked down at my plate. “Rombuu-what?”
She looked up and smiled. “Rombuulan. It’s a dwarven dish. I haven’t had it in quite a while.” She looked around, watching the workers shoveling it into their mouths. “It’s great for replenishing your energy after a hard day’s work.”
I examined the dish. It seemed like some kind of stew, or a casserole or something. There was a stringy meat that reminded me of pulled chicken, or pork, combined with a slew of starchy vegetables in a thick brown gravy. I leaned over and took a breath of the hearty aroma. “It definitely smells good.”
She covered her mouth with a hand and swallowed. “Just wait ‘til you taste it.”
She wasn’t wrong. The Rombuulan was good. I hadn’t been far off when I thought of it as pulled pork. It had a nice, smokey taste, with a bit of a zing from some spice I’d never tasted before. The vegetables did a great job tempering the spice and the combination was delicious.
I looked over to her with wide eyes. “This is great,” I said.
She smiled and got a far off look in her eyes. “Brings back memories.”
“So…” I said, hesitating a bit. “Haven, huh?”
She put down her fork and nodded slowly. “Well, I know enough about you. I guess it’s only fair that I share my own story.”
I chuckled. “Whatever you’re comfortable sharing, but I would definitely like to know more about you. It’s a bit late for the first date conversation, but I’d love to know what makes you, you. However long it takes to find out.”
She reached across that table and took my hands, looking into my eyes. “I know we’ve only known each other for a short time, but I trust you.”
“So,” I said. “Vel seems to treat you like family. I can’t even remember the amount of times he promised to make me pay if I did anything to hurt you.”
She laughed. “He’s the closest thing to family that I have left…” she trailed off. “My parents were adventurers. Vel was their front line… I think he still blames himself for their deaths, even though he wasn’t even there when it happened.” I nodded along, listening intently as I enjoyed the rest of my Rombuulan.
She was quiet for a minute, picking at her food as she formulated her thoughts. She looked up at me and continued. “Long story short. They were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Their party was on the way back from completing a Dungeon when my parents decided to split off for some alone time. Vel and Mizra, their party healer, went on without them.”
There was a faraway look in her eyes. “I was at the Guild school when the messenger arrived.” Tears formed in her eyes at the memory. “A group of outlaws must have been watching the Dungeons for victims and waited until my parents were sleeping.” She choked off a sob. “They didn’t stand a chance.”
*How horrible,* Dhaera said, tears forming in her own eyes. 
She looked over to where Vel was serving drinks at the bar. “Vel and Mizra spent close to a month tracking the outlaws back to their lair.” A tear dripped down her cheek. “Turns out it was an old acquaintance of theirs. A former party member who they’d dismissed when they caught him skimming the loot.”
Her eyes burned with anger as she met mine. “It wasn’t just some random mugging. It was personal.”
I squeezed her hand as she wiped the tears on her sleeve. “Vel made sure he paid in blood. The bastard’s body is still feeding the plants somewhere in the Greenwood.”
“No one should have to go through that,” I said, brushing the next round of tears from her cheeks. 
She gave me a weak grin and sat up straight, composing herself. “I don’t know what things are like where you come from, but it’s a harsh world.” She glanced over at Vel again and smiled. “At least I had my Uncle Vel and Aunt Mizra to look out for me. Not a lot of kids are so lucky.”
I took a drink. “You lived in Haven?”
She nodded. “For as long as I can remember. It was home.” She took a drink and let out a long breath. “There are a lot of memories there, and although the wounds are old at this point, they still hurt.” She set her shoulders and forced a smile. “But it’s time to go back. Our mission is more important than my scars.”
She smiled. “Plus, the memories aren’t all bad. I’m actually looking forward to showing you the Rise.” 
Dhaera wiped her own tears away. *A new city should be a lot of fun. So many places to see, beds to break in…* Her clothing shifted into a black silk negligee which clung to her curves. *And if you spend enough time in the Tower, I might even be able to join you in the flesh.*
A wide grin split my face. Lyra must have suspected its source because she leaned in and whispered, “What did she say?”
I chuckled and looked around to make sure no one was paying attention to us. “That if we progress enough in the Tower, she might be able to manifest physically.”
A hungry smile split Lyra’s lips. “Now that’s another goal I can get behind.”
Dhaera purred inside my head. *Behind, in front… Oh I can’t wait until—*
“Soon, love,” I said and mentally caressed her cheek. “As soon as I get to level eight I’ll change up the ratio so you get a bigger share of our essence.” 
Lyra squeezed my hands again. “Play me a song? Something… happy?”
“Of course, m’lady,” I said, grabbing my guitar case and heading for the stage. I looked back and sketched a playful bow. “For you, anything.”
I wracked my brain for something appropriate for the situation. I knew a lot of songs, but making the lyrics make sense in fantasy-land was the problem. The additional criteria of happy cut the entire country genre from the list. Not that I knew that many country songs.
The common room quieted down as I took the stage and pulled my new guitar from its case and started to fiddle with the pegs.
The murmur of the crowd increased as they took in the spider-themed instrument. “That guy’s got a wicked looking instrument!” someone said at the back of the crowd, but when I looked I couldn’t find the speaker. Lyra must have heard as well because she was cracking up.
“Told you so!” she said with a smile.
*Ooh, what are you going to play?* Dhaera asked. *More of your teacher’s favorites? Or something that melted the hearts of the girls in your realm?*
I smiled, both inside and out. “I’ve got just the song.”
The murmuring of the crowd settled as I played the first chord. The expressions on the workers’ faces were confused at first. They’d probably never heard anything close to the reggae tones of Jason Mraz’s “I’m Yours” before, but as the music took hold, I saw the confusion melt away.
As I started singing, I locked my eyes on Lyra and flashed her a smile, sharing another with Dhaera inside my mind. I closed my eyes and lost myself in the music, letting my emotions fill every note as my fingers strummed out the reggae-inspired tune.
The mood in the room shifted as the song went on, and I could feel the ambient Essence rising up around me, so with a flick of a mental switch, I opened myself up and Harvested it. A pending notification flashed at the edge of my vision to be reviewed later.
The flow of Essence was intoxicating, and only served to enhance my performance, adding a bit of magic to the music that I could feel spreading through the audience as a wave of positivity.
As the final notes of the song rang out, I opened my eyes and looked at the audience, catching the briefest glimpse of a warm golden glow lingering in the air. It disappeared almost immediately, replaced by a round of applause. With a grateful smile, I took a bow and stepped down from the stage. 
Lyra stood to meet me when I approached the table and took my hand. “I think I’m done eating,” she said, biting her lower lip. “Would you care to join me upstairs for some… dessert?”
Dhaera hummed hungrily inside my head. *Mmm. Yesss*
I looked around for the serving girl. “Don’t we have to pay first?”
Lyra pulled me away. “Already taken care of. I’ve got a tab,” she said as she pulled me towards the stairs. 
As we passed the bar Vel looked at me. He gestured at his eyes and then towards me in that classic “I’ll be watching you” gesture, but all I could do was smile.
***




Chapter six








Crème Brûlée*


As soon as we were out of the common room she turned around and pulled me into an embrace. Our lips met and I felt a deep hunger rising. And then she was gone, running ahead and beckoning me from just out of reach.  
*Mmmm. Now this is the kind of hunt I like!* Dhaera waved a hand inside my mind, transforming my inner landscape into a dark forest. Her negligee shifted into a set of skintight leather armor that somehow seemed to reveal more than her lingerie had. 
Lyra ducked around the corner and I followed, finding her waiting to pounce. She jumped onto me, wrapping her arms and legs around me as our lips met. I pressed her against the wall, kissing the side of her neck as her hands grabbed the back of my head.
She moaned and dropped her legs, pulling me towards the door to her room. She turned around and pulled out the key, fumbling with the lock as I pressed myself against her back and bit her gently at the base of her neck.
She shivered and pushed open the door, almost falling in her eagerness to get inside. The door slammed behind us as she took both of my hands and pulled me towards the bed, leaning in to kiss me the entire time.
Pieces of armor flew all over the room in our haste to undress. I got mine off with little issue, but the mix of chain and plate that Lyra wore was more complicated. I worked on her belt and leg armor while she struggled with the buckles on her breastplate and pauldrons. 
The spider-themed decorations didn’t help either, adding an entire new layer of edges and protrusions to get caught on things. Her cuisses and armored skirt clattered to the ground, and I switched to helping her remove her breastplate. 
We pulled it up over her head, half of the buckles still in place, and it got caught in her hair when we tried to toss it aside. With a lurch, she stumbled to the side and tripped onto the bed, bringing me along with her.
I landed on top of her and looked down into her emerald eyes. We laid there in silence for a moment, just gazing at each other. I leaned in and kissed her softly. Her lips parted before my questing tongue and I reached up to gently untangle her bright red locks from the spider adornment on her breastplate. The metal clanged to the floor and I pulled away so we could finish removing the rest of her armor and clothing. 
As soon as the last piece was tossed to the floor, she grabbed me and tackled me back onto the bed. Her hot lips kissed my neck as her hand slid down my stomach to find my manhood ready to serve.
The forest in my mind dissolved into mist and reformed into a giant bed. Dhaera was curled up in the middle with her eyes closed as she joined her senses with my own and opened herself to the sexual energy rapidly filling the room.
I scooted back to the pillows and looked up into Lyra’s hungry eyes as she crawled on top of me. I caressed a line down her cheek, marveling at how the scattered freckles perfectly accentuated her pale skin. 
She leaned in, kissing me again as she shifted herself higher. I felt the wetness between her legs as it brushed against me. She was already dripping with desire. With a hungry growl, she reached down and took hold of my cock, lining it up perfectly before pressing down.
We gasped together as I slid into her tight pussy, joining our bodies together in mutual desire. She leaned forward and kissed me again as I grabbed her by the hips and pushed her down further, going as deep as I could. She gasped and arched her back, exposing her freckled breasts to be kissed.
I kissed a circle around her nipple before taking it into my mouth and pinching it between my teeth. She sat up, grinding against me slowly and pressed her fingers over my mouth. “Now, now.” She said between gasps. “No teeth.”
I grinned and used my hands to lift her slowly off my cock, leaving just the tip inside for a second before pulling her down hard.
She let out a primal grunt and a moan as she leaned forward, pressing her forehead against my own. “Okay…” she whispered. “Maybe just a little teeth.”
I laughed and pulled her down into a kiss, matching my movements to her own as she ground herself against me. 
She smiled, eyes closed as she rode me. “I’ve been looking… forward... to doing this… again… since the Dungeon,” she said between thrusts. She leaned her head forward, letting her hair cover me like a veil. “It’s just… as good as… I remembered.”
I ran my hands through her hair and pushed it out of the way as I leaned up to kiss her again. I caressed her breasts and then took hold of her hips, using the strength of my new body to increase my pace.
She moaned and pushed herself up, arching her back to take me in deeper. I could feel the energy around us building with each thrust. Our pace quickened, and I had to concentrate to keep up. Her breathing was coming in quick gasps, and her normally pale skin had taken on a rosy hue. She closed her eyes and let out a soft moan of pleasure.
I could feel myself getting close. Every thrust brought me closer to climax, but I was determined to outlast this beautiful redhead. I focused on every movement and smiled as I felt a sudden increase in the ambient Essence of the room. 
Her movements became more erratic, until with a loud yell her entire body seemed to shiver. She lost all control of her frantic grinding as her body spasmed in pleasure. 
I held on to her hips and continued to thrust for all I was worth, giving in to my own pleasure as she cried out.
Lyra’s body gave one last shiver and then went limp, collapsing on top of me with a low moan.
I could feel her pussy still quivering around my cock, and every movement seemed to birth an orgasmic aftershock in the feisty redhead. I wrapped my arms around her and basked in the afterglow, opening myself up to the energy in the room and drinking it in.
She mumbled something against my chest and kissed my shoulder before closing her eyes and pressing in closer. I chuckled. Wasn’t it the guy who was supposed to be the one to fall asleep immediately post coitus?
I glanced inwards and found Dhaera looking back, and before I knew what was happening she had grabbed me and pulled me fully into my mindscape for a thorough reenactment of my time with Lyra. Except this time, she was the one with the teeth.
…




Chapter seven








No Rest For The Wicked…


I was in the best shape I’d ever been in. My body had been remade from the stuff of the universe. But I was still tired. So, so tired the next day when I woke up. Lyra was still fast asleep, and from the vague sense I got of energy moving through her body she was likely in the middle of some upgrades.  
Dhaera was still snoring peacefully inside my mindscape as well. She was the main reason for my lack of true rest. It was worth it though. Definitely worth it. 
The blinking notifications at the edge of my vision demanded my attention, giving me a rundown of all the Essence I was able to harvest from the performance as well as what we’d generated from our amorous endeavors. With a mental push, I forced the system back into Summary mode and felt it click into place. 
+360 Essence (180 transferred to Dhaera)
+360 Harvesting XP (16792/20400)
I’d given the essence I’d received as a reward for the first stage of my quest from D’walla to Lyra when she’d decided to accompany me, hoping that the influx would bring her up to level six so we’d be on the same footing. Without that chunk of Essence, I didn’t have enough to raise any of my main skills any further, so I’d opted not to make any improvements the night before.
The Darkvision ability granted by my current pact level gave me a clear view of the mess we’d made the night before. Pieces of armor and clothing were strewn about the room, covering every surface except for the bed. We’d even managed to tip over the small desk in the corner of the room at some point.
With a sigh, I crawled out from under Lyra’s arm and gathered our gear. Time was of the essence, after all, and the sooner we could get on the road, the sooner we’d reach the next step in our journey.
Lyra started to stir as I finished piling our armor up on the chest at the foot of the bed. At her touch, a globe mounted on the wall next to the bed started to glow. A second globe on the far wall began to glow as well, casting a soft light that illuminated the entire room and washing out my Darkvision.
She opened her eyes and then arched her back as she stretched. My desire to get an early start on our trip melted as the sheet slipped down to reveal her beautifully freckled breasts, and when she looked up at me with a playful look in her eyes, I knew it might be a while before we made it out the door.
When we finally climbed out of bed a bit later, we almost missed breakfast. Luckily for us, Vel had put a stack of breakfast wraps to the side just in case we decided to “sleep in.” 
By the time we got downstairs, the last of the workers were picking up some chow on their way to their shift in the fields, so I expected to have our choice of seating, but the common room was full of what could only be adventurers judging by the armor and other accouterments. Lyra looked a bit confused, and headed over to the bar where there were some empty seats.
Vel gave us a knowing look and chuckled. “Well then, at least someone’s having a good morning.” 
“Trouble?” Lyra asked, looking around for any sign of danger.
“Nay, but ye could ‘a mentioned yesterday that the Dungeon had sealed itself up.” He gestured to the common room which was unnaturally full for the time of day. “Now we’re full o’ adventurers with naut to do but drink.” He leaned in close and whispered. “Not that I’m unwillin’ ta take their crystal, but a day-drinkin’ adventurer’s likely to get into some sort o’ trouble before the day’s out.”
I cringed. “Ah, yeah. Sorry. Guess we forgot that part.” 
Lyra shrugged. “Hopefully that means the System’s fixing whatever it was that was broken and everything will be working right once it reopens.”
The old dwarf nodded. “Aye. I’ve seen it happen before. Dungeons sealing ‘emselves fer a bit and then opening back up in a brand-new configuration.”
I nodded. Knowing what I knew about the backstage aspect of Dungeons and the like, shutting down every once in a while to shuffle things up and keep the challenge fresh made a lot of sense. Wouldn’t really serve its purpose if people just did the same thing over and over with no variety.
Dhaera yawned and stretched inside my mindscape. *Mmm hmm… Dungeon reconfigurations are pretty standard once adventurers get complacent. Nothing like a good Dungeon shuffle to bring in a well-needed Essence Surge.*
“Alright, me girl. I took the liberty o’ checkin’ the caravan schedule fer ya, and there’s one due ta leave fer Tully Falls at midday.” He looked at the clock on the wall. “Ye should have enough time to pick up some provisions and get there before they go.”
She nodded. “Thanks, old man. That’ll save us a headache and a half.”
He reached under the counter and pulled out a small box. “Now I know ye did nae want to hear naught o’ yer folks before, but since you’ll be going ta Haven, ye should have this.” He opened the box, revealing a bronze key and some folded papers. 
She reached out gently and touched the key. “Yes… It’s time.” She closed the box and slid it into her pack. “At least we won’t have to pay Haven prices for an inn.”
“Yer parents always intended fer ye to have it… was just a bit early is all. That’s a copy of the deed in case ye need to chase off any squatters. The watch’ll know what to do.”
“Thanks, Uncle Vel. Thank you for holding onto it for so long.”
“I knew ye’d be wanting it one day.” He reached out and put a meaty paw on top of her hand. “Ye just make sure ta come back when ye finish up in the Spire.” He looked at me and narrowed his eyes. “Ye can even bring this one back with ye if he’s still around.”
I raised my hands in mock outrage. “Hey, what’d I ever to do to you?” He didn’t bother with a response. 
Lyra reached out and took my arm. “Shall we?”
***




Chapter eight








Back To The Beginning


The trip back to Tully Falls was surprisingly uneventful. The biggest bit of excitement was when the cook dropped a pan full of bacon grease into the fire and almost burned his beard off. The bacon was saved, so it could have been a lot worse. 
I spent most of the ride in silence, working inside my mind to continue translating my library of local songs into those I could play with my guitar, and trying to find out as much information as possible on the Argent Spire in my mental library.
There wasn’t much. Hell, there wasn’t much about Towers at all. 
*I told you there wouldn’t be,* Dhaera said. *Dad and Avael may be friends, but they are rivals as well. Two sides of the same coin if you ask me, but from what I’ve heard Malic and the rest say, the Towers are just… blah.*
When our final guard shift was done the second day, I asked Lyra about how Towers functioned and got a pretty good idea of why Malic and the D’walla crew might find them boring. 
Dungeons were works of art. They were carefully structured and themed to fit a narrative. Malic’s Dungeon was styled as the ancient home of a forgotten Kobold clan and their dragon worshipping priesthood. Vaelis shaped her Dungeon into a warren of spidery goodness, building the feeling of descending into a voracious predator’s lair. All of the Dungeons were like that. There was a story and a theme to go along with the challenge.
Towers on the other hand… were pure, unadulterated numbers. There was no flavor. No story. Just obstacles to overcome. The floors could be loosely related, but for the most part every floor was unique unto itself. They were a test, and there was no effort made to spice them up.
Regardless of my current affiliations, I decided to reserve judgment until I experienced a Tower for myself, which shouldn’t be too far off since there was a very famous one in Haven that we’d definitely be climbing.
According to Lyra, the best part about the Monarch’s Rise was that it was completely flexible. It would adapt to whatever group challenged it, giving them a challenge appropriate to their numbers and level. Only the most established Towers had that flexibility. I couldn’t help daydreaming about the possibilities for the rest of the trip.
It was strange how my perception of Tully Falls had changed in the brief time I’d been away. I was thankful the entire thing was above ground, though. I’d had enough of the underground avenues of Darkforge to last a lifetime. Especially with the feeling of Dvollinar’s eyes on my back.
“Didn’t think I’d find myself back here this soon,” Lyra said as we passed through the gates. “But here we are.”
It was early evening, so we should have more than enough time to find a place to stay and hit up the guild to secure a slot for the Dungeon. “Did you want to get a room at the Hollow Leg? Say hi to Ms. Juna while we’re in town?”
“Probably not the best idea,” she said with a wince. “I did kind of leave them in a lurch.”
“Oh?” 
“Yeah. It’s not the hardest job to fill, but they have enough business that even one less pair of hands means everyone has to work that much harder.”
I popped open my map and scanned the area. “The only other place I know of where we could probably find a room is at the Temple of Thera, but that would mean separate rooms.”
She snorted. “Gods no. I know a place that’ll do just fine.” She looked me up and down. “Yeah, I think you’ll do fine.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“The Maw’s not the most… well, you’ll see.” She gave me a giant smile, and I could see the amusement in her eyes.
She led me through town, past the Guild and away from the aroma of freshly baked goods that I hadn’t until that moment realized I’d missed. Instead, we passed through rows of small buildings housing crafting stations of all shapes and sizes, most of which gave off their own scents that did far less for the appetite.
We left the tradesmen behind and entered a more residential area. It reminded me more of the inner city than it did the small cottages and the like I’d always pictured people having in a fantasy world.
Located at a crossroads at the heart of the residential district was a two-story stone building with a mug shaped like the open mouth of a… Mimic? 
“Welcome to The Maw,” Lyra said with a flourish. “The Hollow Leg’s great and all, but it can be a bit on the pricey side, especially for people who have to work for a living.”
She opened the door and a roar of voices washed over me, along with the odor of unwashed bodies and copious amounts of ale. “After you,” she said with a grin.
I ducked inside and looked around the dimly lit common room. Other than the five feet or so around the entryway, the entire place was packed with people of all shapes and sizes. Tables were set up with almost no room between them, and I spotted several places where patrons were using each other as backrests. It was a fire marshal’s nightmare made manifest. 
A small bar filled one corner of the room with a door leading further into the building, and immediately to the right of the bar was a small, raised platform currently occupied by an older man playing some sort of instrument I didn’t have a name for.
My examination came to a sudden halt when the barkeep appeared from under the bar. Dude was at least seven feet tall and was made of solid muscle… well, except for his right arm, which was missing. His skin was a deep green, and a pair of long, ivory tusks protruded from his jaw, framing a wide, piglike nose. 
An elbow to the ribs snapped me out of my stupor. “Don’t stare,” Lyra said as she dragged me towards the bar. “He doesn’t like it when you stare.”
“Graahk!” Lyra called out, waving to the orcish barkeep. “Two of the house specials for me and my friend here.”
He looked up and grinned. “Well I’ll be damned. If it isn’t the world traveling adventurer back already?” He squinted and looked her up and down as he hefted the keg he’d been carrying onto the bar. “Doesn’t look like your gear got trashed again.”
She laughed and put her elbows on the bar. “Just back in town for a few nights before we head to Haven.”
Grahk looked over to me appraisingly. “Who’s your friend?”
Lyra wrapped her arm around my shoulders and flashed the barkeep a smile. “This is Sebastian Crowe.” She leaned in and whispered. “He’s a bard.”
The orc let out a bellow of laughter. “A bard! In my shithole.” He turned to the man trying unsuccessfully to play over the rumbling of the crowd. “Davi, get your ass back into the kitchen. Firehair brought us a bard!”
I looked at Lyra and found her watching me with sparkling eyes. “You…” I said and narrowed my eyes playfully. I offered my hand in greeting to the massive orc, making sure to offer my left to avoid any awkwardness. 
He clasped my wrist in his hand, and I could feel the bones grinding against one another under the strength of his grip. I squeezed back as hard as I could, but my entire hand covered maybe a third of his meaty forearm.
He looked down at me and chuckled. “Well met, Sebastian Birdman. I am Grahk One-armed, Slayer of the Foul, Fifth Champion of the Bloodfist Moore, Wielder of Griffonsbane, and proprietor of this shithole.”
I shook my hand to restore some of the blood flow and grinned. “Nice to meet you.”
Lyra slapped the orc on the shoulder. “Damnit Grahk, how’s he supposed to play if you break him.”
He snorted. “I didn’t break anything. He’s a bit flimsy, but I know what I’m doing.”
“Yeah. Nothing’s broken, but if it’s not too much trouble, I’d love to get some food before we do anything else. I’m starving.”
The orc nodded and let out an ear-piercing whistle that cut through the throng. One of the serving women who was busy lounging on the lap of a handsy patron jumped up and wove her way to the bar. 
She was dressed in the classic “ren-fair wench” outfit I’d always expected to see in a medieval tavern, and the outfit did an excellent job of showing off her ample cleavage. Her hair was a dark brown, and was tied up in a neat bun. She had the look of someone who rarely got enough sleep, but she was attractive nonetheless. 
“Yeah boss?” she said and then saw Lyra. Her expression fell. “Oh. You’re back.”
*She’s cute, but nothing compared to Lyra. Especially with that pout.*
Lyra slipped under my arm and gave the girl a friendly smile. “Hey Giselle. Yeah, we’re here for a few days until we can book passage to Haven. If you can keep an ear out and let me know if you hear any—”
“Of course. I’ll let you know as soon as possible so you can get out of—” she started.
Grahk grunted. “None of that.” He looked at Lyra. “Your old room is still available. Haven’t had any takers yet. Same rate.”
She nodded. “Perfect. I was hoping as much.”
He gestured to me. “He staying with you?”
“Yep,” she replied. “That cost more?”
“No. Just don’t have another room is all. You can pile as many you want in there for all I care.”
*Ooh. That’s an idea… we could invite that Giselle girl. You could probably smother someone with her—*
“I think I’ve got enough on my plate with you and Lyra. Plus, I don’t think Lyra likes her very much. And I don’t think she’s a likely candidate to join our little team, even if I’d love to put my face right in the middle of her tits and pretend to be a manatee for few minutes.”
*A manatee?*
“You know. Manatees… Motor boating?” I pictured the act in my mind and willed it towards Dhaera.
Her eyes widened. *I don’t understand the words, but that sure looks fun… I’m going to remember that when you can summon me physically and I learn to shapeshift.* 
The loud snap of Lyra’s fingers in front of my face brought me back to the physical. “Sorry. Daydreaming for a second there.”
Lyra hummed knowingly. “I’m sure.” She looked back to Giselle. “Can we get two helpings of the stew please?” 
The serving girl nodded and headed back into the kitchen, mumbling the entire time. As soon as the door shut behind her, her voice rang out. “Damnit Davi! You’re the cook! Cook!”
Lyra was busy relating the safe-to-share version of our exploits with the barkeep, so I decided to try and get a better sense of the crowd. This place definitely seemed like the kind of place that the wrong song choice could get you killed… well, maybe not killed, but severely beaten.
I could always reprise my performance of “Farmer Jenkin’s Midnight Run.” That was bound to be a hit, but the vibe I was getting from this place was much more subdued. There wasn’t enough room for the crowd to get too rowdy.
Stepping into my mindscape, I found Dhaera standing behind the desk in its library configuration. *Hey love,* she said. *I’ve already started looking.* She grabbed one of the massive books from a nearby shelf and slid it across to me. *These are the ones from your memory.* She paused at my confused expression. *Fun fact, D’walla’s Insight is actively transcribing all of your memories and adding them to the library.*
“Huh. Well, I’d recommend avoiding the ones labeled puberty. It wasn’t pretty. Nothing to interest you…”
She giggled. *Okay. I’ll settle for the ones about your guitar teacher. I wonder if it records your imagination.* My eyes went wide and she grinned. *Oh I’ll definitely be looking into that when I get a chance.*
I shook my head and flipped open the book, skimming through all the songs I’d ever memorized. I’d only gotten to the B’s before Dhaera reached over and closed the book on me. She had a giant grin on her face as she pushed the tome she’d been looking through over to me.
She tapped the page. *This one is perfect for this place.*
I took the book and turned it around, reading through the lyrics. It was perfect, and the notes were simple enough that playing it on the guitar would require a minimum of alterations. 
After the food arrived, I split my attention between shoveling the stew into my face and rearranging the song to fit better on the guitar. What I’d thought would be a straight translation ended up requiring an entire key shift. But I got it done.
The stew was pretty decent, reinforcing my belief that the magic of this world was somehow able to maintain a bare minimum of flavor to ensure that everything was tasty. 
As soon as I was done Lyra shoved me towards the stage. “Come on ‘Bastion! Play us a song to remember!”
With a smile and a shrug I took the “stage” and looked out over the audience. As expected, no one gave me a second look except for Lyra.
Dhaera held up the music in my mindscape and I started playing. The tempo was a little strange at first, but I was able to keep it going once I got the feel for how it was intended. Nothing like playing a song for the first time ever… from paper… in front of a live audience…
The song switched between two distinct sounds. The first was a melody in single notes, like a single voice addressing a crowd. It was immediately answered by a series of chords, like a war-party cheering on their leader. 
I plucked out the beginning tune and then sang out the first voice.
“Come all ye kin, come march with me.
Forward onto war.
Today we live, or today we die.
But you know what we’re fighting for.”
The chords rang out over the murmur of the crowd and several of the patrons looked my way as I chanted the chorus.
“Life! Love, and Honor!
Life! Love, and Gold!
Today we live or today we die.
Fortune favors the bold!”
I looked over at the bar and found Lyra watching me with a smile as she tapped out the beat on the bar. Grahk was nodding along as well as he doled out drinks to a new round of patrons.
“Come all ye kin, raise your banners high.
Forward in victory.
‘Cause tonight we live, and today they died.
And ensured our legacy.
Life! Love and Honor!
Life! Love and Gold!
Today we lived and today they died!
Fortune favored the bold!”
The song continued on in that general bent, extolling the virtues of whatever army it was intended to represent. By the end I’d even managed to snag some of the patrons’ attention and earned a few claps. There wasn’t very much at all to harvest though.
*Great song. I hope Grahk liked it.*
Lyra handed me a cup of some kind of thick brown drink when I stepped back to the bar and clapped me on the back. “Good one,” she said.
I took a small drink and almost spit it all over the place. It was super bitter. Like someone had taken baker’s chocolate, mixed it with green tea and then added a shot of lemon juice. I felt the barkeeps stare on me and through a force of will managed to hold it down
He grunted and held out a hand to Lyra. “Pay up.” 
She groaned and handed over an orange essence, muttering under her breath the entire time. 
I raised an eyebrow. “What’s that for?”
Grahk snorted. “She bet me you’d spit out the Kvogthrok.” He gestured to Lyra. “She spit it all over Giselle.” He chuckled. “I can still remember her shriek.”
Lyra grinned. “That stuff is horrible, but it was funny.” 
I shook my head and gestured to the barkeep. “From the look this guy was giving me, I didn’t want to offend.”
The orc snorted. “Not many can handle a good orcish brew. I’ll bet you fifty Essence you can’t drink the whole thing.”
Lyra’s eyes went wide and she started to talk but Grahk silenced her with a look.
I looked down into the cup and saw something chunky floating around. I put the cup back on the bar and shook my head. “Yeah… no thanks.”
Grahk roared with laughter and grabbed the cup, chugging it like it was nothing. He gripped my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Birdman. Human stomachs aren’t meant to handle real drink.”
Lyra thwapped the barkeep on the shoulder. “Okay Grahk. Now that lodgings are all set, we need to check in at the Guild. Dungeon’s not going to delve itself.”
He chuckled. “Good luck, Firehair. From what I’ve heard Greenstone’s not the same as it used to be. Seems the Kobolds have developed a love of traps lately. Heard lots of folks complaining.”
I snickered. “Sneaky little bastards. We’ll keep an eye out.”
***




Chapter nine








Cheerleaders, Huh.


The Adventurer’s Guild hall was much as I remembered it. Even the woman waiting at the reception desk to greet new arrivals was the same elf that had greeted me on my arrival. At the time I’d been a Yeoman looking to sell off a Skill Scroll and pick up some cheap gear. Now I was an adventurer in my own right… and had absolutely no clue where I needed to go next. 
Lyra saw my expression and chuckled. “Follow me.” She led the way past the reception area and over to a small alcove where a gnomish woman who reminded me of Annabelle sat behind a large desk. I wasn’t prepared for the wave of grief that hit me. 
Something cracked deep in the recesses of my mind and my entire body started to tremble as the walls at the edge of my mind started to crumble. Inside my mindscape Dhaera looked up and rushed over to me, wrapping her wings around my body. A calming energy seemed to flow into me at her touch, pushing back the growing feeling of panic, and restoring the wall between my conscious mind and the flood of bottled up emotions I’d been suppressing since my fateful meeting with Truck-kun.
In the outside world my expression must have been something because Lyra was looking at me curiously. She glanced in the direction of my gaze. “Oh…”
She placed a hand on my shoulder. “Losing someone is always hard. Especially the first time.”
I blinked and forced a smile, my mind already slipping back into ignorance. “I don’t even know what happened. It just hit me hard. I don’t know how you ever get used to losing people like that.”
She reached out and stroked my cheek while Dhaera echoed the gesture inside my mind. “You don’t. But you have to keep going.”
I took a deep breath and kissed her hand. “Thanks,” I said, squaring my shoulders and looking back over to the gnome. “I think I’ll be okay.”
The feeling of Dhaera’s lips on my cheek sent another wave of calm through me, and I decided to focus on the good things in this world. No matter the horrors we were going to have to face, at least we’d be doing it together.
The gnome looked up as we approached the desk. “Can I help you?” she said, brushing a stray wisp of hair out of her eyes. “If you’ve come for the Dungeon you’re in for some disappointment. Seems it’s gotten quite popular since the Kobolds renovated the place.”
I was surprised. “Really? No slots at all?”
The gnome fixed me with a stern glare. “Did I stutter?”
Lyra stepped in and rested her hands on the desk in front of the gnome, giving her a winning smile. “Too bad,” she said, “My friend and I were hoping to find a group to rid the world of some Kobolds before heading out to Haven.”
She stood back up, lifting her hands from the table to reveal an indigo crystal. The gnome snatched it up faster than I could consciously follow, and suddenly her expression was somehow a lot friendlier.
“Well. Since you won’t be sticking around for long, let me see if there are any teams who might need a…” She looked between us and waited.
Lyra grinned and gestured to herself and then to me. “Front line and support.”
The gnome nodded slowly. “Yes… hmmm.” She opened up a ledger and started skimming through. “Might have something for you. The group’s already got a front line, but from the look of the fellow he’d be more suited to an offensive role.” She pocketed the crystal. “The team’s slot is for tomorrow morning. Three hours past dawn. You should be able to find them at the Hollow Leg right now. Party Leader’s an elf by the name of Jaeger. 
She took out a small piece of paper and waved a hand over it, creating a drawing of some sort that she handed to Lyra. 
Lyra took a look and nodded before tucking it in her pouch. “Should be easy enough to find.” She sighed and turned to me. “Guess we’re going to the Hollow Leg after all.”
We turned to go, leaving the desk behind. “Nice doing business with you!” the gnome called out as we left.
“Gotta spend Essence to make Essence?” I asked when we were out of earshot.
Lyra shrugged. “I was hoping she’d been keeping a spot open for someone. Usually slipping the clerks a little something can grease the wheels a bit. Either the price has gone up, or she was really telling the truth about the Dungeon being extra popular.”
*I’m sure Malic has been working extra hard to improve his Dungeon after all the effort he spent on training you.* Dhaera’s lips formed into a spiteful smile. *I can’t wait to see the look on his face when you start looting his creatures.*
We headed for the exit when a familiar figure caught my attention from the door of the Beggars and Choosers as we walked by.
“God damnit,” I said as he beckoned for us to approach.
Lyra looked over. “You need to sell something?”
I shook my head. “No… let’s just say he works for the boss man. We’d better see what he wants.”
“The boss ma… Oh, okay.”
“Yeah. Remind me to tell you the story of how that gremlin bastard set me up…” I trailed off as we approached the laeshka. “Hello Bar’tahn.” I said in a flat tone.
“Hello again, Master Crowe. Mistress Stone.” He said with a nod to each of us.
“We’re kind of on a tight schedule here,” I said. “What do you want?”
He tsked. “Now, now. I thought we were over the hard feelings. You certainly ended up ahead.” He said with a knowing look at Lyra. “Two ahead if my count is accurate.”
“Ha. Ha.” I replied. “You still did me dirty, lizard man.”
He shrugged and turned to Lyra. “Since young Master Crowe is not going to introduce me, I will do it myself.” He gave a small bow. “Master Merchant Bar’tahn. Proprietor of the Beggars and Choosers… among other things,” he said with a wink.
She returned the bow. “Nice to meet you officially. I’ll look forward to seeing more of your shop once my ban is up.”
He waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, that ban wasn’t for you, just your ass of an ex-party leader. You are welcome to do business with us whenever you wish.”
“Great,” I said, interrupting. “So what did you want? We’ve got a party to hunt down and some levels to grind.”
Bar’tahn looked back at Lyra. “Is he always this impatient?”
“Hey. Don’t involve me in whatever—” she gestured between the two of us, “—this is.”
He chuckled. “Fine.” He looked back at me. “I hope one day we can be friends, Master Crowe. For now, at least, let me function as an ally.” He held up a small metallic chit that looked like a dog tag. “Had you come to me first, I could have told you that I had already secured a time slot for you in the local Dungeon.”
In his other hand he fanned out five more chits of a different color. “as well as these passes to the Monarch’s Rise for when you reach Haven.”
Lyra’s eyes went wide and she laughed. “Sorry ‘Bastion, but if Bar’tahn here can produce this kind of help, I’m going to have to insist you make peace.”
“Wow,” I said, giving her a look of mock hurt. “et tu, bruté?” They shared a confused look and I threw up my hands. “Fine! Thank you for your help, Bar’tahn.”
I looked back to Lyra. “Guess we don’t have to find that other group?”
She blinked. “What do you mean? We’ll still need a party. Now we have the chance to run the Dungeon twice! The others will probably be eager to have us if we can get them into a second run of the Dungeon.”
I nodded slowly and raised a finger. “Good point.”
Dhaera squeed inside my head. *Two runs! Oh, Malic is going to be sooo angry!*
Bar’tahn handed me the chits and then reached into his pouch. “One more thing.” He said, and Lyra looked over expectantly. He pulled out a small envelope with a red wax seal on it.
I reached out to take it, but he pulled away. “Before you accept this, please know that we have no sway in the providence of the other gods. Your ally in the north is…” He trailed off and handed me the letter. “I’ll just let you decide for yourself.”
The red wax bore the imprint of a crescent moon laying on its side with an owl standing between the points with its wings spread. The device meant nothing to me, and the System didn’t provide any hints, so I cracked the letter open and started reading.
Par’vis Crowe,
Your attendance is required at the Highmoon embassy in the city of Haven on the twelfth day of Eighthmoon. Should you fail to arrive in time, know that we will handle this matter ourselves. We recommend that you refresh your knowledge of proper protocol when interacting with your superiors.
   In her name,
   Ku’va Raevyndrys Highmoon
The entire thing was written in Faesong, but there was a strange symbol after her name that didn’t translate. 
Quest Update: The Argent Spire
Criteria:
=Meet Ku’va Highmoon at the elven embassy in Northshield by the 12th day of Eighthmoon [NEW] 
=Join a party with the Lady’s Champion Ku’va Raevyndrys Highmoon
=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
Lyra must have gotten the system message too because she snatched the paper from me. “Gods damned Faesong!” She turned it over and looked at the seal and her already pale skin turned even paler. “Highmoon…” 
She looked at me and gestured to the letter. “Sebastian… what does this say? Exactly.”
I took the paper back and read it out loud, watching as her expression grew more and more grim. I glanced at the System clock. “Looks like we’ve got a week or so. More than enough time to get there.” 
She massaged her forehead with one hand and groaned. “What have I gotten myself into?”
“What’s wrong?” I asked, looking back and forth between her and Bar’tahn. “Whoever this Ku’va is, they sound like a prissy bitch, but I’ve dealt with worse.” I chuckled. “You’ve never dealt with the captain of the cheerleading team during fundraiser season. Now that’s a real—”
I stopped short when I noticed both of them staring at me in shock. “What?” I asked. Lyra gestured to the laeshka, speechless. 
Bar’tahn scanned the crowd and then chuckled. “Ah young Master Crowe. Ku’va is not a name. It’s a title.” He hummed in thought, scratching his scaley chin with a taloned finger. “It means she is of the royal family. Like a human princess, yet… more complicated.”
“Oh,” I said, and shrugged. “Okay. So, no fart jokes. Got it.”
Lyra sat down on the ground and hung her head in her hands, earning several strange looks from the passer byes. A curt nod from Bar’tahn kept them moving.
*I think you’re forgetting something very important, love.* Dhaera said.
“Hmm?” I replied.
*This isn’t your world. For the common people of Lor, the nobility hold the power of life or death. Their word is the law. Royals can be even worse. Getting on their bad side is sometimes worse than death.*
My expression fell. “Oh,” I said out loud. “So… Diplomacy then.” This was going to be harder than I expected.
Bar’tahn chuckled. “I see you realize the difficulty. The Ku’va has been instructed to cooperate, but instruction cannot undo a lifetime of privilege.” He handed me a small book. “I suggest you prepare.”
The book was titled “Protocols of the Highmoon Court.” 
I held up the book. “I’ll read it, but I’m not gonna bend the knee to some snooty princess just because her parents were rich.”
Lyra groaned and looked at me. “No. You ‘bend the knee,' whatever that means, so the princess doesn’t have you thrown in prison for the rest of your life.”
I nodded. “Point made.”
“I have taken the liberty of booking your passage to Haven with a business acquaintance of mine at the Merchant’s Guild,” Bar’tahn said and handed me a small scroll. “They depart in two days at dawn.” He looked from me to Lyra and back. “Please do not be late. The caravan master is an old comrade, but I doubt he will wait for you on my behalf.”
“No problem,” I replied, and turned to leave.
Lyre waved to the laeshka, and we were on our way.
***




Chapter ten








Oh Hey, It’s You


Lyra spent the rest of the walk to the Hollow Leg muttering to herself. I could barely make out what she was saying, but I did hear numerous strings of profanity mixed in with what sounded like her psyching herself up. The potential for riches and wealthy connections that came with an ally in the elven royal family were nothing to sneeze at. 
When we reached the door, she paused, took a deep breath, and then looked at me. “Okay. I’m still in, but you have to listen to me very closely.” She led me off to the side of the road and looked around to make sure no one was in earshot before tapping the center of my forehead. “You too, Dhaera.”
I nodded slowly. “We’re listening.”
“It is very important that you take that book seriously. Most nobles have a stick shoved so far up their asses that when they yawn you can see the tip. They are fickle and easily offended, and the Royals are the worst of them.”
“Okay. I’ll be on my best behavior.”
*Me too.*
Lyra flashed me a brief smile. “If everything goes well, we may just end up owed a few favors from someone with a lot of pull.” She let out a long breath. “Okay then. Let’s go find our mystery party and see about killing some kobolds.”
“Sounds like a plan,” I said and slid my arm around her waist as we headed inside. 
The after-dinner crowd was a bit rambunctious and the common room was filled with all sorts of folks enjoying their evening’s entertainment. The music of a small band filled the air, and the floor in front of the stage had been cleared to make room for dancing.
We wove our way through the crowd, avoiding the hostess after seeing the look of annoyance she gave Lyra when she walked through the door. We weren’t there for a table anyway, so Lyra ignored her and her attitude, and focused her attention on the crowd.
“There he is!” she said and pointed across the room to a table about as far away from the dance floor as you could get. I followed her gesture and laughed when I spotted the elf. 
“I know those guys!” I said as we headed their way, earning a questioning look from Lyra. “Well, maybe know is too strong a word. I met them on my way back to town from the Dungeon after my training.”
She shook her head. “Let’s hope you made a good impression.”
I shrugged. “They didn’t try to kill me, so that’s a plus.”
Gigantor, the giant mail-clad human noticed our approach and elbowed the white-robed man sitting next to him. I waved and the big man grunted in return. The robed human, Felix, turned towards us with a much friendlier expression. He said something to the elf seated across from him who glanced our way with a frown.
“Hey guys,” I said. “Mind if we join you?”
Gigantor shrugged while the elf continued to look at us suspiciously. Felix flashed me a wide grin and gestured to the empty seats. “Of course, Bard Crowe.”
As we sat down, the elf waved a hand in our direction. “Let me guess. That damned gnome sent you our way.”
Lyra snorted. “You got it.”
Gigantor let out a bellow of a laugh while Felix sighed. “You’re the…” he turned back to the elf. “…fourth to approach us?”
“Fifth,” the elf said with a frown. “I’ll tell them what I told you. We’re not interested.”
Lyra put on an exaggerated frown while surreptitiously scratching at an itch on her temple with the tag Bar’tahn had provided for the Dungeon. “Guess we’ll have to look for someone else then.” She started to stand. “Sorry to waste your—”
Felix raised his hands. “Wait!” he yelped. “Don’t be so hasty. I’m sure we can come to some sort of an agreement.”
Lyra grinned and sat back down, looking to the elf. “Clerk tells me you’re the party leader. You still want us to go?”
Gigantor’s eyes were locked on the Dungeon tag. “So wait. If we team up with you two, we can run the Dungeon twice? I like this plan.”
The elf looked at the giant human. “We don’t even know them and…” he looked over to Felix. “You too?”
The priest shrugged. “If we ever want to make enough to progress beyond these fringe Dungeons, we’re going to have to make a few changes. Unless you want to go back to hunting for Glades?”
The elf looked at Lyra and his eyes flashed blue. “A Lightblade. Front line?” he asked.
“Where else would I be?” she replied.
He examined me next. “And a Bard…” he trailed off. “What abilities do you have?”
“I can mesmerize an enemy, turn another into an ally… play songs that speed us all up. I can heal a little as well.” I rubbed my chin in thought. “I know some fire magic and can defend myself with my blade if I need to.”
The elf nodded. “All around support then. Good.”
The big man slapped a hand on the table and looked at the elf with a hopeful expression. “If they come with us then I don’t have to be the front line? I can just… fight?” His smile was almost wide enough to be creepy.
The elf threw up his hands. “Fine,” he said and looked at us with a shrewd gleam in his eyes. “Let’s talk terms.”
Lyra held up her hand. “One more thing, before we get down to the nitty gritty.” She wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Tell them the looting thing.”
I looked at her, confused for a second.
*Core Touched, love. You know, where you get more loot from Dungeon creatures.* She booped me on my nose playfully and then dove back into the stack of books she’d been buried in.
“Oh! Yeah,” I said and leaned in to whisper. “I’ve got a Trait that gives me bonus Essence when looting creatures inside of a Dungeon.”
The elf’s eyes went wide. “How much more?” he said slowly.
I shrugged. “I haven’t tested it yet. But anything is better than nothing, right?”
He looked at Lyra. “Well, if we don’t know how much then we can’t factor that into the split so—”
I raised my hand to stop him. “Listen. We just want a fair share. Even split. Standard guild allocations.”
Lyra sighed. “You ruined all the fun. Haggling is cathartic.”
Felix laughed and shook his head. “I think you might not enjoy it so much going against Jaeger. He used to be a magistrate before—”
The elf glared at him. “As I said before, we don’t know them. Best not to spill all the beans, unless you’d like to stop in at the Temple before we head out.”
Felix’s mouth snapped shut. “No need for that.”
Gigantor chugged the rest of his drink and let out a loud belch. “Bahaha. I love you guys. Never a dull moment.”
Jaeger pulled out a party stone and set it on the table under his palm. “In layman's terms,” he glared at Felix and then continued as the stone began to glow, “we agree to join forces for the purpose of delving the Greenstone Depths Dungeon until completion, twice, or until four out of five party members agree that we should retreat. We agree to an even split of all Essence, with the standard Guild rules governing any non-Essence loot and all other applicable guild policies governing the exploration of a Dungeon for the first time with new party members. In addition, we agree the full allied party will together utilize the Dungeon slot allocated to me, Jaeger Steelbrooke and that held by…” he looked over at us and raised an eyebrow.
“Sebastian Crowe,” Lyra said, handing me the tag that Bar’tahn had reserved in my name.
“…Sebastian Crowe.” Jaeger finished. The stone pulsed and he slid it to the center of the table. Gigantor and Felix added their hands, and with a shrug, I did as well. Lyra placed her hand on top of mine and flashed a smile around the table. “I have a feeling this is going to be the beginning of a profitable alliance.”
Jaeger Steelbrooke has invited you to join his party.
Accept? (Y/N)
I accepted and braced myself for the rush of information and sensations I’d gotten last time.
Party members:
-Sebastian Crowe, Level 6 Human Bard, Status: Healthy
-Lyra Stone, Level 6 Human Lightblade, Status: Healthy
-Jaeger Steelbrooke, Level 7 Elven Gladestalker, Status: Healthy
-Felix Nelson, Level 7 Human Priest of Thera, Status: Healthy
-Miles Stevenson, Level 7 Human Warrior Status: Healthy
Maybe it was the fact that my mind had already come up with a way to translate the data into something that made sense to me, or maybe I was just getting used to the System sticking things in my brain, but it was a lot easier than the first time.
I looked up at Gigantor. “Your name is Miles?”
He put down his cup and laughed. “What else would it be?”
“I’ve been calling you Gigantor in my head since we met,” I said. “’Cause you’re a damned giant.” Felix laughed and even Jaeger cracked a smile. 
The big man chuckled. “Gigantor. I kind of like it. Me ma always said we had ogre blood in the family. Says her nana always talked about her great great whatever spending a summer in the marsh. Guess it could be true.” He shrugged. 
Felix leaned over and whispered, just loud enough for Miles to hear. “Don’t put any more wind in his sails. He’s already hard to deal with once he—”
Miles slapped the priest on the back. “You know it. I can’t help it that Thera—” he looked at me and winked, “and maybe Uba, gifted me with such splendor.” He flexed his biceps and raised an eyebrow at Lyra. “Am I right?”
She snorted and wrapped an arm around me. “No thanks, Gigantor. My tastes are more… refined.” Felix snorted and started cracking up at the incredulous look on the big man’s face. 
Said big man just shrugged and winked at me. “Yeah Bard man! I guess it’s true what they say about bards and their silver tongues.”
Jaeger snarfed his ale and started coughing, earning a few pounds on the back. “I… Why, Miles? Why?” 
The Warrior shrugged. “Why not?”
The elf stood up. “Well. I for one am going to get a good night’s sleep before we head out.” He looked around the table. “I suggest you all do the same.”
Gigantor leaned over and whispered something to Felix who started laughing all over again.
“Good night. See you at the gate an hour past dawn.” Jaeger said and walked away.
Lyra tugged on my arm and flashed me a sly grin. “We should go too. Good night’s rest and all that,” she said, sending the pair of them into another fit of laughter.
Dhaera’s mental hand caressing up my thigh made it quite clear that I wouldn’t be getting much rest.
***




