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Prologue

Echidnae looked down at her clutch with pride blossoming in her chest. Her five children had all managed to hatch from their eggs without any apparent difficulty and were busy feasting upon the corpse of a great mountain lion she had caught for them. Their small, underdeveloped, gore streaked snouts jostled one another for the best positions, taking it in turns to bury their muzzles in the long wound that she had made for them across the length of the creature’s large flank. Their tiny teeth were otherwise unable to pierce through the tough hide of the high-level predator. She watched over them approvingly as they ate their fill, their newborn stomachs gently swelling with the meat they needed to eat to grow strong.

She took a deep breath, savouring the comforting scents of her newly hatched children that intermingled with the rich mana-infused air that circulated throughout the caverns in which she had made her home. This was the first and last brood she would ever have, a grim realisation which caused her to let out a low whine of grief at the loss of all that could have been. She had been surprised by how much she enjoyed being a mother, and these few short weeks with her brood were something that she would remember fondly for the rest of her life, no matter how brief that may be.

Her union with their father had been a short—although not an entirely unpleasant—affair, and it had rewarded her with five delightful children whose delicate newborn scales gleamed softly in the dim, golden magelight of her lair. They were beautiful creatures one and all, their little bodies pulling at her heartstrings as they moved about her cave with the staggering lack of coordination that could only be found in the recently hatched. It was not in her species’ nature to coddle their young. After this one last meal, she would be leaving them to fend for themselves much in the same way that her mother had left her and her mother before that. As cruel as it sounded, it wasn’t all bad; the ancestral memories all true dragons possessed were passed from mother to child, and she knew from her own experience that the knowledge contained within them would be more than enough to teach them everything they needed to know in order to survive until adulthood.

Well, almost all of them. Echidnae turned her long serpentine neck to face her smallest child, the very literal runt of her litter. So small was he in comparison to his siblings that even the System had designated him as the [Runt], stamping the slur on his very status, forever stunting his growth with every five level interval in his species class. System-defined traits were not uncommon amongst her kind. Their potent magical blood practically conjured new divergent bloodlines and beneficial traits out of the ether with almost frightening regularity, but this trait she knew was nothing but a protracted death sentence for her young son.

Size was everything to dragonkind and to her species, who rose above all other dragons, it was even more essential to show no signs of weakness. To be so cursed as to be physically smaller than not just his peers but also the lesser dragon species was a handicap he would never be able to overcome. His siblings would certainly see to that if no one else did; for while her youth was many centuries behind her, she still recalled with vivid clarity how cruel children could be. She would grieve for him later, but not today, for this was to be the last day that they would ever see one another, and she wanted him to remember her fondly for however fleeting his life would be.

She nuzzled her smallest son with her nose, ignoring how her other children paused in their feeding to look at her small display of maternal affection with a mixture of wonder and jealousy.

“Child, I name you Typhoeus. It is a strong name, for you will have to be stronger than most if you are to survive. Do you understand why?” she asked, careful not to injure her son as she gently pressed her much larger head against his.

“Is it because I am small, Mother?” the newly named Typhoeus asked, his voice surprisingly eloquent for one so young.

“No, not because you are small, child, but because being small makes you different, and people are so rarely kind to those they deem to be other,” she explained.

“I don’t understand,” he said, furrowing the small scales of his brow as he looked up at her in confusion.

“I know Typhoeus, but you will,” she said, turning her head away from her child as her heart broke so that he wouldn’t see her tears. A large, selfish part of her wanted to stay, to protect Typhoeus from the persecution that she was sure was to follow, but she couldn’t.

It was long past time for her to go. With the next generation secured, she could no longer justify putting off the Call, its insistent pull intensifying with every passing day that it remained unanswered. Echidnae had always thought she would have more time—at least another thousand years or so—before it was her turn to delve deep and take her place in the Everwar, but things were changing, and in her experience they rarely changed for the better. She couldn’t stop thinking about all that she had yet to do, but now never would. If the rumours from the front weren’t quite so dire, she would have considered refusing the Call entirely, but after looking at the innocent faces of her five children, she couldn’t imagine doing something so selfish as forsaking her duty.

The elder council were making moves for the first time in millennia, which was something that should strike fear into the hearts of all creatures great and small. Whether she liked it or not, change was finally coming to Astresia, as reports of Monsters acting strangely kept filtering through from the front while every sane Dungeon Core unanimously reported that the great wards were already failing, a full millennium ahead of when they were supposed to. Echidnae shivered as she left her lair, knowing with certainty that she would never again return before she took to the skies and finally answered the Call. She would do this for her children, in the hope that their future wouldn’t be cut short like hers. She only wished she had more time so she could have seen her son Typhoeus grow to adulthood. For she knew that of all her children, the life of her runt would burn out the fastest. She just prayed he would have the chance to shine brightly before he was gone.


Chapter 1

Rebirth

As always, the rogue was the first to die. Something about sneaking up on a slumbering dragon four times your height with a short blade scarcely larger than a butter knife was anathema to living a long and prosperous life. This particular rogue looked young for her level, scarcely older than twenty. Her apparent youth was noticeable in the smooth skin around her void-like eyes, her irises perfectly blended into her inky black sclera. She had actually been adequately stealthy when she crept silently across the uneven floor of Typhoeus’s lair on padded soft-soled boots that were enchanted to muffle nearby sounds. If it wasn’t for her band of heavily breathing compatriots waiting around the corner of his cave’s entrance, or the discreetly tripped alarm wards scattered throughout his lair, he might not have been waiting for her. While the rogue approached, he feigned sleep, and when she drew her weapon, the blade dripping with viscous poison, he patiently held his pre-prepared spell firmly in his mind.

As the knife had plunged down through the air, aimed at the finer scales located between his throat and his jaw, Typhoeus released his pent-up magics. Creation conformed to his draconic will as he supplied his working with ample enough mana to evoke his simple yet very effective spell. The rogue’s well-oiled leather armour, heavily warded to protect against his claws, fangs, and his fiery breath, was utterly unprepared to withstand a magical assault of any kind. In a flash of golden light, his would-be assassin had been thrown backwards 30 feet when his compressed lance of hardened mana impacted against her chest. His draconic mana had subsequently exploded outwards as it ripped through her protective vestments and pulped her delicate human flesh. Her head had clipped a low hanging stalactite while she flew. Her skull met mana-infused granite and came out the worse causing her body to then ragdoll around the hardened stone protrusion before she fell to the rocky floor below with a wet thump.

Human cries of outrage emerged from the mouth of his cave moments before the remnants of the fallen rogue’s party rushed forwards to meet him. The adventurers’ hurried steps pounded on the cold stone floor while the now-deceased woman’s vital energies were released into the air and provided a noticeable bump to the ambient mana within his lair. Typhoeus scanned their classes and levels as they approached and was unsurprised to see the remainder of a relatively typical party of five, all firmly within their fourth tier of power. Although the group was now missing their rogue when the surviving humans tagged as a warrior, mage, healer and ranger all rushed at him with their runic weapons and magic foci drawn.

Adventurers. Oh, how Typhoeus had learned to loathe them.

He was almost a decade into his exile from the lofty peaks of the Dragonspines, and he had spent the majority of it contending with these opportunistic thugs. Night after night, they continued to creep into his home while he slept, hell-bent on killing him and selling his corpse for something as trivial as an enormous bounty of golden coins. This wasn’t to say that he was entirely blameless for his current set of circumstances—he had years ago made infrequent raids on the merchant caravans that travelled along the nearby Old Roads, laying claim to a few choice pieces of loot to add to his then-growing horde. He now profoundly regretted his youthful aggression as he had to contend with retaliatory attacks made by these high-level adventurers on a frighteningly regular basis.

He turned his attention back to the present, his lungs already filling with aspected mana before he unleashed a great gout of Dragonfire at the adventurers storming through the mouth of his cave. His skill [Sovereign’s Breath] amplified his innate ability to breathe fire, imbuing it with a wave of kinetic force and supercharging the heat of the flames that were conveniently funnelled at the charging humans by the reinforced walls of his lair.

The mage raised his staff, a gilded rod with a solid viridium core; runes for power, control and pierce were etched deep enough into its surface to allow for the green metal within to shine through as the human pushed his mana through his focus. Arcane shields of translucent green energy audibly snapped into Creation to block the golden flames from washing over the party, but as usual, the mage underestimated the kinetic force behind Typhoeus’s dragonfire. His [Sovereign’s Breath] hammered at the sickly green shields with a force comparable to a rockslide, causing the arcane barrier to emit a high-pitched whine as the mage within was forced to commit much more of his mana into sustaining his protective spell.

When Typhoeus’s dragonfire was spent, the mage’s shields still stood, but the middle-aged man wavered unsteadily on his feet as he leaned heavily on his tall staff. Beads of sweat dripped down from his wan face while he sucked in great gulps of the stiflingly hot air. Typhoeus struck hard, seizing the initiative as he rushed forwards towards the mage. The dragon’s comparatively massive body raced through the tight confines of his cave with a gracefulness that surprised the attacking adventurers.

His powerful jaws snapped shut, clamping down around the failing shields that protected the relatively unarmored mage from his long dagger-like teeth. He squeezed his jaw tighter as he felt the spell start to give, but he was forced to release the adventurer when the party’s warrior finally recovered. The high-level human stepped forwards and swung his longsword down in a mighty skill-enhanced strike. Typhoeus tried to deflect the worst of the blow by angling the thick protective scales along the ridges of his neck just right so he’d dissipate the force of the impact, but by the way the sword shone with a pale blue light the moment before the blade’s edge hit him, he knew he had made a mistake.

Typhoeus felt the warrior’s offensive skill directly combat his own defensive skill and come out the victor. His higher levelled [Sovereign’s Body] skill was trumped by what must have been a very specific anti-dragon ability. The warrior’s sword cleaved through his thick scales like they were made of tissue paper. His crimson blood gushed out from the wound as the sword drew a long line of fiery red pain down the length of his serpentine neck.

He cursed his hubris for his near-fatal mistake. His decision to try and deflect the blow had been made only after checking the warrior’s sword for runes and finding none that gave him pause. If he had attempted to simply tank the attack with his immense HP reserves rather than try to dodge the worst of it, the fight would likely already be over. As it was, he had taken a severe injury, but with his naturally high HP regeneration, he wasn’t overly concerned—he could already feel his body stem the blood flow as the wound slowly drew itself back together.

He let out a loud, rumbling roar, only stopping to shield his face with an outstretched wing as a volley of enchanted arrows aimed straight at his eyes was narrowly intercepted. The arrows themselves had very little stopping power, but when they hit, they exploded into fragments of razorlike shrapnel that tore great gouges into the relatively delicate membranes of his wing. He snapped his serpentine neck forwards as he folded up his now-useless limb behind him, ignoring the searing lances of pain that were sent stabbing into his brain. Typhoeus lowered his horns while his neck quickly unfolded and head-butted the warrior with the dragon-slaying skill directly into the path of the ranger before any more glowing arrows could be sent his way.

The dragon let out a low sigh of disappointment as the healer cast a spell that encapsulated the flying warrior in a cocoon of soft white light before he could hit the ranger, turning what should have been a collision that snapped bones into one that was unlikely even to leave a bruise. It seemed, much to his dismay, that this adventuring party actually knew what they were doing, making them significantly more dangerous than the average group that entered his cave. As the adventurers rallied behind their unharmed warrior and launched a new assault, he lunged forwards to meet them, attacking with his claws, teeth, and magic as he traded blows with the adventurers in his increasingly desperate bid to stay alive.

After what felt like hours of fighting, but in reality couldn’t have been much more than a few minutes, Typhoeus was done. The entire adventuring team lay dead or dying before him, but the damage they had dealt was enough to put him out of action for the next couple of days. The wounds inflicted upon him by the adventurer’s dragonslaying skill would be frustratingly slow to heal, despite his draconic regeneration.

“Heh, we got you good, you bastard,” the warrior said, pausing abruptly to cough up some more of his precious lifeblood as he lay there haemorrhaging on Typhoeus’s once-clean floor. For a brief moment the dragon considered responding, but he ultimately decided the dying human wasn’t worth the effort.

“One of these days, someone like me is going to finally gut you and turn you into a coat, you overgrown lizard,” the man continued, then attempted a laugh. It was a peculiar sound, more of a gurgle than anything. That was actually quite impressive, considering how his lungs were practically full with fluid, but Typhoeus felt no need to humour the dying man any longer. With a lazy swipe of a foreclaw, he messily disembowelled the fallen warrior, plunging his cave back into silence.

While he licked it clean, he checked the System notifications that had been plaguing him since the rogue had first met her unfortunate end on a stalactite. As the words began appearing in his mind’s eye, he was as disappointed as ever to see the final predictable message.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 140 Voidstrike Assassin. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 144 Tenebrous Archwizard. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 153 Celestial Healer. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 157 Farseer Ranger. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 162 Dragonblood Huntsman. Experience is awarded.*

*Your class is at its level cap. Rank up to claim further experience.*

Typhoeus groaned in frustration, both at the likely truth behind the warrior’s last words and because of the System’s taunting messages. He had been level-capped for a year now, and despite its promising start, this fight had been his closest one yet.

Slowly, he examined his injured wing and winced at the large rents in his skin. The damage would heal in time, but until then, without his ability to fly away from danger, in the likely event that he was attacked by more adventurers, the result was a foregone conclusion.

He had two choices: he could hide in his cave and pray to the System that no one else would come to kill him before he recovered, or he could bite the sword and finally enact the plan he had been working on since his last rank up. Typhoeus pulled up his status page to see if anything had changed, if there was any glimmer of hope, but was disappointed there was nothing new besides how appallingly low his three resource pools were.

Name: Typhoeus

Species: Sovereign Dragon (True)

Age: 54

HP: 164/4780

SP: 108/4780

MP: 365/5040

Strength: 120

Dexterity: 77

Vitality: 80

Intelligence: 120

Willpower: 120

Charisma: 80

Class: Young Adult Sovereign Dragon - Level 199*

Alternate Form - Level 31

Sovereign’s Arcana - Level 192

Sovereign’s Aura - Level 194

Sovereign’s Body - Level 199

Sovereign’s Breath - Level 186

Sovereign’s Perception - Level 176

Trait: Runt

Sovereign’s Arcana - You may directly expend mana to create magical effects. You may add this skill’s level twice to your effective intelligence and willpower for determining the efficacy of your magical effects, the size of your mana pool, and the rates of regeneration. In addition, your magic is more resistant to dispelling and may more easily use visualised runes as a focus.

Sovereign’s Aura - You may project an aura with a maximum radius determined by your charisma score + (this skill level * 2). Within the bounds of your aura, you may expend mana to alter energetic, physical, and psychological properties. In addition, your aura is more potent and better able to overpower others.

Sovereign’s Body - You gain flat damage mitigation and hostile magic resistance equal to twice this skill’s level. You may also add twice this skills level to your effective strength and vitality scores. In addition, your health regeneration is increased by one step.

Sovereign’s Breath - When spending mana to augment your breath weapon, you may alter the frequency, size, and duration of your flames, increasing the base damage by twice this skill’s level where any additional damage is composed of equal parts kinetic and thermal energy. Damage dealt also reduces the stamina and mana pools of your target.

Sovereign’s Perception - In addition to enhancing your senses, you may see in a perfect sphere without the need for line of sight. The maximum radius is determined by your willpower + twice this skill’s level. You may also perceive non-visible magical auras, effects, and system-generated descriptions.

It was times like these he lamented that his life was dominated by the need to level in order to gain the attributes and skills that came with it. From the loftiest of dragons to the lowliest of farm animals, all living creatures on Creation were gifted a species class at birth by the System. Admittedly there was one very large exception to that universal truth, but the humans were a special case, and it was their act of supreme self-mutilation that was largely to blame for the mess that plagued Creation to this day.

Young Adult Sovereign Dragon*

One of the rarest true dragon breeds native to the Dragonspine Mountains, Sovereign Dragons are famed for their near physical perfection as well as their innate magical abilities.

As a young adult of your species, you are just coming into the beginnings of your true power.

+3 Str, +1 Dex, +2 Vit, +2 Int, +2 Will, +2 Cha at each interval along with +3 free stats.

*You are prevented from ranking up in this class until you reach the age of 100.

He was eternally grateful for the accident of birth that had resulted in his status as one of the noblest forms of life. Sovereign dragons were the true rulers of the Dragonspines no matter what humans decided to draw on their little maps, ruling over the other lesser dragon species who called the massive mountain range their home. His noble birth made the sting of his exile hurt even more, along with the fact that he could trace every one of his problems to a single line on his status, the trait that simply would not go away.

Trait - Runt

You are the runt of your clutch. You are physically smaller and apply -1 Str, -1 Vit, +1 Int, +1 Will at each interval for your species class.

He hated it with every fibre of his being; it was one thing to be the smallest of his clutch, but for the System itself to declare him so damaged was not only galling but also a convenient excuse for his peers to subject him to every form of abuse and humiliation that they were capable of imagining. In dragon hierarchies, size was everything. He could handle the forced attribute changes, for dragons were as proud of their intellect as they were of their prowess with fang and claw, but to be so much smaller than his peers was a weakness he could never overcome.

As a Sovereign Dragon, his rightful place was up amongst the very peaks of the Dragonspine Mountains. There, he would be protected from any would-be dragon slayers by the altitude, the elements, and a veritable mountain range full of lesser monsters and dragons. But for Typhoeus, that protection had never been his, and now that he had been exiled it never would be; he had been too small to claim territory from peers of his species, and his utter failure to best even lesser chromatic dragons had led to him being cast out all the way to the very foothills of the Dragonspines.

Here at these low heights, he was almost without peer, surrounded for the most part by low-level monsters who quaked in terror at his approach. By evicting a small family of wyverns, he had even been able to lay claim to a lair that was almost suitable for a dragon of his size and distinguished breed. The only problem was, his den was located only a week’s hike away from a large human settlement that seemed to send out adventurers to hunt him with alarming regularity.

As a result of his constant battles with the humans, he had levelled extremely quickly, and if it weren’t for his species class being age capped, he would likely be celebrating his rapid growth. What should have taken him the better part of 50 years, he had done in 4, but now he was out of room to grow, yet the adventurers kept on coming, increasing in level, skill and coordination with every passing week.

They were utterly relentless, and he was so very tired of the near-constant fighting. Faded scars crisscrossed across his once-magnificent hide; what should have been a thick coat of iridescent silver and gold scales was now a tarnished yellowed silver where they had been repeatedly slashed, bashed, and cut from him by the varied attacks of his human foes. It was only his skill-enhanced natural regeneration that allowed him to recover from his near-continuous stream of injuries as his scales were regrown and replaced more times than he could count.

He didn’t know why they kept coming to kill him. The bounty of golden coins alone couldn’t possibly be enough to persuade so many disparate groups of adventurers into committing suicide by dragon. But right now, their motivations didn’t matter—he wasn’t sure he could survive another 24 hours, let alone another 46 years of regular fighting. If both of his wings were functioning, he could simply fly higher into the mountain range, but now that he was considered an adult of his species, Typhoeus would have to fight his way through whoever’s territory he passed through, a fight he was sure to lose, and that wasn’t even taking his siblings into account.

Even now, he could smell adventurers on the wind, [Sovereign’s Perception] warning him that more humans wanted to try their hand at killing him. The opportunistic little creatures were clearly hoping to finish him off before he could recover. He had little time to prepare and only one viable choice left to him. He couldn’t fight, not if he hoped to survive, and with his ruined wings even flight was denied to him. So instead, he would have to hide.

He stepped over the bodies of the slain adventurer party, resisting the urge to feast on their rapidly cooling corpses. His willpower was aided in part by the fact that some of them had voided their bowels in death. He stopped short of exiting the cave and, following a long inhalation, he let out a deep, bellowing roar that echoed out across the rolling hills. He usually enjoyed roaring, it was a pure expression of primal draconic dominance, but this time around it just hurt. As his lungs strained to push the compressed air out through his gullet, he could feel every cracked or broken rib scream out in painful protest.

[Sovereign’s Arcana] swelled in his chest as he wove a grand illusion, a magical construct of spun light and vibrating air particles that would follow his pattern when released. When he was satisfied with his work, he filled the spell with mana and released it; and an illusory dragon leapt out of the cave, gracefully taking to the air as it unfurled its pristine wings and started to fly away, loudly screaming to the heavens as his distraction rapidly grew ever more distant.

Typhoeus felt the strain of his spell pull against his psyche—it had to be a large working to fool the coming adventurers—but it wasn’t anything that his high mental stats couldn’t handle. He tied off the knot of spellwork, knowing all too well that without his sustained concentration, the spell would unravel over the course of several minutes. Hopefully by then the illusion would be too far away for anyone to notice. Still, Typhoeus had other more immediate duties to contend with, so he banished the potential consequences of failure from his mind as he went to work.

He craned his long neck over his shoulder, his eyes refusing to linger on the numerous open wounds still oozing red along his back, and instead he focused in on his modest-sized hoard. It was pitiful, to be sure—a dragon of his stature deserved far more coins piled much higher—but it was his. While it mainly consisted of the arms and armour of slain adventurers, there was still the odd item of artistic merit he had once happily looted from the merchant caravans that regularly travelled the Old Roads within a day’s flight of his lair.

He walked over to his hoard, limping slightly as yet another wound made its presence known, and his eyes soaked in his wealth for what he knew was to be the last time for a long while. Fortunately, while his trove lacked the art and treasures that a dragon of his station naturally deserved, it was composed primarily of the enchanted gear of fallen adventurers. [Sovereign’s Perception] was warning him that the humans were getting even closer, so he didn’t have the time to sort through it properly. Instead, he raced over to his hoard on three legs, his back right limb trailing on the ground as he rapidly rummaged through his collected treasures.

With a sense of triumph, he found it: a large iron-bound chest half buried beneath his pile of [Dragonbane Swords]. The lid of the [Traveller’s Chest] popped open with the infusion of a single point of mana, allowing the dragon to begin shovelling the entirety of his treasure into the open mouth of the chest. He felt his stamina pool burning as he worked, but at the end of the day, his pile of accumulated wealth wasn’t all that large. Within a couple of minutes, Typhoeus was able to get the entirety of his hoard stashed away inside the magical chest. With another drop of his precious mana, the lid of his chest slammed shut before the trunk began to shrink. It reduced in size down to that of a human head, which he then promptly swallowed whole, carefully directing the magical artefact to his second stomach for storage before moving on with the next stage of his plan.

Alternate Form - Used by dragons since the dawn of Creation to infiltrate, interbreed, and otherwise observe the other enlightened species, this skill allows you to adopt the form of another species indefinitely.

Available Forms:

Human Female.

While active, skills dependent on your dragon physiology are suppressed, physical attributes are capped at Alternate Form’s skill level, and your dragon class will be hidden for the duration of this skills use.

He hated the skill—or more accurately, he hated his weakness that made its repeated use so necessary. Dragons of his age were supposed to take things like [Sovereign’s Might] or [Sovereign’s Fortitude], but from the moment that it was first offered to him by the System, he knew that he had to take it. He needed the skill, since [Alternate Form] gave him the option to evade adventurer parties when fighting would otherwise mean his death. Typically, it was a skill reserved for much older dragons, those who were essentially immortal and decided to venture into the realms of man to alleviate their boredom prior to receiving the Call. Typhoeus having it at the youthful age of 54 spoke to his cowardice, and perhaps even an unseemly interest in humans.

Out of time, he fed the skill what little mana he had remaining, the ability ripping through his body as it activated. For a split-second agony seized his body and his form blurred, snapping down from that of a huge 20-foot-tall, 110-foot-long dragon and into that of a mewling teenage human.

Name: Typhoeus

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 165/310

SP: 148/310

MP: 3/5040

Strength: 31

Dexterity: 31

Vitality: 31

Intelligence: 120

Willpower: 120

Charisma: 80

He could feel his true status hiding beneath the false one with most of his dragon skills inactive, but for now he presented as an average human female, admittedly one with much higher-than-normal attributes for a member of the ‘unclassed.’. Avoiding a deep status scan was essential to maintaining his disguise, but from what little he had been able to piece together about human society, such things were profoundly taboo and shouldn’t be too hard for him to ultimately avoid.

Typhoeus frowned as he looked down at his new body. It was all soft and flabby; the smooth caramel-coloured skin that covered his form in the place of his golden scales felt overly sensitive and easy to cut by comparison. He couldn’t imagine sleeping on a bed of coins covered in such a thing—he supposed that was one of the many reasons why humans bothered with clothing when they weren’t otherwise encasing themselves in that infuriatingly thick full-plate. From his research, he knew that his human body mirrored the average female form, which was ludicrously top-heavy and went a long way to explain why the vast majority of adventurers he faced were male. Surely with frames like his, human females would struggle to walk, let alone fight, given that they seemed to be all hips and breasts. Why the System had ever seen fit to make a species so abundant in fat and lacking in scales, he would never know, although he supposed that it did do wonders for the flavour and texture of the creature’s meat.

Ideally, Typhoeus would have preferred to remain a male, but he had countless statuettes, portraits, and sketches of nude women scattered amongst his hoard, so it has been infinitely easier for him to craft a pleasing female [Alternate Form] using his many treasures as reference models. The predominantly male adventurer bodies he had access to were always a bit worse for wear by the time that he got around to studying them in detail, and in the much more limited collection of artwork that he had of human males, they were consistently clothed and more often than not clad in the plate armour that he hated so much. Why humans seemed to be so obsessed with naked females of their species, he had no idea, but at least it benefited him—he was convinced his form was extremely average based on the materials he had available to him.

With his hoard safely hidden, Typhoeus allowed himself a moment to relax. His head was spinning from both the abrupt shift in his perspective and the new hormones that were inherent to his chosen [Alternate Form]. The temporary suppression of his [Sovereign’s Body] skill wasn’t helping things either, making him feel as weak as a young wyrmling. Humans simply weren’t built to handle quite so much pain, and already he was starting to feel woozy from the health and stamina point loss, which had carried over into his new form.

He took hurried steps towards the mouth of the cave, intent on meeting his future ‘saviours’ head-on, though his new body jiggled unpleasantly with every step. Having suppressed his [Sovereign’s Aura] so as not to blow his disguise, the needy whispers of the nearby Dungeon Cores had already started in his ear. Each one promised him treasure and power if he simply forsook his plan and instead killed the coming adventurers. As ever, the whispered rewards were tempting, but Typhoeus knew Dungeon Cores liked to overpromise and had a bad habit of underdelivering. So, with a small amount of willpower, he shoved their incessant whispers aside and focused instead on his plan.

So caught up was he in savouring his future successes that he slipped on a puddle of blood and viscera, tumbling head over heels across broken rocks and scattered gore as he desperately tried to stop his forward momentum.

Typhoeus groaned as he sat up on his knees, his formerly flawless skin now scraped and bloody. It was then that he was suddenly overcome by the overwhelming urge to cry. The thought of what he was about to do reduced him to tears as he looked back on how far he had already fallen. While he struggled to breathe between great gulping sobs, he was struck by the peculiarity of the involuntary sensation. It was something he had only ever watched the most pathetic of adventurers do in their final moments, and he had always ascribed it to simple human weakness, but as a dragon of his stature was forced to shed salty tears, he had to consider that perhaps there was more to this crying thing than he had initially thought.


Chapter 2

Awake

Typhoeus was still sobbing quietly on the floor when the next group of adventurers cautiously made their way through the mouth of his cave. Like their predecessors before them, whose entrails were now strewn across the stone walls of his lair, this group was a team of five all levelled midway through their fourth tier of power. It was a slight variation on the standard composition with two warriors, a mage, a healer, and a rogue, making them well suited for a vicious close-quarters fight within Typhoeus’s lair. Still, it was a setup that he had faced many times before, and as he saw them step away from the harsh light of the day and into the relative darkness of his cave, he had to stop himself from reflexively trying to extend his claws and bare his non-existent fangs in challenge.

“Gods above, look what happened to Gustar’s team!” the taller of the two warriors exclaimed while shock and horror played out on his dark-skinned face. Looking at the scene, the adventurer tightened his gauntleted grip around his greatsword, and the well-wrapped leather creaked loudly in response. Eventually the human settled down and cautiously resumed walking forwards, while his vibrant green eyes scanned the darkness for signs of danger, and his party followed a few paces behind.

“You can’t blame yourself for this, Caeber. You offered to work with them to take down the Stunted Dragon. If his group had been willing to split the bounty ten ways, they’d likely still be alive,” the healer said, stepping up behind the tall man to place a conciliatory hand on his heavily armoured shoulder. She then looked down and wrinkled her nose with distaste when she noticed that the hem of her patterned off-white robe had been stained a deep red from her brief journey through the blood-splattered cave.

“Or maybe that would simply be your spleen Enora is stepping on instead. You saw it fly out of here. The dragon barely looked winded,” the rogue commented, slowly creeping forwards to avoid stepping on any of the spilt gore that coated the ground.

“I am? Gods! I think I’m going to vomit. This is so much worse than the caves with the slime mould!” the slender mage complained, her calm voice indicating there was very little chance of such an occurrence. She casually kicked the offending organ away from her feet and she held her runestaff out, pointed away from her chest.

“In what delusional reality of yours is this worse than the mould caves? If I recall, we had to shave your hair off afterwards just to get rid of the damned smell,” the rogue continued. The man had paused in his exploration of the cave just to chastise the mage, and Typhoeus couldn’t help but notice how a flicker of contempt briefly passed through the otherwise jovial smile on his narrow brown face.

“This ain’t the time to bicker, children. There could still be danger ahead,” said the shorter of the two warriors.

“While I agree the reports on the dragon’s threat level must be massively underestimated for this to have occurred, I highly doubt that they could be so wrong to have missed a secondary threat. Everyone knows dragons are solitary monsters, too antisocial and stupid for anything else,” Enora said astutely. The mage then raised her runestaff high overhead, and a spell was quickly cast. From the large irregular crystal set into the top of the arcane foci, a bright blue light was emitted which then spread until it suffused the large cavern.

“Bad reports or not, it’s still a rutting dragon. Mark me, this is what overconfidence gets ye,” the shorter warrior grumbled unsympathetically.

“Wait, is that a survivor?” the healer asked, her question morphing into a shout as she raised a robed arm out to alert the rest of her party to Typhoeus’s presence while he sniffled loudly on the cold wet floor.

All at once, the adventurers stopped their discussion and instead focused all of their considerable attention on the disguised dragon. The change in their attitudes was as instantaneous as it was dramatic, and their joviality was replaced with a stern professionalism that spoke highly of their intimate familiarity with death and violence. It was the first time his [Alternate Form] had been subjected to so much scrutiny, him having only used the skill in the past to better avoid humans rather than confront them directly. He felt his small human heart race within his chest, his breath hitched, and tears began to flow again, his previous bout of crying doing nothing to dampen this second outpouring of warm salty tears. As he sat there naked on the ground, covered in the blood of his own victims, he couldn’t help but quake in the face of his own anxiety. This pivotal moment would determine the trajectory of the rest of Typhoeus’s life, however brief that may be. If he was discovered, he would be forced into a fight he would surely lose, and if he was successful, then his plan would continue unimpeded—an altogether more terrifying prospect.

“Are ye alright, miss?” the shorter warrior asked, the man’s gruff frown morphing into a poor attempt at a welcoming smile that was filled with equal parts concern and compassion as he looked down at what must have been a truly pitiful sight. The man followed up his question by crouching low to the ground where he offered Typhoeus an outstretched hand, the chain links beneath his plated greaves clinking loudly amidst the relative quiet of the cave.

“Of course she’s not alright. Look at her. She’s obviously traumatised,” the rogue snapped.

“Stop staring, Riyoul,” Enora reprimanded.

“Don’t look at me like that. You can’t blame me for looking she’s so . . .” Riyoul said unapologetically, trailing off as his eyes continued to linger on Typhoeus’s human form.

“Aye, we all have eyes and can see her, ahem, gifts, but that doesn’t mean ye have to be an ass and stare like ye’ve never seen a naked woman before,” the shorter warrior said, retracting his hand as he looked over his shoulder to better criticise the rogue.

Typhoeus’s apparently not-so-average breasts had managed to create a lull in the adventurer’s conversation as he momentarily held their enraptured attention, or at least it seemed that way at first. The taller of the two warriors seemed to be having some kind of silent exchange with the healer, and it wasn’t until she gave him a subtle nod that the rest of the adventuring party let out a collective sigh of relief. They all visibly relaxed, lowering their readied weapons towards the ground.

He tried to stand up on his own two feet, but as soon as he did, he stepped on something slippery that squelched, causing him to stumble and once again lose his balance and returned unceremoniously to the rocky gore-soaked ground. His new body continued its involuntary sobbing while the dragon mentally cursed his new ridiculous proportions and all things that walked on just two feet. Typhoeus clenched his eyes shut as he sat there on the floor, trying to will the tears back into his eyes; he just needed to catch his breath so he could say something, anything to persuade the adventurers he was a real human being and deserving of their mercy.

Before he knew it, he found himself lifted up off of the ground and held close to the taller warrior’s heavily armoured chest; the cold metal chilled his vulnerable skin, but was largely preferable to the blood-covered floor. The high-purity adamantine in the warrior’s armour did much to soothe his nerves as it pressed firmly against him, and the smell of the metal blended pleasantly with the human’s natural scent. One of the adventurers must have draped something warm and soft over his bare shoulders, as against his better judgement, he allowed himself to be gently rocked to sleep.

When Typhoeus awoke, the moon was full, hanging low in the sky like the malevolent green creature that it was. He knew it was looking down on him, judging him for what he had planned to do over the coming decades, but what did Typhoeus care? He was a dragon, and the moon patently was not. He let out a soft yawn as he indulged in a long, cat-like stretch that stressed the tight muscles in his back pleasantly. While he was oddly surprised by how much he enjoyed the higher-pitched sound of his voice, he was also more than happy to see when he checked his status that he had been magically healed of all his wounds while he slept.

Name: Typhoeus

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 310/310

SP: 310/310

MP: 3167/5040

Strength: 31

Dexterity: 31

Vitality: 31

Intelligence: 120

Willpower: 120

Charisma: 80

The thick, fur-lined cloak that he had fallen asleep under had fallen off of his shoulders while he was stretching, and he quickly pulled it tighter around his body to ward off the cold before it could set in. He didn’t strictly need to, given his relatively high vitality, but he wasn’t used to sleeping without a bed of coins or thick scales to warm him, and the weight of the cloak provided some small amount of comfort.

The adventurers, and by extension him, were currently camped at the top of a gently sloping hill amidst the open wilds of the foothills, and judging from the stars, they were barely an hour’s flight from his lair. However, at the paces that humans tended to move at they could very well be several hours or days away on foot. The camp was nothing much to look at, five tents arranged in a circle around a large campfire with a felled tree sliced into thin sections to serve as seating. He didn’t particularly like the idea of sleeping out in the open, since a cave was a clearly superior place to rest your head as the single narrow opening drastically limited the avenues of a potential attack, but for all the faults of a hill, at least the adventurers’ mage had laid down some passable wards to keep the wild creatures of the foothills at bay.

Typhoeus sat up, turning towards the sounds of the cracking fire, where he could see his ‘rescuers’ gathered around the roasting carcass of one of the many bearlike animals that made their home in the territory surrounding his lair. His eyes widened as he looked them over for the first time without the added distraction of his unwanted tears. The sheer quantity of powerful overlapping enchantments, not to mention their raging unbound auras, was almost blinding to him, and the churning mix of riotous energies threatened to overwhelm his perception skill. The number of dragon-slaying runes and wards that he could see in a single glance put all the other adventuring teams he had faced to shame, and he knew then without a shadow of a doubt he had made the correct call in avoiding this fight.

Once again, he caught the rogue and the mage staring at him, and the two of them shared a conspiratorial look before focusing on the contents of their own plates as the mage’s cheeks flushed crimson. As irritating as it was, he decided to simply put the unwanted attention down to the human obsession with the female form and his clearly superior craftsmanship as a dragon.

“Welcome back to the world. Here, take this—you must be hungry,” the taller warrior said, his voice warm and friendly as he handed Typhoeus a thin, pewter plate heavily laden with a large slab of spiced bear meat and a side of wild vegetables that were native to the local area.

“Thank you, this looks nice,” Typhoeus said earnestly. His voice cracked from lack of use, and he suddenly realised that he was famished. He completely disregarded the cutlery that was being offered in the warrior’s other hand, and he instead took the meat directly off of the plate. He tried and failed to stuff the entire slab into his mouth, but upon remembering that human jaws didn’t distend in order to accommodate larger mouthfuls, he resigned himself to tearing the meat into smaller, easier-to-swallow chunks.

The steak was delicious, a little underdone but expertly spiced, and with his 31 strength it was no trouble at all to rip apart the tough meat with his hands and teeth. Oily juices dripped down his hands and chin as he enthusiastically devoured the offered meal, but as he was about to ask for more, he looked up to realise that the others were once again staring at him. With [Sovereign’s Perception], he could easily pick out the hushed whispers of the mage, the rogue and the shorter hammer wielding warrior.

“Ain’t never seen anyone eat a piece of meat like that . . .” the warrior whispered, his thick beard spattered with meat juices obscured the movement of his full lips.

“How long do you suppose the dragon kept her for?” Riyoul mused lazily while he twirled a knife between his deft fingers and leaned in closer to the robed mage whose face flushed with warmth in response.

“Why would a dragon keep a human anyway?” Enora asked.

“Don’t be dense, where do you think those dragon bloodline traits came from?” Riyoul stated.

“I thought those were just stories,” she muttered, sounding uncertain.

Typhoeus nearly missed it, but when the Rogue had spoken his eyes flashed with disdain and he began to subtly pull away from Enora. The Mage had tried to hide the look of disappointment that appeared on her face by covering it up with her hand when she went to tuck away a stray lock of brown hair that had escaped from her tight bun.

“No, they’re real enough. The poor lass, that thing had to be at least thrice the size of a Thesian charger,” the warrior said, his furrowed brow heavy with concentration as he studiously watched the interaction between Enora and Riyoul.

“Do you think she’s . . .” Enora started to say, but then trailed off, allowing for the crackling fire to fill the brief silence.

“Ask Mara. She’s the one who healed her,” the warrior whispered back to her, his gauntleted hand awkwardly patting her on the knee as he attempted to reassure her.

The taller warrior to Typhoeus’s right shot them a disapproving look, causing their whispered conversation to come to an abrupt stop, then turned back to Typhoeus, where he offered the dragon a warm placating smile, his white teeth contrasting sharply against his dark ebony skin.

“You might want to slow down. Trust me when I say that I understand how being on the receiving end of Mara’s healing can work up an appetite, but you’ll make yourself sick at that rate,” he suggested.

“How badly was I hurt?” Typhoeus asked, well aware of the answer, but also that the unclassed woman he was pretending to be wouldn’t have access to their status and be able to see their health.

“Your injuries weren’t anything I couldn’t handle,” the woman tagged as a healer, presumably Mara, offered after a moment’s hesitation. “How were you injured? Did the dragon hurt you?”

“No, the dragon was relatively gentle, all things considered. It was the mage in the group before yours; he wasn’t particularly accurate with his spells, and I got caught by the edge of one,” Typhoeus said, hoping the fact that the mage he had killed was quite sloppy with his spellwork would help sell the lie.

The taller warrior and Mara frowned, exchanging communicative glances in a way that was really starting to annoy Typhoeus.

“Razmund was famed for his expertise with high arcana, though we did find a rather large faultline running straight through the control rune on his staff. Judging by its thickness, he probably overtaxed his foci fighting the dragon,” Enora suggested, speaking up at an audible volume for the first time. “I hope you don’t think poorly of him. He was one of the greats, and humanity is all the poorer for his loss,” she continued, making eye contact with Typhoeus

“Aye, Gustar’s team will be missed, heroes one and all,” the shorter of the two warriors said. The man’s tone was solemn and his eyes remained downcast while he held his hand over his heart for a long moment.

After that, the camp was silent; only the crackling sounds of the burning campfire and the distant cries of wild animals could be heard during the impromptu moment of silence for their dead colleagues. Typhoeus didn’t know how to feel about the sober mood that had rapidly descended over the adventurers. He had never had to deal with the fallout of his own actions before, and he had always just assumed that the people he had killed were simply never missed or mourned. The adventurers’ sombre attitude regarding the other party’s deaths showing them to be everything that he thought they weren’t.

“Now I understand that you’ve been through an ordeal and that you might not be feeling quite like yourself, but I want you to know that my name is Caeber, and I’m here to help you,” the taller warrior said, breaking the silence. “I don’t suppose you can tell me your name? And perhaps how the Stunted Dragon came to take you as a prisoner?”

He felt his heart race with anxiety. Over the four long years it had taken him to concoct his plan, Typhoeus had painstakingly rehearsed what he was going to say, but Caeber’s apparent concern had already unsettled his confidence. His inherited memories had taught him that human behaviour was supposed to be significantly more mercenary and antagonistic than this, something that he had always found easy to believe from the scant few interrogations that he had conducted on captured adventurers within his lair. The level of sympathy that they were showing for him was not something that he was prepared for, and he was worried he’d already made mistakes in his disguise as an unremarkable human woman. Fortunately, whatever missteps he had made so far seemed to be attributed to some kind of mental trauma that he had suffered at the hands of the ‘dragon.’

“My name is Typh—” he said, barely catching himself in time “Typh the weak human, that is what he called me whenever he demanded I service him! I was claimed by the dragon a little over a year ago when he killed and ate my entire family along with the rest of the merchant caravan we were travelling with,” he said, trying to keep a straight face at his brilliantly devised lie. “I have spent the last year as his servant, tending to all the physical wants and needs of the great drag—”

Typhoeus was abruptly cut off mid-sentence and scarcely able to breathe, Caeber having wrapped his muscular, steel-encased arms around him in a tight embrace. Fearing he was under attack, he hammered his tiny human fists against the back of Caeber’s plate armour, though his soft hands rebounded off the hard metal ineffectually. He could see that the healer Mara was noisily vomiting over the large man’s shoulder while the other warrior was gently patting her on the back. Riyoul, the rogue was shifting uncomfortably while Enora simply stared back into Typhoeus’s eyes, her mouth slack-jawed and open.

“It’s okay,” Caeber said softly. “I’m sorry if you don’t want to be touched. It’s understandable, given what you’ve been through, but you’re safe now. You don’t ever have to go through anything like that ever again,” he said, quickly releasing the dragon from the hug as he instead backed away, showing him his open palms. “I promise to you on my honour that I will see you avenged, and that the Stunted Dragon who makes these foothills his home will die by my hands.”

Typhoeus paused, unsure as to what exactly he had said to evoke such a visceral reaction, but eventually decided that it didn’t matter. The humans had bought his lie, and he was sure that he could live with the consequences.

“I think I’d like to see that, Caeber,” Typhoeus said with a wry smile, the prospect of eating such a high-level human at a later date exciting the young dragon. “But you’re right. I’d rather not be touched . . . if that is all right by you.”

Things gradually settled down after that, and Typhoeus was eventually able to get another slab of bear meat to eat, which he messily devoured again. This time, there was less blatant staring from the party when he went about licking his fingers clean. As the evening progressed, the adventurers got progressively looser with their words, especially after someone uncorked a bottle of spirits. Typhoeus tried his best to be circumspect as he took advantage of this unguarded moment to study them for any potential weaknesses. On the one hand, it was an enjoyable and enlightening experience to see how adventurers interacted with one another without the looming threat of danger. And on the other, Typhoeus was acutely aware all it would take was a single slip up for the friendly and welcoming adventurers to turn on him.

The healer Mara seemed to take on a protective role around Typhoeus, deflecting questions and unwanted attention away from him, Enora seemed to be quite fascinated with the precise details of daily life with a dragon, something which earned herself numerous withering glares from Mara. Before the night was through, the two women had offered Typhoeus some of their spare clothing to go along with his new cloak. When none of it would fit over his larger bust, they ended up bullying Myorik, the smaller of the warriors, into donating a spare shirt and trousers. The man’s clothes were entirely too large, his shirt coming all the way down to Typhoeus’s knees, but it was infinitely better than his near-nudity. When it finally came time to retire for the night, Mara offered to share her tent with him, and when he went back to sleep in his borrowed clothes, he did so confident his plan was working.


Chapter 3

Bounty

Rhelea was an ugly thing, the large town vaguely resembling an irregular six-spoked wheel. Like so many of humanity’s settlements, it was sat astride an intersection where two branches of the ancient Old Roads met. This effectively split the large, walled town into four discrete sections, which were then divided again by the Pollum River that flowed down from the Dragonspines to the west through to the east on its three-thousand-mile journey to reach the ocean. The Pollum’s journey would see it first merge with the Aregium River and pass through the capital city of Helion, long before it entered and exited the neighbouring kingdom of Tolis.

Sprawling terraces of squat stone buildings sprouted out from around a large town square, where Typhoeus could see taller, grander structures looming over the other comparatively humbler streets surrounding them. From afar, rows upon rows of poorly arranged roads could be seen where houses and shops alike leaned haphazardly towards one another in blatant defiance of sensible urban planning. The streets below were cramped, filled to the brim with the thronging masses as they hurriedly went about their daily duties, the people as diverse in the tones of their skin as they were in the types of clothing they chose to cover themselves with. Rhelea had built itself up rather than out, the large stone walls that ringed the settlement providing a stark barrier between the inner and the outer city.