Chapter eleven








Maybe Fust A Little Bit*


Our room at the Maw was pretty small, with just enough room on the straw bed for both of us to fit if we spooned. I definitely didn’t mind the closeness. The room had a tall ceiling, with a single window set high up at an angle. It didn’t look like it would be of much use in the event of a fire, but it might make the small room less stuffy. 
I put my back against the wall and Lyra slipped in next to me, playing little spoon to my big spoon.
The feel of her warm body pressed close against me and the smell of her hair as she snuggled in made any desire for sleep dissolve into the ether.
She reached over and turned off the light, plunging the room into complete darkness. The Darkvision granted by my Pact-Bond kicked in, letting me see everything as clear as day.
Dhaera licked her lips inside my mindscape as I reached up and brushed the fiery red hair back from Lyra’s neck and leaned in to kiss her neck. She moaned and playfully swatted my leg. “Mmm... We should… ah… get some…” 
I nibbled just under her ear and she writhed in response, grinding her ass into me. I felt my manhood rising in response.
“Ah,” she gasped. “But… sleep… Ah fuck it,” she said and turned her face back to kiss me. “We can have a little fun.” A mischievous grin split her face. “One of the serving girls said this one was really good.” She said and reached under the covers.
“Hmm?” I said. “What one?”
She shushed me and shimmied her hips as she slipped off her panties. Next, she grabbed my cock and shifted herself so the head was poised between her lips. She arched her back and pushed backwards, sliding onto my cock with a soft groan.
A shudder of pleasure shook her body as my cock slipped into her from behind and she let out something between a gasp and a moan. “Oh… Yes... Score one for—” 
Her words turned into a growl as I grabbed her hips and pulled her against me, pushing myself deeper into her. “I won’t complain.” I said, loving the way her pussy felt from this angle.
Dhaera moaned inside my mindscape as she leaned back behind the desk, sliding her hand into the waistband of her naughty librarian skirt. She closed her eyes and I could feel her senses spreading through me.
Lyra kissed me again and then leaned forward, pressing her ass back at the same time. “Now… mmm… yes… fast and har—”
I didn’t let her finish, using her hips as handles to drive myself in deep. If she wanted it a little rough, I’d show her exactly what my new body was capable of. The sound of my hips slapping against her ass echoed through our small room, mixed with Lyra’s moans of pleasure. Giving her exactly what she asked for was the gentlemanly thing to do, after all.
At one point there was a banging on the far wall and angry yelling from the next room over. I slowed down for a second, but the look Lyra gave me was something I never, ever, wanted to see again. “Do. Not. Stop,” she growled, so I picked up the pace.
She grabbed ahold of the pillow and muffled her answering moans in goose down. Her breathing quickened as she grasped my wrists and ground herself against me as I thrust for all I was worth. 
Dhaera must have been really enjoying what she was feeling through me, and with a ragged gasp, she came. A wave of orgasmic energy spilled out of my mind and through me, shattering my own control and pushing me over the edge. With a shuddering moan, I came, my body shivering with the combined pleasure of the succubus and myself.
Much to everyone’s surprise, the combined wave of orgasmic Essence burst out of my cock with my seed and triggered an answering explosion in Lyra. Her entire body started to shake and she screamed in pleasure. The pillow did little to muffle the sound, but at that point neither of us cared who could hear us.
Instinctively, I opened myself to the answering surge and drank it in. Seconds later, we both collapsed to the bed in a quivering mass, and every breath sent a jolt of orgasmic lightning up my spine.
Lyra slid off my cock and turned around, resting her head on my chest. My heart was still beating a mile a minute, and I could feel hers pounding as well.
“Wha.. what was that!?” she said, breathlessly. “One minute things were still building and then… Boom! It was like a dam broke inside me and all I could do was hold on as the river washed me away.”
I caressed her head gently. “Well… you know how I told you how Dhaera can see and hear… and feel, everything I do, right?”
“Mmm hmm,” she said sleepily.
“Well, she liked what she was seeing, so she decided to have a little fun with herself and…”
“Mmmm… she went on a solo delve.” Lyra said with a chuckle.
“If that’s what you call it here… When she finished her delve, the result hit me like a ton of bricks I couldn’t hold back and…” I chuckled. “Boom goes the dynamite. Seems there was a bit of overflow into you.”
She snuggled in closer. “Mmm… tell Dhaera she’s delicious… and you too…”
I hummed in agreement and the next thing I knew she was snoring against my chest. I let out a yawn and closed my eyes. My consciousness slipped into my mindscape, leaving my body to rest.
Dhaera was still lounging on the desk chair, her eyes half lidded and content. She gave me a smile and perked up as I approached. *Hello, love.* she said. *That was quite exquisite. I can feel our bond getting stronger every day. Shouldn’t be long now until I can join you in the flesh. *
She shifted, giving me a glance down her top and I felt myself start to respond. Apparently, my refractory period was zero when she was involved. She raised an eyebrow. *Oh, did you want something?* she asked, spreading her legs wide as she bit the tip of her finger. The short skirt she was wearing was the perfect tease, covering just enough to leave me aching to see more.
With a low growl, I reached down and picked her up by the thighs, and sat her on top of the desk as I took in her heady scent. My clothing disappeared as I tugged her forward until she was sitting on the edge of the desk.
*I do like how this is going,* she purred and leaned in. Our lips met and I pulled her against me, guiding my cock into her dripping wet pussy. One of the great things about my mindscape was that it was completely under my control, so a simple thought raised the height of the desk until everything lined up just right.
*Mmm yes,* the succubus moaned as she raked her claws down my back. The pain was nothing compared to the feeling of being joined with her once again. Our Essences melded into a single river, flowing in a giant circle between us that built upon itself with every cycle.
She laid back on the desk, knocking over the piled up books and scrolls with her wings. Her eyes met mine with an expression of pure hunger as she pulled me towards her. With an answering smile I tapped into something in our bond and fed some of the Essence I’d harvested from my time with Lyra into the flow.
Almost immediately the intensity of the bond strengthened, and Dhaera arched her back as her pussy spasmed in pleasure. She shuddered in orgasm and grabbed at the table, gouging its surface with her claws. *Oh yes! Sebastian! Oh Yeeeeeeessss.*
The wave of her orgasm flowed through our bond and my body vibrated with the influx of energy. I thrust one more time and then let go, riding the wave of pleasure towards my own climax.
I collapsed back into the chair, shivering with the aftershocks of channeling so much Essence at once.
With a satisfied purr, Dhaera slid off the desk and into my lap, curling up with her head under my chin in a perfect echo of Lyra’s position in the physical world.
She patted me on the chest. *Soon,* she said and closed her eyes. 
Blinking notifications at the corner of my vision caught my attention, so I opened them up.
+38 Essence (19 transferred to Dhaera)
+38 Harvesting XP (16830/20400)
…
+310 Essence (155 transferred to Dhaera)
+310 Harvesting XP (17140/20400)
…
-50 Essence (50 Essence transferred to Dhaera)
That last entry must have been when I fed some of the energy I’d Harvested from my tryst with Lyra to Dhaera during our coupling. I hadn’t realized I’d given so much. I’d have to be more mindful of that going forward.
I cupped Dhaera in my arms and stood up, shifting the room from library mode to bedroom with a thought. Banging the naughty librarian on her desk had been a ton of fun, but I didn’t want to see how stiff sleeping in a chair would make me. Even if it was all in my mind.
I slid the succubus into the bed, making sure her wings were tucked in nicely before slipping in beside her. It had been a great day.
Dhaera turned over and laid her head on my chest. *Remember to spend your Essence.*
“Hmm? I don’t have enough for anything big. I was saving it for advancing my magic.”
She leaned up and kissed my cheek. *Better to spend it than risk losing it in the Dungeon.* She muttered something I couldn’t understand. And just like that both of the women in my life were passed out on my shoulders.
With a sigh, I called up my System status pages to see what I had to work with, willing the system to leave out the Yeoman specific skills, or skills that I’d started with based on my soul memory that didn’t really apply to my current role. The entire screen appeared and then slowly shrank as skills and abilities were hidden from view.
=============Info=============
Name: Sebastian Crowe
Class: Warlock
Level: 6
Progress: 19600/21000
Free Essence: 652
=============Pools============
Health: 130/130
Mana: 520/520
Stamina: 96/130
==========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
=============Skills=============
Armor(Leather): 5 (Apprentice)
Disable Devices: 4 (Apprentice)
Escape: 1 (Apprentice)
First Aid: 2 (Apprentice)
Inspect: 5 (Apprentice)
Long Blades: 6 (Apprentice)
Manifest Bond: 5 (Apprentice)
Short Blades: 5 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Enchanting: 7 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Pyromancy: 5 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Spellsong: 8 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Summoning: 5 (Apprentice)
===========Crafting============
Harvest: 50 (Journeyman)
Inscription: 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)
=========Pact Abilities=========
Charm Immunity
Pact Blade (Dagger/Long Blade)
D’walla’s Insight
Phantom Form
Illusion
Darkvision
With less than seven hundred free Essence to work with, there wasn’t a lot I could do. Raising my attributes was right out. I’d already raised them all by at least one, so the next increase would cost a full thousand.
Skills cost a hundred times the current rank of the skill to raise it, so there were some options there. I could raise my armor skill, or improve my bladework, but I really wasn’t supposed to be relying on those. What I really needed was more utility. 
All of my spell schools were over five, so there would be no new free spells until they got to ten. 
When I got the Disable Devices skill something Bar’tahn had said came to mind. He said that the kobolds had started using more traps, so being able to handle more complex traps would be more useful than anything else I could afford. That left me with a two hundred and fifty-two free. It was just enough to raise Escape to rank two and keep a little bit of a reservoir in case I had to go full murderhobo. It had saved my ass in the Whispering Depths. 
I queued up the upgrades and smiled as Dhaera sleepily snuggled into my shoulder. This was the life. 
***




Interlude – Creeping Doom


The bloody tears marring the statue’s ivory face had transformed into a stream, painting the angel a bright red. A small puddle formed at her feet, spreading with every new drip, both outwards, and down into the stone. 
Invasive rivulets of tainted vitae flowed into the cracks in the worked marble, or created new ones, to infiltrate the Tower Warden’s inner sanctum.
Far below, servants of the Lord of Blood climbed the Tower, desecrating each floor one by one. 
With the Warden’s focus trained ever downwards, she didn’t notice as the tendrils of corruption burrowed closer and closer to her sanctum from above.
***




Chapter twelve








A Hard Night’s Day


There were better ways to be woken up in the morning, but a soft kiss from a beautiful woman was still in the top three.  
“Time to get up, lazy,” Lyra said. “We’ve got kobolds to slay.”
I groaned out something about five more minutes, but then I opened my eyes. Lyra was standing, completely naked in the center of the room, bathed in the first rays of sunlight filtering into the room from the small window in the rafters high overhead.
My eyes popped wide open and she flashed me a smile and wiggled her hips. “Figured this would get you up.” She looked to where the blanket was starting to resemble a tent. “In more ways than one.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but she chose that moment to toss my shirt over my face. “We don’t want to be late, do we?”
With a sigh I pulled the shirt over my head and got dressed. As soon as I was done, I helped Lyra with the rest of her armor. 
The notification from my upgrades was blinking away, so I popped it open while we packed up the rest of our things.
Upgrades Complete
400 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Disable Device skill. New Rank: 5.
100 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Escape skill. New Rank: 2.
A more thorough understanding of the inner workings of mechanical devices seeped into my brain and I paused for a second to let it settle. There was no similar experience for Escape though. Just the knowledge that the system would help me out of a jam in return for some stamina.
Lyra raised an eyebrow. “Upgrades?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Figured I might have to disarm some traps, so I upgraded that, and Escape.”
“Good plan. Always spend what you have before a dive. No need to risk losing it all if you don’t have to.”
“Dhaera said the same thing.”
“Smart lady,” she replied. “Too bad she can’t come out and play with the new folks around.”
I looked inwards to check on the succubus and chuckled. Of course she was still sleeping. Why wake up at the crack of dawn if you don’t have to. “She’s sleeping now, but last night she said she was close to being able to manifest, so maybe by the time we get to Haven she’ll be able to join us in the Monarch’s Rise.”
A smile lit up Lyra’s face. “That would be amazing. We can run the Tower with just the two of us, but having a third we can trust means we can face harder challenges and get more loot.” She planted a kiss on my lips and then opened the door. “Shall we?”
The Maw didn’t offer breakfast, so we grabbed some food from a street vendor on the way to the gate. I didn’t know what to expect from the two Essence wrap, but it was actually pretty tasty. It was also very spicy.
I swallowed the last bite as we came into view of the gate and washed it down with another drink of water. Only the fact that I had the Create Food and Water spell saved me from forking over a lot more Essence to an entrepreneurial water merchant conveniently located a block away from the wrap guy.
Jaeger was the only one there when we arrived, which wasn’t surprising. Who knew how long Felix and Gigantor had been up drinking. He waved us over and nodded curtly. “Thank you for being on time. Felix and Miles should be here soon, and then we can head out.”
Lyra looked in the direction of the Hollow Leg. “They normally late risers?” she asked.
The elf grunted. “They tend to overindulge when given the chance, but they’ll be here on time.” He grinned. “Otherwise they’ll owe me a percentage of the Dungeon run.”
Almost as if his words were prophecy, the pair came tearing down the road. From the condition of their packs, they’d probably just stuffed everything inside before leaving their inn. I even spotted a linen garment of some sort sticking out of Felix’s pack, streaming out behind him.
“We’re here!” Felix grunted and then doubled over, trying to catch his breath. Gigantor arrived soon after with little evidence of any exertion whatsoever. The big man patted the priest on the back. “You should work on your Heartiness, my friend.”
Jaeger nodded. “Especially if you intend to continue this behavior.”
Felix looked up and smiled. “Gotta prioritize. I can either be better at healing you, or be better at drinking. Which would you prefer?”
Gigantor shrugged. “Why not both?” and I couldn’t help but laugh. “See. The Bard understands. More Heartiness is good, right?” He winked at Lyra.
She chuckled. “Oh, definitely. But since he’s the one who’s going to be keeping me alive, I’d rather his healing magic be his primary focus.”
Felix grinned. “Right!” he looked around, “So why are we still here? Let’s go kill some Kobolds!”
***




Chapter thirteen








Kobold Renovations!


The Dungeon entrance was way different than the last time I’d been there. The Adventurer’s Guild had erected some kind of stone wall and set up a temporary base outside. A pair of well-armed and armored guards bearing the Guild crest stood nearby to make sure no one tried to sneak inside. In order to get in you had to hand in your tag at the desk.  
There were other parties of adventurers lounging around, waiting their turn. Still others tried to make a few Essence selling repair services to the groups who’d finished up their runs. A third group was skirting the line between diplomacy and harassment, approaching every newcomer with offers to buy their slots in the Dungeon.
Jaeger’s eyes had gone wide at the last, and I thought for a second he was about to stab the man who’d asked him. Gigantor came to the rescue, resting a hand on the elf’s shoulder and staring at the solicitor until they wisely moved away.
After that we headed right to the gate. Our time slot was next on the list, so there was no sense in chancing another altercation. When our turn came, Jaeger handed over the chit and through the gates we went.
The stone walls created a small courtyard in front of the actual Dungeon entrance, which had been changed to resemble a massive stone archway carved with images of the kobolds and their dragon god.
*Malic’s really done some work since we left.* Dhaera said with a yawn. *Now I know why there were so many people waiting to go in. A brand new Dungeon configuration is bound to be popular, especially with the bonus.*
“Bonus?” I asked.
*Oh yeah. Whenever a Dungeon does an overhaul, my father boosts the loot for a while. Kind of an incentive for the Dungeon Lords to keep things fresh. New configurations means more deaths, so if they do it right they can increase their overall Essence store… even if it does cost a bit to do the reconfiguration.*
“Good to know,” I replied.  
As soon as I stepped inside a notification popped up, and I opened it right away.
You have entered the Greenstone Depths Dungeon!
Recommended Levels: 4-8.
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.
After numerous incursions by the surface races, the kobolds of clan Daar have expanded their fortifications to stem the tide. 
New Dungeon Bonus in effect - All Essence and Loot rewards are enhanced!
*Hmm. He downgraded.* Dhaera said. *You must have really put a dent in his Essence reserves.* She smiled smugly. *I almost feel bad for him.*
“Is there a reason you’re so giddy about us pilfering Malic’s Dungeon? He did introduce us and everything?” I asked.
*Other than him being a smug, know it all, annoying… You get the picture.*
“Sure. Other than that.”
*If you thought the training you had to go through was tough, just imagine having to memorize tables of Essence costs, loot distribution schemes, balance techniques, trap construction, color theory, and all the other ins and outs of running a Dungeon. So much math. So boring.*
I laughed at that, earning a look from the rest of the party. “Sorry, was just remembering one of the songs I heard about this place.”
*He was a tough teacher, and I was a very, very poor student, and waiting for a potential bond-mate to come along was so, so lonely.*
I caressed her cheek mentally. “Sorry.”
She laughed. *For what? Not getting hit by a hit by a truck earlier? No. There was nothing you could have done.* She ran her mental claws down my back and whispered in my ear. *It was definitely worth the wait.*
I entered the Bind room with a smile plastered across my face and goosebumps down my spine. Unlike the Whispering Depths, this room was well stocked with all the gear necessary to assist an unfortunate respawning adventurer in retrieving their gear. 
Each of us placed our hand on the rock and bound ourselves to the Dungeon.
You have been bound to The Greenstone Depths.
I’d had enough experience with the respawning process during my training period and had no intention of experiencing it again, but not binding was just dumb. At least I knew that this Dungeon wasn’t going to be full of demon cultists hoping to bring their masters into the world.
The first real room of the Dungeon was a massive, torch-lined cave. I was pretty sure the kobolds had some form of Darkvision, so the torches were likely a concession by the Dungeon to allow adventurers to have an easier time.
*They do. Kobolds have excellent darkvision.*
“Alright everyone. Let’s buff up and get ready. This room may seem empty, but I doubt it’ll stay that way for long,” Jaeger said.
Lyra nodded and took a deep breath. She drew her sword and chanted under her breath, activating her protective aura and sheathing her sword in light. I loosened my rapier in its scabbard and took out my guitar, making sure it was in tune and that the strap was set to allow the maneuverability I might need.
Jaeger strung his bow and meticulously arranged the arrows in his quiver. I almost didn’t notice the difference at first, but the patterns on the fletching were slightly different. After that he loosened his shortsword in its sheath and chanted a small spell that made it difficult to look at him. A small symbol appeared next to his name on my system interface, identifying the effect as Camouflaged. 
Meanwhile, Felix made his rounds, chanting blessings to Thera that granted various abilities. He must have spent a lot of Essence on his spell repertoire, because each of us got at least two blessings from him.
Everyone received a protective aura that would guard us against physical and magical attacks. Jaeger got a buff to his Mobility stat, while Lyra’s Heartiness was improved, and even had a spell to enhance the Magic attribute, which he cast on the both of us. 
The only one without some sort of pre-battle ritual was Gigantor. He just stood there watching us do our thing with a grin on his face while flexing his grip on his massive greatsword.
I looked at Jaeger as he finished his preparations. “I can summon a minor elemental to fight with us. Should I?”
He shook his head. “No. We’re already going to have to adapt to having the two of you along. Adding a summon to the mix might be too much at first.”
“Gotcha,” I said.
Lyra flexed her shoulders and raised her shield. “Let’s get this show on the road. Scout?” she asked, looking to Jaeger who nodded.
The elven Gladestalker seemed to fade from view with every step, and only the bundle of data I could feel through the party system let me know he was still there. With a mental urging, it even added a faded overlay of his position to my senses. Being able to see stealthed party members would definitely make accidental friendly fire less frequent.
The torchlight was actually a detriment for me. Having the light available forced me to rely on my normal eyesight as opposed to the Darkvision granted from the bond, and that meant all the shadows cast by the torches along the uneven stone walls could be hiding anything.
Lyra followed about fifteen feet behind. Enough room to leap into action if needed, but also enough to give her time to get out of Dodge in case of any undetected traps. Gigantor was next, with me and Felix in the rear. 
I had my guitar out with my hand on the strings to keep them silent for the time being. About a third of the way through the cavern I got a tickling sensation on the back of my neck, as if something was watching me and I looked around nervously.
Dhaera laughed inside my mind. *Malic knows we’re heeere.* she sang.
Jaeger faded back into full view up ahead and gestured for us to approach slowly. He knelt down on the ground and we gathered around. “Traps,” he said simply. “I can see three, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t more. These kobolds have a real knack for this sort of thing. I almost missed the first.”
Felix gasped in mock astonishment. “A trap almost escaped the eye of the mighty Jaeger Steelbrooke? They must truly be a master of the art.”
The elf gave him a flat stare. “I will mark them as we go.” He looked around. “If I were planning an ambush, I would wait until we were right in the middle before springing it, so be extra vigilant.”
He chanted something under his breath and waved a hand. A wave of green light washed over the cavern ahead, leaving behind three glowing red squares that covered the entire center of the path forward, leaving only a narrow pathway to either side that we could walk on
*Don’t step in the red stuff.* Dhaera said. *They’re shaped like standard pit traps, which means a long fall onto some very sharp sticks. Not fun for anyone involved… well, except for Malic.*
I looked at the marked traps and my eye was drawn to the outline of a small hatch or something along the border of each one. As the party moved to the edges, I knelt next to the trap and touched the hatch. It popped open, revealing a very simple-looking mechanism. “Just give me a second guys, I may be able to disable this in case we need to make a hasty retreat.”
The elf paused and looked back. “You didn’t mention you could disable traps. That would have been good to know.”
Gigantor grinned. “More loot for us!”
I didn’t want to look like an idiot, so I directed my confused look to Dhaera inside my mindscape. “More loot?”
*Of course. Disabling a trap is the same as killing a Dungeon monster, so you get loot.*
“That doesn’t make any sense. Why would a trap give loot? And if they did, why wouldn’t everyone learn how to disable them?”
I looked down at the trap mechanism, pretending to examine it so my inner dialog didn’t look quite so weird. “Give me a minute to figure this out.”
*Traps have levels just like creatures. The higher level the Dungeon, the harder the traps, so keeping the skill high enough to make it worthwhile can be costly. Plus, it requires a decent Mobility, so again, keeping the necessary abilities high enough to make the loot worth the expense…*
“Got it.”
*Plus you have to find the scroll before a true rogue snatches it up.*
I focused back on the trap. There was a small wire or something connected to the edge of the pit, and a narrow metallic cable connected to a series of gears. I didn’t know how I knew it, but I was certain that that metal cable was the bit that would open up the floor when triggered, so if I detached it from the mechanism everything would be safe.
I grabbed a long set of pliers from my bag and found the attachment point for the trigger. With a deft twist, I detached the metal wire and let it rest in the casing. The entire mechanism flashed green, as did the square of red marking the trap and a small loot bag appeared on the surface.
Felix scooped up the bag and pulled out a pair of blue crystals. “A hundred Essence. Not too shabby.”
Jaeger flashed me a rare smile and gestured to the other traps. The second mechanism was almost identical to the first but had a hidden secondary trigger that I would have missed if Dhaera hadn’t pointed it out to me. It was good to have an ally who knew all the Dungeon tricks on your side.
The remaining pair of traps added another two-hundred Essence to the pot, although at a cost of some time. It wasn’t a lot per person, but it would add up over time. I was a bit concerned with the sheer amount of Essence I was going to need to get myself to level eight in time, especially after splitting my share with Dhaera. I probably should have considered that before giving Lyra the entire quest reward after the Whispering Depths.
It was actually a pretty good thing we’d disabled the traps because as we moved further into the room, the real challenge appeared. There was a low rumble as two openings appeared on either side of the cavern, disgorging a half-dozen saber-rats from each.
They scampered into the room, skittering across the stone as their claws failed to find purchase. They were bigger than I remembered from my first encounter with the beasts. Each was the size of a small dog with fangs the size of daggers.
As soon as the first one was in range, I used Inspect and caught the telltale blue flashes in my party members’ eyes as they did the same.
Saber-rat, Level 6
Bred by the kobolds of Clan Daar as both trash removal and guard animal, the Saber-rats have developed a taste for adventurer flesh.
“Here we go!” Lyra yelled out and rushed into position, putting herself between the rats and the party. She let out a loud shout that echoed through the room and twelve sets of beady little eyes locked on to her.
“Save some fun for the rest of us!” Gigantor yelled and moved up next to her with his giant sword held ready like a giant baseball bat.
Jaeger was already on the attack, sending a stream of arrows into the approaching pack. Each arrow found its mark in a rat’s throat or chest, and three of the beasts were down before I played my first note.
The magic of the Song of Quickening spread over the party and I felt myself moving faster, just in time for the front lines to clash. Felix added to the mix with a spell that created a temporary wall of force that brought the rats to a sudden halt. It only lasted for the initial impact, but it was enough to make our follow up attacks that much more effective.
Gigantor’s blade slashed in a giant arc that cut several of the rats in half, while Lyra was much more controlled, bashing the rat’s teeth aside to expose their vulnerable bits to her blade.
Between the Warrior’s wild strikes, Lyra’s controlled ones, and Jaeger’s precise shots the rats were dead before I even had the opportunity to get in an attack spell of my own. The efficiency of the trio was impressive, and I could see how they’d been able to tackle Dungeons with just the three of them before we came along.
The two warriors had barely been scratched, so after making sure there wasn’t another pack of rats waiting for us, we got ready to loot and move on. I walked over to the first rat and leaned down to loot it.
“Wait.” Jaeger said. “Let someone else loot the first so we can see the difference your Trait makes.”
“Good idea,” I said. “It’ll be good to know the actual percentages.”
I looted all but one of the corpses, getting two hundred and seven Essence apiece, some low-quality crafting mats, and a bunch of random junk that was destined for Bar’tahn’s scrap piles. Jaeger looted the last for one hundred and eighty-eight. 
He hummed in thought, doing the math in his head. “A good ten percent or so bonus. The numbers are small for now, but that Trait is going to add up over time.” He nodded and looked to the rest of the party. “The bard’s on loot duty.”
I nodded. “Who’s collecting?”
Felix raised his hand. “That’d be me.” He tapped a pouch at his waist. “Divemaster’s Pouch,” he said, as if that explained everything.
My confusion was cut short by Dhaera’s timely answer. *It’s a bag specifically enchanted for Dungeon delving. It has unlimited space while inside a Dungeon. It’s pretty rare, and expensive. These guys are pros.*
“Seems we lucked out finding such a veteran group. First time I’ve seen one of those in person.” I said.
Felix chuckled. “Cost a bit, but beats lugging everything we find around, or taking the time of having to sift through it all mid Dungeon.”
Gigantor grunted. “We done here? Those rats were a tasty appetizer. Now I’m ready for dinner.”
The doors where the rats had come from were the only ways out of the room. One led to a small cave piled high with scraps and other bits of garbage; stuff that was too far gone to bother collecting. 
The other door held a similar nest, with the addition of another path leading further into the Dungeon. Jaeger left to scout ahead, and returned almost immediately with a thoughtful look on his face.
We gathered in close as he whispered his findings. “The tunnel goes for about fifty feet before turning to the left. There are a pair of kobolds with crossbows stationed behind a small barricade right before the bend. They are both level eight. So be wary.”
Gigantor smiled. “A barricade isn’t going to be able to stop me.”
Jaeger gave him a look. “That may be true, but there’s a tripwire about fifteen feet in, and possibly more.”
Felix chuckled. “Ah, bait.”
The elf nodded and looked at me. “Do you have any skill in stealth?”
I shook my head. “No. Haven’t gotten around to learning that one yet.”
“Any clue what the trap does?” Lyra asked and then looked at Felix. “Maybe another one of those shields you used to stop the rats would protect us?”
He shook his head. “Unfortunately, not. That spell doesn’t work on inanimate objects.”
“What’s the trigger?” I asked. “Tripwire, pressure plate?”
“Tripwire,” Jaeger answered. “I haven’t marked it since that would break my stealth.”
Lyra hummed in thought. “So can you stand where the trigger is while the rest of us rush the kobolds? We can just jump wherever you are.”
“That could work, but there may be additional traps outside of the range of my perception.” Jaeger shrugged. “It’s a risk.”
I shrugged. “I could summon a minor earth elemental and send him in, Leeroy Jenkins style. Trigger any traps that are there. It would ruin the element of surprise.”
Lyra gave me a strange look and Gigantor spoke. “Jenkins? Like the song?”
“Gah. It’s a local thing from where I’m from,” I said, trying to come up with a plausible explanation. “Guy named Leeroy Jenkins almost got his entire party killed by running into an encounter before everyone was ready.”
Felix tapped his chin in thought. “I’d rather not trigger the trap if we don’t have to. There’s always a chance it could make the entire tunnel difficult to navigate. Plus, if we disarm it that’s more Essence for the pot.”
Gigantor grunted. “Let’s just do what she said. Jump the tripwire, butcher some kobolds, and keep moving.”
Jaeger looked around and we all shrugged. It was as good a plan as anything else. “Ok. When you see my spell go off, run.” He nocked an arrow and faded back into stealth.
We took up position at the entrance to the tunnel and waited. When the pulse of the spell spread through the tunnel, we were off. I played the Song of Quickening, adding some pep to our step as we sprinted down the tunnel.
Jaeger came into view, kneeling in front of the tripwire which was glowing a bright red. A crossbow quarrel skipped off the stone near his head and ricocheted down the tunnel, narrowly missing the rest of the party. His answering arrow clipped the edge of the kobold’s barricade.
Lyra rushed past, leaping over the tripwire with her shield raised. Gigantor was right on her heels. She roared out a challenge to the enemies ahead, and then stumbled as her ankle caught on something.
Spears shot out of the wall, clipping her shoulder and sending her spinning. The added speed from the song had taken her past the trap’s target area, saving her from its full effect.
Gigantor wasn’t quite as lucky. The spear trap erupted on Lyra’s heels, piercing his leading leg and creating a barrier across the hallway. He smashed face first into the side of the spears and came up short. He was somehow able to retain his footing, and with a growl was able to break the spears trapping him in place.
Without the added support, he fell to the ground and started cursing as he pulled the rusty metal out of his thigh. Felix’s healing spell was already taking effect, stopping the blood flow and sealing the wound in seconds.
The kobolds emerged from behind their barricade and took aim, but covering fire from Jaeger ruined their shots and saved Lyra from a point-blank introduction to kobold crossbow engineering. She rushed the barricade, knocking it over onto the lizard-like humanoids frantically reloading their crossbows behind it. 
Jaeger moved forward, drawing an arrow and waiting for the first sign of scaly skin.
TWANG! TWANG!
Lyra lurched to the side as a pair of crossbow bolts shot from the tunnel around the bend. The first one deflected off her protective aura but the second got through, sinking deep into her hip. She let out a growl and turned towards the source of the bolts. “Incoming!” She yelled and pulled back from the fallen barricade with her shield raised.
A kobold rose up out of the rubble with its crossbow aimed at the Lightblade, but an arrow sprouted from its eye before it could pull the trigger. 
Its partner in crime followed right after, but I met it with a Flame Dart to the chest. It twisted to dodge the spell, but its hesitation was enough to cost it as Gigantor rejoined the fray, ramming his blade through its throat with enough force to sever its spine. He yanked his sword free and turned down the corridor to face the next threat, leaving the poor lizard-man’s head dangling by a thread.
He ducked and another pair of crossbow bolts collided with the wall, sending chips flying. “Four more crossbowmen! Same as the first two!” he yelled and then stepped back into cover.
Felix was at Lyra’s side, removing the crossbow bolt as he chanted his healing magic. I let the Song of Quickening fade and targeted her with the Healing Melody, speeding up the process. 
Jaeger slid up to the tunnel bend and peeked around the corner. A single crossbow shot rang out and skipped harmlessly off the walls. He leaned out immediately and returned fire. A high-pitched reptilian scream rang out and he turned to us. “Three.”
Lyra stood up and reapplied her damage shield, growling under her breath. “Damned ranged attackers. Fight me!” she screamed, and the power of her taunt ability rang off the walls.
One of the fallen kobolds was within reach, so I grabbed the body and tossed it into the open hallway. A trio of twangs answered, and the corpse shuddered as two out of the three shots hit their mark.
Not waiting for an instant, we rushed around the corner while they reloaded. Seeing an opportunity, I cast Influence on the one in the rear and smiled as it took hold. With a mental command I sicced it on its friends. My new minion bashed the closest enemy over the head with its half-loaded crossbow and then bit its face.
The third of the trio panicked and stepped away, pulling a dagger from its belt to fend off the enchanted lizard-man. It needn’t have bothered. Lyra and Gigantor arrived seconds later and hacked the trio to bits. 
The hallway bent back to the right and I could hear the sounds of many more kobolds coming from deeper in the Dungeon.
Lyra peeked around the corner and smiled. “Six more incoming. Spears and swords. I don’t see any more crossbows.”
“Thank the gods!” Gigantor said with a growl and lined up with Lyra as they stepped into the next section of corridor.
*Malic’s really upped his game.* Dhaera said. *This is fun.*
“Standard formation.” Jaeger called out and we fell into position. I switched back to the Song of Quickening as I rounded the bend and took in the enemy arrayed before us.
The tunnel narrowed a bit, leaving just enough room for the mini-phalanx of kobold troops to stand. They were three abreast and two rows deep, and their spears created a porcupine that would make it hard to approach without getting stabbed.
The front rank had tall shields that were locked together, creating a wall across the tunnel, although that wall was only about four feet high. Jaeger tried to snipe one of the shield bearers but it was able to deflect the arrow at the last second with a small shift of its shield.
“These bastards know Shieldwall,” Lyra said with a chuckle. “This place continues to astonish me. Monsters with unit skills. Hah!”
The kobolds took a unified step forward with a unified growl. “I’m not charging into…” Gigantor waved towards the phalanx. “…that!”
Jaeger grunted. “If you have area spells, now’s the time,” he said and then chanted a spell under his breath as he drew back on his bow. A soft green glow filled the arrow, and I saw small shoots emerge from the wooden shaft and wrap around the arrowhead.
He released the string and the arrow struck the center of the shield wall and exploded into a ball of writhing vines that snaked around the kobolds’ arms and legs and tethered them to the ground. The spears dipped, but the vines weren’t enough to hold them for long. 
Felix stepped forward and chanted a guttural sounding spell. A blazing white bolt of energy struck the ground at the kobolds’ feet and engraved a circle into the stone. The kobolds started to hiss and attempt to retreat. “It won’t do much,” the priest said, “but the longer they stay in the Seal of Judgement, the weaker they’ll become.”
I cast Influence at one of the front ranks, but it failed to take hold, ruining my attempts to break their line. I switched gears. “Be ready, a few of them might run this way in a minute.”
Jaeger looked at me and gestured towards the kobolds. With a grin, I tucked my guitar behind my back and moved my hands through the gestures of the Wall of Fire spell. I willed the wall into a cube shape so it would cover the entire phalanx and released the energy. The Mana flowed out in a rush and the phalanx was engulfed in flames.
The kobolds let out high pitched screams that set my nerves on edge as they panicked, ripping at their bonds which gave way as the vines were also burned by the intense heat. The front line broke and stumbled forward, flailing about in an attempt to put out the fire. Right into the waiting swords of Gigantor and Lyra.
It was almost a mercy when the blades snuffed out their life forces, and soon the four that had come towards us had fallen. As soon as they were down I cancelled the wall, revealing the charred remains of one more unfortunate critter, and two remaining kobolds who were out for blood.
They charged over their fallen comrades and attacked. The first thrust its spear towards Lyra’s exposed flank but she easily brushed it to the side with her sword and stepped in. She knocked the creature back and stabbed it through the chest. 
The second targeted Gigantor, stabbing its spear tip towards his inner thigh with a toothy growl. The big man attacked the kobold’s weapon directly, chopping through the spear and leaving the lizard-man holding little more than a glorified stick. 
That kobold continued its charge, slamming the edge of its shield into the Warrior’s knee in an attempt to topple him. It might as well have hit a tree. Gigantor reached down and grabbed the kobold by the head in one meaty hand and lifted it off its feet.
The kobold stabbed him in the chest with the broken end of its spear, scoring a shallow, splintery wound. With a curse, Gigantor slammed the creature into the stone wall, cracking its skull open on the soot-covered rock.
I cast Daze on the remaining kobold and it dropped its shield, just in time to catch an arrow through its throat. It fell to its knees and toppled forward dramatically, marking the end of the current patrol.
Lyra took a knee to catch her breath while Felix mended the minor wounds she and Gigantor had suffered in the clash. 
“Nice splinter collection you’ve got there,” Felix said with a grin, earning a half hearted growl. 
Now that the kobold brigade wasn’t occupying my attention, I could see that we’d come to the end of the current twisting tunnel. There was a large iron-banded door ahead, blocking the way, but the enemies had been cleared out for the time being.
Jaeger looked at me and gestured to the corpses. “Loot these and then go back and get the rest. If that first trap is still there, get that one too. The way should be clear.”
Gigantor flashed me a smile. “I’ll go with him, just in case there are any more critters about.”
“Thanks, Miles.” I said and got to work.
All together the kobolds coughed up thirty-three hundred Essence in various denominations, a functional crossbow, and twenty-four bolts. Plus, another hundred and eighty-eight from the trap. 
When we returned, Felix stuffed them all into his pouch and gestured to the door. “How are you with locks?” he asked.
Gigantor grinned and raised his boot. “I’ve got a skeleton key right here.”
Jaeger grunted. “That would work as well, although I’d prefer not to alert the entire warren if there’s any chance of surprise.”
I moved forward and examined the door. The door was pretty simple, crafted of normal wood with some rusty iron banding, and the latch was a simple locking mechanism that I was able to pick with my basic tools. 
The lock clicked open. “All clear,” I said and stepped to the side as it slowly swung inwards.
Lyra and Gigantor rushed through with Jaeger on their heels. I followed behind with Felix in the rear. The door opened into a massive hall that looked eerily similar to the throne room where I’d gotten my Warlock Class Tome. With one exception. There were zero chandeliers overhead.
A small group of kobolds that had been standing in the center of the room noticed us as we entered and drew their weapons. There were ten of them; two crossbowmen, and eight with wicked looking short swords and large, oblong shields. I used Inspect on the group and was a little disappointed by the generic fluff.
Clan Daar Kobold, Level 10
The kobolds of Clan Daar come in many forms, following their chosen vocations to better serve their Dragon God.
“Control the crossbows,” Jaeger shouted in my direction and then started firing into the group.
I cast Daze on the closest crossbowman and then grunted in pain as a bolt shattered my shields and punched me in the chest. The Rings of Shielding had done their job and absorbed most of the force of the missile, but it still hurt.
With a growl I turned back towards my assailant and cast Influence, taking control of its mind and instructing it to start firing on the shield-bearing kobolds. Its reload speed was a lot slower while under my control, but eventually it would be able to do something to help out.
Lyra belted out her area of effect taunt and went on the defensive while Gigantor turned into a murder machine. The kobolds were skilled foes and managed to score numerous wounds on the fiery tank, but Felix’s magic was able to keep pace.
I strummed the Song of Quickening and launched Flame Darts when the breaks in the song allowed, adding what little damage I could to the mix, but between Gigantor and Jaeger there wasn’t very much extra that was needed.
Lyra had no trouble holding the attention of the kobolds who survived the initial clash, and her job got even easier when my controlled minion shot one of its former comrades point blank in the skull with a crossbow bolt.
Fun fact. Kobold brains are a very bright shade of pink. Neon even. I did not know that.
Another enemy fell when it turned to see where the bolt had come from and got a glowing sword to the gut for its effort. A pulse of energy exploded it from the inside, and then there were only two standing not under my control.
A trio of arrows dropped the first, and the second got to experience the sensation of being cut in half as Gigantor brought his greatsword to bear. The poor mesmerized crossbowman took a crossbow bolt through the eye, point blank, from my thrall who was then put down by another horizontal slice of Gigantor’s sword. It took a good five seconds before the head hit the ground.
A commotion near the throne drew everyone’s attention as another two squads poured into the room from the passage behind it. Eight more melee kobolds rushed towards us while a pair of spellcasters started chanting.
“Burn the casters!” Jaeger yelled and raised his bow.
Not one to argue with a good idea, I cast Wall of Fire right on top of the casters as our front lines collided. My wall only lasted a few seconds before the kobolds were able to dispel it, but it was enough to disrupt whatever spell they’d been casting.
One went down with an arrow in its throat, but Jaeger was forced to shoulder his bow and pull his sword as a pair of kobold warriors peeled off from the tanks and rushed into our back rank. I cursed and Dazed one of them as Jaeger concentrated fire on the other, and then sent a Flame Dart towards the remaining caster.
Lyra bellowed her group taunt and all eyes turned to her. Even the kobold who was engaged with Jaeger, costing it its life. 
My Flame Dart hit some sort of magical protection around the enemy caster and fizzled out. Instead of attacking me, the creature hissed a spell and tossed a glowing red marble towards Lyra.
She caught it on her shield and the entire melee was engulfed in a ball of magical flame. I winced away from the wave of heat that followed. I could barely see through my watery eyes, but from what the party system was feeding me both Lyra and Gigantor had been severely burned by the spell. 
Felix chanted a spell and an aura of healing energy erupted around our allies, closing up most of their wounds, but the spell took a lot out of him. He sagged and fell to a knee, barely able to keep his eyes trained on the fight.
I changed songs to Healing Melody, targeting Lyra as she was under constant assault from the remaining kobolds. At the first break I cast Influence on one of the remaining warriors and sent it to harass the enemy caster.
The charmed creature almost made it, but the caster saw it coming and exploded its head with a bolt of force. At least he hadn’t been able to hit Lyra with that.
Jaeger finished off his target and the Dazed kobold with his sword and then whipped it across the room at the caster. My fingers stumbled on the strings as I gaped in surprise. You didn’t throw swords!
I was wrong. The elf knew exactly what he was doing, and as I continued to do my impression of a fish, his sword hit with a loud, meaty thunk. The caster looked down at the sword sticking out of its chest and opened its mouth in surprise. Blood leaked out from between its teeth, and it collapsed to the ground.
A flash of light brought my attention back to the scrum, where Lyra and Gigantor were finishing up the remaining kobolds despite the numerous wounds they both still sported.
Lyra whispered something under her breath and a warm glow spread over her skin, healing her as she stood over the corpse of the last of our enemies.
The party was in rough shape. Felix was still exhausted, but at least my Mana Pool was still more than half full. I focused on healing everyone up. 
A pulse of danger drew my attention to Jaeger as he collapsed to a knee, clutching at a wound I hadn’t noticed in all the sword throwing excitement. Blood was flowing freely down his armor, so I made him my primary target.
The spell kicked in and he gave me a thankful nod as he took a deep breath. He pulled a small vial from a pouch and drank it. Almost immediately I could feel the difference as his wounds healed to the point that they were no longer life threatening.
Lyra healed herself the rest of the way and then flashed me a grin. Her eyes were bright and alive. This was her happy place, proverbial balls deep in the blood of her enemies.
She turned to Gigantor and used her ability on him as well, earning a grunt of thanks as the charred skin sloughed off, revealing healthy new skin beneath.
Felix stood up and took a massive breath. “Thera, I hate having to use that spell. Like a kick right in the teeth every damned time.”
Lyra looked over. “Without it we’d probably all be making the long walk down from the Bind Stone.”
*That was a very rare priest skill too. This Felix continues to surprise me.*
I paused. “Hey. So if we did get massacred here, how does the System expect us to get our stuff back if we couldn’t deal with the enemy while fully geared?”
She flashed me a sheepish smile and shrugged. I had to laugh. “So you wipe, and unless you can run in, get your stuff and escape… it’s as good as gone?”
*It rarely happens, and most team leads have a plan for gear retrieval. It’s a timing challenge but not impossible.*
The sound of a gong echoed through the room and a large stone door slammed down from the ceiling, blocking the way backwards.
Felix groaned. “Really? Give a man a bit to breathe.”
Lyra looked over. “What’s the gong about?”
“That was the signal they used during the last version of this Dungeon,” Jaeger said with a frown. “Their High Priest will be here in about thirty seconds.” He pulled out another potion from his belt and drank it in a single gulp. “Get ready!”
I felt like I was visiting a frat party or something where everyone was downing shots of multi-colored liquor. I chugged my lone mana potion, wishing I’d picked up a few more before entering the Dungeon, but as they say, hindsight is twenty-twenty.
Energy surged through me and my Mana Pool shot back up to about seventy-five percent, and from what I could sense from everyone else they were in the same boat. Luckily Felix seemed to have gotten a bit of pep in his step.
Jaeger gave me a hard look and waved towards the corpses. “Hurry up and loot them before the boss arrives.”
*Oh good idea. If the High Priest kills you all then Malic will be able to reabsorb all this essence. Go go go!*
I ran around the room, looting all the fallen enemies and adding another three grand in Essence gems to the pot, as well as some random jewelry and weaponry that slid easily into the small pouch with no effort.
Jaeger rushed over to the caster and retrieved his sword and salvaged what arrows he could, while Lyra and Felix refreshed their buffs and Gigantor did some pre-battle stretches, and then it was time.
BONG!
***




Chapter fourteen








Where’s A Chandelier When You Need One?


There was a flash of light and a large kobold appeared on the throne, gazing out over the hall with a pair of glowing green eyes. 
It looked vaguely familiar. Could have been the same boss who’d coughed up my Warlock Tome, but then again, this one wasn’t pancaked under the weight of a massive chandelier so it was hard to tell. I used Inspect.
High Priest of Clan Daar (Boss), Level 10
Using his mastery of stone and affinity for dark magic, this kobold clawed his way to the top of the clan hierarchy, literally. Imbued with increased power from the spirit of his draconic master, this kobold has been the last thing that many adventurers have seen before succumbing to the sweet embrace of death.
Malic had overdone it a bit on the description of this guy, but the “Boss” tag next to his name let me know all I needed to know about the potential danger we were in.
He locked his eyes on us and hissed out a spell. The floor shattered in a radius around him and chunks of broken masonry swirled around him in a whirlwind. Piece by piece the shards settled into place, encasing the boss in a suite of stone armor.
“Oh yeah,” Lyra shouted and charged the creature, reigniting the aura on her sword as she closed. Gigantor was right behind her, while Felix, Jaeger, and I took a more cautious approach. My control spells weren’t very useful against bosses. Daze only seemed to last for a second or so, and Influence was completely useless. Maybe one day it would be strong enough to bend lower-level bosses to my will, but for the time being it was reserved for adds.
Jaeger hit the boss with an Entangling Shot just as Lyra got into melee range, holding him still just long enough for her to land a powerful slash into his rocky armor. Chips of stone went flying and the boss retaliated with a pulse of force that drove both her and Gigantor back a step.
I plucked out the first notes of the Song of Quickening and moved into range so I could contribute with a timely Daze or Flame Dart when able. 
The High Priest hissed out another spell and the entangling vines withered and crumbled into ash, allowing him full range of movement once again. He turned towards Lyra and extended a hand, shooting out a neon green lightning that crawled over her protective aura, breaking it down to almost nothing.
While his attention was focused on the Lightblade, Gigantor raised his massive blade and brought it down with a powerful shout onto the kobold's stone helm, cracking the armor in half, but doing no noticeable damage to the kobold himself.
The two halves of the helm fell and shattered on the floor, and the High Priest turned his gaze on the massive warrior. His claw lashed out, trailing the same sickly green light that was still leaking from its eyes, and ripped a deep gash across the Warrior’s chest.
Gigantor stumbled back as the wound seemed to putrefy in seconds, and he barely got his blade up in time to block the boss’ follow up attack.
Felix’s voice rose to a crescendo and a bead of golden light appeared in the center of the big man’s wound. The light unfolded in a complex pattern of sigils and runes that sank into the rotten flesh, replacing it with healthy tissue and sealing the cuts.
Gigantor looked down at the chip that had been taken out of his sword and scowled. “Bastard lizard chipped my sword!” 
“What do you expect,” Lyra said as she deflected another blast of sickly lightning with her shield. “It’s wrapped in stone!”
Gigantor growled and swung his blade at the boss’ unarmored head, but at the last second the kobold turned his way and raised a hand, creating a force shield that fully absorbed the blow and sent the Warrior staggering backwards.
An arrow tipped with a globule of a black, gooey substance hit the kobold in the shoulder. The glob burst, covering the creature’s armor in a thick paste that immediately started to hiss as it ate away at the stone. 
The boss’ eyes narrowed to slits as he turned towards the Gladestalker and started chanting. I cast Daze, and sighed when the boss’ expression went blank. It was only for an instant, but it was long enough to interrupt the spell. And give Lyra a chance to reapply her taunt.
She stepped in and twisted her hips, driving the edge of her shield into the armor where Jaeger’s Corrosive Shot had hit. The stone plates crumbled, opening up a small hole. A second arrow shot right through the hole, sinking up to its fletching in the boss’ body.
He let out a savage roar and clapped his hands, activating some sort of contingency spell. The remaining stone armor exploded outwards in a storm of shrapnel, breaking through Lyra’s defenses and knocking her away. Gigantor didn’t fare much better, taking the full force of the explosion head on.
Felix cursed and started chanting while I switched to Healing Melody and targeted Lyra as she stumbled to her feet. She raised her shield and spit a mouthful of blood to the side before giving the boss a red toothed smile. “That all you got, newt?” she said, her smile widening as Felix’s healing spell washed over her.
The kobold floated into the air as wisps of green light leaked from its eyes, creating a haze around the creature. An arrow flashed in, but before it could hit the kobold the mist scooped it up and sent it flying back to its source.
Jaeger grunted in pain and dropped his bow as the arrow pierced his arm. The arrowhead had gone completely through, and I could see blood dripping onto the floor as he worked to extract the arrow.
I continued to focus on my healing song, sealing the rest of Lyra’s wounds while she stalked back in towards the boss and Felix divided his attention between Gigantor and Jaeger.
When the next break in the song came, I shot a Fire Dart at the kobold. The fiery missile hit the green mist and burned a portion of it away. Lyra’s glowing sword was likewise able to pierce the defensive aura. She drove her sword into the kobold’s side, spilling its blood onto the stone,  but as soon as her blade was withdrawn, strands of mist swirled in and sealed the wound.
Gigantor brought his sword around in a wide slash. The boss’ eyes widened and it attempted to dodge. It managed to save itself from being chopped in half, but wasn’t fast enough to escape completely unscathed. 
The sword connected at the base of the kobold’s tail, lopping it off in a spray of blood. Instead of dropping to the ground, the tail was caught by the mist and reattached, with only a glowing green scar to show as a result.
I hit the creature with another Flame Dart, and its eyes flickered to me for a brief instant before Lyra’s taunt recaptured its attention.
Felix sighed. “Guess it’s going to be one of those days,” he said, and started chanting something I couldn’t quite make out. The words were incomprehensible, but the tone was harsh, and I felt something building in the air.
The kobold must have sensed it too because he turned towards the priest and started chanting a spell of his own.
I cast Daze, but the boss shrugged it off. Luckily, Felix was faster than the kobold and completed his spell. The sound of a tolling bell filled the air and a giant hammer made of golden energy appeared floating above the kobold’s head, and struck.
The mist was burned away in a second, and the boss was driven into the ground by the force of the blow. The kobold struggled to regain his feet, but Felix’s spell had given us the opening we needed.
I cast Daze again and it took hold, holding the boss in thrall for the one second it took for my companions to make their moves.
Three arrows thudded into the boss’ chest in rapid succession and it let out a harsh gasp. Lyra’s glowing sword slid between the kobold’s ribs and then exploded in a burst of light, sending chunks of reptilian meat and intestines flying everywhere.
A second later Gigantor’s sword chopped into the boss’ shoulder, slicing halfway through his torso before catching on bone. With a savage grin, he ripped the blade free and the kobold fell to his knees.
I thought it was surely dead, but then I heard a hissing sound coming from the boss. “How is it still alive!” I shouted.
The kobold raised its head and let out a gurgled laugh as the glow faded from its eyes. The body fell to the ground and lay still. Its blood was another matter. Almost as if it had a life of its own, it flowed out of the kobold’s shattered body and sank into the cracks on the floor.
*Oh! He finally did it!* Dhaera said.
The kobold’s body melted away, revealing a gold-banded chest sitting on the Dungeon floor.
“Did what?” I asked, turning my gaze inwards to see Dhaera’s conflicted expression.
*Malic was working on this during my training. With all the Essence he spent, I didn’t think he’d have enough to pull it off. My father must have given him some help.*
“With what?”
*Oh. A second boss.*
“So we have to fight that thing again?”
*Not that exactly. Something bigger.*
“Great.”
Dhaera smiled and caressed my mental cheek. *Just think of it. Two boss chests! Speaking of…*
Lyra nudged me and gestured to the chest. 
“Your Trait work on boss chests?” Felix asked as he finished patching everyone up.
I shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I should probably open it anyway just in case. Not that I have something to compare it against.”
Jaeger nodded. “Do it.”
The chest held just over three thousand Essence and a small collection of potions. There were three of the red, healing variety, two mana, and one stamina, as well as a small golden ring that Felix was able to identify as a Ring of Regeneration.
A wide smile split Gigantor’s face when he heard about the ring, but it was quickly dashed when the Priest flipped it to Lyra. “Sorry, Miles,” he said with a shrug. “She’s the tank for this Dungeon so she gets the ring until the final split.”
The Warrior gave a stoic nod. “Fair is fair, but be sure I’ll be bidding on that when we’re done with our run.”
Lyra flashed him a grin, “I don’t doubt it.” 
We took a few minutes to search the room for anything else of use. There were a few knickknacks, a dagger or two and some other junk that was likely only of value to the B&C but nothing special. There was also a small door hidden behind the throne that led further into the Dungeon.
Felix’s divine smackdown spell had totally wiped out his mana, so we settled in to rest. After a few minutes, Lyra got a worried look on her face. “Do you hear that?” 
“I don’t hear anything,” I said.
Jaeger tilted his head and frowned. “Chanting.” 
“Great.” Felix said with a sigh before pulling himself to his feet. “Let’s buff up.”
***




Chapter fifteen








Bards Are Friends, Not Food.