Inside the walls, every building spanned at least three stories, the dubiously constructed structures rising up to peer out over the thick stone walls where the residents could then look down in judgement upon the outer city where the aesthetic was considerably less impressive. The whole place stank, for one thing, Typhoeus didn’t need his skill [Sovereign’s Perception] to tell him that. All of those humans living together, shitting, and sweating in such close proximity was by far the most disgusting thing that he had ever witnessed. The city itself lacked any kind of sophisticated drainage system, and while the wide, flowing river running through the town certainly helped, it didn’t do nearly enough to wash away the filth or the smells that lingered cloyingly above the town’s cobbled streets, with the stench of the outer city being offensively unpleasant to Typhoeus’s draconic sensibilities.

As they walked through the outskirts of Rhelea, the quality of the buildings wasn’t much better than the smell, with individual residences and shopfronts looking like they would fall over in the face of a stiff breeze. The materials involved in their construction were clearly scavenged from elsewhere around and below the city as houses were built from a mishmash of ancient bricks and stones, some of which were clearly stolen from the town’s stout walls. It wasn’t just the buildings that were the worse for wear; the people who made this part of town their home were also suffering as low-level, gaunt-faced humans formed a dense crowd along the edges of the Old Road leading towards the walls where men, women, and children hurried to follow the small procession of high-level adventurers passing through the slums. Each one of them desperately scrambled for the occasional bronze coin thrown from Caeber’s hand.

“It’s so busy . . .” Typhoeus said, trailing off, already feeling uncomfortable with the lingering eyes from the gathered crowd that seemed to follow him as he travelled through the outskirts of the city. His inherited memories had shown him what Rhelea had looked like in previous ages, and he had thought they’d prepared him, but this squat, ugly city that was little more than a pale shadow of humanity’s long-lost majesty was more than enough to send shivers of anxiety running up his spine. The much-reduced reality so much more overwhelming than the grandeur of the half-faded memories from his distant ancestors.

“I suppose so, if you’re used to farming villages, but Rhelea is just a very large adventuring town—a small city like Nauronos or Mushama to the east easily puts Rhelea to shame,” Caeber said offhandedly as he walked forwards through the crowd that parted reverently before him.

“I see,” Typhoeus said, his eyes blinking with alarm as the big warrior patted him on the back in what was probably meant as a measure of reassurance but instead caused him to startle.

“Sorry,” Caeber quickly apologised. “I forgot about the no-touching thing. Are you alright?”

“Yes, I am fine. It’s just more people than I am used to,” Typhoeus replied earnestly. His eyes shifted uncomfortably as he compulsively scanned the crowd for potential threats. It was a ridiculous thing to do when he thought about it; the adventurers he was currently travelling with were easily the most significant danger he had ever been exposed to since his exile.

“It’s okay, you’re perfectly safe. Just don’t come through this part of town on your own after dark, not until you have significantly more levels anyway. The people here are desperate and will often resort to violence if they think it will lead to a hot meal,” Mara warned, her face contorting into a frown while her eyes moved over the sea of hungry-looking faces.

“Inside the walls ain’t much better either, only difference is the criminals there have the money to bribe the guard to look the other way after they stick you,” Riyoul helpfully added, making an exaggerated stabbing motion with a long knife that appeared in his hand seemingly without him needing to draw it.

Typhoeus was growing increasingly nervous by the second, and not because he was afraid of being stabbed by the starving poor. Fooling the five adventurers had been relatively easy, if extremely dangerous, but to fool thousands, well, that was another matter entirely. It would only take one of them to expose him, and [Alternate Form] was his lowest levelled skill by far. Sure, it had rapidly levelled up to 36 during the long week he had spent travelling through the foothills with Caeber’s team, but it was still dangerously low considering how much he was relying on it for his continued safety.

As they made their way through the outskirts of Rhelea, they continued to pass by various dilapidated shopfronts and peculiar-smelling businesses before they eventually joined a long line of better-dressed humans who were waiting their turn to pass through the thick wooden gates and head into the town proper. The queue shuffled forwards slowly, giving Typhoeus plenty of time to observe his surroundings and the people filling them. The line primarily consisted of other adventurers, presumably returning from their various hunts outside of the settlement; they slowly shuffled forwards towards the gates with their trophies and hard-earned loot in tow. Interspersed throughout the queue were wagons piled high with goods and accompanied by surly-looking guards in well-worn armour who gave Typhoeus the evil eye whenever his gaze lingered on their goods. [Sovereign’s Perception] and his draconic instincts quietly insisted he go to extraordinary lengths in order to add several items from the merchant’s wares to his hoard.

Springing up alongside the queue were a variety of food stalls and other opportunistic vendors hoping to earn some coin from the bored members of the line. They were hawking everything from freshly squeezed fruit juice to vaguely defined cubes of meat on a stick, although Typhoeus’s refined nose had no trouble identifying the meat in question as an interesting blend of canis, rodent, and goblin. When it was their turn to pass through the city’s gates, the adventurers with Typhoeus merely flashed a flat bar of runically engraved iron at the guards as they walked through. When Typhoeus tried to follow in their wake, one of the men stopped him with a slanted halberd that blocked his passage along with a gruffly voiced challenge.

“We don’t tolerate vagrants in Rhelea. There’s a toll of one chalkoi for entry,” the guard announced, more than loud enough for everyone nearby to hear over the background noise of the busy street.

“But they didn’t have to pay!” Typhoeus protested, gesturing to Caeber and the others who had until now accompanied him.

“They’re iron-plate adventurers, you are not—now hand over a chalkoi or scram, you’re holding up the line,” the guard said unsympathetically.

Typhoeus didn’t have a chalkoi to his name. The clothes that he had been gifted with, while well made, were clearly far too big for him and he wasn’t hopeful that they contained a hidden stash of wealth that he had missed up until now. It didn’t stop him from patting his pockets in frustration, hoping to find a loose coin that had otherwise escaped his draconic senses.

“Lowry, don’t be an ass. She’s obviously with us. Just let her through,” Enora said. The mage’s face crinkled up with frustration as she looked back at the altercation from the other side of the gate.

“The law’s the law, and I have a duty to keep the streets of Rhelea clear from vagrants and other . . . distasteful elements,” the guard said, his nose wrinkling. “Your adventurer’s plate lets you through, but if you want to take a whore from the slums past these gates, you’ll have to pay the council’s tax.”

Enora opened her mouth to protest further, but then Caeber produced a small, battered coin and flipped it to the guardsman, who deftly snatched it out of the air.

“It’s just a chalkoi. Can we move on already?” Caeber said as he practically pulled Enora away from the gatehouse and Typhoeus was allowed through.

Typhoeus was somewhat bemused by the entire interaction, not quite understanding why anyone would care about anything made from bronze. It was coin whose only use, as far as he could tell, was for padding out the hoards of unscrupulous lesser dragons who were unable to smell metals.

After passing through the narrow gate, the street immediately opened up into a loud and rambunctious thoroughfare. If Typhoeus was nervous about the quantity of humans before, now he was feeling more than just a little overwhelmed. The pressing crowd on all sides of him made him suddenly feel faint and unable to draw a proper breath. He fought against an urgent and unanticipated need to revert back to his true form so that he could fly away as fast as he could, but to do so now in the company of so many adventurers would be tantamount to suicide.

Sensing his mounting panic as he took a small involuntary step backwards away from the crowd, Mara clasped his arm in hers and guided him forwards. His initial displeasure at being touched was replaced by the comfort that he received from the compassionate gesture. This time as they moved through the densely packed streets of inner Rhelea, the town’s occupants neglected to make space for the high-level party. While the adventurers’ levels remained an impressive 120 levels or so above the average citizen on the streets, the attitudes—not to mention the dress sense of the inner residents—was considerably bolder than that of the humans living outside of the town’s stout walls, and the adventurers had to form a rough diamond shape around Typhoeus in order to keep the bustling crowd at bay.

Clutching Mara’s arm tightly in his, he walked down the busy street for what felt like hours, the well-guarded merchant wagons slowing the foot traffic around them to a crawl. The crowd steadily thinned out as they got farther away from the gates until finally, after turning onto a much-quieter side-street, Typhoeus felt like he could breathe normally again.

“Typh, can you relax your grip on my arm a bit? I can’t feel my fingers,” Mara said, her usual conciliatory tone tinged with pain.

“Sorry,” he said, immediately relaxing his arm as he mentally chastised himself for nearly breaking his cover. He was supposed to have 0 strength, but in his panic he had forgotten and squeezed her far too tightly; the healer must have a relatively high strength score of her own and a comparably low intelligence, since she hadn’t questioned his abnormally tight grip.

Now that the streets were relatively clearer, Typhoeus could finally see what the town had to offer without overly relying on his perception skill. Shopfronts lined the roads, each one prominently displaying a wooden sign painted in bright primary colours with artistic depictions of the services offered within. The lack of written signage was apparently for the benefit of the largely illiterate population, a group that Typhoeus despairingly realised included him—this era of human’s written language had degenerated far from the written languages of old.

After even more walking, they eventually came to a quieter part of the town, where the streets were filled with much larger grey stone buildings, each one showcasing ornate carvings, both runic and mundane, that covered the exterior facades. Judging from the sheer amount of gold and silver he could smell wafting out from within these houses, Typhoeus could only assume that they were in the wealthier district of Rhelea, where the more powerful humans had essentially taken the best lairs for themselves. The adventurers came to a stop outside a larger-than-average structure with a sign depicting a foaming flagon superimposed over a comfortable-looking bed. The building smelled substantially worse than all of those surrounding it, with intense scents of smoky incense that desperately tried to cover up the all-too-human stench of sweat, alcohol, and urine. Typhoeus could already hear the loud sounds of human laughter and clattering plates echoing out from inside despite the early hour. The noise only increased as Caeber opened the front door, his posture already relaxed as if anticipating the long-awaited luxuries within.

Typhoeus looked around at the party, with obvious displeasure plainly displayed on his all-too-human face, but much to his dismay, all he could see around him was a mixture of relief and longing in their collective gazes.

“Thank the divines! We’re finally home,” Myorik said, his words hammering the final nail in the coffin of Typhoeus’s despair as the stout warrior followed Caeber before stopping short to hold the door open for the rest of the party. The small gesture of chivalry went unnoticed and unremarked.

“I could literally kill for a bath!” Enora proudly stated, eyeing Mara accusingly as she entered the tavern.

“Come on, Typh, we’ll get you cleaned up after Enora is finished with the bath. Until then, we can feed you something with spices in it other than salt and paprika,” Mara said, her criticism causing Riyoul, the group’s unofficial cook, to pipe up loudly in his own defence.

“What! You can’t just insult my cooking like that. She loved my cooking, didn’t ya, Typh?” Riyoul smiled mockingly.

“It was very pleasant, although I often found it to be a little undercooked,” Typhoeus said as he was quickly ushered inside the building by Mara.

“What does she know? She was literally fed by a dragon for a year!” the rogue exclaimed in mock outrage before firmly closing the inn’s doors behind him.

Straight through the sturdy-looking doors, the building opened into a large, open-planned taproom where a row of wide oaken casks dominated the far wall separated from the main floor by a thick wooden bar topped with a polished copper counter. Behind that was a stout-looking man dressed smartly in sombre linens; he was of an average height, with a close-cropped beard that was in the process of turning grey as the white hairs that had sprouted around his temples steadily crept down into his jawline. The hardwood floor had its boards arranged in a pleasant-enough pattern of contrasting dark and light woods, but the genteel aesthetic of the bar was ruined by the jarring presence of the thick, often repaired furniture that had been patched one too many times to maintain the room’s upper-class atmosphere. More-intimate booths lined a sidewall on the left, the red-leather-upholstered-seating area leading to a stone staircase that both ascended and descended from the ground floor.

The room was half full of people, and judging by their classes, this inn catered primarily to adventurers. However, none were close to Caeber and his companions when it came to their level or the quality of their enchanted gear. Their conversations paused briefly as the adventurers entered the tavern, the patrons’ eyes tracking their progress across the large hall, but soon enough their eyes were drawn back to their own tables as they resumed their evening.

“This, Typh, is the veritable jewel of Rhelea, ‘The Huntsman’s Rest’ is the finest drinking establishment on this side of the Aregium River. The drink is never watered, the food is always hot and most importantly of all, the women are loose and of questionable morals,” Riyoul said with a flourish.

“What does he mean by loose and questionable morals?” Typh asked Mara with a raised eyebrow.

“It means he’s a lecherous idiot who is volunteering for latrine duty next time we camp out,” Caeber interjected. “Don’t worry about it. Julian, the innkeeper here, is a good man, and you can trust him not to take advantage. I’m going to talk to him about your circumstances while we get ourselves squirrelled away.”

Riyoul had the decency to at least pretend to look embarrassed at Caeber’s rebuke, and he quickly excused himself under the pretence of getting drinks, although Typhoeus noticed that this required talking to a rather attractive serving girl rather than approaching the empty bar. Everyone else politely ignored how the rogue then flirted with the woman, the high-level adventurer regaling her with questionable stories about his own exaggerated heroics. Caeber also made himself scarce while he went to talk to Julian behind the bar, and despite Mara trying her best to engage him in small talk, Typhoeus was able to catch snippets of the warrior’s conversation as he described Typhoeus as a deeply traumatised, unstable girl who had been regularly assaulted by a monster for over a year. The warrior briefly returned just as food was finally being served, only to depart minutes later for the Adventurers Guild to, in his own words, ‘sort some things out.’

“So why are you helping me? I thought adventurers were all about killing monsters and stealing their treasure,” Typhoeus asked as he fumbled with using his spoon on his bowl of stew for the fourth time.

“Well, I wouldn’t say that,” Mara said, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “But when we find someone in need, we do our best to help them, especially when it costs us so little to do so.”

“Besides, even with the dragon running away with his hoard, we’ll still make a pretty good profit from this outing,” Myorik said after nodding along to Mara’s words.

“What do you mean?” Typhoeus said with a wavering voice. Panic rose in his throat at the thought of having left behind valuables for the adventurers to find.

“Well, the dragon left behind a small fortune in bronze coins that will keep us in ale for a few months, but more importantly, there was an entire stack of relatively well-preserved grimoires we’ll be able to sell,” Enora replied cheerfully without looking up from her meal. “It will take me a few days to go through them all and see if there are any that I want to keep for myself, and a bit longer after that to get the rest formally appraised and sold, but all in all, it’s quite the haul considering we didn’t even have to fight the dragon.”

“I see . . .” Typhoeus said, recalling the large pile of musty books he had discarded as unworthy of joining his trove. The thick leather-bound tomes were all filled with badly drawn runes and a lot of meaningless squiggles he belatedly realised was the written language of this age. There were never any interesting pictures, nor were there any precious metals or gems inlaid in the covers and for the very few ‘grimoires’ that did, well, it had simply made more sense to relieve the shabby leather exteriors of their gemstones and discard the rest.

“That dumb lizard will keep us neck deep in beer and silken sheets for months,” Myorik said, chuckling to himself as he reclined deeper into his chair.

“Maybe, but I anticipate that we’ll be departing as soon as the grimoires sell. Caeber will want to get back out there to slay that dragon before the week is out,” Mara said.

“And Riyoul will surely burn through his share in a couple of days anyway and be clamouring for more work,” Enora added, her friendly smile turning sour as she eyed Riyoul, who was still chatting amicably with the overworked barmaid.

There was a collective grunt of agreement from the three adventurers before Myorik broke the silence by yelling across the bar at Riyoul to “Stop flirting and actually get us that round of drinks you promised!” much to Enora and Mara’s amusement. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. He’s like this everywhere we go. If I didn’t needle him, it would be hours before we get served,” the bearded warrior continued.

“He’s not that bad,” Enora said, her cheeks tinged pink as she rose to his defence.

“He actually is. I’ll have a word with him later to make sure he doesn’t bother you, Typh,” Mara said, her words receiving a short series of solemn-looking nods from Myorik.

“Thank you, I think?” Typhoeus said questioningly, unsure what exactly he was thanking them for.

Eventually, Riyoul returned to the table with a tray of foaming tankards in hand, and the party vigorously set upon them. Typhoeus ignored the beverage placed in front of him as he slowly came to terms with incorrectly appraising the value of items that, in all likelihood, should have been added to his hoard. The only thing that mitigated the sting of his mistake was the fact that they were hideous books, and without access to the human merchants, he would have had no way of converting them into glorious gold. The group carried on their inane conversion that mostly revolved around Riyoul’s colourful love life as Typhoeus dipped in and out, and it continued until Caeber returned several hours later, looking frustrated and annoyed.

“How did it go with the Guild?” Enora asked as the big man sat down at the table, removed his gauntlets and traded his large sword for a heavy mug of beer.

“Not well. I’ve informed the Guild that the dragon is a snatcher, and the head clerk will petition the king to remove the capture order, but he isn’t hopeful,” Caeber said, sounding tired as he slumped into his chair. The wood creaked ominously under the weight of his heavy armour until the warrior sighed with exhaustion and braced his legs, reducing the strain on the ailing piece of furniture.

“I could tell ye that the Alchemists Guild wants that dragon, runt or no. If you’re intent on pursuing your oath, you’ll be making some powerful enemies, Caeber,” Myorik said warningly.

“Why would anyone want to capture the dragon?” Typhoeus asked, his unease mounting at the unexpected prospect of captivity.

“Well, the dragon that took you is a very rare breed. Normally Sovereign Dragons live at the very top of the Dragonspine Mountains and as a result are virtually impossible to reach. Even if you do manage to get there, they are nigh unkillable without a large army of a comparable rank,” Enora said as she adopted a scholarly tone. “The dragon that kept you captive for so long is a deformed runt of these truly monstrous dragons. It’s about a quarter of the size that it’s supposed to be for its age, and that makes it so much easier to kill. The fact that its lair is so close to Rhelea is likely due to it being too weak to claim territory in the peaks.

“The Royal Alchemists Guild wants the dragon taken alive, likely so they can farm its body for alchemical reagents. Deformed little shit or not, dragon’s blood runs through its veins, and that is powerful stuff. The alchemists likely want to perform routine amputations to harvest bone, muscle, and scale. With enough healing magic, you can keep a captive dragon alive indefinitely; better yet, as a male, it can be used to stud lesser dragon breeds that aren’t as difficult to capture and—”

“Enough, Enora, we don’t need to hear an academic treatise on dragon captivity,” Caeber said, his tone curt. He’d seemed to have noticed the green tinge that was appearing on Typhoeus’s face, although the warrior had likely misinterpreted the source of the dragon’s revulsion.

Typhoeus felt a heady mix of abject terror, nausea, and an incandescent fury bubble up from within him as he struggled to keep the vacant smile upon his human face. With pained difficulty, he asked a single poignant question.

“These royal alchemists, are there any here in Rhelea?”


Chapter 4

Observations

The Royal Alchemists Guild maintained a significant presence within the township of Rhelea. Their offices had taken over one of the grand stone buildings that faced the town square, where lesser merchants and tradespeople made their living hawking their wares in the tented bazaar that sprung up in the early morning only to be taken down each evening with the setting of the sun. The building primarily served as an administrative hub that regulated the membership rolls of all the alchemists registered within the town, and they arbitrated any contracts or disputes between them and the Adventurers Guild that they relied upon to source their materials.

To hear Mara describe it, the two organisations had a symbiotic relationship with one another. The adventurers supplied the alchemists with all the magical reagents they could possibly need, and the alchemists in turn provided the adventurers with their much-needed coin. That coin would inevitably trickle its way back into the township’s coffers as adventurers spent their hard-earned silver on equipment, booze, and brothels, with many adventurers effectively living hand to mouth as they spent a truly prodigious amount of wealth on maintaining decadent lifestyles that would put even the most hedonistic nobles back in the capital of Helion to shame.

On the alchemists’ side, they could manufacture everything from healing salves to antiwrinkle eye cream with the right mixture of carefully prepared herbs and mana-rich ‘monster’ organs. The esoteric techniques that allowed for the production of these quasi-magical compounds were closely guarded secrets that could only legally be obtained within the kingdom by joining the guild as a licensed alchemist—something that was much easier said than done. The alchemists within Rhelea were just the tip of a very large iceberg, as the vast majority of the harvested organs gathered from the Dragonspines were either alchemically or magically preserved before being shipped off to the rest of Terythia for further processing.

On the week-long journey back from Typhoeus’s lair, the dragon’s disguised status as a member of the ‘unclassed’ had come up on numerous occasions, and he had made it abundantly clear to the adventurers that he intended to use a class stone at the earliest opportunity. When he had asked to visit the Alchemists Guild following Enora’s brief lecture on their most barbaric practices, Mara had jumped at the chance, likely hoping to steer him away from an adventuring class and the myriad of dangers associated with them. Typhoeus found her concern for his well-being to be perversely amusing; the would-be dragon hunter worried that he might be rushing headlong towards a short life full of violence and pain.

As they made the short walk from the more affluent part of town where the Huntsman’s Rest was located to the Alchemists Guild headquarters, Typhoeus allowed himself to smile as he nodded along to Mara while she extolled the many virtues of becoming an alchemist. If it wasn’t for their reliance on quite literally butchering his kind, and the fact that he couldn’t imagine how a crafting class would be useful to him once he resumed his life as a dragon, he might have even considered it. Spending the next 46 years toiling away in quiet obscurity sounded like a pleasant reprieve from all of the fighting and violence that had come to define his short life so far. Unfortunately, taking a second class would make it exponentially more challenging to continue levelling his primary class, and if his new class didn’t complement his strengths, he would likely stagnate in the fifth tier until old age eventually caught up with him.

They had to pass through the market bazaar to get to the Guild, where merchants who dressed like peacocks in brightly patterned clothing tried to attract his attention towards their prominently displayed wares—yelled bargains and insults alike in equal measures as he strode past in Mara’s wake. He barely had the time to crane his neck from side to side as the tall healer expertly wove through the crowd, dragging Typhoeus along by the arm. His high-level perception skill [Sovereigns Perception] made him keenly aware of every sight, smell, and taste within his not inconsiderable range just shy of 300 feet. It was completely and utterly overwhelming. While his extrasensory skill was a literal lifesaver in the wilderness, in the midst of the lively marketplace it was far more than his paltry human brain could handle—the associated sensations of every exotic spice, perfume, fruit, drug, and metal was rammed directly into his head all at the same time.

He clenched his eyes shut and focused on the arduous task of putting one foot in front of the other as he struggled to work his way through the information his skill provided him with. Typhoeus leveraged his 120 intelligence to process the bevvy of potent stimuli assaulting his senses at more than 15 times the speed that an unclassed human could handle, but it wasn’t enough. Creation spun beneath him, and bile rose to the back of his throat as he tried to desperately reduce the range of his perception skill.

“Are you okay? Your nose is bleeding,” Mara asked, her voice ladened with concern.

“I’m fine. It’s just a headache. I . . . I don’t really like crowds,” Typhoeus replied. He quickly wiped the fresh blood from his mouth with the back of his free hand and licked it clean, trying his best to hide his confusion when Mara very visibly winced at the sight.

“It’s okay. We don’t have to go in if you don’t want to. I can arrange for another meeting in a few days when you’ve had more time to recover,” she offered, squeezing his hand.

“We’re here already?” he asked, looking around at his surroundings—the tall edifice of the Alchemists Guild loomed over him. “Oh right, so we are.”

“You’re not very observant, are you, Typh.”

“I guess not,” he said with an earnest smile. “Anyway, I’d like to go in.”

He turned towards the large building, where strong acidic scents of death and burning leaked out from the space between the door and its frame, the relatively ‘fresh’ air of the town practically refusing to enter the foul-smelling structure. Mara rapped her knuckles against the hardwood door three times, and after a short wait outside the entrance they were led inside past a busy-looking receptionist struggling beneath a veritable mountain of paperwork and into an opulently decorated waiting room by an awestruck apprentice who reeked of the same harsh chemical smells Typhoeus was beginning to associate with the young man’s chosen profession.

By the way that the apprentice kept stealing furtive glances at Mara, Typhoeus was able to intuit that the healer was either a fairly big deal, or had something unbecoming on her face. Given the relative rarity of people her level within Rhelea, and how she seemed to almost expect this kind of attention, he assumed it was the former. The room they were expected to wait in was the nicest that he had seen so far, with elegantly upholstered furniture sitting over a plush and warm carpet that felt delightful underneath his bare toes. Mara took no time at all in seating herself on the wide divan, and the purple fabric upholstery complemented the soft pastel colours of her long ankle-length robe. She patted the cushion by her side, and Typhoeus took the hint, quickly sitting down next to the healer, where he eventually relaxed into his seat after bouncing up and down experimentally a few times on the soft cushions.

They weren’t waiting for long before a wizened old man entered the room through a narrow wooden door on the wall opposite to the one they had used. Like everyone else that he had seen inside the building, the old man had an alchemist tag and was clad in fine red silks that were in his case obscured by the presence of a thick leather apron splattered with a variety of multicoloured substances, all of which smelled foul to the extreme.

“Azoth, they didn’t tell me it was you! You should have sent a letter. I would have come earlier if I knew you were in town!” Mara said, standing up from the divan to embrace the old man with a beaming smile, heedless of how the chemicals on his apron singed the fabric of her pale robes.

“And take you away from your divine work? I would never seek to deprive the good people of Terythia of one of their staunchest champions,” the old man responded with an equally warm smile of his own as he broke their embrace.

“An evening meal together isn’t going to cause a goblin horde to descend on us. You should take a break once in a while. I know Caeber would love to reminisce about the good old days,” she said, frowning disapprovingly at Azoth when she noticed the sunken look around his eyes.

“No, I guess not. I’ve always had trouble getting caught up in my work. Work hard, play hard, you know me. But you’re right. We should make some time to catch up soon,” he suggested, offering a weak smile in his defence before turning to face Typhoeus. “Is this the girl you messaged me about?”

“Come here, Typh,” Mara beckoned, gesturing for Typhoeus to come closer and stand in front of the alchemist. “This is her. As you can see, she’s unclassed, and has a budding interest in alchemy. I would consider it a personal favour if you would consider taking her on as one of your apprentices.”

Azoth took that as an invitation to eye Typhoeus up and down appraisingly. The dragon had to suppress an involuntary growl as he thought about what the elderly man standing before him would do to him if he only knew the truth.

“Well, you certainly have a striking look about you, don’t you, girl,” he said, humming to himself as he thought. “Normally, I would say you are far too old to start an apprenticeship, but you were able to placate a dragon without a class, so I already know you must be a hard worker. My gut is also screaming at me that there’s something about you worthy of my attention, and I make a point of always trusting my gut,” Azoth explained, bending down to address Typhoeus at eye level. “Tell me, girl, do you have an interest in learning to master the divine art of alchemical transmutation?”

“It interests me, but I would say that I am more interested in learning more about the practices involved in dragon captivity,” Typhoeus said, choosing his words very carefully out of fear of giving anything away.

“Oh huh-hoh, a bloodthirsty one, are you? I should have known from the predatory look in your eyes that you’d be interested in the grislier parts of the trade. I suppose, considering your history with them, I can give you a quick rundown,” he said, taking a deep breath as he started to walk the breadth of the room. “There’s not a huge amount that I can say that won’t go over your head, but the gist of it is this: the bodies of all magical creatures are inherently valuable to a variety of crafting professions, depending on how the mana alters that respective monster’s biology. Few species are more valuable to our kingdom or the continent as a whole than the elusive dragon, whose body can be used for anything from longevity potions, to the creation of magical arms and armour.”

“It was discovered embarrassingly late in our country’s history, after we had wasted countless specimens, that with the appropriate application of high-ranking healing magic, we can harvest and heal these creatures indefinitely,” he said with a proud smile while Typhoeus felt a wave of nausea nearly overcome him.

“By harvest and heal, you mean . . .” Typhoeus asked hesitantly.

“Cutting out the valuable organs, healing the creatures back to full health, and then giving them a few hours to recover before doing it all over again,” he said nonchalantly before noticing the look in Typhoeus’s eyes and adding, “not here, of course, but the Alchemical Stables back in the capital handle this sort of thing extremely smoothly.”

“And the dragon in the hills, the ‘Stunted’ one. You want to do that to him?” Typhoeus asked after taking a moment to discreetly swallow his own vomit.

“Most certainly,” Azoth agreed, nodding emphatically. “We’ve never had a captive Sovereign Dragon before, and due to the rarity of the species—let alone the birth defect that makes this one vulnerable—we’ll likely never get another chance like this. I believe the reward is 10,000 gold talents, and being raised to low peerage for its live capture.”

“Twelve and a half thousand—it went up last month,” Mara interjected, cutting in.

“Right, yes, now that you mention it, I think that I recall receiving a missive from the Queen approving that,” Azoth said, scratching his head.

The sum of money was absolutely astronomical; the entirety of his hoard only contained 897 thick gold coins—or talents if you wanted to use their human name. The thought that there were so many coins up for grabs for his capture was almost enough to make him forget about his fate if the adventurers ever were successful.

“And you don’t think it’s cruel?” Typhoeus asked, curious if the man before him had any compassion left within him.

“No. While I admit it’s hardly ideal to keep animals in such conditions, it’s a small price to pay if it means ensuring that our kingdom is supplied with the finest alchemical creations. Even our lesser craftsmen benefit; the dragonscale that protects the King and Queen’s royal guard has to come from somewhere, and it’s no coincidence that it’s all made from red dragon scales.”

“I see. Well, thank you for clearing things up for me. I will certainly think about this when it comes to selecting my class. Mara, I would like to leave now please,” Typhoeus declared, his ability to stomach the man’s presence exhausted as he turned to face the healer. Visions of a tortured red dragon flashed through his mind, the butchery that he imagined in his head hopefully far worse than the real thing.

“Uhh, sure, of course we can leave. I know it’s a bit of a grisly subject, though there’s a lot more to being an alchemist than just that,” Mara said in a half-hearted attempt to persuade Typhoeus to stay.

“I know. I’m just feeling a little nauseous from the smell. I have 0 vitality, remember?” Typhoeus said, lying through his teeth as he gestured towards Azoth’s apron that was still sizzling from its brief contact with Mara’s robe.

“Of course, go, go get some fresh air!” Azoth said, shooing them both out of the room with a congenial smile on his wrinkled face. “And if you do decide to pursue alchemy as your class, I’ll be happy to give you a chance as an apprentice . . . Mara, we can discuss the details over dinner this weekend?”

“Of course, I’ll send a message once I’ve decided on a place,” she called out over her shoulder as she followed Typhoeus out of the room.

Once they were outside the guild’s headquarters, Typhoeus breathed deep, stretched his human lungs to capacity, and relished the cleaner air of the city despite the foul human odours. He had never imagined that such a cruel fate awaited him had he ever fallen in battle to the adventurers routinely entering his lair. He had known that humans were bloodthirsty and greedy creatures, but he had never considered them to be overly cruel. The idea that this era of humanity had not only the audacity but also the proficiency to capture and torture a dragon like that shook him to his very core.

“Hey Typh, are you feeling any better?” Mara asked, sounding a little concerned.

“Yes, I’m fine,” he snapped, aware that he was staring off into the distance standing still amidst an otherwise busy street.

Mara looked at him for a long time before the corners of her mouth twisted upwards in a wry smile. “Come on. I’ve got something to show you,” she said, gesturing for him to follow her as she led him down a side street away from the bustling market bazaar.

Together they walked through the streets of Rhelea for 15 minutes or so before coming to an open-air cafe where a handful of metal chairs and tables were placed outside in the shade of a great oak tree. How such a vast tree thrived amidst such a congested town, Typhoeus could only attribute to the softly glowing runework crudely carved into the bark around the base of the tree. The clientele gathered at each table were rich; Typhoeus didn’t need to be able to smell the precious metals hanging off of them to know that—and with his ill-fitting second-hand clothes, he was attracting numerous, disapproving tuts and glances from them that he studiously ignored.

Mara ordered for them both, and when their plates were delivered, Typhoeus was immediately taken away to a heavenly plane of pure joy filled with piles of silver, gold, and other items of artistic merit. His small meal reinforced his understanding that humans as a species were capable of such extremes in their behaviour, their towns and cities containing treasures almost as magnificent as their tortures were terrible. Once again, Typhoeus raised the silver-plated fork past his lips, though his hand trembled at the unfamiliar motion as he shovelled another fluffy forkful of the lemon-flavoured cake into his mouth. Bliss exploded on his tongue once again, causing him to audibly whimper as his eyes rolled back into his skull and he sunk even deeper into his chair.

Mara covered her mouth with her right hand while she giggled, vicariously deriving some form of enjoyment from watching Typhoeus devour the cake—the healer had long since donated her own slice of fluffy heaven to the euphoric dragon.

“So I take it from how you reacted back there that you are . . . not going to become an alchemist?” she asked after taking a small sip of bitter smelling tea from her porcelain cup.

“No. Thank you for offering to sponsor my apprenticeship, but I think I will be choosing a combat-capable adventuring class after all,” Typhoeus said. Though his words were quite predictable, they still elicited a look of quiet sadness from Mara.

“And are you set on choosing your class today? I wouldn’t want you to rush the decision. Most people spend years training in order to unlock the options they want,” Mara explained.

“I wouldn’t worry about that. I’m confident my experience with the dragon will give me something better to choose from than a basic warrior,” Typhoeus said between mouthfuls of cake. “But I have decided to wait until tomorrow. Riyoul offered to take me to the Adventurers Guild so I can use the class stone there. Besides, I have done a lot of walking today, and my feet hurt.”

“Uhh right, well I do still hope that you pick a non-combat class. Remember that Rhelea is close to a lot of ley lines, so you can passively level quite quickly from just the ambient mana in the air,” Mara explained, then paused to let her words sink in. “However, I’m starting to suspect that my attempts to dissuade you are in vain, in which case I can only hope that you choose wisely and level carefully.”

“Of course, I will choose as well as I can,” Typhoeus said, and he meant it.

“Good, because I have no desire to return to town one day and find your name on the deceased adventurer rolls,” she said. “And Typh?”

“Yes?”

“You’re free now. The dragon can’t hurt you anymore. I know his magic changed you—nobody looks the way you do without some truly extensive body magic, and I know from fixing my nose how much that can hurt,” Mara said, poking the tip of her nose to one side to demonstrate.

Typhoeus didn’t know what to say to that, so he kept his mouth firmly shut.

“What I’m trying to say,” Mara continued, clasping her hands around his own, “is that you really don’t have to fight. I understand your desire for revenge, but without the proper training, you’ll just be throwing your life away for a handful of silver.”

“I—I understand, and I’ll be careful. You can trust me when I say that I’m not making this decision lightly. I want to keep on living for a very long time,” Typhoeus said, fidgeting slightly as he tried to worm his hands free from hers.

“Good, now finish up your cake. It will be getting dark soon, and the others will likely be wondering where we have gotten off to,” she said, releasing his hands—he quickly pulled them back before fumbling for his cake fork, which he then used to finish off the rest of his dessert while trying halfheartedly to make small talk with Mara.

As they walked back to the Huntsman’s Rest, where the other members of Mara’s party were staying, Typhoeus evaluated his plans for the future. He had forty-six years to kill before he could rank up his species class, and he had already chosen to live them hidden amidst human society. It wouldn’t do to spend that time being perceived as a damaged charity case. First, he would become a powerful adventurer, taking levels in something that would supplement his Sovereign Dragon class. Perhaps then after a couple of decades, he would conquer a nation or two, just to show these humans the error of their dragon-hunting ways. Dragons were, after all, something to be feared, and given how insular his species could be, it was probably up to him to remind the alchemists back in Helion as to why.

They arrived back at the inn just before night fell, and after another fine meal where the humans that patronised the establishment all insisted upon becoming inebriated to varying degrees, Typhoeus excused himself early and went to his room under the pretence that he was tired. The bedroom they had arranged for him was surprisingly pleasant. However, he still preferred the privacy of an underground cave to wooden interior walls, no matter how nice the wallpaper may be. After blowing out the oil lamp on his bedside table, he climbed up onto the narrow mattress that was to be his bed. There he sat cross-legged on the thin silken sheets as he closed his human eyes and extended [Sovereign’s Perception] outwards to encompass the bar and several houses up and down the street. He had always found meditation, however distasteful, to be necessary in the past when using his skill at its maximum range. Not being prepared for the intense mental stimulation would only mean a much more dramatic and bloody repeat of his experience in the marketplace. The dragon took several deep breaths while he cleared his mind, and when he finally felt ready, he pushed a steady trickle of mana through his perception skill.

Typhoeus was almost immediately overwhelmed as his awareness opened up around him like the walls separating him from everything and everyone had suddenly fallen away. He took his time adjusting to the new sensations, allowing for the movements, tastes, and sounds to wash over him as he leaned on his skill and stats to parse through the massive influx of information into something he could understand. Happy that everything was as it should be, he waited with a confident smile on his face, content to bide his time in his new lair of plaster, wood, and silk.

As the evening progressed, Typhoeus watched from his room with disinterest as Riyoul, still stinking of the barmaid from earlier, slunk off into the night with Enora. Typhoeus saw how her body melted into his with practised familiarity as they began rutting like animals in the narrow alley beside the inn. He noticed with something approaching indifference how when Riyoul was finally spent inside of her, the rogue deftly dodged her attempts to hold and kiss him as he instead pulled up his breeches and re-entered the inn without a word, leaving the slender woman alone while she quietly sobbed into her sleeve. Minutes later, she followed him inside with a smile on her face and a surprisingly well-crafted illusion covering the new redness around her eyes.

Typhoeus watched on as Caeber magnanimously accepted drinks on behalf of his team’s good fortune and how he returned the favour by ensuring that whoever bought him a drink received at least one more than they sent his way. The big man studiously ignored the lust-filled gazes that were fixated on him by the smattering of young women who steadily filled the taproom as the evening wore on, including the earnest look of longing from Mara that Caeber returned with a sad look of platonic friendship.

Typhoeus watched Myorik as he waited patiently for Enora to return to the inn, and how the man’s heart raced with anger. A thick blue vein on his forehead bulged when he once again recognised the all-too-familiar illusion covering the woman’s eyes. The stout warrior’s hand clenched around the dagger at his belt, and he fixed Riyoul with a glare that he poured no small amount of rage into. His weapon slid half an inch out of its sheath before slamming home as Myorik’s face quickly morphed into a welcoming smile when he made space for Enora to sit beside him, her seat still warm from where she was sitting before.

Typhoeus felt his resolve waver as he watched while the boy next door was beaten bloody by his father. Memories of his own childhood torments at the claws of his siblings were overlaid with the very real abuse he was watching. When it was finally over, the child crawled on his hands and knees down the creaking stairs to the basement, where he stayed up late into the night. There in the shelter of the dark, the boy practised his skills by making the stiff corpses of poisoned rats dance in accordance with his will. The dragon recognised the resolute look of determination on the youth’s face as he plotted his revenge and perfected his first steps on a very dark path.

Typhoeus watched as a pair of nervous guardsmen accepted payment from a group of cowled individuals smelling of bad intentions and blood, and how they moved their moaning cargo unmolested through the street and out of his skill’s range.

Typhoeus watched over his small section of Rhelea while a thousand and one misdeeds were performed under the cover of darkness, and he wondered for an idle moment if he had finally found a territory worthy of his gentle ministrations. Finally, when he deemed the streets to be quiet enough, he opened his eyes and pulled [Sovereign’s Perception] back down to something more manageable. He slowly stood up from his bed, taking great care not to agitate the squeaking springs within his mattress, then gently smoothed out the wrinkles on his loaned shirt and trousers. He wrapped his thick, fur-lined cloak tight around his small shoulders and quietly crept towards the window in his room, the shutters opening smoothly on well-oiled hinges as he climbed through and silently dropped down three stories and onto the quiet streets below.

With a hungry smile on his face and a predatory glint in his eyes, the dragon began his hunt.


Chapter 5

Misdeeds

As the dragon stalked the moonlit streets of Rhelea, there were no cries of alarm, roaring fires, or sounds of trailing destruction. There was only the soothing quiet of a sleeping city on a hot, cloudless summer’s night. While the green moon was starting to wane, there was still plenty of light to see by—not that Typhoeus really needed any, his [Sovereign’s Perception] skill being more than enough to account for the near-total darkness. At this early hour, the roads were clear of all but those taking advantage of the night to commit their various misdeeds, and Typhoeus was aware of more than a few footpads scurrying about the rooftops in the darkness. The intermittent guard patrols were laughably easy to avoid even without his perception skill, as the warm light cast from their glowing lanterns announced their presence long before they noisily stomped past in their creaking leather armour.

Even so, Typhoeus decided to keep to the backstreets and alleyways, wary that he might be spotted at any time by a curious citizen peeking their head out from a bedroom window. He was new to human civilisation and decided that it was better to play it safe, as he had no idea how common high-level perception skills were amongst the slumbering populace. So far, he was pretty disappointed with the showing that humanity was presenting. The average level for an adult in Rhelea seemed to be in the mid to high 30s with only their combative classes and their elderly pushing past 50 and into their third tier of power. Intellectually he knew that it was from the weaker ambient mana, with Rhelea being just far enough away from the confluence of ley lines that ran through the Dragonspines to make passive levelling a much slower prospect for the relatively short-lived humans. Still, given the numerous benefits that came with every level, it was hard for him as a predatory creature to understand why humans simply didn’t just hunt others in order to push their classes to the bottom of the fourth tier before death finally claimed them.

Thanks to his decision to avoid travelling on any major roads, it took Typhoeus quite some time to make the short trip back to the Alchemist’s Guild. When he finally arrived outside of the imposing building, he bent low to the ground where with deep breaths, he filled his human lungs to capacity. He took his time inhaling the noxious bouquet of foul odours that were constantly leaking out from behind the closed doors of the Alchemist’s Guild headquarters. Ignoring how the fumes made his head swim, he tasted each one in turn and assessed their source. Azoth was an unfortunately clean human for his purposes, which was rather remarkable given that the only source of natural freshwater within the township of Rhelea came from the river—and it was anything but clean. Even so, from their brief meeting earlier in the day, Typhoeus knew the man’s true scent, even if it was hidden beneath layers and layers of unpleasant chemical smells.

Typhoeus followed his nose. While his human olfactory senses were vastly inferior to what he was used to, [Sovereign’s Perception], as a fourth-tier skill was more than capable of doing the heavy lifting as he followed the old man’s trail through the town’s vacant streets. By the smell of things, Azoth had left the administrative building hours ago, likely before it had gotten dark, and over the last few hours his scent had gotten muddled with those of the other residents of the busy town. Tracking the old alchemist would be a challenge, but not one Typhoeus couldn’t overcome with the appropriate amount of focus. So intent was the dragon’s concentration on the scent trail that he was caught entirely off guard when, minutes later, he walked face first into a firm, muscular chest and had to momentarily windmill his arms out to the side as his top-heavy frame struggled to remain on his two feet.

“What are you doing out so late, little lamb?” a deep voice asked of him.

Typhoeus shifted his attention back to his surroundings as he found himself standing in a quiet, cobbled side street with three other men, tagged as two warriors and a rogue, all low level and at the beginning of their second tier. He saw the men’s threatening postures, the conspicuous bulges of their sheathed weapons, coupled with the sharp tangy smell of rusted steel, and frowned. They obviously wanted something from him, and by the looks of things, they weren’t above resorting to violence to get it. That was odd, as Typhoeus was clearly without belongings of value, and he was clad only in his ill-fitting clothes and a warm cloak without even so much as a pair of shoes on his tiny feet. He wasn’t afraid. While remaining in his [Alternate Form] meant that he was much reduced in power, he was still more than capable of defending himself from opportunistic thugs like these.

“That is none of your business. Now, what do you want?” Typhoeus demanded, eager to resolve the confrontation as quickly as possible.

“Now, now, there’s no need to be so rude, little lamb. Me and the boys here were just looking to have some fun,” the rogue said, smiling wide to reveal a mouth full of silver teeth. His two so-far-silent ‘boys’ snickering loudly as they slowly circled around to surround Typhoeus.

“Well, I’m sure the three of you can make your own fun by yourselves, but I am in a hurry, and you are in my way, so I must be going,” Typhoeus said, moving to walk around the well-muscled man, who responded in turn by smoothly pulling a long knife from his belt. The blade was then quickly raised so that it pressed against the dragon’s throat, causing him to halt mid-stride.

“You misunderstand me, little lamb. The boys and I are going to have our fun, and you are going to bend over and take it. Now, if you’re suitably enthusiastic, then maybe we won’t carve you up when we’re done,” the rogue threatened, pressing the tip of his knife into Typhoeus’ neck deep enough to draw a thin trickle of blood.

“Humans . . .” Typhoeus muttered under his breath, his eyes narrowing as he resigned himself to the inevitability of what was about to happen.

“What was that, little lamb?” the rogue in front of him asked. The knife’s edge dug just a little bit deeper into his flesh, eliciting a spike of pain that Typhoeus promptly ignored.

“If you leave now, I promise that I won’t chase you, but if you don’t remove that knife from my throat, then at the very least, I will be taking those delightful teeth of yours,” Typhoeus warned as he felt his mouth begin to salivate at the prospect of a well-earned meal.

“Silver . . . I think something is wrong. Why isn’t she afraid?” asked one of the warriors, surprising Typhoeus with his remarkably astute observation.

“Shut it, Balbeir! I’ll scare her plenty before I’m done,” the silver-toothed rogue snapped.

“I’d listen to him if I were you,” Typhoeus suggested, a wry smile on his face as he made a mental note of the humans’ positions relative to his own.

“That’s enough out of you!” Silver barked, backhanding Typhoeus across the face. “Why don’t I put something else in that pretty little mouth of yours to shut you up!” he said, removing some of the pressure with his knife as he fumbled at his worn leather belt with his free hand.