The passage behind the throne followed a twisting pathway down deep into the earth. The only source of light was Lyra’s glowing aura. Jaeger scouted the way ahead, marking off the few minor traps that had been placed throughout the tunnel as he went.  
Most were basic tripwires that weren’t even classified as traps by the System, and thus gave no rewards for disarming. The tunnel let out onto a wide ledge overlooking a bowl-shaped cavern. In the center of the cavern was a perfectly circular pool about five yards across, and surrounding the pool was the source of the chanting.
I could see at least twenty kobolds from our vantage point arrayed around the pool, chanting something in their hissing, growling language. The liquid filling the pool was crystal clear, showing the barest hint of a soft green glow somewhere in its depths. There didn’t appear to be any other entrances into the cavern. 
We gathered out of sight to strategize. “So, that’s a lot of kobolds,” I said.
Jaeger nodded thoughtfully. “Depending on their goal, they may all come at us at once, or they may come in waves. Hopefully it isn’t the former. Luckily, they are only level three.”
Felix nodded. “They don’t seem to be armed, but that many casters together would be pretty crazy, regardless of level.”
Lyra frowned. “I can taunt them all, but I’m only one woman. I can’t block from every direction at once. With that many they can just pile on until I can’t move.”
Gigantor grunted. “If we get the jump on them, we can probably take out a few before they know what’s happening, but after that it’ll get dicey.” 
The elf nodded and looked at me. “How many can you control?”
“Reliably? Two, including Influence? Maybe three if we push it.” My Daze spell could be used on multiple targets, but the strength of the spell decreased every time I cast it, and that decrease affected the ones already in place too. The training dummies in my training had zero resistance, so I could Daze them to my heart’s content, but real monsters had actual willpower to resist.
“I can tie up a few,” Jaeger said, “depending on their strength.”
Felix hummed and looked at Gigantor. “I think we’re going to need a second tank.”
The big man grumbled. “So much for fun.”
Lyra peeked over at the gathered kobolds, “Can’t say I won’t welcome the help.”
I looked at the room, doing some estimation in my head. “I may be able to funnel them into a smaller space. It will cost a chunk of mana though.”
Felix and Jaeger shared a look. “Beats getting swarmed.”
“Okay,” I unsheathed my dagger and drew an approximation of the cave on the floor. I gestured towards the center. “So the kobolds are all here. I’ll put a Wall of Fire here, and here,” I said, drawing lines starting at the walls, extending to the center. “It won’t close off the whole cavern, but it’ll stop them from being able to flank us. Unless they are okay being barbecued”
Jaeger gave a thoughtful look and studied my drawing. “How long are the walls?”
I brought up the spell description.
Spell: Wall of Fire
School: PyromancyType: Damage/Control
Range: 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. 
“Ten feet long, ten tall, and two wide, but I can massage it a bit.” I looked over at the others. “What were you thinking?”
“The kobolds are short, so I don’t think you’ll need the full height,” Jaeger said.
Lyra looked over. “They can’t jump, right?”
Gigantor chuckled. “No. No jumping kobolds.”
“Good.” Jaeger looked down at the drawing. “Extend the wall as far as you can without risking them getting through it.” He looked around at the party. “Ready?”
The kobolds’ chanting was slow and steady, and just loud enough to mask our approach. The Gladestalker took the lead as we approached the backs of the gathered creatures. He raised his bow and nodded to me. I started casting.
The roar of the first wall was joined by the repeated thrum of Jaeger’s bow as he peppered the kneeling kobolds with arrows, and by the time my second wall rose into place the hornet’s nest had been well and thoroughly kicked.
With the alterations I’d made to the dimensions of the wall, there was only a five-foot gap through which the kobolds could attack, which was soon full of crazed, dagger wielding fanatics.
“What’s the deal with the whole cultist vibe this encounter is giving off?”
*I… don’t know… We’ll have to ask Malic if we get a chance.*
Lyra let out a loud bellow, drawing the attention of the entire pack of kobolds. Gigantor followed it up with a slash of his sword that sent a wave of red energy out in a cone in front of him, clipping about half of the enemies and turned their attention to him. A second later, the wave of energy reversed direction and collapsed back into him, forming into a shield of some sort that absorbed the first frantic stab of the closest enemy.
Two of the pack decided to try their luck with the wall and were immediately set on fire. Their robes seemed to be made of an extremely flammable material, and burned with an intensity that made me feel a little pity for the lizard-men. Jaeger’s arrows put them out of their misery.
I dove into my spell rotation, switching back and forth between the Song of Quickening and Healing Melody, making use of the lingering magic of the spells to keep both up and active at all times. My mana was a lot lower than I was used to due to the twin walls, but there was still enough there to power the songs for a good while.
The daggers wielded by the cultists were far less useful than their teeth and claws, which they brought to bear with prejudice against the twin tanks, and it was almost too much for Felix to keep up with.
Jaeger kept a constant stream of arrows flying between the two, taking out any kobolds that reared their ugly heads, and when I had the opportunity, I used Influence to loose some chaos on the enemy backfield.
Eventually the elf ran out of ammo and rushed into melee, putting his twin shortswords to work, but it was still not enough. 
After the first clash it became obvious that there were more kobolds than we’d initially counted. I had no idea where they were coming from. They were weak, but there were so many of them they didn’t need strength. Any who passed through my walls didn’t live to reach our back ranks, but that didn’t stop the line of battle from slowly moving backwards.
The enemy’s numbers gradually diminished, but their inevitable demise seemed to send them into a frenzy. With a mighty push they broke through our lines.
Five of the kobolds escaped the pull of the tanks’ taunts and rushed towards me and Felix. They each held nasty looking daggers clutched in their hands but seemed more intent on using their claws and teeth.
I cursed and abandoned my song, enthralling one with Influence and using it to tackle the closest enemy. Two headed towards Felix who casually drew a small mace from his belt and smashed the first in its face, sending teeth flying through the air.
I flipped my guitar to my back and drew my rapier, sidestepping the leading creature’s rush. With a flick of the wrist, I slashed a line across its throat, but its hide was thick enough to protect its arteries. 
It rounded on me and leapt with claws extended. On instinct I raised my arm and the kobold slid right onto my blade. It pulled itself all the way down the sharpened steel and sank its teeth into my shoulder. The shielding from my rings and the armor kept the sharpened teeth from piercing my flesh, but the pressure was still painful. I pulled my blade free, releasing a spray of blood onto the stone, and it finally stopped thrashing, but not before ripping open my armor with its dagger.
Something hit me from behind. The remains of my shielding shattered like glass, and a sharp pain blossomed on my arm. I looked down and found the target my thrall had been fighting attempting to make a meal of me.
With a hiss of pain I shook it off, losing a piece of my arm in the process, but freeing myself enough to counter. A quick stab of my rapier ended its life, but it was hard to concentrate through the pain.
I glanced at Felix and found his brow furled in concentration as he poured the last of his mana into healing for the trio of melee fighters holding the last dozen kobolds at bay. The pair of corpses at his feet showed the fate of the rest of the enemies that had breached the line.
Lyra was covered in blood, and I couldn’t tell how much of it was hers, but the party interface told me she was in rough shape. Gigantor and Jaeger weren’t much better off, but she was my priority. 
First, I played enough of both songs to put their effects in place and then I rushed towards the melee, earning a confused shout from Felix.
I slipped into the line, using my rapier to distract the creatures and buy Lyra an inch of breathing room. I took a deep inhale and then used the last of my mana to cast Cacophony.
The cone of dissonance blasted into the kobolds and sent the closest flying. Those caught on the edge of the cone stumbled, leaving themselves open to the renewed attack of my companions. The spell took a lot out of me, and I barely had the energy to skewer the closest kobold as it stumbled towards me, but by that point the creatures were broken.
The party laid into the surviving kobolds, using the disorientation provided by my spell to make quick work of them.
“Well, that was exciting,” Lyra said with a bloody smile. She let out a short laugh. Almost as if it were contagious, Gigantor started laughing as well and before I knew it, we all joined in.
***




Chapter sixteen








Ooh That Looked Like It Hurt


The laughter gradually gave way to exhaustion, and we all plopped down to recover. After looting the place, of course. I stopped counting bodies after a while, but there had to be upwards of thirty of the robed kobolds.  
Altogether I looted about twenty-four hundred Essence from the corpse pile, plus another dozen or so mixed potions that we passed out immediately. There were no magic items this time around, though, just some mundane armor bits that both Gigantor and Lyra were able to use to patch up their kits.
Jaeger even did me a solid and used some kind of spell that was able to seal up the teeth marks in my armor. It was a common spell in the Nature magic school called Mend, and was great for those of us who wore organic armor. I would have loved to learn the spell at some point, but the Nature school was almost impossible to acquire in book form.
The glistening pool caught my attention. *The water is probably the boss spawn point, so I’d stay clear of it until you’re done with the rest of the room.*
Lyra had the same idea, “That pool looks mighty suspicious.”
“Agreed.” Jaeger said with a nod. “Let’s see if there are any other surprises awaiting us before getting too close.”
We skirted around the edges of the cavern and discovered where all the added kobolds had come from. I hadn’t noticed them before, but there were tapestries hung on the walls that looked like they hadn’t been cleaned in ages. Behind each of the tapestries were small rooms full of the kobold equivalent of bunk beds. We searched them for anything valuable, but found nothing other than the typical Dungeon junk for sale at the B&C.
Other than the cubbies there was nothing else of interest. Except the pool in the center of the room. We were all fully recovered by the time we were ready to tackle that, at least in terms of having full health and mana. Everyone was still a bit worn out from the last fight, but we were all eager to get the Dungeon completed so we could get out of there and plan for our second run.
*I can’t wait to see what he made…*
I started to respond but she cut me off with a wicked smile. *…so we can kill it and take all of the Essence.*
We refreshed our buffs and got into position. As tank, Lyra had the honor of being the one to approach the pool first. I had mixed feelings about that. On the one hand, she was a strong woman who could handle anything I’d seen the Dungeon throw at her. On the other, I really didn’t want to see anything happen to her. 
The fact that we weren’t in a corrupted Dungeon and her death wouldn’t be permanent made it a little better, but I remembered quite vividly the pain of dying and didn’t wish that on anyone.
She made it all the way to the edge before anything happened. Then things got crazy. The water shot out of the pool in a geyser. It crashed into the ceiling and sprayed all over the room. The water was uncomfortably hot. Not hot enough to burn, but not pleasant either.
A dark form took shape inside the waterspout with glowing green eyes. The glow grew brighter as the shape seemed to solidify within the water and with a final explosion, the water was gone, leaving behind a small drake. I used Inspect.
Clan Daar Drake [High Priest Evolved Form] (Level 12)
Freeing the High Priest from his mortal coils has allowed him to fully embrace the nascent draconic power within his soul… to an extent. Now free of the limits of his primitive body and reborn as a Drake, the high priest will have his vengeance on those who have murdered so many of his clan.
Small was a relative term. In the case of the drake, small meant ten feet tall at the shoulder, and twice as long from nose to tail. It straddled the lip of the former pool and looked down on Lyra with a green-eyed glare eerily reminiscent of the High Priest.
With a roar, it lunged at Lyra with its jaws wide. She stepped to the side and bashed its mouth aside with her shield, pushing its attack to the side. She followed up with a slash at its exposed neck but had to pull back when it brought its claws to bear.
She raised her shield and caught the slash on its metal surface, grunting with the effort and stepping back to soften some of the blow.
Gigantor rushed in and slashed the drake across the snout, cracking one of its fangs and drawing a line of bright red blood. His second attack skipped off the creature’s scales, leaving a few cracks behind.
It whipped around, striking the big man with its tail and sending him sprawling, but before it could pounce Lyra used her taunt and forced its attention back onto her.
My Song of Quickening rang out through the room as Felix’s healing spells mended the damage done to Gigantor and got him back to his feet. 
Jaeger joined the fight with a trio of corrosive arrows, creating soft spots in the drake’s armor for Gigantor and Lyra to exploit.
The giant lizard turned its gaze towards the Gladestalker and hissed. It crouched low, gathering itself to pounce but Lyra slammed into its side before it could launch its attack. “This thing refuses to stay focused!” she shouted and reapplied her taunt, stabbing her blade into one of the newly created soft spots.
The drake whipped around and tried to smash her with its tail, but she managed to duck under it with a slide that would make an eighties metal guitarist jealous. She stood up behind it and leapt onto its back, using her momentum to drive her sword between its shoulders.
I hit it with a Daze as it started to turn, stalling it for a second while Gigantor got back in the action. With amazing precision, he drove his greatsword into the beast’s side like a spear, sinking it a good three feet into the drake’s flank.
The drake roared in pain and turned towards the Warrior. Its eyes glowed balefully as it opened its mouth wide and vomited a cone of bright green flames that engulfed the Warrior. I thought for sure we’d lost him, but as the flames dispersed I caught the tail end of Felix’s shield spell winking out.
Holding the beast’s full attention was a painful and difficult job. Its claws were razor sharp, and whenever they landed even Lyra’s heavy armor and protective abilities did little to mitigate the damage. Luckily Felix had brought his A game.
Jaeger continued to pepper the drake with corrosive arrows, weakening its armor while Felix kept us all healed.
My fire-based spells were completely ineffective against the drake, and getting close enough to use Cacophony wasn’t something I’d likely survive, so I contented myself with the occasional Daze, breaking up the boss’ focus when it seemed to be getting the upper hand.
Gigantor grabbed his sword and ripped it out, releasing a flood of blood onto the Dungeon floor. The drake screeched in pain as its rear leg collapsed under its weight and it retreated back towards its hole, dripping gore.
An arrow streaked in, trailing vines. I didn’t think Jaeger’s entangling spell would be of much use against the giant drake, but apparently this was a completely different ability. Instead of entangling the beast’s limbs and binding it to the ground, these vines crawled immediately towards its wounds and started digging. The vines absorbed the blood like water.
The drake let out a frantic scream as the spell burrowed into its muscles and it collapsed. Its eyes widened in panic, but there was little it could do once Lyra and Gigantor descended on it with a vengeance. Jaeger’s corrosive arrows had weakened most of its scales, making its armor vulnerable to their blades.
The light faded from its eyes soon after, and we all let out a collective sigh of relief as it dissolved to reveal a large metal chest. So much for being an evolved form. 
Dhaera squeed inside my mind at the sight of the chest. *Oh, Malic is going to be sooo angry. You got an Epic chest!*
***




Chapter seventeen








Loot Loot Loot


Lyra leaned against me and I wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “You were amazing,” I said. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.” 
She laughed. “Making us wait for the loot is a good way to do that.”
Gigantor snorted as the others gathered around. “That’s a good way to get on everyone’s bad side,” he said.
I shook my head and knelt down, popping open the chest to reveal the final loot of the Dungeon. There was a little over four thousand Essence, a common Skill Scroll for the Spear skill, a Spell Scroll for a spell called Frozen Ground, and a Class Tome for the Footman class packed neatly inside the chest.
It was an amazing haul, and even the normally stoic Jaeger couldn’t help but smile. From the way they were all looking at the scrolls and the Tome, I could tell we’d hit the proverbial jackpot. 
Felix scooped up the loot and added it to the bag along with a splattering of broken scales left over from the drake fight. The stone slab blocking the way back had disappeared with the drake, leaving the way clear to return to the surface.
*It’ll be a lot easier next time you go through. Ambushes tend to fail when you know about them ahead of time.*
“It seems a bit too easy that the Dungeons do things the same way every time. Why not mix it up?”
*What? Why? A lot of planning goes into Dungeon encounters. Making sure each group of monsters is a challenge without being oppressive. Balancing out the difficulty throughout the Dungeon so the adventurers are under pressure, but not overwhelmed. It’s a delicate thing, so just… mixing it up. Oh that would be a nightmare.* Her expression inside my mindscape was priceless. Like I’d put pineapple on her pizza or something. 
“I was just curious,” I said and she looked at me, her expression slowly softening.
*You’re lucky you’re so cute,* she said. *Balancing a Dungeon is an art form. You can't just… wing it.*
“Understood.” I gave her a quick mental squeeze and then turned my attention back to the physical just in time to feel the breeze from the surface on my skin.
We exited the Dungeon and checked in with the Adventurer’s Guild clerk. There wasn’t enough time to make the trip to town and back before it was time for our second run, so we made do with the services provided by the folks that had set up around the Dungeon entrance to cater to the Adventuring crowd.
After a short discussion over some of the local cuisine, we agreed to split everything up after the second run. We needed to take the time to look up the values of all the items, scrolls, and Tome before we could fairly divide the take, so there was no point in figuring out the rest until we had everything from both runs.
The Ring of Regeneration was one that was sought after by most tanks and pretty valuable. As was the Charm Resistance amulet. Keeping your healer from being controlled was a key to survival. I’d seen the look on Felix’s face when Jaeger had identified it and knew for sure he’d want to bargain for that as part of his share.
According to the Guild Handbook, Felix would be the most appropriate party member for the item, which was why it was hanging around his neck. If he wanted it as part of his share, then he could take the item, but its value would be counted against his share of raw Essence. 
The same was true of Lyra and the Ring of Regeneration. She could claim it, in return for some of the Essence she would have gotten otherwise. 
The Class Tome and Skill Scroll were all up for bidding. None of us had Cryomancy, so the Frozen Ground spell was useless, with the Tome and Scroll being close behind. All three could fetch a decent price at the Archives, but until we checked in we wouldn’t know just how much. 
Some adventurers snapped those sorts of things up, playing the long game, but I wasn’t interested in something that would require more work on my part to profit from. I’d much rather have the Essence. I had levels to gain, after all.
We spent the rest of the time until our next run discussing the encounters, the strategies we could employ, and basically plotting out the entire delve to maximize profits while avoiding the worst of things. 
I was still confused by the whole static Dungeon configuration paradigm, but I wasn’t going to argue with the ability to maximize our Essence gains while at the same time minimizing the risk… and the pain. I was definitely on board with anything that would keep me from getting chomped on again by giant lizards.
When our time arrived, we went in with a detailed strategy, and it paid off. I disarmed all the traps, we killed all the rats with no issues, and we destroyed the kobolds setting up the ambush from range before they could bring their weapons to bear. Crossbows didn’t work very well while on fire, and without the pesky ranged attackers, Lyra and Gigantor were able to live up to their full Murderhobo glory.
The first boss went down with little trouble. Like anything else in the Dungeon, the lack of the element of surprise made things all very… methodical. The kobold cultists on the other hand… They were still a big problem. We were almost overwhelmed when a lucky shot from one of the knife wielding lunatics disabled Lyra’s shield arm and Felix was forced to bring out the big guns while she recovered.
All in all, while his AOE smite did save our asses in the moment, it made the overall fight a lot harder. It had taken out a huge chunk of the enemies, but it also took him out of the fight while he recovered. Between potions and my song, we were able to squeak by until he was good, but none of us made it out of that fight unscathed.
The final boss was pretty much the same as the first time, but knowledge of its various attacks let us keep ahead of the curve and put it down with about half the effort of our first run.
In the end, we collected slightly more Essence than the first run due to the extra disabled trap, and snagged another pair of enchanted items, Scrolls, and a Tome to divvy up. Plus, whatever garbage Felix had shoved into his pouch to sell to the B&C. 
As a bonus, I gained a point in my Pyromancy Spell School and Spellsong from their constant use.
It was a good day’s work.
***




Chapter eighteen








Need Or Greed


Dividing up the loot was an… interesting… experience. We’d gathered a ton of Essence. Each share was close to eight thousand. And that was before you took into account any of the items. 
Jaeger took his party leader job seriously and had some sort of subscription with the Adventurer’s Guild for a pricing catalog for various scrolls and tomes and was able to look up the going prices, and the standard equivalent Essence value for loot distribution. It took him a while to get it all done, but it saved us from paying someone else to do it.
None of the loot really struck my fancy, so I sat out of the bidding process while the rest of the party did their thing. It was educational though. Lyra bid a good chunk of her share for an uncommon Skill Scroll we’d found for a skill called Bash that would allow her to stun opponents with her shield.
Jaeger bid on the rest of the scrolls and the Class Tome. They were useless to the rest of us, so no one seemed to care too much. He’d probably be able to sell them all for more than what he had to pay into the pot, but if he was willing to put in the work then more power to him.
Lyra and Gigantor both wanted the Ring of Regeneration, but after the two thousand she’d dropped on the Bash scroll, she wasn’t willing to shell out more. I could see was disappointed but in the end we were under a time crunch and couldn’t afford more. With no objections, Felix took the necklace as part of his share.
After all was said and done, my share of the pot came out to just over nine thousand Essence, a pair of healing potions, a half dozen mana potions, and a small pile of random bits of armor, scales, and other junk that I could sell to the B&C for a bit of extra crystal.
“Too bad there weren’t any more slots for the next few days,” Felix said as we walked back to Tully Falls. “That new configuration bonus is amazing.”
Gigantor grunted. “Maybe, but this guy’s Trait might have a bit more to do with it than just that.”
Lyra chuckled. “It was definitely something. Much more lucrative than the Depths was.”
Jaeger looked her way. “Oh? We were about to head that way when we heard it was closed. Something about a malfunction.”
I snorted. “Word sure travels fast. Yeah, it was all whacky and random and then closed its doors.”
Gigantor grinned. “Good thing we didn’t waste a trip then. We’ll head that way once it reopens and take advantage of the reconfiguration bonus.”
Felix looked at Jaeger’s back and grinned as he turned to us. “Any chance you want to join us for a trip to spider-land when it reopens?”
Jaeger whipped around and saw the priest grinning at him. He harrumphed. “This arrangement was not a complete disaster, but I would prefer to keep our group as it was.”
*That elf needs to find himself a warm pair of titties to snuggle into. Maybe she could take the stick out of his ass.*
I snorted and shook my head. “Thanks for the invitation, but we have to leave for Haven tomorrow.” I smiled. “Maybe next time we’re in the area.”
By the time we made it back through the gates and into Tully Falls, it was almost dark. The slow and methodical approach was a lot more time consuming than making it up as we went along.
Our companions were heading directly to the Hollow Leg at the insistence of Gigantor. According to the big man, he was close to expiring due to a lack of ale in his stomach. They invited us to come along, but Lyra wasn’t too keen on enduring the glares of the staff, and we had a lot to do before we needed to meet up with our ride the next day. 
We decided to hit up the Adventurer’s Guild first to sell off our junk. Bar’tahn was waiting when we arrived.
“Back so soon,” the laeshka said with a toothy grin. “I hope Malic’s new Dungeon met some of your needs.”
“Definitely,” Lyra said, nudging me with an elbow. “We have some items to sell as well.”
His grin widened. “Good. Good, follow me.” He led us into the shop and into a back room that was mostly empty. He closed the door behind us and gave me an apologetic look as he pulled a large mirror out of nowhere. “I apologize for the deception, but…” he shrugged and gestured to the mirror. 
Malic’s face appeared in the mirror. He looked furious. “What in D’walla’s name did you do to my Dungeon!” he growled, and Dhaera started cracking up inside my mindscape.
Lyra looked confused, gazing at the mirror. “Who the hell are you?”
He turned his gaze towards her and sneered. “Insolent mortal I am—”
I cut him off. “That’s Malic, the Dungeon Lord of the Greenstone Hills.”
Malic glared at me and opened his mouth to reply, but Lyra was faster. She flashed a winning smile at the Dungeon Lord. “Great job on the Dungeon. I’ve seen a few in my days and yours is one of the best.”
He blinked for a second and then the hints of a smile appeared at the corners of his mouth. “Oh… well, thank you. I put in many hours of work to make sure that…” he shook himself and narrowed his eyes. “I see what you are doing, mortal and it is not going to distract me.”
He looked back at me. “What. Did. You. Do. To. My. Dungeon. The Essence deficit for your runs has put me, once again, at a loss.”
I shrugged. “Sorry, not sorry. I just looted it. The system gave me an awesome Trait when I saved Vaelis’ core, and now I get more Essence when I loot Dungeon monsters.”
The Dungeon Lord’s head fell, and his hand came into view to massage his temples. “Why me,” he groaned.
Dhaera muttered something I couldn’t make out in my mind, but a bit of her previous bluster was gone. Sure, we’d pulled one over on her former teacher, but it was hard not to feel sorry for the guy. At least for me.
I shrugged. “We’ve got a deadline, man, set by your boss. So we’re going to use every tool at our disposal to get there. Sorry if it’s an inconvenience to you, but better you deal with it then we fail to stop the Void Demons from turning the world into an all you can eat soul buffet.”
He signed. “At least I know there isn’t a flaw in my architecture and allocations.” He gave me a serious look. “You had better be worth it. Do not take the Towers lightly. They do lack any sense of style, but they are quite deadly.”
I nodded. “Thanks.”
“Nice meeting you!” Lyra said as his image faded. As soon as it was gone, she turned back to me. “I liked Vaelis better.” Dhaera’s laughter filled my mind.
Bar’tahn cleared his throat. “Now that that unpleasantness is done with… you mentioned loot?”
I nodded my head and piled the junk we’d gathered onto the table. Rusted weapons, broken armor, and a slew of other random knickknacks covered its surface. Many of the objects were still covered in blood and smelled like burnt lizard from their previous owners who had braved my Wall of Fire.
All told the junk netted us sixty-two essence each, which in comparison to our shares from the Dungeon runs themselves wasn’t very much, but every little bit added up.
After that, we took our leave of Master Bar’tahn and headed back to the Maw where we indulged in a hefty portion of what the locals referred to as Orcish Stew, relaxed, and then retreated to our room to plan out what we’d be spending our Essence on. 
Lyra took her loot and propped herself up on the bed in a meditative pose, so I found a spot on the floor to do the same. There was a lot of Essence to absorb, and I didn’t want to lose my balance from the rush and crack my skull open on one of the many, many sharp corners that adorned the room’s furniture.
With a smile, I drew the Essence into myself. 
+9450 Essence(4725 transferred to Dhaera)
My entire body shivered as the Essence poured through my magical channels, but unlike the last time I’d handled so much Essence at once, they were equipped to handle it.
Half of the Essence passed through me and into Dhaera. She let out a low moan of pleasure as the glowing energy filled her. Seconds later, the Essence spooled out of her and formed a gossamer cocoon around her, beginning her own transformation. Seems she’d finally gathered enough for the improvements she’d been saving for. 
For myself, there was much more to consider. Forty-seven hundred essence was a good amount. It would definitely bring me over the threshold for level seven, and thus one step closer to the requirements for the Spire. With four runs of the Monarch’s Rise Tower guaranteed, I saw no issues with us making, if not exceeding, our goal.
I scanned my System Status, bypassing the Attributes entirely. They were way too expensive to consider upgrading at this point. At least for the ones applicable to my current role. Upgrading by a single point would wipe out over half of my Free Essence.
Skills were another matter. I needed more versatility in my repertoire, and that meant getting my spell schools up to level ten to cash in on those free spells… or paying a visit to the guild and hoping they had something useful, and cheap.
I was worried that I’d have to take on the role of healer once we got to the Tower, since as far as I knew we weren’t planning on recruiting any additional companions. Unless Dhaera was able to join us, in which case it would be us three. And as far as I could tell, Dhaera had no healing abilities.
First things first, I queued the upgrade to the Spellsong school which cost nine hundred Essence to bring that up to ten. 
With our limited party, my crowd control abilities were going to be critical to our success, so I bit the bullet and selected the option to upgrade that by three points to rank ten as well. Watching those twenty-four hundred Essence get locked for the upgrade was painful, but not as painful as getting gang-stomped by a horde of monsters.
Slinging Flame Darts and strategic use of my Wall of Fire had served us well in the last Dungeon, so I spent another thirteen hundred Essence to raise Pyromancy to eight, and then allocated five hundred to raise Manifest Bond to rank six for those “oh shit” moments. That left me with just under a hundred free to fuel Manifest Bond if needed. 
Lyra took a bit longer to make her choices which made sense since she had twice as much Essence to spend. The benefits of not sharing everything with a bond-mate. By the time we both had everything queued up and ready, we had maybe five minutes before we needed to sleep in order for the process to be done by the time we were due to rendezvous with the caravan to Haven.
There wasn’t enough time for our usual night-time fun, but we were able to curl up in bed together under the blankets and just enjoy the comfort of each other’s presence as we drifted off.
***




Interlude – Sanguine Stains


Another bloody tear dripped from the statue’s eyes into the pool below, sending ripples outwards through the thick liquid. The ripples reached the edge, pushing the crimson liquid over the edge of the Tower roof. A thin rivulet of blood joined countless others on their journey downwards before being absorbed into the white marble of the Argent Spire. 
From the ground, the Spire appeared as it always had: A white marble Tower connecting the earth to the heavens far above where it disappeared into the clouds.
On the top floor of the Tower, the Tower Warden fought back against the corruption pressing in from all sides, but her strength was almost spent. Thin streams of crimson liquid flowed in arcane configurations around her inner sanctum, forming arcane sigils powerful enough to bind even someone of her power.
With a pulse, the sigils tightened, closing in on her, and as she called out to her goddess, tears of despair flowed down her cheeks in an eerie echo of the statue bearing her likeness up above.
“Lady Avael! Help me!”
Silence was her only answer.
***



Chapter nineteen








Faceplanting For Fun And Profit


Lyra nudged me awake the next morning and immediately started getting dressed. By the time I got my eyes opened enough to see, she’d already put on most of her clothes, so there was nothing to distract me from opening my pending notifications. 
Upgrades Complete!
500 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Manifest Bonds skill. New Rank: 6.
2,400 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Enchantments Spell School. New Rank: 10.
900 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Spellsong Spell School skill. New Rank: 10. 
1300 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Pyromancy Spell School skill. New Rank: 8. 

New Spell Acquired! Mass Hypnosis.
Spell: Mass Hypnosis
School: EnchantingType: Control
Range: Medium
Radius: Up to 10’
Duration: 60 seconds
Create a field of hypnotic lights that can mesmerize all targets caught within. Mesmerized targets cannot attack, cast spells, or perform other actions that require conscious thought. Damage will break this effect. 

New Spell Acquired! Echo
Spell: Echo
School: Spellsong
Type: Special
Range: Medium
Duration: 60 Seconds
Use of this song will extend the residual duration of one currently active spell from this school by 60 seconds on the current target(s) affected by the spell. Only one song may be extended in this way at one time. 

Congratulations! You have reached Level 7!
Your Health Pool has increased by 10!
Your Mana Pool has increased by 45!
Your Stamina Pool has increased by 10!
I closed my eyes against the rush of information flowing into my brain from the System and waited until it passed. The increase in Manifest Bonds didn’t come with any new bells and whistles, but it did reduce the Essence cost of the ability and allow me to tap into a little more of Dhaera’s power.
The spell schools were the real jackpot. Upping any spell school brought with it a more thorough understanding of the underlying principles involved in that type of magic, thus allowing for faster casting, lower mana cost, and eventually the ability to alter spells or create new ones.
So in addition to the two new spells I’d gotten for reaching rank ten in those schools, my overall ability with those types of magic was heightened. A lot more than I’d expected, too. Apparently, level ten came with a nice bonus. As the two new spells burned themselves into my memory, I could almost glimpse the individual threads of mana that made them up.
The spells themselves were great additions to my arsenal. Mass Hypnosis would’ve been incredibly useful in the fight against the horde of kobold cultists. Being able to neutralize entire groups of enemies would allow us to tackle them at our leisure instead of potentially being overwhelmed.
As for the Echo spell, my mind was already spinning through the implications. Being able to keep Song of Quickening up for a full minute after I stopped playing, or keeping Healing Melody up on our tank while focusing on offense was… priceless.
And I’d reached level seven! I could barely feel the physical changes that would correspond to my expanded Health and Stamina pools, but the sensation of added power that came with the extra forty-five mana was amazing. Just one more level to go before we’d technically be ready for the Argent Spire, which should be simple once we reached Haven.
Inside my mindscape, Dhaera was still firmly ensconced in her cocoon, undergoing whatever changes she’d been saving up for and I couldn’t wait to see the results.
Lyra cleared her throat. “You ready?”
I smiled and shouldered my pack. “After you, my lady.” She rolled her eyes and led the way downstairs.
The common room was mostly empty. There were a few patrons nursing their breakfast beers while Giselle straightened the place up. As soon as she saw our bags her expression lit up. “Lyra!” she said with a wide smile. “Leaving so soon? Grahk will be sad he couldn’t see you off himself, but I’ll be sure to let him know you said goodbye.”
“Thanks, Giselle,” she replied with a sardonic grin. “I’m sure we’ll be back eventually.”
The serving maid’s smile barely moved, but I caught a slight shift. “Of course. Did you need anything before you go?”
“No thanks,” I said. “Got an appointment to keep. Thanks though!”
Once we left the residential district behind my curiosity got the best of me. “So, uh… what’s the deal with Giselle. I couldn’t help but sense a bit of tension there.”
She shrugged. “Eh. We’ve known each other for a few years. We took our apprenticeships with the guild at the same time and went through the initial training programs together. We hit it off, even went on a date, but I just wasn’t feeling it. She’s been a bit awkward ever since.”
“Ah.” 
“She washed out of the apprentice program after our first real Dungeon dive. She had aspirations of becoming a powerful elemental wizard, but getting mauled by a dire wolf broke her a little.” She sighed. “Shame, too. If she’d stuck it out she probably could have gotten pretty far in life.”
“And now she spends her days and nights serving ale. Huh.”
Lyra shrugged. “I think she sticks around for Grahk. He was one of the adventurers that oversaw her training. He was a sort of big brother to her. But who knows exactly what’s going on in her head. It was-”
The rest of her words were lost to me as Dhaera’s reemergence hit me like a ton of bricks.
Your pact-bond with the Succubus Dhaera has reached Stage 5!
Your Pact-Blade ability has been upgraded! It may now take the form of any weapon that can be wielded with one hand.
New Ability Unlocked: Summon Bonded
I was pulled fully into my mindscape by the pulse of intense emotion that flowed through our bond and the tsunami of information accompanying the Summon Bonded ability. My face split into a massive grin as the details fell into place. 
The skill had some things in common with the Summoning spells I’d already learned, but was so, so much more. For one thing, it was an ability, not a spell. It still took an ungodly amount of mana to pull off, but I wasn’t required to consciously do all the mumbo jumbo necessary to create the summoning circle. Instead, once I fed the skill enough mana, all I had to do was project it onto the floor and voila, succubus in the flesh.
Of course, it wasn’t Dhaera’s true body, it was merely a physical copy that she could possess: an Avatar of sorts. Physically it was identical, but should it be destroyed, her true self would still be safe within the little pocket of my soul that she currently called home.
I blinked away the spots in my mental vision to behold Dhaera walking slowly towards me. Her hips swayed suggestively while a playful smile lit up her face. Her wings and horns had grown once again, and she radiated an animal magnetism that I found hard to resist. If I hadn’t been laying face down on a city street in the middle of town, I probably would have jumped her bones right then and there.
She spun in place, sending her dress flaring out to perfectly showcase her long, shapely legs and the bottom half of her luscious ass.   *How do I look?* 
I was probably drooling like one of those old school cartoon characters. “Amazing. Once we get someplace safe, I’ll show you just how amazing.”
She winked and with a flap of her wings closed the distance between us. She kissed me gently and ran a claw down the side of my face before whispering in my ear. *Oh, I am looking forward to it.*
My senses snapped back to the physical world and I saw Lyra looking down on me, concern evident in her eyes. “Sebastian? Sebastian! Wake up!”
I blinked and tried to smile through the pain in my face. I groaned and reached up to feel my nose where I’d slammed into the stone road. “Ow,” I said, and looked down at the blood on my hand.
*Sorry!* Dhaera said with a sheepish grin that quickly transformed into something more seductive. *I’ll make it up to you later.*
Lyra raised an eyebrow in question as she helped me to my feet. I cleaned the blood from my face and made sure my nose wasn’t broken. 
A quick glance showed we were alone. “You-know-who finished her upgrade,” I said with an excited smile. “I can confirm that we’ll have three when we tackle the Tower.”
“Perfect. We’ll probably be able to get a lot further with a trio than just the two of us.” She looked around nervously. “But we can discuss all of that somewhere less… public.”
I nodded and we continued along in silence. 
“I never really thought about it before now… but what’s your role for our little Dungeon trio? You wouldn’t happen to have a bunch of healing spells up your sleeves, would you?”
Dhaera looked down at her bare arms in confusion. *Up my sleeves? You have the strangest sayings, but I think I understand your question. I kill things.*
“Do I need to get you weapons? Armor?”
*Of course not.* She flexed her claws and then reached up to touch the points of her horns. *I’m more than equipped to take out anything a Tower can throw at us. I am a divine being, after all.*
I chuckled internally. “So, I guess I’m our healer then. Lovely.”
She laughed. *You focus on keeping Lyra’s beautiful body in one piece. I will heal with the lifeforce I drain from those I kill.*
“You take their Essence?”
*Oh. Yes, I do that too. You’ll get half, of course.”
I hummed in thought. “Will that affect the loot?”
She shook her head. *No. The loot is completely separate… or it should be if it works the same as Dungeon Monsters. The Tower Warden won’t be too happy, but the Monarch’s Rise is old and stable enough that some Essence loss in the service of our cause shouldn’t raise its ire. Plus, Avael has sworn to help us. My father’s minions shouldn’t be the only ones to contribute.*
“Perfect.” I thought for a minute. “Can I use the Pact-Blade while you’re summoned?”
She shook her head. *Not yet. At this stage I have to focus fully on the avatar you summon for me, but from what I understand I’ll eventually be able to handle both.*
“This is going to be epic.”
***




Chapter twenty








Help Not Wanted


The Haven-bound caravan was about twice the size of the ones I was used to. There were three full passenger wagons, and another six for the cargo. Apparently, Tully Falls was the gateway between true civilization and the wildlands, and the guilds regularly pooled their resources to send the items procured in the wild back to Haven where it could be turned into luxury goods for the well-to-do. 
The wagon master was a laeshka named Nal’roka who could have been Bar’tahn’s twin, although his sense of fashion was much more of what I would call merchant-chic. Someone had taken the time to tailor his tunic and doublet with custom holes for each of the long spines characteristic of his race. His large, gremliny ears were pierced with a series of gold earrings, starting from a miniature stud all the way to golden hoops large enough to make the girls down at the salon jealous.
As soon as we entered his makeshift office his mouth split into a wide, toothy grin and he beckoned us forward. “Good, good. My cousin warned me that you might be late. I am glad he was mistaken.”
“On time. As promised,” I replied. “Do we need to check in or anything?”
He waved a clawed hand. “Oh no. Nothing of the sort. Your passage has already been paid. All you need do is find a comfortable seat and we will handle the rest.”
“Who handles the guard shifts? Are there any openings?” Lyra asked.
He raised a spiny eyebrow. “Possibly. As this is a joint guild venture, each of the invested parties has provided a small contingent for protection, but I am sure they would welcome the aid of a pair of experienced adventurers such as yourselves.”
She nodded and he continued. “Captain Hreshk is somewhere around here. Just follow the sounds of rattling armor and you should be able to find him soon enough. If he objects, let him know that I have given my blessing.”
“Thank you, Master Nal’roka. I’ll make sure to tell your, uh, cousin when we see him next,” I said.
He shrugged. “Business is business.”
It wasn’t as easy to find the guard captain as the wagon master made it sound. In fact, it was almost like he was avoiding us. We finally caught up to him while he was occupied discussing the final preparations with one of the wagon drivers.
“Captain!” Lyra called out, and he turned. As soon as his glance took in our gear his expression turned sour and he muttered something under his breath that made the merchant he was talking to sputter and turn away.
“Yes?” he said with a scowl. “What do you want?”
I blinked. “Nice to meet you too.”
“We’d like to sign up for any open guard shifts for the trip,” Lyra said. “We can both—” 
He spit off to the side. “We’re full up.”
I blinked. “But Master—”
Lyra cut me off. “You got a problem, captain?” She stepped closer to him and fixed him with an icy glare.
He grunted and dropped his hand to the sword resting at his hip. “Maybe I do? You adventurers strut in here, muck around in our operation and then expect us to thank you for it. No thanks.”
I snorted. “He must have met your old team.”
Lyra looked over at me. “That would make a certain bit of sense.”
The captain was not amused. “The safety of this caravan is my responsibility. This is not a joking matter. We are a tight knit team, with specific training and protocols to ensure that this entire operation goes off without an issue.” He growled. “It’s raiding season in the marsh, and I don’t need two know-it-all adventurers costing us lives.”
Lyra’s eyes widened. “Hey now. We’re not here to mess with your operation. Normally caravans are more than eager to hire on some extra help.”
“Yeah, man. We just want to help,” I said. “If you don’t need it, then we’ll just ride with the passengers. If there’s an attack, we’ll be there if you need us. Your boss seemed to think you could use the help.” I shrugged.
He nodded slowly. “I’ll keep that in mind. For now, I’d rather stick to my people. We’ve done this route dozens of times and haven’t lost a caravan yet. I’d like to keep it that way.”
Lyra sighed. “Fine. Just keep us in mind if you have any shifts that need covering.”
He sniffed and walked away. “We’ll see.”
I looked at Lyra. “I guess we get to relax?” 
She snorted. “Maybe? I don’t trust that guy. Turning away adventurers seems like a poor decision. Why don’t you go get settled and find us some good seats while I look into the folks who’ll be protecting us.”
I leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. “Be nice.”
She laughed. “I just want to see. I won’t step on anyone’s toes.”
“Good. I’d rather not get kicked out of the caravan before we’ve even left. I promise to play something new at the fire tonight if we make it that far.”
*I’ve got a song I’d like to hear her sing. It starts with oh oh ooooh*
“Dhaera! I don’t think there will be enough room in a tent for three of us.”
*Oh fine. But the next time we have an inn room… I wanna play with you both.*
“That will be amazing.”
Lyra looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Anything you want to share?”
I gave her a wicked grin. “Dhaera is looking forward to the next time we have a private room.”
She smiled and bit her lower lip. “Oh, the feeling is mutual.” She got a far off look on her face and then shook her head to clear it. “Gah. Must focus.” She pointed at me. “You’re going to pay for putting that image in my mind. Two songs!”
I laughed. “Your wish is my command.”
***




Chapter twenty-one








A Different Type Of Song*


Lyra joined me in the carriage just as the caravan rolled out. She’d satisfied her curiosity about our guard contingent and was actually quite impressed. Captain Hreshk ran a tight ship, and even though his force was made up of several smaller guard contingents, they were used to working closely together as a single force. 
The extra Essence, and potential entertainment that a guard shift would bring would have been great, but it was also nice to just sit and relax. The passenger wagon was full of people making the trek back to Haven for one reason or another. Mostly humans, with a single halfling thrown into the mix.
My few attempts at small talk were met with disinterest, and Lyra had decided that the trip was the perfect time for a nap. So, with the beautiful redhead sleeping against my shoulder, I settled in and turned my attention inwards. 
If I understood the map correctly, the journey to Haven from Tully Falls would take about four days, which meant I’d need to prepare some new material for the inevitable performance requests. Hell, I’d already promised Lyra two.
Dhaera was sitting at the desk in my mental library, dressed in her naughty librarian outfit while she read through a book with a picture on the cover that looked suspiciously like me when I was fifteen.
When she saw me she immediately slammed the book shut and tucked it under a pile of scrolls. Doubling down on her attempts to hide whatever it was she was reading through, she leaned forward over the desk, exposing a generous view of her cleavage. *Hello, love.* She smiled and bit her lower lip seductively. *Come to play?*
I didn’t forget about the book, but I no longer cared as she crawled across the desk, knocking all of the books to the floor where they promptly disappeared back into the ether.
“Now that you mention it,” I said with a hungry grin, “no reason we can’t have a little fun before I start transcribing.”
Her eyes glanced down at my pants to where my manhood was already at half-mast and she smiled. She slid forward and off the desk, landing nimbly in a crouch. She gazed up at me with her dark purple eyes and reached up slowly to undo my belt.
Impatient, I willed my clothing away and she pouted. *Aww. I was having fun undressing you. Like unwrapping a… Christmas present?*
I chuckled. “I see you’ve been reading up on your Earth lore. Don’t think I didn’t see you reading that book abou—”
I gasped as she moved in and licked all the way up my shaft, completely breaking my train of thought.
*Hmm?* she said, brushing her cheeks against my cock. *Were you saying something?* her lips were inches from my cock, and I could feel the warmth of her breath as she spoke.
Her pink tongue darted out, licking the underside of my head and sending a shiver through my entire body. “No… Nothing at all.”
She grinned and ran the soft skin of her lips along my shaft as she stroked the other side with the back of her fingers. *Good,* she said and brought her lips back up, her lower lip barely touching the tip. *Now if you don’t mind. I’m busy here.*
I opened my mouth to respond but all that came out was a gasp as she took me into her mouth. My knees almost gave way as the bond between us swelled with pleasure. I could feel how much she was enjoying herself, and that turned me on even more.
With a stray thought, I materialized a wall behind me to lean against. I really didn’t want to fall down and risk one of her elongated canines slipping anywhere near my tender bits.
As if sensing my thoughts, she opened her mouth and grinned, showing those same fangs extended to either side of my shaft. She reached around and cupped my buttocks in her hands as she took me deep into her mouth. 
With a moan of pleasure, I reached down and grabbed her horns, one in each hand, and used them to guide her as she demonstrated quite thoroughly her love of the cock.
I could feel the roughness of her tongue against the underside of my shaft, and her lips applied the perfect amount of pressure around it. Her own moans of pleasure took me even closer to the edge, and my grip on her horns tightened as my hips started to thrust in time with her movements.
I came with an explosion of pleasure, filling her mouth with my seed. She gulped it down, greedily, and I could feel that it was charged full of Essence that spread throughout the succubus, setting her own nerves aflame with pleasure.
With a final thrust, I pulled myself from her mouth and looked down into her sparkling eyes. She gave me a hungry smile and licked her lips. With a wave of my hand I dismissed her clothing and pulled her to her feet. I pushed her back onto the desk, and smiled as she spread her legs for me, showing off thighs already glistening from her own arousal.
I kissed a trail down her inner thigh, brushing my nose across her engorged lips and tasted her gently with the tip of my tongue. She was delicious. 
She let out a low moan and threw her head back as she grasped me by the hair and pulled me closer. With a smile, I spread her lips with my fingers, exposing her clit to my kiss. I’d heard once that women liked it when you wrote out the alphabet with your tongue, and well, I had five different alphabets to try.
I slipped my fingers inside, curling them upwards slightly, earning a full body shiver. I made it halfway through the Theran alphabet before she came. Her grip on my head tightened. *More!*
Abandoning the alphabet, I devoured her like a man starving until she came again, her claws almost drawing blood from my scalp when she briefly lost control. I pulled away and looked up, meeting her eyes which were filled with the afterglow of her orgasm. 
*Fuck me now!* she growled, and turned around, arching her back and presenting her pussy to me. 
Energized by her taste, I was more than ready to oblige and took her like a wild man, slamming my cock in as deep and as hard as I could, again and again. *Yes! Harder!* she screamed and ducked her head as she wrapped her tail around my hips.
She was growling like a wild animal, and I felt the animalistic energy cycling through us both as I fucked her with abandon. Her orgasm hit me like a ton of bricks, pushing me over the edge with a burst of pleasure that was almost more than I could handle. The air was electrified, and I collapsed on top of her, almost crushing a wing as my muscles turned to jelly for an instant.
She let out a long moan and somehow managed to slide around so we were face to face once again. She raised my head with a clawed fingertip and gazed lovingly into my eyes. *Now that, my love, was way more fun than some musty old books.*
I smiled weakly. “I can’t argue with that.” My strength had returned, so I picked myself up, scooping her up in my arms as mentally rearranged the room to extend the desk into a long table with two chairs facing each other.
A small book was sitting on her side of the desk, the same one she’d been reading before entitled “Sebastian Crowe, Sophomore Year.”
“Enjoy my… more awkward years,” I said and set her gently into the one chair. “Nothing too spicy in there quite yet.”
She grinned. *I don’t know about that, your imagination was quite—*
“Nope nope nope. Don’t need to rehash those times. You can read them if you want, I don’t intend for there to be any secrets between us. But living through those years was enough for me.”
She smiled and pushed the book to the side. *Oh alright.* She waved a hand and her clothes re-materialized. *So what did you come here to research?*
It took me a minute to remember. “Oh! Songs. I need to prepare some songs for the trip.”
*Well the sounds you pulled out of me would count as music in some orcish circles, but I assume you want something a bit more… appropriate for polite society?*
“Definitely, although perfecting the orcish songs is something I’d love to practice. Often.”
She grinned. *Just wait until Haven. We can have a true ensemble.* The song books materialized on the desk and she pushed one towards me, ignoring my distracted look. *Let’s get started.*
***




Chapter twenty-two








Rolling, Rolling, Rolling.


When I rejoined the waking world, Lyra was gone. I found out a little later that she’d left the wagon to chat with some of the guards. Apparently, she’d attempted to wake me, but I’d been… uh… deep… asleep. Her weapons and shield were gone as well, so she wasn’t taking any chances. 
I grabbed my stuff and hopped off the wagon, walking alongside for a bit to get my blood flowing. I glanced briefly at the horses pulling the wagons and marveled once again at the lack of bit or bridle. 
The fact that horses were a fully sentient and sapient species in this world was still baffling to my earthly sensibilities. I was tempted to start a conversation, but frankly I had no clue what to say, or even how to say it. I didn’t want to offend them and end up getting into trouble with the caravan. So I left them in peace and tried not to stare… too much.
All in all, the first day of the trip was uneventful. No roving hordes of orcs from the marsh. No corrupted giants who ate your soul for lunch. The biggest bit of excitement was when one of the wagons got stuck in a rut and everyone had to pitch in to get it free again. 
Night was another story. As dusk approached, the caravan master drove the entire wagon train into a massive clearing that seemed to have been blasted into the side of the cliffs we’d been following north. Sheer rock walls surrounded the bowl on all sides, with a single entrance guarded by a heavily fortified gate.
There was a small party of adventurers already in the camp, but as soon as the caravan came rolling in they left. From what I found out later, official guild caravans had priority in these secure sites, and due to all the legal mumbo jumbo in the guild charters and contracts and the like, foreign parties couldn’t share the space without officially buying passage. Unfortunately for them, they were heading towards Tully Falls.
The staff set up a single massive bonfire at the center of the clearing with a series of smaller fires nearby for the cooking staff. Dinner was a share of some sort of massive game animal that tasted a bit like beef, but with a little bit of a kick. 
Lyra identified the beast as an aurochs, which I vaguely remembered was a species of massive, aggressive bovine that was long extinct on Earth. Well, other than the ones that I’d heard some scientists were bringing back Jurassic Park style. It was tasty, but the Lor equivalent of cheddar bacon mashed potatoes was way better.
After dinner I settled in by the fire with Lyra at my side and introduced the caravan to the acoustic stylings of Sister Hazel’s “All for You,” followed by a song Dhaera had picked out from a Bard in Haven about his run in with a mermaid and the lengths they went through to be together. Some of the things they tried… I needed some mental floss to dislodge the imagery, even if the natives found it hilarious. Must be a Lor thing.
After that, Lyra and I headed to our tent for some dessert. She made it through the full Theran alphabet before she couldn’t take anymore. She was so focused on not disturbing the folks in the surrounding tents with her screams that I kind of took it as a challenge. 
In the end, I succeeded in my mission, earning a gasping scream before she pressed her face into a pillow to muffle her pleasure. It was a noble victory. Although my hips would pay for it in the morning after she was done riding me. Her Power stat was much, much higher than mine.
It was worth it.
The next morning, breakfast was a type of flatbread that reminded me of naan, wrapped around a mash of sausage, eggs, and some form of blue vegetable that tasted vaguely of an apple. It was a strange mix of flavors, but it worked. I ate two of them.
Lyra made sure I’d woken up as soon as the first rays of sun snuck into our tent. My muscles were just as sore as I’d expected them to be, but as soon as she was out of the tent, I chugged a healing potion so I’d be able to walk normally.
Morning went by quickly, and with the speed and efficiency I’d come to expect with a guild caravan, we were on the road. According to Lyra, the next day was one where we’d have to be on guard. We’d be passing close enough to the Dreadmarsh that Captain Hreshk had doubled the patrols.
He wasn’t worried enough to assign us to a patrol though, so we were still playing passenger that afternoon when the deep staccato of war drums echoed from the east.
The blare of a horn from the front of the caravan answered the drumbeats, and the entire caravan started scrambling like a kicked over anthill. A soldier in the Merchant’s Guild colors ran into camp and approached us. “Master Crowe, Mistress Stone, Captain Hreshk wishes to take you up on your offer to help.
Quest Offered: A Show of Strength
Clan Oraaga has sounded the drum of war and is approaching your position. Aid in the defense of the caravan and drive off the raiders.
Criteria:
=Survive the Conflict
Reward:
=1000 Essence
=Mark of Victory: Oraaga
Accept? (Y/N)
A giant smile crossed Lyra’s face and she nodded. “I’ve always wanted to test myself against an orc clan.” She looked at me and her eyes were sparkling. She was never more alive than when she was facing an enemy.
With a chuckle, I hit ‘yes.’ This was the first optional quest I’d received and was curious as to how they worked. My map popped open without my prodding and zoomed in on the local area, showing the terrain divided up into multiple sections. Small green dots populated the map, and I knew instinctively that they were our allied guards. Another set of white dots were gathered around the caravan, representing the civilians, and once the enemy arrived, I knew they would be shown as red dots. Only once we’d spotted them though.
One of the sections started to glow, indicating our assignment. I exchanged a glance with Lyra and we headed out, anxious to get in place before the enemy arrived.
I was breathing hard by the time we reached our position, but Lyra had barely broken a sweat. “You should think about improving your Hardiness,” she said. “I’m amazed you made it this far.”
I shook my head and tried to catch my breath. “I just… wanted… to get here… in time…” I said between breaths.
She raised an eyebrow. “That’s why you were running? The orcs won’t be here for a little while. They haven’t even sent out their leader yet.”
“What?”
She shook her head and laughed a little. “Your ignorance strikes again. Okay, so the orcs, goblins, all the clans of the Marsh. They are all Uba’s children. They value strength and honor above all.”
*Uba has some strange ideas, but her children are very skilled.*
She cupped her hand on her ear and nodded. “The drums are their official challenge to our defenders to show ourselves and face their strength. If we fled, they would hunt us down and kill us as cowards and then take the civilians to be kept as hostages they can use to trade for better weapons and armor.”
“What if we lose? Won’t they do that anyway?”
She shook her head. “No. If we fight with honor and lose, they will accept a small tithe of goods from the caravan and let everyone go free. Including those who survived the battle.”
“Huh,” I said with a shrug. “When they said raiders, I expected an ambush in the night. Goblin assassins sneaking into camp to slit our throats while the orcs carried away all the goods.” I chuckled. “Guess we’ll just have to give them a good, honest fight.”
She looked at me with a serious look. “Do not spare them. Do not go gentle on them. Do not show mercy of any kind. They are here to prove their strength to their goddess. Their entire culture is based upon this kind of challenge and they would rather die than achieve a victory that was undeserved.”
*Definitely murder their faces. They won’t show you any mercy if they get to you.* Dhaera said as she joined the conversation. *You don’t have to kill them, as long as you defeat them. Knock them out, mutilate them, trap them, as long as it is clear they are beaten.*
“So… they’re like, Klingons… but weirder. Got it,” At her perplexed look I continued. “Is that what happened to Grahk?”
Lyra snorted. “Hardly. That bastard could probably still beat me to a pulp with one arm tied behind his back.”
“But he only has—”
“Exactly.” She chuckled. “He runs a bar because he likes it.” She tapped her chin. “He never told me how he ended up owning the Maw. From what the locals told me, he either won it in a duel or a poker game…”
She shrugged. “Then again, they could have been lying through their teeth and I’d have had no way of knowing. But it makes for a good story, true or not.”
Dhaera giggled in my mind. *Either way, not someone you want to have angry at you.*
I nodded in agreement to them both and looked out across the field where we’d been positioned. I could barely make out a small group of greenish shapes milling about. There were a few larger shapes as well that made the majority look like children gathered around their parents. I gestured towards the group. “Am I seeing things, or did the orcs bring their kids to war?”  
“Huh?” Lyra said and followed my gaze. “Oh damn.” She said, her eyes widening a bit. “Looks like this clan has a few ogres.” She squinted and shaded her eyes as she scanned them. “And a troll.” Her smile grew.
“So… big, strong, smashy smash?” I asked.
She cracked her knuckles. “They aren’t as smart as the orcs or the goblins, but they aren’t dumb. They’re cunning warriors, and depending on how old they are they can be quite powerful.” She looked around. “We probably won’t see them here. The boss man put us on the  flank. But if we do. Burn the troll and see if you can use your sparkles on the ogres. They don’t usually have much resistance to control spells.”
Before I could respond, the drums picked up again, and there was movement as a large green skinned figure decked out in some sick looking armor walked into the middle of the field. Captain Hreshk walked out to meet him.
“Come on,” Lyra said as she walked closer. “You’re going to want to see this!”
*Oh I do love a challenge!*
I just followed, completely confused. 
***