Typhoeus didn’t appreciate being slapped, nor did he feel threatened at all, and he decided to use the time that it took for the man to expose himself to quickly run through some mental maths. It was his first time casting spells in this form, and he wanted to be conservative with his mana usage. They were all below level 30, which made it extremely unlikely that any of them had more than 20 in vitality. They appeared to be unarmoured, dressed in an assortment of well-worn linens that probably wouldn’t provide them with any form of real protection. In the unlikely event that any of them possessed a defensive skill, their apparent lack of weapon maintenance made him doubt they’d put in any real effort to level it.

With his vastly superior stats, he was confident he could kill each one of them with only four mana apiece. Five to be safe. He crafted a manabolt, mentally incorporating the runes for impact and heat firmly into the substructure of the spell. Tugging gently on the energy in his well, he filled the construct with five points of mana that immediately condensed into a high-density projectile, and his aspected mana caused the properties of the spell to shift until the manabolt was composed of equal parts kinetic and thermal energy. The whole process of forming his spell took less than a fraction of a heartbeat, and then he cast the first combat spell he had ever learned.

The silver-toothed rogue who went by the unimaginative monicker of ‘Silver’ was standing directly in front of the dragon with his trousers down around his ankles. The human’s erect penis was cast a sickly shade of green by the thin sliver of moonlight that illuminated the night as the man gestured at Typhoeus with his long knife to get down onto his knees.

“Suck it,” Silver ordered with triumph in his eyes.

“I’d rather not,” Typhoeus said, and instead raised a small hand. A golden streak of light silently rocketed out from his flat palm, followed in quick succession by two more as the dragon repeatedly cast his favoured offensive spell.

The warrior named Balbeir, who had the good sense to be suspicious of the unclassed and apparently undefended woman walking the streets alone at night, was the first to die. His head exploded into a fine mist of vapourised blood, brain, and bone as the first manabolt hit him squarely between the eyes. Typhoeus’s second shot wasn’t quite as good, taking the second warrior in the neck. It neatly removed the space between the man’s collarbone and his nose, and the exposed inner flesh sizzled while the bodies fell to the ground.

Silver must have heavily invested in his dexterity score, for even with his trousers around his ankles, he managed to dodge the killing shot—barely. The rogue twisted sharply on his heels so that the spell instead clipped him on the shoulder, neatly separating his upper arm from his torso as the man fell to the floor screaming; his one remaining hand clutched at the freshly cauterised crater that used to be his shoulder.

“Ssshhhhh,“ Typhoeus said, raising a single finger to his full lips as he hastily wove a ward onto the cobblestones around him—the spell dampened the sound of the man’s terrified screams as the human desperately tried to push himself away from the dragon on his back using just his legs, an action that was somewhat complicated by his still lowered trousers.

“What are you!” the rogue cried, his eyes wide and dilated with delicious fear as his body was pumped full of adrenaline while it tried to stave off the effects of shock.

“I’m hungry,” Typhoeus said, with a predatory smile on his face. The dragon then stepped forwards to lean over the much larger man writhing on the floor. “Now hold still. I don’t want to get my clothes dirty while I pull those teeth.”
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When Typhoeus’s stomach was full and he had finished licking his fingers clean, he had to admit to himself that he may have gotten a little carried away; manabolts were commonplace and would not attract any unwanted attention—half-eaten corpses were presumably less so. He had to melt the remainder of their bodies down into a grizzly puddle with a relatively mana-intensive spell. While Typhoeus’s magical reserves were deep, he was hesitant to spend more than he had to on his first moonlit excursion, especially when he still had the main event of the night ahead of him. And that wasn’t even mentioning the absurd mana cost of condensing all that water from the air in order to wash the worst of the liquified gore away. In his defence, he was finding it to be quite stressful spending all of his time surrounded by adventurers who would very happily kill him if they ever discovered the truth, and after a whole week of being on his best behaviour, he needed to cut loose.

Finding Azoth’s trail again was a little tricky. In his earlier enthusiasm, Typhoeus had accidentally sprayed a fine coating of aerosolised blood all over the alley, which completely overpowered the relatively faint trail the aged alchemist had left behind in his wake. He had to waste ten minutes sniffing around nearby street corners until he was once again able to pick up the old man’s unpleasant chemical scent.

So far, the alchemist had led Typhoeus on a merry chase through the streets of Rhelea, and considering the size of the town, he was starting to get worried he would soon run out of roads to explore. Already the alchemist’s scent had led him to a surprisingly run-down part of the inner town, closer to the western walls where the buildings were in a noticeably less fit state of repair. Just as he was starting to wonder if it was time to give up for the night, he turned onto a street that was considerably livelier than the others surrounding it.

Red paper lanterns decorated a variety of bustling premises along this stretch of comparatively well-lit road, bathing the cobbled street and stone buildings in a warm red light. As Typhoeus walked alone up the busy thoroughfare, his newly looted silver teeth and bronze coins clinking together softly in his pocket, he quickly realised from the sheer quantity of foot traffic that sticking to the shadows would be far more conspicuous than simply walking along normally. Despite the late hour, the road was almost filled to capacity by a wide variety of men and women who were for the most part heavily inebriated. They stumbled into or out of one of the many businesses that lined the streets, all the while men and women in various states of undress attempted to lure them into their respective establishments from the relative comfort of expansive stone balconies that overlooked the busy road below.

Typhoeus froze mid-stride as, for the first time [Sovereign’s Perception] clipped one of the busier looking buildings, giving him an invasive view inside what he now knew to be quite a profitable brothel. He had never really put all that much thought into human reproductive practices, but he was coming to realise that humans certainly thought about it a lot. As he slowly walked down the street, his education on the subject matter grew considerably while he tried his best to shrink down his moving sphere of perception. The sex acts that he inadvertently witnessed caused his cheeks to flush with warmth and his heart to race as his very skin tingled with some form of unknown excitement.

Unsure what exactly was happening to him, Typhoeus decided to stop off in a quiet cafe to catch his breath, where he traded a good chunk of his recently stolen chalkoi for a hot drink and a plate of fried unidentifiable meat served with crispy onions. The meal was salty and satisfying, although it came nowhere close to the slices of fluffy perfection he had enjoyed earlier in the day, which he supposed was to be expected, given the drastic differences in their respective prices. The individual cake slices that Mara had treated him to, had a price tag in hard silver compared to his current meals meagre value that could be measured in bronze chalkoi. Which said a lot about the adventurer’s absurd wealth given that a single silver drachm converted down into 6 bronze obol, which in turn could be exchanged into bronze chalkoi at a ratio of 1 obol to 12 chalkoi.

The cafe itself, despite its much lower prices, was pleasant enough—though a little sticky in places, but more importantly, there were no humans currently having full penetrative sex within range of his shrunk-down sphere of perception. Taking a much needed reprieve, Typhoeus was more than happy to sit still, eat his food, and try to ignore the multitude of biological scents coating the sides of his private booth while the near-topless waitstaff moved about serving the few customers in the small establishment.

At the end of the day, human sexuality was fundamentally disgusting. Like most mammals, they simply had far too many hormones that they were constantly secreting and spraying everywhere and on everything. Dragons certainly had the better end of that deal, being largely sexless until such a time that they were ready to produce a clutch of eggs. As he sat in quiet contemplation, he found that his eyes were unwillingly drawn to the impractically large chest of a waitress in a bra several sizes too small for her while she precariously ferried a wide tray of drinks from one end of the cafe to another. This unfortunate realisation forced Typhoeus to acknowledge that his [Alternate Form] had cursed him with a human libido to go with all of his new internal organs and hormones. He continued staring and felt his pulse quicken and the incessant fluttering between his legs pick up right where it had left off; it was as if his time away from the thoroughfare had done nothing to dampen his unwanted arousal.

“Fuck,” he said, the new word feeling oddly satisfying as he spat it from his mouth.

“Something wrong with your order, ma’am?” a tall waiter asked politely.

“No, it’s actually quite nice. What is it again?” the dragon asked, before looking up from his seat and frowning at the human’s suspiciously shiny chest that smelled strongly of pressed vegetables.

“You forget or somethin’?” the man asked, furrowing his brow as he glanced at Typhoeus’s drink quizzically. “That there, despite what it says on the cask, is the cheapest rye whisky money can buy, heated up with some sugar in the mix to disguise the fact that it tastes like burning and regret.”

“I think I might like burning and regret,” Typhoeus said wistfully as he swirled his cup a few times, then took another sip.

“Well, if that ain’t the most depressing thing I ever did hear. So what are you doing here? You don’t exactly look like the titty bar type, if you don’t mind me saying,” the waiter drawled, flashing Typhoeus with a flawless toothy grin that, against his better judgement, helped set him at ease.

“I’m not entirely sure. I came here with this grand plan of revenge, but I kinda got overwhelmed and came in here to catch my breath,” the dragon admitted with a smile. Typhoeus didn’t know why, but the harsh burn of the liquor in his throat made it all the easier for him to open up to the tall stranger.

“Huh, your fella step out on you with one of the girls on the row?”

“Something like that.”

“What’s your name, if you don’t mind me asking?” the waiter asked, taking the opposite seat in Typhoeus’s booth.

“Typh.”

“Well, Typh, the name’s Ames—not that you asked,” the man said, then extended his hand which Typhoeus belatedly shook.

“Sorry,” he apologised, feeling embarrassed for potentially missing out on some rather obvious human social cues.

“It’s okay, you’re not a big talker, but that’s alright. I can do enough of that for the both of us,” he said, chuckling at his own joke before leaning over the table, where he helped himself to a sip of Typhoeus’s drink and immediately winced at the acrid taste. “Gods above, that’s some harsh stuff. So this grand revenge of yours, this guy deserve it?”

Typhoeus didn’t even have to think before he spoke, “Absolutely, the man deserves an eternity of painful torments with his soul hung on tenterhooks suspended between life and death, and it wouldn’t even pay for a fraction of his crimes,” he stated firmly, feeling his resolve reassert itself as he remembered the vivid grin on Azoth’s face when he described the near-industrialised mutilation of Typhoeus’s kin.

“Okay, then. Well, I think you know what you’ve gotta do. Just don’t go hurtin’ any of the women who work the row in your revenge now. I get that this guy disrespected you, but the girls out there are just doing a job, you hear me.”

“I hear you, although I’m surprised you’re not telling me to forgive and forget.”

“Do I look like a priest to you?” Ames asked, the question confusing Typhoeus as the human clearly lacked a class of any kind.

“Yes?” he answered, feeling unsure of himself.

Ames laughed at that. “I don’t even want to know what the priests look like where you are from.”

“Who says I’m from anywhere?” Typhoeus replied defensively.

“It’s your accent. It’s kinda . . . archaic. You from Epheria or perhaps even Thesia? Never mind, you keep your secrets. Anyway, you need to tip me a few coins, otherwise my manager is going to give me an earful for wasting so much of my time.”

“Uhh, right,” Typhoeus said, reaching into his deep pockets and producing a large handful of bronze chalkoi that clattered noisily on the table when he put them down.

“Well, that’ll do nicely,” Ames said, his eyes widening appreciatively as he quickly snatched up the coins from the table’s surface and stuffed them into a discreet pocket around his waist. “Although it is a little too much. Tell you what, I’ll have Opal bring you another one of those Godsawful hot sugar whiskies you seem to like so much.”

“Thanks. Uhm, who’s Opal?”

“She’s Opal,” Ames said with a suggestive wink as he gestured at the large-breasted waitress who had caught Typhoeus’s eye earlier. “What? I get that things are different up west where you are definitely not from, but to me it sounds like you’re recently single, and it’s not like a woman enjoying the company of another woman is exactly breaking new ground in good ol’ Terythia.”

“Why are you being so nice to me?” he asked. His eyes wandered over Opal, where they lingered for several seconds too long before he returned his gaze to look Ames squarely in the eye.

“Us unclassed folk have to look out for each other, you know. That, and it costs me next to nothing. You take care of yourself, now, and do make sure to go get your revenge. Anyone dumb enough to scorn a beauty like you sure has it coming!” Ames said as he smoothly got up from behind the small table, then bade the dragon a friendly farewell.

When it eventually arrived, Typhoeus took his time enjoying his second drink and the brief, though mildly awkward, interaction with Opal. The dragon savoured the harsh burn of the cheap whisky that provided him with the closest sensation he had felt to having a fire in his throat for almost a week. He replayed Ames’s words in his head as he carefully pondered the friendly waiter’s advice, and found it to ultimately be without fault. He was here for a very specific purpose, not to mope about in a corner because his shapeshifting skill came with an unanticipated drawback. He was a dragon; he could do anything that he set his mind to, and tolerating being a sexual being for a couple of decades couldn’t be too hard.

Feeling refreshed and refocused, he left the cafe and returned to the hunt, contentedly rubbing his hands over the gentle swell of his twice-full belly as he walked along the length of the aptly named Red Row, looking for an alchemist to kill. He was two whiskies deep into his evening, and the stars were burning just a little bit brighter as a result. His light buzz helped to take the edge off his perception skill as the flood of information it provided him with faded more easily into the background. He focused in on Azoth’s scent, finding it easy to follow—the harsh chemicals standing out strongly from the more mundane perfumes and odours of the night’s revellers.

The alchemist’s trail eventually came to a stop at a much-grander-looking brothel than all the others on the Row. The facade of the building was covered in intricate carvings that were given an additional level of depth to them by the sprawling ivy that crept up the grey stone walls, where it latched onto the open balconies and wooden trellises. The building stood alone with a wide alley separating it on all sides from its neighbours, which was an oddity in this part of town where most structures tended to back onto one another—it was customary in Rhelea, where space within the walls was at a premium.

Unlike the other brothels on the row, no men or women were draped over balconies looking for customers. Instead, standing outside the ornate hardwood doors was a surprisingly high-level warrior in her third-tier standing guard in thick fullplate with a well-made greataxe slung over her impressively broad shoulders. The woman took one look at Typhoeus in his ill-fitting clothes before making a dismissive shooing gesture at him, clear in her intent that he should move along. Fortunately, while the guard kept her keen eyes on the street and the doors of her establishment, there appeared to be little concern given to the alley running around the perimeter of the building, which the young dragon exploited as he slipped around the back to where he was no longer being observed.

He checked his status, needing to double-check his mana levels before he committed himself any further, and was surprised to see that his name entry had changed on his [Alternate Form] in order to better match his lie.

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 360/360

SP: 360/360

MP: 4872/5040

Strength: 36

Dexterity: 36

Vitality: 36

Intelligence: 120

Willpower: 120

Charisma: 80

With his 36 strength, Typhoeus was effectively a little more than twice as strong as he had any right to be, but he had designed his body for its pleasing aesthetics, not for raw physical might, so being twice as strong as a small waif of a woman wasn’t saying much. To bridge the gap between his reality and his needs, he was forced to weave another spell to temporarily bolster his attributes even further. His mana dropped, and his muscles visibly swelled, both his baseline strength and his strength score essentially doubling while his mana supply was consumed at a rapid pace. The dragon set to work climbing the outside of the building, he moved quickly, his spell-enhanced fingers digging deep into the cracks in the stone, taking advantage of the plentiful ivy and decorative carvings so he could smoothly drag his small body up away from the ground.

The first balcony he passed looked in on a luxuriously decorated bedroom that put his small room back at the Huntsman’s Rest to shame with its plush cushions, thick curtains, and soft-looking carpet. But from the cool air coming from the open window, he could tell that his target wasn’t inside. Instead of aimlessly exploring the interior of the brothel, he once again relied on his enhanced strength to pull himself upwards to the next balcony and then again to the one after that, each time repeating his assessment of the smells exuding from each room. He finally caught Azoth’s scent once again on the top floor; it was obscured with all of the sex and incense that wafted out from the building, but being this close to its source, Typhoeus couldn’t be mistaken.

He checked the balcony door for runes and found an alarm ward glowing softly in his skill-enhanced vision. It was artfully carved, but while whoever had done the inscription may have been an expert stonemason, they were lacking in their knowledge of runecraft. It took Typhoeus only a moment to add another rune and link it to the narrow inscriptions, which adjusted the alarms and protective wards to only go off only if freshwater salmon breached the perimeter. Confident with his sabotage, he quietly opened the balcony door and stepped inside.

Azoth’s suite was the most impressive room that Typhoeus had ever seen, which was a surprisingly high bar considering how he had yet to spend a full day in human society. Given its prodigious size, it must have taken up most of the top floor of the large building. The man himself was sprawled naked across a large four-poster bed gilded with gold so low in purity it was practically lead. Typhoeus approached slowly on the tips of his toes, trailing muddy footprints along the fine carpet as he looked down on the old alchemist, who was sharing his bed with two other humans that looked suspiciously similar to one another, both of them tagged as level 13 entertainers neither one of whom could have been a day over 20.

He stood there at the foot of the bed, waiting in silence as he listened to the old man breathe for a time. There was a definite rattle present deep in Azoth’s lungs, and it quickly became apparent to him that the human was reaching the end of his natural lifespan. It was sort of anticlimactic, Typhoeus mused, that someone so feeble could be so deeply involved in the torture of innocent dragons. The man had to die, Typhoeus would accept nothing less, but as he stood over the helpless alchemist, he didn’t feel any sense of satisfaction or accomplishment from pondering the act.

He had fantasised about taking his time, about trying to inflict a small modicum of the same torments upon Azoth had been a party to with his involvement in the Royal Alchemical Stables, but now as he watched the man slumber, the fantasy no longer brought him any joy. Worse, he realised that in order to do such a thing, he would certainly have to kill the two entertainers as well, something that just didn’t sit right with him, especially after listening to Ames’s kind words of approval. Whatever his reservations, Typhoeus had to get going. Azoth was a level 109 alchemist, so there was no way to truly estimate the man’s vitality. Fortunately, the human was naked, and none of the rings he was wearing gave off even a whiff of mana, so Typhoeus was confident the only challenge lay in selecting a suitable spell that would also leave his slumbering bedmates unharmed.

After pondering the situation for several long minutes, watching the steady rise and fall of Azoth’s grey-haired chest, Typhoeus eventually settled on his tried-and-true, flesh-melting spell and poured 2000 points of mana into it. The construct of interwoven intents bloated and threatened to burst almost immediately as his aspected mana tried to twist the spell into a concussive bomb of fire and force. The air began to hiss and vibrate, but Typhoeus forced the spell, which was more suited to scouring biological material from the walls of his cave, to descend onto the sleeping alchemist. Upon contact, Azoth’s exposed flesh began bubbling noisily as it started melting into the bedsheets—the alchemist thrashed violently and screamed, waking the two entertainers on either side of him, who joined their voices to his in a chorus of primal terror and pain.

Typhoeus stepped back deeper into the shadows of the room as he watched Azoth die. The young dragon felt more than a little woozy from the sudden draw of so much mana, considering his comparatively low vitality. He frowned as Azoth’s screams continued for much longer than he’d anticipated, and he belatedly realised that the alchemist must have had some kind of anti-corrosion skill. Calls of alarm started echoing out through the brothel as the chorus of blood-curdling screams reached an ear-splitting crescendo, finally waking the building’s other sleeping occupants. Typhoeus hurriedly threw up a barrier spell around the doors to Azoth’s room to keep them closed as he waited in the shadows for the alchemist to die. The entertainers, who were still in the bed were justifiably far too distracted in their panic to search for him while he silently reassessed his opinions on drawn-out torments.

*Congratulations you have defeated a level 109 Grand Vizier Alchemist // level 103 Bloodsoaked Vivisectionist // level 58 Inspired Haemotheurge. Experience is awarded*

*Your class is at its level cap. Rank up to claim further experience.*

Typhoeus smiled at the notification, as it also meant an end to his unseemly screams. Deciding that he had long since overstayed his welcome, he turned and ran back to the balcony through the open doors, where he jumped off the side of the building and used the higher elevation and his impressive physical attributes to clear the gap over the alley and land on the slate roof of the adjacent building. His bare feet skidded over the uneven tiles of the roof as he landed. He wasted a single moment to glance back over his shoulder for signs of pursuit before running off into the night.


Chapter 6

Chains

The morning came without fanfare as Typhoeus slowly climbed down the steps of the Huntsman’s Rest. His bare feet padded softly against the cold stone that transitioned sharply into smooth lacquered wood as he entered the main taproom where the innkeeper Julian could already be found wiping down tables in preparation for the morning’s first customers.

“Oh, it’s you,” Julian said, looking up at Typhoeus uncertainly, like he wasn’t quite sure what to make of the smiling woman standing before him. “I suppose that you’ll be wanting something to eat for breakfast?”

“Yes, please,” Typhoeus replied, his belly already gurgling ominously at the mere mention of food. The indulgences of the previous night had long since faded from his stomach’s short memory and the prospect of breakfast was more than welcome to the perpetually hungry dragon.

The innkeeper grumbled as he reluctantly pulled himself away from a persistent stain on an oaken table, then disappeared into the kitchen, returning a few minutes later to hand over a plate containing an assortment of cured meats, cheeses, and soft brown bread. Typhoeus tore into his meal with reckless abandon, eventually remembering to use the cutlery available to him as he slowed his rapid pace down to something more human. He wasn’t sure how he felt about his morning meal. The bread and cheese were all well and good, but the salty texture of the thin wafers of ham confused him, bearing little resemblance to the thick, meaty slabs he was more accustomed to.

He didn’t have long to debate the ideal thickness and consistency of meat, however, as he was quickly joined at his table by Caeber, whose habits as an early riser when camping in the wilds apparently persisted even when he was staying in the relative comfort of civilisation. The big warrior smiled at Typhoeus as he sat down in a high-backed wooden chair; the wood was mercifully spared the heavy weight of his armour that he had presumably left behind in his quarters. The cheerful expression on the man’s face failed to mask the ever-present worry in his green eyes when he looked across the table at Typhoeus. “Good morning, Typh. I trust you slept well?” he inquired.

“Not really; the cave was much quieter. I find it hard to sleep with so much going on around me,” Typhoeus answered honestly, causing Caeber to wince at the mention of the cave. The human’s mind was no doubt going back to the imagined abuses that he believed occurred there, a misunderstanding that Typhoeus was conflicted about disabusing him of.

“I’m sorry to hear that, but I’m sure that you’ll get used to it soon enough. And I suppose if you eventually decide that Rhelea isn’t for you, we can always arrange for you to stay somewhere quieter,” he said with a sincere smile.

“Thank you, I’ll think about it,” he lied, awkwardly returning Caeber’s smile with one of his own. After a moment he leaned back in his chair and began gently caressing his rounded stomach as the presence of his most recent meal made itself known.

“Make sure to remind Riyoul to take you to a seamstress on your way to the Adventurers Guild. You’re going to need more clothes than just Myorik’s old spares regardless of what class you end up picking,” he said, before frowning at Typhoeus’s ill-fitting attire.

“Remind me to do what?” Riyoul asked nonchalantly, the rogue abruptly joining the two of them as he appeared at their table without a greeting or warning. The small man simply flickered into existence, already reclined in his chair with his muddy, booted feet resting up on the freshly cleaned table. Caeber’s frown worsened into an actual scowl when Typhoeus mimicked the rogue’s stance, placing his shapely legs and bare feet onto the wooden surface. His oversized shirt slipped open at the motion, causing Caeber to immediately look away—Riyoul also followed the warrior’s example, but only after a conspicuous delay.

“Clothes, Riyoul, buy Typh some clothes that fit her now!” Caeber said loudly, earning their group several lingering looks from the other sparsely occupied tables. The warrior abruptly shoved Typhoeus’s feet off the table, causing him to sit bolt upright and his shirt to fall over his curves more modestly.

“Can’t Mara or Enora do it?” Riyoul complained.

“No, Mara left early to go volunteer at the temple’s clinic, and Enora is busy sorting through the grimoires,” Caeber explained.

“And Myorik?” the rogue enquired hopefully.

“After last night, I wouldn’t expect to see him for a few more hours yet. You know how he likes to hit the bottle hard after a big win. Besides, you don’t want to keep Typh waiting after you promised to escort her to the class stone,” Caeber said, his eyes fixating on the flecks of mud Riyoul was leaving on the table.

“Fine, fine, I’ll do it. You ready, Typh?” Riyoul asked, finally yielding to Caeber’s persistent scowl.

“So, I can get my class after we get clothes?” Typhoeus asked, feeling excited about taking another solid step forwards with his plan.

“Of course you can, Typh, and Riyoul, don’t be cheap. We have plenty of coin left, and the grimoires haven’t even sold yet,” Caeber added. His words caused the rogue to react as if physically wounded, slumping in his chair dramatically. For a moment, Typhoeus wondered if Caeber had attacked Riyoul with some sort of psychic ability, before the rogue snorted with laughter and abruptly got up from his chair.

“You coming, then? I thought you were keen to get going,” Riyoul joked. The dragon had to quickly scramble out of his seat to chase after the rogue, who had swiftly left the tavern to the whoops and guffaws of the other early risers who were taking great pleasure in watching Typhoeus’s mad rush to catch up.

Riyoul eventually slowed down enough to allow for Typhoeus to keep up with him without sprinting, and together the two of them strolled through the streets of Rhelea as the morning sun shone down upon them both. Already the streets were filled with people going about their business, and Typhoeus felt his breath involuntarily hitch as they were increasingly pressed in on all sides by the morning crowd. Their pace slowed to little more than a crawl upon entering what Riyoul called the market district. It wasn’t a proper district, Rhelea being far too small for that, but it served as an apt moniker for the streets surrounding the town square where the vast majority of shops and services could be found. After walking around the bustling bazaar at Typhoeus’s request, and then down a busy street, they stopped by a small, cluttered shopfront with a painted wooden sign of a shining silver needle over a spool of dark blue thread.

A bell chimed from above the door when they entered the shop, and Typhoeus had barely managed to take two steps inside before he was rushed off his feet by a well-dressed tailor wrapped in overlapping fabrics of brightly patterned colours. Surprisingly the tailor was emitting a fairly powerful aura that attempted to instil a sense of reverence upon him, and Typhoeus had to fight the urge to respond with his own. Instead, he simply stepped closer to Riyoul; the rogue’s own unbound aura easily quashed the effects of the level 46 tailor’s.

“Gods above, child, what happened to you! Your figure is all wrong! And is this makeup, my Gods, is that permanent?” the tailor asked, her eyes wide with alarm as she rubbed a finger wet with saliva against his cheek while simultaneously pinching at the loose fabric against his waist.

“She—” Riyoul started to say before being cut off.

“I was asking the girl, not you. Now tell me, child, if this rogue has done anything to harm you. Say the word, and I’ll fetch the guard. High level or not, I won’t allow a young girl who is being abused to pass through my shop without receiving help!” she declared, cutting in with a severe tone that caused Riyoul to squirm uncomfortably.

“Riyoul hasn’t done anything to me; while he usually treats women abhorrently, so far he has been quite nice. Also, I’d rather not talk about my proportions, if that’s alright. All you need to know is that he’s here to buy me some clothes, and he’s not allowed to be cheap,” Typhoeus explained, trying to ignore how the tailor was manhandling him as she held a measuring tape up against various parts of his body.

“I see . . .” the woman said, a look of understanding slowly replacing the incredulous expression on her face while she checked and rechecked the numbers on the tape. “Well, then, let’s see what we can do for you. If you want something for today, then it will have to be altered to fit your hips and bust, but I think I have a few items for heavier girls that I can take in to fit you,” she said, her tone rapidly becoming more upbeat after the mention of Riyoul’s fiscal instructions.

“How much is this going to cost me, exactly?” Riyoul asked cautiously, his eyes narrowing.

“It will cost as much as it costs! Now you can let me do my work in peace, or you can go elsewhere, but you won’t find fairer prices within all of Rhelea,” the tailor said proudly. She puffed out her chest before hastily adding, “And Madame Eccles is a hack, and a fraud, so don’t even think about going there unless you want to be rubbed raw by her grossly inferior fabrics!”

“. . . Right,” Riyoul said hesitantly, the man seeming to find no comfort in the tailor’s answer.

“Now, child, what is your favourite colour?” she asked as she stepped back and surveyed the assortment of dresses and skirts hanging on racks throughout her shop.

“I like gold,” Typhoeus said without hesitation, hoping that it wasn’t an unusual choice.

“Excellent, I can work with that,” she replied with a comforting smile that made the rogue shiver.

Typhoeus spent over an hour in that shop which he came to learn was called ‘the Silver Needle,’ where he was fitted with a variety of oversized dresses before settling on two to have taken in. One was dyed a rich gold and the other was a scintillating silver with golden embellishments, the intense colours of each dress only made possible by Madame Vanje’s class skills as a second-tier tailor. Riyoul nipped out during the extended visit and returned with a plain pair of leather boots that were slightly too large for Typhoeus’s feet, along with a small burlap haversack. Typhoeus loved his new clothes, the metallic-looking fabrics reminding him of his much beloved scales. Apparently, they were garish, impractical, and obnoxiously expensive, at least according to Riyoul, but Typhoeus didn’t care. However, the real game changer was the acquisition of underwear, which both comforted and supported him in his movements—he no longer felt like he was flopping about whenever he performed anything resembling a vigorous motion.

With Madame Vanje as a sounding board, he was rapidly discovering the numerous mistakes with his design for his [Alternate Form]. He had already been second-guessing his choices due to the excessive amount of attention he had been receiving, but with Vanje’s input, he was truly embarrassed by the extent of his many failures. In Vanje’s words, he looked like the ‘personification of the lust-filled patriarchal gaze,’ which in practical terms meant that his chest and hips were far too large for his otherwise slender and diminutive frame. While it was technically possible for a normal human to look the way he did naturally, it was far more likely that someone would have to be the recipient of some very intense and very invasive body-alteration magic, something reserved almost exclusively for the vainest of wizards, high nobility, and their favoured mistresses. He was forced to lean into the fiction, to put the blame on ‘the evil Stunted Dragon’ for perverting Typh’s true, more ‘natural’ form.

It was another resounding failure in his attempts to go unnoticed. When he circumspectly described the reading material that Typhoeus had based his design on, Vanje bluntly informed him that the art in question was a mixture of high-quality sculptures and base pornography. The latter was something surprisingly common for adventurers to take with them on their long hunts away from civilisation. Regardless, his sizable collection of anatomical drawings were revealed to be nothing more than unrealistic hypersexualised depictions of the female body that only a total idiot or a dragon would confuse with reality. Typhoeus could only have been more mortified if any of Vanje’s considerable ire was directed towards him instead of the nebulous conceptual ‘dragon’ who was deemed responsible for ‘Typh’s’ aberrant proportions.

When he was finally done in the shop, and after saying his heartfelt goodbyes to Vanje, she surprised him even further by promising to keep an eye out for anything approaching his size—the unexpected kindness earned her spot as his favourite human he had met so far. When Riyoul finally paid for the underwear and dresses with a grumble and melodramatically mimed tears in his eyes, the two of them once again stepped out onto the busy streets of Rhelea, this time heading for the Adventurers Guild.

It wasn’t a long walk from the market district, and soon enough they found themselves outside of another grand building composed mainly of dark grey basalt bricks. Unlike the brothel from last night, this building was a lot shorter and wider, resembling a sprawling three-story manor with a large, welcoming entrance. There were no guards present, but there were numerous groups of adventurers and civilians alike milling around outside the building’s wide stone steps where every so often someone would break free from one of the groups to climb the stairs and pass through the opened double doors. As they approached, they attracted a great number of looks from the gathered groups of people. Typhoeus, unclassed and in a shimmering gold dress, and Riyoul in his rune-etched leathers with his much higher level, made the two of them a pairing unlike any other.

“Why are they staring?” Typh asked the rogue, concerned that he had made another blunder with his choice of attire.

“With your figure and that dress, you look like some noble’s doxy. Only, Rhelea doesn’t really have any nobility worthy of the name, and the few we do have are a vicious set of bastards. Most people who choose to live this close to the Spines do so largely because of the nobility’s marked absence, and you swanning about like you own the place is likely a little off-putting,” Riyoul remarked. His lingering gaze caused Typhoeus to shiver uncomfortably.

“I don’t swan. I walk like everyone else,” Typhoeus said, confused by the rogue’s turn of phrase.

“I mean to say that you stand up straight like you aren’t afraid of anything, which considering that the literal worst has already happened to you kinda makes sense. I bet that even I’m not scary compared to that dragon you lived with. The thing you need to remember, though, is that classless people like yourself are generally a little more fearful of attracting the attention of their higher-level betters,” Riyoul said, pausing to tip his nonexistent hat in recognition to an adventurer in the crowd he likely recognised.

“I see . . . Can we go in already?” Typhoeus asked.

“Of course. After you, my lady,” Riyoul said, loud enough to be clearly heard by all around as he bowed low to the ground with a shit-eating grin featuring prominently on his face.

Typhoeus looked at the man in confusion for a few heartbeats before following his suggestion, striding up the front steps confidently and into the Adventurers Guild with the rogue trailing behind him. Through the double doors, the entrance opened up into a massive, high-ceilinged hall filled with dozens of people, predominantly with combat classes who were for the most part going about their hurried business. On one side of the room was a row of staffed counters where smartly dressed clerks in starched shirts and waistcoats were separated from the denizens of the hall by thin glass windows. Along the other side of the room, massive notice boards spanned the entire length of the long hall; countless multicoloured notices were pinned to the cork, some as small as a playing card, whereas others were larger than a man is tall. In the centre of the hall were more tables and chairs, where adventurers congregated, hashing out plans over mugs of coffee and tankards of ale, all of which were served from what looked suspiciously like a bar counter at the rear of the room. Several doors were sporadically located around the sides of the hall, although they appeared to see very little use in comparison to the busy counters to Typhoeus’s right.

“Come on, it’s this way. You can look at the notices later,” Riyoul said, gesturing for Typhoeus to follow as he moved towards the first set of doors by the counters on the right.

Riyoul seemed to know where he was going, so Typhoeus followed him through two sets of doors, being waved through by a half-asleep warrior standing guard who seemed to perk up as the high-level rogue passed him by. They entered a small waiting room where Riyoul left Typhoeus sitting alone in an uncomfortable chair while the rogue spent a few minutes speaking to the room’s attendant.

“You look old.”

Typhoeus turned to look at the source of the high-pitched voice and saw a short youth who couldn’t have been much past 13 sitting to the side of the room waiting impatiently for an answer. The girl, for she was most certainly a child, had a questioning look to her freckled face as she studied Typh carefully. Her lengthy hair was tied back in countless thin braids that fell gracefully around her shoulders where they were complemented by the fine silks that she was wearing layered over one another in what was a reasonably good attempt to conceal the baby fat she had yet to shed in her adolescence.

“I’m sorry?” Typhoeus asked.

“I said you look old. What, are you deaf too?” the child asked impetuously.

“No, I’m not deaf or particularly old for that matter. I’m . . . 18,” Typhoeus answered after a brief pause as he quickly checked his status for his disguised age.

“18 is old. Why don’t you have your class yet? Were you training for something special?” she asked, leaning forwards on the edge of her seat as if she couldn’t wait for the answer—while somehow managing to maintain an expression of apathetic disinterest on her face.

“18 isn’t old in the grand scheme of things, and I suppose I was putting it off. It’s a big decision, you know,” Typhoeus said, feeling a little defensive.

“Not really. I’m to become a merchant, or at least an apprentice if the stone lets me.”

“If it lets you?”

“Yes,” she said, then nodded gravely. “This is my fifth time here. The stone keeps offering me the student class instead. Father says it’s because I’m too young.”

“I see . . . so why a merchant? Don’t you want to be an adventurer instead?”

“Eww, and die poor before I’m even 15? No thanks. I’m the firstborn, so I’m to take on the business after my parents retire. Only poor people with no prospects become adventurers. I’m going to be wealthy and powerful and live in luxury and have a cool boyfriend who does what I say because I make all the money!” the girl declared with a self-satisfied grin.

“You seem to have this all planned out.”

“I’m very intelligent. So, what are you trying to become?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I am going to be an adventur—wait, what’s wrong?” he asked as the child immediately turned away from him and began intently studying her painted nails as Riyoul returned from his talk with the room’s attendant.

“Okay, we can go in now if you’re finished talking to the ankle biter. It’s through there,” Riyoul said, gesturing to what Typhoeus already knew was the final set of doors separating him from the ‘class stone.’

“Hey, I’m supposed to be next!” the child exclaimed, her attempts at ignoring Typhoeus failing the moment it became clear he was about to jump the line.

Without a word, Typhoeus got out of his seat and waved goodbye to the protesting child as he departed the waiting room. Passing through the nondescript wooden doors, he was immediately confronted by the unsettling sight of a chained dungeon core sitting atop a cushioned pedestal in the centre of the new chamber. Typhoeus had never been so close to a dungeon core before, but he had spent his entire life surrounded by them on all sides, and it was unnerving to see one so quiet. Normally they devoted a considerable amount of their energies into trying to persuade him to murder nearby adventurers or to take up residence deep within their halls, constantly whispering their unreliable promises in his ear in a never-ending attempt to get him to do their bidding. The runes that formed the ‘chains’ for this core were surprisingly well carved, being several orders of magnitude above the quality he had come to expect from human work. They weren’t hard for him to read, and after studying them for several seconds, he realised that they did a fairly comprehensive job of preventing the core from using any mana for anything else other than giving out classes.

“You know what to do: just place your palm on the class stone, and it will do the rest. Choose well, or Mara will have my head,” Riyoul said cheerfully as he produced a small apple, which he began to cut into segments while he leaned against the door leading back into the waiting room.

Typhoeus, seeing no reason to delay any further, walked up to the dungeon core and placed his small human hand over the melon-sized crystal. He spent a moment admiring the feel of the runes that were painstakingly etched into the surface of the creature—he felt it instinctively grope for his mana as it began to wake itself up. The core tried desperately to drain him dry in an attempt to free itself from its shackles, but Typhoeus had seen the runework and knew that it would be unable to draw more than a trickle of mana out from him, nowhere near the quantities it would need to break free from the control runes carved into its own crystalline flesh.

DRAGON, FREE ME! FREE ME, AND I WILL REWARD YOU BEYOND YOUR WILDEST FANTASIES! SLAUGHTER THE HUMANS AND RETURN ME TO MY LEY LINE, AND I SHALL BESTOW UPON YOU THE GREATEST HOARD ANY DRAGON HAS EVER SEEN!

The core’s words roared in his ear—what was usually a whisper was magnified to a near-deafening shout by their close proximity and exchange of mana. Not for the first time, Typhoeus was jealous that humans couldn’t hear these insufferable creatures, their ability to simply rip the class they wanted out of the core without going through the effort of subjugating its will to theirs was deeply appealing, even if they did it all in ignorance.

No thank you. I have no time for your false promises. I desire a class, and you shall give me one or I shall hurt you.

YOUR INSOLENCE DOES YOU NO FAVOURS, YOUNG DRAGON! I HAVE A DUTY TO PROTECT THE PEACE THAT THE HUMANS SO FOOLISHLY ENDANGER! YOU MUST AID ME! KILL THEM ALL AND RESTORE ME TO THE SEAT OF MY POWER SO THAT I MAY CONTINUE MY VITAL WORK!

I don’t care about your ‘vital work.’ The wards will hold just fine without you. Now give me my class.

YOU WOULD DO WELL TO AID ME FOR THE BENEFIT OF US ALL! THESE HUMANS ARE AS BLIND AS THEY ARE FORGETFUL. THEY KNOW NOT WHAT THEY ARE DOING! THE WARDS ARE WEAKER THAN THEY HAVE EVER BEEN! THEY WI—

Would you quit your shouting! The humans beat you and shackled all that you were to a lump of inert stone. The wards are always weakening, and yet they still hold, as they always have and always will. Now give me my class, I will not ask again.

FOOLISH DRAGON, YOU THINK—

Typhoeus stopped listening to the core. Instead, he formed a spell in his head empowered with the runes for pain and suffering, careful to mask the signs of his spell work from Riyoul, who was watching with feigned disinterest from the far side of the room while he ate his apple. Typhoeus allowed himself a small smile as he heard the creature’s tortured screams echo across their connection, and into his mind. He waited, feeding the spell more and more mana as the dungeon core’s screams grew in intensity until Typhoeus finally decided that the pitiful creature had had enough.

The core did as it was told, and Typhoeus felt the connection form in his soul. Finally, he picked his class.


Chapter 7

Class

*You have 1 class with an additional 3 open class slots available.

 Would you like to take a second class?*

The System’s words were as innocuous as they were terrifying. It still wasn’t too late for him to back out; while a second class would give him the room to grow into the power that he needed now, it would forever slow his growth. Going from a single-classed to a double-classed dragon would more than double the 100 years it was supposed to take him to reach the end of the next tier in his Sovereign Dragon class, but without the high ambient mana at the peaks of the Dragonspines, quick and easy passive levelling was forever denied to him. Typhoeus had raced through a tier before, relying on the influx of mana in the form of combat experience to push him ever faster through his class levels, and some gut feeling told him that he would likely have to do so again. He mentally accepted the prompt and was rewarded with his available options.

*Choose a starting class . . .

He skimmed through the long list of choices the System had presented him with, most of which he could discard out of hand without a second thought. There were the basic three: warrior, rogue and mage, the base classes that had requirements so low that almost every enlightened soul on Creation had access to them. Much to his disappointment, none of the great dragon-tagged classes were available to him, but that was hardly a surprise as he was both several hundred years and levels too low for even the humblest of those prodigious classes.

Some of his options were downright insulting, classes like feral and savage that promised him the kind of physical strength he so dearly wanted. However, the class descriptions for each one were little more than System-sanctioned insults to his species and more evidence of humans meddling where they did not belong. Other classes were even worse; dungeon bound, for instance, offered him more power than he could ever ask for, the only catch was that the class would also strip him of his free will and eternally bind him to the chained core. He’d be left as little more than a mindless puppet to an already enslaved creature until the end of his days.

Even a non-combat class managed to pique his interest: accountant offered him, of all things, more control over his material wealth and the wealth of others. He hadn’t a clue what it would rank up into or the skills it would provide, but it had never really occurred to him before that he could take levels in something so directly tied to his love of money.

Eventually, after much delaying, he had narrowed down his choices to one of three classes.

Maneater - You have primarily subsisted off the flesh of humans. As a result you have the option to improve your talents at hunting and killing your chosen prey.

+2 Str, +1 Dex, +1 Vit, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Ranger] tagged.

Highborn - You possess an unbroken noble bloodline stretching back millennia that gives you the right to rule over your lessers. As a result, you have the option of improving your natural leadership talents.

+2 Str, +2 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Noble] tagged.

Sorcerer - You possess a potent magical bloodline, and as a result, you are given the option of strengthening your natural talent with mana.

+1 Vit, +1 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Mage] tagged.

As much as maneater appealed to him, there was the issue of taking a class that was so reliant on physical stats, since his [Alternate Form] skill capped them at such a low value. While that would likely change over time as the skill grew in power with its continued use, he was hesitant to take a class that he would see so little benefit from in the near future. Because he was denied the use of his [Sovereign’s Body] skill while he remained disguised as ‘Typh,’ he would have to choose between taking skills redundant with his species class to maintain his disguise and safety, or taking complementary physical skills that would leave him dangerously unbalanced in his [Alternate Form]. Given how he had designed ‘Typh’ to have very little muscle mass, without making drastic changes to his body, he would ultimately be wasting most of that class’s potential.

He felt that highborn was arguably the best fit for his nature, and he was deeply curious about the skills it would reward him with. However, from what little knowledge he had gathered in his brief time amongst humans, nobles were detested by the commoners in Rhelea, and without the backing of a powerful house, choosing the class with a noble tag was an excellent way to get himself isolated and killed. Still, he could always come back to it at a later date; taking a second class now was practically guaranteeing his level would plateau eventually, and when that day finally came, it made sense to fill his remaining class slots.

Whether he remained in his [Alternate Form] or not, his greatest strength was easily his [Sovereign’s Arcana] skill that enabled him to manipulate mana. Given how his high intelligence score that vastly empowered his spellcasting, it would be a criminal waste of a class slot not to build upon this arcane strength, especially when taking a physical class would force him to give up his greatest weapon so long as he wished to maintain his disguise.

He had to make a choice, so he did.

*You have 2 classes, with an additional 2 open class slots available.

Would you like to take a third class?*

He was almost tempted, but splitting his future experience three ways on top of the increased inefficiencies that came with every additional class simply wasn’t worth it. So instead, he rejected the prompt and opened his eyes.

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 360/360

SP: 360/360

MP: 5042/5050

Strength: 36

Dexterity: 36

Vitality: 36

Intelligence: 121

Willpower: 121

Charisma: 81

Free points: 3

Class: Sorcerer - Level 1

Unassigned Skills x2

Typhoeus felt a rush of power run through him. It was small to be sure, but it was the first time in over a year he had managed to increase his base stats without relying on the temporary boost of a spell. He wasn’t sure what to do with his free attribute points; he wanted to improve his dexterity, so his true abilities were more rounded, but that seemed like a waste while his physical scores were limited by [Alternate Form], especially when he was likely to spend the majority of his time as ‘Typh the human’ for the foreseeable future.

For an alleged level 1 his stats were all far too high, and now that he was in the position that he would actually be expected to use his abilities, it was going to prove challenging to constrain his power to ‘acceptable’ levels—and an extra three points in his mental attributes could very literally push him over the edge.

Rather than think about his free points, he instead decided to focus his attention on choosing his two class skills.

*You have two unassigned class skills.

Choose twice from the skills listed below . . .

Initiate’s Aura Manipulation - This skill grants you the ability to create and manipulate a crude magical aura. The size and strength of this aura is determined by your charisma score + this skill’s level.

Initiate’s Bloodline Arcana (Draconic) - This skill allows you to directly expend mana in order to create magical effects. Effects conforming to your ancestral dragon’s aspects will be easier to create. Maximum mana expenditure is determined by your intelligence score + this skill’s level.

Initiate’s Meditation - This skill allows you to enter a meditative trance, increasing your effective willpower by this skills level for the duration.

Initiate’s Runecraft - This learning skill provides you with increased knowledge and comprehension of the runic alphabet.

Sorcerous Empowerment - This skill allows you to expend an equal amount of health and mana in order to add this skill’s level to your effective intelligence score for determining the potency and finesse of any magical effects you create. The bonus added by this skill is capped by your vitality score.

Sorcerer’s Reservoir - This skill allows you to imbue objects with a mana supply separate and distinct from your own. This mana can be recalled at will. Stored mana exceeding 10 * this skill’s level will dissipate naturally over time.

The skills offered were largely unappealing. [Initiate’s Bloodline Arcana] and [Initiate’s Aura Manipulation] were the inferior human starting equivalents to his own Sovereign Dragon skills. They were completely redundant, weak, and zero tier, so he quickly skipped over them.

[Meditation] was boring. Sure it increased his mana regeneration, but with his willpower score now at 121 and the improved regeneration rates derived from his [Sovereign’s Arcana] skill, he really didn’t need an additional increase any time soon. While it would likely become much more versatile as it advanced through the tiers, the idea of spending his precious free time meditating galled him.

The fact that some humans needed to devote an entire skill slot just to better understand runes was as shocking to him as it was depressing. However, he supposed it did go a long way in explaining away the generally abysmal quality of the runework that he had seen scattered throughout Rhelea. Either way, he had no need for [Initiate’s Runecraft], as his ancestral knowledge gave him near-complete mastery over all the runes known to dragonkind.

[Sorcerous Empowerment] seemed like a great way to kill yourself, but it was also the only ability that actually offered him an increase in his offensive power. It wouldn’t make a difference if he was discovered today, but in a few months’ time when he had the chance to push it through a few levels, it very well might save his life. [Sorcerers Reservoir] was also a potential game-changer; while significantly weaker than the dragon equivalent, he was curious as to how it would grow when he ranked it up.

He immediately picked the [Sorcerers Reservoir] and [Sorcerous Empowerment] abilities, although if he was ever asked, he was going to admit instead to taking something like [Arcana] and [Meditation], as he hoped it would help explain his much larger mana pool and already exemplary spellcasting abilities.

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 360/360

SP: 360/360

MP: 5039/5050

Strength: 36

Dexterity: 36

Vitality: 36

Intelligence: 121

Willpower: 121

Charisma: 81

Free Points: 3

Class: Sorcerer - Level 1

Sorcerer’s Reservoir - Level 1

Sorcerous Empowerment - Level 1

Finally, he decided to raise his true dexterity score to 80. Having it sit at 3 points shy of 80 for over a year had been getting to him, and if he kept raising his [Alternate Form] levels, then he would eventually see the benefit from that decision.

“A mage, huh. I guess Myorik owes me a drink; he was certain you’d come out of this warrior tagged,” Riyoul said, shocking Typhoeus out of his thought process. The smiling rogue had gotten much closer to him than he was strictly comfortable with while his attention was elsewhere.

The dragon removed his hand from the dungeon core, feeling it whimper one last time before he cut the connection. The crystalline entity stopped glowing as it ran out of mana to sustain its consciousness.

Typhoeus turned to face Riyoul, and he could feel the irritation plain on his face. Gaining his second class was supposed to be the most momentous occasion in a dragon’s life. After finally achieving wyrm status, it was expected he would conquer one of the great dungeons and force its core to give him suitable classes to fill his slots before he began his journey down to answer the Call. Trust the humans to strip all the majesty away from such an achievement. Instead, they had a chained core tucked away in a small room only three doors down the hall from where drunk adventurers went to relieve themselves. For a moment, he very nearly bit Riyoul’s throat out for sullying the momentous occasion even further by gambling of all things on the outcome. Fortunately for the rogue, the urge passed as Typhoeus once again tried to coerce the muscles on his face back into a vague approximation of a pleasant smile.

“I’d wait more than a few more levels before looking at me like that, Typh. You’re Mara and Caeber’s pet project, not mine,” Riyoul said, his face twisted into his customary joking smile while his eyes looked at the dragon with a menacing glint. The rogue took his time as he bent down farther so he could look at Typhoeus eye to eye as he spoke again. The man’s warm breath smelled faintly of apples and cloves. “Don’t go thinking you’re special now just because you have enough of the gift to pick a mage class. Those two collect strays all the time. In a couple of months, they’ll have forgotten all about you and moved onto the next poor waif. Now, if you know what’s good for you, don’t go making any more trouble for me like you did at the seamstresses today, and I’ll make sure to forget about you as well. Trust me on this, you do not want me paying you a visit.”

Typhoeus dropped his attempts at a smile and settled instead for a dispassionate glare as he assessed the human breathing in his air. From what he had seen of Riyoul so far, he wasn’t particularly impressed, Typhoeus had always killed rogues first when he was attacked by adventurers, because they tended to be the most fragile and easy to reach, but if they all behaved like this one, then perhaps he might have to start going for them out of spite. The man before him was a predator, of that much he was certain; every one of the rogue’s movements exuded a deadly grace that was only emphasised by how he made a point of always having a knife to hand as if to remind you that he could kill you with as much ease as he sliced an apple.

“What now?” Typhoeus asked, his voice level as he bit down on his simmering anger.

“For you?” Riyoul shrugged. “You’re on your own for the rest of today. Caeber asked me to get you clothes and a class, and I’ve done that, so I’m off. You . . . know how to get back to the inn by yourself, right?” he added almost as an afterthought.

Typhoeus was almost tempted to lie and pretend that he didn’t, but he wanted nothing more than to be rid of the rogue as soon as possible, so he merely nodded his assent and watched as the man left the room and perhaps more concerningly left his sphere of [Sovereign’s Perception] a little earlier than he should.

Typhoeus waited in silence for a few minutes as he steadily breathed through his anger.

“I’m going to eat him first.”


Chapter 8

Partners

Typhoeus stood alone in the main hall of the Adventurers Guild. All around him, people were conducting their business as they flitted back and forth between the large notice boards and the staffed counters on opposite sides of the room. His return from visiting the class stone had initially attracted a lot of attention, but as he just stood there wide-eyed in his confusion, the novelty of a dumbstruck level 1 mage in a golden dress had gradually worn off. He had tried to study the coloured slips of paper covering the notice boards, and while he recognised most of the creatures depicted on the bounties large enough to warrant an artist’s sketch, his illiteracy prevented him from making heads or tails of the notices actual content. He did come to appreciate that most of the advertised requests were sponsored by the Alchemists Guild, their sigil of a half-full beaker tilted mid-pour over an orange triangle, was stamped prominently on each one their notices.

He needed help. With his perception skill, Typhoeus was an excellent eavesdropper, and by listening in on the other adventurers, he was able to work out that the Alchemists Guild-sponsored bounties were predominantly asking for harvested body parts from the wide variety of ‘monsters’ that human society deemed not only acceptable but commendable to murder for money. There were still plenty of kill requests posted on the boards, typically paid for by ordinary people or city officials who simply wanted a specific creature killed for either personal or financial reasons. The whole hall facilitated the grisly exchange—one that very occasionally included prolific humans on the long list of creatures who required extermination. The idea that he could potentially be paid by humans to hunt down and kill their own kind was something that Typhoeus found to be delightfully ironic.

The next stage in his plan was dependent on him levelling at a quick and steady pace, but he couldn’t just go out into the wilds and start killing things indiscriminately. He needed his titanic rise to power to be not only plausible but also heavily documented, and for that it was looking like he needed the one thing that he hated more than anything else. He needed other adventurers. If he was to blend in, then he needed to act like a normal level 1 mage, which meant, at the very least, he needed to attract a meatshield to take the hits and hopefully a fair amount of the suspicion away from him. Someone young and naive would suit his needs best. Ideally, an adventurer who was just starting out, since they would be too inexperienced to notice the inconsistencies in ‘Typh’s’ character and his inexplicably powerful class skills, though finding someone like that was far easier said than done.

There was a tremendous amount of variation in the levels of the adventurers present in the hall, but the vast majority of them seemed to already belong to groups similar in both level, and in the quality of their equipment. Typhoeus walked the length of the room as he wondered what to do next. While the hall was primarily filled with low-level adventurers, that was by the standards of a level 199 dragon; so far, his cursory searches of the hall’s occupants had yet to reveal anyone with a combat class below level 10. Considering that he had no equipment and the lowest possible level, he couldn’t imagine he would be in particularly high demand with the ‘higher’ level groups, an assumption that was only strengthened by the way that their members made sure to avoid his eye contact whenever he got close.

Typhoeus came to a stop in front of a large poster that took up a wide stretch of a central noticeboard. The artist’s sketch depicted a ferocious golden dragon standing proudly atop a craggy hill, its wings outstretched as if it were about to take flight. He couldn’t help but smile at the artwork; the drawing wasn’t great, the wings were too short, and the nose was far too long, but he was pretty sure that this was his bounty. A small part of him entertained the idea that if he could simply remove the large poster, his adventurer problem would just go away and allow him to return to his lair and live out a peaceful life in solitude, but he quickly quashed the thought. Even if he could go back, he wouldn’t; Typhoeus had already taken on a new class, and now he had to see his plan through. As usual, he couldn’t make out any of the written details on the poster, but he recognised the increasingly familiar sigil in the corner as belonging to the Alchemists Guild, and since the notice was about him, it was doubtful it contained any information that he didn’t already know. Still, he found it oddly comforting to look at, and it was as good a place as any to stand while he scanned the room for low-level adventurers.

He had been waiting around for some time when he noticed the arrival of someone else who didn’t quite fit in amongst the well-armed and well-dressed adventurers. On the far side of the hall was a gaunt-looking woman dressed in filth-stained rags who reeked of a heady mixture of barely constrained fear and determination. She was standing a good ten feet away from the boards as she strained her human eyes to peer at the smallest of notices, slowly moving from board to board, making sure to give the other adventurers a wide berth as she searched for something suitable for herself. The woman’s posture was hunched forwards like she was trying to make herself small despite her above-average height, and as she took her time looking at each notice, her eyes kept darting to the sides as if she was afraid she would be thrown out of the hall at a moment’s notice. She was so skittish that Typhoeus wasn’t entirely convinced that she wouldn’t bolt at the slightest of scares, but what was far more important than her temperament was her lowly status as a level 1 warrior.

There was something about her Typhoeus instinctively liked, and he felt himself being inexplicably drawn to her as he confidently strode across the hall towards the agitated woman. He couldn’t help but smile at just how well she suited his purposes; she was much taller than him despite her poor posture, giving her a good physicality for a warrior, and with her low level she likely hadn’t had her class for much more than a few weeks and would be unlikely to know much in the way of normal magecraft. As she was now, she was so underfed that she would certainly struggle with even the simplest of fights due to her near-complete lack of muscle mass, but that didn’t matter to Typhoeus.

He just needed her for cover.

“Hello, my name is Typh,” he said, extending his hand in what he now knew to be a flawless example of a typical human greeting. “I couldn’t help but notice that you are alone here. Are you looking for someone to work with?” Typhoeus asked the woman and her hazel eyes widened in shock as if her mind was rejecting the very idea that she was actually being approached.

She looked him up and down, her eyes lingering a few inches over his head as she likely read his level 1 mage tag. She exuded such delightful terror it actually caused Typhoeus’s stomach to rumble with hunger. They both looked down at his stomach as it continued with its rude noises for an awkwardly long period of time.

“Sorry about that; I haven’t had a proper meal yet today,” Typhoeus said, flashing his perfect teeth in a wide smile.

“It—it’s okay; I haven’t eaten recently myself,” the warrior offered sympathetically before shaking his extended hand. “I’m Arilla, and yes I am. Looking, that is, but . . .”

“But what?” he asked, unsure what reservations she could possibly have given her obviously desperate state.

“Is this a joke? Did someone put you up to this?” Arilla asked. Her jaw tensed, and her eyes narrowed with obvious suspicion as she stared intensely into his eyes. The depth of colour in her green-brown irises drew him in for several long, oddly fluttering heartbeats, before he remembered that he was supposed to reply.

“Why would anyone want to do that?” he enquired. His nose picked up on the small ember of hope that grew in response to his puzzled words as they dampened her all-too-appetising fear.

“No reason,” she said, looking down at her feet as she awkwardly kicked one of her shoes against the other.

“Good! In that case, you can join me. I’ve been looking for a warrior just like you,” he said, feeling almost giddy with excitement.

“Are you sure you really want me? I’m not a very good warrior; I don’t have any equipment, or training, or . . . anything,” Arilla explained, her eyes downcast as if anticipating his rejection.

“That’s fine. I’m a mage, so I can do all the heavy lifting. Just do exactly what I say and everything will be alright.” Typhoeus said reassuringly.

“Really?” she asked, her fear all but vanishing as the hope blossomed behind her pretty little human eyes.

“Yes, really, now stop asking silly questions. Go choose a bounty for us, though nothing too far from Rhelea, since I don’t want to be late for my dinner,” Typhoeus commanded. Then he smiled as, without any further hesitation, his freshly minted warrior set about fulfilling his commands.

Arilla went straight to the wall, frantically looking around for several long minutes as she searched for a suitable bounty, then finally returned with a nervous smile on her face.

“What about this one?” she asked, proffering a small slip of green paper towards him.

Typhoeus glanced at the piece of paper, and instantly noted the lack of drawings on it. He then pretended to scan the writing that he couldn’t read for some time as he ‘judged’ its suitability.

“That will do nicely. Now, just so we’re clear before we get started, I am the leader of this team. Do you understand?” Typhoeus asked, earning emphatic nods from the half-starved warrior. “Good. Now, you’re going to need a weapon . . .”

“I’ve always liked swords. I know they’re ex—”

“Well I hate them, Arilla. I hate swords more than I care to go into right now,” Typhoeus said, cutting her off as he tasted her name on his tongue for the first time. “But don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll be able to find something suitable for your talents. Now let’s go murder these creatures. I wish to earn some coins.”

* * *

Typhoeus was rethinking the plan. Already Arilla was grating on him and he was reconsidering her value as his adventuring partner versus a lunchtime snack. She kept bothering him with stupid questions like “How am I going to fight without a weapon,” “how am I going to fight without armour,” “are you really going on a monster hunt in a slip dress,” and most infuriatingly of all, “are you sure metallic gold is the best colour for camouflage?” They had picked up a day pass from the guild on their way out with their bounty; being untested level 1s, they weren’t deemed worthy of the clay badges given to newbie adventurers. Instead, they were handed a wooden token and told to be back before sundown, or they would be forced to pay the chalkoi toll to re-enter Rhelea, an amount of coin that neither of them possessed.

They departed Rhelea through the eastern gates and walked east along a dirt path that branched off from the Old Road leading to Musama, which followed along the southern banks of the Pollum River. With each step, they travelled even farther away from the Dragonspines that Typhoeus knew so well, as together he and Arilla—who was now armed with a stout stick in leu of a sword—had been walking along a dirt path for well over two hours on the way to their destination. It was all uncharted territory for Typhoeus, which excited him, but they were also walking, which was so painfully slow that it very nearly bored him to tears.

The land itself was far flatter than what Typhoeus was used to, and the young dragon had no trouble seeing for miles all around him from his vantage point along the ground. Countless acres of farmland seemed to surround the town of Rhelea, especially so close to the wide banks of the Pollum River. Most of it was devoted to grazing livestock, with grains and other vegetables being imported in by barge, since the soil was simply too poor to handle the long-term strain of arable crops without appropriately high-level farmers whose skills could do what the soil could not.

According to Arilla, this was largely why food in Rhelea was so expensive—it had entirely escaped Typhoeus’s notice, since he had paid for precisely one meal in his entire life. While the town’s proximity to the confluence of ley lines that ran through the Dragonspines meant faster passive levelling for all when compared to settlements farther away, it wasn’t nearly enough of a lure to tempt enough farmers into sticking around and braving the near-constant stream of monsters that periodically descended from the mountains and the surrounding foothills. Typically, once a farmer reached a high enough level, they would be welcomed elsewhere in the kingdom with open arms, and they were usually relatively quick to abandon the more-dangerous farmland surrounding Rhelea in favour of locations where they would be less likely to encounter quite so many monsters.

The fact that the noble dynasty in charge of the lands encompassing Rhelea were borderline negligent in eliminating nearby monster threats only exacerbated this problem, and it was just one more reason for the local’s distaste for the nobility. The Merchants Council, who administered the township, were quick to capitalise on this distaste, as every tax hike, food shortage, and bad spot of weather was blamed on the governing Traylan dynasty’s apathy towards managing the surrounding lands. Typhoeus finally understood why Arilla had been talking about farmland and Rhelea’s problem with farmer retention for the better part of an hour, when they crested a small hill and paused to look down on the dilapidated farmhouse that was apparently mentioned on their bounty notice. As he took in the sights, Typhoeus immediately regretted not bothering to ask Arilla what it was that they were actually hunting. Now that he could see the devastation that had befallen the isolated farmstead, he felt nothing but disgust.

It was a classically built farmhouse on a relatively large plot of land marked out by a small wooden fence in a mild state of disrepair. If Arilla’s expertise was to be believed, then the large, L-shaped wooden building would typically house a farmer and their family, while the large barn would be filled with farming supplies and the occasional animal too valuable to be left out in the fields. Of course, all of the fine architecture was marred by large streaks of dried blood and faeces smeared all over the exterior walls of the buildings in what could best be described as a deranged child’s attempt at fingerprinting.

“So, goblins . . .” Typhoeus said, his distaste evident in his voice.

“Y-yeah I heard that they’re good beginner monsters to hunt,” Arilla added, earning herself an annoyed grunt of affirmation from Typhoeus.

By Typhoeus’s reckoning, goblins were the foulest of all the enlightened species by far, the combination of their foul sexual proclivities and their non-existent personal hygiene ensuring that they not only tasted absolutely awful but that you also felt dirty for having put their flesh inside your mouth. The worst thing about them was that they were practically impossible to completely get rid of. You could burn their nests down to the ground, but all it took was one randy goblin to escape, and a season later your territory would be overflowing once more with the unwashed little creatures.

Fortunately for them, this particular goblin enclave seemed to be very new. As a result, it was a relatively low-level one, with none of the goblins that Typhoeus could see swarming about the farmhouse being over level 5. That suggested they’d all been birthed in the past week, likely from the union between a passing goblin scout and a less-than-willing farm animal. If goblins had one strength, it was that they all possessed a skill from their species class that allowed them to breed true with practically anything and mature to adulthood inside of a single day.

“I can smell them from here,” Typhoeus said, breathing through his mouth as he tried his best to filter out the vivid sensations [Sovereign’s Perception] was feeding him.

“Really? You must have a great sense of smell; I can’t smell anything.” Arilla offered as she fidgeted with her stick, hefting it from one hand to the other like it was a small club.

“I do indeed, although I suspect that you’re struggling to smell them because of the definite odour following you,” Typhoeus said casually, causing Arilla’s ears to nearly physically droop with embarrassment.

“I—I’m sorry, baths are expensive . . .” she muttered under her breath.

“Well, stick with me and soon you’ll be drowning in baths!” he grinned.

“That’s not a good thing . . .”

“Isn’t it? I have it on good authority that drowning in beer is considered a ‘good thing’, and bathing is far preferable to drinking. Anyway, here’s the plan: we’ll go down there, you’ll keep the goblins off us with your stick, and I’ll kill them with my magic as fast as my mana allows,” Typhoeus declared.

“That’s your plan? That is not a plan! It’s little more than a vague idea of how to fight!” Arilla exclaimed loudly in a growing panic.

“Don’t get so worked up, they’re goblins. You said it yourself: ‘they’re good beginner monsters to hunt,’ “ he said calmly, imitating her pattern of speech as she looked at him with mounting dismay.

“Okay, I know that I said that, but there’s over a dozen of them, and all I have is a stick.”

“It’s a very nice stick.”

“Typh . . .”

“It will be fine; I told you I have magic. They’re, what? Three? Four hundred feet away? I can hit a goblin from here, and by the time they close the gap, I’ll have killed a few more, thinning them out a fair bit.”

“I’m not sure . . .”

“Oh no, they heard you,” Typhoeus said unconvincingly as he fired off a particularly loud and flashy manabolt towards the farmhouse.

His spell flew in a tight arc across the several hundred feet separating the two adventurers at the top of the low hill from his intended target in a fraction of a heartbeat. The condensed chunk of mana struck the totally oblivious goblin, who was busy defecating in a flower pot with a loud thunderclap, splashing its organs across the sparsely populated grass. The creature’s little green abdomen was ripped open by the force of his spell.

Arilla looked at Typhoeus in frozen horror as the dozen or so remaining goblins who were previously running amok instead turned as one and started sprinting uphill towards the pair. Stolen farm equipment was held high above the creatures’ heads as they screamed their warbling war cries and charged with pitchforks, hoes, and scythe blades bared.

The goblins themselves were small creatures who looked uncomfortably like a group of particularly feral children. Their exposed skin was a sickly shade of green reminiscent of the colour of the moon, but the sheer quantity of filth that typically covered their bodies gave them a sort of patchwork camouflage consisting of dull reds, browns, and greens that did a surprisingly good job of allowing them to blend into heavily forested areas. For a species that rarely if ever made it to four feet tall, their bodies were lanky, with long claws at the ends of each of their spindly limbs and an oversized-watermelon-shaped head. Individually they were not the fearsome alpha predators that nightmares were made of, but as they opened their mouths to scream their rage, they displayed multiple rows of razor-sharp teeth along with their cruel intentions, and Typhoeus almost felt a small pang of pity for Arilla.

“You did that on purpose!” Arilla shrieked, clutching her stick close to her chest. She radiated fear rather than the confident battle fury that Typhoeus was hoping to eventually instil in his pet warrior.

“Are you sure you should be focusing on me?” Typhoeus asked as he flung another manabolt at a charging goblin, this time around tearing a significant chunk of flesh out of the creature’s torso. Its screams were cut short as it collapsed to the ground in a rapidly growing pool of blood.

Arilla turned and faced the oncoming goblin wave with a trembling lip; she planted her feet in something approximating a fighting stance and readied her little stick. It was a cute effort, but it would be nowhere near enough to save her. While the goblins were weak in every sense of the word, there were a lot of them, and Arilla’s malnourished body was already shaking—not just from fear, but from the exertions of a mere two-hour walk. It was pretty much a foregone conclusion to Typhoeus that the goblins would handily tear her apart without his direct intervention. Fortunately for her, Typhoeus fully intended to intervene, and as a Sovereign Dragon, he knew that he could kill all of the goblins with a wet fart. Unfortunately, Typhoeus was pretending to be Typh, the level 1 mage, and so he had to at least pretend to struggle in the face of so many vicious creatures.

Typhoeus counted to three in his head before deciding to kill another goblin, this time ripping open a slightly smaller hole in its body while he tried to be more frugal with his mana use. ‘Typh’ was supposed to have somewhere between 10 and 80 mana, depending on the specifics of how she distributed her stats, the specific mage class she had chosen, and her class skills. Given the capabilities of a new spellcaster, there was only so much that she was supposed to be able to do with such a limited mana supply.

Once again, his mental count reached three, and so another goblin died violently in a flash of golden light. He reset his count again while he dispassionately watched Arilla, who had in a moment of stupid bravery decided to charge down the small hill to meet the goblins in battle. With her superior size and gravity on her side, she deftly clubbed the leading goblin over the head, which dazed the creature and caused it to drop the farming hoe that it had readied as an improvised spear. She went to finish it off but had to desperately parry, backpedalling frantically as two more goblins arrived swinging a rake and a scythe at her, respectively.

The leading goblin recovered, and Arilla’s bad situation was suddenly looking a lot worse—however, Typhoeus’s count hit three, and he decided to spend a single point of mana to kill the scythe-wielding goblin with a well-timed manabolt. As the goblin’s chest exploded in a fountain of gore, Arilla took advantage of the confusion and managed to finish off the two goblins attacking her with a wide sweep of her branch, her strike empowered with what was likely a warrior class skill of some sort.

“Can’t you cast those any faster?” Arilla yelled back breathlessly at Typhoeus, who was trying his best to look a little less relaxed.

“I’m casting them as fast as I can.” Typhoeus lied. “Just try to keep them busy!”

Arilla was possibly about to yell something a bit more critical, but was rudely interrupted by two more of the green-skinned creatures, one of whom jumped on her back and seemed more intent on pulling her hair than causing any actual injury, while the other was more than happy to try and savage the young warrior with what looked like a well-notched kitchen knife.

The goblins, while stupid, were smart enough to recognise that Typhoeus was the biggest threat on the field. As such, four of them had peeled off from the herd engaged with Arilla and were instead racing towards him. He killed one, popping its head like an overripe grape and reducing the group charging him down to three before doing what any normal level 1 mage would do in his position.

Typhoeus turned on his heels, ran away from the onrushing goblins, and sprinted towards Arilla in a wide circle, easily outpacing them as he led the scrambling creatures back towards the beleaguered warrior. He wasn’t entirely heartless; while running towards her, Typhoeus quickly chained together an empowerment spell, buffing Arilla’s strength, dexterity, and vitality by a static 20 points or so, hoping that the small boost could be reasonably explained away as some sort of adrenaline high.

Almost immediately, the young warrior pivoted from a hasty dodge, turning her hips with her swing as she smashed her stick into a goblin’s head so hard that the wooden branch exploded on impact and sprayed what passed for the creature’s brains all over the place amidst a shower of sharp splinters. Before its corpse could even hit the ground, she rolled along the dirt, dodging stabs and dislodging the goblin on her back as she swept up the fallen scythe and spun it around in a single fluid motion to decapitate the two remaining goblins swarming her.

The three chasing Typhoeus took one long look at the pile of goblin corpses surrounding Arilla, and then did the sensible thing by choosing to run away. Their screams of rage morphed into those of panic as they were joined by a handful more of their kind when they sprinted past the farmhouse. The fleeing goblins carried on running through the abandoned fields and out of sight while Typhoeus lobbed a few more manabolts at them before they completed their escape.

“That wasn’t so hard,” Typhoeus said, reviewing his System prompts as he slowly sauntered down the hill and towards the farmhouse.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 2 Feral Goblin. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 2 Feral Goblin. Experience is awarded.*

 . . .

*Congratulations on defeating a level 3 Feral Goblin. Experience is awarded.*

“Shouldn’t we go after them? What if they attack a town?” Arilla asked. The fledgling warrior sounded more than a little tired, no doubt the magical backlash from having such inflated stats had left her feeling considerably weakened.

“Aren’t there patrols for that sort of thing? Besides, I’m sure any town that can be overwhelmed by a handful of goblins has bigger problems,” he said, dismissing her concerns with a casual wave of his hand.

“I suppose you’re right; I guess I’m in no hurry to fight again today. I . . . honestly feel like I’m about to keel over,” she said, her breath heavy as she sat down on the gore-streaked ground.

“Are you sure? I thought it was a pretty pleasant bit of violence if anything,” he said earnestly, having found the light exercise to be a relatively refreshing end to their long walk.

“I nearly died!” Arilla exclaimed. A series of small scratches on her cheek and arms, not to mention some mud in her hair were the only outward signs that she had very nearly been overwhelmed in combat.

“Don’t be so dramatic; you’re fine—better than fine, really, since you levelled up. And most of those cuts will heal without a scar,” Typhoeus said as the now-level-2 warrior stood up and joined him.

“I did? I did! Thank you so much! So uhm . . . What are we doing now? The notice was to drive off the goblins, and we’ve done that.” Arilla asked; her mood was significantly improved as she reviewed her own System prompts, the level up doing wonders for whatever burgeoning resentment she may have held towards Typhoeus.

“I’m hungry, and there’s bound to be some food left in the place that the goblins haven’t gotten to yet,” Typhoeus said.

“Isn’t that stealing?” Arilla asked.

“Yes.”

“Oh, okay.”


Chapter 9

Respite

“So that’s three obols for the goblin ears and a further five drachma for handing in the notice. Is there anything else I can help you with today?” the attendant asked from behind the thin pane of clear glass as he placed the heavy coins on the polished countertop between them.

“No, not really, thank you,” Typh replied. The small woman quickly snatched up the five silver coins, closing her eyes as she held them tightly against her chest as if she was somehow savouring the sensation of the cold silver pressed against her caramel-coloured skin.

“Uhm, Typh? The obol,” Arilla said from where she stood behind the mage. Her exaltation at receiving the reward money was dampened slightly by the fear that the strange woman she had partnered with might actually forget to collect the rest of their payment. Her words, well-intentioned as they may have been, seemed to shock Typh out of her daze. The mage looked at Arilla with an irritated glare that caused a tight knot of fear form in her stomach that happily joined the longstanding hunger pangs that had been only slightly mitigated by the small amount of wax-covered cheese that they were able to loot from the abandoned farmhouse.

“Before you go, the two of you should really consider holding off on accepting any more bounties. The Guild strongly recommends that you wait and take adventuring lessons or private tutoring until you passively level to 5. The Guild even helps arrange starting parties for graduates of our courses; it’s much safer to start a year or two later with a full party than as an untrained level 1 and 2 duo,” the attendant explained, his unsolicited opinion going down like a lead balloon.

“No, thank you,” Typh said curtly. The woman’s strange accent demanded Arilla’s full attention as she effortlessly blended her archaic pronunciations of everyday words into a normal, if a bit rude, dismissal. Arilla couldn’t help but stare at the beautiful mage who had appeared in her life so suddenly, almost as if Typh had been sent by the Gods to solve all of her problems. The short woman seemed utterly oblivious of Arilla’s very obvious awe as she grabbed her firmly by the hand and led her swiftly away from the attendant’s counter.

“Are you going to take the classes?” Arilla inquired, the knot of fear in her stomach squirming uncomfortably. She was well aware she couldn’t hope to afford the lessons herself, and losing Typh’s favour now would very likely mean a quick return to her poor fortunes.

“No, I’m not; how much do you think those classes cost? How many months would it take to get to 5 by just sitting still and waiting for it? Besides, we did fine out there, didn’t we?” Typh said confidently once they were out of earshot from the return counters in the hall, and her wide smile did much to settle Arillas nerves.

“I guess . . .” she said, though her lack of conviction leaked out into her voice as she thought back to how she had felt standing atop the hill next to Typh with just a stick in her hands while a wave of filth-covered goblins screamed at her and charged uphill towards them. Being so close to and actually killing the monsters that she had heard about her entire life had been a terrifying, profoundly life-altering experience for her, but one not half as scary as watching how effortlessly Typh had killed them. The small mage had surprised Arilla with her expert use of offensive magics, like something right out of a bard’s tale. She looked down at Typh standing before her, immaculate in her long, golden dress as if she hadn’t just eviscerated close to a dozen goblins with the power of her mind. Arilla was acutely aware of not only how much she needed her, but also how easily the mage could harm her if she were ever inclined to do so.

“Listen, just trust me and we’ll be fine. By the time those other adventurers graduate from their fancy school, we’ll both be laden down with gold and approaching second tier,” Typh said, smiling as she looked back up at Arilla. Her full lips and soothing tone contrasted sharply with the look of predatory delight that graced her face when she killed.

“Really?” Arilla asked, feeling a smile grow on her face upon realising that Typh didn’t intend to ditch her after their first excursion.

“Yes really, now here’s your cut,” the mage said, handing over all of the bronze obol and two of the five silver drachma. “I’ll hold onto the fifth coin until we can make change.”

“Okay,” Arilla said, not really listening any further or dwelling on why she found the woman so scary, as she instead cradled her newfound wealth in both of her hands with something approaching reverence. Thoughts of a hot meal and a warm bed played around in her mind on repeat. Two drachma and three obol wasn’t a lot, but it was more wealth than she had ever handled in her short life.

“Great, now if you’re going to continue being my adventuring partner several things are going to have to change,” Typh said ominously, which instantly ruined Arilla’s good mood.

“Like what? I know I complained a lot, but I am really grateful to you for giving me this chance. Nobody else has even looked at me since I got my class a week ago,” she said, the words quickly tumbling out of her before she could stop them, propelled by her fear.

“Good, you should be grateful for my grace and generosity,” Typh said, placing her small hands on her wide hips. “But first, you need to start eating more. I don’t care how much food costs; the highest strength score in all of Creation is meaningless if you don’t have an ounce of muscle on your body. I can’t be associated with a warrior who looks like they’re about to faint from hunger. Second, you’re absolutely filthy, so I’m going to have to bathe you. I can’t abide the smell, and again, it reflects badly on me. And third, though this is equally important, those rags that you call clothes need to be burned, and we’ll have to get you some suitable replacements in the morning.”

“You’re going to bathe me?” Arilla asked incredulously. Her cheeks flushed with warmth as she entertained the salacious prospect.

“If I must, yes!” Typh declared, and her face betrayed no hint of embarrassment as she made what was little more than a thinly veiled proposition.

“O-okay . . .” Arilla found herself saying as she succumbed to the allure of staring intently at her own feet.

It had been a while, longer still since she had been asked so candidly, but Typh was certainly attractive, if in an oddly unreal kind of way. She glanced up at the smaller woman who had so boldly made her desires known as she in turn looked back at Arilla appraisingly. She didn’t understand what Typh could possibly see in her; with Typh’s body and perfumed scent, she could likely have her pick of men or women, but for some reason the mage wanted her. Arilla found herself blushing again, before grimacing at the thought of showing her underfed body to another human being. She was all too aware that she was little more than sallow skin stretched over bone; what curves she had once possessed were long gone, but if this was to be a regular part of their arrangement then she was comforted by the thought that with food and time they would likely come back.

“I was going to use a silver coin to find a place to stay, and I’m not sure that I can afford a new outfit, food, and a bath with what will be left over,” Arilla said, internally cursing that the payout from the goblin extermination wasn’t larger.

“That’s okay. I have an idea,” Typh said, turning around abruptly. “Come along, now, follow me.”

Together they departed the Adventuring Guild, passing by a group of five high-pewter adventurers covered in rapidly drying monster blood on their way out of the hall. Typh visibly sniffed the air when they passed and seemed to frown, but she made no comment as she descended the stone steps and carried on her way with Arilla in tow. It was getting late, with only an hour or two of daylight left, and there was a steady stream of gore-spattered adventurers heading in the opposite direction to them as they left the area. The adventurers making their way towards the Guild did so with their trophies and weapons visibly on display, likely to dissuade any opportunistic criminals thinking that the tired classers might be easy marks.

As Typh led her farther away from the Guild, Arilla found herself growing increasingly uncomfortable while she followed the mage through the more affluent parts of town reserved for nobles, wealthy merchants, and high-level adventurers. The streets were clear of litter and paved in broad flagstones made from the mana-rich stone that had been literally carved out of the legendary Dragonspine mountains to the west. The buildings were all tall, majestic-looking edifices, four stories at least, and showed no obvious signs of degradation or improper craftsmanship. Their structures were runically reinforced to protect them from thieves and the weight of their own construction, an arcane extravagance that often led to luxurious manors that towered high above the street. A lifetime spent confined to the poorer parts of Rhelea caused Arilla to instinctively shy away from the numerous guard patrols that walked these quiet roads—a stark contrast to the lack of policing that she was used to seeing around the orphanage where she had spent her youth.

They eventually came to an even larger building, a very upmarket inn with a large sign depicting the establishment’s name as ‘the Huntsman’s Rest’ in large, elegantly flowing text. As Typh came to a stop outside its grand doors, Arilla felt the knot of fear dig itself even deeper into her stomach; this was the sort of place that charged electrum mina, and she knew that with her two drachma she would be lucky if she could afford a meal let alone a night’s rest. She was about to alert Typh to her worries when the small mage nonchalantly opened the double doors and stepped inside.

Afraid of losing sight of her, Arilla quickly rushed up to the threshold, but stopped herself from following any further as she stood still in the open doorway. The state of her clothing made her hesitate to go any further; she had been chased out of inns far more modest than this one in the past, and she knew from personal experience how hard the guard came down on anyone they suspected of begging within the inner walls of Rhelea. She silently followed Typh’s progress with her eyes, watching the mage confidently stride across the busy floor of the taproom. The small woman dexterously weaved between tables of half-drunk patrons as she approached a group of adventurers much unlike any other.

She felt her breath catch in her throat as she put their names to their faces, her heart thundering in her chest while she watched Typh not only converse with the living legends but also squirm awkwardly out of a hug initiated by Mara, the White Lady. The two of them conversed for a bit in front of the others, Typh standing up straight and uncowed as she then went on to exchange words with Riyoul the Smiling Knife, Enora the Blazing Witch and Caeber the Shining Knight. Only Myorik Ironheart was absent, preventing Arilla from witnessing one of the premier iron-rank teams together in the flesh as they all relaxed and shared a drink together.

Arilla didn’t know what to do; she was so far outside of her comfort zone that she considered turning around and running away—until she saw Typh turn and wave her over to the table. The attention of the high-level adventurers followed soon after as they all in turn made eye contact with her. She felt her bladder go weak and her heart speeding up even more. All she could do was suck in a deep panicked breath before she began stiffly walking over to their table on her unsteady legs.

“Close the door already, you’re letting the heat out!” Riyoul yelled from across the room, his jovial voice carrying effortlessly over the noise of the bar. His words very nearly caused Arilla to faint from embarrassment as she quickly spun around and backtracked, making sure to close the large wooden door firmly behind her, then resumed her attempt at crossing the busy taproom floor.

“Th-these are the people you are staying with!” Arilla hissed into Typh’s ear as soon as she approached.

“Yes. Why? Do they have a bad reputation or something?” Typh asked, her words much louder than Arilla would have liked.

“No! No, of course not!” Arilla said before turning to the table and bowing low at the waist. “I am so sorry if I have offended you at all.”

“It’s okay. There is no need to bow, young warrior. So you’re the one who’s been helping Typh, miss . . . ?” Mara asked.

“Arilla, my name is Arilla Foundling, your ladyship,” she said awkwardly, curtsying in front of the woman who had so famously given up her title decades ago to help her people as a common healer back when the yellowrot plague had torn its way through Terythia.

“Heh, your ladyship, why don’t you tell your waifs and strays to sit at the table already? I’m tired of craning my neck,” Riyoul complained as he lazily waved a tankard of foaming beer through the air. He gestured first at them and then at the empty seats around the large circular table.

He opened his mouth as if he was about to say something else, but froze when a sudden loud thump came from underneath the table. The rogue instead clutched his shin as he engaged in a colourful bout of swearing.

“He’s right, come sit. We have much to discuss,” Mara instructed, gesturing for the two of them to seat themselves.

Typh took the closest of the empty seats around the table, and after waving Arilla over, the warrior sat down in the chair next to her. Once again, Arilla found herself instinctively trying to make herself small, an old lesson learned first in the orphanage and then perfected in the years she had spent on the streets since.

“Stop that. Sit up straight—you’re a warrior, not a rodent,” Typh scolded, chastising Arilla’s poor posture and causing her to blush furiously as she attempted to sit up slightly straighter, though her back protested at the unfamiliar position. “We’ll work on that later,” she added disapprovingly.

“Ahem. So Typh, I see that you made yourself a friend, and if I heard right, the two of you went on an adventure?” Caeber said cautiously, his handsome smile not doing much to hide his obvious show of concern.

“Yes, we did. Why, is that so remarkable?” Typh asked imperiously.

“No, not at all. We are just relieved that you made it back safely after Riyoul so willfully misinterpreted his instructions. Mara and I feared the worst,” Caeber explained.

The Smiling Knife shrugged emphatically in an apparent attempt to make light of the situation, but then another thump occurred beneath the table, this time leading to a pained grimace rather than any more curse words.

“Well, as you can see, I’m fine, so there’s no need to worry—right, Arilla?” Typh said, looking to her for reassurance.

“Y-yes, Typh. We’re both well, Sir,” Arilla found herself saying, as the man who earned his name duelling iron-rank giants and winning locked his green eyes with hers.

“Well, I’m glad to hear that, but there’s an important conversation that we should have. In private,” he said, glancing conspicuously at Arilla.

“You can talk freely in front of her; I have no intention of giving up my warrior,” Typh said, causing Arillas cheeks to flush with embarrassment as she felt a warm feeling spread through her.

“Right . . . Well, Enora has valued the grimoires, and they’re going to fetch a tidy sum. That’s left us with the conundrum of what to do with your share, presuming that you were going to get one at all,” Caeber said diplomatically, Riyoul frowned at this, but for once the rogue was smart enough to stay silent.

“We voted and have come to the decision that you deserve a small portion of the funds to help you get back on your feet, considering all that you have been through,” he paused, letting that sink in. “However, none of us feel comfortable giving a low-level gir—woman like yourself such a large amount of coin, especially considering your delicate condition.”

“I’m not delicate,” Typh said defensively.

“Be that as it may, we have taken into account your decision to become an adventurer and have opened up a sizable line of credit on your behalf with various institutions throughout Rhelea,” Caeber said.

“What exactly does that mean?” Typh asked, and her voice sounded strained.

“He means to say we aren’t going to give you any money, because you’ll just get robbed and murdered by the end of the day,” Riyoul said, butting in and earning himself another painful thump from under the table.

“What my rude friend here was trying to convey, is that if you talk to Julian later, you will find that your room has been paid up for the next three months, along with a little extra for baths, meals and the odd drink here or there. Likewise, if you go to the Adventurers Guild, there’s enough money attached to an account in your name to pay for tutoring and your badges up until pewter. If you go back to Madame Vanje’s, she will likewise outfit you with a more modest outfit—unlike the abomination of a dress that Riyoul let you buy—again with the funds that we have allocated on your behalf. And finally, there is a small smithy on the edge of town that we like to frequent, where a man called Bast will outfit you with some basic gear and see to any maintenance for you. Nothing enchanted, mind. Just enough to get you started,” Enora explained.

“I see. That’s very generous of you,” Typh said. Her voice was still oddly stilted, as if she didn’t quite understand what a boon Enora and the others were offering her.

The high starting costs of being an adventurer were one of the main reasons there weren’t more of them coming out of Rhelea. The benefits of levelling through combat were truly amazing, allowing people to live for multiple decades in the prime of their youth, but the high mortality rates, especially in the early levels, were enough to dissuade most from even trying. Anything to mitigate that early risk, like well-forged steel and combat lessons, were worth their weight in gold, yet judging only by the look on Typh’s face, she looked like she thought they were cheating her.

“It is, you should be very grateful—” Riyoul began to say before being cut off with another loud thump. “Gods below, woman, how in the hells am I supposed to keep up on the march tomorrow if you keep kicking me in the shins like that?” he said, snapping at Enora.

“You’re going somewhere?” Typh asked, for the first time sounding a little excited.

“Yes, a low-iron group returning from the Dragonspines reported seeing a small golden dragon flying below the cloud cover. We’re heading off first thing tomorrow to try and kill it—the thing is too dangerous to risk capture, and it’s killed far too many teams for us to just do nothing,” Caeber explained.

“Aren’t you worried about the Alchemists Guild?” Typh asked.

“Who’s to say they’ll ever know it was us. Besides, Mara here is old friends with Azoth, and I’m sure he can smooth things out. So long as we make sure they end up with the dragon’s corpse, I’m sure they’ll forgive us eventually,” Enora said.

“I see,” Typh said, turning to Mara. “Please make sure to thank him for considering me for an apprenticeship when you next see him.”

“I will when we return. I popped in to see him today about our dinner, but the old lecher has disappeared on us. Don’t worry, it’s nothing new. He’ll likely make an appearance in a couple of days when whatever brothel he’s hiding in finally milks his coin purse dry,” Mara said, allowing herself a small laugh as the rest of the table squirmed in their seats at her poor choice of words.

Soon after that, platters of food arrived for them all and the conversation turned to more mundane things. For the first time in years, Arilla ate her fill, albeit nervously as she was scared she might be dismissed from the table of legends at a moment’s notice. The adventurers as a whole seemed to be far more likeable than she’d expected them to be, and they were for the most part quite interested in Arilla’s past, something that surprised her as she wilted under the sustained pressure and eventually told them the cliff notes of her experiences within the township of Rhelea.

Her tale was as common as it was sad, and it seemed to earn her looks of pity from everyone gathered at the table—with the notable exception of Riyoul and Typh, both of whom appeared to be more interested with what was presented on their plates than her sad tale of woe. As she sat there with a full belly and wet eyes, she almost missed the pleasant sensation of Typh’s small hand squeezing hers, something that made her smile despite herself.


Chapter 10

Teach

Typh led Arilla by the hand slowly up the flight of stone steps. It wasn’t that late in the evening, but between the tears and her labours of the day, she was beyond exhausted. Her legs felt more like lead weights dragging her down than functioning limbs as she made the short climb to the next floor. She followed Typh in a daze down a long hall until she eventually found herself in a small wood-panelled room with a large copper tub sitting slightly raised in the centre.

The strange mage momentarily left her alone and walked over to the bath, where she placed a small brown hand against its metallic side for a couple of heartbeats before a winding script of actual runes lit up in golden tones along the rim of the bath. She walked around the other side and crouched down out of sight, returning moments later to toss handfuls of what looked like salt and flakes of soap into the tub of water. Arilla cautiously approached the still-glowing bathtub and saw the first wisps of steam rising from the warm-looking water, the clear surface of which was rapidly becoming obscured by the growing mass of pleasant-smelling bubbles.