Chapter twenty-three








Smashy, Smashy


My nerves were completely on edge as we moved out of our assigned zone and closer to where the two leaders were standing across from each other at the center of the clearing. Across the way, I got a better look at the enemy forces. 
The ogres and troll drew my eye first. They stood head and shoulders above the rest of the army, and each represented a very different type of threat. 
The ogres were almost as wide as they were tall and were made of solid muscle. There were two of them in total, and both seemed to favor crude clubs the size of small tree trunks.
The troll was long and gangly, with oily looking skin and a mane of wild black hair shaped into a mohawk with some sort of waxy substance. A two-handed sword taller than most of the orcs in their army rested on his shoulder.
Most of the enemy ranks were filled with orcs who had all been eating their Wheaties. I don’t think there were any shorter than six-six, and they were all clad in random collections of armor likely scavenged from prior battles. Axes were their preferred weapon, with other random weapons thrown in here and there to spice things up.
Mixed in with the orcs were the goblins. I’d expected the goblins to be short, misshapen things like they’d always been portrayed on Earth, but they appeared far more human than that. They had small, stubby noses, long pointed ears, large eyes, but they all seemed to fit. And their skin was a pale green.
The goblins tended to wear lighter armor with daggers, hand-axes, or shortswords, and I spotted a few with shortbows strung across their backs. 
One and all, the raiding party had the same sort of eager expressions on their faces that Lyra usually had when a battle was imminent.
Their leader was a beast of a man… well, a beast of an orc. Standing easily over seven feet tall, he was dressed in a suit of blackened chainmail and mixed plate. A massive set of horns adorned his helm, and from the metallic gleam on their sharpened ends, they were as much a weapon as an adornment. He shouldered a giant, double-bladed axe made of the same dark metal as his armor, and his mouth was fixed in a massive grin as he approached Captain Hreshk.
“Hreshk! This is a great day for battle!” the orc barked in a deep, rumbly voice. “The oracles foretold we would find a worthy challenge this day, but with you as an opponent I know that Great Uba has smiled on us all!”
Hreshk nodded. “Overchief Del’maak. We meet again.”
The Overchief grinned, showing off his massive tusks. “As I said, Great Uba has blessed us all, for today we will have a true test of our might. You are an honorable captain, and we are fortunate to have you to hone our axes against.”
The Captain nodded and looked at the orcish force behind the Overchief. “I see you brought most of your host. No chance we can settle this man to man?”
The orc bellowed and slapped his thighs. “You are brave, human, but dark times come, and the clans must be prepared.” He looked at the ranks of steel-clad warriors standing on our side. “You will be a fine anvil to shape our warriors against.”
Hreshk let out a resolved grunt. “Let’s get to it then. Fortune favor the bold.”
“Fortune favors the strong, human! Prepare your forces. Live or die with honor!”
The orc turned and rejoined his forces, bellowing something in his native tongue.
“I’m surprised Malic didn’t add orcish to the pile of languages he made me learn,” I said internally as we waited for further instructions from the Captain.
*Most orcs speak other languages. How else would they issue their challenges?* Dhaera responded. *And humans knowing their tongue would be a dead giveaway that something wasn’t right. Unless you somehow got yourself blooded into an orc clan… but then the facial tattoos would be explanation enough.*  
“Alright soldiers!” Captain Hreshk bellowed. “Today we battle the Oraaga Clan! The Overchief is a force to be reckoned with, but I expect him to sit this one out. That means I’m on the sidelines too.”
There was a collective muttering among the men. The Captain continued. “Count yourselves lucky! Del’maak could probably take the caravan on his own, but this raid is for his clan.” He looked around, catching everyone's eyes. “Fight with honor, and I hope to see you all again at the end of this. To your posts!”
The drums had continued to thrum in the background, and across the way I could see the orcish force performing some sort of pre-battle ritual.
Lyra caught my eye and gave me a wide grin. “Let’s do this.”
When we got back to our assigned area the other defenders started trickling in, forming a wall of steel two deep. Lyra was in position on the front line, sandwiched between two spearmen in the colors of the Merchant’s Guild.
The Guild soldiers all had the same equipment. Each wore a suit of mixed chain and plate, and were armed with an oblong shield and seven foot spear. Their armor was of lesser quality than Lyra’s, but it was serviceable. 
Out of curiosity, I used Inspect on Lyra’s neighbors and discovered they were both level five Footmen. It was a common class, but from the look of their grey hair and the wrinkles around their eyes, they had been doing this job for a long time.
Her right-hand neighbor was named Nathan. His hair and meticulously groomed mustache were a light grey, and his eyes were almost as cold as the metal of his spear. At least when they looked at me. He took one glance at the rapier on my hip and my guitar and completely wrote me off as useless. 
The look he gave Lyra, on the other hand, was one of professional courtesy. Seems the only way to gain the respect of Nathan the ‘Stache was a willingness to get stabbed.
On her left was a younger, yet still quite weathered gentleman by the name of Billiam. His face and head were completely shaved, and a long scar filled most of his forehead. He seemed to hold the same opinion of me as Mr. Mustache, but I tried not to hold it against him.
*Yeah… Bards aren’t known to be the most reliable… Sorry?* Dhaera said thoughtfully. 
We were close to the southern flank, not close enough that we would have to worry overmuch about enemy forces trying to wrap around, but I’d keep my eyes open anyway.
I caught Lyra’s eye and flashed her a smile, earning a few tolerant looks from the soldiers in the second ranks as they shifted to see where she was looking. The only info they had on me was from my performance the night before, and until the raiders had shown up, their captain had wanted nothing to do with us “pesky adventurers,” so to the soldiers we were unknowns. 
Well, I was an unknown. Looking at Lyra they could pretty much guess what to expect. Her weapons and armor were a billboard that screamed “Warrior,” where mine didn’t really say anything about me other than I had a strange love of spiders. They knew I was a musician, but that wasn’t even my final form.
*I wish we could use your full strength here, love. They would stand no chance against us.*
With a grin, I started plucking out the first notes of the Song of Quickening, matching the timing to the beat of the orcish war drums. Mana flowed through me and into the guitar, empowering the spell, and a wave of energy radiated in all directions. Numerous heads turned my way.
I looked at the closest guard. “Spread the word. When they get within thirty feet, I am going to raise a wall of fire in their path. Be ready when they push through.” He blinked and nodded slowly and then whispered to his neighbors. 
The tempo of the drums reached a crescendo and then stopped. Silence reigned for a split second before it was shattered by the roar of the orcs as they charged. I adjusted my song, and prepared to put Operation Crispy Critters into action.
The goblins dashed forward, easily outpacing the heavier orcs. Most of them had swords drawn, but there were a smattering who paused to fire their shortbows into our ranks.
I scanned the enemy forces, searching for the ogres and the troll and was relieved to see that they were all someone else’s problem. In the enemy back ranks I spotted an orc dressed in long robes covered in feathers and bones, chanting some kind of spell. With a flick of his wrist, the caster chucked a bolt of icy blue energy into the shield wall. 
The goblins had come into bow range of my section of the line, and one fired an arrow that was easily deflected by our defensive formation. 
My Flame Dart, however, was not so easily avoided and took the goblin right in the chest. The fiery projectile snapped his bowstring and burned a hole through his leather armor, and some of the flesh beneath. The goblin collapsed as his legs gave way, but he recovered with a roll that would make any sensei proud.
The enemy force easily outnumbered us two to one, but with my new abilities I was confident we could withstand the assault. 
The greenskins picked up speed and I sprung my trap, letting the music of the Song of Quickening hang in the air as I cast my wall directly in their path.
Fire erupted from the ground in a ten-foot line between us and the charging enemy. The leading goblins were unable to stop in time and plunged headlong into the flames. Seconds later they burst through the other side with their hair and clothing still burning. 
The goblin I’d pegged with my Flame Dart earlier collapsed face down, as did several other smaller greenskins. Some tried to rise, only to be knocked prone as the larger orcs burst through behind them. 
Their skin was covered in severe burns, but they grimaced away the pain and continued forward, leaving their smaller cousins to make their own way.
In the front line, Lyra’s golden aura blazed as she readied herself to absorb the charge while the rest of the line lowered their spears.
The leading orcs seemed to ripple as they activated some kind of skill just before colliding with the porcupine of spears. The loud snap of breaking wood filled the air as they ran headlong into the braced weapons.
Two orcs fell, impaled by a lucky spearman, but most were able to absorb the initial impact. They were wounded and bleeding, but nowhere near what I expected to see as the result of a headlong charge into a spear-wall.
Those in the lead hacked and slashed at the longer weapons, breaking even more and clearing room for the next wave of crispified orcs.
An orc raised his axe and batted aside Billiam’s spear, hooking the top of his shield with the beard of his axe in an attempt to pull him off balance. Seeing this, Lyra struck at the orc’s arm, cutting through his triceps with a precise cut that sapped his attack of all power. Her follow-up attack cut into the orc’s thigh, robbing him of some mobility and a copious amount of blood. 
Nathan dropped his spear and pulled a shortsword from a sheath on the back of his shield. He stabbed it into his attacker’s ribs with a meaty thunk, adding another body to the pile growing at their feet.
My Wall of Fire had caught the attention of the orcish shaman, and I felt a feeling of cold wash over me as the flames of my spell were snuffed out. The shaman’s gaze locked onto mine, and he smiled a big, tusky smile as he began to chant.
With a curse, I used Echo to extend my current song and focused on the caster.
*An ice mage. He’ll likely have a defense against fire magic, but he doesn’t have a defense against ogre.*
“What?” I said, dumbfounded as I sent a Flame Dart right at the caster’s head.
I could feel Dhaera nudging my gaze to the north to where one of the giant ogres was sitting there, glaring at the front lines as if waiting for some signal to engage. *The ogre.*
My mouth split in a wide smile as I realized what she was suggesting, but before I could act my attention was drawn to a cry of pain from the guards in front of me. One of the front line had been wounded. The guards in the back ranks pulled him out of danger, but the giant gash in his chest made his chances of survival without help pretty low. I immediately switched to Healing Melody and targeted the soldier while the medics force-fed him a potion.
A blast of arctic cold crashed into my chest and knocked me backwards. My teeth started chattering and I could feel that my rings had been completely depleted by that single attack. I forced myself to look back at the shaman who was chanting another spell.
*Focus, my love! You can do this!*
With a curse I searched for the ogre, finding it lumbering towards the front lines. I let my guitar drop and pushed myself through the gestures for Influence. There was a brief push of resistance as the ogre fought against the magic, but it shattered under my willpower.
With a mental nudge I sent it after the shaman, whose chanting was rising to a crescendo. I cast Daze as fast as I could and was surprised when the shaman’s eyes went unfocused, and he dropped all semblance of a defense. 
It was just in time for my enthralled ogre to full on baseball smash him out of the park. At the last second I tried to get the ogre to pull the blow somewhat, but had no clue if it had worked. At least there had been a flash of some sort of defensive magic before the shaman was launched through the air.
A loud bellow of a laugh drew my attention back to their Overchief, who was looking off in the direction the shaman had flown with an amused expression on his face. 
Seeing the power of the ogre, I didn’t want to chance any accidental injuries to my allies, so I sent it after its kinsman on the far side of the battle and quickly forgot about it as more and more insanity started in my own neck of the woods.
From my vantage point in the back ranks, I was able to get an overall feel of the battle. The orcish forces were relentless in their attack, but their fury was equally matched by our forces' resolute defense. 
I lost myself in the flow of battle and found that using Echo with my Song of Quickening quickly became the most efficient use of the skill. Having the speed boost active for the full minute freed me up to focus on healing the injured or taking groups of enemies out of the fight when the press became too much for our forces to hold off. 
With the shaman out of the way, I was able to bring my Wall of Fire back into play as well, shoring up our allies to the north when the orcs created a gap in our line. No one wanted to go through a four-foot wall of fire if they didn’t have to, so our allies had a chance to rally and reform.
The battle seemed to take forever, and after the first mad rush I found that even my expanded mana pool had its limits. I had to carefully consider every spell and every song, lest I not have any magic for healing when it was critical. Mana potions helped, but Dhaera pointed out that taking too many of them could completely frag my mana channels.
Eventually the ogres and troll joined the fray, but they were already severely injured from their bro battle earlier. The troll took one Flame Dart to the face and lit up like a torch, causing some of the Orcs to break off their attack to help smother the flames. I almost felt bad for it.
As the sounds of combat dwindled, it became obvious that we had gained the upper hand, and when the second ogre was taken down by the combined spears of a trio of guardsmen in Blacksmith’s Guild colors, the drums began to beat again.
In an instant, all fighting stopped dead and the lines parted, often with weary nods of respect shared between the remaining humans, orcs, and goblins. Lyra even went so far as to start helping the wounded green-skins untangle themselves from the piles of fallen, even clasping arms with several before they limped away.
The whole process was completely mind-boggling.
Captain Hreshk and Overchief Del’maak met again midfield and exchanged words. I couldn’t hear what was said but the orc seemed to be in good cheer. He let out a loud bellowing laugh, clapped Hreshk on the shoulder, and then turned and walked back to his clan as they slowly departed the battlefield.
Quest Complete: A Show of Strength!
You have earned the Mark of Victory: Oraaga
A small sack of Essence gems appeared in my hand and my wrist started to itch and burn. When I looked down I saw a band of black, symmetrical shapes tattooed around my wrist. Instinctually I knew that I could choose to hide the mark if I wanted to, but it looked pretty cool, so I decided to leave it. I tucked the Essence reward into my pouch and rushed forward to where Lyra was helping with the wounded, putting her limited healing powers to use.
All told we’d lost six guards, with another eighteen that might not make it through the night without medical treatment. Almost everyone had been injured, even if for some it was just their injured pride at having been knocked out in the initial clash. 
From what I could tell the orcs had lost a lot more. Their severe lack of any sort of self-preservation meant that many continued to press on even when they should have stayed down, and lost their lives because of it. But even in the face of so many dead, the surviving orcs were in good spirits, and as we returned to the caravan, I could still hear their drums beating out some sort of celebratory song.
*Uba’s children live for battle, and many new warriors were blooded on today’s battlefield. They will mourn their losses later, but for now they celebrate another day of drawing breath and a battle honorably fought. Plus a lot of them probably just earned some nice quest rewards for the battle.*
“This world is weird.”
The aftermath of the battle was a somber affair. Lyra and I continued to volunteer our healing abilities to make sure that none of the injured joined the dead. It was an exhausting, yet very rewarding task.
The least injured gathered our dead, and with help of the caravan staff prepared them for transport back to their families.
The orcs sent out their own people to collect their dead, and deliver their loot to Captain Hreshk as was apparently the tradition. To the victors go the spoils. According to Dhaera, the orcs burned their dead, which explained the billowing column of smoke rising into the sky in the northwest and the distant drumbeats that hadn’t stopped since the end of the battle.
The loot was divvied up among the survivors. It wasn’t much compared to a Dungeon run, but every little bit helped. At least I’d be able to replace the potions I’d used.
That night after we made camp, the caravan guards held a funeral for the fallen. In many ways, the guard had been like a second family, and despite their disparate origins, they had grown close over the years. 
The entire caravan came out in a show of respect, listening quietly as the guards told stories of the fallen by firelight and drank in their honor. When it was my turn, I didn’t have anything to say, so I contributed what I could: “Dust in the Wind” by Kansas.
I’d seen at least ten movies where that song had been used for a funeral, and it had worked every time. This one wasn’t any different.
Lyra and I retired early that night, satisfied to lie in each other’s arms and relish the fact that we were still alive. We had a long road ahead of us, but I was confident that together we could take it on.
As I slipped into sleep with Lyra curled in my physical arms and Dhaera in my mental ones, I knew a strange sort of peace.
***




Chapter twenty-four








Haven Hoooo


The next morning everything was back to business as usual. Everyone was still grieving, but we were only halfway to Haven, and we couldn’t afford to delay any longer.  
Not unsurprisingly, the soldiers had warmed up a bit to Lyra and me. Nothing forges bonds faster than standing shoulder to shoulder in the shit with someone. 
As we moved through camp, I exchanged nods with many of the guards who just a day before had pretended I didn’t exist. Guess it would be a little hard to ignore the guy who’d shoved your intestines back into your body while stitching you up with a song.
Even Hreshk had a change of heart and agreed to assign us some shifts to supplement his forces. They weren’t the best, but it was better than nothing. 
According to the other guards, the odds of there being more than one orc band raiding in the area were pretty low. The only thing orcs loved more than fighting against us pinkskins was fighting other orc clans, and when two were out at the same time the drums would draw them from miles away for the challenge.
Lyra and I were assigned to different shifts. We might have earned a bit of trust, but not enough that Hreshk was willing to give us a patrol to ourselves. My partner Keth was even younger than me and spent our entire shift talking my ear off about his plans to strike out as an adventurer one day. 
I was pretty sure Hreshk put him with me to try and change his mind, but I barely got a word in edgewise. Once or twice when he took a breath, I was able to direct the verbal diarrhea towards the Monarch’s Rise, but the kid barely knew more than I’d already gathered from small talk around the fire.
When Lyra and her patrol showed up to relieve me, I mouthed a silent “Help me” to her with a sidelong glimpse at my partner who had finally shut up. Her patrol-mate leaned over and whispered something to her and gestured to Keth.
A wry grin spread across her face and her eyes twinkled with mischief. “Hey Keth. What’s the first Dungeon you’re going to delve once you get your new class?”
I shot her a glare as the kid launched into another diatribe about the positives and negatives of at least five different Dungeons on this side of the continent. It would have been a treasure trove of information. Problem was, it was the third damn time I’d heard it all.
She leaned in and kissed me on the cheek as we passed and she whispered, “I’ll make it up to you later.”
The rest of the trip was uneventful. Well, except for the time that one of our fellow passengers tossed a bucket full of water into our tent when the noises got too much for them to handle. 
What can I say? I’m good like that.
Everyone’s spirits were noticeably brighter on the last day of the trip. We didn’t need as many patrols, so Lyra and I were free to sit back and enjoy the last leg of the trip in peace. I spent most of the day bugging her for details on the city while Dhaera added in color commentary from inside my brain. The mental library had several history books on the region, and for some reason Dhaera seemed to be obsessed with the nitty-gritty details that I’d always found super boring in my history classes. 
I wanted to know about what the city was like now, not what it was like three hundred years ago when High Chancellor Owen passed a law to outlaw the dumping of alchemical waste into the normal city sewers. The mutant rat infestation that had plagued the city before then was a lot more interesting, though, so I guess it wasn’t completely boring.
Haven was located in a massive canyon nestled into the Cleftridge mountain range that split the northern end of the continent in half. The majority of the city was on the surface, but the surrounding mountains were riddled with mines that had later been converted to additional housing as the city grew.
At the center of the city was the Monarch’s Rise, the oldest Tower known to exist. Its origins predated Haven, and according to Lyra, it was the reason the city was founded there. 
What started as a temporary camp for the adventurers making use of the Tower quickly grew into a small hamlet as enterprising merchants made the trip to cater to them. Once the guilds got involved, civilization was just a matter of time.
Dhaera’s textbooks marked the city as being over a thousand years old with upwards of three hundred thousand souls living within its walls. Those numbers might not be much by modern day Earth standards, but it made the city one of the most populous on Lor. 
As we got closer to the city there were more and more farms. The land east of the Cleftridge mountains was extremely fertile, mostly due to the runoff from the Dreadmarsh. When the seasonal surge of the Ora river flooded the marsh, tons of nutrient-rich soil washed into the grasslands.
The Farmer’s Guild was in charge of the whole enterprise and employed almost as many adventurers and standing guards as you’d expect to see in a military operation. Keeping the fields safe from the beasties that wandered out of the marsh, or the occasional orc war party looking for a good fight was a full-time gig. Not to mention the brigands and other criminals who liked to try their luck.
*I can’t wait to see Haven. The adventurers in Malic’s Dungeon talked about it sometimes as if it was the height of civilization.* She paused for a second. *Although they didn’t look like the type to enjoy high society.*
“We’ll see. I’ve been to some swanky places before, so I’ll reserve my judgment ‘til I see it.”
Lyra elbowed me, shaking me out of my thoughts. “We’re coming up on the final turn. You need to pay attention.”
The road followed the curvature of the mountains, skirting the more uneven foothills so the wagons would have an easier time of things. Those hills weren’t going to waste though. While the waters of the Ora fed the eastern farms, proximity to the Monarch’s Rise ensured that the land was bountiful. Although in a different way. 
Herds of livestock filled numerous pens, or sometimes roamed free through the foothills, grazing on the seemingly endless supply of grass. 
I was staring at a large, cow-like animal that looked like someone had introduced triceratops DNA into the herd at some point when a bright flash caught my eye from the west. It was not what I expected.
I’d been to New York. I’d been to Chicago. Hell, I’d been to both Disneyland and Disney World, but I still was unprepared for the sight of Haven when it came into view.
The flash was the sun reflecting off a massive ivory tower that stretched from the ground to the clouds above. When people described the Towers to me, I always pictured them as skyscrapers. This made those look small. Maybe not in girth, but it was taller than anything I’d ever seen. There were no windows that I could make out from this distance, and the entire thing looked like it was carved out of solid marble. Like a massive, not-quite-so-leaning tower of Pisa.
Lyra saw my face and started laughing, while inside Dhaera gazed out of my eyes and sniffed. *Eh. Avael and her gaudy towers. Always with the white marble. No flavor at all.*
I chuckled. “Dhaera’s not a fan.”
The redhead’s eyes went wide and she leaned in close to look right into my eyes. “Listen here,” she whispered and tapped my forehead. “Towers are amazing, and as soon you experience the inside, you’ll see.”
A feeling of amusement flowed along our bond, mixed with desire. *Tell her that it’s hard to argue with those gorgeous eyes, so I’ll give it a chance.*
I relayed her message and was surprised to see a slight blush on the redhead’s freckled cheeks as she turned away. “Uh huh,” she said. “You’ll see.”
The scale of the Tower became clear when we reached the walls of the city, and those too were a marvel of engineering.
*Magic. They were built with magic.*
That made a hell of a lot of sense. The walls were made of solid stone blocks that even modern Earth tech would be hard pressed to move, and there must have been thousands of them. The whole thing made the Great Wall of China look like amateur hour.
A shadow passed overhead and I looked up, hoping I wasn’t about to be eaten by some giant predator. What I saw blew my mind.
It was a ship. When I’d heard there were airships in Lor I’d pictured something along the lines of a blimp, but the vessel above looked like someone had scooped a small boat out of the ocean, slapped some extra sails onto its belly and sides, and then magicked it up.
It was barely the size of a car, but it was fast, and as I watched, the sails on the top and bottom masts unfurled to catch the wind and it zoomed off to the west.
“Holy fucknuggets, batman.” I said, losing sight of it as we passed into the main gate. “We’re going to fly on one of those?”
Lyra patted me gently on the cheek. “Ah, Bastion. That was a courier ship,” she said and then gestured towards something in the distance as we entered the city proper. “We’ll be flying on something like that.”
Floating next to a stone tower was a ship easily ten times the size of the courier. It had three full masts on both its top and bottom, and although its wing-sails were currently folded against its hull, they had to be at least fifty feet long.
“Oh…” I said, staring at the airship resting on some sort of magical scaffolding. 
Dhaera squeed inside my mind. *It is going to be so amazing! Soaring above the clouds, the sun shining on our faces.*
“You have wings. Can’t you just… fly up there?”
*Not that high. Do you know how much energy it takes to fly?*
“I don’t have wings, so no. No, I don’t.”
She grinned inside my mind. *It's similar to… what did your book call it? Oh, yes. A marathon. I can do short distances fine, but climbing above the clouds and then staying there for a while… Not yet anyway.*
As the rest of the caravan entered the gates, I took in the sights. The area immediately inside the gate had been cleared to make room for new arrivals, but was still bustling with activity. There were market stalls set up around the perimeter, as well as brick and mortar stores.
City streets led out of the square in all directions, each lined with mixed stone and wood buildings two or three stories tall. A medieval metropolis.
“Welcome to Haven,” Lyra said with a bittersweet smile.
***




Chapter twenty-five








Home Bittersweet Home


We collected our pay from Nal’roka and then left the caravan behind, heading deeper into the city. Lyra was quiet as she led the way down the city streets, heading towards the Tower that was clearly visible from almost anywhere within the city. 
My few attempts at small talk were met with polite avoidance, so I took the hint and left her alone with her thoughts, holding her hand in silent support.
*This place must hold a lot of memories for her,* Dhaera said, looking out through my eyes. *I can’t imagine how I would feel returning home if I’d lost my parents.*
There was a surge or pressure somewhere deep inside my mind, but it subsided quickly as my brain automatically switched tracks. I pulled out the chits Bar’tahn had given us for the Monarch’s Rise. “Hey Lyra. How come there are no time slots on these chits.”
She blinked and turned towards me. “What? Sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.”
I held up one of the chits. “Why don’t these have time slots?”
“The Rise doesn’t have the same limits as most Dungeons and Towers. No matter how many groups go in, it always seems to have more room. The guild ran an experiment once to see if two teams could find each other inside, but it was almost like they were in a different world once they stepped through the door.”
*That’s pretty spot on,* Dhaera said as she looked up from her latest research project. *Once a Dungeon reaches a certain tier of power it can split itself into multiple instances. Each group would effectively be inside their own sub-dimension for the duration of the run. I’d imagine Towers have the same kind of mechanics.*
“Dungeons do the same thing, or so I’m told.” I replied to Lyra’s comments. “So we can go there whenever? We can go right to the Tower if you don’t want to—”
She shook her head. “No. I… I need to face this. If I don’t, or if I wait, I’ll be distracted the whole time we’re in there, and distractions mean death.”
I stepped over to the side of the road and pulled her closer to me, looking down into her bright green eyes. “I’ve got you. I’m here for you.”
*Me too,* Dhaera added, her mental hands settling over my own where they held Lyra’s.
“Dhaera too,” I added with a smile. 
She chuckled and then nodded to a small building across the street. “Good, because we’re here.”
The building reminded me of a modern-day townhouse, although with more… medieval materials. Instead of bricks, the bottom floor was crafted out of large, fitted granite, with a second floor built out of dark wood.
Lyra unlocked the door and let us inside. The furniture was covered in sheets, like one of those old-time movies where the stars inherited some ancient house and had to avoid getting murdered by the vengeful ghosts that lived there.
The strange thing was that the place was completely spotless. Other than the sheets, it didn’t look like it was abandoned.
The door led through a short foyer and into a large living area. Lyra started pulling sheets off the furniture piece by piece, staring at each one silently for a few seconds before moving on to the next.
“You grew up here?” I asked, and she nodded.
She gestured towards the couch against the outside wall. “I used to sit there after school, waiting for my parents to return when they went to the Tower.” She blinked as tears came to her eyes. “Sometimes I’d fall asleep, but they always woke me up when they got home with stories of their adventures… until I was old enough to join them.”
“Wow. Your parents took you into combat?”
She nodded and smiled at a fond memory. “A few times, although I wasn’t allowed to do anything but watch, really. I learned combat basics at Guild school, and Vel taught me how to hold the line, but it was only a few times.”
She went quiet for a good minute as she stared into space and then sighed. “Okay. I don’t think I’m quite ready to take my parents’ room, and my old room is way too small. The guest room has a nice big bed though, so we can stay there.”
“How big a bed are we talking here?” I asked and her face split in the first real smile since we’d gotten there. 
“It can fit at least three,” she replied.
Dhaera purred inside my mind. *Sounds perfect.*
Lyra dropped off her pack in the aforementioned room and then we were off. It was just after midday, and we hadn’t eaten since breakfast that morning so we decided to pick up some food on the way to the Tower.
She introduced me to another dwarven dish called gara’dun which was pretty much a shish kebab. The vendor had a selection of at least six different meats to choose from, and they all looked delicious. 
The only issue I had with the food was that I didn’t have enough room in my stomach to eat more of it. It was that good. If I was going to have any issues with the Tower climb, an empty stomach wasn’t one of them.
The walk to the Tower itself was a lot further than I expected. Whoever had planned out the city had been drunk. “Did the city planners never hear of a straight line?” I asked.
Lyra looked at me curiously as we walked. “What’s a city planner? And what do you mean?”
I gestured around. “This place is like a maze. Like the streets turn and twist with no rhyme or reason. If I didn’t have the System Map I’d probably get lost and starve before I found a familiar street. “
“It’s a huge city. What do you expect?”
I shrugged. “Organization? Logic? Maybe a few street signs to tell you what street you are on?”
She shook her head. “Sometimes you are so strange. Why would we need signs?”
“So you could give someone directions on how to get somewhere so they don’t get lost.”
She moved over to the side of the street and looked at me for a second. “Like this?” she said and there was a flash on my map as a waypoint appeared labeled “Monarch’s Rise” with a glowing golden trail leading to where we were standing in the city.
I blinked a few times. “Oh… I guess that is a lot more efficient,” I said as we continued towards the Tower, gobbling up the golden trail on the map like Pacman gobbling up power pellets. “No need for street signs when everyone’s got a built-in GPS.”
She rolled her eyes. “Come on. We should be able to get to the first milestone if we start now.”
At my blank look she stopped again. “That’s right… you have no clue how Towers work… Okay. Walk and talk.”
*Oh! I want to know too!* Dhaera said, and I could feel her focus her attention on my senses.
“So. First off, Towers are nothing like Dungeons,” she said, “so just forget about them.”
*Of course they aren’t. They’re obviously inferior in every way,* Dhaera commented.
“Okay.”
“We’ll start off on the bottom floor. The Tower will present us with a challenge—”
“Like a fight?”
“Possibly. It could be an obstacle course, a fight, a puzzle… almost anything.” She shrugged. “Point is, it's independent of anything else. There’s no warren of caves to explore, no kobold defenders to defeat to reach the boss, or any of that.”
*Sounds boring.* Dhaera said dismissively and I had to hold in a laugh.
Lyra continued, “When we defeat the challenge, the Tower will give us a choice. There will be a chest, or a stairway. We can open the chest and collect our loot, or go up to the next level.”
A wide grin split my face. “Wow. A chest at every level? That sounds great. Loot the monsters, loot the chest and we’ll get all the Essence we need in—”
Lyra gave an impatient sigh. “Ah, now I know how my instructors at the Guild school felt.” 
I shrugged. “Sorry.”
She took a deep breath. “Okay. There is no individual loot for creatures in a Tower. The chests are the only loot.”
I opened my mouth to ask a question but thought better of it and gestured for her to continue.
“If you open the chest, you get the loot you’ve earned so far and the climb is over. Take the stairs and you move on to the next challenge, and so on and so forth. If you die, you forfeit any rewards you’d accumulated by that point and all of your Free Essence.”
“Oof,” I said. 
“Oof is right. But that brings us to the next part,” she said with a sparkle in her eyes. “Every five levels is a milestone encounter. Usually it’s a boss fight, although I’m told it can be other things, but those aren’t very common. Once you defeat that encounter, you can collect the chest without leaving the Tower.”
“Awesome!” I said. “And you can keep climbing?”
*Seems overly complicated. Just kill things, loot them, profit. What’s wrong with that?*
“Yes. But that’s not the best part. Once you reach a milestone you can start any future climbs at that point and go from there.”
My eyes widened at that. “Like a save point?”
“I… almost understood that,” she replied. “The next time you enter the Tower you can choose to start at the bottom, or at any milestone floor that you’ve reached before.” She looked at my expression and laughed. “We won’t be doing that. At least for now. We need the Essence and that means starting from the bottom.”
I nodded. “The higher floors don’t have higher rewards?”
“They do, but they generally take longer and we are pressed for time, so it would be best to do multiple runs of the easier challenges to maximize Essence. And going up is always a risk.” 
“Well, yeah. But if it’s too much just go back down and call it a day.”
She shook her head. “Oh no. There’s no going back. You climb the stairs, you either defeat the level or you die.”
My eyes went wide. “Holy crap. Alright then.”
She paused for a second in thought. “Depending on availability, we might be able to get our hands on another chit or two.”
*Well. I do like the do or die part. I bet the Essence efficiency is pretty good if people can’t just run away with all the Essence in crystal form when things get tough.* She sighed. *The whole thing seems so bland, but I can see how it might be better for training than running a Dungeon.*
“I think that’s the point, dear,” I said inside my mind. “Looks like Avael just wants people to get stronger without any of the baggage that comes along with maintaining a story.”
The succubus grumbled under her breath, but I could tell she agreed, regardless of how much she didn’t want to.
“And from what I’m hearing, without the need to balance the entire thing, they can spit out whatever encounters they want, whenever they want.”
“Sebastian!” Lyra said, snapping me back to the present while Dhaera continued to fume.
I blinked. “Sorry, again. It’s a lot to digest.”
“Mmm Hmm. I bet,” she said. “I asked if you had any questions.
I shrugged. “Not really. I guess we’ll see how everything pans out once we get there.”
She laughed as we turned one more corner and entered into a wide open courtyard at the base of the Monarch’s Rise. “We’re here.”
A bored-looking Guild functionary sat at a small desk next to the Tower entrance. He looked like a librarian – the non-naughty kind – complete with small round spectacles and receding hairline. “Welcome to the Monarch’s Rise,” he said in a bored tone. “Chit please.”
“Hey there,” I said with a smile that was met with a flat expression. “Uh, here.”
He took the chit and placed it onto a small crystal device that looked like the candy dish my grandma used to keep mints in when I was… my vision blurred for a second as something deep inside my brain started to swell before suddenly disappearing, along with whatever I had been thinking about.
I blinked and looked to where a small blue screen had appeared floating in the air before the clerk. With a nod he flipped open his logbook. “Name, class, and level?”
“Sebastian Crowe. Bard. Seven,” I replied. 
The clerk scribbled something in the log and looked up at Lyra. “And you?”
“Lyra Stone. Lightblade. Seven,” she said. “Are there any bounties available?”
The clerk sniffed and his flat expression cracked into a smug smile. “There are, but at your rank I doubt you’ll be going far enough to meet any of them.”
She held out a hand and raised an eyebrow. He finished recording her info in the book and pulled a long piece of paper from one of his many desk drawers. To me it looked like a takeout menu. Lyra’s eyes flashed blue as she scanned the list, and when she was done she handed it to me.
As soon as I started reading, a new quest popped up.
Quest Received: Bounty-ful
Your first bounty list! Fulfill at least five bounty requests issued by System Recognized Guilds.
Criteria:
=Fulfill at least 5 bounty requests 
Reward:
=500 Essence
=A Common Class Appropriate Skill or Spell Scroll.
I smiled and started reading the list. That smile quickly faded as I realized I had no clue what any of the items were. “What is a Master Simulacra Core? Is this some kind of alchemical steampunk thing?”
*I think those are high-level drops from Towers. Malic mentioned them at some point in passing. The creatures in Towers are called simulacra since everyone knows they are fakes.* Her tone said quite clearly that she didn’t approve.
I read through the rest of the list and was relieved to see that the items were automatically transcribed into the quest entry so I could track them in case we found any during our climb. I looked over to Lyra who shrugged.
“Unlikely we’ll find any of these, but there’s always a small chance.” She looked over at the clerk. “Plus, he only gave us the Adventurer’s Guild list. The crafting guilds will probably have their own we can check once we’re done.”
The clerk sniffed. “This is an Adventurer’s Guild posting, ma’am. Why would we provide assistance to our competition for the choicest bits?”
I chuckled. “He’s got a point there.” I gestured towards the door. “Shall we?”
With an excited gleam in her eye, she took my hand and together we entered the Tower.
***




Chapter twenty-six








Holodeck


The world flashed as we crossed the threshold of the glowing white portal and were suddenly somewhere else. A bright white tiled floor extended in all directions as far as the eye could see. There were no clouds, no sun, no sky, just a blank white nothingness that made me think we were in some kind of Star Trek and the Matrix holodeck crossover episode. 
You have entered the Monarch’s Rise!
Recommended Levels: AnyHighest Floor Reached: 0
Standing before us was a slowly rotating cube floating in midair. “Bind stone,” Lyra said as she  walked over. She placed her hand on the closest side, and I did the same, willing myself to bind to the stone.
You have been bound to the Monarch’s Rise Tower.
The voice of an older man filled the air. “Welcome to the Monarch’s Rise. Your first trial will commence in five minutes. Prepare yourself.”
*I’m ready!* Dhaera squealed inside my brain, jumping up and down and giving me quite a show.
With a smile, I triggered the Summon Bonded ability and watched the magic happen. A bunch of beams shot out of my hand and etched the summoning circle into the ground like the magitech version of one of those laser etching machines they had at the mall.
When the circle was complete, most of my mana rushed out of me and into the circle. I fell to my knees, panting as a small storm appeared inside of the circle and formed into Dhaera in all of her glory. When the spell finished, the circle disappeared, leaving the floor spotless.
I rose to my feet just in time to be tackled by the fully formed succubus. I didn’t even get a chance to say hi before her lips and tongue stole my breath.
A few seconds – I think it was seconds – later, Lyra cleared her throat loudly and Dhaera pulled herself away. 
The Lightblade was standing a short distance away, looking a little out of sorts. Dhaera stood and furled her wings, turning them into something similar to a cloak. The effect was pretty stunning, especially when combined with her current outfit which was quite different from what I was used to seeing her wear.
Her black silk dress had been replaced by a leather bodice revealing a healthy amount of cleavage. So much so that I was a little concerned – and hopeful – that she might fall out at any moment. She had skin-tight leather pants, with some thicker patches on the outside of her hips, knees, and shins, and partially down her tail.  
Her shoulders were protected by some leather pauldrons, and matching bracers covered her forearms. She looked like a complete badass.
Her wings parted as she sauntered towards Lyra, giving me a view of her ass as she swayed with effortless grace.
Lyra’s lips curved in a small smile and she offered her hand. “Nice to meet you in the flesh, so to speak,” she said hesitantly. 
Dhaera took her hand and then pulled her in close, producing a slight gasp of surprise from the feisty redhead. “No need to be shy,” the succubus purred, inches from her face. She caressed Lyra’s cheek with her free hand and grinned, showing off her elongated canines. “Just as smooth as I imagined.”
Lyra shivered and her freckled cheeks blushed slightly. I wanted nothing more at that moment than for them to kiss, but the opportunity was spoiled when the bind stone disappeared in a flash of light and the room transformed into a forest complete with its residents: a small pack of slavering wolves.
Dhaera stepped away and spun in place, growing a set of claws that Freddy Krueger would have been jealous of. She winked at Lyra and smiled. “Business before pleasure, I guess.”
I used Inspect on the enemy as the succubus launched herself across the room with a powerful flap of her wings.
Wolf Simulacrum, Level 7
Modeled on the Deepwood Grey Wolf, this simulacrum possesses formidable natural weapons and speed. It has been classified as a “Standard” difficulty.
There were three of them that I could see, but there was a chance more were out there lurking in the woods.
Lyra rushed towards the enemy with her sword drawn, but Dhaera reached them first. The lead wolf growled and lunged towards her, snapping and snarling. 
With a seemingly casual gesture, she backhanded the beast, knocking its muzzle aside and exposing its throat to her counterattack. With a slash of her claws, she almost severed its head.
The joy on her face mirrored Lyra’s as she joined in on the “fun.” She slammed the second wolf aside with her shield, sending a spray of teeth flying through the air before stabbing it through the heart. A second later the wolf exploded in a burst of light, showering her and Dhaera with simulated gore.
The third wolf sank its teeth into Dhaera’s calf and tugged, causing her to stumble for a second before Lyra’s taunt drew its focus.
It released its grip and tried to charge the Lightblade, but I guess Dhaera wanted a little bit of vengeance first. She reached out and grabbed the wolf by the scruff and stopped it in its tracks. With a savage smile, she bit the wolf on the neck and ripped, sending fur, flesh, and a gout of blood spilling onto the forest floor.
I just stood there, a bit dumbstruck. I’d been so fixated on the ladies doing their thing that I’d done absolutely nothing. They’d killed the entire encounter so fast I didn’t even know where to begin. 
Dhaera’s claws shrank down to manageable levels and she wiped her mouth on the back of her bracer as she turned back to Lyra with a wide smile. Lyra’s eyes were dancing with adrenaline, and any hint of the uncertainty that had been there before was gone.
“You are amazing,” the redhead said, moving closer to Dhaera. “The way you,” she made a slashing motion. “And the bite and the end…”
Dhaera stepped closer and placed a hand on Lyra’s hip. “They were rude,” the succubus said with a pout.
“Rude?” Lyra asked.
The succubus smiled and leaned in as she replied. “They interrupted our moment.”
Lyra managed only an “Oh,” before their lips met in a passionate kiss. 
I don’t think I could have gotten any harder.
When they parted, Dhaera whispered something into her ear and they both turned their gazes my way with matching, hungry expressions. I was wrong. I could get harder.
Unfortunately, my plans for a little Simulated Woods Threesome were interrupted when the entire scene dissolved back into the white room and an alert appeared across my vision and new notifications flashed at the corner of my vision.
Encounter Complete!
Anomaly Detected! 
There was a crack of thunder and a figure appeared in the room. He was wearing a plain white robe, and if it wasn’t for the long elven ears poking through his pure white hair and the small golden spectacles resting on his nose, he would have been the spitting image of an angel. The Christmas tree topper type, not the “be not afraid” wing and eye monsters of the source text.
Physically, dude looked like he’d be more comfortable doing someone’s taxes, or inspecting the local Denny’s for health code violations, but I could feel the power radiating off him.
With a well-practiced gesture, he pushed the spectacles higher on his nose and faced us. A series of blue flashes passed over his eyes and a slight frown creased his features.
The angel faced Dhaera, whose claws were once again in their longer form. “Why are you in my Tower, cousin,” he said in an almost bored tone. “Your involvement in this encounter has resulted in an imbalance in my books, and endangers the scaling of this entire climb.”
She shrugged. “Adapt then. Your people like doing things all—” she waved her hands around randomly, “—on the fly. So do it here.”
His frown deepened. “Cousin. I can sense that you are still young and your understanding of how things work is thus lacking in any sense of depth. Those wolves that you cannibalized for their Essence cost a full twenty-one hundred to create. As these mortals are both seventh level, one hundred and seventy-five of that essence is added to their reward pool, with another small sum folded into the potential for enchanted items or other bonus loot.”
“And?” she said. 
He sighed. “So out of that twenty-one hundred, let’s assume the loot table selected for this instance was a generous one, so each wolf kill would be returning to me, eighteen hundred Essence.”
Lyra looked like she was going to say something but wisely thought otherwise. She looked at me and mouthed, “What is happening?”
I shook my head and looked back at Dhaera who just seemed annoyed.
“Please, get to the point.” The succubus said.
The Warden’s frown deepened, and a hint of anger crept into his voice. “So when you drained those wolves, the Tower only recovered fifteen hundred essence. You stole almost five hundred Essence from my Tower, child.”
She started to interrupt but he cut her off. “Tut! Tut! And depending on your partner’s generosity in how much he shares with you, you’ve potentially robbed your party members of their full shares once they complete the climb. You should not be here. Leave now and I will not ban you all from my Tower.”
She smiled and for a second I caught a flash of her librarian outfit glasses. Her tone lost its flippancy as she recited. “Any mortal adventurers who delve a Dungeon or climb a Tower are entitled to the full usage of all System granted skills, spells, traits, and abilities during the delve. No Dungeon Lord or Tower Warden shall impinge upon that right, alter their domain, or take action against any who do so.” She smirked as the Warden’s jaw fell with each word. “Divine Accords, section twelve point two.”
His jaw snapped shut and was replaced with a smirk. “You are not a mortal adventurer, child.”
She pointed to me. “He is my pact-bonded partner. He summoned me using a valid skill, therefore my presence is completely legitimate.”
His gaze intensified. “As you will not accept the easy option…” A golden glaive appeared in his upraised hand. “…we’ll do it the hard way. You have violated the Accords by sharing knowledge of the inner workings of the cosmos, so I must rectify the situation.”
“Woah!” I said, “If you have a problem you can take that shit up with D’walla. Or go talk to Avael even. She knows what the deal is, so you can go f—”
He waved a hand and I felt some force locking my lips shut. “Mmmmf mmm!”
Dhaera’s eyes started glowing with a deep purple light. “Ask your goddess, Warden. But if you harm my bond-mate I swear on my father’s name that I will make it the work of my existence to crush your Tower into dust.”
Lyra rushed over to me as I struggled to breathe through whatever the warden had done, but after a second the pressure eased.
I looked over to the Warden who was suddenly kneeling with a genuine look of surprise on his face as he looked up at someone I couldn’t see. “Yes, my Lady. It will be as you say, Divine One.”
He looked at the three of us and shook his head. “I hope you are worth it,” he said and disappeared in a flash of light. A series of notifications quickly followed.
The first group were all showing the times Dhaera had drained the essence from the wolf-ulacrums, but they quickly morphed into the summation format that I’d previously willed the System to use. 
Dhaera devours the Essence of the Wolf Simulacrum(x2)!
+210 Received from Dhaera
Encounter Complete!
Wolf Simulacrum defeated x3 
Current rewards available:
=575 Essence
=2x Wolf Teeth
=1x Wolf Hide 
After the second notification, a small spiral staircase materialized leading upwards. At the base of the staircase, a small dais with a wooden chest popped into existence.
Dhaera rushed over to where Lyra was helping me back to my feet. I didn’t need the help, but I welcomed their touch so I played along. 
“Are you okay, love?” Dhaera said with a concerned look on her face. Her eyes flashed with a controlled rage. “Do I need to tear this place to the ground?”
I chuckled. “He caught me on the exhale, but I’ll be fine. Just glad it’s over.” I looked at Dhaera. “I thought you said they wouldn’t care if you drained a bit.”
She smiled sheepishly. “I didn’t think the Warden of such an old Tower would care, but looks like this guy had a bigger stick up his ass than Malic.”
Lyra walked around to face us both. “What was that part about you sharing your Essence?”
“Oh,” I said with a shrug. “It’s a part of our bond. Whenever I absorb Essence a portion of it goes to Dhaera. Right now it’s half.”
Dhaera stroked my arm absently. “The sharing is from both sides now that I can manifest physically. Half of what I took from the Wolves went to him.”
Lyra nodded slowly. “I see… So while I am only a few thousand away from the next level, you’ve both still got a ways to go.”
I shrugged. “Yeah. I’ve got a bit to go, but with the amount that this beautiful lady here drained from the wolves, I think we should be able to keep up. We can math it all out at the end to keep everything even.”
She shrugged. “Considering we’re in this for a long haul, it’s good to know so we can make sure to keep ourselves even, especially if we end up teaming up with those not in the know.”
Dhaera reached across and caressed Lyra’s cheek. “I appreciate that,” the succubus said as Lyra leaned into the caress and closed her eyes. I could see goosebumps raised all along that side of her neck and let my mind imagine the many things I wanted to do once we finished up the Tower. 
I cracked a smile. “So… uh, what’s the deal with the blinking lights?” I asked as the lights started to pulse, slowly.
Lyra opened her eyes and cursed. “Shit! We have to go now!” She ran to the stairs and jumped, taking two at a time until she passed through the portal. Dhaera and I followed close behind, reaching the portal just as the lights reached disco mode.
***




Chapter twenty-seven








Proof Is In The Pudding?


For a brief moment my entire existence consisted of a black screen with a single blue notification window pulsing in the center. 
Recalibrating Instance*
What? Dhaera’s quote from that Accords thing said they couldn’t change the instance once it was underway. There was that asterisk though… 
Remembering the last time I’d ignored one of those, I focused on it and read through the entire footnote. It wasn’t long.
*Pursuant to the Divine Accords, section twelve point seventy-three, articles “A” through “C”, A System-recognized Dungeon or Tower operator is permitted to address scaling inconsistencies created by the addition of new party members through summoning, conjuration, or other means. Sentient and Sapient summoned beings defined in subparagraph “C” of Section fifteen of these accords are for the purposes of this section classified as a Party Member. 
P.S. You’re not the only one who can read. –Hasael
As soon as I finished reading, the world resolved into a dark cavern. The only visible light was Lyra’s glowing aura, and even that seemed to be having trouble penetrating the lingering darkness. The cavern ceiling was only about three feet over head and the corridor was barely wide enough for a single person to stand comfortably.
Dhaera appeared next to me a second later and started cursing up a storm, stringing together profanities from Lor and Earth in a blend that was both absolutely brilliant and complete gibberish.
“—ass munching clown shoe fetishist too small to satisfy a gnome bastard!” she screamed.
Lyra turned her way in silence and then started cracking up. “Now… she’s…. not making… sense… either!” she said between breaths. “You two are going to drive me crazy.”
I chuckled. “Colorful language and a robust vocabulary is just one of the powers of my silver tongue,” I said.
She narrowed her eyes and pointed at me. “Save that thought for later.”
Dhaera purred. “Yes. I did notice that the room you chose at your home has very thick curtains. Thick enough to hide the presence of a certain someone from prying eyes…”
Lyra’s smile grew. “Yes. Yes they are.”
A glurping sound from beyond our circle of light drew my attention just as a glob of a viscous black substance shot out of the darkness and splattered against the wall about two feet from my face. 
Lyra raised her shield and Dhaera crouched low, growing out her claws in an instant. Not wanting to be the guy who stood by and did nothing again, I whipped my guitar around and plucked out the starting notes of the Song of Quickening.
With a roar, Lyra activated her group taunt and then ducked behind her shield as a volley of at least ten globs flew in from our right.
Lyra charged in the direction of the thickest concentration of missiles and Dhaera was hot on her heels, running now that her normal method of rapid engagement was restricted by the low ceilings. 
The light of her aura spread to reveal the source of the missiles: ten small blobs of a black ick. Inspect revealed their true nature.
Black Pudding Simulacrum, Level 7
Normally found deep under the earth, the black pudding is known for its corrosive nature and desire to absorb foreign organic matter to add to its mass. It has been classified as a “Standard” difficulty.
“Acid!” I yelled and used Echo to keep the speed buff up while I healed Lyra’s wounds. She slashed into the closest pudding trying to engulf her, cutting the creature in half, but instead of being destroyed, the halves congealed into two separate enemies.
“More of them?” I yelled, blasting one of the miniature ones with a Fire Dart. The creature sizzled as half of its bulk was burned away.
Lyra laughed as she chopped into the gathered puddings. “Chop them up small enough and they can’t reform.”
Dhaera seemed to have the same idea, ripping into the puddings with her claws. With every hit the puddings seemed to shrink slightly as she drained some of their Essence. The residual goop burned her hands. The damage was minimal, but I could tell that it was still painful by the grimaces that occasionally replaced her wild grin.
I tried all three of my control spells, but none of them had any effect on the creatures so I fell back on good old Flame Dart. Fire seemed to be quite effective against the puddings, which gave me an idea.
“Pull back when I say go!” I yelled.
“What?” Lyra growled through clenched teeth as a trio of mini puddings latched onto her legs and started eating away at her armor.
“Fire wall!” I yelled.
“I’m ready.” Dhaera replied as she continued slashing the puddings into bits.
The sustaining notes of my song rang out and I let the guitar drop, transitioning seamlessly into the gestures for Wall of Fire. A second before completion I yelled “Now!” and my companions leapt backwards, leaving the undulating pool of mini-puddings behind.
Flames erupted from the ground in a semicircle that included most of the pudding pile. There was a horrible sound as the slimes boiled and popped inside the fire, and the smell almost made me lose my lunch. 
Unaffected by the nasty, Dhaera gently scraped the clinging puddings from Lyra’s legs and then tossed them into the fire while I played Healing Melody to undo the damage they’d caused to both ladies.
Seconds later the last pudding went pop and the battle was over. I opened the notifications immediately.
Dhaera devours the Essence of the Black Pudding Simulacrum(x8)!
+502 Received from Dhaera
Encounter Complete!
Black Pudding Simulacrum defeated x10 
Current rewards available:
=2325 Essence
=2x Wolf Teeth
=1x Wolf Hide
=5x Minor Acid
=1x Lesser Simulacra Core 
The nearest wall crumbled into dust, revealing a long staircase leading upwards with a small chest set into the wall nearby.
“I’ve got to say, not having to loot every creature individually does save time,” I said.
Lyra chuckled. “Maybe. But not having the loot in hand now means we can’t use it on the next floor.”
Dhaera smiled and put an arm around the Lightblade. “A beautiful answer from a beautiful soul.”
I snickered and gestured to the stairs. “After you?” The ladies led the way, and I quite enjoyed the view and we climbed to the next floor.
Instead of another combat encounter, the next floor was what I decided to name the “Ninja Warrior’s Nightmare.”  The place had maintained the cavern motif from the last fight, but this time there was ample light to see by… cast by the glowing lake of lava far below.
Stretching out over the lava was an obstacle course. There were jumping platforms, monkey bars, balance beams, and some other challenges that seemed designed to stretch our physical skills to their breaking point.
The first challenge was a long balance beam with nothing even close to resembling handrails. “So… uh… Nothing’s going to pop out of the walls and attack us, or shoot fireballs out of the lava?”
Lyra shrugged. “There shouldn’t be anything like that at this level. Maybe higher up in the Tower, but this is only floor three.”
“This doesn’t look that difficult,” Dhaera said as she spread her wings. She looked at me. “Your Mobility should let you navigate this pretty easily.”
The redhead nodded in agreement. “This is a pretty basic course. The Guild School has harder versions available for new trainees. Just watch what I do and you’ll be fine.”
She sheathed her sword, secured her shield across her back, and then she was off. She dashed across the balance beam with no effort at all and then jumped onto the monkey bars. She made it seem so easy that after the first few obstacles any of my worries for her safety melted away and I sat back and enjoyed the show. 
I glanced over at Dhaera and saw her likewise fascinated. She caught my eye and grinned before leaning over to kiss me. Her lips were hot against mine and I was suddenly impatient to get back to the house.
Lyra finished the course and called out from the far end. “Next!”
I gestured to Dhaera. “Ladies first?”
She leaned in and nipped at my ear. “Don’t keep us waiting long,” she said and then dashed towards the obstacle course at full speed. My eyes widened in surprise as she completely ignored the balance beam and just leapt over the lava towards the far platform. Her wings flared out and caught the hot air rising off of the lava below, as she glided effortlessly over the end platform.
She made it to the far side in less than a quarter of what it had taken Lyra. Being able to ignore the course and just fly over was a pretty big advantage.
I started out strong, crossing the balance beam and the monkey bars with no issues, but then things got dicey. Not because of anything with the course itself, but because I was distracted. Dhaera was standing behind Lyra with her arms and wings wrapped around the fiery redhead as she whispered something into her ear. 
Lyra had a huge smile plastered across her face and her eyes were closed as she leaned back against her. The Lightblade’s eyes popped open and she locked her gaze on me. She said something I couldn’t make out and then bit her lower lip as Dhaera responded and they both shared a laugh.
I shook my head. Later, Sebastian. Later. First, I need to not fall in the lava and die. I focused on the course, trying my best to keep my imagination in check. Carefully I made my way across the jumping platforms leading to the final ledge, and then I was safe. 
As I stepped onto the ledge, both Dhaera and Lyra spread their arms and beckoned me forward. I slid into their embrace, forming a Lyra sandwich. I kissed them both in turn, relishing the awesomeness that was my new life.
Once again, the System chose that moment to interrupt the moment with the end of the encounter and revelation of the next staircase and treasure chest.
Encounter Complete!
Course Successfully Completed!
Speed Record Achieved by Dhaera!
Current rewards available:
=5525 Essence
=2x Wolf Teeth
=1x Wolf Hide
=5x Minor Acid
=1x Lesser Simulacra Core
=1x Random Class Appropriate Skill/Spell Scroll (Speed Record)
I grinned at Dhaera as we headed to the stairs. “Congrats Speedy!”
She struck a dramatic pose. “I do my best.”
Lyra kissed her on the cheek and then headed up the stairs. “One more until the boss level! Let’s go!”
***




Chapter twenty-eight








How Much Blood Would A Bloodchuck Chuck?