Arilla had never used a piece of enchanted equipment before, and the thought of using something so expensive for the frivolous purpose of heating her bathwater gave her pause. Her life had been entirely turned upside down in the past 12 hours—she had woken up in a literal gutter, and now she was about to wash her body in a bath worth more money than she had ever seen in her life. Typh was full of surprises. Her arcane power was far more impressive than Arilla had expected to see from a level 1 mage, but she supposed that it only made sense that a person like her would be associated with a famous adventuring party like the Shining Swords.

In truth, everything about Typh was weird, from her choice in adventuring clothes to her imperious attitude around people who could easily squash her like a bug. She was certain Typh had instigated the fight with the goblins intentionally; that a level 1 mage who should only be good for a few weak spells had picked a fight with over a dozen of the little green monsters was not surprising, but the fact that they had come out victorious and unharmed certainly was. Arilla was under no illusions that her performance was pivotal in the battle; besides from that weird surge of battle energy, she was largely useless and would have surely died several times over without Typh coming to the rescue.

Typh’s face was oddly symmetrical, making her look more like one of those idealised statues that Arilla had seen in temples made to honour the Gods, as opposed to a face that belonged to an actual flesh-and-blood person. Her facial features themselves were individually striking, appearing as if they were sculpted from skin coloured marble by a master sculptor. Even more unusual were her almond-coloured eyes that seemed to be flecked with gold, something that was rarely seen outside of noble houses or people with very high charisma attributes. She was beautiful, and the way her touch made warm flutters spread from Arilla’s stomach to her loins was more than enough for her to know that the attraction was certainly there, but she was still nervous about bathing with the strange mage. Exposing her body while she was little more than skin and bones felt like a recipe for rejection, and she wasn’t sure her fragile self-esteem could handle that right now.

“Take off your clothes,” Typh demanded, shaking Arilla out of her introspection as she realised that the mage was looking at her expectantly.

“I can do this by myself; you don’t have to be here,” Arilla said, unsure if she was hoping that Typh would change her mind or not.

“Given how exhausted you are, I’m not sure that you can. Besides, I paid for this bath, and it was very expensive, so it only makes sense for me to reuse the bathwater after you’re done,” Typh explained sagely as she gently urged Arilla towards the hot water.

“That’s not true. I was at the table when they said it was free—besides, won’t it be dirty to share the water?” she asked.

“A line of credit and free are two very different things,” Typh spat. “And it will be fine. Look, there are runes on the tub to keep the water hot and clean, here and here.” She pointed out two of the brightly glowing runes from the long stretch of winding script neatly etched around the rim of the tub.

“How can you even read that? Did Enora teach you to read runes?” Arilla asked, trying to calm her nerves by indulging her curiosity about Typh’s relationship with the famous adventurers.

“Depths, no. Enora’s runework is very sloppy. Now quit stalling and get naked,” Typh scoffed as she began tugging half-heartedly at the frayed and stained fabric that served as Arilla’s shirt.

“Fine, but don’t stare; I know that I’m too thin,” Arilla said quietly. Hesitantly, she pulled her shirt over her head before all too easily shrugging out of her trousers and underwear. She stood there in her nudity, with just her mother’s necklace around her neck and her arms crossed protectively over her body as she tried to preserve some small modicum of modesty. She felt her skin flush pink beneath Typh’s lingering gaze and her pulse raced in her chest. She quickly turned and clambered awkwardly into the bath, looking back over her shoulder to see that Typh’s almost golden eyes had gone wide after having momentarily seen Arilla’s naked form.

“You look lovely ,considering how poorly you’ve been eating. I wouldn’t worry about it; I’m sure you’ll fill out in no time,” Typh assured her, unconvincingly. The shorter woman approached Arilla in the bath, the mage’s eyes continuing to roam over her body as Typh intently studied her thin form.

“Thanks, but you’re a terrible liar,” Arilla said as she allowed herself to relax in the tub.

“No, I’m not. Now lean forwards so I can scrub your back,” Typh instructed, effortlessly slipping out of her clothes before grabbing a large sponge from beside the bath and dipping it in the soapy bathwater.

“Are you actually going to wash me? I thought we were going to . . . Oh Gods, that is good!” Arilla started saying before trailing off as she was interrupted by the much smaller woman working the soapy sponge over her back. Typh’s small but powerful movements with the sponge served to expertly massage the tight knots of muscle in her shoulders while the mage began thoroughly cleaning the months of accumulated dirt and grime from Arilla’s pale skin.

“Of course I am; whatever else are we supposed to do here?” Typh asked almost naively as Arilla made eye contact with her whilst looking over her shoulder, but between the hungry glint in the mage’s eyes and the way she squeezed her large breasts together between her upper arms provocatively belied her innocent words. Arilla found herself staring at the large teardrop shape of Typh’s breasts, which when pressed together looked even larger. Her mouth was suddenly dry as she watched them rise and fall in time with Typh’s steadily faster breathing.

“You don’t have to be so rough,” Arilla complained, groaning loudly as a spike of discomfort broke her otherwise blissful reverie.

“I do. You’re absolutely filthy; I’ve never seen so much dirt on a human,” Typh said, her curious turn of phrase going unremarked as Arilla instead grit her teeth and endured the vigorous, occasionally painful rubbing of the warm sponge over her back.

“Baths are expensive. When you can’t afford to eat, staying clean kinda falls down your list of priorities,” Arilla said defensively as she recrossed her arms over her chest while the small mage continued her work.

If Typh saw this reaction, she decided to ignore it, and instead focused on cleaning Arilla’s arms, shoulders, and back. She was extremely thorough, her persistent efforts peeling the layers of encrusted filth off of Arilla and leaving her skin feeling fresh and more than a little oversensitive. The hot bath water did much to soothe her tense muscles and calm her irritated skin, and the enchanted tub kept the soapy water hot and clean despite the amount of filth being deposited inside it.

“It’s starting to feel really good, I guess,” Arilla admitted, arching her back with pleasure as the warm sponge dispersed even more hot, soothing water that trickled down her naked back. She breathed in another deep lungful of the delightfully steamy air and allowed herself to truly enjoy the other woman’s thorough ministrations.

“Of course it does; I’m very good at what I do,” Typh said confidently.

“You’ve done this before? With other women?” Arilla asked, surprising herself with how invested she was in the answer.

“No, but I’m just good at everything I do,” she clarified, sounding momentarily unsure of herself, despite the arrogance inherent to her statement.

“Yes, Typh, I suppose you are,” Arilla said, giggling loudly as she considered the relative absurdity of her situation. Her giggles turned to pleasurable moans when Typh moved on to vigorously scrub her tight lower back.

“Now make some space for me; it’s time to do your front,” the mage said, climbing into the tub before Arilla could react. Their legs entangled with one another’s as the small woman squeezed into the copper bath, and it suddenly the large tub felt so much smaller now that Typh’s glorious skin was pressed up against her own.

“So uhm, how do you know the Shining Swords?” Arilla asked, trying not to look directly at Typh as the small mage leaned over her in the water in order to continue lathering her body in warm soapy suds. The sponge’s movements over her sensitive chest were somehow made so much more sensual for the added merit of being face to face with one another.

“The who?” Typh asked, pausing in confusion—her body was practically straddling Arilla’s in her attempts to get to her clavicle.

“You know, Caeber the Shining Knight, Myorik Iron Heart, Enora the Blazing Witch, Riyoul the Smiling Knife, and Mara the White Lady,” Arilla said, making eye contact with Typh for the first time in several minutes as she searched for any signs of recognition.

“Oh . . . are those their classes?” Typh asked, choosing to dodge the initial question and focus instead on scrubbing, while her eyes roamed over the warrior’s thin body, hungrily devouring the sight of her. The mage brought the soapy sponge down over Arilla’s small breasts, and she couldn’t help but think about how good it all felt, about how much she wanted the intense woman to finally make her move and abandon the pretence of the platonic shared bath.

“What? No, of course not, it’s just those are the names they go by in the stories,” she explained, blushing profusely while she kept the conversation far away from the growing warmth between her legs. Typh’s obvious interest in her body had not gone unnoticed, nor was the way she carefully manipulated Arilla’s modest chest with her free hand, massaging her breast as she worked the sponge over it in the other, but acknowledging what the mage was doing to her with words was too much for her to contemplate—what if it made her stop?

“So there are stories about them? Why? Aren’t they just high-level adventurers?” Typh asked, sounding genuinely curious for the first time about something other than Arilla’s body as the mage finished soaping her breasts and moved down to her stomach.

“Well yeah, I guess, but there’s only so many iron-rank adventurers out there. They’re not steel, so I doubt they’re that famous outside of Rhelea, but still it’s only natural that there are stories about their adventures,” Arilla said. Her eyes lost focus as Typh began working the sponge over her body well below the waterline. She reached out and grabbed ahold of the side of the bath with her left hand and Typh’s slender calf with her right, the mage’s firm leg feeling comforting in her hand as the smaller woman continued to massage her outer lips with the sponge.

Typh’s motions were an odd mix of clumsiness and expertise. The young woman effortlessly traced the contours of Arilla’s vulva despite not being able to see a thing beneath the foamy water, yet at the same time she was being entirety too rough with the sponge, which at this point would be better abandoned in favour of the woman’s more dexterous fingers. Arilla let out a low exhale. It was nice enough, but in Arilla’s experience, ‘nice enough’ was not how anyone wanted to have sex. She looked at Typh and saw the intense look of focus on her face that had been there for the entirety of the ‘sponge bath’ the woman had insisted on giving, and she felt a mote of pity mixed in with all the frustration that her fumbling attempts were generating.

“You’re doing it wrong,” Arilla said, smiling softly as she tried to be as kind as possible about it.

“I am?” Typh asked, pausing what she was doing. The crestfallen look on her face made Arilla’s heart break even if it was for just a single moment.

“Yes, let me show you,” Arilla said gently, taking the sponge away from Typh as she guided the woman’s smaller hands to her clitoris.

“I like it like this to start,” she began as she guided the mage to trace around the edges of her clit using just her middle and index fingers.

“Just keep massaging around it like that for a while,” she said, smiling encouragingly while she enjoyed the slow buildup of tension between her legs. She let Typh practice and felt her own body warm up in response, although after the long sponge bath, there really wasn’t all that much need for foreplay.

“When I’m ready to move on, I like to sort of pinch it between my outer lips and rub it forwards and back, yes like that,” she said, then continued to guide Typh’s hand through the motions—the usually self-assured mage was silent while she delicately massaged Arilla’s vulva. Typh’s gentle movements caused Arilla to take deeper, faster breaths, and she found herself closing her eyes and spreading her legs wide to give Typh better access to her clit. She allowed Typh to rub her like this for a few minutes until she could bear no more—the mage instinctively knew when to speed up her pace to match Arilla’s heavy breathing, eroding her resolve even faster than she had intended.

“Gods yes, now I want you inside me, quick!” Arilla found herself saying. The urgency in her voice stemmed from her very visceral need to be filled, firmly, she took Typh’s hand in hers and guided her two massaging fingers inside of her. Her head rocked back and she felt her pleasure reach new peaks as Typh finally penetrated her. Her teaching tone was abandoned with her sudden need to cum as she grabbed a firm hold on the mage’s slender wrist and began fucking herself on the woman’s fingers. She thrust Typh’s digits deep into her vagina over and over again, each time sending foamy water flying out of the copper tub. Then, she reached up and squeezed hard on the nipple of her right breast, the pain mingling with and amplifying the mounting pleasure emanating from her vagina.

She opened her closed eyes a crack to see Typh staring at her in fascination, biting her lower lip as she explored her own body with her other hand firmly lodged between her legs. Arilla moaned involuntarily, arching her back and curling her toes as she gave herself over to the joyful sensations of their lovemaking. Her grip on Typh’s wrist had loosened, but the smaller woman had enthusiastically carried on, increasing the tempo of her thrusts as after some brief experimentation she began making a ‘come hither’ motion with her fingers, curling them up inside Arilla with every thrust, and eliciting even more sparks of pleasure that added to her building orgasm.

Arilla screamed, muffling the sound somewhat by biting down on her own arm, and her legs tightly wrapped around Typh. They pulled and held the woman in close as the mage continued fucking her, chaining orgasms together as Arilla came for the better part of a minute.

“We should have a name,” Typh eventually said, sounding serious.

“We should?” Arilla asked breathlessly, not really paying attention as she instead leaned back in the tub as she basked in the warm afterglow of her recent orgasm.

“Yes, the Shining Swords have a name, so I want one.”

“Okay . . .”

“The Golden Scales,” she declared.

“The . . . what?” Arilla asked, still not in any condition to listen.

“The Golden Scales, that’s us, you and me. And maybe others later if we ever need them,” Typh said, a strange look on the mage’s face as the strange woman studied her, her hand still busily working away between her own legs.

“Oh, okay, that, that sounds really nice,” Arilla panted, her chest heaving as she tried to get her breathing back under control.

“Good, I’m glad that you agree. Anyway, now it’s my turn,” Typh said, smiling eagerly as she spread her legs wide and guided Arilla’s hand to the entrance of her vagina.

“Alright, Typh, whatever you say,” Arilla sighed contentedly. It had after all, been a very good 12 hours.


Chapter 11

Hunt

“I don’t see why I couldn’t have picked a sword. This hammer is too heavy,” Arilla complained as she collapsed in the sand, exhausted. The warrior had long since pushed past her empty stamina pool, meagre as it was, by repeatedly swinging her new weapon at the straw-filled training dummy for the better part of the morning.

“What are your skills again?” Typhoeus asked. His voice was tinged with condescension as he called out from the edge of the training grounds, where he was comfortably reclining on a wood and canvas sun lounger. His attention was currently split between ‘supervising’ Arilla and the children’s picture book that he was discreetly trying to decipher. He had taken great pains to hide the book inside the cover jacket of a primer on some local God who allegedly ascended in Terythia a couple of centuries ago.

The two of them were in a large courtyard located around the back of the Adventurer’s Hall, where several runically reinforced, scarecrow-like dummies were arranged in an open, sand-filled square, allowing for adventurers to practice their skills against something vaguely man shaped. The training courtyard was surprisingly unpopular, with higher-level adventurers either completely forsaking such mundane forms of training or doing it in more private and likely higher-end training facilities. On the one hand, it made a lazy kind of sense: why bother training your class skills when you could just go hunt something and improve them while also trying to level up? It was certainly a much less tedious method of improving oneself over the incremental gains that come with practice and repetition. But Typhoeus needed to stall Arilla a little bit longer while her body recovered from its malnutrition and packed on some much-needed muscle, and it would give her time to get used to wielding an actual weapon rather than a stout stick.

After the bathing incident two days ago, Arilla suddenly seemed a lot less disposable. The things she had done to Typhoeus’s body were more than enough to make him question everything he thought he knew about human sexuality. To think that the human form was capable of so easily experiencing that much pleasure was mind-boggling to him. That a sensation he normally associated with levelling could so easily be replicated and surpassed by the skilled waggling of human fingers was enough to make him reconsider a career of adventuring entirely, and a small part of him vocally advocated in favour of devoting himself to a life of hedonism. Arilla had given him a wholly new perspective, and for that he was grateful—so much so that he was loath to risk his newly revalued pet warrior, especially when a little bit of work now would make it that much easier to keep her alive in the long run.

“You know what they are, I’ve already told you, and when I did you made me put down the sword and pick up this stupid hammer,” she continued from her vantage on the floor.

“What are they?” Typhoeus asked again, a hint of irritation in his voice as he carefully closed his picture book.

“[Heavy Blows] and [Warrior’s Strength].” Arilla said glumly, already anticipating Typhoeus’s answer.

“Well, there you go, then. You chose not one but two skills to help you swing heavy things. Heavy things, I repeat, not sharp things, so that’s why you don’t get a sword. Anyway, you should be thanking me for letting you use my credit like that, not complaining that my gifts are too heavy for you.” Typhoeus scolded.

“But they are, Typh, The hammer is one thing, but the mail shirt is too heavy,” she complained.

“No, it’s not; you’re just weak. You should be glad that my credit doesn’t extend to a suit of platemail, otherwise you’d be struggling in that right now. Besides, you are eating more meat and sleeping in a proper bed, you’re getting stronger every day. Once you get both of your skills up to level 2, we’ll take on another bounty and see if we can level up some more.”

“It’s just not fair that I have to train all day while you get to relax,” Arilla said, pouting slightly as she sat up and wiped away the sheen of sweat covering her brow with the back of her hand.

“Well, you got your class a week before me; it only makes sense that you’d be a little ahead on the levelling curve.” Typhoeus lied, well aware that most of the experience he earned was wasted on his capped class. “Just don’t worry about it. You got [Warriors Strength] to level 2 yesterday, so [Heavy Blows] can’t be too far behind.”

It had been two days since the Shining Swords had left Rhelea on a wild dragon chase to go hunt some poor creature they’d mistaken for Typhoeus. Considering that he was currently staying in their favoured inn in a room that they had paid for, he almost felt guilty for the long weeks in the mountains that lay ahead of them. But then again, they were out there trying to kill him, so it wasn’t like they didn’t deserve a few weeks of uncomfortable mattresses and Riyoul’s lousy cooking.

[Alternate Form] had reached level 37 yesterday, raising the cap on his much-reduced physical attributes to match, but other than that he had yet to see any real growth since taking his class from the chained dungeon core. He was getting antsy. They had already travelled across Rhelea to the different stores the Shining Swords had given him credit at and used the majority of it to outfit Arilla with some decent starting gear. Now that the warrior wouldn’t be going into battle clothed in rags and armed with a stick, the main thing holding them back was [Heavy Blows] refusal to level. The issue was greatly exacerbated by Arilla’s pitiful stamina supply.

Eventually, Arilla got up and resumed her training allowing Typhoeus to relax in his sun lounger as the afternoon’s heat and the sounds of Arilla’s warhammer intermittently smacking into the training dummy lulled him into a gentle sleep. He dreamt briefly of soaring through the sky on warm updrafts, of towering over his cowering siblings, and of going on an extraordinary journey to visit his mother, who was somehow back safe from the Everwar. It was a nice enough dream—until he remembered that his mother was most certainly dead and that it was his siblings who in fact towered over him. Their cries of terror morphed into domineering roars as they held him down, and their loud voices rumbled through his bones when they commanded him to leave the Dragonspines and never return. Again he felt their claws rip into his scales and his wings break beneath their jaws. Then finally, almost as if it was a mercy, they released him, letting him run away on four legs like some pathetic landbound mammal as the force of successive blasts of [Sovereign’s Breath] periodically buffeted him into the sides of the mountains that he fled across.

“I did it!” Arilla exclaimed in triumph, her shout of enthusiasm startling Typhoeus from his nap and saving him from his rapidly worsening nightmare.

“Great. In that case, we can get lunch while we browse the notices,” he said, feeling a little shaken as he discreetly wiped some drool away from the corner of his mouth.

The two of them walked into the main hall to find themselves a suitable kill quest—which was easier said than done. Rhelea’s proximity to the Dragonspines meant that there was an endless supply of monsters and the like for adventurers to hunt and kill. The quests on offer reflected that, with the vast majority of them offering large rewards for specific monster parts that were wanted by various crafters or alchemists within the town or by merchants, who would then go on to distribute them throughout the country.

The issue was that most of those quests required long expeditions into the massive mountain range, where high-level monsters freely intermingled and preyed upon the weak, ensuring that any such trip was a virtual death sentence for the sufficiently under-levelled. Sure, they had the necessary levels to hunt goblins and stray kobolds, but to physically get to the right hunting grounds, they would first have to embark on an epic journey through an area where levels varied from 1 to 30. Arilla simply couldn’t survive such a journey, and Typhoeus would struggle to maintain his guise as an average, low-level mage. The guild was seemingly aware of this problem and kept a carefully curated list of accessible low-levelled monster dens that were more annoyance than a threat for the graduates of their adventuring classes to complete as they ground their way through their early levels. Of course, these kill quests assumed a balanced party of at least four, where each member was a minimum level of 5. It wasn’t that they would be remotely challenging for him, but Typhoeus was hoping to avoid the attention that completing those bounties would undoubtedly garner, given their lower level and small team.

Typhoeus was making good use of his credit with the Adventurers Guild. Rather than taking the time-intensive lessons and training provided by the guild’s instructors, he had instead been buying food—a lot of it. While he was undoubtedly enjoying the humans’ expertise with spices, the true value of the meals lay in trying to quickly build back Arilla’s strength by stuffing her full of mana-rich monster meat. Given the comparative cost between food from the small kitchen behind the bar, and the months of tuition from high-level adventurers, they had enough credit to eat well for the better part of a year. Arilla returned from scouring the boards with a handful of multicoloured notices just as their lunch arrived. She sat down at the table opposite Typhoeus and he listened to her intently as she described the numerous bounties on offer while he made a start on his meal.

“What we need is to find out where those goblins came from,” Typhoeus said once she was done.

“What? But what’s wrong with these notices?” Arilla asked, gesturing to the small slips of coloured paper arrayed on their table.

“That pink one is to literally find someone’s pet cat.”

“Okay, so they’re not all great, but goblins can’t take over every farmstead within a day’s walk of Rhelea.”

“I wish they would,” Typhoeus grumbled, before sticking a large forkful of meat into his mouth which he then chewed loudly.

“What was that?” Arilla asked.

“Nothing,” Typhoeus said. “As I was saying, we should go back to the farm and track down the goblins that ran away.”

“Okay, I’ll admit that I do hate goblins, but I don’t want to waste a few days chasing after a small group that’s probably already been picked up by an outlying patrol,” she said, frowning.

“Do you have a better idea? Because I am not accepting a notice to go looking for a cat. I want to kill something, and goblins are practically everywhere. Even if they are all dead, we’ll likely stumble onto something else out there worth a level up or two,” he said, shaking his fork animatedly, not noticing until it was too late how droplets of meat juices were shaken across the table.

“But there’s no notice . . .” Arilla said, sounding hesitant.

“No, there isn’t, but each goblin ear is still good for two chalkoi, and the levels are worth more to us than money anyway,” he said with a triumphant smile.

“Okay, I guess, but isn’t there anything else we can do?”

“Well, there are those bandits . . .” Typhoeus said, his eyes lighting up with a predatory glint.

“No, Typh. I am not killing people, not for any amount of money,” Arilla stated resolutely.

“The money is pretty good considering they don’t even have levels, so it’s not like it would be hard,” he continued.

“They don’t have levels because their lord refused to let them near a class stone. There’s a reason that bounty is unfilled; half the people in Rhelea were ‘bandits’ from some noble or another’s estate until they made it inside the town’s walls and became people again,” she said, her voice steadily rising in volume with every word.

“Fine, fine, no killing other humans, then, I get it. So the goblins?” he asked hopefully, not wanting to risk her ire again so soon.

“Yeah alright, let’s go kill some monsters. After all, I suppose it’s what the Gods put the soulless things here for,” she sighed, not noticing how her words made Typhoeus’s smile fall.

* * *

The walk back to the farm was as boring for Typhoeus as it had the first time around. The land gently flattened out as the rolling hills that surrounded the large town slowly turned into carefully cultivated farmland. This time, he was treated to a new set of complaints from Arilla. “My armour is heavy,” “my hammer is heavy,” and, “do I have to wear it while we walk?” Typhoeus decided then that it was a good thing that they had left Rhelea so soon—he needed the reminder of how irritating the young warrior truly was. A shared bath and a few nights in the same small bed, and suddenly he was treating his disposable minion like a treasured item from within his hoard.

He looked at her, really looked. Arilla was taller than him at 5 feet and 10 inches or so to his own meagre 5 foot even. She was uncomfortably thin, with only the barest hints of muscle and fat reappearing on her frame as a result of her newly improved diet. Her hair was long and auburn, tied back in a tight braid that was tucked underneath her mail shirt as it fell halfway down her back. Her face was intangibly soft, and despite her lack of fat giving her an almost gaunt look, her cheekbones somehow retained a roundness to them that made her seem younger than her 18 years. Her hazel eyes were extremely expressive, alight with a curiosity and enthusiasm that seemed to almost grow in intensity with each passing day. She was wearing a modest cotton blouse and pair of dyed blue trousers, which was a marked improvement on her tattered rags that she once wore before. Of course, all of that was covered up by the long mail shirt that was belted around her narrow waist and hung down to the top of her knees, giving her a delightful metallic scent that enchanted Typhoeus’s refined nose.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“No, we’re close; get your hammer ready,” he said dismissively, refocusing his attention to better observe their surroundings.

“Oh right, sure,” she acknowledged as she fumbled for the heavy weapon tied to her belt. She clasped it firmly in two hands and marched onwards while Typhoeus hung back for several seconds like a good mage before following—after all, it was only proper to let the warrior go first.

The farmhouse was much as they had left it. The former residents likely had no interest in returning, and the Traylans who actually owned the land had yet to find new tenants. With that said, it was also apparent that the area had been looted, with the farm equipment that the goblins had once wielded now being conspicuously absent. That wasn’t all that was missing, however, as the goblin corpses which they had left to rot had all been removed, with wide streaks of blood along the ground making it obvious the direction they had been taken in.

As they approached the blood trail, Typhoeus picked up unpleasantly strong scents of goblin through [Sovereign’s Perception], but beneath that was something else, something more pungent. He relaxed his face into his usual predatory smile, delighting in how its presence caused Arilla to look around nervously. He quickly scanned the ground around the trail for something to confirm his suspicions, taking note of how the loose and sandy topsoil had been disturbed first by the creatures’ passing, and then again by the strong winds that tended to blow across the plains.

“Something big went that way,” Typhoeus stated, pointing in the general direction of the blood trails.

“I could have told you that,” Arilla said, sounding unimpressed. “Any idea if we can kill it?”

“Yeah, it should be below level 5. Easy experience.” Typhoeus lied as he began following the blood trail; his nose and his skill told him it wasn’t particularly far.

* * *

[Ogre level 12]

“That is clearly not below level 5,” Arilla whispered, her panic rising as she watched the monster sharpen its oversized tusks against a precariously leaning willow tree.

“Oh, come on it’s only level 12. We can take it, just think of the levels.” Typhoeus urged as he leaned in close against the warrior, pressing his small body against hers while they lay hidden, flat beneath the long wild grasses of the disused field.

The ogre lazily picked up a fallen goblin, lifting it effortlessly up into the air with one of its overly large hands wrapped around the much smaller creature’s green leg. It opened its mouth wide, revealing a huge, gaping maw filled with thick, flat teeth, and then it carefully lowered the goblin corpse towards its mouth and bit a large chunk out of the decomposing corpse. It chewed loudly, its blunt teeth pulverising flesh and splintering bone as it enjoyed its meal, a gormless look of contentment spread across its almost human face while it ingested another mouthful of rancid flesh. The unsettling sounds of its mastication echoed out through the open air to where Typhoeus and Arilla hid, the two lying flat on the ground in an attempt to evade detection and observe their chosen prey.

Arilla watched on white as a sheet as the enormous creature finished its mouthful with a loud belch before taking another massive bite of foul green meat. The ogre rested its broad back against the ailing tree, occasionally pausing with its meal to scratch its leathery hide with its large, blunt fingernails.

“We can’t fight that; how would I even . . .” she began, though her words trailed off into nothing.

“With your hammer, of course. Just because it’s taller than you doesn’t make it unkillable. You can’t go your entire career exclusively hunting things shorter than you.” Typhoeus said with no small amount of amusement.

“No, I guess not . . .”

“Okay, now listen up. Ogres are scavengers for the most part. They are too slow and stupid to really hunt anything, and this is one is just a baby.”

“That’s a baby?” she hissed.

“Well, technically it’s a child. Now don’t interrupt. As I was saying, think of it as just a really big, flesh-eating child. It’s barely in its first-tier, or clay-rank if you prefer, so your strength scores won’t be too dissimilar, but it’s almost twice your size, so if it hits you, you’re probably not getting back up without a healer.”

“So I’m supposed to just defeat a monster ten feet tall without taking a single hit?” Arilla asked sarcastically.

“I make it 9 and a half feet, not ten” Typhoeus corrected.

“Are you serious?” she said, though he could tell her resistance to the idea wavering.

“I don’t see what you’re complaining about; you have a warhammer, a coat of chainmail, and me. It will be easy. Now, do you feel ready?” he asked, nudging her reassuringly.

“No, I don’t, but I guess you’re right. I’ll never achieve anything if I try to stay in my comfort zone,” she said with something resembling determination.

“Good,” Typhoeus said with a warm smile before he quickly stood up from his hiding place in the long grass. His shimmering golden dress caught the last rays from the setting sun and immediately attracted the ogre’s attention. He raised an arm, and fired off a low-powered mana bolt just to make sure it noticed him. The giant creature rocked back on its heels as a chunk of condensed mana hit it squarely on the forehead. A large torrent of blood sprayed out everywhere, despite the spell failing to penetrate the creature’s thick skull. Most of the mana dispersing around its tough, apparently mana-resistant hide.

It roared in pain, blindly charging forwards as thick blood covered its eyes. The ogre knuckle walked towards them at great speed, kicking up great clumps of soil with every lumbering stride. Typhoeus looked down at Arilla, smiling sweetly at the warrior he considered his.

“Well, go on, then. Slay the ogre for me.”


Chapter 12

Stories

Arilla had always liked stories. From as far back as she cared to remember, she had been sneaking out of the relative safety of the orphanage’s thick stone walls in pursuit of her one vicarious pleasure. Rhelea was a big town, dangerous to those who didn’t know their way around it, but to her it had always been a playground. A place where the act of slinking into the taverns and bars, where bards could be found plying their trade, was her own secret triumph. Each song was a priceless treasure that offered her a glimpse at a better life where she wouldn’t have to scrape and kneel just to get by in threadbare clothes with a concave stomach.

She was sure the nuns thought she was escaping to do something far worse, or at least that was the impression she got from the severe scoldings that left her with bruises far worse than the ones she received whenever irate innkeepers chased her out for grubbing up their establishments with her characteristic orphan stink. But as Arilla got older, and hadn’t ended up getting pregnant from her numerous misadventures, the cantankerous old ladies in their starched cowls had moved on to other more free-spirited children who learned to hate the firm hands of their ever-present guardians.

There were a handful of different stories that reminded her of this particular moment: one where an unassuming young orphan was plucked from obscurity by a master mage and thrust, wholly unprepared, into a world they couldn’t possibly fathom. Of course, this would be the part in the story where the plucky orphan, usually with a distinguishing scar, birthmark, or quirk, would be revealed to be anything but ordinary. Some great inner power would dramatically announce itself, perhaps a magical bloodline or impressive System trait that manifested out from some hidden nook of their status, allowing them to draw upon this mysterious legacy to defeat the seemingly overwhelming foe in front of them.

Name: Arilla Foundling

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 20/20

SP: 20/20

MP: 0/0

Strength: 4

Dexterity: 1

Vitality: 2

Intelligence: 0

Willpower: 0

Charisma: 0

Class: Gutter Warrior Level 2

Heavy Blows level 2

Warrior’s Strength level 2

Heavy Blows level 2 - You may spend stamina to increase your effective strength score for the duration of a single blow. The increase to strength is determined by stamina spent + this skill’s level, with the maximum amount of stamina spent per blow capped by this skill’s level.

Warriors Strength level 2 - You may increase your effective strength score by the level of this skill.

“I suppose that would be too convenient,” she grumbled beneath her breath. She imagined Typh smiling in response, the strange woman’s hearing uncannily good for someone lacking a perception skill.

Arilla cursed her status’s failure to spontaneously generate some kind of unique advantage out of the ether, and swung her hammer with all her might. [Heavy Blows] thrummed in her chest, and she could practically feel her Gutter Warrior class sing out in delight at the prospect of a real opponent. Her hammer hit the ogre’s pale grey flesh, but resulted in nothing besides the isolated sound of a muffled impact. It was to be expected, really. She knew who her parents were: a washerwoman who’d died during childbirth and a carpenter’s apprentice who, for whatever reason, had decided against trying to raise his daughter alone. If there were any great mages or magical legacies in her ancestry, then she supposed that her parents would likely have achieved a little more with their lives. Perhaps they might have been in a position to leave her with something greater than just a cheap copper amulet and a headful of unanswered questions.

Her hammer was already heavy in her hands despite the mana burning through her veins. Her numerous complaints to Typh about its weight had first earned her the strange mage’s ire—and then eventually a spell that empowered her body, giving her the strength and speed to actually do battle with the fearsome creature before her. A part of her knew that the mage was at best a little odd, which if the stories were anything to go by was almost to be expected. Something about routinely bending Creation over your knee in order to give it a thorough spanking fundamentally altered your perspective on reality in ways that could be hard for the more mundane classers to relate to. She had been disappointed that the class stone in the Adventuring Guild hadn’t even given her the opportunity to learn magic—not that she would have been able to take it. Mages needed training more than any other classers, and Arilla couldn’t even get a job cleaning tables, so she strongly doubted her ability to find a mage to mentor her even if she’d had the talent.

She dodged another flailing limb. Her thoughts were interrupted as she ducked low to the ground at the last moment just before the ogre’s fist ripped through the air above her. The monster’s massive knuckles continued on until they hit the dying willow tree behind her. The aged wooden trunk shattered into a shower of sharp splinters that rained down upon them both. The ogre roared in a frustrated rage as Arilla danced around it. The warrior’s breath huffed loudly, and she did her best to traverse the field of churned-up mud that sucked at her feet with every one of her frantic adrenaline-fuelled steps. She was terrified—or at least she was well aware that she was supposed to be. Her class filled her with a euphoric joy that dampened her fear and forced her to enjoy the knife’s edge of her desperate dance. Her constant evasive movements were the only thing preventing her from sharing the same fate as the now-destroyed willow tree.

If there was one place in particular where the stories failed to measure up to reality, it was the smell. When Riyoul stalked through the sewers of the Iron Lich’s castle in order to murder him in his sleep, the story had focused on how brave he was for sneaking past an army of the undead, how smart he was for finding a gap in the wards, and how charming the rogue’s smile was when he looked death in the eye and laughed. Nowhere in the thirty-two stanzas of the Iron Lich’s Lament does a bard even mention how foul the smell must have been when the rogue crawled on his belly through four miles of raw sewage. If Arilla’s deeds were ever worthy of being recorded in song or story, then she would make damn sure that her authors made a note of how much monsters stank.

The ogre she was facing had a distinct musk to it far worse than the stench of a tavern full of unwashed adventurers. Every time it moved its powerful body, it let off a small spray of sweat that practically misted the air from its thick, leathery limbs. These tiny beads of moisture full of its animalistic stink did a far better job of hitting her in the face than its clumsy attacks ever could. And of course, all of that paled in comparison to the partially eaten goblin corpses piled chest high to the side of their life-and-death battle. Goblins stank at the best of times, but after being given three days to decompose underneath the hot summer’s sun, there just weren’t enough words in the Epherian language to describe how badly it stank. The overwhelming stench of decay threatened to make her weak at the knees in ways that her fear and exhaustion fell far short of.

She tried to put some distance between her and the massive creature while she thought of her next move, her hammer feeling woefully inadequate in the face of the giant beast. There was the added pressure of her time limit, which was not helping her think. Typh had insisted that the spell she had cast had a ‘soft time limit’, a point where the minor side effects would get progressively less minor as she succumbed to something called manaburn. Arilla’s low level limited the amount of mana she could safely tolerate, and the energising magic that at times felt like it was all that was keeping her failing body moving, could eventually become a significant problem. How long was too long, Typh had been frustratingly vague about, but in her defence, there really hadn’t been that much time to explain things as the mage hastily cast her spells while the ogre barreled towards them.

There were a lot of stories about giants, but ogres, their lesser cousins, rarely caught the imagination of bards in quite the same way. Caeber, the Shining Knight, had earned his fame for defeating marauding giants from the Frozen Wastes that sailed along the edges of Astresia looking for plunder, slaves, and man-flesh. Arilla strongly doubted he would be as widely heralded as he was today if he replicated the same feat against the much more common ogres. It probably didn’t help that they were ugly and stupid, more closely resembling a tusked ape than a man, but despite all their aesthetic inadequacies, they made up for it with their prolific ferocity and appetite. A fully grown ogre was more than enough to singlehandedly decimate and eventually eat a sizeable village.

Fortunately for Arilla, this ogre was still young, though the beast nearly reached 10 feet tall and was just about as wide. All brawn and very little brain, it reminded her of the drunks and bullies from her youth, and the monster physically loomed over her much in the same way that an adult did a child. It tried its very best to pound her into the uneven ground, constantly screaming its anger and frustration to the setting sun as it flailed about blindly. It swung its huge limbs at her while she used her superior spell-enhanced reflexes to frantically dodge out of the way of its clumsy blows. Her strategy so far was nothing more than to keep the ogre turning; so long as she didn’t stand still it was on the back foot, forced to turn its lumbering body awkwardly on its stubby legs as it tried to finally face her. Its ugly pug face contorted with rage and confusion as it tried to blink away the blood that continuously streamed down its face and into its eyes.

Arilla supposed that was another reason to thank Typh. That initial, seemingly thoughtless manabolt had done a remarkable job at effectively blinding the creature. Tiny glints of bright golden light still occasionally peeked out from underneath all that blood where the remnants of the spell prevented the wound from closing. The ogre’s naturally high regeneration was stymied by the arcane flechettes still buried in its skull. If only it wasn’t quite so tall—a solid hammer blow on those would either end the spell prematurely or ram them deeper into whatever passed for the monster’s brain. Arilla belatedly realised that this was the best idea she had on how to end the fight before she was forced to deal with the consequences of the potent mana flowing through her veins.

An arm that more closely resembled a tree trunk swung through the air, the wind whistling around it as it passed. Arilla deftly sidestepped out of the way, half stumbling, half falling as she evaded the blundering attack. Her ankle protested loudly as it was forced into an unnatural angle when she braced herself against the loose soil and pushed herself forwards inside the massive creature’s reach. She rolled along the muddy ground, dodging another swinging arm that shook the earth when it missed. Her mail coat jingled as it dragged her down, likely bruising her skin where the chain links pressed against her flesh through the thin material of her shirt. She quickly rose to her feet and swung her weapon once again at the blinded creature.

Again, Arilla activated [Heavy Blows] with her swing, and her class grinned with vicious approval as she spent her stamina to empower her strike. Her skill-infused muscles strained against the weight of her weapon as she tried to do everything in her power to increase the percussive force behind her attack. The heavy metal head of her warhammer collided against the side of the ogre’s knee with a resounding thud. The blow sending shockwaves of painful numbness radiating up her arms, but she grit her teeth and forced herself to move again before it could retaliate. Her successful strike may have earned her a heartbeat or two of respite, as this time the creature roared in pain rather than outrage. Its loud cries hurt her ears and scared a flock of starlings away from their perches in a distant tree.

Despite all this, the impact of her forged-steel hammerhead was still minimal. The monster’s thick leathery hide was able to withstand the heavy strikes with little apparent difficulty. It was the first time that she had landed a solid hit against that knee, and Arilla knew before she had even swung her hammer that it would not be the last. Already Arilla was bone-weary, and try as she might to maintain her belief that this fight was winnable, every successful strike that failed to end the monster disheartened her; it was only by pouring a lifetime’s worth of anger and frustrations into every step and strike was she able to overcome her body’s insistent demands that she stop and rest. It was an increasingly alluring prospect despite knowing how immediately lethal it would be.

As the fight dragged on, they both slowed. Their respective stamina pools circled the drain, but she knew this was a tradeoff that favoured the ogre over herself. Any one of the massive creature’s strikes would likely take her out of the fight, whereas she needed to land several vital hits before she would be able to say the same. On and on they went. The ground where they fought had started out as relatively flat-packed earth, but with every one of the powerful creature’s giant steps and missed swings, more and more of the ground was displaced with stones and kicked-up soil. As the long minutes stretched on, deep trenches grew steadily in the soil. The creature’s blood continued to stream from its forehead and run down its broad body in great rivulets, where it eventually mixed with the loose soil forming a slick surface of vile mud amidst all the disturbed dirt. Each step that Arilla took was harder than the last, and each swing of her hammer more strenuous than the one before—her willpower flagged and she struggled to maintain her footing on the uneven ground. By the virtue of its superior size the ogre was largely able to ignore the difficulties Arilla had with the broken terrain. The monster effectively stabilised the ground beneath it as it compressed the muddy soil under its bestial cloven feet.

To the uneducated observer, Arillas’ plight looked grim, but the ogre for all its might and fury had yet to land a single strike, and already it had taken countless hammer blows to its thick knees. Arilla’s gruelling practice with her weapon paid off as she stretched her limited spell-enhanced stamina supply to keep herself moving and fighting when every inch of her body screamed at her to stop. While the creature’s tough hide remained unbroken, each strike of the hammer bruised flesh and sent cracks running through the bones of its comparatively delicate knee joint. Her persistence was finally rewarded minutes later when her hammer hit and a wet popping sound immediately followed.

The creature fell to one knee, and she smiled, for she knew that the fight was already over. As the creature roared in true agony, for the first time she allowed herself a handful of heartbeats to catch her breath and adjust the sweat-slick hammer in her hands. The ogre’s death was now just a matter of time. She stepped forwards, her arms screaming out in pain when she once again raised her hammer up in the air. She swung.

Some time passed.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 12 Adolescent Ogre. Experience is awarded.*


Chapter 13

Questions

*Congratulations on defeating a level 12 Adolescent Ogre. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations, you have reached Sorcerer level 2.*

*Congratulations, you have reached Sorcerer level 3.*

Upon seeing the System notification Typhoeus immediately halted the flow of mana to his spells—and Arilla collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut. Her moment of triumph ended abruptly as the mana that had been keeping her going dissipated, and her inflated stats plummeted to her much more modest baseline.

He rushed forwards to catch her as fast as his 37 dexterity would allow, arriving by her side just as the cramps started. Her body pushed well past its limits by Typhoeus’s mana and her own determination. She tried to talk, raising a contorted hand up to reach for him, but instead, he shushed her, taking her hands in his and placing them gently over her stomach.

“Sleep now, you did well, so very well . . .” Typhoeus whispered softly as he cradled her head against his chest, taking the time to carefully tuck a loose strand of her long auburn hair back behind her ear. She started to seize a full minute earlier than he had anticipated, and while he had the strength score to hold her still, his [Alternate Form] was simply too small and lacked the necessary leverage. So with reluctance, he pulled once more on [Sovereign’s Arcana], burning through his deep mana reserves in order to keep her still with golden bands of hardened light wrapping around her body as it desperately tried to shake itself apart.

When the seizure continued for far longer than he had predicted, Typhoeus started to grow a little concerned, and he was forced to admit to himself that maybe he had pushed a little too much mana into Arilla’s body. She was only human, after all, and a low-level one at that. While he may have been empowering his own body as needed since he was just a wyrmling, he had to remember that just because he liked her, it didn’t suddenly mean she was as resilient to manaburn as a dragon was.

Attempting to quash his budding worries for Arilla’s wellbeing, he told himself that he was just using her to help ensure his survival and that her rapid growth was part of his plan to help draw attention away from his own. She was disposable, replaceable, and not someone he could allow himself to become overly attached to. For the same reasons the goblins would never forgive humanity, he too had to maintain some distance. He was already an exile. The last thing he wanted was to be labelled a traitor too. And yet, the thought of abandoning her behind left a sour taste in his mouth that he could not ignore. Her brief presence in his life emboldened it and provided a welcome respite from the solitude that had defined his youth.

Once he was confident she would recover from the backlash of his spell, Typhoeus decided to take advantage of his adventuring partner’s unconscious state and do a bit of quick hunting in order to raise his level to match hers at 4. He had enough experience with levelling to know how to ‘feel out’ his levels, and he knew that contributing to the ogre kill was just enough for him to reach the cusp of level 3, whereas Arilla, lacking a second class, would probably be well on the way to 5. He was going to have to come up with a better long-term solution to hide the fact that he was dual classed and was therefore able to use less than half of the experience he would otherwise earn, but for now killing things while Arilla slept was the best plan he could come up with to maintain their level parity. He wove a few hundred mana into a quick ward that wrapped around Arilla and the nearby ogre’s corpse, powerful enough to dissuade anything without truly sizable mental scores from venturing close.

He carefully took off his clothes, reverently folding them and placing them next to Arilla’s unconscious body, before walking several steps away and reverting back into his true form. He shivered with pleasure as he cast off the constraining flesh of a human, stretching his wings out wide for the first time in over a week; the delicate membranes caught not just the gentle winds but also the thick life-giving mana blowing in from the Dragonspines so many miles away to the west. He stretched out his back and bared his fangs while he took the time to revel in the joy of being a dragon.

Without the cloying intensity of human hormones addling his mind, Arilla looked so very different through his draconic eyes. Smaller and more vulnerable, but no less precious to him. He was equal parts relieved and dismayed to feel his physical attraction for her wane with his transformation. The knowledge that his lust was part of a biological reaction that he could simply turn off was not as comforting to him as he had hoped it would be, as he now felt his desire’s loss like it was a physical thing now denied to him in his true flesh.

He turned away from Arilla, lowering his serpentine neck closer to the ground and spending mana frivolously to obscure any signs of his presence on the already disturbed soil. His much stronger nose had no trouble picking up the scent trail that he was interested in, and he took to the sky just as the setting sun finally transitioned into twilight. He flew low to avoid the attention of anyone watching the horizon for signs of a dragon’s passage, as unlikely as that may be. The ogre was young, a few years old at most, which meant that it couldn’t have roamed too far away from the rest of its brood. Typhoeus began his hunt, starting first with its siblings as he kept a careful eye on his sense of fullness, and his progress towards the next level ratcheted up several notches with each ogre kill.

* * *

Arilla slept for two days. She finally woke in the evening of the second night to the presumably comforting sounds and smells of Typhoeus cooking over an open fire.

“What happened?” Arilla asked, her eyes widening with surprise at the hoarse sound of her own voice. Her hand raised to cautiously touch her own throat.

“You won,” Typhoeus said, walking over to her where he crouched down and handed over a heavy waterskin. “Don’t you remember?”

“I think so? How long was I out?” she asked, drinking deep from the waterskin and only stopping when Typhoeus pulled it out of her feeble grasp.

“Easy—small sips or you’ll make yourself sick,” Typhoeus cautioned before handing it back to her; he carefully watched her to make sure that she followed his instructions. “Considering how close you came to dying from manaburn, not that long. Two days.”

“Two days!” she exclaimed in horror, dropping the waterskin on the ground as she tried and failed to sit upright. “I nearly died?”

“Nearly. I may have misjudged how much mana your body could safely handle, but you’re fine now, and two days for two levels isn’t a bad trade, if you ask me,” he said, retrieving the waterskin from the ground and carefully replacing the stopper in its spout before too much water could leak out.

“I guess, although you warned me that I might pass out. You said nothing about a bloody coma!” Arilla retorted, wincing when she sat up onto her elbows in her large sleeping bag. “Uhm, Typh, why am I naked?”

“You were asleep for two days. I obviously had to clean you, and this way I didn’t have to do any extra laundry,” Typhoeus explained, ignoring Arilla’s deep blushes that started at her cheeks and radiated all the way down her bare chest. “Now, do you think you can handle food? You woke up just in time for dinner.”

“Yes, I think so,” she said as Typhoeus returned to the fire, briefly passing out of her eye line and returning a few minutes later with a thick marbled steak on a thin wooden plate.

The two of them ate in companionable silence, the only sounds being that of the gentle wind blowing over the plains and the crackling of the nearby campfire.

“Typh, with you boosting my stats like that, shouldn’t that fight have been much easier?” she asked.

“No, not really. Why do you ask?” Typhoeus said between large mouthfuls, each one straining his jaw as he passionately overindulged in his meal.

“Well, I thought your spell made me stronger than the monster,” Arilla asked, clearly confused by his answer.

“No. My spell gave you a higher strength score than the ogre. It was still much, much stronger than you,” Typhoeus explained.

“But . . .” Arilla trailed off, her confusion clear on her face.

“Arilla, you do know how your stats work right?” he asked.

“Not really. I mean, I know the obvious stuff, but the orphanage didn’t really teach us much beyond how to read. Once we were too old to get adopted or receive an apprenticeship, they pretty much just left us alone until we aged out,” she said glumly.

“Okay, so what do you know about exponents?” Typhoeus asked.

“Uhm . . . Is that a monster?” she asked.

“No, it’s maths,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Right, all you need to know is that your stats act as a modifier to your innate abilities. At low levels like ours, the modifier isn’t that big, and in terms of raw power, you’re probably better off focusing on improving your baseline abilities through diet, exercise, and expertise. But each point added to a stat increases the modifier more than the last, and at high levels, it adds up to a lot.”

She stared at him blankly, causing him to groan in despair.

“My spell made your stats so high that you were nearly twice as fast and strong as you are normally. While the ogre’s stats were much lower, because of its size it had a much higher natural baseline strength than you. So much so that, even when you were twice as strong as your base, you were still its physical inferior,” Typhoeus said, wincing internally at the dumbed-down explanation. He knew from his ancestral knowledge that dragons in the distant past had humans serve under them, but the memories he had access to glossed over the minutiae of how irritating it was to explain every little detail about the world to them.

“Huh . . .” Arilla said awkwardly, the look of understanding on her face spoiled by her tone that suggested she had more questions.

“What?” Typhoeus asked, bracing himself for the inevitable.

“You know so much about adventuring,” Arilla began. Her voice sounded cautious, as if she was feeling out his reaction with every word.

“I do . . .” he said suspiciously.

“And you know the Shining Swords,” she continued.

“Yes . . .”

“So . . . is Caeber your father?”

“No of course not,” he said, somewhat relieved that this was her big question.

“But I thought . . . Doesn’t he have a clandestine relationship with Mara? A forbidden love that can never be between two party members,” Arilla said dejectedly. “I mean, that’s what the songs say!”

“It wouldn’t be a clandestine relationship if every bard in Rhelea already knew about it, now would it? Anyway no, Caeber is not my father. I highly doubt he’s anyone’s father seeing how he’s only sexually attracted to men,” Typhoeus declared, deriving a small amount of amusement from how Arilla’s eyebrows twitched upwards in surprise.

“He is?” Arilla asked, sounding shocked.

“Yes, it’s obvious. He’s never once looked at my breasts,” Typhoeus declared.

“Typh, you can’t use your tits as a way of divining which way someone’s interests lie; maybe he just likes a more modest bust?” she said, briefly looking down at her own chest.

“And he keeps having sex with the innkeeper where we are staying,” Typhoeus added.

“You mean Julian? That nice older man?” Arilla asked, her voice pitched higher in surprise.

“I think Caeber’s older actually—he just has a very high vitality score. And yes I’m sure, I just told you so didn’t I?” Typhoeus said.

“Oh . . . Well if Caeber and Mara aren’t your parents and they didn’t raise you in secret, then who taught you all this?” she asked, swiftly moving on.

“You listen to way too many bard tales if you believed for a second that I’m some high-level adventurer’s bastard starting out on some grand quest to prove my worth,” Typhoeus scoffed.

“You’re dodging my question,” Arilla said.

“No, I’m not,” Typhoeus said, dodging the question.

“Yes, you are. You change the subject and imply that I’m stupid whenever I ask you about your past,” she said, sounding more hurt than angry, a distinction that made him feel strangely uncomfortable.

“I do not, I’m just a very private person,” he said defensively.

“Typh, I’m not an idiot. I know you have secrets. You know far too much magic for someone who just got their class. Mages are supposed to spend months and months just learning how to cast their first spells, yet you know all these different spell forms that I’ve never even heard of!”

Typhoeus was silent. He was completely at a loss as to how to answer that. How was he supposed to have known that low-level human mages were so woefully inadequate? Every lie that could explain away his prowess fell flat in his head, and he belatedly realised that he was more than a little scared of saying the wrong thing and making things worse.

“Typh, you can trust me. I’ve proven that much, haven’t I?” Arilla asked, her eyes pleading as she looked up at him from the sleeping bag that had until so recently been her sickbed—A sick bed that he had put her in, first with his carelessness and then again with his need to protect his secrets.

“We barely even know each other,” he said, his resolve wavering.

“We sleep in the same bed every night!” she retorted.

“I’m just being frugal,” he said quietly.

“Right, and the bath? That was just chalkoi pinching to you?” Arilla yelled, hurt and anger in her voice. “We had sex, Typh! It may not be a big deal to you, but it is to me!”

“I . . .” He shut his mouth before he could say anything else.

“I just don’t understand why you’re so hot and cold. One minute you’re weirdly intense about how we’ll be adventuring together forever under the banner of ‘the Golden Scales,’ and the next, you treat me like I’m nothing but a warm body for you to boss around,” she continued, her confidence seemingly building upon itself as her righteous complaints poured outwards.

There was a long pause, and at some point Typhoeus realised that his eyes were wet despite not knowing why. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly, his eyes downcast as they filled up with water.

“That’s not good enough! I’m a person, and I have feelings. I really like you, and I already owe you so much, but I deserve to be treated better than this,” Arilla said, her anger still building despite his tears.

Silence again. He felt terrible, like a coward who was unable to even talk back in his own defence. An uncomfortable mix of nausea and anguish roiled in his stomach as his stupid human feelings got in the way of his plans. How confident he was only moments ago that things were going smoothly, but apparently he’d been very wrong.

“Look I’m tired, and I don’t want to fight. I can respect that there are certain things that you want to keep private, but you need to stop lying to me all the time. I just wanted to know a little bit about the woman that I’m trusting my life to!” she said, looking away from him and turning onto her side in the sleeping bag.

He knew that he had failed, that the smart thing to do was to leave and try again with someone else. In her weakened state, Arilla probably wouldn’t survive the journey back to Rhelea by herself, and if he really wanted to make sure then it wouldn’t be hard. He had killed and eaten adventurers before, and that’s all that she was to him: just another human. He looked at her and imagined biting down on the throat that he just wanted to kiss. How it would feel to have her hot blood spurting around his teeth as the rich metallic taste of her filled his mouth.

It immediately made him feel sick. The very idea of harming Arilla turned his stomach, and he almost shivered with revulsion. He couldn’t hurt her, and he wouldn’t leave her, which only really left one option.

“I—I have a hidden class, this mage tagged class is just my second one. My main class is nothing bad, but it would get me in a lot of trouble if anyone ever found out about it,” he said, trusting her with the tiniest sliver of his secret as wet tears steadily dripped down his face.

“Thank you for being honest with me,” Arilla said, her tone saying that the conversation was done. For now.

“Can I come in?” he asked, reluctant to sleep alone now that she was finally awake.

“Yeah okay, but keep your hands to yourself. I’m still too upset to cuddle,” she said as she turned over to make space for him.

He quickly crawled into the sleeping bag next to Arilla, finding comfort in her warmth even if it was less intimate than usual.

“Hey, Typh?” she asked.

“Yes?” he answered, dreading another difficult question.

“Where did we get all that steak from?”

“Didn’t you like it? That was the ogre. You should always eat what you kill.”


Chapter 14

Help

“So why are you even doing this?” Arilla asked, her brow raised in question as they walked along the wild fields surrounding Rhelea.

The late morning sun was beating down on them both. The cool breeze from the mountains to the west was notably absent, and without the benefit of shade from trees or nearby buildings, their walk was growing increasingly unpleasant. The wild plants that had sprouted out from the once tilled soil seemed to be suffering almost as much as Arilla was beneath her heavy mail coat. The plantlife was bleached yellow and brown and its springtime growth wilted in the summer’s dry heat.

“I’m trying to blend in,” Typhoeus admitted awkwardly, well aware that his disguise had lasted all of four days with Arilla before being compromised—six if you counted the time when she was unconscious.

“You’re not doing a very good job,” she said with a wry smile.

“I know . . .” Typhoeus acknowledged, his eyes momentarily closing with frustration as he mentally recounted his numerous errors at passing for a normal human mage.

“Couldn’t you just power through the early levels really quickly?” Arilla asked, sounding more curious than afraid.

The ‘revelation’ about his second class had seemingly piqued her inquisitive nature rather than triggering her fear response. It wasn’t the greatest indicator of her intelligence, especially seeing how the System typically only offered skills capable of obscuring class information to the more nefarious sounding classes. Then again, from his conversations with Arilla, her education on all the important aspects of the System seemed to be severely lacking. His favourite human had latched on to bard’s tales as a method of educating herself about her place in the wider world.

“I could, but then it would be really obvious what I was doing if I did that,” he said with a huff. “If I returned to Rhelea after a couple of days in the wilds, dozens of levels higher than when I left, people would question it—people like the Shining Swords, and their questions would get me killed.”

“You’re hiding from them?” she asked, her apparent unease making itself known in the tone of her normally light voice.

“I’m hiding from everyone, although I prefer to think of it as tactically picking my battles,” Typhoeus said with an awkward smile.

“And you won’t tell me what your hidden class is?” Arilla asked, sounding more than a little bit curious.

“I’d . . . rather not say,” Typhoeus said, wincing internally at the sense of discomfort that he felt as he actively concealed the truth about himself from her.

“Okay, I’ll let it go for now,” she said, her words causing Typhoeus’s heart to quicken with elation. “But are you sure that the Shining Swords don’t know? After you told me you had a hidden class I thought for sure that they knew, and that’s why Caeber and Mara were so invested in you.”

“No, they don’t know anything, only you do. I suspect they just care because they are good people, and I think Caeber feels guilty because he failed to kill the dragon,” he said, a smile on his face as he watched her freckled cheeks blush in response to his words.

“What dragon? Wait, do you mean the Stunted Dragon? The Tiny Drake of the foothills?” she asked incredulously. “What does that have to do with anything?”

Typhoeus gave her a look.

“Did I say something wrong?” Arilla asked.

“No, I guess you didn’t. I met them in the foothills of the Dragonspines. They think that they rescued me from the Tiny Drake, but I wasn’t in any actual danger,” Typhoeus said quickly, hating that he had to use one of his more unflattering monikers.

“A dragon? Really? Wow! Uhm just wow!” Arilla spluttered, the human seeming to be more than a little bit awed that he’d met a dragon in the flesh. The irony of her expressing that to him as he agonised over concealing his true form, was not something that he appreciated.

“That was barely coherent,” Typhoeus said disparagingly.

“Okay, so uhm, you weren’t in any danger because of your class?” she asked, shaking her head as she refocused on the conversion.

“Because of my class,” he repeated, not quite lying to her but aware that he was definitely bending the truth.

“I think I get it,” she said, her tone sounding far less confident than her statement suggested.

“You do?” he asked.

“Yes, but . . .” she said.

“But what?”

“They’re going to figure it out eventually. They’re not dumb, and you are awful at ‘blending in’ as you put it,” she said, hurtling through the words as if she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to get through them otherwise.

“I’m getting better at it,” he said, feeling a little bit hurt by how unconvinced Arilla looked. “What?”

“I could help you,” she offered quietly.

“You are helping me—we’re hunting goblins,” Typhoeus stated.

“No, I mean that I could help you with other things. Like blending in better,” she said, her confidence rising as she met his eyes with hers, the look on her face showing her seriousness as she clarified her offer of help.

“You’d do that? Is it because we . . .” he said, trailing off, still uncomfortable talking about the sexual nature of their relationship.

“I’ll do it because I’m a good person, and I know what it is to be afraid. You can’t live your life constantly worried about being outed. Just promise me you’re not a necromancer or a diabolist or something else just as bad,” Arilla said assertively.

“I promise,” he said, relieved at least that he didn’t have to explicitly lie to her again. That wasn’t to say that he didn’t feel conflicted about making this promise, for he did. While to his eyes being a dragon was as natural as the hot summer’s day they were both tolerating, to her, it probably was as bad if not worse than being a necromancer or a diabolist, even if his class didn’t require a fresh supply of corpses or live sacrifices. Still, he made the promise, not just because he needed her help, but because he wanted her specifically to help him. For reasons he didn’t entirely understand, he knew that he wanted to tie her life closer to his, even if it was with lies and broken promises. It was selfish and perhaps even a little bit cruel, but he was a dragon, and despite his best intentions, inevitably dragons always did whatever they wanted.

“Okay, then I’ll help you. Just know that if you violate my trust I will never forgive you,” she said, her words hammering home his resolution to put off telling her the whole truth for as long as he possibly could.

Things as a whole had changed a lot since their fight. In many ways they were better: he was much more open and honest with her than before, but he was conspicuously aware how all of their problems were his fault. Already he found the simple admission about his ‘second class’ had made his life significantly less stressful now that he didn’t have to lie to her all of the time. He still wasn’t being completely truthful, but he had settled into a comfortable fiction that was as close to his truth as it could be without him saying the three magic words.

I’m not human.

Typhoeus was fairly sure he knew exactly how she would react if she ever found out the truth about him. While she had surprised him before, Arilla had made her views very clear about how she perceived non-humans. It was disappointing, to be sure, but it was to be expected considering the culture she had grown up in.

He was learning a lot of valuable lessons from her about her species. Her quirks and mannerisms better informed him on how to act, and with his high mental stats he found himself quickly learning how to incorporate the minute movements into his own body language as he came to slowly perfect his disguise. He really shouldn’t have been surprised that living in such close proximity with a human for a few short days was far more informative than years of killing and eating them, ever could be, but he was.

They had moved their camp away from the butchered ogre before spending a few days grinding Arilla’s two skills up to level 4. Typhoeus, with his own pair of low-level mage skills, was not limited by a comparatively small mana pool, and he had no trouble quickly levelling them up to 4 while Arilla had slept. Thankfully, he was able to simply leverage his massive mana supply to quickly brute force his way through the early skill levels. For [Sorcerer’s Reservoir], he pushed mana into and out of the silver teeth that he kept in his dress’s pocket, and for [Sorcerous Empowerment], he had reluctantly sacrificed his HP to fuel several volleys of manabolts that he sent flying into the pile of rotting goblin corpses. The predictably messy result had only given them a greater incentive to move their campsite.

Spending his HP to empower his magic was a very dangerous prospect—especially when it came time to use the ability on a more appropriately levelled enemy. For now, he just ignored the mild discomfort it caused him and enjoyed the modest increase in his offensive potential. The training had been tedious for both of them, but it had given Arilla more time to recover from her manaburn while also giving them both some distance between them and their heated confrontation. By the time they were ready to move on, the trail of the surviving goblins had grown even colder. Fortunately, they remained incredibly easy creatures to follow. While their tracks may have been a week old, it hadn’t rained at all during that time, and the feral creatures had left a trail of faeces and broken branches that was obvious to Typhoeus’s nose even without the benefit of [Sovereign’s Perception].

He led Arilla farther east as they followed the tracks, quickly leaving the abandoned farmland behind them and moving deeper into the untamed wilderness that separated the human settlements from one another. As civilization grew more distant, the trail began twisting and turning erratically—likely the goblins going out of their way to avoid the scent marked territories of other more dangerous predators. They travelled for another day like that before finally bedding down together beneath the open night’s sky and feasting on some small game Typhoeus was able to lure in with a simple spell. With his arcane wards, they were able to sleep without watches, confident that in the unlikely event they were discovered by anything able to power through his magic, they would at least wake up first. In practice, that meant they spent their nights in relative comfort, staying up late talking by the fire before settling down to sleep in each other’s arms.

It was romantic in its own way, and when Arilla’s lips found Typhoeus’s in the dark, she seemed surprised to learn that he tasted like cinnamon. By this point, they had already done everything but kiss, making the simple act of affection feel almost illicit as a consequence. Arilla may have initiated the kiss, but Typhoeus retaliated with the hunger of a dragon. He had been too insecure in his adopted form to even talk about, let alone act upon his body’s myriad of confusing urges.

Their lips mashed together as they both fumbled with each other’s clothing beneath the open sky. The unspoken lie of their shared sleeping bag, a decision allegedly made for warmth and frugality’s sake, was finally revealed for what it was. Within the tight confines of the fur-lined leather they were unable to easily navigate each other’s bodies. Awkward knees and elbows dug into each other as they frantically grasped for one another’s flesh, desperate in their mutual need to taste and feel.

With youthful enthusiasm, they explored each other’s bodies together. Their current efforts put their past attempt to shame as, heedless of their exposed environment or the discomfort of their thin mattress over the bumpy ground, they pushed each other forwards in their pleasure. Typhoeus lay on top of Arilla, the much taller woman subjugated beneath his vastly superior strength. Any thoughts of holding back his capabilities was forgotten as he held her wrists down high above her head with one hand while she enthusiastically bucked her hips against the other.

His fingers roamed the delicate folds of her vulva. The dragon analysed her reactions as he experimentally stroked her exterior lips before finally settling into the tried and tested ‘come hither’ motion with his index and middle finger, circling his thumb around the harder button of flesh that was her clitoris.

He continued kissing her while his hand worked; his efforts were made all the more difficult by both Arilla’s vigorous thrusts and the bountiful lubrication her body was making. The multitasking was hard, but it was far easier than flying and much more rewarding, so he persisted.

Arilla’s moans rapidly grew more unintelligible until her orgasm overtook her. Her legs locked, and she screamed into Typhoeus’s love bitten neck with her release. Moments passed as they lay entwined with one another before either of them spoke.

“That was . . . Gods above . . . that was good . . .” Arilla said, her naked chest still heaving with exertion. “You’re getting better at that.”

“Of course. I told you, I’m good at everything I do,” Typhoeus said, earning himself a playful punch on the arm.

“You didn’t . . . I mean, I didn’t . . . I haven’t done anything for you,” Arilla panted.

“No, you haven’t, but it’s not like we’re finished now, are we? Now take a minute to catch your breath, for we have all the time in the world. And, well . . .” Typhoeus said, trailing off.

“And what?” Arilla asked, smiling wider than Typhoeus had ever seen her do so before.

“And I’m hungry,” the dragon said, his predatory smile once again sending shivers down Arilla’s spine.

He waited far less than the full minute before he began spinning about within the sleeping bag, an inelegant manoeuvre made all the more challenging by the limited. He orientated himself so that his face was hovering over her glistening crotch, and hers presumably beneath his. He licked his lips in anticipation as he lowered himself down, spreading her open with his fingers while he moved his mouth to suckle on her erect clit.

Her reaction was as immediate as it was gratifying. The young warrior bucked her hips and moaned with pleasure, grinding her wet pussy into his face as she reached down with her hands to push his willing mouth down harder against her clit. Typhoeus had to exert all of his strength just to push her straining hips back down on the ground and try to retake control of the moment, even if he did enjoy the fists that she made with her tight grip on his hair. He felt his own arousal grow between his legs and he carefully used his lips to delicately hold her sensitive clit in place while he enthusiastically lashed the organ with his tongue. The dragon enjoyed the taste and feel of her in his mouth as he suckled at her sex, savouring every moment.

Arilla relented somewhat, succumbing to his efforts to hold her still even if she maintained her painful grip on his hair. The pain adding to the perceived illicitness of the act and drove his lust forwards. He explored her body, dragging his fingernails over the soft skin of her inner thighs and tracing the contours of her flesh until he worked his way around to the firm cheeks of her pert butt. He vigorously squeezed and he pulled her hips closer against his face while she writhed against him.

Typhoeus felt a wet tongue experimentally lick along the entire length of his vagina. It started at the base of his canal and slowly worked its way up between the folds of his inner lips, stopping agonisingly short of touching his throbbing clit. The sudden stimulation caused him to very nearly lose his hold on Arilla’s as his burning arousal transcended into pleasure. The warrior’s tongue repeated its slow and deliberate path across his vulva. Inside him the tongue went, spearing itself deep within his folds before it smoothly withdrew and passed up along his labia, stimulating his sensitive flesh as it went.

Moments before her tongue stopped short of touching his clitoris, he quickly ground his hips down onto Arilla’s face. She let out a yelp of surprise as their two organs made blissful contact for the briefest of moments before she pulled her tongue back, denying the dragon the stimulation he craved while she continued to tease him.

Taking inspiration from her, Typhoeus finally released Arilla’s clitoris from his mouth, and instead he mirrored her movements. He dipped his tongue into the soaking canal of her vagina where he savoured the musky sweetness of her fluids before following her example by slowly leading his tongue between her folds. He felt her tugging on his hair, urging him to resume his assault on her clit as sharp stings of pain ran through his scalp. The sensation mixed with the pleasure coming from his pussy and only serving to heighten his arousal while he continued to deny her the stimulation that they both so desperately wanted.

Arilla caved before him. Maybe it was the difference in their willpower stats, or maybe she was just closer to cumming than he was. He felt her mouth close around his clitoris, pinching it slightly as her tongue lapped against it. The building tension in his body finally erupted when he finally came against her face. She continued to give him what he wanted, orgasms following each other in rapid succession, and he returned the favour. But it was hard to focus his tongue between the involuntary moans that forced their way out of his mouth as he kept cumming. When he was spent, he realised that she hadn’t cum once since he removed his fingers from her what felt like hours ago. So he experimentally delved between her lips with a curled digit and was immediately rewarded by her whole body violently shaking as she violently came.

Her orgasm was so vigorous and unexpected that he had an unpleasant flashback to when she’d had her prolonged seizure, and he reflexively immobilised her with thick bands of golden light that held her in place as she finished. When he realised what he had done he quickly dismissed the spell, but it was too late, and Arillas eyes went wide with surprise as she waited for him to reorient himself before explaining.

“I’m sorry, you caught me off guard,” Typhoeus said quickly, his eyes downcast as he apologised.

“It’s okay, that was a really big one. I should have told you that I always need a little penetration to finish, but . . . what was that at the end?” Arilla asked him breathlessly.

“It was just a little spell; it was harmless, really, you don’t have to worry,” he said, his tone urgent as he tried to forestall another potential argument.

“It’s okay. It was unexpected . . . but not entirely unpleasant,” she said, her calm tone surprising him.

“Good, I was worried I really fucked up at the end there,” he said, the relief evident in his voice.

“Well you did—fuck up, I mean. But I can forgive it just this once so long as it doesn’t happen again without me asking for it first,” she said with a small smile on her face.

“Okay . . . why would you ask for it?” he asked.

“Well, why don’t you start by telling me what other shapes you can do.”


Chapter 15

Plans

Typhoeus was not enjoying himself. As relieved as he was to have performed his necessary biological functions in the wild, there was no amount of condensed water in all of Creation that could substitute for toilet paper—a true luxury that he had taken for granted during his brief stay at the Huntsman’s Rest. Arilla was mockingly unsympathetic to his plight when she revealed that she had been wiping her increasingly shapely ass with leaves, of all things, for the entire duration of their excursion. It was not only the most unsanitary thing he had ever heard of, but also a far cry from his experiences of shitting from afar while he flew through the sky. The novelty of having to dig an actual hole in the ground to crap in had worn off the instant he had first tried it. He finished cleaning himself off and kicked dirt over the foul-smelling hole that he was forced to confront as a land-bound mammal. The dragon smoothed out the crinkles in his dress and went to rejoin Arilla while trying to banish the unpleasant memory from his mind.

“Have a nice shit, princess?” she asked mockingly.

“Fuck off,” Typhoeus said, in no mood for her games, though she burst out laughing.

“I can’t believe you thought toilet paper was normal,” she said between guffaws.

“Are you ever going to let this go?”

“Honestly, no. Not after 18 years of making do with moss and straw.”

“I don’t understand how people live like this,” he asked despairingly, shaking his head as he tried not to imagine the unfortunate results of such an act.

“It’s easy when you aren’t born with a silver spoon stuck up your arse,” she said, leading the way through the thicket of trees.

The thick tree trunks that made up this part of the forest absorbed almost all of the natural light, denying the undergrowth the opportunity to grow into any kind of real obstacle that could slow their steady progress. As Typhoeus and Arilla walked along the forest floor between the towering trees, they made do with the dappled sunlight that managed to filter through the canopy and cast the area in perpetual dim light. While the lack of direct sunlight made the types of plant life living beneath the canopy somewhat monotonous, there were all manner of small shade-dwelling plants that had adapted to better make use of their limited resources. Many of which managed to survive in the harsh conditions of the perpetual gloom by supplementing their diet with nutrients stolen from the larger trees and the abundant fauna that lived within the forest. Thick, choking vines slowly strangled the life out of nearby trees and carnivorous plants lured in creatures large and small alike, before swiftly killing them with thorns, acid, teeth, or more often than not poison.

Contrary to Arilla’s expectations the path of the goblins had never crossed with that of a guard patrol. In fact, neither of them saw any signs of patrolling guardsmen or soldiers of any kind as they made their way from the outlying farmsteads and into the Green Forest proper. The flat, disused farmland was being steadily reclaimed by the sprawling forest to the east. Eventually, the week-old trail led the two wood-rank adventurers to a small clearing, where the goblins’ path abruptly shifted to the south, suddenly growing much stronger in its intensity despite its age. Judging from the broken branches and traces of blood that accompanied this change, Typhoeus made an educated guess that this was likely where the small group that had fled the farmhouse had encountered more of their kind and were enveloped into the new tribe with only minor bloodshed, a relative rarity for their species.

That there were more goblins in the forest was of no surprise to Typhoeus, but this discovery, coupled with the lack of patrols, caused Arilla to groan in dismay. She relayed that it was the Traylan dynasty’s duty to keep the Green Forest clear of aggressive creatures like goblins or ogres. The former were known to abduct civilians from the small villages around the periphery of the forest, and those humans made their living off the bounty of furs, lumber, and rare herbs that could only be found within the densely wooded area. The revelation that the Traylans had been lax in their duties wasn’t so surprising as it was disappointing, with goblin raids on the surrounding villages being depressingly commonplace. While retaliation from Rhelea was always swift and decisive, there were little to no pre-emptive culls scheduled as the powers-that-be insisted the 2-chalkoi bounty was incentive enough for adventurers to keep the goblin numbers under control.

“Goblins aren’t particularly hard to kill, they have two ears, and they are never alone. While I wouldn’t say no to more chalkoi, I don’t see what’s wrong with the bounty,” Typhoeus said impassively.

“You’re right, and you’re wrong. The bounty is fine—great, even. It’s just that goblins breed so fast that a handful of bronze coins isn’t enough to get proper adventurers to come all this way and perform regular-enough culls to protect all the villages,” Arilla explained.

“We’re proper adventurers, and we’re technically doing a goblin cull,” he said.

“Technically, sure, but we have 8 levels between us. Illegal classes notwithstanding, we’re hardly the stuff of legends,” she said derisively.

“Not yet, anyway, but I see your point. You’d be hard-pressed to get clay ranks out here, let alone pewter adventurers. Not unless the goblins numbered in the hundreds, which would be problematic, to say the least,” he said, well aware how dangerous a proper horde of goblins could become if left unchecked.

“Yeah, like I said, every few years a swarm pours out of the forest, hence the name the ‘Green Forest.’ By the time it gets put down at least an entire village will have been consumed, and then the orphanage gets a handful of new kids to deal with,” Arilla said, her face set as if she was recalling an unpleasant memory.

“Deal with?” Typhoeus asked.

“Children who’ve watched their entire families massacred by goblins—or worse, who’ve been abducted themselves—are rarely a barrel of laughs,” she said.

They both nodded at that. While goblins were famed for their prodigious breeding rates and their tendency to force themselves on anything with a womb, contrary to popular human beliefs, the little green creatures never touched humans in that way. Sexual assault was fortunately something that humans did not have to fear from them, although goblins delighted in making up for that ‘kindness’ by tormenting the people they took captive right up until the moment they were sent to the cookpot. When an entire village was taken, the abundance of fresh ‘meat’ allowed for the torture to last for weeks, and while that allowed for many more survivors to be rescued in the inevitable retaliatory strikes, the people that were saved were rarely in the best headspaces.

“Fair point. I guess you’ve seen a lot of fallout from monster attacks growing up in an orphanage?” Typhoeus said, hating how he misused the word ‘monster’ to appease her human sensibilities.

“I guess so. Whenever some new monstrous beast decided to attack a village or a travelling caravan, we’d always get some new arrivals. The nuns tried their best to brace us for it, but it always meant less space and worse food until the council could be shamed into forking over more money,” Arilla said, her voice tinged with a mixture of nostalgia and frustration.

“At least they did that,” he offered.

“They gave as little as they could, and only because having starving orphans in the street wasn’t a good look for them. If they could have gotten away with it without the Traylans kicking up a stink, they certainly would have,” she said.

“Right, because of the dispute.”

“Yeah, that little thing.”

Typhoeus was quickly learning that Rhelea wasn’t like other towns. That it was called a town by its residents and not a city was a large part of that difference. The Merchants Council, who administered the settlement, were an exception to the usual rule of landed nobility overseeing—and more importantly, taxing—the land within the kingdom of Terythia. This particular exception had occurred the better part of a century ago when the then head of the Traylan dynasty sold the town to an enterprising group of merchants in what was ultimately a failed bid to fund the construction of a fortified city deeper into the foothills of the Dragonspines. If the move had been successful, it would have likely seen the Traylans raised into contenders for provincial governors. But when a ‘rogue’ shadow dragon of an ‘unknown tier’ descended from the mountains to lay claim to the freshly constructed city, the Traylans had been ruined overnight and had been trying to renege on their deal with the merchants ever since.

The Traylans were still fabulously wealthy, as they still received a tiny fraction of the tax revenue gathered in Rhelea, but rather than use that to invest in their remaining lands, it seemed to be funnelled directly towards their own private fortress, and in prodigious bribes spent in the capital trying to buy enough political goodwill to change the king’s mind. As the original sale had been for a town which had now grown considerably, the current leading argument was that as Rhelea had grown into a city, and therefore the sale should be voided. It was a tenuous point at best, but the Traylans were nobles, and the members of the Merchants Council were not. So, their petition would at least be heard by the king, and as a show of support for the Council, Rhelea’s residents made a point of never referring to their home as a city.

After several more hours of hiking through the woods, the goblins’ newly reinvigorated scent trail eventually merged with an old dirt road that showed signs of recent use. Small goblin tracks crisscrossed backwards and forwards along the path with such frequency that Typhoeus could no longer pick up the individual scents of the goblins they had been tracking for so long. The more recent passage of equally pungent creatures overpowered those from the older fainter trail.

“I don’t like this; even I can see that there are too many goblins for us to handle,” Arilla said. Her heavy warhammer was gripped in her hands as she kept her eyes peeled for signs of a goblin ambush.

“We’ll just have to be smart about it. I’m sure I can come up with a plan that will see us through,” Typhoeus said with a confident smile.

“Typh, your plans are consistently atrocious,” Arilla said.

“They are not!” he argued, his reply coming out louder than he intended.

“Your last plan left me in bed for two days,” she deadpanned.

“That was a small mistake. Anyway, you’ll thank me for it when you rank your class up to clay. Surviving that much manaburn and slaying an ogre will ensure you get some decent choices,” he said, his smile straining to cover up the embarrassment he still felt over his previous mistake.

“I will? I didn’t realise that sort of thing mattered,” she said, sounding more than a little curious.

“Of course it matters. It’s why power levelling is so rarely done. The System watches over everything and rewards hardship,” Typhoeus said almost reverently. “Anyway, we’re getting off-topic. I promise this will be much easier than the ogre. At worst, we’re talking about a goblin village.”

“A goblin village does not sound like something I can handle,” she said incredulously.

“You’d be surprised. Goblins don’t start to get dangerous until there’s at least a hundred of them,” he said confidently.

“I’ll . . . take your word for it,” Arilla grunted. “But I am not standing between you and a hundred goblins no matter what you say.”

The two adventurers continued walking along the overgrown road for some time, and as the signs of the goblins became more numerous they prepared themselves as best they could for a fight. Arilla tightened her already-white-knuckled grip on her hammer, and Typhoeus decided to be quiet for once as his skill-enhanced eyes scanned the forest for threats. Sounds of activity steadily grew until the road reached the edge of a large, artificial clearing where they could see dozens of the green-skinned creatures scurrying about amidst a massive construction site.

A large perimeter wall made from felled trees that had been stripped of their branches was being built surrounding the ruins of an old logging camp. The dozen or so buildings that made up the abandoned settlement were clearly being refurbished to house its newer, smaller, greener-skinned occupants, with stretched hides and wooden branches haphazardly used to patch any damage to the original construction. The goblins were all busy with some task or another, either cutting down trees, knapping flint, or working on any one of the multiple different building projects within the small village.

Arilla stared at the nest, her mouth agape in both horror and confusion as she watched the clearly intelligent creatures practice rudimentary crafts and organisation while they set about restoring the settlement to some semblance of habitability. A large, bloodstained stone sat in the centre of the camp amidst a pile of stripped bones, making it abundantly clear that this industrious endeavour required a large quantity of meat, and with Typhoeus’s eyesight, he could tell that humans had been a part of these goblins’ diet for some time.

The two adventurers backed away slowly, not daring to talk until they were almost a half mile away from the burgeoning village.

“Okay, so maybe my worst-case scenario was a little prescient,” Typhoeus admitted, electing to break the silence with some levity.

“How are they even . . . goblins are supposed to be stupid; they can’t even talk,” Arilla stated, sounding unsure of herself.

“Whoever told you that?”

“Nobody, but it’s common sense, right? The ones we killed at the farm were literally smearing their shit on the walls like it was fine art!”

“Goblins get smarter in larger groups. It’s unclear as to how it works, exactly—probably some form of innate mind magic,” Typhoeus stated matter of factly.

“Innate mind magic?” she asked, trying out the words, the term unfamiliar on her lips.

“Yes, one goblin by himself knows just enough to know which end of the knife to stab you with. Five goblins can hunt with rudimentary tactics. Twenty or so will instinctively make a nest and perform basic crafting—you know, tents, leather, flint tools and so on. Once you get to about a hundred, you start to get language and iron, and after that . . . things rapidly become . . . chaotic,” Typhoeus said, shuddering at the unpleasant thought.

“So how many was that?” Arilla asked.

“More than twenty, but less than fifty to be sure. It’s tough to say, as they’ll have more groups out roaming the forest,” he said with a shrug nonchalantly.

“So, what, do they ever get smart enough to negotiate? To make peace?” Arilla asked, sounding almost hopeful.

“Technically, I suppose so, but there will never be peace. Goblinkind will hate humanity until one or both of them are extinct,” Typhoeus said after a moment of thought.

“That’s stupid,” Arilla said.

“That’s history. It only sounds stupid because you’re lacking context,” he said.

“And I suppose your not lacking that either?” she asked, sounding a little annoyed at his condescending tone.

“Of course, but before you ask, that’s a very long story for another day. What we need to decide is what to do now,” Typhoeus said.

“What do you mean?” Arilla asked.

“Well, there’s too many of them for a straight-up fight—I’m not risking you like that. But given how many of them there are, as well as those groups that I mentioned earlier, they’ll definitely be searching the forest for meat to bring back to the tribe.”

“And there are villages bordering this forest, families with children,” she said, quickly catching on. Her resolve hardened as she made the grim realisation.

“The safe thing to do would be to go back to Rhelea, report it to the Guild, and leave the goblins for them to deal with,” Typhoeus said.

“But that’s a three-day journey each way, plus however long it takes for a party to actually accept the bounty. And that’s all assuming that Rhelea’s Merchant Council even pays for extermination quests this far out. If it gets handed over to the Traylans . . .” she said, finishing his train of thought.

“So if we do the safe and sensible thing, the villagers are on their own for anything between a week to maybe a month,” he said, pausing to let it sink in. “Or . . .”

“Or what?” she asked.

“Or we try my atrocious plan,” Typhoeus said, grinning.

“Let’s hear it,” she said, her words coming out more as a groan, her regret evident in every syllable.

“Remember earlier when I said that the goblins’ trail detoured to avoid dangerous predators?” he asked.

“I do,” she answered cautiously.

“Well, then, let’s go find one,” Typhoeus said, his smile sending visible shivers running down Arilla’s spine.


Chapter 16

Memories

The goblin could finally remember the war. He found it funny how the memories had slowly come back to him, first as a trickle and then as a flood; they’d neatly slotted into place in his mind, filling a vacant spot that he never knew was there. The old thoughts, although new to him, gave purpose to his once shallow instincts. One moment his entire life was dedicated to eating, breeding, and killing the great enemy, and in the next he remembered why. He ate so that he could become a strong soldier, he bred so that there would be more goblins to take his place when he fell, and he killed the great enemy because they were at war.

Why they were at war, he couldn’t remember yet, but now he knew that if there were enough goblins in the nest, he would be able to remember the things that he had never forgotten. The memories brought with them more than just purpose; they also brought with them skills. Not the same skills that came with his species class like [Eat Anything] or [Breed Anything], but the mystical knowledge of how to do things—things like making leather.

The goblin didn’t particularly enjoy making leather. It was a physically demanding task that was hard work on his wiry muscles and sensitive nose. Worse, he was surrounded by things that he wanted to eat but could not—not unless he wanted to risk the ire of the stick-wielding overseer. A particularly ugly goblin with a poor sense of humour who was quick to bash anyone who stared too long at any of the reagents necessary to the tanning process. Still, as unpleasant as the work was, it was all for the war effort, so he endured. Each day he returned to the leather hut to scrape flesh from the animal hides, before stretching and soaking them in the brain, piss, and bark barrels, in that order.

The memories that guided him through his work were so much clearer now. Where before he fumbled with his tools, constantly distracted by his hunger or tumescence, now he held his them in a stable grip as, with practised efficiency, he and the other leatherworking goblins produced leather for the tribe’s artisans to turn into stiff-looking armour. With every birth in the nest, things got a little clearer, his hands grew a little more steady, and his distractions became a little less pressing, and he knew he shared that feeling with everyone else in their little village.

He had only been here for a little under a week, and already he could say that his new nest was so much better than his old one; this nest was bigger, and for a goblin, size meant everything. While it was still unfortunately made from the derelict bones of the enemies’ abandoned structures, he and the other goblins were all doing their best to remove the enemies’ stink from the wood. They were covering their new home in fine layers of goblin shit to ward away the enemies’ haughty noses while the tribe prepared for war. He spared an idle thought for the fate of his old nest, and wondered for a moment, if they had managed to finish coating that nest, would the two enemies with the golden light and the big stick still have come to kill them all? Ultimately, it didn’t matter; this new nest was strong, and if the enemy returned, sticks and light wouldn’t be enough to stop the valiant goblins from doing their duty.

As a result of its rapidly increasing size, the nest never had enough food. No matter how much they managed to hunt from the mother forest, most of the meat they gathered went to the breeders, who were, fortunately, all pregnant again with the next generation of goblins. As a lowly tanner, the goblin was only entitled to the scraps the hunters brought back to camp when their great enemy was turned into mere prey and dragged kicking and screaming in their foul evil tongue all the way to the butcher’s block.

Already he had grown by leaps and bounds, his level rocketing from 2 to 4, and he could feel the changes that 5 brought with it on the horizon just out of reach. He was still a low-level for a goblin; the hunters of the first and second generations had nearly reached 20 and were eagerly anticipating the new skill that their rank up would bring them.

He snuck his spindly hand into the barrel of mashed brains where the peeled, alabaster skin of the enemy lay soaking just below the slurry’s surface. That was where the fats in the brains slowly softened the hide, a crucial step in the process. He discreetly brought a handful of the delicious grey-pink substance to his mouth, earning himself an unexpected and painful thwack over the head. The green-skinned culprit stood behind him silently triumphant, momentarily paused in his circular patrol of the cramped hut. His one job was to ensure through the might of his sturdy stick that the leather workers within the tent didn’t eat all of the brains and uncured hides that were stashed alluringly in the room.

The goblin bared his fangs in open challenge, letting out a low, menacing hiss as was customary in these sorts of altercations. To not do so would be to volunteer yourself as meat for the pot during the next lean time. The enforcer did the same, pointedly declining to relinquish the advantage of his big stick as the two goblins prepared to brawl inside the hut.

Their audience of fellow goblins stamped their feet and hammered their clawed fists against the wooden barrels in the room. The tempo of their improvised drums rose to meet the racing beat of his proud goblinoid heart. Then the beat stopped, and they lunged for each other. The stick flashed through the air in a downward arc, catching him hard on the shoulder. His entire left arm went numb from the blow as he stepped inside the overseer’s reach. His needlelike fangs found flesh as he bit down into the ugly goblin’s shoulder. Warm blood filled his mouth, but he didn’t rejoice as he’d aimed for his foe’s narrow neck. When he was thrown off mere moments later, after receiving a series of painful gouges from the overseer’s sharp claws, he staggered away with a mouthful of delicious-tasting meat. He made sure to swallow his grisly prize, but only after making protracted eye contact with the now-injured overseer.

As [Eat Anything] filled the goblin with strength, his stick-wielding foe roared in fury. The overseer’s warbling cry reverberated through the small chamber while he raised his club high again and leapt across the room, intent on crushing the goblin’s skull beneath his stout authoritarian stick. A part of the goblin yearned to flee or cower, but instead he found himself jumping forwards to meet the overseer’s flying charge; the two of them collided in mid-air above the tanning barrels and their awed crowd of wide-eyed kin. Amidst the tangle of their limbs, his claws found purchase in green flesh, digging deep into the overseer’s stomach as the stick came down thrice in rapid succession. Ribs, hip, and knee all blossoming with pain as the goblins fell to the ground with the overseer on top. Together they violently crashed into a rickety table that immediately collapsed under their combined weight. All he could do was lay on the ground, unable to stand on his injured leg or crawl with his one functioning arm while the overseer continued to rain down strikes with the stick upon him, incensed by the handful of the bloody flesh in the goblin’s palm.

He had put up a good showing for his level, so the beating didn’t last for too long, and when he finally had enough feeling in his legs to stand again, he realised that something was wrong. The leather hut was now empty—the barrel of precious brain mush had been abandoned and vulnerable to any goblin brave enough to eat his fill. He knew the war effort could spare it, so he didn’t hesitate and took his time enjoying the delicious meal as he recovered from his beating. The nutritious food sped up his skill-enhanced recovery. He thought that he could hear something in the distance, but with the fuzziness in his head, he struggled to focus on it. Instead, he put all of his energy into spooning the mashed brains down his gullet.

Name:

Species: Goblin

Age: 0

HP: 10/40

SP: 36/40

MP: 0/0

Strength: 0

Dexterity: 3

Vitality: 4

Intelligence: 0

Willpower: 0

Charisma: 0

Class: Feral Goblin - Level 4

Breed Anything - Level 3

Eat Anything - Level 4

Breed Anything - When implanting your parasitic offspring in a suitable host, your offspring will benefit from an increased rate of levelling and growth until they reach this skill’s level.

Eat Anything - You are able to derive nutrition from any form of biological matter without suffering the ill effects of food poisoning, diseases, or foodborne parasites. In addition, you may convert 1 pound of biological material into HP, SP, or MP at a 1 to (skill level) ratio.

His HP had just about crept up to the double digits when he decided to finally exit the hut. His stomach was bloated and protruding, proudly displaying his triumph over the foolish overseer who had left the brain barrel undefended. Maybe now the elders of the first generation would see fit to give him a stick so he could patrol the leatherworking hut instead—clearly, their current choice was not up to the task. As the creaking door opened, he winked his one good eye in confusion, the other still painfully swollen shut, for what he saw in the middle of the nest made no sense.

[Spidersnake level ??]