The fourth floor was another combat encounter that we dealt with with ruthless efficiency. Between Lyra’s ability to hold the attention of multiple enemies, Dhaera’s offensive output, and my support, the pack of slavering Hyena simulacra the Tower sent against us didn’t stand a chance. 
That encounter upped the loot by another sixteen hundred Essence, a smattering of hyena pelts, and a fresh coat of blood that thankfully disappeared as soon as the simulacra did.
Lyra had a giant smile on her face as we gathered at the foot of the stairs to the next floor. “The next encounter should be a boss fight,” she said and turned to focus on me, “so keep the healing flowing.”
She looked over at Dhaera and smirked. “I know little miss murder machine has been able to keep herself in good condition, but it might not be enough against a true boss.”
Dhaera preened under the praise. “Don’t worry about me. If they destroy this body it’s just a small setback.” She reached out and caressed Lyra’s shoulder. “Make sure Lyra survives and we all win.”
“Alright,” I said. “Any idea as to what kind of boss we’ll be fighting?”
Lyra shrugged. “It could be anything. The Tower is so old it probably has quite a catalog of creatures to throw at us.”
Dhaera smirked. “If only there was a set theme for the Tower like there would be in a Dungeon. But noooo. Random it is.”
“True. But doing the same thing over and over again,” Lyra said, “can get a little boring.”
“When I have my own Dungeon…” Dhaera said with a wistful look, “…I’ll figure out a way to have both.”
I squeezed her arm and flashed her a smile. “I’ll help however I can, love.”
“Me too,” Lyra added as she rested a hand on her other shoulder. 
“Let’s do this,” I said, and we headed up the stairs.
The next floor was a wide-open field under the midday sun. Tall grass extended as far as the eye could see. “So where’s the bo—” 
A rustling of the grass was the only warning I had before a giant something hit me like a truck, spinning me around like a top and sending me flying a good five feet through the air. My shielding rings kept me from being cut in half, but it still hurt like hell, and when I landed face down in the dirt, I could barely breathe.
The sound of Lyra’s taunt skill broke through the ringing in my ear, and I could feel the outrage radiating from Dhaera as she went wild on the beast. I had just enough sense left to pull a healing potion from my pouch and down it. The warm sensation of healing magic washed through me and I surged to my feet. The scene before me was insane.
Facing off against Lyra was a giant woodchuck. Correction. The product of a woodchuck mating with a porcupine whose child was then bitten by a vampire and told Santa wasn’t real. Its eyes were jet-black and its fur was a mottled red with black spines in a demented mohawk from the tip of its nose to its nubby tail.
I pulled my guitar around and was relieved to find it undamaged by my unceremonious fall. It was slightly out of tune, but that didn’t seem to have any impact on the magic… just my nerves. Healing Melody rang out, closing up a trio of bloody gashes on Lyra’s thigh. 
With that out of the way, I used Echo to extend the healing spell and then Inspect to see exactly what we were dealing with.
Bloodchuck Simulacrum (Boss), Level 9
The Bloodchuck is a hematophage that typically dwells on the plains of the southern continent of Astovaan. Using their razor-sharp teeth and spines, the Bloodchuck inflicts bleeding wounds upon its victims to weaken them enough so that it can slake its thirst. It has been classified as “Above Average” difficulty.
The feedback from my bond let me know that Dhaera was injured as well, but her wounds were slowly closing, albeit at a cost of the Essence she’d managed to drain from the enemy. 
The healing potion had closed up the worst of my wounds, but the rush of adrenaline from the battle was the only thing that was keeping me upright. I was pretty sure I could use Manifest Bond but I didn’t want to burn more Essence just for a little relief.
Lyra landed a savage blow to the creature’s snout, cutting down to the bone and severing a number of its spines. The rodent drew back. It hissed in pain and turned in place, flaring its spines out defensively.
With a soft thwomp, it launched its spines in our direction. Lyra ducked behind her shield, blocking most of the missiles. Dhaera wasn’t so lucky. Dozens of spines ripped into her and I collapsed to my knees as a wave of pain surged through our bond.
I was far enough away that the spines that reached me didn’t have enough force left to penetrate my armor, but they still stung. 
A second later the true horror of the attack manifested. Blood spurted from the ends of the spines. They were hollow, like giant hypodermic needles.
Dhaera’s pain was too much so I dismissed her avatar with a thought and her body dissolved into mist. She whimpered as her presence reformed inside my mindscape, but I couldn’t spare any attention at the moment if we wanted to live.
I quickly used Echo and the Song of Quickening to get things moving and then switched to Healing Melody, targeting the spines draining Lyra of her life while she fended off the creature’s renewed attacks.
She whispered a spell under her breath and a wave of golden light expelled the spines from her body, but that small distraction was enough for the boss. It whirled and struck her with its nubby tail, sending her sprawling.
It pounced, bringing its long teeth down in an attack that would surely be the end of the Lightblade if it landed. I cast Daze and breathed a sigh of relief as the spell took hold, stunning the creature long enough for Lyra to roll out of the way and counterattack.
She plunged her blade deep into its flank and whispered another spell. A bright explosion went off deep inside the Bloodchuck’s shoulder, sending chunks of flesh up into the air. Bits of meat, blood, and bone fell around us like a twisted rainstorm and I had to concentrate to keep from getting something nasty in my eyes.
*Make it pay!* Dhaera growled into my mind as her former whimpering was replaced by the resolve of a predator seeking vengeance.
I felt her fury pulsing through the bond and embraced it. I used Echo to extend Healing Melody and then dropped my guitar to my side to free up my hands. I split my focus between burning the Bloodchuck with Flame Darts and summoning my Pact-Blade.
The beast yowled and stepped away, curling in on itself to bring its spines to bear once again. I cursed as it launched another spray of spines, point blank into Lyra. 
She was ready for the attack. Her body became incorporeal for the second it took the spines to pass through, leaving her completely unharmed and in the perfect position to teach the boss a lesson.
I leapt to the side and rolled, hoping the video-game like mechanics would extend to the dodge-roll. They did not. Two spines embedded themselves in my shoulder and stomach and started gushing. 
My life force started to fade and blackness pushed at the edge of my vision. I fought back, cursing the necessity of spending Essence to shore up my flagging body. I activated Manifest Bond, tapping into the health regeneration offered by the skill.
Instead of the blazing inferno of the last time I’d used it, my core burned at a much slower rate, consuming Essence to grant me some of the powers of Dhaera’s Succubi nature.
The Pact-Blade solidified in my grip as a crimson saber just as the Bloodchuck’s spines were expelled from my body by the rapid healing. I rushed the creature, glad to see that its spines were completely gone after the last attack, and cut into it.
*Yes!* Dhaera growled as the blade drank deeply of the Essence making up the Simulacrum. *Take it all!*
Pending notifications appeared in the corner of my vision, but I had no time for reading while the boss still lived.
It turned its beady eyes towards me and tried to bite me. I parried with the saber’s basket, knocking the creature’s jaws wide as my off-hand sped through the gestures of the Flame Dart spell. The bolt of magic erupted from my hands at point blank range, burning into the Bloodchuck’s face. It reared back, squealing in pain as it pawed at its ruined eye with its functional foreleg.
Lyra flashed me a grin as she rushed past me and slashed the creature’s stomach. Her blade glowed a bright white as it cut through the boss’ flesh and spilled its guts all over the ground. The creature went into some sort of death frenzy, but that stopped quickly when I drove the Pact-Blade through its eye and into its brain. Essence surged into me in one final burst and then the beast dissolved into mist.
I released the skill and let the blade dissolve as I fell to a knee, breathing hard. I pulled my guitar around and searched for Lyra, ready to resume Healing Melody if she was still bleeding, but she was not.
I cleared the notifications from my Essence use, cringing when the total came out to be over two hundred. But the drain had more than made up for it.
Dhaera was virtually thrumming with the Essence I’d just pulled through her blade-form. She gazed out at me hungrily from my mindscape. *Mmmm. That was delicious. Now if you would be so kind as to create another avatar for me, I will show you… and Lyra… just how delicious.*
My mana was at a third, so it was going to be a while. “As soon as my mana recharges,” I replied. The pout she gave me was almost enough to use a mana potion. Almost.
Lyra knelt down next to me and looked at me with excitement dancing in her eyes. I opened my mouth to say something, but before I could get anything out she kissed me. Some unknown number of seconds later she pulled back and smiled. “Now that’s what it’s like to feel truly alive!”
*Oh I want more of that!* Dhaera added, running her hand down her front and into the waistband of her naughty librarian skirt. *Hope that mana comes faster than I do…* she said with a coy smile.
I was reaching for the mana potion when the System rudely interrupted.
Boss Encounter Complete! 
New Starting Option unlocked: Floor 5.
Congratulations, you have reached your first Tower milestone. When entering this Tower again, you will be given the option to start on the first floor or fifth floor. Each time you reach a new milestone, your options will be improved.
Current rewards available:
=6713 Essence
=2x Wolf Teeth
=1x Wolf Hide
=5x Minor Acid
=1x Lesser Simulacra Core
=1x Random Class Appropriate Skill/Spell Scroll (Speed Record)
=4x Bloodchuck Spines
=1x Bloodchuck Fang
=1x Spell Scroll: Shackle
=1x Bracers of Bloodletting
=2x Potion of Limited Regeneration
The trampled and bloody grass in a twenty-foot radius around us disappeared and was replaced by a white marble floor, spiral staircase, and a medium-sized chest banded in silver. 
Lyra glanced at the stairs and let out a loud sigh. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
She looked my way. “I am exhausted. We should keep going though.”
I checked the system time. It was already early evening and after the morning of travel and getting ambushed by a giant spiny rat, I was fading fast. “I think we should collect our spoils and call it a night. We can decide if we want to continue from here in the morning.”
Lyra let out a relieved sigh, and Dhaera smiled inside my mind. *I agree. We can definitely go further, but we can use what we’ve gotten so far to get stronger. I can’t wait to see what the mystery scroll is that I won.*
I nodded to Lyra. “Dhaera agrees.” I looked at the chest. “So how do we do this? Traps? Mimics?”
*Oh I love mimics! They are adorable!* 
Lyra snorted. “No. No mimics, no traps. We can take it whenever we want.”
I gestured towards the chest. “After you.”
She chuckled and led the way to the chest. As soon as she touched the lid the staircase dissolved into mist and was replaced by a rectangular door frame through which I could see the courtyard in front of the Tower. 
A large round table materialized in the center of the clearing, with an abacus and a stone polyhedron that looked suspiciously like a d20. Apparently, the Towers provided some help in splitting up the loot as well.
Inside the chest was a bag of essence gems, two scrolls, and a large sack filled with the various crafting materials.    
“So how are we splitting this?” I asked.
Lyra spilled the gems on the table and started separating them into three equal piles. “Three ways, of course. Can’t have you lagging behind.”
“Shouldn’t we figure out fair shares based on what Dhaera was able to drain. I’m not that far off and I don’t want you to get cheated out of—”
She turned and shut me up with a kiss, leaving me sputtering.
“I appreciate the thought. But I am almost to level eight. Once you catch up, we can deal with the headache of figuring the rest.”
*Kiss her again,* Dhaera said. *Or better yet. Summon me so I can kiss her.*
“Later. I promise,” I replied inside my head.
*Oh it’s going to be a long and wonderful night.*
“I don’t know. With what Dhaera was able to drain I’m not that far off, but if you insist.” I said and she gave a satisfied nod as she unrolled the scrolls. “Let’s see what we have here…” With a chuckle she tossed it my way. “Summoning spell. Probably best for you to learn that one as soon as possible. From what I’ve heard about that spell it might even hold a boss for a few seconds if they aren’t too strong.”
I caught it and unrolled it.
Scroll of Shackle
School: SummoningType: Conjuration/Control
Range: LongDuration: 5 minutes or until broken
This spell conjures a set of shackles from the ether that bind the target to a surface of the caster’s choice. These bonds are physical in nature, and their strength is proportional to the caster's rank in the summoning school and magic attribute. 
You meet the prerequisite rank in the Summoning School to learn this spell. 
Use Spell Scroll of “Shackle (Uncommon)” (Y/N)?
Essence Cost: 200
“Oh nice,” I said.
*You should definitely learn that. It’s great for tying up sneaky types so they can't stab you in the kidneys.*
“Thanks,” I said and used the scroll, closing my eyes as the gestures and mana structure of the spell flowed into my brain. It was a rather simple spell, requiring a sequence of gestures that could be performed one handed, which would make adding them into my normal rotation much easier.
Another scroll thudded against my chest and I barely managed to catch it as I opened my eyes. “What’s this?”
Lyra gestured towards it. “That’s the reward for Dhaera’s speed run. It’s class locked so I can’t tell what it does other than that it’s for a Warlock.”
*Ooo. What I get? What I get?* Dhaera said as she bounced excitedly in my mind.
I unrolled the scroll and let out a low whistle. 
Use Skill Scroll of “Balefire (Rare)?” (Y/N?)
Essence Cost: 1000
From the way Dhaera perked up as I read the name, I knew it was something worthwhile. *Oh you have to learn that. Now.*
“I don’t know. That’s a lot of Essence for a skill I may never get to use…” I said, wondering if I could balance out the extreme cost with our current goals.
*Take it from my share,* she said with a dead serious expression. *You need that skill. If you thought the void demon we fought didn’t like the touch of my blade, just wait and see how they react to Balefire.*
“Won’t that slow down the—”
Lyra cleared her throat. I looked over at her. “Sorry. Debating the cost of this skill. Dhaera is very adamant that I need to learn it—”
*You do.*
“—but it’s a thousand Essence.”
“Holy hell,” Lyra said. “That’s quite a hit. Almost half of your share for this climb.”
“Exactly.”
Dhaera growled, demanding my attention. *Take the thousand from my share and learn the skill, Sebastian Crowe. Or I will spend tonight reading your memoirs of your vacation at Aunt Charlotte's when you walked in on your—*
“Oh god no!” I said, trying desperately to keep the memory from surfacing. “Fine! Yes. Okay!”
Lyra raised an eyebrow. “What?”
I sighed. “Sometimes having someone inside your head with full access to every memory you’ve ever had can be a bad thing.”
*Uh huh.*
“I’m going to learn the skill. The consequences of doing otherwise are… unpleasant.”
She frowned. “That’s going to set us back a bit, isn’t it?”
I shook my head. “Dhaera wants me to use part of her share for it. She thinks it’s that important. And if she is willing to delay us getting the skills needed for her to accompany us all the time, I am inclined to believe her.”
Lyra nodded. “Okay.” She slid the two piles of Essence crystals towards me. “Each share comes out to be twenty-two hundred and thirty-eight Essence.” She gestured towards the sack of crafting materials. “Plus whatever we can get for those at the Guildhub.”
“Alright,” I said and looked down at the crystals.
“Do you need to summon Dhaera back so she can get her share?” Lyra asked.
I shook my head. “I could, but I can channel her share to her just as easily. Plus, I would feel bad summoning her back only to have to dismiss her immediately so we can leave.”
*Save your mana for when we get back to the house.* She grinned wickedly. *Then you can let me out to play.* Her outfit transformed into something that would make Victoria give up all of her secrets for the pattern, and I had to force my focus back to the material world before my pants got even more uncomfortable.
I gulped. “She said to wait ‘til we get back to the house to summon her again.” I did some quick math and glanced at my System stats to see my Free Essence. I had enough to use the scroll, so I’d do that first.
“Okay,” I said, unrolled the scroll, and hit accept. A thousand essence rushed from my pool and into the scroll, transforming it into a million motes of light that were then absorbed back into me, bringing with them the knowledge and skill needed to tap into the primordial forces of the cosmos and unleash them in their most concentrated form: Balefire. 
Using the skill, I’d be able to channel beams of pure, primordial power towards my enemies. It was the underlying force of creation, forged into a weapon that could destroy almost anything in its path, depending on the amount of energy I put into it. It still needed mana to function, but the destructive power wasn’t fixed. I could add more or less mana to my heart’s content, and even add pure Essence to boost the power even further. It was, quite frankly, terrifying.
If this was the kind of firepower Warlocks could bring to bear, I could see why they were feared… well, other than the whole sacrificing people to dark gods bit.
With that done, I pulled myself back to my feet and gave Lyra a tired smile. “Now I know why the System knocks you out for this sort of thing.”
She chuckled. “Normally people sit down before using a Skill Scroll.”
“I’ll remember that next time,” I said with a laugh as I collected the remaining Essence crystals into a pile. I separated out a thousand and then absorbed the rest, keeping the normal distribution ratio in place.
+3476 Essence (1738 transferred to Dhaera)
Then I absorbed the rest, keeping the full amount for myself.
+1000 Essence
My body was vibrating from the influx of energy, but it was nowhere near what it had been after the last Dungeon. I was slowly becoming used to the feeling. Lyra’s touch on my shoulder still felt wonderful, and I could feel my hunger merging with Dhaera’s as we looked up into her sparkling green eyes.
“Let’s go back to the house,” I said as I reached up to caress her freckled cheek. “We can sell the other stuff in the morning.”
She nodded and bit her lip. “Let’s go.”
***




Chapter twenty-nine








Un… Deux… Trois*


We grabbed food from another street vendor on the way back to the townhouse. Lyra seemed just as anxious to get there as I was, so our choice of cuisine was more about speed than taste. It wasn’t  that bad, but I’d definitely had better.
Lyra opened the door and headed into the washroom to freshen up while I dropped off my things in our new bedroom. There was a whole house to explore, but I was still hesitant to let any of my gear out of my sight for long. My bag was safe from theft, but the rest of my stuff wasn’t… unless I wanted to try shoving it into the bag… which was a possibility.
There was a smaller washroom attached to the guest room which was unoccupied, so I slipped in and cleaned myself up. I hadn’t realized just how dirty a job adventuring was, and the magical equivalent of a hot shower was quite refreshing.
Halfway through Lyra slipped into the room and joined me in the small enclosure that kept the water from soaking the floor. Her hair was already wet from her own shower, but I guess she wanted some company.
Her hands caressed down my shoulders as I turned to greet her. She went up on her toes, and a shiver of excitement ran down my spine as I met her lips with my own and pulled her against me.
*Oh, naughty girl,* Dhaera said with a longing look on her face. *Summon me. Please!*
I leaned back and held up a finger. “I think we’re missing someone.”
Lyra looked up at me and nodded like the girl in that “Yes” gif. I laughed and stepped out of the shower. The windows in the guest room were all closed, and the floor was big enough for the circle, so I picked a spot, and activated the summon skill. A few seconds later, Dhaera appeared completely naked and rushed into my arms. 
Lyra was still enjoying the warm water flowing through her hair, and looked out at the succubus with a small grin. “Care to join us?”
“Oh yes,” the succubus said and stepped into the alcove, furling her wings to make room as she drew me in after her.
I wrapped one arm around each of them as Lyra reached behind me and fiddled with the controls on the magic shower, transforming the steady stream into something more akin to a warm rainstorm. 
Pulling them against me, I looked them each in the eyes and smiled. “Now this is a much better use of an evening than getting beat up in a Tower.”
Lyra laughed and ran her hand down Dhaera’s shoulder as the succubus’s short claws scratched gently down her chest. 
With a grin, I pushed them closer. Their breasts came together, followed a second later by their lips in a deep and passionate kiss. 
Their bodies pressed together and Lyra slipped her hands around to cup Dhaera’s buttocks, earning a hum of pleasure. I slid behind Lyra, running my hands through her hair before pushing it aside to expose her neck. With a playful growl I leaned in, kissing her pale skin as I slipped my arms around them both. 
Lyra gasped as I bit her gently at the base of her neck and pressed herself backwards against me, grinding gently against my cock. Dhaera tilted her head and looked into my eyes, parting her lips from Lyra’s to meet mine in a brief kiss. 
The redhead shivered and turned her head, looking up into my eyes. Dhaera leaned in and nibbled her earlobe on the other side. I gasped as Lyra’s questing hand found my cock and started to slowly stroke it.
I shifted slightly as Lyra leaned her head against me under the succubus’s ministrations, and watched as my bond-mate went to work. She moved slowly down the redhead’s neck, drawing a line of kisses over her clavicle and down her chest until her lips found a nipple waiting for a kiss of its own. 
My eyes locked onto Dhaera’s as her lips parted and she took Lyra’s nipple into her mouth, caressing it with her tongue as she gently sucked on it. Lyra moaned and grasped the succubus by the hair.
Lyra’s hand left my cock and she slapped absently at the shower controls until they turned off. She pulled free and grabbed both of our hands, pulling us out of the shower enclosure. “Bed. Now.” 
She almost made it to the bed before Dhaera pounced, tackling her on top of the blankets. “But darling, I wasn’t done with my evening… snack.”
I slid onto the bed and watched as their lips and tongues danced once again. Dhaera deftly maneuvered Lyra onto her back and continued her exploration of the redhead’s body, careful to keep her horns from damaging her pale, freckled skin.
I caressed Lyra’s head, keeping my own desire under control as I watched the two most beautiful women in the universe fulfilling one of my oldest fantasies. I’d dated some adventurous girls before, but none that were this adventurous…
Dhaera released her current prize and continued her voyage down the redhead’s body, kissing along her ribs and stomach before brushing her lips over Lyra’s pussy and biting gently on her inner thigh.
Lyra’s eyes popped open and she looked down to see Dhaera’s purple gaze looking right back up at her. “Please,” Lyra whimpered and then gasped as the succubus leaned down and slid her tongue between Lyra’s swollen lips.
Lyra looked at me, her emerald eyes full of lust and I leaned in and kissed her deeply. She moaned into my mouth as Dhaera used her tongue to good effect. I backed away and watched her eyes cloud in that haze of pleasure and grinned.
I leaned down and kissed her breasts, licking her nipple before taking it gently between my teeth. The pinch seemed to enhance her pleasure, and with a gasp she grabbed me by the hair as her body shuddered in orgasm.
“Good girl,” Dhaera purred as she lifted her glistening cheeks from between Lyra’s thighs. She licked her lips, and at that moment I needed to taste them.
I turned and pulled the succubus towards me, kissing her deeply and relishing the combined taste of her lips and Lyra’s juices. My pleasure was only heightened as I felt that connection between us surge with shared pleasure, and then expand to include Lyra.
A moment later I gasped as I felt warm lips on my cock and looked down to see Lyra gazing up at me. With a sly smile she wrapped her lips around me and slid me slowly into her mouth. 
I could smell the sweet scent of Dhaera’s arousal, so I reached out. “I’m hungry too.” I said, and with a smile she shifted to offer me exactly what I was looking for.
The taste of the succubus melded perfectly with the last bits of Lyra on my tongue, and I buried my face in her wetness. It was hard to concentrate fully on what I was doing with my cock deep in Lyra’s mouth, but somehow I was able to partially focus on doing justice to Dhaera. Eventually it was too much and I had to pull away.
Dhaera pouted. “But I was just getting started.”
“Who said that was the end?” I said and pulled them both to a seated position. I kissed Lyra who seemed to hesitate slightly, but after the first taste of the succubus on my lips she leaned in eagerly.
“Why not go right to the source,” I whispered, and she nodded eagerly. Dhaera leaned back and gave me a wide smile as she spread her legs wide for the redhead. Lyra dove in with abandon.
“Oh.” Dhaera said and then leaned back, eyes wide as Lyra hummed and rocked her head up and down. I couldn’t see what her tongue was doing, but I’d have to ask her later because it was quite effective. “Oh.. yes!” Dhaera cried and arched her back. “You… Oh just keep doing that!”
Lyra was on her hands and knees, face buried between Dhaera’s thighs as she moaned along with the succubus. Her back dipped down, thrusting her still-dripping pussy towards me and I happily accepted the invitation. I slid into position and took her from behind, driving my rock hard cock deep into her snatch.
She gasped and looked back at me briefly with an evil grin before diving back in. Dhaera met my eyes and shuddered in pleasure. She ran her hand through Lyra’s hair and cupped the back of her head, holding on as her excitement built.
The three way connection solidified further, and I could sense the building pressure in both of them as I took hold of Lyra’s hips and fucked her for all I was worth. Some primal instinct took hold, burning away my normal desire to ensure that my partner came first, and somehow deep inside I knew that I didn’t have to worry about that right now.
I didn’t know how it was possible, but everything was linked. Each thrust, each lick, hell every breath moved us all closer to climax. I grabbed hold of Lyra’s shoulders, pushing myself deeper and she arched her back and moaned with each thrust. Dhaera’s eyes were locked on mine, and I smiled as I felt the slight quivering of Lyra’s pussy around my cock telling me she was close.
Dhaera closed her eyes and leaned her head back, biting her lip as her hands grabbed a double handful of Lyra’s hair. The succubus’s hips arched upwards, grinding against Lyra’s mouth as her own orgasm approached.
With one last thrust I gave in to the building pleasure and came, filling the fiery redhead with my seed and a small chunk of my Essence. She drove herself back onto me and yelled as she came as well, the pleasure of her orgasm combining with mine and traveling up her spine and  into Dhaera. 
Her body shuddered in an uncontrollable spasm and she let out a howl of pure pleasure as the combined wave of orgasmic energy pushed her over the edge and beyond. She fell back onto the bed, shivering uncontrollably.  
But that wasn’t the end. The combined waves of pleasure flowed back through our bond and hit me like a truck. I could barely keep myself upright as the wave traveled through me and back into Lyra through my cock, which was still buried deep inside her.
Over and over again the wave of energy washed through us in a circle. Each time the jolt was smaller, but by the time it was done we were all three collapsed onto the bed, panting for breath.
“What… was… that?” I asked as we rearranged ourselves into a more comfortable position.
Lyra tried to talk, but no words came out, so she just waved her hand in agreement.
Dhaera chuckled. “I am a divine being, lovely mortals, there are many things that I can do.”
Lyra laid on one shoulder while Dhaera took the other. I basked in the afterglow and opened myself up to the lingering Essence in the air, drinking in with my Harvest skill.
“Shall we do it again?” Dhaera asked playfully, and I could only laugh.
Lyra joined in. “I… yes… but not right now.”
Dhaera pushed herself up onto an elbow and leaned over me to speak with Lyra. “I’m glad you decided to join us, darling. You are quite… delicious.”
Lyra sat up as well, leaning in to give the succubus a kiss. “You, too.”
I kissed them each and then Dhaera let out a long sigh. “Alas, I cannot stay in this form for the whole night, so back to Bastion’s lovely mind I go.”
“Aww.” Lyra said. “Tomorrow then.”
I grinned. “Definitely for the Tower… and after.”
The redhead nodded eagerly. “Yes.”
Dhaera shrugged. “That depends on how well we do. If we get enough Essence, I’ll need some extra time to, as Sebastian puts it, finish cooking.” At Lyra’s confused expression she grinned. “Yes, I don’t understand what it has to do with cooking either. Beings of my nature sometimes require more than the eight hours you mortals need to process our improvements.”
I nodded. “Yeah. Takes you longer to cook… like a delicious pie.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes, love.” She bent down and gave me another kiss and then disappeared.
I looked over at Lyra who had a thoughtful look on her face. “Penny for your thoughts?” I asked.
She blinked. “What? What’s a penny?”
“It means what are you thinking about.”
“Oh. Just glad I didn’t murder you in the Depths.”
I laughed. “I am too. I’d hate to see where the Reapers would send me next. Probably get reborn as a spider or a slime or something equally horrifying.”
She chuckled and snuggled in next to me. “Don’t forget to spend your Essence. We should be able to make it to the tenth floor tomorrow.”
I yawned and stroked her hair as she closed her eyes to concentrate on her advancement. “To ten it is,” I replied and opened up my System status, ignoring the notifications blinking at the corner of my vision for the time being while I decided on my next upgrades.
***




Interlude – Highmoon Embassy


An elf with streaks of silver through his otherwise jet-black hair paced nervously in a dimly lit study. Everything about the room, including the man himself, spoke of extreme wealth and extreme power.  
The desk was littered with scrolls and ledgers and other papers, but sitting front and center was a drawing of a human man with the name “Sebastian Crowe” written in a neat hand at the bottom. A second drawing was partially visible showing the freckled face of a human woman. 
Another elf stood nearby, clad in a form fitting outfit of dark greens and greys perfect for blending into the darkness. 
“They are here, then?” the older man said, a scowl marring his otherwise handsome features.
“Yes, Ku’vis,” the Shadow responded as they bowed low. “They arrived shortly after midday.”
“You have someone watching them?”
“As instructed, Ku’vis.”
The older man muttered something under his breath and gestured towards the other impatiently. “Report! I don’t have all day.”
“Yes, Ku’vis,” he said. “After arrival they headed to a small residence in the fourth district where they stopped briefly to drop off some things and then proceeded directly to the Tower. Their only stop along the way was to procure food.”
“Yes, yes. What else? What about them? Did you see any evidence of corruption?”
The Shadow paused. “There was nothing unusual about their behavior. They demonstrated the typical human behaviors I have come to expect of their kind. The only strangeness I observed was the human male seemed to pause often as if lost in thought.”
“I see,” the elder said and nodded slowly. “Continue.”
“They exited the Tower several hours later, procured food, and returned to their residence where they were joined by another who I did not see arrive for some… amorous endeavors.”
“Typical humans.” The elder muttered. “Keep watch and report anything unusual you observe. The Ku’va has made it clear that she intends to journey with these two to the north when they arrive, but we must assure that she is in no danger—physical, or spiritual. We cannot have one of our blood tainted by these… humans.”
“Yes, Ku’vis. It will be done.” The Shadow ducked into a patch of darkness and disappeared.
The elder picked up the photo of the human man and narrowed his eyes. “Yes, Mr. Crowe. I know what you are…”
***



Chapter thirty








Time To Make The Donuts


When I woke up the next morning, the slew of notifications from the night before were still waiting in the queue before the results of my upgrades, so I opened them first. 
-25 Essence (Shared with Lyra Stone)
Dhaera gains 24 essence from Lyra Stone
+22 Essence (Transferred from Dhaera)
-19 Essence (Shared with Lyra Stone)
…
The numbers decreased by small amounts, likely the System’s readout of the cycle we’d formed during our evening entertainment. The message at the very end was a surprise, but could be a pretty sweet benefit against some enemies.
Congratulations! Through shared essence you have forged a resonance with the being known as Lyra Stone. This resonance will allow for a limited sharing of the resistances provided from D’walla’s Pact with this being, granting Charm Resistance and Limited Darkvision. The effects of this shared Essence will diminish over time if not maintained.
I looked over to see if Lyra had received a similar notification, but she was still sleeping and Dhaera was still cocooned up so I couldn’t get her input. With a shrug, I settled back in and continued going through the list.
+424 Essence (212 transferred to Dhaera)
+424 Harvest XP (17564/20400)
I grinned at that one. I was getting more and more energy from our romantic encounters. Sex power was definitely a thing in Lor.
The next notification was the big one; I laid back down so the influx of knowledge didn’t do it for me. I’d only upped two skills, but I had a feeling that jumping five levels in a Rare skill was going to be a doozy.
Upgrades Complete
1500 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Balefire skill. New Rank: 6.
2,400 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Pyromancy Spell School. New Rank: 10.
New Spell Acquired! Inferno
Spell: Inferno
School: Pyromancy
Type: Damage, Cone
Range: Short
Duration: Channeled
This spell allows the caster to produce a cone of flame to burn all enemies within its area of effect. Inferno has no set duration and will continue until the caster ceases paying the mana cost. 
I wasn’t wrong about the effects of raising Balefire, and I might have passed out for a few seconds as the added understanding needed to manipulate the forces of creation settled into place.
The new spell was much more sedate by comparison, especially with the added knowledge that came along with the new ranks of the spell school. The spell rounded out my arsenal pretty well, giving me a sustainable AOE damage that wasn’t fixed in place. I was tempted to try it out, but decided that burning anything in the apartment would probably get me a swift kick in the ass from Lyra.
The last notification took me by complete surprise.
Congratulations! You have reached Level 8!
Your Health Pool has increased by 10!
Your Mana Pool has increased by 45!
Your Stamina Pool has increased by 10!
“What the hell?” I didn’t think I was close enough to level, but somehow I’d made it there already. Between my share of the extra Essence that Dhaera had drained out of the mobs and the extra thousand she’d given me to learn the Balefire skill, it had pushed me over the threshold. I really hoped Lyra had made it as well.
Almost as if hearing my thoughts, her eyes blinked open and locked onto mine. She smiled and sat up to kiss me, sending a shiver down my spine and completely obliterating my concerns about levels and Essence. That moment of bliss lasted a moment before she pulled away. 
“One minute and then I’ll want some more of that,” she said and then settled back onto her pillows. Blue flashed across her eyes and she was silent for a few seconds. A wide smile spread across her face. “Ah, level eight and… What is this? Shared Essence?” 
She looked up at me. “Is that what was happening? You and Dhaera were sharing your Essence with me?”
“I had no clue what was going on, but I’m not going to complain. I would gladly give up some of my Essence to help protect you. And the side effects, well…”
She blushed and playfully swatted at me. “I’m going to have to have a little woman on woman talk with her when I get a chance. She could have asked. I wouldn’t have said no.”
“I… Sorry?” I said.
“Don’t worry about it. Let’s just say she’s going to owe me one… or three.”
I chuckled. “As long as I get to watch…”
She wrinkled her nose. “That’s not what I meant, but anyway. So Charm Resistance and Darkvision. Useful. And if the bit about needing to upkeep the abilities is what I think it means, I think our evenings are going to be quite active.”
I leaned in and kissed her gently. “Congratulations on the level.”
“Now we just need you to catch up and—”
“Oh, I made eight too,” I said with a sheepish grin. “Between Dhaera draining the creatures and the thousand she gave me for the scroll, I managed to just make it.”
Her smile grew. “That’s wonderful!” she said. “I didn’t think we’d get there already, but I guess doubling up on that kobold Dungeon with the bonus loot was quite profitable.” She reached up and grabbed me by the back of the head. “And now I won’t feel like we’re wasting too much time when I do this.”
“Wha—” 
Her lips on mine silenced me quite effectively, and when she climbed on top and reached down and took my cock in her hand, no other explanations were necessary. It was a beautiful morning.
A good while later we lay panting on the bed, breathing with exertion but completely reinvigorated. “I need to wash up,” she said and crawled across the bed towards the washroom.
I growled playfully and pounced, biting her on the ass. She yelped and slid off the bed, using a pillow to defend herself. “While I’d love to stay in bed all day, we really do need to go back to the Tower. The stronger we can get here, the better our chances when we reach the Argent Spire.”
“You’re right,” I said and grinned mischievously. “I should shower too… care for some company?”
She stared at me and shook her head. “We both know there would be no cleaning going on if you did, so I’m going to go with no.”
I chuckled and lay back on the bed, using Harvest as I replied. “Oh fine. I’ll wash up when you’re done.” Absorbing the ambient sexual energy was always a good feeling, so I relaxed as I drew it into myself. 
Dhaera was still in her Essence cocoon, doing whatever it was she did to improve herself, so I dozed off until it was my turn to wash off the remnants of our early morning adventures.
Lyra’s shouted curse from downstairs while I was rinsing off had me rushing through the house, buck naked and dripping wet to see what was going on. As I rushed into the hallway I slipped on the bare wood, fell, and went sliding across the floor to collide with the banister.
Luckily it was made of sterner stuff than I, so I didn’t add falling down the stairs in a pile of broken wood to my slip-and-slide adventure. I groaned and looked up to find Lyra on her way back down the hallway with a piece of paper clutched in her hands as she muttered under her breath. When she saw me her scowl faded slightly, but something was still off.
“Ow,” I grunted and picked myself up off the floor. “That hurt. Is everything okay? I heard you yell.”
She held up the paper, which turned out to be a sealed envelope bearing the crest of the Highmoon elves. “This was at the front door when I came downstairs.” She held it out towards me. “Written in Faesong of course.”
I looked down at my hands which were still dripping wet and then held up a finger. “Uhh. One second,” I said and carefully walked back to the washroom to grab a robe and dry myself off before returning to examine the letter.
Par’vis Crowe,
Our contacts at the Adventurer’s Guild informed us that you have arrived. We are quite displeased that you did not present yourselves immediately at the embassy as would have been proper. Please let this serve as our notice that we expect your presence at the embassy by nightfall. We have secured passage on the skyship Dawnchaser, which departs tonight at dusk. Accommodations befitting your stations have been reserved in your names. Repayment will be expected in the amount of 1,500 Essence.
In her name,
Ku’va Raevyndrys Highmoon
“Are you fucking serious?” I said. 
“What does it say?” Lyra asked.
Shaking my head, I read the message out loud and watched her expression darken further. “Gods damned royals,” she cursed. “We have two whole days before we were supposed to meet her.”
“I know, right?” I let out a long sigh and then shrugged. “At least we have time to hit the Tower again and earn enough Essence to pay back Ms. Pissypants.”
Lyra grabbed me by the robe and looked me dead in the eyes. “Please, for the love of all that is holy, do not refer to the elven royal as Ms. Pissypants.”
I grinned and slipped out of the robe. “I’ll do my best,” I said over my shoulder as I headed back into the room to get dressed.
Lyra growled and followed. “I’m not kidding.”
***




Chapter thirty-one








Grindy McGrindface, Esq.


Dhaera emerged from her cocoon about halfway to the Tower and I nearly had a repeat of my faceplanting adventure. Luckily we were standing still waiting for our food at the time, so I was able to catch myself on a nearby wall. 
There were no major upgrades on my end, but the aura of power and desire surrounding her in my mindscape had definitely increased. She was very hush-hush on the changes she’d made. All she would say was that they would increase her combat prowess, and that I’d see when we got to the Tower. I got the distinct feeling that she wanted it to be a surprise, so I didn’t pry.
The surprise was worth the wait. When she emerged from the light of the summoning circle, even I had to take a step back. Her combat-burlesque outfit had been replaced with a set of deep burgundy armor that looked like it was made from an insect’s carapace. It didn’t look as sturdy as Lyra’s plate and chain, but it would clearly protect the succubus a lot better than her old outfit had.
And it looked amazing. The body armor, while protective, had all of the staples of your typical  fantasy artwork: cleavage cutouts, open midriff, strategically placed gaps, and other windows designed to show the supple flesh beneath. It was dead sexy and scary as hell at the same time.
As soon as the spell was complete, she did a pirouette and posed to show off her new look. “What do you think?” she said as she turned in place, giving us a full three-sixty view.
“You look stunning,” Lyra said and smirked. “But how do we get it off you?”
I was too busy appreciating the view to answer right away, but when Dhaera shifted uncomfortably I snapped out of her boobnosis and gave her a warm smile and a chef’s kiss. “Perfecto. Death and desire rolled into one.”
She winked at Lyra. “It’s an ability. I can dismiss it when I want to, so no worries on that front,” she said and then looked at me with a naughty grin. “The enemy will get the death, and I can already taste the desire.”
With our timeline cut short, we’d decided to use our next chit as a warmup and start from the bottom floor again. The Essence wouldn’t be as great as the higher floors, but it would be a more efficient use of our time. We bound at the stone, readied ourselves for the first wave of whatever the Tower decided to cook up, and got to work.
It was a grind. A long, long grind. The first-floor challenge consisted of a flock of demented fairy simulacra with wicked, razor-sharp swords who had no respect for Lyra’s taunts. I spent most of the fight running around like a chicken with its head cut off while trying to maintain my songs while also fending off Tinker Bell’s bloodthirsty cousins with my blade. Echo was a life saver.
That was, of course, until I remembered the new spell I’d just learned and went full pyromaniac on the little bastards. Turns out fairies are extremely vulnerable to fire. Their wings just burn right up, and those who survived the initial conflagration were quickly put down by Lyra and Dhaera.
The ladies weren’t very happy with my forgetfulness, so I made it a point to remind myself of the new abilities I’d picked up the previous night.
The second encounter was another physical challenge… with a twist. The inside of the floor morphed into a giant cliff with ledges every fifty feet or so. The rock-face was full of handholds to allow for climbing; way more than any natural cliff would ever have, but they weren’t all reliable. 
There were places that looked secure, but as soon as you put any sort of weight on them they’d give way. Lyra discovered that early on, but luckily it was within the first twenty feet of the climb so the fall damage wasn’t too bad. 
After getting her healed up, we were a lot more careful where we put our weight. All except for Dhaera, who was able to fly up.
When we reached the first ledge, we found a cave. An occupied cave. And apparently the residents were chock full of grandpa energy and wanted us to get off their lawn. They were chimeric beasts, like someone had taken the idea of a griffon and replaced the lion bits with bear.
At one point during the battle, I almost learned how to fly, sans wings. Luckily, I managed to grab hold of the ledge before taking the plunge and was saved from an intimate meeting with the stony ground.
Each ledge had the same thing, all the way up to the top where the grumpiest of grandpa cave monsters dwelled. They were big and mean, but between the three of us we were able to help it along to whatever afterlife awaited it. Probably Florida.
The third and fourth floor were both complete clusterfucks consisting of swarms of lower-level monsters that required some quick thinking on our part to deal with. My newer crowd control skill was clutch, and the combination of Wall of Fire and the bottlenecks provided by the environment kept us from being overrun, but no one made it out unscathed.
The fifth-floor boss was almost easy in comparison. Whatever random number generator the Tower Warden used finally threw us a bone and gave us a giant ice elemental to fight. The floor was a large ice cave that was so cold I could barely feel my fingers. It made it hard to play the guitar, but didn’t do anything to interfere with my ability to use my new Balefire skill. And the “fire” in Balefire wasn’t just a name. The ice elemental simulacra quickly turned into a puddle elemental.
Between Dhaera’s draining and the rewards from the Dungeon, we were well on our way to both reaching level nine and paying back Ms. Prissy for the skyship tickets.
It had taken us a few hours to complete the climb to level five, so we had a decision to make. We were definitely going to collect the loot we’d earned so far, which included a necklace that increased the armor of the wearer which was perfect for Lyra, and a magical cape that sped up Mana regeneration that Lyra insisted I wear.
I wasn’t too keen on the look of the cape. I thought it made me look silly, but since Balefire was a Mana hog and I’d nearly exhausted my pool during the boss fight, I decided that a little fashion faux pas was worth it. 
After a short break for lunch, we did it all over again with the intention of climbing as high as we could before it was time to stop. We never made it past the fifth floor, although it was not for lack of trying. 
Puzzles were just not my thing, and by the time we solved the fourth-floor challenge, we’d run out of time. I was pretty sure the Tower Warden was laughing his ass off at our expense and had probably cheated somehow when planning out the challenges. 
The puzzle was some bullshit form of magical calculus that was more of a test than a puzzle. Dhaera was the only one who had any idea what any of it even meant, but it wasn’t her specialty and by the time she’d puzzled out the answers we barely had enough time to complete the boss fight before we had to bail in order to make it to the embassy on time to see just how fucked we were. 
I was a bit miffed that we wouldn’t be able to use the last chit, but Lyra assured me there was no expiration date, so we could use it whenever. Or sell it if we wanted to.
At the end of the second run, we’d gathered a good assortment of crafting materials Lyra thought would be even more valuable when we got to our destination, a nice pile of Essence, and another magical ring that had the ability to store a single spell for instant casting that again went to me.
Taking into account the Essence Dhaera had drained, we each ended up with close to seven thousand Essence from the two runs. Of course, Lyra and I would need to fork over the seven hundred and fifty each for our passage on the ship, but that still left a bunch for improvements.
I was tempted to absorb it all immediately but figured it would probably be good to keep it on hand in case of any unexpected expenses. Who knew what other surprises Ms. Prissy had hidden up her sleeves.
We had just enough time to head back to the house and clean up before it was time to brave the world of elven politics. 
***




Chapter thirty-two








What Do Corndogs And Royals Have In Common


The elven embassy was gorgeous, and almost exactly what I expected from an elven enclave. The building – if you could call it that – was located at the very northern end of the city and looked like someone had taken a bunch of the largest redwoods to have ever existed and braided them into a Tower. 
There were no walls around the embassy, which was surprising. Any embassy I’d ever heard of on Earth had walls around it for protection. But as we got closer I started to realize why. Who needed physical walls when the entire place was surrounded by rows and rows of magical sigils etched into the ground. For all I knew a command from the staff could create a wall or summon some nasty critters to defend the place.
A pair of guards flanked the main entrance, standing under a pair of midnight-blue banners bearing the heraldry of the Highmoon house. Each was dressed in an intricate suit of formfitting armor made of some material I couldn’t identify, complete with a full-faced helm that hid any hint of their features behind a dark black veil. Each held a long glaive forged of the same substance across the doorway, blocking our way forward.
“Halt!” they said in unison. The one on the right turned its empty face towards us. “State your business at the Highmoon Embassy.”
Lyra nudged me forward. “This is all you.”
I slid both letters out of my pocket and stepped forward, only to have the twin blades of the guards’ weapons appear at my throat. “Woah,” I said and held up the letters. “We’re… uh… expected?”
One of the blades disappeared and the letters were snatched from my hand and handed to another elf who seemed to materialize into existence between the guards. They were dressed in long silk robes with a wide hood framing the same sort of faceless mask as the guards.
They waved their hand over the broken seals and the wax started to glow with a light that reminded me eerily of the moon. They made a small gesture and the guards backed away. 
“You are late,” they said with a gesture towards the sky. “Come.”
I glanced up. “We’re not late, it’s still light—”
“Shh,” Lyra said and nudged me forward. “Just follow him.”
We entered the main embassy and it was hard not to stare. The interior designer had gone for full Louie the XIV level opulence, but with the moon as the focus instead of the sun. Silver was the metal of choice, which I knew wasn’t all that valuable in terms of wealth on Lor, but the slight shimmer of magic evident on pretty much everything told me the Highmoon clan had Essence to burn.
Our guide led us through a large hallway and paused in front of a large set of double doors to whisper something to an unmasked elf dressed in servants’ attire. The elf’s eyes widened and he glanced our way before slipping through the door.
A second later the doors swung open, revealing an audience hall. Rows of elves stood to either side of the main aisle leading up to a dais on which two thrones were visible. On the smaller of the two thrones sat an elven man in rich robes of the same dark blue as the banners outside. His hair was jet black, with a few streaks of white through it. His features were those of an older man and judging by the look he gave us, he was not happy to see us.
The larger throne held a young woman that in another life I would have described as an angel. Minus the wings. She was dressed in pure white robes, which matched her skin tone and hair color almost exactly. The only color visible on her entire body were her eyes, which were a bright sapphire blue. 
That blue was the perfect color to match the icy stare she turned my way. Her features didn’t even shift a millimeter as she barely acknowledged our presence before returning to a supplicant patiently waiting nearby.
The crowd’s eyes turned our way as the servant wrapped a large staff against the floor and chanted in Faesong, “Announcing Par’vis Crowe and Par’va Stone.”
The sniffs of disdain and upturned noses from the crowd reminded me of the time I’d been invited to the sweet sixteen party of a girl I was interested in when I was a freshman. Her family was pretty well off, and my church suit wasn’t quite up to the standards of their other guests. I’d spent the evening being looked down on. I almost left, too, but the whispered promise of another type of “down” from the birthday girl once things got quiet motivated me to stay.
Unfortunately, she must have shared her plans with someone who wasn’t a fan, ‘cause instead of the promised fun, I was escorted from the party by an angry dad. Apparently, it was my thing.
Lyra looked a lot more nervous than I was. I had a lot of experience learning to not give a shit about the opinions of people who spent their lives meticulously straightening the sticks they’d permanently lodged in their asses – they weren’t worth my time – but Lyra had lived in this feudal society for her whole life and had been programmed to behave a certain way. I had to remember that.
Our guide led us to the base of the thrones where the older elf and ice princess turned their attention to us. I felt a palpable presence press in on me and then slide off like oil on water.
*None of that now,* Dhaera said with a growl inside my mindscape. *Auras of Dominion. No wonder the common folk bow and scrape. Good thing you’ve got me or you’d be kissing royal feet right about now.*
“Thanks,” I replied, looking between the growing frown of the older man and the curious expression on the ice princess’ face.
The herald continued, “You stand in the presence of Ku’va Raevyndrys Highmoon, Chosen of Avael, Priestess of the Silver Moon, and Thirty-second of the Blood Royal. You stand in the presence of Ku’vis Javyn Highmoon, Lord of the Twisted Spire, Second Seat on the Elder Council, and Forty-ninth of the Blood Royal.”
“What’s the number about? Some sort of ranking?” I asked internally.
*That’s their spot in line for the throne. So thirty-one people have to die before she’d be queen.* 
Lyra fell to a knee, so I followed suit, glancing up at the royals as if expecting something else. The older elf was still glaring at me, but with Dhaera’s protection in place all I felt was a slight tickle.
Lyra was waiting patiently. She didn’t know Faesong, but we’d stopped by an apothecary en route and purchased her a potion that would allow her to speak the language for the next few hours. It was expensive, but worth it.
The princess stood and approached the edge of the dais, looking down on us with a gaze completely devoid of emotion. “Welcome to the evening court, adventurers. Lady Avael—” she said, raising two fingers in a ritualistic gesture that was repeated by the majority of the crowd “—has charged us with a task of great importance. I hope you are up to it.”
I opened my mouth to answer but a quick elbow from Lyra turned my response into a hesitant cough.
The male elf approached. “Yes. Welcome to the court. You may take your place with the other supplicants until we are ready to discuss things further,” he said with a cold glare and then waved his hand in an obvious dismissal.
For a second I thought I caught the barest hint of something in the priestess’s eyes, but it was gone before I could be sure. Our guide led us back down the aisle to the very back of the room, behind even the elven servants. “Stay here and be silent,” they whispered and then left us.
I looked at Lyra but she shook her head and pressed a finger over my mouth. I got the point.
*Good thing you can talk to me, my love,* Dhaera said with a smile as she ran her claws over my shoulder. I shivered, earning a stern look from Lyra.
“You’re going to get me in trouble.”
*Guess you should have read that book.*
“When did I have any time to read.”
*Oh, I don’t know. You had several days to read on the way to—*
“Fine. I don’t want to read the damn book. If I do read it, then I’ll have to follow it. If I don’t, I can at least cite ignorance.”
She shook her head. *You should really read the book.*
“Fine. I’ll read the damn book.”
*Good.*
The court was pure pageantry with one supplicant after another doing their best – and failing – to impress the elves up on the dais. I watched them, one by one, presenting some gift or another, coupled with a request for something. Rights to some trade thing or another, or some promise of aid at a future time, yada yadda, blabbity blab. I was surprised the royal’s asses weren’t chapped from the constant kissing.
Most of the requests were aimed at the priestess, but it was Javyn that did most of the talking. She just sat back, nodding politely and offering responses that had a very ceremonial feel to them. She seemed… bored, and impatient.
I did notice something strange about the whole thing though. Of the multitude of elves who approached the dais, none of them had the same white coloration as the Highmoons.
*Of course not. They aren’t royals.*
“What?”
*The Highmoon family is special. They are born into the world completely devoid of color. As they age, it changes. First their eyes, then their lips take on some pink, and eventually their hair starts to turn black. Completely backwards from you humans.*
“So… Douchey MacDouchenstein up there isn’t going grey… he’s going black?”
*Exactly. The current King has jet black hair with not a hint of white to be found. His skin is still as white as milk, but not the hair.*
I looked at the priestess. “So she’s very young then?”
*Maybe a year older than you, although you’ve probably seen more of the world.* She shrugged. 
A loud gong reverberated through the room and everyone went silent before bowing to the dais. The supplicants started to file out of the room but my party’s exit was halted by our robed guide who faded into existence for long enough to whisper, “Remain.”
When the room was empty, the doors closed and I got a fleeting glimpse of several pairs of elves staring at us from outside the room, incredulous that two humans were allowed to remain.
“Come,” our escort said and led us to where the priestess and older elf were having what looked like a heated discussion. Both went silent as we approached. 
The priestess looked us over again. “The Dawnchaser will be boarding within the hour. I take it you have already procured the supplies you will need?”
I nodded. “Yeah. We restocked before we came here. Figured you’d want to skedaddle as soon as—”
The feel of a cold blade against the back of my neck brought me up short. The older elf’s frown deepened as he growled. “You will address the Ku’va with the proper respect, you insolent cur.”
Lyra bowed low. “Apologies, Ku’vis. My companion has endured significant memory loss due to soul damage and has trouble recalling the correct protocols for addressing those above his station.”
“What she said,” I added, wincing as a small stream of blood trickled down the back of my neck.
“Enough,” the priestess said and waved off the shadowy guide. “I recommend you rectify your memory loss as soon as possible. It is a long trip, and my entourage tends to be… unforgiving.”
I nodded. “I’ll do my best,” I said, and at a glare from the older elf added a hasty “Ku’va.”
“Almost,” she said with a curt nod and waved towards a door at the side of the hall. “Use the side gate. The courtiers will delay you otherwise. I will see you on the Dawnchaser.”
Lyra tugged me towards the door, muttering under her breath. As soon as we were out of sight she punched me on the shoulder. Hard. 
"Ow!” I said and rubbed my shoulder.
“What was that?” she growled and then stopped short as the realization hit her. She stared at me. “You didn’t read the book.”
“I’m going to! Tonight! I promise!”
***




Chapter thirty-three








Sometimes Knowing Is Worse


In terms of air travel, Lor won hands down when compared to Earth. There were no lines, no TSA, no taking off your shoes to get through security. Don’t get me wrong, there were security checkpoints, but a simple crystalline archway handled it all.  
The tower leading up to the Dawnchaser’s berth was the size of a small office building. It was filled with just as many people who were all bustling around, doing whatever it was one did in a skyport. Once we got through security, we climbed a narrow stairway and approached a podium near the gangplank leading to the ship.
An elven man wearing a crisp blue uniform stood at the podium with another crystalline device that he used to scan the passengers ahead of us in line. Judging by the appearance of other people in line, the Dawnchaser wasn’t a standard transport.
“I think our new friend may have just picked the most expensive ticket she could find,” I said as we moved closer to the podium.
Lyra chuckled. “Possibly. To her this may be slumming it.”
I snorted, earning a derisive look from the woman ahead of me in line. “Adventurers,” she muttered and sniffed a scented handkerchief. “How dross.”
“Aristocrats,” I said in a mocking tone, locking eyes with her as I sniffed the air, “how predictable.”
She turned around in a huff and Lyra slapped me on the shoulder. “You’re going to get us both in trouble if you don’t learn some manners.”
I looked back at her. “Let’s just say that where I’m from we have people who think they’re better than everyone else because they have money. I didn’t stand for it there, and I’m not about to start.”
She sighed and mumbled something under her breath about ending up in a Dungeon somewhere.
The richly dressed woman stepped up to the podium and whispered something to the elf. He smiled patiently and replied with something that seemed to placate her. With a self-satisfied smirk she headed down the gangplank.
He beckoned us forward and gave me a cold look as I placed my hand on the crystal device. The elf’s eyes flashed blue and he nodded. “Sebastian Crowe,” he said thoughtfully. “You must have some serious connections if you managed to secure passage on our vessel. Please proceed to sub-floor three, cabin twelve.”
Anonymous Elf wishes to share a Vehicle Map with you. Accept(Y/N)?
I accepted and my map expanded, showing a tab where I could view the layout of the ship. A golden trail appeared, showing my way to my assigned quarters. Unsurprisingly, they were deep in the bowels of the ship.
I stepped onto the gangplank as he added, “Do try and stay clear of Lady Ammra, she may not hold much in terms of political power, but her husband is rich enough to make anyone’s life a living hell.”
“Noted.”
Lyra scanned in and joined me on the gangplank. “Where did they put you?” she asked.
“Bottom deck, room twelve.”
“I’m on the bottom deck too. Room forty-three,” she replied, and we shared maps. Her cabin was about as far from mine as you could make them.
“Really?” I said. “She booked us rooms on complete opposite ends of the ship. Princess Cockblock strikes again.”
She grabbed me and put a hand over my mouth. “Damnit, Sebastian. It’s not funny anymore. If you piss off the wrong people here, they will kill you. I don’t know what things were like on your world, but here, when you piss off the royals, you die. And no one will do anything about it.”
*There would be blood,* Dhaera said, fury radiating from her at the thought of someone harming me.
I nodded and Lyra removed her hand. “Sorry,” I said. “I tend to get a bit flippant in stressful situations. It’s a way I deal with stress.”
“Find another way,” she said and then walked off. “I’m going to go settle into my room and cool off. I’ll meet you on deck once we’re underway.”
“I…” I let out a heavy sigh. “Okay. I’ll see you later then.”
I followed the map to a narrow set of stairs that led down into the depths of the ship. The stairs let out into a narrow hallway with narrow doors on either side, spaced about four feet apart. 
Each of the doors was labeled with their room number and had a small crystal plate in place of a doorknob like some kind of magical fob thing. The crystal on the door to my room glowed green at my touch, and the door swung inwards, revealing my… closet.
It was literally the size of a closet. There was a long bench along the wall to the right of the entrance with a hinged top that allowed it to double as storage. A clothes rack took up the rest of the wall with the Lor analog of hangers ready to keep any garments you couldn’t just shove into a chest wrinkle free and ready to wear.
The other wall had shelves for books and other odds and ends, with a foldaway desk for whatever business someone might be willing to attempt on their voyage.
“Seven hundred and fifty Essence for this? Where am I supposed to sleep?” I asked.
*The price of prestige,* Dhaera said. *If it makes you feel any better, Lady Ammra’s cabin is probably only slightly bigger than this. And as for sleeping… Do they have hammocks on your Earth?*
I looked at the bundle of netting and fabric hanging in the corner and sighed. “Yes, we have hammocks.”
*Good,* she said and then pouted. *Unfortunately I won’t be able to help you break it in, which is a pity since I’ve heard you can do wondrous things in one.*
“No?” I said, a bit disappointed. 
*Sorry, my love. The wards that this kind of skyship has in place would have the security forces kicking in your door the second I materialized.* She flashed me a wicked grin and ran her hand over my crotch. *I may be good, but even I’m not that good.*
I shivered. “Too bad. Since you mentioned it, I think that hammock could be quite fun.”
*I can’t wait to see what you and Lyra come up with.*
I winced. “Think that might be a while. She was pretty mad.”
Dhaera stroked my shoulder. *She’ll calm down. This situation is way out of her comfort zone.*
“Hey, I’m way out of my depths here. I have no clue what I’m doing.”
*Oh love,* she said with a sad smile. *The difference is that while you both may be walking a tight rope over a dark pit, she knows all about the monsters that wait below should you fall.*
“Well… fuck.” I said.
*Exactly,* she said and slid into her seat behind the desk in my mental library. *Now read the book, and maybe you’ll get to try out that hammock before you reach Northshield.*
I shook my head, took the book out of my bag, and sat on the bench to get started. “Guess now is as good a time as any.” 
I was wrong. The book was so dry that I was convinced it was written with the sole intention of tormenting me. Only my promise to Lyra kept me going, learning all about the proper modes of address for elven royalty. The possibility of sexy time in a hammock had nothing to do with it…
***




Chapter thirty-four








I’m On A Boat


I managed to read for about an hour before I had to put the book away. “I wish there were a skill for this so the System could just pop it into my brain.” At one point I was pretty sure I was going to die of boredom learning all the different bows and handshakes and other forms of greeting appropriate to the various functionaries of the elven court. 
Luckily, the end of my patience coincided with our departure time, so I had a good excuse for leaving the book behind. I wanted to see us take off, and I wasn’t the only one. Taking off on a magical ship wasn’t something you did every day.
Most of the crew were busy making preparations for takeoff, but a few were held in reserve to wrangle passengers like myself who were bound to get in the way if not properly chaperoned. The lucky crewman directed me along a roped off path to a spot near the forward rail where some of the other passengers had been likewise corralled. 
There were a few such spots, but luck – or maybe not – meant I ended up with both Lyra and Ku’va Raevyndrys, and her escort. The Highmoon guards were dressed in the same strange armor as the ones at the embassy, but without the full face helms. This set's faces were plain to see and filled with barely restrained animosity towards anyone lacking pointy ears.
Lyra’s expression when she saw me was a mixture of emotions that I couldn’t decipher. I gave her an apologetic smile and then performed the best bow that I could to the elven priestess. “I am honored to be in your presence, Ku’va Highmoon.”
The barest hint of amusement flickered across her features, but I was much more interested in the obvious relief on Lyra’s face.
“Arise, Par’vis Crowe, and be at ease. Avael herself has vouched for you, so for this venture you will be treated as Yith,” she said. I had no clue what it meant. I hadn’t gotten that far in the book, but the audible gasp from one of her guards told me it wasn’t something they’d expected either.
“Ku’va! He is a—” the guard started to speak but a freezing glare from the priestess silenced him in an instant.
“Are you contradicting me?” she said.
He bowed low. “No Ku’va. Of course not. It shall be as you say.”
“Good,” she said and moved over to the rail, looking out over the city below. “Now leave us. I prefer to enjoy the liftoff alone.”
The guards bowed and moved to the other end of the enclosure, while Lyra and I went to the opposite end, leaving the priestess to whatever privacy she desired.
As soon as we were out of earshot I leaned in and whispered. “What is a Yith?”
She looked at me with wide eyes. “I thought you were going to read the book?”
“I started it! That thing is dryer than a calculus textbook and I had to take a break,” I said. “Plus, I didn’t want to miss takeoff.”
She sighed and leaned against me. “Please tell me you are taking this seriously. Please.”
I nodded and wrapped my arm around her. “I am. I will read the rest of that damned book tonight.”
“Good.”
“If nothing else, I need to know what the hell a Yith is.”
She chuckled. “I could tell you that one, but I won’t spoil the fun.”
As the sails unfurled, she leaned her head against my chest. “I’m sorry that I didn’t take this more seriously, or think about how it was affecting you,” I said softly. “I promise I’ll do better.”
“Thank you.”
We stood like that as a low thrumming filled the air and the sails unfurled, taking us up into the sky. The crew knew their craft, and the launch went off without a hitch. Well, if you didn’t count some rich dandy losing their dinner over the side.
The whole time, Avael’s chosen stood gazing stoically out over the city, her deep blue eyes unreadable and remote. 
*Must be lonely,* Dhaera said with a bit of sympathy in her voice. 
“I don’t know. Money, power, guards at your beck and call,” I said. “Seems like a comfy life.”
*Take it from someone who knows, love. Sometimes having a powerful family means a lot less freedom than you’d think.*
We stayed on deck until the temperature dropped past simply uncomfortable and entered into witch’s teat range. There were supposedly enchantments on the ship to keep things from getting deadly, but after a while even the breathtaking view of the night sky lost its luster in the face of glass-cutting nipple temperatures.
As we descended towards our rooms, I slid my arm around Lyra. “So what’s your room like? Mine’s barely big enough to be called a closet.”
She chuckled. “They put us in quarters that are usually rented for the servants of traveling aristocrats. Low-ranking ones at that. But at least they’ve got beds.”
“Speak for yourself,” I said. “Mine has a hammock.”
She laughed. “I’ve got a fold out bed, but its barely big enough for me to fit on. The rest of my room is a glorified wardrobe.”
“Yeah. A hammock and a foldaway desk. Like I’m a scribe or something.”
*Different quarters for different jobs,* Dhaera offered with a shrug. *A lady's maid wouldn’t need a desk, and a clerk wouldn’t need a lot of closet space.*
“Huh,” I said. “That makes sense.” At Lyra’s quizzical look I grinned. “Dhaera thinks the quarters are probably set up for various servant jobs.”
“At least I’ve got room for my armor,” she said.
When we reached the bottom deck, I turned to face her. “So… think that bed will support two?”
She laughed and bit her bottom lip. She leaned up and kissed me gently. My heart started beating quickly in anticipation but she pulled away. “I’ll tell you what,” she said with a teasing smile. “Come and find me when you finish that book and we’ll see just how sturdy it is.”
With that, she walked away, swaying her hips. She glanced back. “Hope you’re a quick reader.”
“God damned book,” I muttered as I adjusted my pants and turned towards my own quarters.
*Oh don’t fret, love. At the rate you’re reading you should be done by the time we reach Northshield.*
I scanned the map of the ship as I made my way along the hallway. A good portion of the ship was greyed out and labeled as off limits to passengers. Probably the crew quarters and whatever qualified as an engine room on the magical ship. 
As a luxury liner, the ship had a number of amenities available to the passengers, including a dining area, a ball room, and even a small casino. I was curious about the last bit. I’d always enjoyed playing cards, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to afford the buy-in at this level of society.
There was a small chapel as well, located at the very center of the ship, and I wondered what gods it might be dedicated to.
*Probably all of them,* Dhaera said, *although if it’s just one then I’d bet on Khalishka. Sailors always have a thing for Lady Luck.*
“Because of the casino?”
*Oh no. Because of the storms.*
I slipped into my room and yawned. “I think I’m going to read until my eyes refuse to stay open and then get some sleep.” I paused for a second and then let out a laugh. “I didn’t even bother to check how long this trip is going to take.”
*Four days.*
“Four days... Okay. Time to get to work.”
First off, I took my collection of crystals out of my pack and sorted them into three piles. Seven hundred and fifty Essence went into the first to cover the cost of passage on the skyship. The second pile was what I wanted to keep on hand for expenses. I figured five hundred or so would be enough for any miscellaneous expenses once we got to Northshield. 
The last, and biggest pile was for absorption, and held around eight thousand Essence. Glancing at my System stats, I shifted a few over from the absorb pile to the spending money pile, to round out the amount I’d have to spend to the nearest hundred.
I had to do some mental juggling to keep the ratios right, absorbing the entire pile and then redirecting some extra to Dhaera after the split. The rush of all that Essence burning through my channels was a welcome feeling, giving me a bit of extra energy that I thought might let me get in more late reading than anticipated. Dhaera shivered in pleasure as our bond fed half of the absorbed Essence to her.
+7444 Essence (3722 transferred to Dhaera)
-379 Essence (379 Essence transferred to Dhaera)
*Mmmm* she purred and curled up on the bed inside my mindscape. *While I would love to recreate the hammock in here for some fun, I don’t think we have time. I think you will be pleased by my next upgrade.*
I slipped into my mindscape and took her in my arms, dipping her low as I kissed her deeply. “Are you sure?” I said and she laughed.
*Oh… all right,* she purred, evaporating our clothing with a wave of her hand. 
I dissolved the bedroom scene and replaced it with a close approximation of the hammock hanging in my quarters… with a few modifications. I’d rather not risk any rope burn, even if it was just in my mind.
Dhaera giggled, hopping up onto it and swinging back and forth. She leaned back with her buttocks right against the edge and spread her legs wide. *Oh yes… this is going to be fun,* she said.
It was.
***




Chapter thirty-five








Idle Hands


The book was just as boring as I remembered, but with the new influx of Essence I was able to read for a few hours before the subject matter conquered the rush. I did manage to learn the meaning of the Yith title, though. It was the rank normally reserved for direct vassals of the royal family.  
It put me outside of the normal elven hierarchy and a step above the guards. It was no wonder the guard had been scandalized. It wasn’t something I’d expected, but I wasn’t going to complain.
When I could barely keep my eyes open, I put the book away and queued up my upgrades for the night. Waiting until I was dead tired to decide on upgrades wasn’t the best of ideas, but I had a good idea of what I needed. 
Expanding my spell repertoire was high on my priority list, so I dropped a massive amount of essence to bring my summoning school up to ten. Not getting murdered was also high on my priority list, so another point in Heartiness was much overdue. 
Another six hundred went to up Balefire for some additional oomph, and five hundred into Disable Devices in case of traps, leaving me with some reserves in my “oh shit” fund. There was a lot more I would love to do, but it would have to wait. I was asleep as soon as I locked them in.
The next morning, I awoke with a buzzing in my entire body as the Essence I’d invested in myself waited for acknowledgement before reaching culmination. As soon as I opened the notification, that buzzing turned to fire as the final changes took hold.
Upgrades Complete!
1000 Essence has been invested into your Heartiness attribute, raising it from 6 to 7.
600 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Balefire skill. New Rank: 7.
500 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Disable Device skill. New Rank: 6.
3,500 Essence used to improve your knowledge of the Summoning Spell School. New Rank: 10.
New Spell Acquired! Circle of Replenishment 
Spell: Circle of Replenishment
School: Summoning
Type: Circle, Static
Range: As inscribed
Radius: 5’ + 1’ per rank, as inscribed.
Duration: 10min +1min per rank
By inscribing this circle onto a fixed surface, the caster taps into the underlying magic of the world and creates a zone of amplified rejuvenation power that amplifies the natural healing rate of all allies within in addition to increasing the frequency of mana replenishment.
Your Health Pool has increased by 10!
Your Stamina Pool has increased by 10!
I felt amazing… until I swung myself out of the hammock that is. Then the pain hit. I was not used to sleeping in a glorified net.
According to the system clock, it was still an hour or so before dawn and since Dhaera was still baking in her cocoon, I decided to try and finish up the rest of the book. To be honest, I skimmed most of it at the end. The protocols for meeting the elven king himself was not something I needed to be prepared for, so I didn’t pay too much attention. Luckily my library skill would keep a mental copy of the book on record so I could have Dhaera pull it up if I ever needed it.
After a bit of stretching to work out the kinks in my back, I folded the hammock back up and started to get ready for the day. I wasn’t quite sure how one was supposed to dress on this sort of trip, but figured it was better to be safe than sorry if shit hit the fan. I strapped myself back into my leathers and strapped on all of my normal accoutrement. I was an adventurer, after all, and from everything I’d experienced so far, we were expected to be a bit more eccentric than the general populace.
To be extra safe, I took the time to store a charge of the Shackle spell in the ring Lyra had insisted I take from the Tower loot. I’d originally intended to put my Healing Song in there for some emergency triage, but it turned out that the ring couldn’t hold it. 
I could have put in something more lethal, but figured blasting someone in the face with fire in the middle of a wooden ship while some thousands of feet in the air would be a bad thing. That and handcuffing someone to the deck would be easier to resolve in the event of a misunderstanding than burning a hole through their chest.
I reached the deck just as the sun was coming up on the horizon and froze. The view of the sunrise from the airship was breathtaking, and I wished Dhaera and Lyra were awake to see it.
There wasn’t a lot to do on the airship without way more available funds than Lyra or I had, so we trained. The ship was equipped with a training area usually reserved for the ship’s crew, but once we demonstrated we weren’t the normal brand of hoity toity passengers, they were happy to share their facilities in return for a few stories of our adventures, a song or two, and a bottle of Caf brew that I’d procured from Vel before leaving Darkforge.
Dhaera emerged from the cocoon around midmorning and was so excited she was literally bouncing around in my head. Her latest round of upgrades had instilled in her a limited ability to shape-change. 
The upgrade didn’t allow her to completely hide her succubus nature. It let her hide her wings and tail, but the horns were still a dead giveaway. It was strange, since logically the smaller horns should be easier to hide, but there must have been some sort of magic-logic at work. 
But that wasn’t the bit she was the most excited about. She wanted to grow her breasts so she could finally experience the fine art of the motorboat. Of all the things to fixate on, that was the one she chose.
While I practiced my swordplay, she worked on subtly changing her features inside of my mindscape. I still preferred her in her natural form, but the new skill brought us one step closer to her being able to be out and about in the physical world without us getting burned at the stake.
The day of practice was very beneficial too. The captain of the ship’s security force had been a renowned duelist before accepting his post, and was able to teach me some new techniques that expanded my understanding of melee combat quite a bit. Enough that the system recognized it and upped my level in Long Blades by two, and Leather Armor by one.
Lyra spent her time practicing against three or four guardsmen at once, perfecting her ability to adequately handle multiple skilled opponents without sacrificing too much offense. The way she moved was amazing and made me even more thankful that she’d chosen to be with me. 
When it was almost time for the evening meal, one of the priestess’ Houseguard appeared with an invitation to join her for dinner. From his tone it was obvious it was more a command than an invitation, and thanks to that damned book, I knew it was a rare thing and refusing it would be a grave insult. It was a formal affair, and no armor or weapons would be allowed.
As soon as the elf left, I turned to Lyra. “I guess we need to get gussied up.”
“What?” she said. “Gussied?”
I sighed. “Dressed up. Fancy. Dinner with the princess.”
“Ah. Yes. I have something that should suffice… You?”
I nodded slowly. “I think so. Malic gave me a bunch of outfits. I think there was some fancy stuff in there.”
*A formal dinner date. I’m so jealous.*
“You’ll be with us the whole time. Anything I taste I’ll replicate for you in here so you can share it.”
*I’d love that.*
“Meet you at your cabin in an hour?” I asked. 
“That should be enough time,” she leaned in and kissed me. “See you then.”
The training area had a traditional locker room setup with working showers, which I was quite thankful for due to the lack of anything similar for those of us berthed on the lower decks. The water was hot and the soap was enchanted with a floral scent that clung to the skin after rinsing. It was the favored scent of the skyships owner, and she didn’t want her employees to offend any rich customers with their odor.
Lyra was gone by the time it was my turn in the shower. I had to wait a tad for a contingent of guards who’d already called dibs. Then it was a mad rush to get ready in time. I got some odd looks running through the hallway in my robe.
I made it to my room and had to laugh. I’d run the entire way for no reason. Everything I owned was in my Dimensional Bag, which I’d had with me the entire time. The only thing my room offered me was a little bit of space by myself to change.
Malic had packed quite an assortment of clothing in my bag when I’d initially set out on this adventure. Of them all, only one of them seemed appropriate as far as I could tell for a formal dinner. It made me feel like a musketeer, with its frilly shirt and black doublet with silver embroidery. 
My rapier would go nicely with the coloration, but protocol dictated no weaponry was allowed. I could bring my guitar though, so I removed it from its case and slung it onto my back. The tights were a bit… well… tight, and if it weren’t for the long coat my assets would be on full display, wrapped up all nice and neat in black silk.
*Don’t think I didn’t see that. You’ll have to wear that outfit next time you summon me. I want to see just how much you can feel through the silk.*
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Dhaera, please. I don’t think the Ku’va would appreciate it if I showed up to her formal dinner pitching a tent.”
*Oh I don’t know about that. She might.*
I shook my head and exhaled. “Okay. Time to face the music.”
I tossed my bag into the hammock, confident that it would be safe there. After all, no one but me would be able to access its contents unless they could break the Epic rank protections. They couldn’t even move it if I was more than ten feet away. It was almost like Mjolnir… with pockets.
It only took me a few minutes to get to Lyra’s door. I took a second to catch my breath and then smoothed my jacket, making sure everything was in place before raising my hand to knock.
The door swung open before I could, and what I saw took my breath away.
*Forget the dinner, Sebastian. Forget the wards on the ship. You. Me. Her. NOW.*
Lyra was wearing a dress of a deep emerald green that enhanced her already beautiful eyes. Her long red hair had been arranged in an intricate braid that wrapped around her head like a crown, with gold and silver pins holding it place, adding to the regal look. The neckline dipped just far enough to offer a peek at her freckled cleavage, while still maintaining a modicum of modesty, but the way the dress hugged her curves left little to the imagination and made me wish we could play hooky.
Her lips were redder than normal, and I realized after a second that she’s put on makeup for the occasion. “How do I look?” she asked with a shy smile.
The first thing out of my mouth was pure gibberish, but a deep breath brought me back to reality. “You are absolutely stunning. If it wouldn’t be an incredible insult to our new partner in crime upstairs, I’d blow off the party in a second to just watch you in that dress.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Watch me hmm?”
I chuckled. “Well, for a few seconds. I don’t think I could hold myself back for more than that.”
She laughed. “Maybe after. It was a hassle getting into this thing. I might just need some help getting out of it again.”
*Scissors. Definitely scissors.*
“You’d ruin the dress?”
*We can afford to have it fixed.*
Lyra cleared her throat. “Yes?”
I chuckled. “Dhaera loves it too, but I think she’s more interested in what it would look like crumpled up on the floor.”
“What?” she said and then it clicked. She blushed slightly. “Oh.”
I offered my arm. “Shall we?”
“Let us away.” 
***




Chapter thirty-six








Pass The Katsup?


When I’d heard it was a formal dinner, I thought it would be something akin to a wedding reception or something like that. I wasn’t expecting a twelve-course meal of rare dishes served in a ballroom that took up half the deck. 
The Ku’va was seated at the head table, accompanied by a uniformed elf that I assumed was the ship’s captain and a collection of other opulently dressed individuals who had probably paid a fortune for the honor.
Lyra and I were escorted to a table just below the dais, close enough to see the looks of surprise and disdain on most of the pay-to-play folks sitting at the head table and the crowd of lesser functionaries who’d been seated below us.
The fiery redhead looked just as uncomfortable as I felt as we took our seats. I leaned in and whispered. “The book didn’t have anything on this sort of function.” I gestured to the array of plates and silverware in front of me. “There are twelve utensils here that I haven’t the faintest clue on how to use.”
She smiled slightly. “When in doubt, imitate,” she said and gestured towards the human sitting across from me who was busy talking to an elven woman to his left.
*Some of them look more like weapons than for eating.*
Dhaera was right. There were some interesting looking cutting implements on the table, that I hoped I wouldn’t have to use on anything too exotic.
I thanked my lucky stars that the elven royalty was apparently vegetarian, so I wouldn’t have to dissect any creepy crawlies. I had no clue what the dishes were that they put in front of me, but I took Lyra’s advice to heart and delayed digging in until seeing how the other guests behaved.
Everything was delicious. Each course had its own particular flair, covering a huge range of flavors. The first course was a tray filled with small bundles reminiscent of the stuffed grape leaves I’d had on Earth, but that’s where the similarity ended. 
The others at the table plucked the leaves from their plates and popped them into their mouths whole. The results were mixed. Some simply ate the small morsels, while others made a show of really enjoying them, as if the very act of enjoyment might somehow be interpreted as a compliment to those at the higher table.
I opted for the more sedate approach. The rolled-up leaves were filled with a savory substance that reminded me of red bean paste. It was amazing, just not moan-like-I-was-about-to-climax amazing.
The other guests at our table mostly ignored us after a few hesitant inquiries. Finding out we were adventurers was enough for us to be written off by those more interested in climbing political ladders. I was happy with the arrangement though, as it meant I didn’t have to answer any stupid questions.
The following eleven courses were just as good as the first, hitting every flavor type imaginable. Sweet, savory, spicy, soothing, all arranged in such a way to complement and enhance the rest.
As promised, I replicated the dishes in my mindscape, but Dhaera was so bored of the whole experience she bowed out by course number three and buried herself in another book about my formative years inside my mental library. I was tempted to join her, but would have felt bad going zombie mode and leaving Lyra to face the derision of the brown-nosers alone.
When the last dish was served, the feel of the entire room changed. There was no dance floor, but the devouring of that single puff pastry seemed to free the diners from the invisible chains binding them to their seats. Guests began to mingle and plot, and I noticed more than one suspicious glare in our direction.
Lyra and I abandoned our spot at the table and moved off to the side. A quick glance at the high table revealed the Ku’va following me with her gaze as she pretended to listen to the skyship captain’s latest boast.
“I’m not sure what the point of having us here was,” I said. “I mean, it was a good meal and all, but it just seems like a complete waste of time.”
“Politics, silly.” Lyra said. “Probably some scheme or another.”
I snorted. “More likely we’re the raw meat tossed to the wolves.”
She raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
“They’re all talking about us. Wondering who we are. Why we are here…” I put on my best hoity toity accent. “Oh. What is the deal with those adventurers here. Did you smell them? How vile. How the Ku’va could expect us to dine with such crass individuals. What is she getting at?”
Lyra laughed. “Possibly. Or she just wants to torture us.”
I nodded slowly. It was a possibility, but I doubted it. There was something calculating in the way she looked at us that made me think we were the ones being tested. Or more specifically, me.
The first brave soul to approach was an elderly man that reminded me of the guy on the monopoly box. He even had the monocle. “Ah. Such a lovely dinner, don’t you think? A great boon bestowed on us all by the Highmoon clan,” he said with a smile.
I nodded and made a noncommittal grunt, which only seemed to encourage him to continue down whatever convoluted political avenue he was interested in pursuing. He rambled for fifteen minutes about some sort of trade deal between his trading partners and the Highmoon family, watching me for any reactions as he gushed about their fair-trade practices. It took him another five minutes to realize that I had no clue what he was talking about, at which point he sniffed rather rudely and left.
Lyra chuckled. “What was he talking about?”
“I don’t know. Something about the wheat trade. Dude would probably be better off finding that Ku’vis fellow from the Embassy and chugging the cock like a good suck-up.”
Her eyes went wide and I realized what I’d said. I looked around hurriedly, but the only eyes I found looking my way were those of the princess, and they seemed more amused than anything else. Lyra was approached a few times, with similar results, but after that we were left alone.
A loud gong announced the end of the event, but when we attempted to leave, we were instructed to hold back. Her Highness wanted to speak with us in private.
The VIPs from the high table seemed to notice us for the first time as they filed out. The nobility seemed to be quite taken aback by the apparent favoritism shown to a pair of lowly adventurers, but the skyship captain just let out a loud laugh and saluted us as the doors closed behind him.
That left just us, the Ku’va, and her two bodyguards who had taken up their customary position at her back. She gestured to the table across from her where two chairs had been set up. “Please, join me.”
Lyra bowed low and I followed suit, using the knowledge of protocol I’d gained from the book in conjunction with queues from her behavior to perform the appropriate gestures. After that we were able to take a seat, and things became about as informal as they could when part of the puzzle was a royal.
Protocol dictated that she be the one to speak first, so I did my best to wait. Sensing my agitation, Dhaera popped out of her reading fort and looked out through my eyes. *This looks interesting.*
“Thank you for your patience,” Ku’va Raevyndrys said in a tone that was all business. “If we are to work together to achieve our objectives, we must learn to work as a team. I understand that you two have practice in that regard, but you will need to adapt to how things function with my party.”
I nodded and gestured to the two guards behind her. “These guys seem pretty formidable.”
Her eyes widened in surprise. She gestured towards the twin Houseguard. “Oh no. They are not members of my coterie, however much they would love to be. No. My team will join us at the Tower.”
“Ahh,” I said. “Guess it wouldn’t be too much of a challenge with Tweedledee and Tweedledum here killing everything.” I hastily added the honorific to the end of the sentence just to be sure.
She nodded. “Exactly. Lady Avael would not approve.” She looked at Lyra. “I understand that you normally fulfill the role of front line for your team?” When Lyra nodded, she continued, “Are you capable of filling another role?”
“I can, Ku’va, although my skillset is not optimal for them,” the redhead replied respectfully. 
“Good.” She looked to me. “And you… I am unfamiliar with the true skillset of your… class.”
I shrugged. “Support mostly, although I can DPS too.”
“DPS?” the elven priestess asked, confused.
“Damage… sorry, soul trauma and all that… Ku’va.”
Her eyes flashed blue several times in quick succession and she shook her head. “I am a skilled healer, Yith’vis Crowe, chosen by my goddess and blessed with an ability to diagnose and treat many things beyond the purview of normal healing.” She looked between us and then focused her gaze back on me. “Your soul is undamaged.”
Lyra looked at me, worried. 
I raised my hands and the guards stepped in, brandishing the glaives that had appeared in their hands. “Okay. In the interest of full disclosure, I’m not from around here.”
“Explain,” the priestess said. “I do not like being—” 
Her eyes unfocussed for a second and she looked up to the right before bowing her head slightly. A soft white glow settled onto her shoulders. “I…see, my Lady. Of course, my Lady.” She said, pure worship ringing with every word.
The glow expired and she looked back at me. “I understand…” She nodded to herself. “My coterie has a front line as well as both damage and limited support, but we will find a way to mesh our abilities.”
“Thank you, Ku’va,” Lyra said. “We won’t disappoint.”
The elf smiled slightly. “Tell me what you can do.”
We discussed our various power sets for what seemed like hours. I was already familiar with what Lyra could do, and had experienced firsthand what a dedicated healer could pull off, but the elven priestess was something else. She’d been trained by the best of the best, and the sheer number of spells that she’d been able to learn was amazing. 
Instead of some general spells that could handle multiple conditions – she had those as well – she had specialized abilities to tackle any problems. Poison, curses, bleeding wounds, disease. You name it and she had a spell designed to deal with that affliction specifically. 
The weird thing was that she was only level nine. With that many spells, at competent ranks, I would have expected her to be much higher level. I learned later on that most of her skill ranks were due to meticulous training and study. It was kind of inspirational. If I could save my Essence for Attributes, new skills, and the like then I could branch out a bit without worrying about falling behind in my main skills. And for the first time I discovered that books and scrolls weren’t the only way you could learn new stuff. Classic training could do it as well.
The princess was very interested in my Warlock class skills, much to the discomfort of her guards who spent the entire time gripping their glaives so tight that their hands had gone as white as their charge’s. She seemed fascinated by the concept of the bond and the abilities it bestowed, especially the fact that it made me immune to her dominion aura.
Once we all had a better understanding of our various skillsets, and those of our future teammates once we reached the spire, we were summarily dismissed. Lyra was not happy by the end, and when I playfully suggested we head back to her room to work off some of her frustrations, I almost got my head bitten off.
I retreated to my closet of a room and settled in for the night. The Ku’va had hinted at some sort of formalized training in the morning, and I definitely didn’t want to be half asleep if I was going to get manhandled by her overzealous guards.
While my body settled into hammock, my consciousness took a wrong turn on route to my mindscape and fell into the bottomless pit of sleep.
***




Chapter thirty-seven








What The What!?*


The sound of wood creaking woke me suddenly in the middle of the night. I opened my blurry eyes and looked around the room.  
With a start, I noticed that something was in the room with me, and instinctually triggered my spell storing ring, targeting whatever it was with Shackle.
There was a golden flash and a pair of bronze and steel manacles appeared near the center of the blurry intruder and then shot up towards the ceiling, connected to chains of the same metal extending from the roof above.
The intruder let out a startled yip which quickly turned into an amused giggle. I didn’t know what was more surprising, the giggle or the image that resolved before me when I turned on the lights and got my eyes to focus enough to identify my intruder.
Standing in the center of the room, arms chained to the ceiling by my Shackle spell was the Ku’va. My eyes almost popped out of my head as I took in the view. Instead of her formal outfit she was dressed in a short silk robe more appropriate to a honeymoon suite than a servant’s cabinet. The ties were loose, allowing it to hang open just enough to reveal the inner curve of her firm breasts and toned stomach.
Her entire body was pure white, except for an intricate series of tattoos that stretched from the bottom of her sternum down her stomach.
I hurriedly looked up to see her eyes locked onto me. She gave me a mischievous grin. “Oh no,” she said with obviously feigned terror. “Is the big bad warlock going to do horrible things to me now?”
“Wha-what?” I stammered. “Of course not!”
She pouted and shifted her stance, spreading her legs apart and thrusting a hip to the side, causing the robes to shift just enough to expose the small white patch of hair between her legs. “What if I ask nicely,” she said.
I felt Dhaera wake up inside me and gaze out through my eyes. Her own surprise lasted barely a second before being replaced with a burning desire. *Oh yes. Please, big bad warlock. Let’s do horrible things to her.*
“Are you feeling okay?” I asked. This whole thing was like a bad porno, but instead of the pool boy there was me.
She grinned and licked her lips. “I’ve been so mean to you. Don’t you want to… punish me?”
“What the-- Is this some kind of test?” I asked Dhaera.
*Oh no. She is radiating desire… She is exactly where she wants to be right now.*
The priestess pulled on the chains holding her in place. “Trapped and completely in your power. What can I do so you will set me free? I’ll do anything you want,” she said as wet her lips.
I was very confused, and at the same time completely turned on, and she knew it. Her gaze found the bulge under my sheets and she reached out with a foot and kicked them aside. “Oh no. What are you going to do with that!”
Dhaera offered several suggestions for exactly where and what I could do to the bound priestess. I stood up and pushed the hammock back into the corner, clearing enough room to move around. 
Raevyndrys turned away from me, looking back over her shoulder with wide eyes and tilted her hips to show off the bottom of her milky white ass. I moved close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from her skin and brushed a strand of snow-white hair away from her delicately pointed ear. 
I leaned in, not really knowing what I was going to do next. One of the things that was repeated over and over and over again in the damn protocol book was that one should Always give the royals what they want. Being intimate with both Dhaera and Lyra was already a lot for me to deal with, and now I had another gorgeous woman who wanted me. It was almost intoxicating. I knew Dhaera was all in, but what would Lyra think?
Luckily – or unluckily – depending on how you look at it, I was saved from making that decision when the Priestess suddenly froze as blue lights flashed across her eyes. “Gods damned Houseguard! I never get to have any fun!” she growled. Her shoulders slumped with disappointment.
She snapped her fingers and the chains binding her to the ceiling disappeared, leaving her standing half naked in front of me. She looked up at me and tilted her head to the side. “You do know it would be a very bad idea to tell anyone about this, right?” she said.
I nodded slowly. “Uh… yes?”
She rolled her eyes. “We’ll have to continue where we left off another night.” She leaned and whispered into my ear. “I’m dying to see what the big bad warlock will do to the innocent little princess.” She bit my earlobe and then planted a kiss on my lips before turning away. “See you at training.”
With a flash, she was gone, leaving me standing at full mast in the middle of my room. 
I looked down at my cock, completely confused by everything that had just happened. “What the actual fuck?”
Dhaera’s mental claws latched onto my consciousness and drew me into my mindscape. Her lips met mine as the mental bedroom dissolved, leaving only the bed which extended in all directions. Her claws sliced off my clothes with a precision and fervor which was all the more frightening since she could have just willed them away. 
Her own clothes switched to mirror what the princess had been wearing, although in black silk instead of white. She tackled me to the floor and straddled me, pinning my cock between us as she grinned down at me. 
*I can feel the desire burning through you. I can still taste her energy in the room. It is tantalizing. Sweet. Delicious.* She shivered and I could feel that she was dripping wet with arousal. *Now fuck me like you want to fuck her. Give me all of it.*
I opened my mouth to say something but the look in her eyes told me it would be a bad idea. “Yes, ma’am,” I said and grabbed her by the hips, pushing her off me so I could rise. She laid on a single hip and looked at me curiously before realizing where we were headed.
“I do love this position,” she said as she rose onto her hands and knees, gazing back at me over her shoulder with a hungry grin. She arched her back and spread her legs revealing thighs glistening with the signs of her arousal.
I grabbed her by the hips and pulled her back onto me, sliding my cock deep into her pussy. She let out a purr and I felt her squeeze down on my manhood. “Yes…” she moaned.
I fucked her like an animal, letting the fires kindled by the pale priestess burn brightly as I gave them to the succubus. She buried her face in the bedding, her claws constantly shredding the regenerating mindstuff as I fed her my desire, my passion, and my lust.
The connection between us blazed as our Essences intermingled, but I knew that I had a lot more to give inside my mind, so when she came the first time I kept on going, not even giving her a second to recover. Each following thrust created aftershocks deep in her body, sending her muscles into spasms as I held on, focusing the orgasmic energy that threatened to push me over the edge into something more. 
The third time her body tightened around me I let go of my hold and rode the wave of pleasure as it burned through our bond, strengthening it and making it into something more. I watched in fascination as my hands took on the light red coloration that they normally only showed when using my Manifest Bond skill, and I felt something burning on my forehead.
I clumsily reached up and felt the very beginnings of horns sprouting there, and when I touched my teeth I found my canines had grown as well.
Another wave of pleasure smashed into me, and I rolled onto my side, coming eye to eye with the beautiful succubus whose eyes were glassy with the aftereffects of my less-than-tender ministrations.
She grinned and reached out, caressing my cheek as I felt the horns fade away. She leaned in and kissed me deeply. I could taste her love and knew that she could feel mine in return as our tongues barely brushed against each other. She moved in closer, throwing an arm across my chest and nestling her head under my chin. It felt wonderful.
“I love you,” I said.
She leaned up and looked into my eyes with a playful smile. “I know.”
Apparently, she’d gotten to the Star Wars chapters of my life.
I let out a laugh and held her close as we drank in the Essence around us and fell into a deep sleep.
***




Interlude – The Sleeper Has Awoken


Red tinged clouds surrounded the top of the spire, blocking the view from the ground. If one looked close enough, small rivers of red liquid could be seen slowly dripping down the pristine stone. 
Far below was an armed camp. The normal Adventurer’s Guild sprawl had been replaced by the quiet efficiency of the elven military, much to the chagrin of the Guild, who were eagerly waiting for the response to the petition they had filed with the core branch to have the elves expelled from their domain.
Three elves stood close to the Tower entrance, watching it closely as a reddish stain crept slowly into the normally pristine white portal.
“They may not make it in time,” the first said as he idly touched the massive scar that ran through his short cropped brown hair. His other hand rested on the hilt of the arming sword resting at his hip. “What do we do if they’re late?”
The second elf shrugged. “She’ll be here.” He waved a hand in the air, tracing an arcane pattern that dissolved into golden light. An instant later his eyes flashed blue and he nodded. “They are three days out.”
The first cursed. “We may not have that long, Hael. Either the Guild will assert their authority, or whatever is happening inside will spill out and—”
“Quiet!” It was spoken just above a whisper but carried the weight of ages. The speaker was an elf clad in armor of mixed bones and furs, and his skin was the weathered brown of dry leather. He looked at the others with the golden eyes of a forest cat. “Gaia will ensure they make it in time.”
The scarred elf laughed. “You’re pulling our leg, Mallon. How many times have you told us Gaia doesn’t directly do anything, that it’s up to us to survive or die on our own?”
The Druid fixed his unearthly gaze on the Knight. “There are things that move even the Great Mother to action. This is one of them.”
The spellcaster shook his head. “The last time Gaia—” His mouth fell open and he looked over at the glowing portal with horror on his face. “Gods…”
…
Miles to the south, in the heart of the Dreadmarsh, the earth shifted and buckled as one of Gaia’s oldest children stirred from her slumber at her mother’s urging. Tons of mud and brackish water were forced aside as a massive reptilian head pushed its way into the air for the first time in centuries. 
Water washed the mud from black and green scales the size of dinner plates, and a pair of deep green eyes blinked away ages of slumber to take in the world that was her mother’s domain. A crest of spear-like spines flared out, catching the vibrations in the air and filtering the Essence of the swamp for information.
The earth split as the rest of the creature emerged, revealing a long, serpentine body with wings that could blot out the sun. With a low growl, she glanced at the throng of Uba’s kin that were drawn to her emergence, their souls like fireflies compared to the inferno that was once again burning in her core. “Yes, Mother,” she said in a voice that shook the very earth with its power, and leapt into the sky.
With a beat of her wings that sent the mortals on the ground tumbling and a flick of her long serpentine tail she headed south almost faster than the eye could track, her mind fixed on the skyship that was trundling along at a snail’s pace, much too slowly for her mother’s purpose.
The air rushed across her scales and the joy of flying filled her soul. She let out a roar that could be heard for miles in all directions, and as the encampment scrambled for their weapons, sure that their doom was upon them, the Druid smiled, a thing that happened even less often than the emergence of a creature of legend.
***



Chapter thirty-eight








The Best Laid Plans


I woke up in the morning with a new notification waiting.  
Your pact-bond with the Succubus Dhaera has reached Stage 6!
New Ability Unlocked: Nexus AffinityYour mortal form has become completely entwined with a being of the Nexus. As such you have become more resilient to the forces of the physical world. The cost of Manifest Bond has been drastically reduced and will no longer burn Essence at its lowest configuration. Mana will be used instead.
I blinked away the box and grinned before remembering the changes that had happened at the end of our mental tryst. I reached up to feel my forehead and let out a sigh of relief as my questing hands found no evidence of horns.
“Well, that’s a relief.” I said and looked into my mindscape for Dhaera.
*Mmm hmm.* she purred as she stretched out under the covers, exposing a long shapely leg. *You should get moving, love. You’re going to be late for “training.”*
I glanced at the system clock and cursed. I was already late. I grabbed some training clothes and got dressed, snatching up my bag, rapier, and guitar as I ran out of the door and headfirst into Lyra who was waiting in the hallway.
We went down in a tangle of limbs. Landing in a position that would have been quite welcome if not for the current situation. Lyra rolled me off of her and stood, pulling me to my feet. “Well that answers that,” she said with a grin. “Forgot to set an alarm?”
I shrugged. “Guess I got used to you waking me up in the morning when we needed to be somewhere.”
She chuckled. “True. I have been spoiling you.” The amused look fell away as she continued. “The Ku’va seems annoyed this morning, so I’d be careful when we get there. Who knows what she’ll do since you're late.”
“She sent you to get me?”
“Yeah.”
*Poor Princess. Escaped too soon from the wicked warlock man. Didn’t even get to enjoy a good spanking before—*
“Dhaera! Do you enjoy tormenting me? Walking around with a semi twenty-four hours a day can’t be healthy.” 
She giggled.
“Let’s go, before she gets even angrier,” Lyra said.
I held up a hand and winced. “I uh… think I know why she’s in such a bad mood.”
Lyra looked at me and narrowed her eyes. “What did you do?”
*What didn’t you do is more like it,* Dhaera chimed in, even though Lyra couldn’t hear her.
I looked up and down the hall, making sure no one was in earshot and then pulled Lyra back into my room. The priestess’ warning gave me second thoughts, but I wasn’t going to keep something like that Lyra. I leaned in and whispered in her ear. “She showed up in my room last night, barely dressed.”
She pulled back. “What!?”
I gestured frantically for her to quiet down and then leaned back in. “I woke up and she was standing over me. I didn’t know who it was so I bound her with Shackle and chained her to the ceiling.”
Lyra let out a soft whimper. “We are so dead.”
“When I could finally focus on what I was seeing… she was… well… let’s just say that what she was wearing was not something one wears to a formal dinner. Then she started talking about how I was a wicked warlock and I should punish her, and basically offered herself to me on a silver platter.”
She leaned back and stared at me for a solid minute. “Please tell me you did what she wanted.”
“Well… I was thinking about how you would feel if—”
She raised a hand and started rubbing her temples. “Oh my gods, your outworlder ways are going to be the death of us.” 
I opened my mouth to respond but she cut me off with a sharp gesture. “Listen. While you are the only man that I will have in my bed, I am perfectly fine with you being with other women. I may want to join you, I may not. I may just want some sleep, like last night. But as long as you are there for me when I need you, or it's not someone I personally detest – that means no Giselle – then you can sleep with whoever you want.” 
She tapped me on the forehead. “And you, you should have told him that.”
*I did.*
“She did.”
She let out a sigh. “So then what happened?”
“I don’t know. One minute it was all Fifty Shades of Grey, and the next she got some notification or something and disappeared. She said we’d pick up where we left off the next time she dropped in… Probably best you don’t let her know that you know. She didn’t really want me to tell anyone.”
“Well… when she comes back, I’m sure it’ll be something to remember. Make her toes curl, and maybe in the end we’ll come out of this with a valuable ally.” She gave me a wry grin and patted me on the shoulder. “I believe in you.”
I snorted. “This is one of the strangest conversations I’ve ever had with a woman, and that includes last night. My whole life everyone tells me to keep it in my pants. No, not here. Not on Lor. Here everyone wants a taste, and my partners are pimping me out to the nobility.”
“Welcome to Lor, lover.” She snorted and her eyes flashed blue. “Now let’s get to the training deck or we’ll be even deeper shit than we already are.”
“Okay. Hopefully it’s not too bad.”
Ku’va Raevyndrys was not in a good mood when we arrived. I wasn’t quite sure what we were supposed to be practicing for, since we didn’t have the full team on board and I couldn’t use half of my abilities without the chance of getting tossed overboard, but she was interested in seeing the rest of our skills live.
Luckily, her displeasure was not directed at us. It was directed at her bodyguards who she forced to be the crash test dummies for our demonstration. I almost felt bad for the bastards after the twelfth time I Dazed them, set them on fire, or blasted them across the room with Cacophony.
The princess healed them every time, and they were high enough level with enough protections to not be in any real danger inside the training facility. I only found out after the fact that there was a dampening field in effect, so the damage inflicted by any offensive spells was muted.
I couldn’t use my pact powers, of course, but I did put on a good showing with the bard side of things. Lyra though, she shined. I was a little worried when she faced off against one of the elite Houseguard, but she just looked excited. And the payoff when she wiped the smug look off the elf’s face with the edge of her shield after phasing through his lazy attack was priceless.
After that it was a real match, and I could see that the other guard and the princess were likewise impressed.
In the end, the Houseguard’s experience won out, leaving Lyra sprawled out on the wooden practice floor completely exhausted, but she had a giant smile plastered across her face. Her opponent tossed his training glaive to his partner and offered her a hand.
“You have a warrior’s spirit, human,” he said. “It’s a shame Thera snatched your soul before Caerci had a chance. You could have had a good life amongst the people.”
She took his hand and stood. “Thank you,” she said and offered him a slight bow which was met with a chuckle. 
The priestess stepped forward. “An adequate display. Congratulations Par’va Stone, you are not a liability.”
I saw a spark of anger light in the redhead's eyes as she looked over at the elf. “Thank you, Ku’va,” she replied through half gritted teeth and sketched the appropriate bow.
The elf nodded. “Next we will practice tactics for—”
A claxon sounded throughout the ship and the guards sprang into action, each grabbing ahold of one of the priestess’ elbows. With a flash, they disappeared, leaving us alone in the training room.
“What the—” 
***




Chapter thirty-nine








They’re Real?!


We rushed towards the door where we could see the skyship’s guards running through the hallways. “What’s going on?” Lyra asked. 
One of the guards we’d sparred with the previous day ducked into the room. “General alarm! Get up to the deck if you’re willing to fight. If not, go back to your quarters and stay out of the way.”
He took off and we glanced at each other and then grabbed our things and rushed towards the stairs. “What the hell can get us up here?” I yelled. “Please tell me there’s no such thing as flying orcs who want to compete with us in some kind of airshow?”
She shook her head and climbed the stairs two at a time, responding between breaths. “Wyverns… Harpies… Pirates?”
“Pirates?”
“You think only the law-abiding citizens have skyships?”
I laughed. “Sky pirates… this world is too much.”
She sighed. “Let’s hope that’s all there is. Could be much worse.”
“What do you mean?”
“It could be political.”
We burst onto the deck and almost ran into the crowd of guards standing there, staring off into the sky. A second later I joined them in stunned silence as my mind struggled to make sense of what I was seeing. 
Wonder and horror danced a waltz together in my head, and I didn’t know if I should be wetting myself or falling to my knees at the sheer majesty of the creature coming towards us. 
“Dragon…” I whispered. “Dragons are real.”
*Of course they are. They are just very rare… and that one… that one hasn’t been seen in a looong time.*
“Huh?”
*You’ll see.*
A flash of light lit up the deck and the guards shook themselves out of their stupor and ran to the rails, pulling what looked like muskets out of specially made cases.
From the helm the captain shouted. “Be ready, all! I don’t know its purpose, but we’ll not go down without a fight!”
The dragon seemed to focus its gaze on the captain’s deck as it circled the ship. The dragon was bigger than the Dawnchaser and could probably bring us to the ground just by sitting on the deck.
With one last flap of its wings the dragon broke into a dive towards the ship and a single gunshot rang out into the sky as a new recruit dropped his rifle and fled in terror. The bullet pinged off of the mast, and the rest of the guards braced for death.
Dhaera was giggling inside my head, and only her utter amusement kept me from losing it.
At the last second the dragon pulled up and shrank in on itself, transforming from the massive beast of legend into a tall, regal woman with the same ancient eyes as the wyrm. Long leather robes bearing the same black and green scaled pattern as the dragon’s hide flared out as she landed lightly on the deck.
She looked around and when her eyes found me I felt a sense of recognition. She waved towards the captain’s deck and let out an exasperated sigh. “Come out here where I can see you, mortal. I do not have all day.”
The captain peeked over the ledge and slowly climbed down. Offering a bow so deep he almost fell over. “Honored dragon. How can I be of service?”
She waved absently. “Bring the Highmoon girl and those two,” she said and pointed to me and Lyra, “to the bow. We need to have a conversation.”
Dhaera laughed and I started to get angry. “Damnit Dhaera, what the ever-loving fuck is going on. First of all, you never told me there were dragons. Second, there are fucking dragons! And third, why in the name of everything that is holy is there a giant dragon looking for us, and why are you laughing?!”
She blinked and a guilty look passed over her face. *I’m sorry, my love. I’ve heard stories of Gaia’s oldest children but I never planned to see one. And the way all the nobles are huddling over there like a wolf is about to eat them… I wasn’t laughing at you.*
I took a deep breath and counted to three, letting all my frustration drain away. “I’m sorry I yelled. I am completely lost right now.”
*She’s probably here to help. Dad said Gaia would get involved sooner or later.* She paused for a second, her expression showing new signs of worry. *but if she woke up one of Them… things must not be going well.*
I took Lyra’s hand and headed towards the bow where the dragon-lady was waiting. I gave her a reassuring smile and leaned in to whisper. “Dhaera says she’s probably here to help.” A miniscule bit of tension faded from her shoulders, but her hand was still gripping the edge of her shield like it was a life preserver.
When we arrived at the bow, I started to speak but a simple glance from the dragon's reptilian eyes silenced me. A moment later there was a commotion as Raevyndrys stepped onto the deck with her guards chasing after as if to stop her. 
One grabbed ahold of her arm and pulled a vial out of his pocket, but before he could do anything with it, his limbs locked up and he fell over. The priestess continued forward, just out of range of the second Houseguard.
“Halt!” the dragon whispered, and the second guard stumbled as his legs refused to obey him. 
The priestess continued forward and bowed to the dragon, who just waved her hand as if annoyed. “Leave your mortal rituals where they belong, Chosen. My mother has charged me with a task, and I will see it carried out even if I must destroy this… thing.” She gestured to the ship.
“I apologize for the delay, most honored one,” Raevyndrys said. “My Houseguard have overstepped their bounds.”
The dragon sniffed and looked over at the fallen elves, one unconscious and one who seemed to have been transformed into stone. “They have learned the error of their ways. Perhaps in their next lives they will reborn as something with more sense.”
The princess bowed again. “They only followed orders, most honored one. If you would show me the kindness of allowing them to live, I would be most grateful. There are too few of the Houseguard left.”
The dragon looked at me and Lyra, who had taken a knee and bowed her head towards the dragon. “What of you? Should I spare the elves?”
Lyra muttered something I didn’t understand as I shrugged. “They were a bunch of dicks, but I don’t think they deserve to die for trying to protect their charge,” I said, earning an amused grin from the dragon and an elbow to the knee from Lyra.
The dragon chuckled. “Ah, you otherworlders are always so refreshing. Fine. They will live.” She dismissed the captain and pulled Lyra back to her feet. “You have used up your share of obsequiousness for the day, child. You are on a divine quest. Act like it.”
Lyra nodded and looked the dragon in the eyes for a second before she was forced to avert her gaze.
The Dragon chuckled. “You have a strong soul, girl.” She looked at each of us in turn. “The Spire is on the verge of collapse. It doesn’t have the time it would take for this… ship,” she said, gesturing to the deck below us, “to make it in time, so the Great Mother has sent me to get you there faster. We leave now.”
“What?” I said, but before I could get another word out she grabbed me by the collar and launched me over the side of the ship like I was made of paper. Lyra and Raevyndrys came flying over soon after. Luckily, I didn’t have enough time to panic before a shadow passed over me and I smashed face first into the palm of a massive claw. Stars danced around my head and consciousness fled.
***




Chapter forty








So Dragon, Much Fast, Wow.