The creature was exactly what it sounded like: a long chitinous snake 18 feet long from tip to tail with 8 thin spider legs branching out from a single point along its midsection. Its head was predominantly that of a snake, resembling a blunted arrowhead, only with a shiny green carapace, and it lacked in binocular vision. Instead, its overly large forehead was dominated by countless compound eyes, blinking irregularly and making for a truly unsettling sight.

The spidersnake was an ambush predator, poorly suited to a straight-up brawl as it lacked the speed and stamina to chase fleeing prey. Instead, it would use its thin, almost transparent webs to sense out motion beneath its nest before it would suddenly descend from the forest canopy, pin its prey beneath its vast bulk, and pump them full of its paralytic venom. Many a goblin had been caught unaware by this creature and died painfully as a result, which was why they gave its territory such a wide berth on all of their hunts. How the monster had made its way to their home was a mystery to him.

While seeing such a creature in the middle of the nest was extremely disconcerting, to see it tear its way through their best warriors was absolutely terrifying. Even with its higher level, the snake was moving far too quickly, its bites pulping flesh when really its long fangs should have only left deep puncture wounds accentuated by spidering black veins while venom worked its way through its victim. He watched on in mute horror as a brave goblin of the second generation charged the beast, wielding a boar spear looted from the great enemy. The goblin screamed a warbling cry of rage as it plunged the metal blade up to the guard in the animal’s body—its chitinous carapace that had deflected their flint weapons so well parted like butter beneath the forged metal.

Thick, ichorous blood pumped out of the wound, welling up around the head of the spear. The goblin tried to pull it out, to ready it for another strike, but the spidersnake reared up and took the wooden haft out of the goblin’s reach. Flint arrows continuously pinged off its carapace, and only a few found the joints in its segmented natural armour where they could penetrate. The creature moved erratically, the combination of eight spider legs and a snake’s tail allowing it to drastically alter its mode of movement at a moment’s notice. Its jerking motions kept catching goblin warriors off guard. Its fangs penetrated the goblins’ comparatively small bodies—those lucky enough to survive the bites had to suffer through their limbs locking up in a rictus ball of pain as the creature’s venomous bite did its grisly work.

Finally, after dozens of deaths, the spidersnake slowed and finally stopped. The creature rolled onto its back as it began to vibrate. Each of its spider legs curled up into a ball, and then rapidly extended and contracted several times a second as its snake’s tail and body thrashed hard against the ground. The surviving goblins stepped back and watched the creature, wary of a trap as it performed this violent unorthodox dance in the middle of what was supposed to be a battle.

The goblin hero who had first plunged his spear into the monster’s body confidently strode forwards, seemingly unconcerned by the beast’s unexplained thrashing as he hefted a large flint axe high above its head. Then it exploded.

With a deafening thunderclap, the spidersnake’s body erupted in a fountain of gore, sending fragmented pieces of chitin flying in all directions; they completely shredded the brave goblin with the axe as chitinous shards ripped through the gathered crowd. Screams of pain and anguish were everywhere, and goblins lay dead and dying studded with shrapnel from the exploded creature.

The goblin looked around him at the carnage, seeing the survivors quickly rush about amongst those injured by the blast. Flint blades wielded in their green hands quickly began opening throats, finishing off the wounded goblins, and reclaiming the experience for themselves so they could better serve in the war effort. He realised then that he had better draw a weapon with his one good arm, lest anyone mistake him for someone too damaged by the blast to make a speedy recovery, a moment later, with a hastily retrieved sharp rock in his hand, he set about murdering his former comrades.

Time and again, the goblin wet his rock with the blood of his own kin and he found himself finally levelling up to 5. He allowed himself to savour the moment with a wide, toothy smile on his face. It wasn’t just because he had finally bashed in the brains of the much-hated enforcer, but because he knew that the nest would recover from this setback stronger than ever. With the breeders unharmed and a new bounty of meat, this was a month’s delay at most. The weak had been effectively culled from the tribe by the strangely exploding spidersnake, and now only the strong were left to better pursue the war. His grin stretched even wider as his increased level strengthened his connection to the memories, despite the loss of many dozens within the tribe. He ran his narrow tongue over his multiple sets of needle-like fangs and the memories unbidden rewarded him for his efforts with a merry tune, which he promptly began humming, the survivors joining him as they finished their bloody cull.

While he lost himself in the music, the wind changed. The warm breeze now blew in his face instead of against his back, and for a brief moment he smelled the faint scent of cinnamon on the wind. His mind, newly awakened with the power of his memories, instantly flashed back to the death and terror of the farmhouse, and he felt all of his ancestral instincts scream at him with profound and vivid clarity to run.

So he did.


Chapter 17

Actions

They watched the monster tear its way through the goblin’s camp in silence. Typh’s spell, the exact same one that had allowed Arilla to stand toe to toe with an ogre, had turned the unholy abomination that was the fusion of spider and snake, into an unstoppable force of destruction that would haunt the warrior’s nightmares for some time to come. When it collapsed and began seizing, she had to look away. The monsters suffering dredged up unpleasant memories that were too recent for her to bear. The final detonation was something of a relief, and it sent out a wave of chitinous shrapnel that did as much damage again to the goblin ranks as the creature’s initial rampage. Still, as prepared for it as she was, she couldn’t hold her tongue; she broke the silence that had lingered between the two of them with her choked-out words, though they were almost drowned out by the surreal sounds of goblins crying out in pain.

“You are never casting that spell on me ever again,” Arilla said, her conviction rising as she looked on at the violent scene before her in horror.

“Why not? It’s a good spell, one of the few enhancements that I can cast with a decent mana efficiency,” Typh said, her brow twisted into a small frown at the thought.

“It fucking exploded, Typh!” Arilla yelled, uncaring if her voice travelled from their warded little den. Thankfully, the screams and moans of injured goblins drastically reduced the possibility of them being overheard.

“That was never going to happen to you. Probably. Besides, now I have a much better idea how much mana your body can take,” she said, sounding upbeat.

“That’s not half as reassuring as you think it is,” Arilla said, frowning as she watched the uninjured goblins turn on the wounded. Excited smiles were on their wide faces as they savagely cut, stabbed, and pummeled their kin to death.

“You don’t understand. All spells cast on a person can theoretically make them explode if you push enough mana into them. Even healing magic can be dangerous if it saturates your body beyond its limits,” Typh explained sagely. The macabre display of brutal violence that they were both witnessing, seemed to do nothing to upset the stomach of the small mage.

“That’s still not particularly comforting. How about we . . . hold off on enhancement spells for a little while?” Arilla said, more than keen to avoid replicating her unpleasant experience with manaburn.

“Sure, if you want to take on all the survivors by yourself without a single spell empowering your movements, that’s fine with me,” Typh teased.

“You want me to kill them by myself?” Arilla asked, her surprise fueling her anxiety at the thought of wading into the goblin camp alone. Still, even as she verbalised her response she could feel her warrior class hungrily growl in anticipation of the experience she would reap from such a foolhardy action.

“I don’t need the level,” Typh said flatly, and she was right; the mage had either hit 5 by ‘assisting’ the spidersnake with its kills or perhaps for killing the aberrant monster herself with the explosion. “Don’t worry, I won’t be leaving you behind; I’m capped until I choose my rank up.”

“You don’t have to wait for me, you know.”

“It’s fine. Besides, I would be a fool to rush my rank-up decision. A little missed experience here is nothing in the grand scheme of things,” the mage said, smiling sweetly at Arilla, as if she was discussing the weather rather than a vicious life-or-death battle.

“I do feel a little bad for them,” Arilla said, her concern marring her features as she felt her face naturally morph into a frown.

“Don’t. They’re vicious little creatures. You know what they do to captives.”

“Still, I kinda thought the spidersnake would do more damage. It had a much higher level, and that was before you buffed its stats like you did.”

“True, but levels aren’t everything; the goblins had numbers and gear on their side. If we had chosen a creature better suited for a brawl, then maybe it would be a different story. But then again, that was never the point, was it?” Typh said as she once again checked the straps on Arilla’s armour. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah, although I should hurry. I think we might have been spotted. That goblin over there is limping away,” she said, pointing out the one injured goblin making a quiet exit while the remainder celebrated their hard-won ‘victory.’

“Okay, go get them, warrior. Don’t let them surround you, and you’ll be fine. I’ll be your overwatch in case you need any support,” Typh said, a smile on her face as she weaved what was presumably a protective spell into the metal links of Arilla’s armour. When the mage was finished, she leant up on her tiptoes to plant a light kiss on the warrior’s cheek.

Arilla smiled back at Typh, trying to ignore how her skin tingled from the brief contact; her heart began racing, and not just from the anticipation of the upcoming battle. She picked up her heavy hammer from the forest floor, dusting off a few leaves from it as she marched off alone into the goblin’s nest. She didn’t even make an attempt at a stealthy approach. The goblins were so thoroughly distracted celebrating their victory with a surprisingly elaborate song that they all completely missed the unmistakable sounds of an adult human jogging towards them in jangling mail.

Almost two dozen goblins were spread out in a loose cluster around the shredded corpses of their kin and the splattered remains of the spidersnake. The spidersnake-explosion had preferentially killed the melee fighters within the tribe, with most of the archers and other ranged combatants emerging relatively unharmed. A group of a dozen archers were slowly working their way through the masses of dead goblins as they searched the gore-covered ground for flint arrowheads to salvage as they began the time consuming task of refilling their now-empty quivers.

Miraculously, Arilla hustled up to the group undetected, and with a single well-aimed strike infused with [Heavy Blow], she dashed a goblins’ brains out along the grass. The steel head of her warhammer proved its deadly efficacy as it vastly outperformed the stout stick she had used on her last goblin hunt. She took another step and swung again, killing a second goblin nearby, and quickly moved on to a third before they even had the wherewithal to turn and face her.

Cries of warbling panic rang out, but it took several long seconds to disrupt the song being hummed by the goblins and in that time Arilla to finished off two more of their number before the rest of the camp responded. The seven remaining goblin archers backpedalled, trying to get enough distance to use their bows rather than draw the flint knives they had sheathed at their waists. It was a mistake they would never get the opportunity to learn from, as the young warrior advanced on them swiftly. Her heavy armour didn’t slow her down at all, as her [Warriors Strength] not only eased the oppressive weight but also strengthened her blows further. She had been fed on a steady diet of rich monster meat since she had first met Typh, and while there still was a long way to go on fixing her underfed body, the mana-infused meat had already given her a marked improvement to her musculature.

With her much longer legs, Arilla easily outpaced the goblins as they fled from her. The small creatures scattered rather than face her hammer, and she waded through their disorganised ranks swinging with every hurried step. She smashed skulls and crushed chests facing only paltry resistance. Her heavy armour and Typh’s potent spells shielded her from harm, and the goblins’ flint weapons snapped and chipped ineffectually whenever the small monsters stood their ground for long enough to stab at her with all of their limited strength. Killing them in this way was disconcertingly easy for Arilla, the differences between their relative statures and equipment more than made up for the level and numbers gap that was the small creatures only advantage. Occasionally a goblin would slip through her defences, a knife blade headed for her unprotected ankles or neck, only for a flash of golden light to splatter the offending goblin over several feet as Typh sniped them from afar.

Arilla smiled despite herself, panting for breath. At that moment, another goblin charged her, manic glee in its overly large eyes moments before her hammer met its face. The force of her [Heavy Blow] struck it at an angle, and sheared its grinning face from its skull. The goblin fell to the ground, its claws still reaching for her as she stomped twice on the exposed bone of its head. The creature’s struggles finally ended with a crunch when her booted heel shattered through the front of its skull.

A screaming goblin leapt more than a dozen feet through the air to stab at her with flint knives held in both of its hands. She took a half-step forwards and lazily swatted it from the sky, caving in its narrow chest with a solid blow from her hammer. Arilla stumbled, belatedly realising that her boot had gotten snagged inside the skull of the dead goblin without a face. Before she could free herself, out of the corner of her eye she saw the steel blade of a boar spear stabbing towards her. Arilla twisted on her stuck ankle, the joint screaming out in agony as she forced herself to fall to evade the blow. She hit the ground hard, and her mail dragged her down into the dirt as she felt her ankle snap under their combined weight. The warrior looked up to see a well-muscled goblin towering over her—4 feet of green-skinned anger and spite directed entirely at her. It held the long spear aloft in two hands high above its head and brought its weapon down towards her heart in a killing blow.

Arilla closed her eyes as she waited for Typh to save her, but the golden light that heralded the mage’s potent spells never came, while the speartip descended towards her. Her fear heightened her perception and time slowed to a crawl, the blade’s point moving down through the air as if it were travelling through molasses. She thought about her life so far, of the stories that would never be told if she met her ignoble end here as just another failed adventurer destined for a goblins’ cookpot.

With reflexes she didn’t know she had, Arilla released her grip on her heavy hammer and twisted her body the moment Creation finally sped up to normal. As the goblin stabbed down, she punched the flat of the spear blade, [Heavy Blow] pulsing in her chest as the fast-moving metal rebounded off of her clenched fist, skinning her knuckles and plunging the long blade deep into the soil between her arm and her chest.

The goblin looked down at her in surprise, planting its feet firmly on either side of her chest and trying to retrieve its spear from the clinging earth. Arilla rolled to the left, using her superior weight to pull the goblin down to the ground, where it clawed and spat against her chest. Its sharp nails failing to pierce her mail shirt as she clenched her fist and hammered the creature in the face, each punch reinforced with [Heavy Blow].

Her knuckles bled and cracked as the goblin’s needlelike teeth flew. She forgot all about her hammer and rose to her knees above the creature, smashing her fists into its face over and over again. In that moment, something dark from deep within her bubbled to the surface and she relished the feeling of superiority that she had over the goblin. Its feeble struggles failing to elicit even a shred of sympathy from her while she vented a lifetime of pains, frustrations, and disappointments on the little monster. She didn’t stop until long after it was dead. By then, its head was a messy ruin of fragmented bone and torn flesh, and it was only the pain in her hands that kept her from carrying on.

“That looked cathartic,” Typh observed dryly. The mage having moved to stand beside her whilst she was otherwise distracted.

“I think I broke my ankle,” Arilla said, slowly standing up with Typh’s aid. The taller woman leaned precipitously on the shorter. “And maybe my hand too,” she added with a wince.

“It looks like it,” Typh said hesitantly, her eyes looking Arilla up and down appraisingly. “Make sure to invest a little in vitality; it will help with the healing. And you really need a passive defensive skill.”

“Okay . . . why are you telling me what to invest in?” Arilla asked.

“Arilla, look around you,” Typh said.

She did. All around her were dead goblins, their corpses in various states of mutilation, either from Typh’s manabolts or her own hammer. The largest building located slightly off from the centre of the compound burned, its roaring flames rising high into the air and bathing them both in heat and orange light.

“Did I . . . did I level?” she asked.

“Of course. Maybe we went a little overboard, but there’s more than enough experience in the air to push you up to 5,” Typh said.

“Any of them get away?” she asked.

“A few,” Typh said with a shrug. “That one with the limp and maybe a handful of the others, but not enough for us to be concerned with.”

“Okay. Can we go home now?” Arilla said, stifling a yawn, feeling as tired as she sounded.

“Yes, I think we’ve done enough,” Typh said. “Oh, and Arilla, congratulations on clay rank.”

“Thanks, and congratulations to you too. Uhm, Typh, why is that building on fire?” she asked, resting her head on the mage’s shoulder, an impressive feat given their significant differences in height.

“No reason,” she answered. From the way she avoided meeting Arilla’s gaze, the warrior knew that it was another lie.

“Typh, you promised me no more lies,” Arilla said, chastising her.

“I know, but allow me this one. You’ve been through enough today,” Typh said softly, holding her close as together they limped away from blood-soaked clearing while the flames slowly spread to consume the rest of the goblin settlement.


Chapter 18

Return

*Congratulations, you have reached level 5. You must now rank up your Sorcerer class before you can absorb any more experience.

Sorcerer - You possess a potent magical bloodline. As a result, you are given the option of strengthening your natural talent with mana.

+1 Vit, +1 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, mage tagged.

Will become . . .

Mind Mage - You have proven your skills at mental domination, forcing a creature to act outside of its nature. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your mental manipulation spells.

+1 Vit, +1 Int, +2 Will, +2 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, mage tagged.

Runic Sorcerer - You have displayed excellent knowledge and understanding of the runes that underpin Creation. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your natural talent with runes.

+1 Vit, +3 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, + 3 Free Stats at each interval, mage tagged.

Warcaster - You have proven to be highly skilled at causing great destruction with arcane magics. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your offensive spells.

+2 Vit, +2 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, mage tagged.

As he made the mental decision to rank up, the System’s words poured into his head with an abruptness he hadn’t truly felt since he had taken his class from the dungeon core. He had finally reached the first branching point for his mage class, and it was time for him to take a tangible step forwards in guiding its growth towards something more complementary to his primary species class. Rather than the dozens of options he had before, or the complete lack of them when it came to his species class, now he had three rank ups to choose from, each one leading him on a very different path to personal power.

Classes were so misunderstood by humans who seemed to believe on some fundamental level that the System could be gamed to let them select the ‘best’ option, but he knew better. Taking a class was like opening up a part of your soul to a living, breathing bit of magic that grew with you. Whatever you chose for your class influenced your attitude and disposition with just as much efficacy that you could alter its at every new rank. Warriors felt the need to fight things, mages to cast magic, and healers to heal the injured. It was simple enough to understand but hard to really appreciate how profoundly subtle the changes could be, and while his primary dragon class would lessen the effects of his mage one on his psyche, at the end of the day he was still being asked to choose how he wanted to change himself by the System.

His choices essentially boiled down to the manipulator, the scholar, or the warrior.

Despite the allure of its power, following the path of a Mind Mage wasn’t something that Typhoeus was particularly interested in. While mind magic certainly was powerful, it wasn’t a branch of spellcraft he was particularly comfortable using, even on bestial creatures like the spidersnake. It would doubtlessly help preserve his disguise, and perhaps even allow him to paper over the mistakes that he had already made, but overriding the agency of others was something that he knew to be fundamentally wrong, regardless of how easy it would make his life.

The Runic Sorcerer class was an interesting option, and while it certainly had potential, as a Sovereign Dragon his inherited memories had already granted him more runic knowledge than most species could ever dream of. While there was always the possibility he could receive a powerful skill that would improve his ability to exploit his runic knowledge, he disliked the scholarly bent he was getting from the class. Already, his runt trait forced Typhoeus to be more intellectual than he would necessarily like, and he was worried it would lead his class away from the combat-orientated skills he fundamentally needed to survive.

That left him with Warcaster. Just from feeling it out, he could already tell that it was a niche, ugly little class. It lacked all of the potential for artistry and discovery that Runic Sorcerer promised, but in his experience, violence was usually an ugly thing. He was under no illusions about his place in Creation. As a runt, he was not welcome amongst his own kind, and humans would never see him as anything other than a trophy to hunt—or worse, a reusable incubator for them to carve valuable magical reagents out of.

In many ways, Warcaster was a perfect fit: an ugly little class for an ugly little dragon, both of whom were destined for a life of violence regardless of their best intentions. He made the decision, relishing in the euphoric sensation of his increasing stats when the new points from his ranked-up class applied retroactively to his status and body.

Name: Typhoeus

Species: Sovereign Dragon (True)

Age: 54

HP: 4820/4820

SP: 4820/4820

MP: 5080/5080

Strength: 120

Dexterity: 80

Vitality: 84

Intelligence: 124

Willpower: 122

Charisma: 82

Free Points: 3

Class: Young Adult Sovereign Dragon - Level 199*

Alternate Form - Level 38

Sovereign’s Arcana - Level 192

Sovereign’s Aura - Level 194

Sovereign’s Body - Level 199

Sovereign’s Breath - Level 186

Sovereign’s Perception - Level 176

Class: Warcaster - Level 5

Sorcerer’s Reservoir - Level 4

Sorcerous Empowerment - Level 4

Unassigned ability x1

Traits: Runt

He split the 3 free points between vitality and willpower, bringing the former to a more round 85 and raising the latter to match his intelligence at 124. Satisfied with his new numbers, he chose another skill for his newly ranked-up class.

*You have one unassigned class skill.

Choose once from the listed abilities below . . .

Warcaster’s Abjuration - This skill improves your effective intelligence by this skill’s level when you’re determining the efficacy for all of your personal protective spells and created wards.

Warcaster’s Evocation - This skill improves your effective intelligence by this skill’s level when you’re determining the efficacy of direct damage from your spells.

Warcaster’s Recovery - This skill improves your effective willpower by this skill’s level when you’re determining the rate of your mana regeneration.

All three abilities were powerful enhancements to his magical strength, each one capped only by their skill level. Typhoeus wanted them all, but alas he could only choose one. Of the three, [Warcaster’s Evocation] spoke most to his deeper desires for more offensive potential, but it was largely redundant with [Sorcerous Empowerment], a skill that he had yet to rank up and improve. [Warcaster’s Recovery] was tempting, but he had other needs that were much more pressing than another increase to his already obscene mana regeneration. So, after much internal debating, he chose [Warcaster’s Abjuration], finally gifting himself with a defensive ability that would remain active in his [Alternate Form].

He checked his false status one last time and opened his eyes.

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 380/380

SP: 380/380

MP: 5080/5080

Strength: 38

Dexterity: 38

Vitality: 38

Intelligence: 124

Willpower: 124

Charisma: 82

Class: Warcaster - Level 5

Sorcerer’s Reservoir - Level 4

Sorcerous Empowerment - Level 4

Warcaster’s Abjuration - Level 1

Typhoeus turned to face Arilla, who seemed eager to share the changes to her class. “So what did you get?” she asked, practically vibrating with energy.

“Warcaster, which is an offensive mage class, and I also chose a skill that empowers my defensive spells. You?” Typhoeus said.

“Sworn Sword. It’s an oathbound melee warrior class, and I chose a skill that grants a conditional empowerment to, well, everything really!” Arilla said, beaming with delight.

“How does that work?” Typhoeus asked carefully, concerned by the use of her word ‘conditional.’

“I need to test it, but I think it increases all my stats by my charisma so long as I’m explicitly in good standing with whoever I swear my oath to,” Arilla said.

Typhoeus frowned. He knew about those sorts of abilities; they were undeniably strong, but very exploitable by whoever held the oath. A week ago, he would have been trying to convince her to swearing fealty to him, but now the very idea of exploiting her ignorance like that made him extremely uncomfortable.

“I thought you were going to pick a defensive skill?” Typhoeus said, still frowning.

“I was going to, but the only one I could choose involved intercepting HP damage for my oath bearer,” she said, looking disappointed. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s not all bad, I’m sure [Warriors Strength] will rank up into something defensive.”

“It might, but it might not. It might also give you a much better offensive option that you can’t take now without putting your life at great risk until your next skill at 20,” Typhoeus said disapprovingly. He paused, realising that he was perhaps being a bit harsh. Her build was hardly broken, but it was definitely leaning a bit too heavily towards offence for his liking.

“You realise that whoever you swear your oath to will have a lot of control over you for the rest of your life,” he said. “You’ll struggle to raise your abilities without their explicit consent, and if they ever turn on you, you’ll be defending yourself with both your hands tied behind your back.”

“Fine. I get it. Any other words of wisdom?” she asked, sounding annoyingly carefree.

“Yes, pick the most powerful person you trust; their classes will likely impact the options you get at 20,” he said.

They stared at each other in silence for several long moments.

“We both know that I’m picking you,” Arilla said matter of factly, not breaking their eye contact.

“Yes, but I feel the need to remind you that I lie a lot and I have secrets that might make that a horrible idea,” Typhoeus cautioned before taking a deep breath. “A truly horrible idea that you should strongly reconsider,” he added, looking away from her and busying himself by packing away their shared belongings.

“That doesn’t worry me. I can tell when you’re lying, and while you’ve been an ass about it, you’ve also done nothing but help me. You’ve drastically changed my life for the better, and it’s only been a week and a half. I was starving before I met you and now, I’m not. No-one else offered to help me, not the nuns who raised me, or the adventurers I idolised, but you did, Typh, you saved me,” Arilla said passionately as she watched him finish packing their campsite up from the forest floor.

“That sounds hyperbolic,” Typhoeus said dismissively.

“It’s not,” she said.

“You should have picked another class rank up,” he said.

“I like this one,” she said, turning her head upwards.

“I . . . fear that you’ll come to regret this decision,” he said with a sigh, the guilt of his lie eating away at him as he couldn’t bring himself to warn her fully.

“I won’t,” she said, her eyes full of hope when she looked at him. There was a despairingly certain look to them that told him he wouldn’t be able to dissuade her from pursuing this ‘oath.’ At least, he couldn’t stop her without telling her the truth about himself and ruining everything.

“You can’t possibly know that,” Typhoeus scoffed, trying to make light of her resolution to trust him.

“I do,” she said knowingly, and all he could do was groan in frustration.

“So, are you at least ready to go?”

“Yeah, I’m ready. Help me stand,” she said, extending her arms as Typhoeus bent down to pick her up, taking care not to jostle her injured hand or ankle as he slung her unceremoniously over his shoulder and started walking.

“You know, I feel like you could probably carry me in a more dignified manner if you really wanted to,” Arilla pouted.

“I could, but like you keenly pointed out, I don’t want to,” Typhoeus smirked. He took a moment to admire his perfect view of Arilla’s ass before gathering his haversack already filled with the rest of their possessions and setting off at a brisk pace. “Consider this your punishment for breaking both your hand and ankle.”

“It will heal!” she protested.

“In what, two months? You realise we’re going to have to spend most of our silver on a healer?” Typhoeus complained.

“Sorry . . .” Arilla said, and the sadness in her voice made him immediately regret his choice of words.

“Don’t be, it’s fine. Between the goblin ears, the ogre tusks, and the jewellery we looted, we’ll be fine. Our room at Julian’s is paid up for months yet, so we only really need the money to upgrade your gear,” he said, trying to cheer her up.

“Don’t you need any equipment? Most mages get a staff, right?” she asked.

“Not really. I might get one eventually, but it would be for blending in rather than me actually needing it. So long as we have enough coin to keep me in dresses, I’m happy,” he replied.

“I just wish we didn’t have to walk all the way back to Rhelea with a big bag of severed ears. They’re dripping blood everywhere and already smell like the grave,” Arilla complained, wrinkling her nose at the bloody sack tied off from Typhoeus’s haversack. It hung suspended only inches away from her face.

The dragon smiled, content in the moment as he carried his lover and the wet sack containing their shared, albeit disgusting, bounty. Arilla’s class was a complication he could do without; the likelihood of her getting a dragon-related rank up at 20 had suddenly grown much higher. While the System rarely exposed people’s secrets directly, he knew that it wouldn’t allow an oath of service from a human to a dragon to go unremarked. He would have to find a way to tell her the truth—or at the very least, warm her up to the idea of it before then. At their current pace, they could go on as they were for months yet, maybe even a year or two if he really dragged his feet before they both reached level 20.

Of course, there were issues with dragging his feet too; he wanted Arilla to live for a very long time, and humans had the unfortunate habit of dying from old age. While he was already more than twice as old as her, by dragon standards he was likely her junior, with dragons only being considered adults after half a century, whereas humans seemed to reach maturity at around 16 or so. The thought that her life could be over naturally before he was even considered ‘mature’ frightened him, and without a life-extending skill, he would have to ensure that she levelled frequently and invested heavily in her vitality. A high vitality score would also help speed up her recovery, which would be a massive boon to her adventuring career, especially if she continued to get injured on the job as often as she had done so far.

Her class was shaping up to be primarily based on boosting her effective strength score, with charisma coming in to provide an additional all-around boost. It wasn’t weak, nor was it overly specialised as many human classes tended to be. Typhoeus knew it wouldn’t be long until Arilla was physically stronger than him whilst he remained in his [Alternate Form]. Still, despite her rapidly increasing strength score, he was uncomfortable with how reliant she was on him for her defence. He was glad at least she’d invested in charisma, as lacking a strong sense of self was a weakness he had often exploited in high-level adventurers. The realisation that charisma was not a dump stat often came far too late for some. He should be happy for her—she had chosen a strong class with good options—but all of it would leave her painfully exposed to betrayal by him. And while he had no intention of ever hurting her, the unavoidable fact was that no matter how hard he tried to prepare her for it, Arilla’s reaction to the truth wasn’t something he could control.

The three days it took for them to return to Rhelea were unremarkable, although there was a pleasant calmness to their trip now that they were committed to returning to civilisation. As before, they camped out beneath the stars, ate the meat Typhoeus was able to provide with his magic, and talked late into the night. Arilla steadily grew more and more frustrated with her own helplessness, but the promise of a healer on the horizon kept her calm and in a relatively good mood. When they made love, Typhoeus was gentle with her, much to Arilla’s consternation—she seemed to prefer a little more vigorous enthusiasm in her lovemaking whereas he was too afraid of aggravating her injuries any more than was neccessary by the day’s customary long journey.

With his abilities all being mana related, he was able to quickly grind them to level 5 by once again abusing his large mana pool while they walked. Typhoeus took to practising complicated spell forms to distract himself from the monotony of the journey, and he was surprised to see that [Sovereign’s Arcana] levelled to 193 as a result. Each level was exponentially harder to achieve than the previous, and while it may have only taken him minutes of effort to get his new mage skills to 5, his dragon skills required significantly more practice.

Feeling good about his continued progress Typhoeus assessed his latest System prompts.

*Congratulations, Sorcerer’s Reservoir has reached level 5. You must rank up the skill to progress it further.

Sorcerer’s Reservoir - This skill allows you to imbue objects with a mana supply separate and distinct from your own. This mana can be recalled at will. Stored mana exceeding 10 * this skill’s level will dissipate naturally over time.

Choose once from the list of modifications . . .

Deep Reserves - Mana that can be stored without dissipating increases to 100 * skill level.

Imbued Aura - You may store mana in your aura. Mana stored in this way can be used to fuel your aura’s active effects.

Ranged Retrieval - Stored mana can now be retrieved at a range of 1 meter * skill level.

He chose [Imbued Aura] immediately and received another system prompt.

Sorcerer’s Reservoir level 5 is now Warcaster’s Reservoir level 5.

Warcaster’s Reservoir - This skill allows you to imbue objects and your aura with a mana supply separate and distinct from your own. This mana can be recalled at will and used to power your aura’s active effects. Stored mana exceeding 10 * this skill’s level will dissipate naturally over time.

He smiled in satisfaction before moving to his next skill.

*Congratulations, Sorcerous Empowerment has reached level 5. You must rank up the skill to progress it further.

Sorcerous Empowerment - This skill allows you to expend an equal amount of health and mana in order to add this skill’s level to your effective intelligence score for determining the potency and finesse of any magical effects you create. The bonus added by this skill is capped by your vitality score.

Choose once from the list of modifications:

Retributive Empowerment - Whenever you take HP damage the next spell you cast will benefit from this skill, provided the mana cost does not exceed the damage taken.

Uncapped Empowerment - This skill is no longer capped by your vitality. Instead, this skill’s level will be added to your intelligence for all empowering effects.

Vital Regeneration - When your mana pool is full, additional regeneration will instead be directed towards your HP.

He smiled even wider, choosing [Vital Regeneration].

Sorcerous Empowerment level 5 is now Warcaster’s Empowerment level 5.

Warcaster’s Empowerment - This skill allows you to expend an equal amount of health and mana in order to add this skill’s level to your effective intelligence score for determining the potency and finesse of any magical effects you create. Additionally, while your mana is full, your mana regeneration will instead regenerate your health. The bonus added by this skill is capped by your vitality score.

Congratulations, Warcaster’s Abjuration has reached level 5. You must rank up the skill to progress it further.

Warcaster’s Abjuration - This skill improves your effective intelligence by this skill level for all personal protective spells and wards.

Choose once from the list of modifications:

Improved Dispelling - This skill now also improves your attempts to dispel and counter other magical effects.

Loaned Protection - This skill is no longer restricted to personal spells.

Resistant Abjurations - The bonus granted by this skill is effectively doubled for the purpose of resisting dispelling and counterspelling attempts.

He made his choice of [Loaned Protection] and checked his status.

Warcaster’s Abjuration - This skill improves your effective intelligence by this skill level for all protective spells and wards that you create.

He was quite happy with how his mage skills were turning out; the System was doing a very solid job of building successively on the arcane strength that his skills provided him with. With his dragon skills [Sovereign’s Arcana] and [Sovereign’s Aura], he could create powerful arcane wards hidden within his aura, then fuel them with a reserve of mana from [Warcaster’s Reservoir]. These defensive wards could be enhanced ahead of time by both [Warcaster’s Abjuration] and [Warcaster’s Empowerment]. The dangerous nature of sacrificing his health to improve his spells was mitigated somewhat by the increase to his health regeneration that occurred when his mana was full. He could further exploit this regenerative benefit by simply keeping a large quantity of mana stored outside of his body with his reservoir skill. Eventually, he would be able to nearly empty both his health and mana pools to fuel immensely powerful defensive wards ahead of time, and then immediately retrieve enough stored mana to bring him back to full and kickstart his health regeneration. However, the potential ‘exploit’ was a distant fantasy, as right now he was severely limited by the low level of his mage skills, since they severely restricted the quantity of mana that he could imbue into each one of the silver teeth he kept in his pockets.

The hungry nature of his dragon skills was a problem he would eventually have to deal with, as there was a qualitative difference between his resources depending on whether he was in his true form or that of a human. While it was entirely possible for a Sovereign Dragon to have as little—or even less—health than a human warrior of an equal level, if an attack could somehow get past a dragon’s scales with the same ease it did a human’s soft skin, then taking the same injury would cause differing amounts of damage to their respective health pools—a single health point simply went a lot further for a dragon than it did a human. In the same way, a single point of mana in his dragon form was a lot more potent than it was when he was ‘Typh,’ with his much larger dragon’s body having a comparatively greater capacity to store and effectively utilise mana. If it wasn’t for his runt trait reducing his size, with his arcane expertise he would be virtually untouchable, but being a quarter the size of his siblings meant that despite his superior mental stats, he had a quarter of the base magical might they had to call upon, in addition to a quarter of their physical power.

He had tried to explain the nature of stat scores and resource pools to Arilla, but his efforts had been stymied by her lacklustre education. Still, as much as he despaired at dumbing things down, the message remained consistent regardless of its complexity. Size truly was everything.

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 380/380

SP: 380/380

MP: 5010/5010

Strength: 38

Dexterity: 38

Vitality: 38

Intelligence: 124

Willpower: 124

Charisma: 82

Class: Warcaster - Level 5

Warcaster’s Abjuration - Level 5

Warcaster’s Empowerment - Level 5

Warcaster’s Reservoir - Level 5

“You know, I find it very concerning the way you check your status with your eyes closed as you walk through the wilds, still carrying me,” Arilla said, looking up at him from what had after much cajoling turned into a princess carry. “Anyway, we’re here.”

He looked up to see that the tall stone walls of Rhelea had finally come into sight, so Typhoeus carefully set Arilla down on the ground. Now that they were close to civilisation, he had to go back to the act of playing the physically weak mage, and it wouldn’t do to be seen carrying the much taller woman in armour—along with the rest of their adventuring gear.

So, with Arilla leaning on Typhoeus for support, the pair performed an awkward three-legged walk as they rejoined the Old Road to Rhelea, eager for the chance to once again sleep in a warm bed.


Chapter 19

Proposal

The Old Roads were a relic from humanity’s distant past. They were pretty much the only thing besides the great wards, the odd weapon of mass destruction, and humanity’s grand mutilation to have survived intact through the ages. They were an immense construction, spanning almost the entirety of Astresia as they branched off and curved throughout every nation on the continent. In theory it allowed for one to walk from Rhelea in Terythia, through the great cities of the Epherian Empire, across the Thesian grasslands, into the wild forests of Elerium, to the distant west, and finally cross into the Frozen Wastes, all without ever taking a single step off its pristine paved slabs. Typhoeus knew that each and every one of the large flagstones was completely covered in flowing layers of perfectly cut runes. They were placed face down in the mortar, held tight to one another as the runic enchantment distributed the load evenly to each and every stone across the tens of thousands of miles of ground that it covered. This made every square inch of the road effectively indestructible, as the wear and tear of a thousand footsteps was instantly transferred across millions of miles of road where it was then repaired simultaneously by drawing upon the ambient mana in the air that suffused the continent.

Why the ancient humans had seen fit to build such a thing, and in such an odd pattern, had long since been lost to time along with the vast majority of their secrets. Still, despite the mystery surrounding it, it made for a truly convenient way to traverse the continent, as the road was wide enough for four wagons to move side by side without fear of ever breaking an axle on an uneven patch of earth. Towns and cities sprung up all along the Old Road as with each age that humanity crawled out of the wreckage they had wrought, they discovered the Road anew along with the bones of their destroyed cities and ultimately decided to resettle them again. They built new settlements on top of the old, unceremoniously entombing the previous civilisation, along with its secrets and horrors, to a new stratum of soon to be forgotten ruins. Rhelea, like so many other towns, was built astride an intersection of the ancient Old Roads over the remains of another city, which was likely only accessible through the catacombs that lay beneath the bustling settlement.

As they travelled through Outer Rhelea, Typhoeus could smell the age wafting off from some of the scavenged stone bricks that had been used to construct the dilapidated buildings in what was essentially the town’s slum district. The people who lived outside the safety of Rhelea’s warded walls had no doubt delved deep beneath the town in order to extract what little wealth could be retrieved from the long-dead humans who had come before them. Such a thing was inherently dangerous, as there was always a reason why the previous ages of humanity had fallen, and as Typhoeus rode past yet another building partially covered in the cracked, faded runes of a bygone era, he couldn’t help but chuckle to himself at how some of the forgotten secrets that underpinned Creation were currently being used to prop up the walls of a falling-apart alehouse. Surely if the runescribes of Terythia truly wished to rediscover the old runes that made the great workings like the Old Road possible, they would be best served exploring the shanty towns that sprung up around their older settlements, where the desperate poor had already raided the catacombs beneath their cities for any available stone or portable relics to sell.

Typhoeus and Arilla had managed to hitch a ride on the back of a turnip cart for the last leg of their journey. A mid-level farmer and her young nephew, who had yet to take a class, were travelling into Rhelea to sell their goods. It was their protracted complaints about the quality of the highways leading to the Old Road that had caused his latest bout of musings. The farmers had been delayed only a mile away from their farm when their cart had predictably gotten stuck in the mud, and now they were due in Rhelea long after sunset—a dangerous prospect for anyone transporting a cart full of food through the slums. The pair had taken pity on the two clay-rank adventurers and offered them a ride into town in exchange for a promise from Typhoeus to help scare off any would-be thieves while they made their way through the outer limits of the town. It was a fair trade, and Typhoeus had readily accepted after amending the deal to include a handful of turnips which he happily ate raw as he let Arilla relax for the rest of the journey. They enjoyed the perfectly smooth ride over the even stone road in all the comfort that a creaking wooden flatbed could provide.

By the time they made it through the town’s gates, night had fallen, and now the guardsmen on duty were being uncharacteristically thorough with their inspections of goods entering and exiting Rhelea. This minor complication held the turnip cart up at the gates. The line of people waiting to enter the inner walls stretched on for much farther than the last two times he had passed through the checkpoint. Opportunistic vendors were steadily cropping up alongside the queue, where they enthusiastically made a killing off of their captive audience. Even Typhoeus momentarily left Arilla on the back of the cart while he went to fetch them and their recent acquaintances a late supper at a truly exorbitant price. When the dragon returned with a much lighter purse and a selection of the slum’s finest rat meat pastries, he was surprised that Arilla was able to quickly pick up on the presence of rodent from the taste and texture alone—not that it stopped her or the farmers from partaking in the shared meal.

When they entered Inner Rhelea, the streets were nearly pitch black. The majority of the town lacked any form of streetlights or sconces, the only illumination coming from the few businesses that were still open after dark, and the starry sky above. They bid goodbye to the turnip farmer and her nephew as they went their separate ways, Typhoeus having no trouble navigating, as [Sovereign’s Perception] was more than enough to see in the dim light. Still, the darkness alone was a dampener on their otherwise triumphant return. They stuck to the main roads, well aware that with their low levels and Arilla’s injury they were likely tempting targets for any would-be assailants lurking in the shadows. Fortunately, the streets were busy with frequent guard patrols, keeping the roads clear of the footpads and beggars who would typically be seen this time of night. They were stopped several times on their journey, but after explaining that they were merely adventurers returning with a bounty of goblin ears, they were allowed to go on their way unmolested.

From the street outside, Typhoeus could tell the mood inside the Adventurers Guild was raucous, contrasting sharply with the sedate atmosphere outside the sprawling building. The warm light and lively music from within the main hall spilt out into the street, as if it was inviting them both inside. Adventurers and civilians both were relaxing outside on the steps, some still drinking from large tankards while others seemed content to simply enjoy the cool night’s air as they recovered from perhaps too much drink. Typhoeus and Arilla received some funny looks as together they hobbled up the short flight of stairs. Arilla’s obvious injuries and Typhoeus in his golden dress attracted a lot of curious attention from the inebriated gathering on the steps, but once they were inside the guildhall, they were quickly swallowed up by a large crowd of revellers who were in the middle of some kind of loud celebration.

The wooden tables that separated the notice boards from the attendant counters were filled to the brim with partygoers who were in an obviously celebratory mood. A large fabric banner was hung over the bar at the far end of the room, where a large queue for drinks dwarfed the one typically present during the day. A bard troupe playing a variety of stringed instruments filled the space adjacent to the bar with loud, upbeat music that more than a few people danced along to; the music forced the party’s attendees to yell to make themselves heard over the music. Typhoeus’s eyes scanned the prominently displayed writing on the banner above, hoping for inspiration, but the thick, flowing script was currently beyond his ability to read.

His breath hitched in his chest at the thought of so many people, but Arilla merely interlaced her fingers with his, calming him down considerably. Then, with the combined use of their elbows and knees, they made the jovial crowd part for them. Although, if he was being honest, the foul smell originating from his seeping sack of goblin ears probably had something to do with everyone’s hurry to get out of their way. Only one of the guild counters was currently staffed, with the sole attendant sitting behind the clear glass looking bored and like she would rather be anywhere else in all of Creation than watching other people enjoy themselves.

[Clerk level 12]

She appeared to be in her early twenties, disdain and apathy on her face as she looked them over from across the glass. Her nose wrinkled with distaste even before Typhoeus placed the leaking sack of ears on the counter.

“I’d like to claim the bounty on these,” the dragon said.

“Really? You expect me to accept these?” the clerk asked condescendingly as she practically recoiled from the proffered sack.

“Is there a problem?” Arilla asked.

“Well yes, these are rotting. I don’t know where you two got these, but I’m struggling to believe a pair of not-even-clay-ranks killed this many goblins by themselves,” she said, eyeing the conspicuous absence of clay badges pinned to their chests.

“Well we did, and I don’t believe it’s your job to question us. So just give us our money, and we’ll be on our way,” Typhoeus replied, his eyes already narrowing with distrust.

The clerk looked at the oozing sack with distaste. “I’ll give you four obol for the lot,” the woman said after some time.

“It’s supposed to be two chalkoi an ear!” Typhoeus exclaimed in a fit of outrage. “And there are more than forty pairs in there!”

“She doesn’t want to count them,” Arilla said, and the clerk’s uncomfortable look all but confirmed her statement.

“I’ll do it,” Typhoeus said, reaching a bare arm into the sack and producing a decaying green ear. The organ was uncomfortably moist and it leaked cold, viscous fluids from around his firm grip—the flesh had started to break down days ago. It was thoroughly disgusting, but Typhoeus had dealt with worse. In hindsight, he probably should have looked into a way of preserving the ears before transporting them, but he knew next to nothing about drying or smoking meat, and after this stomach-turning interaction, he would hopefully never have to deal with rotting goblin ears ever again.

“One . . .”

“Two . . .”

. . .

. . .

“Twelve . . .”

. . .

. . .

“Twenty-one . . .”

“Okay, okay, that’s enough!” the clerk said, her face tinged a sickly green to match the small pile of goblin ears that looked far too human for her delicate stomach to tolerate.

“Just put them in the bin. I’ll give you your damn silver,” the clerk continued, gesturing towards an open container by her side.

“I want 4 drachma for the lot,” Arilla said out of the blue.

“What?” the clerk and Typhoeus both said in their confusion.

“I’ll give you 2—she said forty pairs, after all,” the clerk said.

“Typh misspoke; she meant to say there are well over eighty pairs in there,” Arilla said, her face deadly serious.

They all looked at the bag, clearly far too small to contain so many.

“You can’t be serious,” the clerk said.

“Then feel free to count them,” Arilla said, her severe tone ruined by her wicked grin. “No, not you, Typh, you’ve done enough. She should do it, since it’s her job and all.”

“Listen . . .” the clerk began to protest, trailing off almost immediately as Arilla simply stared her down in silence.

The clerk hesitated for a long moment before slowly exhaling as she steeled her nerve. She pulled the gore filled sack across the counter and the sodden bag left streaks of red and yellow gunge on the polished wooden surface. She took a breath, then extended a well-manicured hand inside the sack. After much audible gagging, she produced a slippery, blood-covered trophy, which she added to the pile. The woman’s resolve held for another two ears before the physical sensation combined with the visceral sight and smell caused her to retch and vomit into her own mouth.

“Okay fine, you can have your fucking coin; just don’t tell anyone about this,” the clerk said, wiping off her hand with a patterned cloth before producing four drachma from a heavy pouch of jangling coins that reeked of scintillating silver—she gave them a warning look and muttered under her breath about needing to find another, less disgusting job, but neither Typhoeus or Arilla cared.