I opened my eyes to the sight of the princess kneeling over me. “He’s awake,” she said, looking over her shoulder. 
The pain in my head was fading fast. Getting smacked around by a dragon, even accidentally, wasn’t a pleasant experience. I groaned and rubbed my forehead. “Where are we?” 
*Oh thank the gods you’re okay!* Dhaera shouted in my mind, causing a brief wave of pain.
I pulled myself up into a seated position. From what I could see we were inside of some kind of cave of dark green stone that glowed just enough for me to see without tapping into my Darkvision.
Lyra came over and took a seat nearby. She gestured towards the elf. “Raevyn says it’s some kind of protective barrier.”
Raevyn knelt next to me and grabbed me by the chin, tilting my head up so she could look into my eyes. “Not exactly,” she said absently as she held up a finger. “Follow my finger.” She moved it from side to side and then up and down, and I chuckled at the similarity to the exam of an Earth doctor.
She gestured towards the wall. “Elder Baati created this shell to protect us. At the speed we are traveling, the wind would strip the flesh from our bones.”
She turned away and started rummaging through her bag. I looked over at Lyra and mouthed “Raevyn?”
She shrugged and brushed a bit of dried blood off of my forehead. “We’ll be at the Argent Spire in a few hours.”
“What?!” I said. “How long was I out?”
The princess giggled and looked back at me. “Maybe an hour?” She looked over to Lyra and held up a small crystal. “I need to send a message ahead to my team so they are ready when we get there.”
“Sure,” Lyra said, winking at me as I blinked in confusion at the whole shift in dynamics. She’d been the one hounding me to always observe proper forms of address and protocols, but now she was on a first name – no, a nickname – basis with the princess?
She snapped her fingers, focusing my attention. “Okay. The Tower is worse off than was first thought, so the gods sent some help. The royal guards weren’t too keen on letting their charge come into contact with the dragon, so she had to ditch them.”
I nodded along. “What happened to protocol?” I heard a distinctly amused snort from the princess on the other side of the enclosure.
Lyra shrugged. “Rule is you do whatever the royals want. Raevyn wants to be called Raevyn and to be treated like an adventurer.” She took a deep breath. “It’s… hard… but I’m working on it.”
There was a flash of light from Raevyn’s direction, followed by a relieved sigh. “Message received. I’ve filled them in on your abilities and they’ll be ready to enter the Spire when we arrive.”
“That was quick,” I said. 
“The messenger spell is quite effective,” she replied and then flashed me a wicked grin. “Don’t worry. I didn’t tell them everything.” Lyra chuckled and the elf looked her way. “Although I see you did.”
Lyra shrugged. “Uhh… what happens between the beautiful, helpless princess and the naughty warlock is none of my business.”
The priestess feigned a gasp. “Oh no, the warlock’s bodyguard has arrived. Whatever shall I do?!”
The redhead tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Maybe it is my business.”
*I definitely like her better this way…. I wonder if we have enough time before… hmmm.* The room inside my mindscape shifted into a medieval style Dungeon. *This might work…*
The elf smiled and sauntered over. “Once the Spire is cleansed, we’ll have to find out.” 
“Or…” I said, reaching out to brush a wisp of hair from her face, “we could make good use of the time we have on—”
A booming voice filled the enclosure. “While I find your mortal games amusing, unless you possess the coital speed of a rabbit, your fun will have to wait. We are approaching the spire now.” 
Raevyn pouted and let out a long sigh. “Ah well,” she said, “guess it’s time to put the mask back on.” She brushed herself off and her friendly smile disappeared, replaced by her normal flat expression. “Yith’vis Crowe, Yith’va Stone. Let us prepare.”
Lyra took a deep breath and bowed. “Of course, Ku’va.” Raevyn headed towards the other end of the enclosure and Lyra leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Looks like I got a promotion.”
The stone walls began to dissolve, exposing us to the wind and revealing the truth of our surroundings. We were riding in the dragon’s cupped claws.
Raevyn stood at the front, gazing out at something in the distance. The wind was whipping her stark white robes against her body, giving hints of the curves normally hidden below. Lyra and I moved to join her, fighting against the wind that wanted nothing better than to send us plunging to the ground.
*I hope we get some alone time after this whole thing.* Dhaera said playfully. *I really want to know just what the evil warlock is going to do to punish this poor, innocent girl.*
I rolled my eyes as Lyra yelled something that was swallowed up by the wind. I shook my head and pointed to my ears to indicate I couldn’t hear her. She pointed towards something out in the distance.
I squinted, trying to make out what she was pointing to, but all I could see was a large cloud with something darker popping out of the top. 
As we got closer that dark object became clearer. First as a speck of red against the white, and then as the spire of a massive Tower. “They come in red?” I asked.
My words were swallowed by the wind, but Dhaera heard them. *No, love. They do not. We may be too late.*
“Brace yourselves,” the dragon boomed, and shifted her hands to shelter us further as she dove. Her warning wasn’t quite fast enough. All three of us went tumbling, crashing against the dragon’s chest in a pile of flailing limbs fighting against physics. Under different circumstances, it might have been the start of something fun, even with the elven elbow I took to the face.
Seconds later we were rocketed forward as the dragon touched down a few hundred feet from the Tower. A small force of elves and adventurers with weapons raised poured out of the encampment. Between us and them were three figures waving frantically at the gathered forces to lower their weapons.
The dragon placed us on the ground and brought her massive head around. “Go. Your people await.”
We all bowed low, and Raevyn spoke. “Thank you, honored elder. Will you be in the area should we be unsuccessful?”
The dragon snorted, letting out a puff of greenish gas into the air. “You are not the only reason I was roused, mortal. I have other things that require the attention of me and my kin.” She focused her gaze on each of us in turn. “Your path is simple. Do not fail.”
With that she leapt into the air and with a single beat of her massive wings, sped away to the west. The force of the wind knocked me off my feet, and by the time I recovered the dragon had disappeared into the clouds.
“Ku’va!” The trio who’d been trying to hold back the others was running our way, and I saw a slight smile cross Raevyn’s features when she spotted them. She stood straight and cast a quick spell that cleansed her robes of the dirt and dust kicked up by our landing and the dragon’s departure.
The speaker was dressed in metallic armor that was similar to the Houseguard’s, but with a lot more bulk. His close-cropped hair revealed a long scar, and his expression upon seeing Raevyn was one of pure relief.
The other two were both staring off towards where the dragon had disappeared. An older elf clad in furs and bone had an expression of pure worship plastered across his face, but the other, a spellcaster of some sort judging by his long, blue robes covered in arcane sigils, looked like he’d just avoided a very unpleasant fate.
The warrior and caster approached Raevyn and bowed low. “Ku’va,” the warrior said with relief evident in his voice. “Thank the goddess you have arrived. The Spire… well… you’ll have to see for yourself.”
“Thank you, Yith’vis Darkwater, Yith’vis Silveroak,” she said with a brief nod to the warrior and caster in turn. “Please tell Yith’vis Moontouched to stop gawking and come meet our newest additions.”
“I heard that!” the fur clad elf said as he turned his feline eyes her way. He looked off towards the elven forces and performed the correct bow, more to appease those watching than any show of formality towards the priestess. “Damned wolf and puma show, if you ask me.”
“It’s good to see you too, uncle.” She quickly suppressed her amusement as a second group approached, this one consisting of the elven military commander and an officious-looking gnome.
The gnome was the first to speak, outrage clear in his tone. “I demand you take your military forces away from this place. This is a Guild encampment and your… troops have denied our lawful entry into the Tower for too long.”
Everyone went silent as Raevyn gave the gnome a cold look and then completely ignored him as the elven commander approached and fell to one knee. “Honored Ku’va, I apologize for Guildmaster Keplin’s lack of decorum. He has been quite… difficult of late. No adventurers have been permitted into the Tower since we arrived.”
She nodded. “Commander Snowlock. Thank you for your aid in this matter. My house is eternally grateful for your service.”
The elf bowed again while the gnome sputtered in impotent rage. His companions fidgeted nervously behind him, and one of the pair – an elven woman in intricate amber robes – pushed her way past the gnome and bowed low to the princess.
“My most humble apologies, Ku’va Highmoon.” She gestured towards the gnome who was being quietly ushered away by the last of their companions. “The Guild leadership has been putting increased pressure on us here as the complaints reach headquarters.”
Raevyn nodded in response and answered loud enough to make sure that the gnome could hear. “Apparently those who administer the Guild in this area have forgotten that the Argent Spire is my lady Avael’s domain, and any access to it, or any of her Towers are with her permission.”
The elven adventurer bowed again. “We have not, Ku’va. We give thanks to Avael for the blessing of her Towers and would not dare to question the authority of her Chosen.”
Raevyn looked at Commander Snowlock. “Please escort the Guild administrators back to their camp while I confer with my team. Let them know that hopefully the Tower will be open to them soon.”
“Of course, Ku’va. It will be as you say,” he said with a bow and then got to work rounding up the combined parties. 
As soon as they were gone Raevyn let out a long sigh and turned to face us. We’d naturally gathered in our respective groups, with the three elves on one side with Lyra and me on the other. 
“Some privacy, if you please.” She said with a look at the Druid.
He gave a stoic nod and chanted out a short spell that formed a small tornado with us at its center. The wind picked up the loose earth and broken branches littering the ground which formed a screen against anyone trying to look in, while at the same time drowning out any sound whatsoever.
I was a little confused about how we were supposed to talk, until Raevyn gestured for us all to move to the center of the area. She extended her hand and the elves quickly added theirs, like we used to do in little league before the game. She gestured for me and Lyra to add ours as well, so we did.
As soon as we were all touching, she closed her eyes. “Silence,” she said, and I could feel the word resonating with power as it spread to encompass the clearing, completely negating the sound of the whirlwind.
Raevyndrys Highmoon has used Power Word: Silence. 
You have been excluded from the silencing effects.  
“Finally,” the caster said and let out a long breath. “If I had to spend one more minute with either of those two idiots I think I might have gone insane.”
“Aww come on, Hael,” the Knight said. “They aren’t that bad. A tad officious, and eager to push their political weight around, sure. But nothing compared to those bastards at the embassy.”
The Druid snorted and looked at Raevyn with a weary frown, his leathery features once again devoid of anything remotely resembling emotion. “Just get on with it.”
The warrior looked at me, a guarded expression on his face as his hand rested ready on the pommel of the sword hanging from his hip. “Are you sure about this? How do we know this isn’t some demonic ploy to sacrifice you to his masters inside the Tower?”
The robed elf nodded along. “We should just do this ourselves. Outsiders will just complicate things.”
Lyra was watching the trio closely and from the tension in her shoulders I could tell she was ready for anything. The Druid just sat there, watching. 
Raevyn let out a long sigh. “We talked about this, Erit. At length.”
“But we never—” Erit said but was cut off.
“Yes, we did,” she said. “And as I told you, Avael is the one who requested his aid.” Her easy-going tone showed a bit of her ice princess persona as she continued, “or are you claiming to know better than my goddess?”
The Druid shook his head. “If he were a danger to this world, the dragon would not have brought him here. She would have eaten him. As a snack.”
I shrugged. “I’m here to stop whatever the hell that is from happening,” I said and pointed towards the Tower. “Yes, I’m a Warlock. No, I don’t serve the void demons. Yes, I have some powers that can drain the Essence from things. No, I’m not going to use them on you. Yes, it’s pretty badass. No, you can’t have my autograph.”
By the end everyone was looking at me like I was insane, including Lyra.
*You are so weird sometimes, love.*
I held out my hand. “Sebastian Crowe, Chosen of D’walla. Nice to meet you.”
The Druid snorted. “An outworlder too. This just gets more and more amusing.”
The others looked at him, expecting some kind of answer but he just ignored them, staring up at the Tower.
Lyra stepped forward. “Lyra Stone. Lightblade. Pleased to meet you.”
The other elves nodded reluctantly, and the Knight held out a hand. “Give me your hands. I’ll need a drop of your blood to add you to the party.”
I looked at Raevyn who nodded. “It’s one of his abilities. A skill I was able to procure for him from my house so we wouldn’t be beholden to the Guild every time we needed to form a party.”
Lyra shrugged and held out her hand. The elf took it and produced a small ceremonial knife and used it to make a small cut at the base of her thumb. The blood dripped onto the Knights hand and blue light flashed across both of their eyes.
“You guys don’t mess around,” she said as Raevyn cast a minor spell to heal the wound. I offered my hand and received the same treatment.
Erit Darkwater has invited you to join his party.
Accept? (Y/N)
The rush of information through the Party link was a lot smoother than my previous experiences, which was weird since there were more party members than ever before. I wondered if it had something to do with the nature of the skill.
Party members:
-Sebastian Crowe, Level 8 Human Bard, Status: Healthy
-Lyra Stone, Level 8 Human Lightblade, Status: Healthy
-Raevyndrys Highmoon , Level 9 Elven Priestess of Avael, Status: Healthy
-Hael Silveroak, Level 9 Elven Magus, Status: Healthy
-Mallon Moontouched, Level 9 Elven Druid, Status: Healthy
-Erit Darkwater, Level 9 Elven Knight, Status: Healthy
That notification was followed immediately by a quest update.
Quest Update: The Argent Spire
Criteria:
=Meet Ku’va Highmoon at the elven embassy in Northshield by the 12th day of Eighthmoon ✔
=Join a party with the Ku’va Highmoon ✔
=Determine if the Tower has been corrupted by demons ✔
=Cleanse the Tower of darkness
“Well, that cinches that. The Tower is definitely corrupted,” I said, and the rest of the party looked towards me. “What? If the Quest update says it’s corrupted, it’s corrupted. Right?”
Lyra nodded. “I got it too.”
Hael gestured towards the cloud line where the crimson stain was clearly visible. “Obviously.”
“We need to move quickly,” Raevyn said and then started jogging towards the Tower. “Buff as we move!”
I still didn’t have any buffs that needed to be cast ahead of time, but I did need to recharge the ring. Shackle had been good for the close confines of the skyship, but I had a feeling that I’d need something a bit deadlier inside the Tower, so opted for Wall of Fire instead.
I really wanted to store the new circle spell, but I couldn’t cast it on the move. 
*Once this is done, remind me that we need to focus on some of the skills you’ve ignored up until now.*
“Uh, sure.”
Between the Druid, Magus, and Priestess, I had more buffs than I knew what to do with. Both Hael and Raevyn had a damage shield, while Mallon’s spells gave us increased Health regeneration and physical armor. Erit and Lyra had their own personal buffs, too, as well as a few extras from Raevyn that would give them increased resistance to all sorts of things.
We passed through the elven guards in no time and headed straight to the Tower entrance. The portal was bordered in blood red energy with tendrils that seemed to be trying to spread through the white energy. Raevyn put her hand on the stone next to the portal and closed her eyes. A soft white glow spread from her hand into the Tower.
She let out a long breath as the glow seeped into the Tower, but then things changed. Red energy seeped out of the stone and engulfed her hand. Her entire body went rigid, and only Erit’s quick action saved her from whatever was going on.
He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her way from the Tower, breaking the connection with the stone. The red ick splattered to the ground and then flowed together, surging towards Raevyn who was having some sort of seizure on the ground.
Faster than I thought possible I finished the gestures for Inferno and let loose a torrent of fire onto the goop. The air was filled with a high-pitched scream as the substance was reduced to dust.
Mallon rushed over to Raevyn’s side and grabbed her by the wrist, pulling the hand she’d touched the Tower with into view. Her pale skin was badly burned, and coated in a think layer of the substance that was slowly burrowing into her flesh.
He cursed and called us over. “Hold her down,” he said as he tied a leather strap tightly around her bicep. He pulled a wicked looking obsidian axe from his back and grunted. “We need to remove it before it gets to her core.”
Lyra wrapped her arms around the priestess and cradled her head against her chest, whispering comforting words that were lost on the semi-comatose elf.
A single blow severed her arm just below the joint. Almost as soon as it hit the ground a questing red tendril poked out of the severed end and reached towards Raevyn. 
“Burn it!” the Druid shouted and then started chanting.
The severed limb twitched and started pulling itself back towards Raevyn. It launched itself through the air, only to crash headlong into a barrier of force hastily raised by Hael. Erit stepped in before it hit the ground and slashed it with his arming sword, sending it flying into the Tower where it hit with a dull thud.
The red ooze clung to the Tower, and more started to seep from the stone, forming into an elbow, and an arm.
“Fuck that,” I said and unleashed another Inferno, burning away the arm, blood, and coating the Tower with soot.
Mallon’s chanting drew my attention back to the unconscious priestess. I rushed to her side. “What can I do to help?”
The Druid glared at me and continued his spell, covering Raevyn’s arm with a glowing amber gel. It looked like a very thick honey, if the bees had been taken from Chernobyl. I could almost feel the mana draining out of the Druid and pouring into the substance.
The honey shifted, shaping itself into a replica of her lost forearm and hand, and as the final words of the chant rang out, she woke up with a gasp. I caught an elbow to the side of the head as she started flailing, but the sight of Mallon seemed to calm her.
She looked down at her arm. Instead of her pale white flesh, her skin was the same golden hue as the substance Mallon had used to grow it back. “What happened?” she said and then looked at the Druid with narrowed eyes. “What did you do to my hand?”
Her shouts had drawn some attention, but the elven military had kept the adventurers far enough back that they probably hadn’t seen anything. “It had to come off. The demonspawn from the Tower had gained a foothold in your flesh.”
She looked over to the scorched wall of the Tower and shivered. “You burned it?” she asked.
The Druid gestured in my direction. “He did.”
I rubbed the knot where her elbow had connected absently. “Nasty thing. Looked like some sort of blood pudding blob monster.”
Erit helped her back to her feet. “What happened? I’ve seen you read the Towers many times before.”
Raevyn let out a slow breath. “The spell had just completed when that thing attacked me. I haven’t been able to examine the results yet.” She held up a hand and a dozen flashes of blue light played across her eyes. With each one they got wider and wider.
“Avael’s mercy,” she said. “We need to act fast. There is another group inside, and they have been doing something to destabilize the Tower.”
I looked at Lyra. “Cultists?” She nodded but focused on what Raevyn was saying.
The priestess looked down at her amber hand. “This feels like mine. Will it hold up?” she said with a look at the Druid.
He snorted. “It is yours, now. The color will fade over time, don’t you worry.”
“Okay, uncle.” She reached out and squeezed his shoulder gently. “Thank you.”
He waved a hand. “Better this than have to explain to your mother how I had to cut off your hand.”
Her lips curled in a smile. “It would almost be worth waiting to see that conversation.”
Erit cleared his throat. “The Tower?”
“Yes. I can tune the portal to enter the same instance as the other group. We have to stop whatever it is they are doing and then continue to the top.”
I looked up into the clouds. “That’s a lot of stairs.”
Hael chuckled. “I’ve been here before. It’s not as high as it seems. There are only fifteen floors.”
Lyra let out a long whistle. “That’s still a lot of fighting.”
“We won’t have to clear anything until we reach the other group, and after that who knows what we’ll face.” Raevyn replied.
I raised a hand and everyone turned to look. “If it's anything like the corrupted Dungeon we cleared out last week, it won’t be easy.”
The Druid’s eyes locked on mine. “Tell me what you found.”
“The entire place was rotting from the inside. At first there were only minor changes, but as we got deeper the entire Dungeon started to fall apart. The creatures were twisted shells of what they should have been. The big mama jamma that was supposed to be the boss was the worst of all.”
*It was possessed.*
“It was possessed by a Pain Demon. That bastard ate two of our party. Gobbled them up, soul and all.”
Erit glanced towards Lyra and me with a skeptical expression. “And how did you survive?”
“Remember those Essence draining skills I mentioned earlier? Well, Demons are pretty much pure Essence. I stabbed it in its core and rode it like a bucking bronco until it ran out of juice.”
The Druid hummed in thought. “Interesting.”
Hael looked over to Raevyn. “Sounds implausible, but—”
She shook her head. “He was chosen by his god for a reason, and Avael has vouched for them, so that is enough for me.”
He shrugged. “Okay. That’s enough for me.”
I looked at the other two elves who nodded slowly. 
Raevyn moved up to the portal and placed her normal hand on the shimmering surface. “Avael, Lady of Towers, open the way. Guide us to the threat to this world and lend us your strength as we fight those who would bring ruin to all.”
“Amen,” I said, and everyone looked at me. I shrugged. “It’s a thing where I’m from.”
The portal flashed around Raevyn’s hand and formed into a vortex of light that slowly opened to reveal the crumbling ruin of what was once the Tower’s bind stone. “Quick!” she hissed. “I can only keep this open for a few seconds.”
Erit and Lyra dashed through, shields raised to guard against any unseen threats. Hael and Mallon went next, hands aglow with spells waiting to be unleashed. I followed immediately after, plucking out the opening notes to the Song of Quickening as I entered the Tower.
With a final surge of strength, Raevyn jumped through and the portal snapped shut behind her. The only way out was up.
***




Chapter forty-one








Where’s HGTV When You Need Them


You have entered the Argent Spire! 
Recommended Levels: 8-12.Highest Floor Reached: 0
Avael has opened another group’s instance to you. 
You have entered another group’s instance. All Climb rewards for completed floors will be locked to the original party.
The remains of the bindstone were scattered across the room. I picked up one of the pieces but quickly tossed it aside when I saw the splotch of red slime clinging to one end.
*If their forces have corrupted the Tower to the extent that the bindstone is vulnerable, this may be beyond us.*
“To the stairs!” Raevyn yelled, and the rest of her team headed that way.
“Give me a minute!” I said, calling up the summoning circle to bring Dhaera into play. “Bringing out the big guns.”
Mana surged out of me into an intricate pattern on the floor, searing the magical circle into the stone. With a flash of light, Dhaera appeared in what I’d decided to call her battle form, complete with black glossy armor and stiletto heels.
Everyone but Lyra took a step back, going instantly on guard as the succubus posed for effect, flaring her wings. “Ah, it’s good to be back in the flesh.”
“Hey D,” Lyra said. “Ready to slay some cultists?”
The succubus nodded and gestured towards the elves. “I’m ready, but they seem more interested in pointing their weapons my way.”
I raised my arms. “Woah there.” I gestured towards Dhaera. “This is my bond-mate, Dhaera. I summoned her here to help us clear the Tower. Dhaeras are friends, not food.”
Lyra muttered something under her breath that I couldn’t hear, but judging by the grin on Dhaera’s face I could imagine. “She’s a powerful ally,” Lyra said. 
Raevyn walked forward and examined her. “My apologies. My lady didn’t see fit to inform me of this particular skill.”
Dhaera reached out and took her hand and brought it to her lips for a kiss. “A… pleasure to meet you in person, Ku’va Highmoon. I hope we will have more time to get to know each other once this matter is dealt with.”
The elf nodded. “I as well.” She turned away and headed towards the stairs. “Let’s move. We’re running out of time.”
Lyra ran to join Erit at the front and Dhaera moved up beside me. “This place feels… oppressive. It is much harder to inhabit this avatar. Be on your guard.” She leaned in and kissed me on the cheek and then ran to catch up with the rest of the group.
Raevyn looked at me and shook her head before jogging after the group, leaving me to catch up.
The next five floors were completely empty as well, except for the stairs, which confused me even more. “Why are the stairs down still here? I thought there was no going back. Is the Tower that far gone?”
Raevyn looked at me oddly. “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t they be here? These are cleared floors?”
“Uh. I thought once you went up a floor everything before that was closed off.”
Erit and Hael shared a look. “What?” the Knight said. “How would you get back to your group if you fell?”
“Never mind,” I said. “Soul damage and all that.”
The elves just shook their heads and moved towards the next staircase. Lyra dropped back and gave me a patient smile as we followed after. “When you get to a new floor the way back disappears, but the lower floors are still available. So when a party member dies and respawns at the stone they have a way up to rejoin the party.”
“Ahh…” I said. “I should probably stop asking questions any child adventurer would know in mixed company, huh?”
She laughed. “It couldn’t hurt, but then again if it’s important it’s better to look like a fool than a corpse, no?”
“True that.”
The top of the next staircase was different. Instead of a simple opening into the next floor, there was a portal similar to the ones I was used to from the Monarch’s Rise. Raevyn called a halt, and we hastily refreshed our buffs and topped off our mana pools.
“The enemy will be on this floor,” Raevyn said, gesturing to the portal. “We go full offensive as soon as we pass through. Have your openers ready for immediate use. If we can take them by surprise, we should be able to take out their support before they realize what is happening. Priority targets are anyone wearing robes.”
“Yes, mom.” Hael said, earning himself a slap to the back of the head from the Druid.
Raevyn gave him an unamused look. “I know you know the drill, but they don’t,” she said as she gestured to us.
“Thanks,” I said. “Kill the crunchies, sort the rest out as we go. Got it.”
Erit snorted. “Basically. Raevyn will mark the targets with faerie fire. Priority order from highest to lowest is red, orange, yellow, green.” He looked my way. “Got it?”
“Yeah. What about control? How do those fit in?” I asked.
He nodded thoughtfully and looked to Hael. “You normally handle that. What’s your method?”
The magus shrugged. “Depends. Raevyn said you have a few tricks up your sleeve. What level creatures can you reliably control.”
I thought about it for a minute. “Tenth? Unless they have a lot of resistance to enchantments. If it’s all I focus on I can mez a group of enemies, one more with my single target version, Shackle another, and enthrall one to fight on our side… Or burninate them all with fire… or Balefire.”
The Druid hissed. “You didn’t tell us he could wield Balefire, niece.”
“You’ll also note that I said nothing of his class, or his class skills within the missive either,” she replied. “The spell is secure, but we all know there are ways of intercepting such things, and you know how closely Javyn has been watching me ever since my goddess put me on this path.”
“Damned fool,” he replied. “Mark my words, his ambition will be the ruin of our family.”
Erit cleared his throat. “Leave the politics at court folks. Some of us enjoy our lives.”
“Seconded,” Hael replied. “Enthrall orange, control yellow and green, burn red.”
“Got it.” I turned to Dhaera who was waiting patiently, flexing her claws. “Anything you know that we should worry about?”
She smiled, showing off her fangs. “If they are true devotees of the Lords of Hell then they may have abilities similar to your own. They will be bound to minor void demons and may be able to summon them to their aid.”
Lyra shuddered. “Are we talking soul-eating demons here?”
Dhaera reached out and caressed her cheek. “I doubt that kind of hellspawn would bind itself to a cultist that could enter this Tower. They tend to be very… elitist.”
Seeing my confused look she continued. “Since no one above level twelve can enter here and they tend to want more powerful servants.”
The redhead let out a long sigh. “Well at least there’s that.”
Raevyn nodded. “I will mark them accordingly.” She looked around the group. “Let’s go.”
***




Chapter forty-two








Have You Heard The Bad Word?


We burst into the room like the Kool-Aid man, murderhobo version. It took me a few seconds to read the room, but by that time the fighting was well underway. There were a dozen cultists chanting in a circle around the remains of one of their number.  
I didn’t get a good look at the body, but there was a lot of blood, so I didn’t think he’d be joining in on the fun. 
Mallon unleashed a bolt of lightning that slammed into the closest cultist, burning a hole through its robes and continuing onwards. Electricity arced from the point of impact to the nearest two cultists, hurting them but not enough to put them down.
Hael’s follow-up finished the job, cleaving through the pair with a wave of compressed air that cut like a blade, disemboweling them while blasting another off her feet.
Not wanting to be left out, I hit another cultist with a Fire Dart and then played the Song of Quickening, extending it with Echo as soon as it was in effect to free up my hands for some more pinpoint casts.
Colors sprang up around the cultists marking those closest to the tanks in reds and orange while those further away were green and yellow. I moved through the gestures of my Mass Hypnosis spell and dropped it in the middle of the low priority group. Multicolored clouds swirled around their heads, taking them out of the fight.
The enemy was on the back foot, but the Hellspawn hadn’t chosen shlubs as their servants and they recovered quickly. A sharply spoken word from one of the cultists raised a wall of jagged rock in between their front ranks and our melee fighters, stopping them in their tracks.
Lyra dropped into a baseball slide and barely avoided impaling herself on the sharp stone, and only a frantic flap of Dhaera’s wings kept her clear.
Raevyn’s voice reverberated through the chamber as she spoke a single word: “Break!” Existence seemed to resonate with the power of her will and a second later the stone wall shattered into a million pieces, revealing a line of cultists in the middle of a spell of their own.
Each had a bloodied knife in one hand that they’d used to slice deep wounds into their opposite wrists. Blood gushed out of the gaping wounds, but instead of spilling onto the stone it formed into long tendrils that joined with the other cultists’ to create a complex web reminiscent of my elemental summoning ritual.
Hael cursed and raised a hand just as the cultists completed their chant, raising a wall of force between us and the wave of boiling blood that gushed out of the cultists spell form. Cracks appeared in the transparent barrier, but it held for long enough to absorb the force of the blow.
The barrier dropped and Dhaera rushed in, ripping apart the closest cultist with her claws while Lyra and Erit charged his friends.
Raevyn marked one of the cultists in the back ranks with an orange light, making him an ideal target for Influence. My hands danced through the motions of the spell and the mana rushed out, assaulting his mind. There was a bit of resistance, but it popped like a bubble under the force of my will. With a nudge I sent him forward and had him stab his buddy in the kidney. Blood sprayed from the target’s mouth in a gasp and she fell to her knees as life left her eyes. 
Dhaera’s target went down as well while the other two folded under two coordinated attacks from Lyra and Erit. Meanwhile, Hael and Mallon’s combined attacks put down the four that I’d mesmerized while Raevyn healed the tanks of the wounds inflicted by the cultists’ knives.
With the hostile cultists dead, Dhaera pounced on the cultist under my control and literally ripped his head from his shoulders, sending a geyser of blood high enough to paint the ceiling.
Everyone relaxed for a second as the last cultist hit the floor, but it wasn’t over yet. Beneath the splattered gore in the center of the room was a ritual circle that now pulsed with power. Blood flowed along the ground, drawn as if by a magnet to the central corpse. I felt the power calling to my own blood and had to brace myself against it.
Raevyn called out word that raised a shield around the party, cutting off the pull so suddenly that I stumbled backwards as the strings were cut. “Form up!” Erit called and we got back into formation.
The blood formed into a solid column in the center of the room. Dhaera hissed. “Hellspawn! It’s a summoning portal! Be ready!”
Hael chanted a spell that assaulted the magic making up the ritual itself. Blades of force stabbed into the glowing circle but failed to find purchase. “It’s too strong for me to dispel without more time,” he said.
Raevyn attempted to dispel it as well, but her spell was reflected back upon her, stripping half of her buffs in the process.  
The Druid pulled a handful of thorns from his pouch and tossed them between us and the portal. He chanted a short spell and they grew, sinking roots into the stone as they grew into a field of sword-sized thorns angled towards the summoning circle.
Lyra and Erit shared a look and then moved to stand shoulder to shoulder as the bloody column collapsed in on itself, revealing a trio of ogre sized humanoids that looked like someone had taken three plastic bubbles shaped like the Hulk and filled them to bursting with blood.
Mallon rained lightning down on them as soon as the summoning circle disappeared, blasting a hole in the center demon’s torso and burning chunks out of the other two. Hael added to the destruction with a conjured blade of force that chopped into the creature, tearing a hole in its membrane.
The creature deflated, but instead of spilling onto the ground, the blood formed into a smaller version of the demon and joined its brothers as they rushed towards us. I used Inspect.
Bloodquenched Hellspawn, Level 10
Colored fire coated the creatures marking our priorities. “Lyra, taunt orange. I’ve got red!” Erit shouted and stepped to the left.
“Got it!” Lyra said, raising her shield as the creatures crashed into the thorny barrier, impaling themselves on the thorns and spawning even more mini-demons. The partially deflated demon was marked with yellow fire and was able to maneuver through the thorns a lot easier now that it wasn’t quite so big.
I was pretty sure these things were going to be resistant to my enchantments, but figured it was worth a try anyhow.
I tagged Mr. Yellow with my AOE mez, hoping to catch as many of the smaller ones in the AOE as possible. The cloud of scintillating light appeared and to my surprise, the entire group froze in place as the magic took hold. Raising the school to ten had definitely been worth it.
“Yellow and its spawn are mezzed!” I yelled.
Erit and Lyra slashed into their targets, using their single target taunts to peel them away from each other and provide more room for our damage dealers to act.
The Knight’s target slammed into him like a freight train, hitting his shield so hard there was an audible crack as the arm supporting it snapped. He yelled in pain, but still managed to dodge out of the way of the demon’s follow up.
“Damn these things hit hard!” he yelled.
Taking the elf’s words to heart, Lyra changed her stance and deflected the creature’s attack to the side instead of blocking it head on. She struck back with her glowing blade, partially severing the creature’s exposed hand. Black smoke wafted from the wound, but it closed up rapidly as the Hellspawn’s amorphous body shifted to compensate.
Raevyn chanted a short spell and a wave of silvery energy washed over Erit and his opponent, healing the elf while burning the demon with holy light.
Dhaera charged into the spell’s wake and launched herself onto the demon’s back, ripping into where its head should be with her claws. Surges of Essence flowed through our bond with each slash and the creature started to deflate as it lost chunks of its lifeforce.
The Hellspawn screamed, sending a wave of agony through the room, stunning everyone except for Dhaera and Raevyn for a split second. It reached back and grabbed at Dhaera, trying to dislodge her at all costs.
“Burn red!” Erit yelled as soon as the stun wore off, and the others acted quickly, focusing their fire on the distracted demon. A giant stone hand emerged from the floor and grabbed it around the waist, and a storm of glowing blue missiles erupted from Hael’s hands and blasted into its body, turning it into a sprinkler of smoking blood.
A grunt from Lyra brought my attention back to her fight. The party interface told me she’d taken some minor wounds, but nothing too serious. The sprays of blood from the first demon carried with them some kind of necrotic disease that was eating away at Erit’s flesh, taking Raevyn’s full attention, so I brought my guitar around and targeted Lyra with Healing Melody to provide her some relief.
A quick glance at the pack of smaller demons showed they were still out of action, so I used Echo to keep the healing song in place and then dropped my guitar back to my side so my hands would be free for my next spell.
The info streaming in from the Party Interface caught my attention. Raevyn’s mana was down to less than half, and Hael and Mallon weren’t doing much better. It was time for my newest spell. “Putting up Circle of Restoration!” I yelled. 
Raevyn nodded her approval and then focused back on her own spells. “Center up!” 
With almost perfect coordination, Erit maneuvered the Hellspawn into a better position, allowing Hael and Mallon to shift closer.
I took a deep breath and started casting, tracing the multi-layered circle with a focused beam of mana around myself and the other casters. The design was complicated, but nothing compared to the one for creating Dhaera’s avatar. It was just big, and time consuming.
Erit blocked another ground-shaking attack from the Hellspawn and growled as he was driven to his knees from the blow. “Any time now,” he said.
I cast the spell as quickly as I could, but rushing it would likely result in bad things for everyone involved, so I took a deep breath and maintained my current speed. 
A pulse of force knocked the demon backwards, giving the Knight the time he needed to steady himself and opening it up to another blast of lightning from Mallon’s outstretched hands.
The concentrated firepower of the elven casters burned through the Hellspawn, breaking it into multiple smaller creatures that swarmed around its feet. The smaller creatures were almost harder to deal with than the original as they attempted to pummel the Knight’s legs.
I finished the last line of the circle and it came to life, drawing in the ambient Essence of the Tower to bolster our regeneration rates. Almost immediately I could feel a change in the air and felt invigorated.
Dhaera was having a field day. She was up to her waist in the smaller demons, shredding them with lightning-quick slashes of her claws. The bottom half of her face was stained with blood, and I could feel an almost constant flow of Essence surging through our bond as she drained the creatures out of existence.
Her legs were covered with small wounds, but the necrotic disease carried by the Hellspawn didn’t seem to affect her at all. I could practically taste her excitement as she fed on the power keeping the Hellspawn anchored to this plane and purified it for our use.
There was a dull thwack and Lyra went flying through the air to land at my feet, followed closely by the demon she’d been keeping at bay. It raised both of its hands above its head and brought them down towards me.
“Look out!” Lyra yelled as she looked up at the charging demon.
I thought for certain I was a goner, but Raevyn had brought her A game and a golden shield appeared between me and the demon, absorbing the blow.
Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I used my new lease on life and unleashed Balefire. My brush with death might have pushed me to channel a bit more mana than was necessary into the skill. I thrust both hands out towards the demon, kame-hame-ha style, and a two-foot wide beam of multi-colored light burned a hole clean through the demon’s torso. 
The energy blinked out after a second, leaving a faint afterimage behind as the demon fell. Lyra was still getting to her feet, so I opened my mouth and used Cacophony, shattering it with the sonic attack. 
A wave of healing brought Lyra back to her feet, just as my Mass Hypnosis spell shattered and the demons charged.
“Shit,” I cursed and activated my ring, raising the Wall of Fire to keep them at bay while we finished cleaning up the current set. 
The smaller demons were mindless killing machines, and ran headlong into the fire, cooking themselves in an attempt to get to us. The smell of burning blood filled the air, and I was glad I had a strong stomach or I might have lost my lunch right then and there.
The bits and pieces of the demon I’d blasted apart were starting to reform into smaller versions of their papa. Half of them rushed in my direction and the rest charged at Lyra who was almost back to a hundred percent. 
She looked at me with that excited sparkle in her eyes and grinned. “I’ll group ‘em up, you burn ‘em down!” She roared out her area taunt and the swarm heading in my direction immediately swerved towards her. The two swarms converged and formed a massive wave of blood that rose up over the Lightblade.
“Lyra!” I yelled in fear, but instead of swallowing her up, the blood-tsunami passed right through her incorporeal form, crashing onto the stone behind her in a pile of thrashing pseudopods. I didn’t waste a second, casting Inferno and burning the pile of creatures to dust.
Raevyn’s cry of warning came a second too late as the last of the bigger demons made its move, leaping over the wall of flame and landing in the perfect spot to smash me into the ground with its massive fist.
I tried to dodge but wasn’t fast enough and the punch connected, shattering my protective shields into a million pieces and continuing through to smash my shoulder into paste. I screamed in pain and fell to the side.
My guitar strap shattered and the instrument went skidding across the stone, playing discordant notes quite in line with my thoughts as I struggled to keep my wits about me.
The demon raised a foot to stomp me into oblivion but lurched to the side as a succubus missile hit it like a semi-truck. Dhaera’s face was a mask of fury as she sank her claws, teeth, and even her stiletto heels into the Hellspawn, screaming in rage the entire time.
Essence poured into me and my instincts took over, activating Manifest Bond and putting that Essence to work healing my shattered body.
Horns sprouted from my forehead and my flesh darkened to red as my shoulder slowly knit itself back together. My fingernails lengthened into sharp claws, and I knew that if Dhaera wasn’t out and about, I could have added more Essence to grow wings and a tail as well.
A bolt of lightning flashed across the room and blasted into the demon, followed closely by another swarm of force bolts that drove it backwards. 
Forced to relinquish her perch under the magical onslaught, Dhaera flapped her wings and glided in to land next to me, helping me to my feet while the rest of the party converged on the lone survivor and the spawn it unleashed with every splash of blood.
A healing spell from Raevyn sped my recovery, and I stopped the Essence flow in favor of the much less costly mana. The healing was miniscule at that level, but with the priestess and the effects of my Circle of Replenishment, I’d be good to go in no time.
Lyra taunted the bigger demon while Erit used his own AOE taunt to gather the smaller Hellspawn so that Mallon could blast them with some kind of lightning storm attack. Her blade blazed with golden light as Lyra carved chunks from the demon’s form, giving birth to even more miniature Hellspawn with each slash.
As soon as I was on my feet, Dhaera rushed back into the fight, ripping apart the smaller demons with abandon while the rest of the party dealt with the rapidly diminishing giant.
The entire time, Raevyn was constantly in motion, sending healing spells, cleansing spells, and renewing shields as the enemy’s necrotic blood burned through them.
A cone of force from Hael blasted apart the remains of the bigger demon, and the combined effects of a lightning storm from Mallon and an Inferno from me put the remnants of the Hellspawn to rest.
One last wave of healing from Raevyn cleansed us of the last of the nasty necrotic ick, and the room went silent.
***




Chapter forty-three








Loot First, Ask Questions Later


Dhaera grinned and wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve. “Ah, Hellspawn are delicious.” 
Erit frowned and looked a little sick. “Their blood was foul and full of disease. How can that be delicious?”
The succubus smiled, but it was Hael who answered with a thoughtful expression. “The Hellspawn are made of pure Essence?” he asked.
Dhaera nodded. “Exactly. They were summoned using the Essence of their sacrifices… and the ones we killed. Drain them of their fuel and pop, back to a puddle they go.”
“What about the blood plague?” Raevyn asked. “From what I could tell you were immune.”
Dhaera gestured towards her body. “I am a Divine Being. Mortal diseases have no power over me.”
“Really?” I sent to her through the bond. That wasn’t something I was aware of.
*No, silly. But they don’t need to know that.* she replied. *I burned away the nasty with Essence before it could take hold.*
She gave me a wide smile and then brushed some of the ick out of her hair. “Does anyone have any water? I really don’t want it to dry this way.”
Erit stared at her and then blinked while Lyra burst out laughing. The Knight looked at her. “What?” he said.
“You wouldn’t understand, Sir Shaved Head. Dried blood is hell to get out of anything. Hair. Clothes…” Lyra replied.
Raevyn rolled her eyes. “Gather ‘round,” she said and started chanting. About ten seconds later a glowing ball of white energy appeared above. It dripped off the ceiling like a giant raindrop and splashed over the party, washing away all of the dirt and grime that had built up since the last time I’d had access to a shower.
I looked at her with a raised eyebrow and she shrugged. “You’d be surprised how often one must become ready to host dignitaries or other important people at the drop of the hat.”
Dhaera clapped. “Oh, I like her,” she said with a smile.
Hael was studying the remnants of the circle with a worried look. “The summoning ritual wasn’t the only thing done here… They did a good job of obscuring things, but the residue isn’t comforting.”
We gathered around and I tried to see what he was looking at. There was a half erased glyph near a puddle of red wax, half of a small red leaf, and a severed claw of some kind still attached to the finger bone.
The bucket of knowledge associated with my Summoning School told me that all three of those ingredients had properties that would make them useful in weakening the barrier between the physical world and the astral. 
Dhaera picked up the claw and examined it. “This once belonged to an Imp.”
Mallon took it from her. “An Imp?”
“A servant of D’walla,” she said thoughtfully. “They are not of this plane.”
“Candles are ubiquitous,” Raevyn added, “and the leaf looks like Angelsbane. It’s used in poisons specifically designed to harm Celestial Beings.”
I opened my mouth to ask the nature of the Tower Wardens but caught myself. I didn’t know how much the rest of the elves knew about the backstage workings of the whole Dungeon/Tower enterprise. Or even if Raevyn had seen the folks behind the curtain yet. She gave me a knowing look and miniscule nod that I don’t think anyone else noticed.
Hael knelt down and chanted a spell, weaving his hands in an intricate gesture that sent waves of magic flowing out over the ruined circle. The power sparked and then fizzled out, and the elf cursed. “Damned cultists. There’s not enough left to identify it fully.”
Erit patted him on the back. “These guys knew what they were doing.” He looked around. “What I don’t understand is what the point of this floor was? They obviously chose to stop here, but there are no simulacra to fight. I don’t see any puzzles or challenges either.” 
Mallon’s frown deepened. “Is that something you can ascertain, niece?” he asked with a questioning look at Raevyn.
She nodded and waved a hand through the air, chanting a soft prayer that sent wisps of light swirling around the room. After a few seconds the wisps changed their pattern and started swirling in tighter and tighter circles until they were all floating over the desiccated corpse of one of the cultists.
“No one looted the cultists?” she asked with a surprised expression. 
Hael coughed and looked away. “I may have gotten a bit fixated on their blood monster ritual. You know, in case it wasn’t done trying to kill us.”
Erit nodded. “A good thought, but that part’s over. Let’s see if these bastards have anything useful on them. Maybe there will be more clues about what we can expect above.”
The group split up, digging through the cultists' remains. The rest of the party seemed to have it well in hand, so I took the opportunity to retrieve my guitar and clear out the notification pulsing away in the corner of my vision. 
As expected, it was a summation of the Essence gains and losses for the battle.
+1718 Received from Dhaera
-145 Essence (Manifest Bond)
I’d spent a lot less Essence than I’d thought. The upgraded bond was really paying off. The guitar was surprisingly undamaged, except for the strap. Luckily there was enough slack that I was able to jury rig a temporary fix.
I caught Dhaera’s eye across the room and gave her a big smile. “Hey beautiful,” I sent through the bond. “Have fun tearing apart the bad guys?”
She flashed me a wicked grin and sauntered my way. *Oh yes. The only thing that would make me happier right now would involve a bed and the other boys going for a walk.*
I chuckled and slid an arm around her waist when she was close enough.
“You should learn that cleansing thing,” Lyra said as she joined us, slipping under my other arm. “We’d have no trouble recruiting a team with that on the menu.”
“If I can. For all I know it’s some divine blessing from Avael.” I looked at Dhaera. “Any ideas?”
She shrugged and slipped her arm behind my back, meeting Lyra’s halfway as she did the same. She looked over to where Raevyn was finishing up her search. “Hey Raevyn, can you tell us where we can learn that cleansing spell?”
She didn’t even look up as she answered. “It’s an Elite Spell in the Healing School. It’s intended to be used to sterilize the infirmary, but it has some other applications.”
Lyra patted me on the chest. “There you have it. Go learn some healing magic.”
I shrugged. “If we can get the scrolls I’d be happy to oblige.” 
There were a few cultists yet to be searched, so we each chose one and got to work. Surprisingly, it wasn’t as messy a job as anticipated. Every ounce of liquid had been pulled out of the bodies to create the Hellspawn, so all that remained were piles of bones and cloth.
The one I picked didn’t have much in terms of material possessions. There was a small dagger that looked like it belonged in a novelty knife catalog, a small pack of rations that I wouldn’t eat even if I was starving, and a pair of minor mana potions.
“Got it!” Raevyn yelled, holding up a small box with a series of dials embedded into the center of the lid. “Puzzle box. A pretty easy one too. As soon as we finish gathering the loot we can proceed.”
We piled everything we’d found away from the ick. It was a pretty mediocre pile. Only the potions were potentially useful, but none of us trusted them enough to use without a thorough examination, and that would take up precious time that we didn’t have.
There were a handful of the nasty-looking daggers, as well as some ink, parchment, and specialty dyes that I could probably use for Inscription down the line. No one seemed interested in any of it, so I scooped the pile into my Dimensional bag.
Raevyn looked around the group. “Did anyone find any clues about what they were up to?”
I shook my head. “Nothing on the one I examined.” 
“I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary either,” Lyra said and gestured to the rest of the room. “Not that any of this qualifies as ordinary.”
Hael looked at the puzzle box in Raevyn’s hands and looked thoughtful. “If these cultists were smart enough to cast those rituals, then that box should have been nothing to them. That worries me.”
“Hmm,” I said. “They stopped here on purpose then?”
The Magus nodded. “Yes. The question is why.”
“This is why I leave the magic stuff to you,” Erit said with a shrug, and Mallon grunted dryly.
Raevyn looked down at the puzzle box and chanted a spell. Blue light passed through her eyes and she frowned. “The time limit for solving this puzzle has already passed, and yet somehow they survived the backlash.”
Hael stroked his chin in thought. “One of the rituals we couldn’t identify?”
“Perhaps,” she said. “But the Tower itself has ways of handling that kind of thing, and the fact that it didn’t makes our task even more important.”
“More Chosen stuff?” Erit asked, and she gave him a curt nod.
“Can the floor still be completed?” I asked.
Raevyn hesitated for a second, but then nodded. “It should be possible. Solving the puzzle is still the key to opening the way. What waits for us above is what worries me.”
Mallon grunted. “Best be on the move then.”
The priestess turned the box in her hands and shifted the dials with a quiet confidence until the chaotic design etched into the wood transformed into a coherent shape. As soon as the last piece was in place, the entire design flashed with a bright light.
***




Chapter forty-four








Mistress Of Puppets


Encounter Complete! 
Solve Geometric Puzzle Box – Complete
ERROR – Time Limit Expired
ERROR – No qualifying party members for reward.
ERROR – Solution Unavailable…
Raevyn’s body went rigid as soon as the notification hit us. Beams of blue the same color as the System message boxes shot out of her eyes and blasted into the ceiling above, carving a hole in the stone from which a stone staircase descended.
As soon as the stairs were in place, the priestess collapsed onto the stone, gasping for breath. Mallon was the first to her side, his hands glowing with a soft green healing energy that seeped into her skin.
The air felt supercharged, similar to the feeling I’d had when Malic had opened that portal into the astral to connect with D’walla. Had Avael just turned Raevyn into some kind of divine puppet to open the way for us? Dhaera caught my eye and nodded as if reading my thoughts. Although, to be fair, she probably was reading my thoughts. She nodded again with a smirk.
I joined Mallon in helping Raevyn back to her feet. She looked dazed and was muttering something under her breath that I couldn’t make out.
“That was… not what I expected,” she said slowly and shook her head to clear it.
“What happened, niece?” Mallon asked, his own worried expression even more grave.
She bowed her head and smiled. “Lady Avael blessed me with a fraction of her power so that I could open the way.” She shivered. “The entire architecture of the Spire is breaking down… If it wasn’t for her intervention, who knows what would have become of us.”
Hael and Erit bowed their heads and gave thanks to the goddess while Mallon simply nodded. “We’re here on her business,” the Druid said, “It’s the least she could do.”
Raevyn glared at him. “Uncle!”
He waved towards the stairs. “It seems that we have our way forward. Did the goddess give you any other information?”
“She said we need to hurry.”
We refreshed our buffs and headed up. Erit took point with Lyra right behind, ready to assist or function as off-tank should the need arise. Raevyn’s predictions of her being just another damage dealer were way off the mark, and I could tell that Erit was thankful to have another skilled front-line fighter around to ease some of his burden.
We pushed through the portal and spread out, ready for whatever challenge the Tower had cooked up, but were very unprepared for what we found.
Like the previous floors, the Spire had opted to generate a single massive chamber with rough stone walls. Scattered throughout the room were groups of what might have at one point been massive wolves. I used Inspect, but the System gave me nothing in return.
Dhaera hissed. “Beware. The corruption runs deep here.”
The closest pack of wolves dragged themselves towards us, leaving behind a trail of ichor as their half-melted faces gurgled what once might have been a formidable howl. It looked like someone had made a bad stop motion animation inspired by The Walking Dead: Animal Edition, but had messed up the recipe for the binding agent.
I almost felt sorry for the creatures as we blasted them apart from range, unanimously deciding that no one wanted to get close enough to the bubbling goo they were leaving behind to see what would happen if it came into contact with our flesh.
Dhaera was acting strangely the entire time, unable to focus as she stood in the back ranks. “Are you okay?” I asked between Flame Darts. The question didn’t seem to register so I switched to our bond.
“Dhaera? What’s going on?”
She shivered and looked up at me, a small bit of intelligence returning to her eyes. Her mouth opened to respond but couldn’t seem to form the words. With horror I watched one of her horns droop as if it were made of melting wax.
“Holy shit!” I yelled and rushed over to her. I reached out and grabbed her shoulder, but my hand pushed into her flesh as if her entire body was melting.
Lyra looked over and her eyes went wide. “What’s happening to her?”
“I don’t know!” 
*Dismiss… the… spell…* Dhaera forced through the bond. *This place… it’s too unstable. I can’t maintain the… connection.* 
With a curse I dismissed the spell and watched as Dhaera’s avatar dissolved into mist. She reappeared hale and healthy in my mindscape and let out a sigh of relief. *That was horrible!* she said, clinging to my mental self. *Things felt strange when we entered this floor but it just got worse, and before I knew it I couldn’t move.*
Raevyn paused in her attacks on the remaining wolf-things and looked over. “What happened?” she asked, bringing my attention back to the slaughter.
“I had to dismiss her. This place is broken and was breaking down her body.” 
Hael looked over for a second after unleashing his latest attack. “There is a…” he paused. “There’s something… alien… in this place. It’s distorting my spells as well.”
*The entire Tower feels wrong,* Dhaera said. *Worse than the Depths…*
Mallon unleashed a bolt of lightning at the last pack of dissolving wolves, ending their existence in a single blow.
Encounter Complete!
Defeat Dire Wolf Simulacra x18 – Complete
Current rewards available:
=4050 Essence
=2x Dire Wolf Fangs
=8x Dire Wolf Hide 
=3x Simulacra Core
=1 Common Skill/Spell Scroll
ERROR: Insufficient Essence to Generate rewards. Collection option disabled.
A spiral staircase leading to the next level appeared in the center of the room, but the chest that normally accompanied the path forwards was nowhere to be found.
Raevyn looked shaken and was staring up at the portal above. It was more red than white. After a few seconds, her uncertain expression was replaced with one of resolve, and her shoulders relaxed as if a great weight had been lifted.
She turned to face her normal companions and let out a long breath. “You have all been with me since I accepted Avael’s calling. We’ve been through many trials together. Both adventuring and politics.” 
Mallon snorted. “I prefer the adventuring.”
“Politics are far more dangerous,” Erit said with a smile and Hael nodded in agreement.
Raevyn gestured to the portal above. “As I was saying. We’ve been through a lot together, but I will understand if you decide to bow out now.”
All three looked surprised at her statement. “What do you—” Hael started, but she cut him off.
“Something beyond anything we’ve faced before lurks above, and secrets that are not mine to share may be revealed to you that could put your lives in even more danger – both political and physical – after today.”
“We—” Erit started but a hard look silenced him.
“Death is not the worst fate we might face,” she said, “so if you wish to use your Recall Stones I will not hold it against you, and promise to acquire replacements for you should I survive.”
Mallon narrowed his feline eyes at her. “Do you truly think we would abandon you now, niece? Are we cowards then?”
“What? Of course not, but this is my calling. Not yours.”
He snorted. “Girl,” he said and gestured towards the others, “even if we don’t know all of the details of what is happening, we know enough about the void demons to know that this is everyone’s problem, not just those directly chosen by the gods.”
Erit nodded. “Raevyn, you’re not going to get rid of us that easily.”
“What he said,” Hael added. “We’re with you to the end.”
Lyra leaned against me and whispered, “Loyalty is a hell of a thing, huh?”
“Easier to find without the whole Warlock stigma though,” I said with a self-deprecating chuckle. “Maybe one day.”
“Maybe they’ll want to stick together,” she said with a thoughtful expression. “Seems to be working well so far.” She dropped her voice to barely a whisper. “Plus, the wicked Warlock has an appointment with the poor, innocent princess to keep.” 
She smacked me playfully on the ass and I looked over at the elves to make sure no-one heard. Mallon gave me a sidelong look and raised a weathered eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 
Raevyn finished her conversation with her party and looked my way. “You are ready to proceed?” she asked and then looked to Lyra, “and you are still willing?”
We both nodded and were met with a warm smile. “Good,” the priestess said. “What is it the guild-folk always say? To Life. To Death. And all the fun in between!”
***




Interlude – Let There Be Blood


High above, a cocoon of tendrils formed of blood shifted as the being inside struggled to regain her freedom. A small gap at the top of the cocoon revealed the opalescent skin of the Tower Warden, and one of her pupilless blue eyes that shone with desperation. 
Tendrils of blood, extended from the cocoon to the sanctum walls like a macabre spider’s web, pulsed as they broke down the barriers between the Sanctum and the Void, opening the way for the waiting demon to slip through. 
Small questing tentacles stretched out from the edges of the cocoon, stitching together like a master surgeon until all trace of the trapped Warden disappeared. 
The entire Tower shook as the cocoon contracted, beating like some sort of malformed heart.
Bump, bump.
Dark red energy surged along the bloody net and into the Tower, and the sanctum began to crumble.
Bump, bump.
At the top of the spire, the statue dissolved into a river of blood that spilled over the Tower walls, forming a waterfall of vitae that quickly stained the entire structure a deep crimson.
Panicked screams rang out as the elven military and adventurer camps scurried for cover as the liquid formed into a moat around the Tower base and started to boil.
Bump, bump.
The entire Tower shuddered as the sanctum floor dissolved into a rain of blood, dropping the cocoon into the active Tower instance. 
Bump, bump.
The bloody mass shifted and bulged as the creature within struggled to break free.
Bump, bump.
Talons pierced the cocoon and ripped free.
Bump…
The cocoon split open, revealing the blood-stained angelic features of the Tower Warden with a pair of burning crimson eyes that had no place on this world.
“Yessss….” the Bloodweaver hissed. It turned to meet its first victims as they arrived from the Tower below. “So it begins.”
***



Chapter forty-five








Futuo Vita Mea


The first thing that registered as we passed through the portal was the complete sense of wrongness in the air. The walls of the Tower extended upwards, but instead of a stone ceiling there was only a massive hole as if something had melted through the stone, Xenomorph style. The floor was littered with the broken stone and blood. So much blood. 
Something dark and alien was curled up in the center of the room, wrapped in some sort of cloak and surrounded by the remains of its unholy afterbirth. Its eyes were a glowing crimson, and its aura crashed against my soul, demanding I give myself over to its power.
Dhaera growled inside of my mind, and I felt the already formidable defenses in place around my mind bolstered.
You have resisted the Bloodweaver’s  Aura of Obeisance 
Lyra’s eyes narrowed as her golden aura pushed back against the demon’s will, combining with the shared resistance from Dhaera to shrug off the attack.
Eric and Hael wilted under the onslaught, but Raevyn stood tall. “Resist!” she shouted, and shields of pale energy sprang up around our party, shielding us from the demon’s influence.
The haze obscuring the enemy faded away, revealing a figure draped in a bloody cloak curled up on the stone. It – no, she – turned her glowing gaze upon us and smiled, revealing a set of pearly white teeth completely at odds with her blood-red skin. 
With an almost languid grace, she stood and what I’d originally thought was a cloak unfurled into a pair of massive, feathered wings that were dripping in blood. I used Inspect and frowned as the System gave me the answer I was dreading.
Bloodweaver (Minor Blood Demon), Level 12
Scraps of blood-drenched cloth clung to her skin, doing little to hide her perfectly sculpted body. “Yessss,” she hissed and flared her wings. “Your bodies will do nicely to feed my children.”
Her hands flexed and blades that would make Edward Scissorhands develop an inferiority complex extended from her fingers. She waved her hand and the bloody mess on the floor started to bubble and form into Hellspawn. “Rise, my children, and feast!”
I activated my ring, releasing the Circle of Replenishment I’d shoved into it before we charged up the stairs to bolster our side.
Taking advantage of the influx of energy, Hael and Mallon attacked the demon with their most powerful spells. A giant spear of force and a lightning bolt the size of a large tree blasted across the room. 
With an almost casual ease the demon wrapped herself in her blood-drenched wings, using them like a shield to absorb the attack. Arcs of electricity crawled over her wings as the spear of force shattered against them, littering the ground with smoking feathers that were quickly absorbed by the growing Hellspawn.
Erit charged in and slammed into the demon’s flank, sending her skidding across the bloody floor. Taking advantage of her brief moment of confusion, he pressed the attack, hacking away at the wings she hastily raised between him and her more vulnerable bits. The air was full of blood and feathers like some kind of co-ed slumber party turned massacre.
Lyra roared, using her AOE taunt to grab the Hellspawns’ attention and drag them away from the boss. A wide smile was plastered across her face and her eyes were alive with the thrill of the fight as she gathered the blood monsters into a convenient blob perfect for burnination. 
The creatures were wild, mindless things that attacked her with no care for their own existence. Bloody fists crashed against her glowing aura, raising small puffs of smoke as the golden energy seared the unholy creatures. 
“Bringing them around!” she yelled and sprinted to the side, revealing the tightly packed group’s flank to the rest of the party.
Hael glanced over and cast a spell, raising a wall of force around the Hellspawn that held them in place. 
Not wanting to miss my queue, I used Echo to keep my Song of Quickening ticking and cast Inferno, transforming the puddle of blood creatures into a smoking pile of ash. 
When I ended the spell there were only a handful of the creatures remaining, and they didn’t last very long at all once Lyra brought her glowing blade to bear.
*Focus on the Bloodweaver, my love,* Dhaera said, drawing my attention back to the main conflict. *She is much more dangerous than the spawn.*
I nodded and blasted the demon with a beam of Balefire boosted with a small chunk of pure Essence. The chromatic beam lanced across the room and into the demon, burning away the bloody flesh of the creature’s face and shoulder to reveal something unexpected beneath.
It was the same face, but instead of being blood-red, her skin was an opalescent white that shone dully in the dim light of the chamber. Her eyes were wide with fear as she met my eyes as she forced out a single word: “Run!”
A rush of black blood spilled out of her mouth and the remains of the demon’s skin rushed up to swallow her once again.
Her eyes flared crimson as she turned my way. “Warlock,” she hissed and leapt towards me, propelling herself with a flap of her ruined wings.
A stone hand reached up out of the ground and caught her by the ankle, redirecting her momentum into an arc that ended at the floor. She slammed into the stone with a dull thud, and was subsequently struck by a massive bolt of lightning from the air above. The bolt slammed into her back, charring her flesh and filling the room with the scent of burning feathers.
“What the hell was that inside it!” I yelled, looking to Raevyn for answers.
Her face was a mask of horror as she beheld the creature. “That… that was the Warden!”
“Ah, fuck.”
The demon rose to her feet and spoke an incantation in a language that made me feel like something was burrowing into my brain. There was a feeling of warmth on my upper lip, and I tasted blood for a second before the world seemed to lurch around me.
Dhaera’s voice resonated through my head, but I couldn’t make out the words as my consciousness shattered.
I came to on the ground with Lyra and Erit standing over me with shields raised. I had no idea how long I’d been out, but it couldn’t have been long considering the state of the battlefield.
“Get up!” Lyra yelled as she caught another slash of the demon’s claws on her shield. 
Dhaera’s presence surged up inside me and I felt my body filled with power. *I am going to eat that bitch.* she growled. 
I shook off my confusion and scrambled back, trying to get my bearings after my brief detour into unconsciousness. Across the room Raevyn was kneeling over Hael’s prone form, chanting a spell that was quickly sealing the massive wound in his chest.
On the other side of the room was something that I really wasn’t expecting. Charging right at the demon’s exposed back was a massive bear the size of a Volkswagen with Mallon’s golden eyes. With a savage roar it reared up on its hind legs and slashed at the demon with its claws, shredding one side of her face and digging deep into her shoulder.
Its second paw latched onto the demon’s other shoulder and the bear lunged in, sinking its teeth into the muscle at the base of her wing. With a savage twist, Mallon ripped the wing clean off and tossed it across the room.
The demon whirled on the Druid, screaming in rage as she slashed through his thick fur and muscle, driving him back.
Lyra and Erit pressed their attacks, attempting to taunt the demon to no avail.
The Bloodweaver’s next attacks came up short as a wall of force sprang up between her and the bear, announcing Hael’s return to the fight, and a wave of healing energy from Raevyn closed up the worst of the bear’s wounds.
Sensing an opportunity to strike, I sent another beam of Balefire into the demon’s back, knocking her forward into the wall of force while the attack ate away at her corrupt flesh.
Once again the bloody corruption was burned away, revealing the frantic features of the Tower Warden. I cut off the beam. “Tell us how to help you!” I yelled, but the demon-flesh surged and engulfed her before she could respond.
The bear pounced, savaging the demon with tooth and claw until there was nothing left of her body but a pile of ragged meat. Ragged meat that seemed to be laughing. 
“Foolish… mortals…” it gargled. “This… place… is mine… now.”
An explosion of chaotic energy erupted from the Bloodweaver’s remains. I felt the impact in my bones as it shattered my shields and sent me flying through the air. I landed in a heap, slamming my ribs onto the neck of my guitar which surprisingly survived the impact.
Agony washed through me as I tried to stand. I could feel the sharp jabs of several cracked ribs making it hard to breath, and any attempt to put weight on my leg was met with searing pain. 
Fighting against the blackness threatening to close in from the edges of my vision, I pulled out the biggest healing potion I had and chugged it. Warmth flowed into every part of my body, followed by several sharp pains as my broken and cracked bones snapped back into their proper place.
In the center of the room the demon was standing fully formed, towering over Erit with claws outstretched. A stream of crimson energy was flowing out of the Knight’s body and into the demon’s open mouth, and she seemed to get stronger by the second.
“No!” Raevyn screamed from across the room. Her left arm hung limp at her side and her hair and face were stained red with the blood of her wounds, but her expression was one of pure determination. A beam of pure white blasted out of her eyes and burned into the demon’s chest, knocking her away from the prone Knight.
The white beams burned away the corrupted flesh in the same way my Balefire had, revealing the opalescent flesh beneath, but while previously the body had seemed intact, now it was cracked and pitted as if exposed to acid.
“Kill… Me…” the Warden pleaded before the demon’s flesh could reform.
Mallon reared up behind the demon and bit down on the base of her neck. With a surge of strength, he lifted her into the air and shook her like a rag doll, spraying the room with blood and feathers.
The demon reached up and slashed her talons across the bear's face, slicing open one of his eyes. With a roar of pain, he tossed the demon to the side and lurched away, pawing at his ruined face with a bloodied paw.
A hand of stone caught the demon in midair, crushing one arm to her side and snapping her wing as it squeezed. “Kill it!” Hael growled through gritted teeth as he focused on holding the creature still.
The Bloodweaver laughed as a pulse of light shot down from high above and shattered the stone prison. Almost immediately, her body started to heal. Bones reformed, muscle and skin were replenished, and her wing even grew back and sprouted new feathers dripping with blood.
I looked up and saw the source of the light. A glowing crystal set into the ceiling high above. I wasn’t quite sure what it was, but I had my suspicions.
“Goddess no!” Raevyn cried out. “It’s corrupted the core!”
“Your goddess has no power here, mortal,” the demon said and charged the priestess with claws extended.
Raevyn’s eyes hardened and her hands flashed through the gestures of a spell, but before she could finish there was a flash of light and Erit appeared in her place. He caught the demon’s charge on his raised shield and folded as her supernatural strength slammed him away like a ragdoll. When he landed, he was unmoving.
The priestess screamed in rage and blasted the demon with another blast of white light, burning away a chunk of her corrupted flesh. The damage was undone in seconds as a previously invisible tether connecting the demon to the glowing gem up above solidified in our view.
The entire party unleashed their strongest attacks on the demon, hoping to overcome whatever benefits it was getting from the core. Lightning, Force Blasts, and Balefire converged on her unholy form, burning away the top half of her body.
The combined attack scraped the bloody layer that was the Bloodweaver away from her victim’s body and splattered it all over the wall. The freed Warden took a step forward but collapsed as her legs crumbled under her weight.
She reached out towards us as she fell forward, eyes pleading for salvation. Her body hit the stone floor and shattered, sending her head rolling to a stop at my feet.
Its eyes blinked open and it looked up at me. “Help… me…” 
I reached down and picked up the head, completely freaked out by the situation but convinced we had to keep it away from the demon.
“Destroy… the core,” she whispered. “Or… we are all.. doomed.” A notification popped into my view.
Tower Warden Iglisael has granted you full rights to the Tower Core of the Argent Spire.
“What the fuck?” 
Her tortured expression softened as the last light faded from her eyes and her head crumbled in my hands.
Raevyn reached my side and sobbed when she saw the opal dust trickling between my fingers. “What did you do?” she asked, horrified.
“I didn’t do anything,” I said. “She told me to destroy the core and then gave me full access!”
“What?” she asked, the horror in her gaze transforming into surprise.
A wave of blood and gore washed over me as the demon attacked. Without the Warden’s body to give it shape, the demon had reverted to its natural form, that of an amorphous blob of blood and viscera.
My skin started to burn as the demon attempted to penetrate my flesh with a million tendrils of blood. Dhaera fought her from within.
With a growl, I activated Manifest Bond and hardened my body against the attack. I called my Pact-Blade into my hand, forming it into a wide-bladed dagger and cut deeply into the demon’s flesh. We started to drink.
Essence surged through the blade and into me, feeding the Manifest Bond skill as we struggled to avoid the Warden’s fate. I barely registered blasts of lightning and holy fire hitting the cocoon from the outside.
*It’s linked to the Tower,* Dhaera said through clenched teeth. *It is regenerating faster than we can drain it!*
An unfamiliar voice whispered into my mind. “Give in to me, Warlock. I will fulfill your dreams in a way that this pitiful succubus could never imagine”. The voice pleaded, sending me images of millions kneeling at my feet with New York City burning in the background. 
I pushed back, raising a barrier of pure Essence between my mind and the demon, and the voice receded with a furious scream.
With a flash of intuition, I called on my Balefire skill, but instead of forming it into a destructive beam, I willed it out of my skin in every direction at once like I was going super Saiyan. It started as a flicker of flame, but the demon recoiled from the primal energy.
With a smile I pushed essence into the skill until I was surrounded in a bubble of pure power. The demon screamed and retreated, slithering across the floor towards Erit’s prone body.
Lyra, Mallon and Hael were picking themselves up off the floor on the far side of the room as the last motes of pale healing energy soaked into them. 
*We have to destroy the core, my love,* Dhaera said. *It’s the only way to finish this.*
“We can kill the demon,” I said. “We’ve done it before.”
*It’s not just the demon. The Tower has become a portal to the void. Can’t you feel it?*
A sense of dread filled me as I turned my senses outwards. The membrane between Lor and the Void was breaking down. Somehow the demon was using the Tower’s ability to manipulate dimensional space to cut into the veil.
The demon surged towards Erit’s body, but collided with a shield of pale moonlight that stopped it for a second. It let out a gurgling cry and slammed a massive pseudopod down onto the shield.
Raevyn collapsed to her knees and blood leaked from the corners of her eyes as her mind struggled to protect her ally.
“How do I destroy it?” I asked. Even if we didn’t survive the explosion I knew was coming, at least the world would.
*She gave you access. All you have to do is will it.*
I nodded and glanced over to Lyra. “Take cover!” I yelled and met her eyes, trying to put all of the feelings I had for her into a single look. She gave me a small smile and nodded once.
I rushed over to Raevyn and pulled her against the Tower wall, putting myself between her and the core as I formed the connection.
Destroy Tower Core: Argent Spire? (Y/N)
The demon stopped its assault on the shield and turned towards me. “Nooooooooooooooooo!” it yelled with a thousand voices at once.
*If we don’t make it,* Dhaera said. *just know that this short time has been more than I ever could have hoped for before you came along.*
“I love you too,” I replied. 
With a deep breath, I wrapped myself around Raevyn and hit yes. 
There was a bright flash as the top of the Tower exploded, and then darkness.
***




Chapter forty-six








A Long Way Down


When the world came back into focus, I found myself laying on a small section of stone floor clinging to the side of the ruined Tower, exposed to the evening sky. Raevyn was kneeling at my side, hands glowing with some sort of channeled healing spell that was probably the only reason I was still alive. 
The healing magic was enough to mend the pain in my body, but my spirit still felt like I’d run it through a cheese grater and then dipped it in ghost pepper oil. 
With a stab of worry, I looked inwards to check on Dhaera. She might be a divine being, but she had limits too and we’d come close to those limits for the both of us. Much to my relief, I found her passed out in the soft, comfortable bed. Watching her sleep made me wish I had the luxury.
There was a yell from somewhere below. I sat up, startling Raevyn out of her trance.
“Sebastian! Raevyn!” Lyra yelled and was echoed by the voices of Mallon and Hael. “Erit!”
“We’re up here!” I yelled back and slid over to the edge to look down. The air was filled with dust, and the temperature was dropping fast as the sun started its descent in the distance. I could barely make out three figures standing in a small depression in the center of the Tower, two floors below.
“Thank the gods!” Lyra said. “Are you okay?”
“As well as can be expected. You?”
“A little banged up, but Hael got his force dome up in time to shield us from most of the debris. But now we’re trapped down here.”
Raevyn came over to the edge and looked down. “There’s no path?”
Hael looked up and shook his head. “No, but at least we weren’t crushed to death. Is Erit with you?”
“No.” Raevyn shook her head. “His injuries were too severe. I used his Recall Stone to send him to the embassy. The healers on duty will be able to get him the help he needs.”
Mallon looked up at her with a scowl. “Why are you still here, niece? Javyn was quite specific about this sort of thing, and I don’t want—”
She scowled back. “I wasn’t going to abandon our ally, uncle. Especially when my spells were the only thing keeping him alive.”
He grunted. “He looks healthy to me.” He looked around. “The stones are likely the only way out of here for us.”
Hael nodded in agreement. “It’s not safe to move any of this. The magic that supported this place is draining fast.
The Tower shook and several large stones tumbled free of the ruins above, landing too close for comfort to our friends below.
Raevyn leaned over the edge and tossed a small round stone down to the group. Halfway down a translucent hand made of force snatched the stone from the air and carried it the rest of the way. “For Lyra,” she said.
Lyra took the stone and looked at it closely. “A… Recall Stone?” she asked.
“Yes. It will take you to the embassy in Haven,” she said and glanced at Mallon. “Uncle, I will count on you to make sure that she is well treated.”
He scowled. “You can do that yourself when you—” His eyes widened. “You will not—”
Raevyn whispered a short phrase and snapped her fingers. With a flash, everyone below disappeared.
I looked at her, concerned. “What did you do?”
“I sent them all back to the Embassy. The Recall Stones are keyed to respond to my authority.”
“Please tell me you have more of those.”
She shook her head. “No. But this was our duty. There was no reason that they should lose their lives serving because of our mission.”
The Tower shook again, and more of the structure above collapsed. “Why do I have a feeling I’ll be blamed for all of this.”
She grinned and moved in close, brushing her breast against my arm. “You are the wicked warlock, after all.”
I rolled my eyes. “Just you wait until I get you alone… I’ll show you ‘wicked warlock.’”
“It’s a date,” she said and moved away, looking down at the outside wall. “I think we can climb down this way if we are careful.”
There was another rumble as the Tower shifted and more stone broke free of the upper floors. With a resounding crash, the stone landed in the hole where the party had been sheltering and smashed through the floor. That started a chain reaction and the combined weight smashed through the very last of the supports below, and the entire Tower started to fall.
“Shit!” I yelled and took the princess in my arms. “Let’s hope I can do what I think I can do!” We were out of options and there was nowhere to go but down. The real question was if we’d survive.
She looked up at me with a mixture of confusion and concern. “What?” 
Thanking the System for my added strength, I ran to the outside edge of the ledge and leapt into the evening air. Raevyn’s scream was drowned out by the sound of the wind whipping past, and she clung to me in a panic.
Praying to any gods that were listening that I hadn’t misjudged the extent of my skills, I activated Manifest Bond and shoved as much Essence into it as I could, focusing on manifesting my own version of Dhaera’s batlike wings.
The Essence flowed through my body, fueling the metamorphosis. Twin lines of pain burned down my shoulder blades as the changes took hold, and a pair of massive wings burst through my armor and spread across the sky. 
Instinct took hold as I shifted to catch the updraft from the collapsing Tower, slowing our descent hundreds of feet above the encampment below. Raevyn clung to me as I banked in a wide circle, slowing our momentum as I got a hang on the whole flying thing. Well, it wasn’t really flying so much as gliding, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t fun.
My reserves were running low, so I broke into a dive, aiming to land well clear of the danger zone. Dust was everywhere, making it hard to see anything that was going on, but I managed to reach my target just as my Essence pool reached critical levels. 
As soon as my feet touched the ground I put Raevyn down and canceled the skill. A wave of fatigue hit me like a ton of bricks and I fell to my knees just as Captain Snowlock strode out of the dust with a squad of elven soldiers at his side.
“Ku’va! Thank the goddess you survived!” he yelled, sending a pair of soldiers forward with bandages and potions.
She raised a hand. “I am well, Captain.” Her eyes seemed to focus on the ragged state of his armor and the makeshift bandages on the soldiers behind him. “What happened out here?”
“Demons, Ku’va,” he said with a shudder. “One minute we were turning away the latest guild emissary who just wanted to take a peek inside the Tower and the next it was raining blood.”
One of the soldiers looked up. “It was everywhere, Ku’va. The Tower transformed into a waterfall of blood… and then they came…”
“Holy hell,” I said. 
Snowlock nodded. “Hell. Yes. We barely got clear of the blood before it settled into a pool around the base of the Tower, and then the demons came.”
“Hellspawn,” a female elf near the back whispered in a frightened voice. “Inspect identified them as Bloodquenched Hellspawn.”
“They crawled out of the blood and hit us before we knew what was happening. We lost too many in the initial rush, but discipline was quickly restored and we were able to rally. We joined forces with the Guild, and between us were able to hold them back,” the Captain said. “We lost half of our number, and at last count the Guild had lost more than a dozen themselves.”
“But you were victorious,” Raevyn said with a supportive look. “That is no small thing.”
The captain shook his head and gestured towards the heap of broken stone where the Tower had once stood. “If you consider that a victory.” He looked up at Raevyn with weariness in his eyes. “I don’t know what you did in the Tower, but I fear that if you’d taken any longer we would all be dead.”
I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
He glanced my way and then looked back at the princess. “The Hellspawn were unending. For every demon we destroyed, another two crawled out of the pool. We were about to be overrun… and then the Tower exploded.”
The elves behind him all bowed their heads and whispered a prayer to their gods. “The Spire split like a tree struck by lightning, and the waterfall, the blood, the demons… it all stopped. The Hellspawn lost all semblance of coordination, and we were able to finish them off.”
Raevyn bowed her head and whispered a prayer, sending a ring of healing energy through the clearing, sealing the wounds of the ragged elves and the Adventurer’s Guild group that was just arriving.
“You!” the leader yelled and pointed his sword at me.
“What?” I said and took a step back. 
The adventurers fanned out in a semicircle behind him with weapons drawn.
Raevyn stepped in front of me and glared at the adventurers. “What is the meaning of this?” The elven soldiers drew their own weapons and lined up with their princess.
The crowd split, allowing Guildmaster Keplin through. He spat into the dirt and then looked at her with disdain. “Move aside, elf. Give us the Warlock and leave. We’ll show him what happens to those who would traffic with demons.”
The elven guards looked at me side-eyed, and I could see the conflict between their orders and ingrained fear in their eyes.
I raised my hands, trying to put them at ease. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Guildmaster. Scan me yourself. I’m a bard.” I slid my guitar around and flashed him a smile. “Shall I play you a song?”
“Lies,” he spat and rummaged around in his pouch for something. “We know your true nature.”
*Wha… What’s going on?* Dhaera said as she stirred inside my brain. Her eyes went wide as she took in the scene, and her claws started to grow. *Be ready to run.*
Raevyn glared at the adventurers and her voice went cold. “Guildmaster, you will call off your men or I will see to it that you and all those who threaten my ally will never gain entrance to a Tower again.”
Some of the adventurers put away their weapons, some shuffled indecisively, but a large enough group still had their weapons out that I started to get nervous. “No need to for threats,” I said. “I’m sure there’s been some sort of misunderstanding.”
One of the still armed adventurers growled and pointed at me. “I saw you, demonspawn! I saw your wings! Your horns! Saw you flying down after destroying the Spire for your masters!”
The elves looked towards me with uncertainty in their eyes. Raevyn leaned in. “If they attack, drink this and meet me here,” she whispered and pressed a small vial into my hand.
Raevyn would like to share a portion of her map with you. Accept? (Y/N)
I accepted and she gave me a slight nod as a marker appeared on my map. “I’ll join you when I can.”
“Ah ha!” Keplin shouted and held up a piece of paper. Even from where I was standing I could see the crest of the Highmoon family stamped into the wax seal at its base. 
He held it up and started reading. “Dear Guildmaster Keplin, it has come to my attention that a Warlock has infiltrated the ranks of Ku’va Raevyndrys Highmoon’s party and somehow enthralled them to his will. We would be most appreciative of any who can aid us in ridding our beloved niece of this dark influence and returning her to us unharmed.”
He thrust the paper out towards Captain Snowlock with a smug grin. “Signed, Ku’vis Javyn Highmoon.”
“Ah fuck,” I said. “I knew that guy was a dick.”
Snowlock barked out a command and the elven guard whirled around, putting themselves between me and Raevyn.
“Go!” Raevyn mouthed as two of the soldiers rushed her like they were the elven Secret Service.
I quickly uncorked the vial she handed me and chugged it in a single gulp. A tingling ran down my spine and the potion took hold an instant before my former allies struck. A hail of spears and arrows rained down on me. I expected pain, but I felt nothing.
I looked down, fearing the worst, but all that I could see was a forest of arrows and spears stuck in the ground. There was a faint outline of where my body should be, but it was like I’d been turned into some kind of ghost. 
*Ghostwalk elixir,* Dhaera said with a smile. *She must really like you. That stuff costs a fortune. Now run! It doesn’t last forever.*
“What if they hurt her?” I said and Dhaera rolled her eyes.
*They won’t, but if you don’t get the hell out of there, they are going to murder you. And by the look of things it won’t be a quick death. They won’t be able to track you either.*
***




Chapter forty-seven








A Do Run Run Run, A Do Run Run


I ran to the southeast, following the map and sprinting as if my life depended on it, because it did. The potion buff appeared as a small countdown timer on what was left of my party interface. It was a little strange, as it still showed everyone in the party, but mine was the only frame with any data. Even Raevyn was too far away by that point to register. 
The potion lasted for an hour, during which I put my past-life track experience to work. My improved Heartiness gave me quite a stamina reserve to pull from, especially with the right pacing and breathing techniques. And the continuous pep talk from the lovely succubus inside my head didn’t hurt either.
The plains were covered in a tall, golden grass that looked like a cross between wheat and barley. My ghostly body made navigating the tall plants simple, but once the potion wore off things got a little bit harder.
As night fell, I learned why the area was called the Cerulean Plains. Small buds on the very tips of the grass opened up to the moon, drinking in its light and then emitting a soft, blue glow. The light spread like a wave in all directions, filling the horizon to the north, east, and west with color. The field of blue ended at the border of the Dreadmarsh to the south, giving me a goal as I jogged through the stalks.
My existence became a blur of blue light and steady breathing as I entered a runner’s trance, tuning out the burning pain in my legs. To try and counteract some of the damage, I opened my senses to the natural world and drew in the ambient Essence of the plains using Harvest. It wasn’t much, but it allowed me to maintain my pace through periodic use of the Essence fueled side of Manifest Bond.
When I finally reached the end of the grasslands, I almost lost my balance. I’d become so used to the constant pressure against my legs that the sudden lack of resistance threw off my stride. I managed to catch myself at the last instant and avoid a head-first plunge into the mud of the Dreadmarsh, but my trance was thoroughly broken.
I collapsed on a small boulder, breathing heavily. According to my map I still had at least another two or three hours to go, and that was without any complications that a swamp might add to the mix.
*You’re doing great, my love. I’d be surprised if anyone from the Spire could have kept up with your pace, even if they knew you’d come this way.*
I hung my head between my legs and breathed slowly for a minute or two, gathering enough energy to get back to my feet. Staying still was an invitation for cramps, and I couldn’t afford that. I put my hands behind my head and breathed slow, deep breaths as I walked in a small circle, very thankful that I’d taken the time to strip off my armor once the potion had given out. 
Running through grass was one thing. Running through grass while wearing leather pants was another level of hell that I had no interest in experiencing.
With my increased Heartiness I was able to continue after a ten-minute rest. There were numerous notifications waiting for my acknowledgement, but I didn’t want to take that chance that one of them might be enough to knock me on my ass and somehow hinder my escape.
I knew there was a Quest Completion notification in there, although I wasn’t sure if it was a success, or failure. It would depend on if the System considered destroying the Argent Spire to count as cleansing it.
The Dreadmarsh was an accurate name for the place. Every step was a slog through the mud, and after the third time a massive fly took a bite out of me, I changed my mind about the armor and found a dry spot to get dressed.
The path marked out on my map was quite detailed once I reached the marsh, and I was pretty sure that deviating from the marked rout would probably end in disaster, so I stuck to it, using every bit of stealth I’d learned both in the Dungeons, and in my former life sneaking out after curfew, to move through the muck without attracting any attention.
It was midnight by the time I reached my destination, which turned out to be a hidden basement dug below the roots of a massive, petrified tree about a mile from the northern edge of the marsh.
The entrance was cleverly hidden, but luckily for me whatever map info Raevyn had shared included its location and the means to open it.
The inside was actually pretty cozy. Hell, it was bigger than my room on the skyship had been. It even had a small shower. The sight of the bed nestled into the corner called to me, but I knew I had a lot to do before I could truly rest.
I locked the door, peeled myself out of my sweat laden clothing, and washed off all the accumulated filth of the last twenty-four hours. Once that was done, I stuffed myself with some basic rations and laid down to finally review all the notifications that had been building up. It was going to be a rough one.
I closed my eyes and concentrated on my connection to the system and got to work. The System had mercy on me and consolidated all of the Essence expenditures and gains into a single summary message that showed my final pool of two hundred and thirty-four essence.
My surprise led me to another interesting feature about the System. When I actively wondered what the hell I’d spend all that Essence on, it showed me. It kept a log! I should have realized where all the essence had gone. Apparently fighting off a demon hell bent on making you her meat puppet while going full super-saiyan with a Balefire bodysuit was pretty expensive.
And then there was the learning to fly and then running for miles fueled only by sheer determination to not be murdered… and Essence. Lots of it.
I blinked away the log and then focused on the remaining notifications, willing those not associated with quests or advancement to the top of the pile. The big ones I would save for last. The System complied, and one by one I read through them, learning the names of the various abilities the demon had tried to use to murder me: Words of Blood, Bloody Eruption, Bloody Possession, etc.
The list of abilities sent shivers of revulsion down my spine. Who came up with these names? Couldn’t the lords of hell or whatever hire a poet or something to give them some flair? I mean, I got it. She was a Blood Demon, but still. 
The next group of notifications was for skill upgrades.
Balefire skill has increased to Rank 7, and 8!
Manifest Bond skill has increased to Rank 7, and 8!
Wilderness Survival skill has increased to Rank 2, 3, 4, and 5!
+4210 Harvesting XP (20400/20400)
Congratulations, you have reached Rank 52, 53, and 54 in Harvesting.
The skill increases were from use, and reflected my current ability with the skills so there was no sudden rush of information, just pride as I watched the numbers climb.
And then there was one notification left. The quest update. With fingers crossed and hope that the System recognized that the Tower had to be destroyed, I opened it up.
Quest Complete: The Argent Spire
Criteria:
=Meet Ku’va Highmoon at the elven embassy in Northshield by the 12th day of Eighthmoon ✔
=Join a party with the Ku’va Highmoon ✔
=Determine if the Tower has been corrupted by demons ✔
=Cleanse the Tower of darkness ✔
A large sack appeared on my lap as the notification continued to scroll.
CONGRATULATIONS! You have gained access to a Tower Core.
You have been granted the Trait: Architect
Architect: Creation skills and abilities will require less resources and be more potent than the standard versions.
I felt the new trait settle into my spirit, and then smiled as my eyes started to close. I briefly debated absorbing the quest reward and queuing up some upgrades, but I didn’t want to be incapacitated in case anyone was on my trail.
Dhaera was already asleep in my mindscape, which pushed me even closer to unconsciousness. I barely had the wherewithal to slide the loot sack into my dimensional bag before sleep rose up to claim me.
***




Chapter forty-eight








A Midnight Snack*


A bright flash of light woke me out of a dead sleep and I leapt out of the bed and reached for my rapier, tangling myself in the covers and falling face first onto the stone floor. It must have been quite a sight because the next thing I heard was Raevyn’s songlike laughter. 
I pulled the blanket off my head and looked up, finding her standing there dressed in the same outfit she’d worn for her previous midnight visit.
She smiled coyly. “Oh no. Did I wake you?” she asked and then put both of her hands on the footboard and leaned forward. “I guess you’ll just have to punish me.”
I blinked away the last vestiges of sleep as my blood started to stir. I pulled myself to my feet and took a long look at the gorgeous elven woman. Her pure white hair hung loose around her shoulder, cascading down her back. Her sheer white robe reminded me of a kimono, and was just long enough to reveal the bottom half of her supple ass when she bent forward.
Dhaera stirred in my mind and then filled me with a soft purring as she roused fully. *It’s about time,* she said.
I licked my lips. “Uh, so everyone is—”
Raevyn pressed a finger over my mouth. “Shhh… They are fine. Don’t ruin the moment.” she said and turned around, letting the kimono slip off of her shoulders to show off her pale white breasts. My eyes were drawn immediately to the black tribal style tattoos that started at her sternum and blazed a trail down her stomach to the patch of white hair shaped into the perfect triangle above her pussy.
“Whatever will I do. The evil warlock has me at his mercy! I should escape!” she said in a playful voice and then ran towards the door, losing the robe in the process.
In for a penny, in for a pound, I thought and cast Shackle, catching her halfway to the exit. “You thought you could escape me?” I said in my best villain voice.
“A little help here?” I asked Dhaera, and she laughed.
*She wants you to take control,* she said. *So… take control.*
I’d never had any personal experience with this kind of thing, but I was an eighteen-year-old American male, and the internet was real, so I had some exposure to the possibilities. A few thoughts came to mind.
*Oh yes,* Dhaera said with an excited shiver. *That one! Do that one!*
The magical bindings had shackled her ankles to the floor, stopping her in her tracks. She was pulling halfheartedly at them as she grinned back at me mischievously. 
I cast the spell again, this time willing the chains to form manacles that attached to the ceiling, and with a mental shove lifted her arms above her head, just shy of forcing her onto her tippytoes.
Her body stretched out, showing off her toned belly and narrow waist, and her lips parted in excitement. “I am at your mercy, oh powerful warlock.”
I walked around her in a circle, brushing my fingers over her skin and raising lines of gooseflesh with my touch. I traced along the black ink of her tattoos, marveling at the patterns that seemed so familiar to those from Earth, yet at the same time even more exotic. Her back was covered in similar tattoos, transforming the pale canvas into a work of art.
I leaned against her back, letting out a soft breath against her delicately pointed ear as I whispered, “You have resisted me for long enough, princess, but I know ways to ensure your cooperation.” I reached around and ran my hand along her cheek, tracing a line down her neck, between her breasts and then lower. I caressed the skin around her belly button, following her tattoos down until a fingerbreadth away from her womanhood.
She gasped as her legs spread in anticipation of my touch, but I removed my hand at the last second and stepped back. “But first,” I said with a grin, “you must be punished.”
I pulled back my hand and spanked her left butt cheek with just enough force to sting. She flinched at the blow and gasped, looking back at me over her shoulder with a mixture of pleasure and anticipation, and I knew I’d made the right choice.
The red handprint on her pale flesh faded, so I gave her another solid thwack, earning a low moan. 
“Please…” she said. “What have I done to deserve this?” she asked, and I spanked her again, this time a bit harder.
*Yesss,* Dhaera moaned inside my mind, curled up under the covers of my bed as she spread her senses through me and soaked in the sexual energy building in the room.
“Mmmm,” Raevyn moaned and hung her head as she sagged against the chains, gazing back at me through her tousled hair. “What do you want of me, oh mighty Warlock?” 
I circled around to her front, grabbing her chin in my hand and raising her head until I could look right into her eyes. “You will obey,” I said, and tilted her head to the side to expose the pale expanse of her neck.
I leaned in and bit her gently below the ear. She moaned softly and I pulled back a bit and whispered. “You will not make a sound until I tell you to,” I said.
“Yes, mas—”
I spanked her hard, transforming her answer to a gasp as her hands clenched at the chains in a mix of pleasure and pain. 
“I said not to make a sound,” I repeated. “Is that understood.”
She nodded. 
“Good,” I said and bit her neck again, gently. 
She shivered and pulled against the chains, but not a whimper escaped her lips as I stepped back and ran my hand down her shoulder and traced the circumference of her firm breast. Her nipples were a slightly darker shade of white and stood tall under my brief touch, but I passed them by and continued to explore.
She shivered again as my hand moved over her belly and then down to her inner thigh, pushing her legs slightly apart to expose her lips to the air. I was surprised to find her thighs wet from her excitement, but that just encouraged me to continue.
I knelt in front of her and looked up, finding her gazing down at me with a hunger burning in her bright blue eyes. “Perhaps this will convince you to obey,” I said and leaned in, running my tongue up her thigh to just below her pussy.
She shivered and let out a soft squeak that I decided to let slide as I marveled in her taste. She tasted like sweet honey. Like honeysuckle. It was intoxicating, and I almost ruined the build up by diving in for another helping.
Instead, I stood up and looked her in the eyes. “Are you ready to submit, princess?” I asked, and a small smile danced at the edges of her lips as she shook her head firmly in the negative.
“Well then,” I said and moved around behind her. “We’ll have to convince you.” I spanked her several times, making sure to rotate sides until she sagged against the chains, gasping.
I grabbed her by the hair and pulled her head up, pressing myself against her back as I whispered into her ear. “Have you changed your mind?” I asked and she looked at me with pure defiance and shook her head again.
*The ears,* Dhaera said between moans. *Elven ears are very sensitive,* she said.
I smiled and leaned in, taking her earlobe between my teeth. With my other hand I caressed down her ear, and her entire body was covered in goosebumps as she let out a low moan. 
“Okay! Okay!” she said with another shiver. “I will do whatever you want!”
I pulled back and looked her in the eyes. “Good.” I dismissed the chains and pointed to the small table near the center of the room. “Go put your hands on the table and wait.”
She gave me a small smile and obeyed, putting her hands flat against the table as she leaned over with legs spread to expose her dripping pussy. 
I stripped off my clothes and she smiled as she caught sight of my fully erect cock. “It’s true what they say of human men, then,” she said with a smile.
I moved over, pressing myself against her back and ran my hands down her arms. “You are not allowed to orgasm until I give permission,” I said.
“Yes, master.” She said with an excited shiver as she pressed her ass back against me.
I stepped away, sliding my head along her dripping slit and then slowly pushed. She was tighter than any woman I’d ever been with, and as I slid deep into her, I was afraid I might be a little too much for her.
I stopped for a second, but she reached back and grabbed me, pushing against me as she moaned out. “All of it. I want it all!”
It took a few thrusts, but I gave her what she wanted. She yelled out in pleasure with each one and gave up any attempts of keeping herself upright as I continued to pound her for all I was worth. 
I watched her face closely, meeting her gaze as she looked back at me over her shoulders. 
*Mmmm… Oh I need you to do this to me soon,* Dhaera moaned inside my mind, sliding her fingers into and out of her pussy in time to my thrusts.
I could feel my own climax building, so I focused on relaxing myself just a bit as I brought the elven princess closer and closer to the brink. 
When I felt the beginnings of her release I pulled out and turned her onto her back. I threw her ankles over my shoulders and slipped inside of her again. Looking down into her half-lidded eyes I said, “I want to see your eyes when you cum.”
Her answer was lost in a gasp as I thrust as deep as I could go. I reached down and cupped her firm breasts, pinching her nipples between my thumb and forefinger as I slowly slid my cock into her pussy, and then out again.
Long, measured strokes that had me on the brink in seconds, but I held myself back. I felt her pussy start to quiver around me, and looked deep into her eyes as I ran my fingers down the outsides of both of her ears. “Now. Cum for me.”
Her eyes rolled back as she gave in, letting out a scream of pleasure that might have been audible all the way back at the Spire. I abandoned the slow pace and gave in to the time-honored wisdom of Tenacious D. Sometimes you just had to fuck her hard, and so I did. 
My own climax hit me like a freight train and I gasped as I filled Raevyn with my seed. She moaned in pleasure as my own spasms set off some aftershocks, and then looked up at me with wide, satisfied eyes.
Dhaera’s explosion of pleasure washed through me and into her, and her eyes widened even more as she experienced the wave of bliss.
I leaned over her, looking down at her pale, soft lips and realized that I really wanted to kiss them. Almost as if hearing my thoughts, she leaned in. They were as soft as I’d thought they would be, and as our tongues met for the first time, I realized that I wouldn’t trade this life for anything.
Everything in that moment was perfect, and then someone cleared their throat in the room behind me.
***




Chapter forty-nine








A Special Guest Appearance by…


“Why is it that whenever I need to speak with you, you are always…” Vaelis gestured towards us, “…this?” 
Raevyn yelped and scrambled for her robe while I turned to face the Dungeon Lord, letting it all hang out.
“Why is it you’re always coming to see me when I’m…” I gestured down to my still-wet cock, “…this?”
Raevyn tied her robe around her waist and glared at the Dungeon Lord. “Who are you?” she said coldly.
There was a flash of light and Hasael, the Tower Warden from the Monarch’s Rise, appeared next to Vaelis, his mouth opened mid-sentence.
“—am very busy but…” He looked around and sighed before looking up towards the ceiling. “Of course I will go, Lady Avael.”
Raevyn bowed low to the Warden, who was giving Vaelis a sidelong look.
“So… what are you doing here?” I asked Vaelis, “Spiders lost their luster?”
She huffed. “I did not choose to be here, mortal. I—”
Hasael cleared his throat and raised an eyebrow.
“—We,” she corrected. “Were sent by Lord D’walla and Lady Avael to—”
“Excuse me,” Hasael said and looked off to the side while gesturing towards me. “Can you please put on some pants?”
“What?” I said. “Why?”
He waved again. “You are well and thoroughly naked. It is not proper.”
I laughed and did a little helicopter action, which made the pale warden blush. 
Raevyn hit my shoulder. “Oh, just cover up.”
I grabbed my pants and slid them on. “Dude has to be thousands of years old and gets a little flustered by my dick? Now that’s something.”
Once I was “decent,” the Warden turned back to Vaelis. “Please continue.”
Vaelis rolled her eyes again and looked at Raevyn. “My name is Vaelis, I am the Dungeon Lord of the Whispering Depths Dungeon… I serve a function similar to what Warden Hasael fills at his Tower… but with style.”
The Warden glared at her. “Needless waste of Essence is what she means.”
“In any case,” Vaelis continued. “Your patrons sent us here to fill you in on your next mission.” Her expression turned grave. “The Argent Spire was not the only place to fall.”
Raevyn’s eyes went wide. “But I thought these were isolated incidents?”
Hasael shook his head. “No. The cultists must have been preparing for their assault for a long time.”
“Most of their attacks were at remote locations,” Vaelis said. “Far enough from the cities that the forces of our patrons could not reach them in time. You, and a few other groups in this area were successful…”
Hasael muttered. “Most didn’t destroy the Tower though.” 
“If the Warden hadn’t been turned into Bloody Mary, I wouldn’t have had to destroy it,” I said.
Raevyn cleared her throat. “What is the mission?”
Vaelis closed her eyes and a notification popped into my view.
Ongoing Quest Received: This is War 
The minions of the Lords of Hell have pierced the veil and created several incursion points from which they are staging attacks, attacking anyone who comes near and harvesting their souls to widen the breach. You have been charged with assisting in the war effort to drive them back.
Criteria:
=Cleanse or Destroy Corrupted Dungeons
=Cleanse or Destroy Corrupted Towers
=Cleans or Destroy Corrupted Glades
Reward:
=10,000 Essence and a Class Appropriate Spell or Scroll for each (Collected upon completion of the instance)
=The world isn’t plunged into the void and your soul doesn’t become food for one of the lords of hell.
I finished reading the quest and just stood there, silent. “A bit dark at the end there, no?” I asked.
Vaelis frowned. “It is a serious matter, Master Crowe. The System reflects that. Most think of it as an alien, uncaring thing, but without souls to make use of it, what point would it have?”
Raevyn nodded. “How can we start?”
Hasael gave her an approving look. “Uba’s champion has called a Clanmoot at the Heart of the Dreadmarsh. My lady assures me that they will join us in driving the demons off, but would like you to be her representative at the moot.”
Her eyes widened. “Will they allow us passage?”
Valis nodded. “Yes. Arrangements have been made…” She frowned. “Lord D’walla had intended to use Master Crowe for a similar function in Tully Falls and Haven, but your uncle’s machinations have made that difficult.”
Raevyn scowled, her mask of composure slipping at the reminder. “He will be dealt with… harshly.”
“Good,” the Dungeon Lord said. “If you are feeling truly vengeful, send him to the Whispering Depths and I will be happy to make him regret his life choices.”
*Or give him to me…* Dhaera hissed.
Vaelis looked at me and the barest hint of approval entered her voice. “You have done well so far, Warlock. Keep it up.”
*High praise from her.* Dhaera commented as she preened.
Hasael gave Raevyn a slight nod, but her smile told me that small gesture meant the world to her. “Thank you, Warden Hasael.”
There was another flash of light, and they were gone. I looked over to Raevyn and shrugged. “Guess we’ve got a trip ahead of us.”
She nodded, looking around the room with a bit of a manic look. “We need to get ready… The others will be on the next skyship to Northshield.”
“Everyone was able to avoid the evil uncle?”
“He’s not evil… just stupid. And ambitious. He thinks way more of my station than I do, or I should say, his own station in relation to mine. But it seems like he got the idea in his head that if I were somehow discredited, his own station would be improved.”
“So what happened?”
“Mallon beat him until he pissed himself.”
I snorted. “What!?”
“You saw what he can do when properly motivated. Mallon is old enough that he doesn’t tolerate a whole lot of nonsense.”
*I would pay good Essence to watch that.*
“Good for him,” I said and started straightening up the mess we’d made on the table. 
I felt her hand on my shoulder and turned to face her. “Hmm?” 
She reached down and tugged on the front of my pants. “We have until morning, and then it may be quite a while until we have time alone again.” She smiled suggestively. “What do you say we take advantage?”
*I like her.*
Her hand slid down the front of my pants and found my cock, already in the process of rising to the occasion. I leaned in and kissed her. “I think I can handle that.”
She pulled back and gave me a soft smile. “I’ve had enough innocent priestess, naughty Warlock for one night. How about just a woman who needs to feel normal for a few hours?”
I picked her up and carried her to bed. “Ah, Raevyn. You’re anything but normal,” I said and kissed her again and we sank into the mattress entwined…
Sleep came much, much later.
***




Epilogue


The view through the one-way observation portal showed the smoking remains of the Argent Spire before winking out. Two beings stood in the darkness, both with concerned expressions on their faces. 
The first, a massive red skinned man clad in dark armor spoke first. “How could we be so blind?” His large, batlike wings shifted uneasily as his hands clenched and unclenched at his sides.
“There is no way we could have foreseen this,” the second replied. She was dressed in form fitting silver armor that extended to cover the large, avian wings sprouting from her back. “They turned our own weapons against us, transformed the tools we have depended on for so long into keys to their prison.”
D’walla sighed. “They shouldn’t have been able to access this. Our children should not be susceptible to their possession… Something has changed the rules.”
A third being walked out of the darkness. Compared to her, the two gods looked tiny, but that was only a matter of perspective. “Your children were weak. The Lords of Hell feast on the weak,” she said dryly and cracked the knuckles on her green-skinned hands.
D’walla growled. “And that corrupted Giant that attacked my Chosen on his first adventure? I guess that Glade Keeper was weak as well?”
Uba snorted and flashed a wide smile that showed off her massive tusks. “He was. And now he’s worm food. The next one’ll do better, or die trying.”
“Are you here to gloat, or to finally help?” Avael asked as she rubbed the bridge of her nose.
“You think I’ve been idle?” Uba said and then barked out a laugh. “The drums call my children to war as we speak! Thousands march in my name!”
“Thank you,” D’walla said. “Your children will allow our Chosen passage?”
The Goddess of Strength grinned. “They can attend the moot. After that it’ll be up to them to earn their place.”
With that, she turned and walked away, pausing for a second at the edge of the darkness. “By the way. Hephemal and Samas have called a council. I think you two may have some explaining to do.”
D’walla and Avael shared a look, and then disappeared. 
*** The End of Book 2 ***
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=============Info============= 
Name: Sebastian Crowe
Class: Warlock
Level: 8
Progress: 35200/36000
Free Essence: 234
=============Pools============
Health: 150/160
Mana: 610/610
Stamina: 150/153
==========Attributes===========
Power: 5
Mobility: 7
Heartiness: 7
Magic: 12
===========Languages===========
Faesong: Spoken, Literate
Aerthspeak: Spoken, Literate
Kintongue: Spoken, Literate
D'wallan: Spoken, Literate
Theran: Spoken, Literate
=============Traits=============
Seeker, Lucky, Core-touched, Architect
==========Class Abilities=========
Alias (Epic): Bard
Mana Well (Epic)
D’walla’s Pact (Stage 6)
=============Skills=============
Armor(Cloth): 10 (Journeyman)
Armor(Leather): 6 (Apprentice)
Axe: 1 (Untrained)
Balefire: 8 (Apprentice)
Bow: 1 (Untrained)
Disable Devices: 5 (Apprentice)
Escape: 2 (Apprentice)
First Aid: 2 (Apprentice)
Inspect: 5 (Apprentice)
Long Blades: 8 (Apprentice)
Manifest Bond: 8 (Apprentice)
Pickaxe: 1 (Untrained)
Short Blades: 5 (Apprentice)
Spell School: Enchanting: 10 (Journeyman)
Spell School: Pyromancy: 10 (Journeyman)
Spell School: Spellsong: 10 (Journeyman)
Spell School: Summoning: 5 (Apprentice)
Staff: 6 (Apprentice)
Unarmed Combat: 13 (Journeyman)
Wilderness Survival: 5 (Apprentice)
===========Crafting============
Carpentry: 4 (Apprentice)
Cooking: 7 (Apprentice)
Foraging: 1 (Untrained)
Harvest: 54 (Master)
Inscription: 1 (Untrained)
Lumberjack: 1 (Untrained)
Mining: 1 (Untrained)
Sewing: 4 (Apprentice)
Stonecutting: 1 (Untrained)
=============Spells=============
Daze (Enchantments)
Influence (Enchantments)
Mass Hypnosis (Enchantments)
Flame Dart (Pyromancy)
Wall of Fire (Pyromancy)
Inferno (Pyromancy)
Cacophony (Spellsong)
Healing Melody (Spellsong)
Song of Quickening (Spellsong)
Echo (Spellsong)
Conjure Minor Elemental (Summoning)
Create Food and Water (Summoning)
Shackle (Summoning)
Circle of Restoration (Summoning)
=========Pact Abilities=========
Charm Immunity
Pact Blade (Dagger/Long Blade)
D'walla's Insight
Phantom Form
Illusion
Nexus Affinity
Darkvision
Summon Bonded
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