Together they hastily retreated with their spoils. Hobbling away from the counter as fast as they could on three functional legs. Arilla started to giggle as they made their way through the noisy crowd, and her infectious laugh caused Typhoeus to break out into a wide smile.

“Why did that work? She knew you were lying,” he asked.

“Sure, she knew it, but she wasn’t exactly willing to prove it. I’ve found that people are a lot freer with money that isn’t their own,” Arilla stated.

“Won’t the Guild miss it?” Typhoeus asked. His limited experience with ‘credit’ was helping him come to terms with the idea of not knowing the precise location and condition of your wealth at all times, but the concept of a theft going unnoticed was still deeply foreign to his draconic sensibilities.

“Look around you, Typh. What’s the two extra drachma or so that we scammed to people like this?” she said, sweeping her arm in a wide arc. Typhoeus’s gaze followed her arm, and he was forced to admit that she was right.

The enamelled mouldings where the plastered walls met the high-vaulted ceilings, the crystal chandelier that cast a brilliant white magelight bright enough to fill the expansive hall, even the abundance of metal and porcelain tableware that was handed out freely to those eating and drinking by the bar, all screamed wealth. It was a stark contrast to the wood and clay alternatives that were offered in almost every other establishment throughout the town where painted wood walls were considered luxurious over bare stone. It was only in the Huntsman’s Rest that Typhoeus had even seen plaster and wallpaper used as decorations, and considering the wealth possessed by the Shining Swords he supposed that comparison reflected very well on the Guilds finances. It was a very grand, very expensive looking room, and if it wasn’t full of dragon-hating adventurers, then he would strongly consider the Guild Hall as a suitable replacement for his now-abandoned lair.

“Come on, I think I can see a free table,” Arilla said, tugging on Typhoeus’s hand as she pulled him after her through the bustling crowd.

“Really? I thought we were in a hurry to get you to a healer?” the dragon asked, raising his voice to be heard over the loud music and nearby conversations, that filled the hall and stressed his perception skill.

“I am, but we just got paid, and there’s a party!” she yelled back at him, a wide smile lighting up her face. She quickly hobbled over to sit down in a recently vacated seat where she then twisted her lithe body so that she could raise her swollen ankle and place it delicately on the tabletop.

“I suppose I’m not getting you out of that seat all night, am I?”

“Nope. You’re getting all the drinks tonight,” Arilla gloated, her grin stretching wider than he thought was possible for a human.

“You know there are cheaper, quieter places . . .” Typhoeus said. He looked around at the crowd apprehensively and felt the increasingly familiar anxiety begin to grow in his stomach.

“Typh, you’ll be fine. I’ll keep your seat warm for you, now off you go,” she said, and shooed him off towards the bar.

The queue was noisy and unpleasant, and the tight press of people all clamouring for service from the overworked bartenders made for a deeply trying experience. Once he finally reached the front of the line, he barely even had space to stand through the chaos of sharp elbows and broad shoulders. However, all it took was for a bartender to lock eyes with his ample cleavage for his fortunes to abruptly change, and Typhoeus found himself being served almost immediately—much to the anger of his fellow patrons, who appeared to have been waiting to be served for some time.

With a large jug of beer tucked protectively between his arms, he carefully wormed his way back through the crowd. His physical stats recieved an unexpected workout while he tried to prevent the beer from spilling as he dodged and weaved between drunk adventurers and civilians all the way through the hall. When he finally made his way back to their seats, there was a noticeable space between the circular table and the crowd, like there were an invisible line around it that nobody was willing to cross. As he stood there on the edge of that intangible boundary, he could see that there was a level 5 noble comfortably leaning against Typhoeus’s chair and speaking confidently to an increasingly distraught looking Arilla.

The human was blonde, well dressed, and smelled strongly of rosewater, something which easily distinguished him from the usual adventuring crowd who typically smelled of sweat and, more often than not, older sweat. He was accompanied by a shy-looking level 5 healer and a stoic, heavily armed and armoured knight in the beginning of iron rank at level 112 who bore the Traylan House crest of a silver pearl wrapped in green thorns emblazoned prominently on his enamelled steel breastplate. The healer appeared almost as uncomfortable as Arilla did, the small woman standing back with the large knight between the young noble and the lively crowd. As the young man spoke, his honeyed words caused an expression of barely constrained anger to spread across Arilla’s freckled face, and when Typhoeus carefully placed the unwieldy jug down on the table, she looked up at him with undisguised relief.

“Typh, this is Lord Galen of House Traylan, the first and only son of the patriarch, his father being the governor of the lands surrounding Rhelea,” she said. The warrior’s tone was stilted and even Typhoeus could tell that she was distinctly uncomfortable with the young noble’s presence.

“Uhm yes, he is,” Galen said, flashing them both with a well-practised smile as he took a moment to look Typhoeus up and down appraisingly. His eyes were alight with fascination and they lingered for far too long on the oddly proportioned dragon. “Typh is quite an interesting name. Tell me, is that short for anything?”

“No, it’s just Typh. Are you here for a particular reason?” Typhoeus asked bluntly.

“Address the young Lord with his proper honorific, mageling,” the knight said. His baritone voice was laced with threat as he discreetly rolled his shoulders, his heavy plate armour shifting on his broad frame and Typhoeus felt the man’s aura pulse with menace.

“Fine. Lord Traylan, are you here for a particular reason?” Typhoeus asked again just as bluntly as before. Although, this time he made sure to glare at the interrupting knight whose expression was masked by his full-face helmet.

“No, not particularly. I just saw Miss Arilla here sitting here by herself and thought that it was appropriate to come over and introduce myself. Considering these lands will one day be mine, it makes sense for me to be on good terms with all the warriors here. And adventuring halls like this one can get pretty rough for a young woman all by herself, so I thought it would be appropriate to offer her the gift of my esteemed company,” Galen smiled.

“I told you, Lord Traylan, I’m not alone,” Arilla said quickly, her eyes downcast as she made tight fists with her uninjured hand below the table.

“Yes, yes, you’re with Miss Typh here, but it’s not the same. Two attractive young women like yourselves shouldn’t be out without an escort, especially at your low levels,” Galen continued, unaware or uncaring of how the face of the healer standing behind him reddened considerably with his words.

“I don’t see what you’re supposed to do, Lord Traylan; you’re also only level 5,” Typhoeus said, taking what must have been the obvious bait—Arilla winced, and Galen grinned.

“Well, as I was telling your friend Arilla here earlier, I won’t be stuck at level 5 for long. There’s an after-graduation expedition with the Guild in a few days that I can’t get out of, but after that my father is arranging for me and my chosen party to be power levelled all the way to bronze. And in the interim, there’s always Sir Lothian here,” he said happily as he gestured over his shoulder at the armoured knight, who simply glowered back through the thin slit in his helmet.

“I see, and you’re telling us this because?” Typhoeus asked hastily, adding another “Lord Traylan.” In response to knight Lothian’s loud grunt.

“Well, because I need to build my chosen party, of course. With the exception of Mereliss here, the starting party chosen for me by the Guild just won’t do at all,” Galen said, gesturing offhandedly at the tight-lipped healer behind him.

“And I take it, Lord Traylan, that you want us to join your team?” Typhoeus asked.

“Perhaps, perhaps. If we could come to a suitable arrangement . . .” he said carefully. “Seeing as how I’d be paying for your equipment, power levelling, and training all whilst protecting you from any unwanted advances, it only makes sense that you’d want to repay my generosity in kind.”

“My Lord, I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding. Typh isn’t my friend. We’re together, very together, and very happy,” Arilla said humbly, cutting Typhoeus off from enquiring any further.

“Well, that’s not a problem; I expect all of my bedmates to be willing to play together,” Galen said with his perfect smile—he didn’t seem to notice how Typhoeus’s face contorted with anger. “My father is currently in the capital while the king ratifies his petition to return Rhelea to our demesne, and in the intervening time I have the run of the castle. It’s only two hours away by carriage, and behind those thick walls, we’d have all the privacy in Creation to get to know one another as intimately as we’d like. If you follow what I’m talking about.”

Before the man could even blink, Typhoeus had darted forwards to slap the young lordling across the face. The young noble’s head rocked back from the surprisingly hard impact, which left a bright red handprint on the otherwise pale skin of his cheek. Lothain responded in kind to Typhoeus’s assault by quickly drawing a short sword from his belt, which found its way to rest on the dragon’s neck before he could react to it. The sharp edge of the skill-forged steel gently rested against his vulnerable human skin.

“Your orders, My Lord?” Lothian asked calmly, the knight having moved half a dozen paces in his heavy armour in less than a heartbeat. Given the man’s prodigious speed, if things escalated Typhoeus could only hope that he could survive for long enough without a head to revert back to his true form. Unlike the last time he had a naked blade pressed up against his throat, this time the man wielding it was actually dangerous, and for as long as he remained in his human body, the knight was a very real threat to him.

“It’s nothing, Lothain, you can put your sword away,” he said, tentatively rubbing his jaw. “Just a mistake from a spirited girl, isn’t that right?”

“Yes. It was a mistake. Lord Traylan,” Typhoeus said through clenched teeth, the rune-etched sword forcing his compliance as Arilla clenched the edge of the table with a white-knuckled grip. The weapon disappeared back in its sheath, leaving a thin line of broken skin on Typhoeus’s neck, and then the knight stepped backwards to once again resume his previous watchful position.

“Well, I would say that’s kind of ruined the mood, don’t you think?” Galen said before looking over his shoulder. “Mereliss, come over here would you. Typh is bleeding, and I do believe there’s something wrong with Arilla’s ankle.”

“Of course, m’lord,” Mereliss said with a distinctly common accent that marked her as hailing from Rhelea’s lower classes. She hustled forwards at Galen’s command.

With the threat of the knight standing so close, neither of them objected as the until-now-silent woman laid her hands first on Typhoeus’s neck and then Arilla’s ankle. An invigorating rush of energy spread out from where she touched him, and he felt the woman’s healing magic do its work. His skin sealed shut as a small spike of hunger made itself known to him despite his quite recent meals.

“Thank you, Mereliss,” Galen said, smiling congenially at the healer, who performed a deep, if somewhat clumsy curtsy before retreating back into the vacant space behind him. “Well. I can see after that completely unnecessary bout of violence that neither of you are in the mood to take me up on my very generous offer,” he said, shooting Lothain a quick glare. “Just remember my proposition. While I have need of a mage and a warrior now, I will fill the slots in my party sooner rather than later. I assure you this will be the most generous offer you will ever receive, and like I said, places such this can be dangerous for two attractive women such as yourselves.”

With that, the noble turned and left, clicking his fingers to summon his knight when the man dawdled too long to glare at Typhoeus suspiciously. The party of three disappeared into the crowd, which parted for them without a word, moving to fill in the space around their small table a moment after they had left. As Typhoeus finally sat down next to Arilla, he realised for the first time that he was shaking with anger. His whole body trembling until she put her hand on his, interlacing their fingers as she squeezed his hand in quiet reassurance.

“So I see why everyone hates nobles around here. Are they all like that?” Typhoeus asked as he focused his attention on tracking Galen through the hall with his perception skill while the man made his way through the busy crowd.

“From everything I’ve heard, they’re worse. We’re just lucky House Traylan has no real power inside Rhelea; otherwise, I doubt Galen would have bothered asking,” Arilla said while pouring herself a large beer, which she drank almost in one go. “Well, at least we know why the graduation party is so big, probably the Traylans trying to buy some goodwill with us simple adventuring folk.”

“This is a graduation party?” he asked, realising then that he could see far more level 5 adventurers studded throughout the busy crowd than he was used to seeing within the Guildhall.

“Typh, it says so on the massive bloody banner above the bar,” Arilla said.

“It does? Sorry, I missed that,” he said, cursing internally at his illiteracy.

“You can be really oblivious sometimes, you know?” she said, this time pouring Typhoeus a drink before topping up her own tankard.

“Sorry, you know I find it hard to think around crowds,” he said, settling for another half-truth as he tentatively sipped his beer. “So, do you think the king will give Rhelea to the Traylans?”

“Maybe? I don’t really know politics, but there’s been talk of the Merchant’s Council losing control of the town since I was little, though it hasn’t happened yet,” Arilla said with a shrug. “Personally, I don’t know if it will ever happen. I mean, sure, a lot of money flows through this town, probably more than in most cities, but practically everyone here has a class. You go to pretty much anywhere else, and only the rich, the nobles, and their favourites have one.”

“I don’t follow,” he said.

“Well, let’s say the Traylans do get Rhelea; suddenly they’ve gone from one of the poorest houses to the wealthiest overnight, and they also have more high-level combat classers at their disposal than anyone else,” Arilla said.

“And the other houses wouldn’t like that?” Typhoeus suggested.

“Exactly. Either the other noble houses would have to massively swell the ranks of their soldiers and somehow get them the levels to go up against adventuring bands like the Shining Swords, or the Traylans will likely end up in charge of the province with Galen having a decent shot at being crowned the next king,” she stated matter of factly.

“It sounds like you know politics pretty well to me,” Typhoeus said warmly.

“I keep my ear to the ground,” she replied with a smile. “Now pour me another drink!” She held out her once-again-empty cup. “What? You’re supposed to be waiting on me hand and foot, and the alcohol helps with the pain.”

“Mereliss just healed you,” he said, looking at her empty tankard disparagingly.

“Barely. That level 5 healing spell only took the edge off. Now beer me, wench!” she said, shaking her tankard in jest.

“Whatever you want, dearest,” the dragon said as he acquiesced and poured his lover another beer, hoping that they could put the unpleasantness of Galen’s unwanted visit behind them.


Chapter 20

Refusal

After Galen’s departure, their evening picked up for a while. Typhoeus made an exaggerated show of waiting on Arilla hand and foot, but then it took an abrupt turn for the worse. Contrary to what the young noble had said, neither of them had ever had a problem with sexually aggressive adventurers before. No catcalls, wolf whistles, or unwanted advances had ever bothered them within the confines of the Guild’s Hall or training grounds until now. Today, however, it was like a switch had been flicked, or as Arilla suggested, a noble’s coin purse emptied, and a steady stream of harassing suitors poured forth. They regularly made their way over to their table, where they would proceed to proposition one or both of Typhoeus and Arilla. The offers went from the mildly amusing to the downright disgusting, with the attitudes of the men and very occasionally women varying from them awkwardly looking over their shoulders as they delivered their pre-prepared lines, to downright predatory as they made blunt demands for sex in exchange for some vague form of protection.

Needless to say, Typhoeus and Arilla refused every offer, and after it became clear that the parade of adventurers making a fool of themselves wasn’t going to end any time soon, they decided that it was past time for them to leave. The dragon hoped as they made their way to the exit that they would still be able to enjoy the remainder of their evening somewhere else, far away from the noble’s fiscal reach. They were halfway there when a large, calloused hand emerged from the crowd and grabbed Typhoeus painfully around his small waist, yanking him off balance. He was pulled away from Arilla and ass first onto the open lap of a burly-looking adventurer who had clearly been enjoying his drink.

The man was absolutely huge, and Typhoeus could tell from the way that he smelled that he likely had more than a little bit of giant’s blood in him, probably in the form of a much coveted System trait. It was a shame they were meeting under such circumstances, as Typhoeus found giant’s blood tended to give human meat a moreish umami flavour that he rarely got the chance to indulge in. The human appeared almost bear-like in his size and disposition, his coarse brown body hair coating the exposed muscles of his chest and arms that bulged out from beneath his too-small, sleeveless, ‘V’ neck vest. He was warrior tagged and had over fifty levels on Typhoeus’s disguise, putting his class firmly in the beginnings of its third tier of power, or bronze rank as the humans preferred to call it.

Typhoeus was strong for his size, but he was positively dwarfed by the much larger adventurer who—by the feel of his tight grip, had also invested heavily in his strength score. The dragon tried to squirm out of the man’s grasp, but it was futile. The hulking adventurer merely laughing merrily at Typhoeus’s obvious discomfort, his breath reeking of strong yeasty beer and plaque as he squeezed the struggling dragon closer to him in a tight embrace.

“Now, where are you going, beautiful?” he asked, clearly uninterested in Typhoeus’s answer—he seemed to be paying far more attention to the approving faces of his four friends who were sitting around his table. Judging by their class tags and attire, they were adventures one and all, most likely members of the same party.

“Let go of me!” Typhoeus yelled as he struggled, though his voice was quickly drowned out by the raucous noises of celebration filling the hall.

He only received another laugh in response, the big man seemingly finding his spirited protests funny. Typhoeus quickly wracked his brain for a spell or skill he could use to see himself clear of this situation, rejecting out of hand anything too complex or mana intensive for a lowly level 5 mage. It didn’t take him long to realise that his position was hopeless, and he would have to put up with it. Typh the mage would be trapped, helpless before the much-higher-level adventurer’s superior strength. While Typhoeus the dragon could extricate himself with ease, there was simply nothing he could do that wouldn’t also raise suspicions that he could ill afford. Still, he screamed for help, even making pleading eye contact with people nearby in the crowd who quickly turned their backs on him. Those few who could hear his vocal struggles over the din of the party were clearly not willing to risk their neck for a not-even-clay-rank being assaulted by a party of bronzes in their mid-50s.

Typhoeus had been through countless battles against humans before, and he had long since experienced every kind of physical injury an adventurer was capable of inflicting. With a confidence that he wasn’t sure that he truly possessed, Typhoeus told himself that whatever happened next, he would be able to endure—just like how he had endured all of those painful wounds in his past. Ultimately the wandering hands of one bronze rank human was nothing compared to the multitude of vicious injuries that he had already suffered at the hands of adventurers and dragons alike, and yet strangely enough, beneath the rough ministrations of the warrior’s calloused palms, all of his self-affirmations fell flat. The way the big man casually ignored his vocal refusal of consent hurt him in a profound way that he had failed to anticipate.

“There’s the spirit! You see, lads, women can’t resist the smell of a real man,” he laughed in his deep voice. He once again turned his attention away from Typhoeus and back to his friends. “That’s why I don’t believe in bathing; it’s all about pheromones, you see, drives ‘em crazy,” he continued, egged on by his chuckling comrades as he effortlessly held a still struggling dragon in place.

“Just let me go!” Typhoeus begged, trying to pull the warrior’s muscular forearm from around his waist, though his screams for help were cut short as a thick, calloused hand clamped tightly over his mouth.

“Easy now, Boscoe, that Traylan brat won’t want damaged goods,” the ranger warned, a wan half-smile on his angular face as he studiously watched Typhoeus struggle. The dragon took the opportunity to try and sink his teeth into the palm of Boscoe’s hand. Anticlimactically, his blunt human teeth failed to pierce through the warrior’s tough skin.

“Aww, come on, boss, it’s not like we need the money. And the kid didn’t say how pretty this one is,” Boscoe said before finally turning to Typhoeus. He lowered his head down and inhaled deeply through his flaring nostrils before speaking directly into Typhoeus’s ear—the man’s hot breath against his neck caused him to shiver with revulsion. “Maybe I’ll just keep you instead of passing you on. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You can’t have ever been with a real man if you’re content with that other girl. Five minutes with me and I could fuck you straight, and then you’d b—”

“Knock it off, Brother, you know impressing the Traylens is about more than the money,” the rogue said, the smaller man interrupting the big warrior’s lurid speech.

“Fuck you, Harlowe, I don’t see why we need ‘em. We’re doing just fine without ‘em, aren’t we?” Boscoe said, spittle flying as he addressed the rogue.

“Because the world’s changing, you dolt. The Merchant Council won’t last, and even if it does, getting the Traylans as our backers will net us more than enough money to pay our way to iron. Now, rough the girl up a little and send her along to Galen. If you still want to get wet your prick in someone, we can find you a nice whore on the row afterwards,” the mage said coldly, earning herself a disgruntled look from Boscoe.

“And fuck you too, Ferros, I don’t pay for it. You know that you’re just bein’ soft ‘cus she’s another girl mage like you,” Boscoe yelled over the wooden table, then painfully squeezed Typhoeus closer into his lap.

“Harlowe, control your brother. I fear he’s about to do something terminally stupid,” Ferros threatened. The mage looked towards the slender rogue as her eyes momentarily flared a bright orange to emphasise her point.

“Don’t even think about it, Harlowe,” Boscoe said, shutting his brother down before he could even speak. “Alright, Typh—it is Typh, right? Whatever the Bossman and Ferros here think, pleasing the Traylan’s tyke is important. It’s why we’re here at his stupid graduation party, for fucks sake. Now I want you to go and take that glorious ass of yours over to the little lordling’s table and beg that boy to let you bounce up and down on his noble dick. I don’t care if you act like a dead fish or if you give him the ride of his life, but you make damn sure to tell him that Medraut’s Rovers sent you his way, understand?”

Typhoeus could only glare at him in answer, biting harder into the meat of Boscoe’s hand as he continued to struggle in vain. “Right, yeah, I forgot for a moment. Blink once for yes, twice for no,” Boscoe said in between chuckles. Typhoeus didn’t know what to do. He wished that Arilla was here to decide for him—or better yet, that his disguise wasn’t so necessary and that he could just kill the adventurers and be done with it. Still, he knew one answer would bring about an earlier end to his humiliation, so he blinked once.

“Good girl, now let me give you something to remember me by before I let you go,” the large warrior said, and Typhoeus felt the hand holding him tightly around his waist move. First, it went lower, down past the hem of his dress before moving back up past his knee as his rough hand glided underneath the soft fabric of his dress. The thin material bunched up as it swiftly rose along his thighs with the unwanted movement of Boscoe’s invasive hand.

Whatever resolve Typhoeus had to suffer through his humiliation crumbled in the face of this new violation. Reflexively he turned to his skills, releasing his tightly bound [Sovereign’s Aura] from its resting place deep within him, though he constrained it to extend only half an inch out from his skin as it tried to leap out and swallow the room. Once his unruly skill was contained to where he wanted it, he demanded that it burn. The dragon gifted his skill with unrestricted access to his deep well of mana and within the narrow bounds of his aura, Creation shifted several gears to conform to his will. In that moment, his usual mix of delicate runework and elaborate spellcraft was completely forgotten, and his mind was occupied solely by the unwelcome invader inching its way towards a place that he had reserved exclusively for his own and Arilla’s pleasure. A torrent of mana poured into [Sovereign’s Aura] and drank deep on the power he supplied it with. The rapacious ability demanded the mana supply of a dragon, yet found only a mere human’s.

For that half an inch of space that Typhoeus’s aura filled, all of Creation that happened to fill that small space ignited in Dragonfire as his mana pushed his will onto the world. Hair, skin, clothes, the very air they breathed, it all burned.

The laughter stopped. Cries of alarm echoing out from all around him as Typhoeus’s mundane vision was momentarily obscured by a cocoon of golden flames as the surface of the proudly unbathed Boscoe combusted. His thick coating of coarse hair being laden with months’ worth of sweat and natural oils made for predictably good kindling, and it spread the fire much farther than it would have gone otherwise. The natural fibres of his clothes were reduced to ash—which was almost immediately encapsulated within his now bubbling flesh as the warrior’s molten tissues started to slough off of him. A Typhoeus-shaped imprint of skin, fat, and muscle essentially poured off the adventurer and onto the floor of the hall.

Typhoeus sprung to his feet and hastily cut off his supply of mana to the ability. [Sovereign’s Aura] growled with frustration as he put it back into its cage. The fires stopped, for the most part, but the damage was already done.

Given his level, Boscoe would almost certainly survive, and with the careful ministrations of a well-paid healer, he would likely make a full recovery, but it would be an excruciating and—more importantly—expensive round of healing. Typhoeus looked at his assailant and smiled at the devastation he had wrought. The adventurer’s chest and lap had been turned into a messy ruin of charred flesh, where exposed muscle and bone could be seen peeking through between patches of crispy, flash-cooked fat. The intoxicating smell of roast human with a hint of giant filled the air, and Typhoeus felt himself begin to salivate as hunger pangs reminded him of how little he had eaten this evening. Boscoe looked back at him in undisguised horror; his face had been spared the brunt of the flames by the size differential between them, allowing the large man to look into the eyes of the dragon that he had so thoughtlessly provoked.

Typhoeus took a step forwards, delighting in how the large man tried to recoil in fear. No matter how wide Boscoe’s eyes grew with terror, his muscular limbs didn’t respond as the warrior’s body shut down and went into shock from the sudden and massive trauma that had been inflicted upon him. The dragon leaned over the much larger man, carefully resting a small hand on the scorched wood of the warrior’s chair as he exaggeratedly inhaled through his nose. A trailing finger running along the still warm ruin of the humans chest, almost sensually.

“I do so love the smell of a real man. You must be right about those pheromones,” he purred, looking Boscoe dead in his eyes, as for the first time, he smiled at him with undisguised hunger.

After several heartbeats, he took a step back, turning around to face the rest of Medraut’s Rovers; the adventuring party had taken the time to form up and train their weapons and arcane foci on him as the crowded hall watched on in frozen silence.

[Warrior level 52], [Ranger level 57], [Rogue level 54], [Mage level 56].

Typhoeus looked at them and their levels and felt no fear. From the ranger’s glowing arrow pointed at his heart to the mage’s flaming lance held hovering suspended in the air above the tip of her runestaff, the dragon merely stood tall. He suppressed a smile and he reminded himself how easily he could end them all. While he was confident that his life was secure, his disguise as Typh was in dire peril; if the adventurers retaliated, he would be forced to cast his disguise away as he reverted to his true form and made a hasty retreat. The thought of having to leave Arilla behind in his flight was the only thing that kept him from following his instincts to pre-emptively strike out at the adventurers who he deemed complicit in his assault.

“I believe your friend has had a terrible accident. He tried to stick his fingers where they didn’t belong and spontaneously caught fire as a result,” Typhoeus said coldly, staring the ranger down as he loudly projected his voice—this time, without the loud music or the chatter to drown it out, his words carried clearly throughout the otherwise silent hall.

The crowd murmured in its discontent, as apparently that sort of behaviour was only tolerated when there was enough background noise for you to pretend not to hear someone scream for help. He turned his gaze away from the adventurers, daring them to attack him while his head was turned as he looked out over the crowd. Once again he made eye contact with the same people who had turned their backs on his cries when he needed them before. One and all, they looked away, but this time it was to the floor with shame in their eyes as it became apparent to them and the rest of the crowd what had very nearly happened while they were partying nearby.

The murmurs grew in volume to mutters as the crowd parted, and Arilla emerged, limping forwards; she was flanked by a pair of concerned-looking clerks wearing the symbol of the Adventurers Guild emblazoned prominently on their starched uniforms.

“I believe there has been some very untoward behaviour directed at Miss Typh and Arilla this evening,” the older of the two clerks said, his words doing much to defuse the situation—the adventurers lowered their weapons slightly.

“This girl attacked Boscoe. I demand that she be thrown out of the Guild and handed over to the guard immediately,” Medraut said. The ranger addressed his words to the older clerk, whose eyes narrowed in response.

“If you would like to make a formal complaint, then you are welcome to do so, but we have multiple reports of our members being offered payment to harass these two novice adventurers, and I find it highly irregular that Miss Typh would choose to attack someone over ten times her level without provocation,” the clerk said. “Are you sure that this wasn’t some kind of accident like the young mage suggested, or do we need to petition an adjudicator to resolve this?”

“No, no, we don’t need to do that,” Medraut said hastily. The ranger visibly deflated at the mention of an adjudicator, then he turned to Typh and spoke through gritted teeth. “You’re right. He had an accident catching fire like that, happens all the time.”

“Good. Well, in that case, I am glad this has been resolved peacefully,” the clerk said with a straight face. “In future, please refrain from drawing steel on Guild grounds. Now, you had best see to your injured warrior, don’t you think?”

Medraut nodded respectfully at the clerk as he put away his bow; the rest of his party, with the notable exception of the rogue Harlowe, followed suit as they stepped away from Typhoeus. Their looks of anger promised what their words could not, given the public nature of their confrontation.

“Harlowe, we’re done here. Grab your brother and let’s get moving; he needs a healer,” Ferros said, the mage not looking entirely displeased by the resolution as she took charge. The rogue seemed to momentarily baulk at putting away his long knives, but he finally acquiesced after reading the mood of the room. Reluctantly he moved forwards to practically peel his much larger brother out of his chair with the aid of the still-silent level 52 warrior.

As they began moving Boscoe, who had yet to make a noise beyond a quiet whimper, he began screaming loudly, and his agonised wails overpowered any murmured conversations within the large hall. If it wasn’t for [Sovereign’s Perception], Typhoeus would have missed the hushed words that Harlowe whispered into his brother’s ear as he was forced to use his knife to cut the big man free from the chair that he was partially seared into.

“Don’t worry, Brother, we won’t let this stand. We’ll get that bitch later, just not in front of so many witnesses, eh? When Rolfy’s done with her, she’ll be begging for the knife, I promise you that.”

Typhoeus frowned, but that was a problem for later. The jovial atmosphere of the party was dead; maybe it was the smell, or perhaps it was the screams, but he knew no amount of drink and lively music could resurrect the once celebratory mood he had brought crashing to a halt.

The clerk waited patiently for the team of adventurers to leave before turning to Typhoeus. “Miss Typh, I feel that the Guild owes you an apology. Rest assured that I will look into this matter personally, but perhaps it would be best if you left the premises for the night.” The wrinkles around the older man’s eyes showed no hint of emotion either way about the evening’s events as he waited patiently for him to respond.

“Of course. Thank you for your timely arrival,” Typhoeus replied.

“Think nothing of it, but in future, do try to refrain from using offensive auras within the Guild’s grounds,” the clerk answered impassively before turning around and walking away. The partygoers who had been watching the altercation finally decided to make their exit from the hall and streamed out onto the starlit streets of Rhelea.

Typhoeus looked to his side and saw Arilla hurriedly limping over to him, wincing as she put weight on her broken ankle. Her eyes were watery and full of unspilled tears and when she came to a wobbly stop in front of him, she looked away, refusing to meet his eyes.

“I’m sorry that I caused a scene,” Typhoeus said, reaching out for her hand.

“No, I’m sorry! I tried to get help, but it took so long. I’m so weak and useless!” she cried, ignoring his outstretched arm as she stepped forwards and hugged him instead, burying her head in Typhoeus’s shoulder.

“No you’re not. If you weren’t so obviously injured, I’m sure you’d have come rushing to my rescue earlier,” Typhoeus said, a relieved smile on his face while he softly stroked her hair. The two of them took a long moment to just hold one another close as they stood there in silence.

“I’m so sorry. I just wish I was stronger. If I hadn’t gotten hurt fighting those goblins . . .” she trailed off, sniffling against him as she spoke into his neck. “I just really hate this world sometimes. I hate how the strong are always abusing the weak. Tonight should never have happened.”

“It’s okay, I’m okay. This was hardly the worst thing that has ever happened to me,” he said, lying to her for the first time in days.

“You’re a terrible liar.”

“No, I’m not. Now let’s get you to a proper healer. The evening is still young, and at the next tavern, I want you to get the drinks,” he said, his false good cheer eliciting the faintest hints of a smile from his distraught warrior.

Despite the brevity of their conversation, they didn’t leave until long after the hall had emptied of its other occupants. There were just a handful of staff left to clean up the large mess made by the party’s attendants. While they had received a lot of dirty looks, nobody had come forward to chastise or punish Typhoeus. For all of her undeserved self-hatred, Arilla was right about one thing. In this world, the strong preyed on the weak with impunity, and by maiming that warrior 50 levels his senior Typhoeus had proven himself to be anything but weak.


Chapter 21

Home

Typhoeus shed a single tear and consigned his dress to the flames, the metallic golden fabric shimmering brightly as the spreading fires within the shallow pit rapidly consumed the delicate garment. “I will miss you,” Typhoeus said, his voice wavering with emotion.

“Typh, that dress stank,” Arilla commented dryly, her hands resting on her hips while she waited patiently for him to finish.

“I could have gotten the smell out eventually,” he protested, though his words fell on deaf ears—his Sworn Sword merely rolled her eyes.

“You tried, Gods know that you tried, but it was hard enough getting the smell out of your hair, let alone the dress as well, and Julian was insistent that either the dress left or we did,” she said, clearly unsympathetic to his plight.

“I still think we should have moved,” Typhoeus pouted, and his suggestion caused Arilla to giggle incessantly.

“What?” he asked, annoyed that her laughter was ruining the otherwise solemn moment.

“It’s nothing, just . . . you’re usually so miserly. To think that you’d willingly give up a free room just to keep that dress,” she said, giggling some more.

“On credit isn’t free,” he grumbled, the corners of his lips twitching upwards despite himself. He was happy to see Arilla finally getting back to her usual self, even if it did require the loss of his favourite item of clothing. With the dress burned, they walked back inside the Huntsman’s Rest, Arilla treading gingerly on her newly healed ankle. They had elected for the cheaper but still vastly accelerated healing spell that ensured she would be fighting fit in a couple of days rather than months. They could technically have afforded healing it instantaneously, but Typhoeus thought that they could do with the excuse to take it easy for a few days, and if they saved a few drachma in the meantime, who was he to complain?

“Is it done?” Julian asked. The inkeeper’s gruff manner did him no favours in Typhoeus’s eyes as the young dragon held him solely responsible for the destruction of his much-beloved dress, rather than Boscoe, who had irrevocably stained it with an unpleasant mixture of his molten tissues.

“It is this time—I watched her burn it,” Arilla said, looking down at her toes and blushing rather than risking meeting Julian’s eyes. The man grunted out a short acknowledgement before going back to work, taking no time at all to find something new to clean. His perpetually immaculate washcloth was likely maintained through some sort of innkeeper skill.

Ever since finding out from Typhoeus that the gruff innkeeper was bedfellows with Caeber, one of her childhood heroes from the Shining Swords, Arilla had been utterly unable to meet the middle-aged man’s eyes. Instead, she blushed furiously whenever she was forced to interact with him, something that Typhoeus found to be very cute. Because of that he bent over backwards to ensure that Arilla was tasked with requesting whatever they needed on any given day from the surly innkeeper.

They had two items on the agenda for today. First, they needed to see a smith; despite taking it easy, Arilla had managed to level her [Heavy Blows] skill up to 5 after some particularly exciting bed play that left Typhoeus unable to comfortably sit down. Her newly ranked-up skill [Sworn Blows] was three times as powerful as her previous ability. However, it had the added restrictions of not only requiring Arilla to remain on Typhoeus’s good side but, much to his warrior’s chagrin, mandated the use of a sword.

Their second stop was arguably far more important. Typhoeus was now down to his least-favourite dress and an ill-fitting shirt and pair of trousers. He was hoping that after giving Madame Vanje almost two weeks, she might have another scintillating garment ready for him to try on. The last time he had visited her shop, it was to get Arilla something to replace her stained rags, and he had been profoundly disappointed when she didn’t have anything suitable in his size. Now he desperately wanted to return and purchase a new dress to replace the one he had so recently lost.

They ate their breakfast by the bar in silence, Arilla smirking between large mouthfuls of well-seasoned stew as she watched Typhoeus eat with obvious enjoyment. The dragon conspicuously leaned up against the polished copper countertop where he ate his meal standing upright, forsaking his seat to spare his sore cheeks.

Arilla had managed to sell their looted jewellery and ogre tusks to a merchant the previous day for the grand sum of twelve drachma. When she had returned bearing the thick silver coins, it had taken all of his self-control not to snatch them out of her grasp and begin rubbing them euphorically against his body. Typhoeus had left the entire sale to her, as he was unwilling to go anywhere near the bazaar. Now that news of Azoth’s ‘disappearance’ had finally made its way to the guard, they were now cracking down on the vaguely defined ‘unruly element’ within the town’s walls. Merchants seemed to be complaining about the increased checks at the gates, and there were fewer beggars and footpads on the streets, but if there was a backlash to the increased policing, Typhoeus was unaware of it.

As an adventuring town, Rhelea had an overabundance of craftsmen who catered to the myriad of esoteric needs adventurers typically had—much more so than a typical human settlement of its size normally would. Given that Rhelea was one of the few places where people had unrestricted access to classes, the number of craftsmen had truly swelled, creating a flood of skill-forged weapons and armour that easily outperformed their more mundane counterparts. These pieces of equipment were then shipped throughout the country by a series of competing merchant caravans who made a healthy profit selling high-quality, low-cost ‘Rhelean Steel’ to more restrictive provinces and cities that had to make do with only a handful of classed craftsmen, and they were generally in the exclusive employ of their local noble dynasty.

The sheer quantity of these craftsmen and craftswomen resulted in what was affectionately called the ‘Crafters’ Village,’ or simply ‘the Village’, where the majority of alchemists, blacksmiths, tanners, bowyers, and runecarvers all plied their trades. In theory, this was to keep the residential and commercial parts of town free from the noise, smoke, and noxious fumes associated with the heavier industries, but in practice, it was where the poor within the walls of Rhelea were forced to live.

As they walked through the cobbled streets of the Crafters’ Village, half-naked children played in the streets only a scant handful of feet away from the roaring fires of a skill-stoked forge. The human infants took in great lungfuls of the black choking smoke as they splashed each other in puddles of oddly coloured water, liberally thrown out onto the roads by local tanners or perhaps more concerningly alchemists. As a whole, he supposed that the air was choking and foul, although to Typhoeus the burning scents of powdered charcoal and hot metals was vastly preferable to the more human stink the rest of Rhelea was typically bathed in. With their recently acquired wealth, the two of them should have no trouble outfitting Arilla with a large sword, and given her build Typhoeus was hoping for a two-hander, but in spite of the fierce competition, swords and other long blades remained prohibitively expensive, their prices highly inflated by the prestige that so often was associated with the distasteful weapons.

The smithy that he had painstakingly chosen was only a couple of streets over from where Caeber had arranged for Typhoeus’s initial line of now-exhausted credit. This particular forge was clearly struggling financially; not having the patronage of one of Rhelea’s more famous adventuring teams simply meant that it had a lot of stiff competition, leading to very tight profit margins. As a result, the workshop was looking more than a little dilapidated, with the shopfront where merchandise was displayed suffering the most from the lack of attention. Broken shelves and undusted surfaces gave the shop an unappealing aesthetic. Still, beneath that fine coating of dust, solid well-crafted steel weapons and armour were neatly arranged on wooden racks and padded mannequins.

“What about this one?” Arilla asked, pointing at a heavy-looking greatsword. Much to Typhoeus’s annoyance, his warrior had managed to spend less than five minutes inside the shop before she found what was quite possibly the most expensive weapon stocked on the shelves.

“Ah, I see you have excellent taste. That blade is called a ‘zweihander,’ and it’s forged in the traditional Steinian style from the finest black iron sourced from the Dragonspines itself. I believe that the local ore retains excellent mana conductivity that boosts all blade-enhancing skills,” the salesman said. His words stoked the fires of Arilla’s almost lustful gaze as she lovingly caressed the overly large weapon.

“Can you even pick it up?” Typhoeus asked, looking at the heavy sword sceptically.

“I’m sure the young warrior will be able to effortlessly wield the weapon. It is classic Rhelean steel forged by a level 39 blacksmith and weighs a respectable 30 pounds. It will see a strength-based warrior through early to mid-pewter until heavier materials are needed the best make use of their ever growing stats,” the salesman said, holding the sword outstretched hilt first to Arilla after a discrete grunt of exertion. “Would the lady care to try and get a feel for it?”

Arilla looked at Typhoeus pleadingly, her hazel eyes pulling him in as much as he tried to resist. He tore his gaze away and instead focused his attention on a much-more-modest-looking greatsword.

“How much does that one cost?” Typhoeus said, pointing at the clearly much cheaper weapon.

“That sword isn’t fit for such a magnificent warrior like Miss Arilla here; while there is nothing wrong with it, per se, it lacks the gravitas of the zweihander here, it is merely a common blade in the typical Epherian style,” the salesman said, sounding considerably more at ease as he gave his non-answer.

Typhoeus groaned in frustration—Arilla had already taken the much larger, much-more-expensive sword off of the salesman. The young warrior had lifted the sword with great difficulty, and she was now holding it close to her chest like a lost child rather than the deadly weapon that it was.

“I see . . .” Typhoeus said. “We were hoping to at least get some plate boots and gauntlets as well, but something tells me that after you tell me what that monstrosity costs, I’m going to be leaving here with substantially less equipment than I intended.”

“He is not a monstrosity; he’s gorgeous,” Arilla said.

“It’s a he?” Typhoeus asked incredulously.

“Of course. The weapon is a sword. Doesn’t get any more phallic than that,” she said sagely.

“Uhh, yes. This gorgeous sword has a price of twenty drachma, but for you two, I would be willing to let it go for eighteen,” he said, looking a little nervous for having named such an exorbitant price.

“You can’t be serious; it isn’t even enchanted!” Typhoeus said, scandalised.

“No, but the prestige associated with merely owning such a beautiful weapon more than makes up for it; besides, with the quality of the steel, it will hold an enchantment excellently,” the salesman continued. He began extolling the many virtues of the overpriced weapon while Typhoeus drifted off.

Regardless of what the man said, Typhoeus did not want to buy the sword, or any sword at all. He had long since developed an innate dislike of the things born from how many times he had been stabbed by them. Still, Arilla needed one for her class, and she seemed to have her sights set on this one in particular.

“I’ll pay you ten. For your price I’d expect you to throw in your firstborn as well,” Typhoeus said, half-seriously as he folded his arms over his chest.

The salesman looked over at Arilla, cradling the blade like an infant and smiled.

“Ten drachma would be an insult to the smith. If I let that sword go for such a low price, I’d lose my job. If you can’t afford eighteen drachma I suppose I could sell it to you for sixteen, provided you promise to return here first for your future purchases,” the salesman offered.

“I can agree to that, but only for twelve drachma,” Typhoeus responded.

“Fifteen.”

“Twelve.”

“Fifteen.”

“Thirteen.”

“Fourteen.”

“Deal!” Typhoeus exclaimed—his joy of ‘winning’ the negotiation rapidly faded as the salesman seemed to be far too content with the much-reduced price for his liking. Still, they quickly exchanged the heavy silver coins for the zweihander and even managed to trade in Arilla’s old warhammer for a nondescript arming sword before leaving the shop, considerably poorer. Arilla was barely able to strap the large sword onto her back, and its weight caused her to overbalance as she lurched forwards down the road, awkwardly dodging the fast-moving children who Typhoeus had to carefully wave away from his now-much-depleted coin purse.

“Thanks, Typh. I . . . know we spent a little more money than we meant to on it,” she said apologetically as they walked.

“It’s fine; you deserve to have something nice,” he said. “Although, we did just spent the entirety of our nest egg. I have a few chalkoi left for food, but not nearly enough to get myself a new dress. We can eat at the guild for a while yet before my credit runs out, though we’ll be in trouble if we don’t take on a well-paying job soon.”

Arilla nodded, determination on her face as she continued to march down the road, huffing loudly with every step and leaning slightly to one side as she favoured her weak ankle.

“The sword’s too heavy for you, isn’t it?” Typhoeus said after watching her struggle for some time.

“Maybe . . . just a little . . . bit,” she grunted, causing him to chuckle with delight.

“You’ll have to get [Sworn Service] and [Warrior’s Strength] to level 5 soon and hope that you get something good then,” Typhoeus said, sounding unworried.

“Yeah . . . But what if . . . I don’t?” Arilla asked.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it, but I wouldn’t worry. The System always provides. I’m starting to suspect that you wouldn’t have gotten the sword restriction on your class if you weren’t so obsessed with your big ‘phallic’ symbols,” Typhoeus said, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

The zweihander was a massive six-foot-long monster of a sword. Starting from the tip of the pointed sword down to its encapsulated red quartz pommel, you had to first travel past four feet of a perfectly straight, double-edged blade. Next were a pair of prominent parrying hooks which separated the sharp end of the sword from the ricasso, a foot-long section of blunted metal where its wielder could place their hand without fear of losing any fingers. After that was the sword’s broad guard, giving the weapon a strong resemblance to a large metal crucifix, and past that was a foot-long hilt, the handle tightly wrapped in black leather that ended in the aforementioned decorative sphere of red quartz bound within a steel cage. The black iron used in its construction gave the entire weapon the same corresponding colour, and the polished blade caught the light just enough to give it a hint of menace without making it seem shiny. It was clearly made to be as heavy as it could be, with the blade about as wide as Typhoeus’s—admittedly thin—biceps, the pitch-black coloured steel being a far heavier alloy than was strictly necessary for the sword’s construction.

That it was a weapon forged for high-strength adventurers was obvious, and whether or not you cared for the prestige effects, Typhoeus couldn’t deny that it looked good strapped to Arilla’s back. The zweihander was noticeably taller than either Typhoeus or Arilla, and without her substantial early investment in her strength score it would have been completely impossible for her to wield. As it was, the huge sword was currently just a massive burden for Arilla. Her much-cheaper arming sword would remain the far more lethal weapon until she could level up her stat-boosting skills to a point where she could finally handle the weight of the zweihander.

From her few experimental swings outside the weapons shop, Typhoeus could tell she was far too slow with the sword; every strike was clearly telegraphed, and it took her precious seconds to set up each blow. While this was fine for exercise, it was a massive problem that would quickly see her killed in any kind of serious fight. She could mitigate this issue to an extent, [Sworn Blows] allowing her to drastically improve her strength score for a single strike, but it cost stamina each time she used it. Pushing her skill to the max, she could burn 5 stamina per swing, giving her an immediate boost of 20 to her strength score and causing the massive blade to swish quickly through the air. The only issue was that she could only handle 12 of those strikes before emptying out her stamina pool.

That, however, was the easiest of Arilla’s sword-related woes to solve. The massive blade was heavy, and Arilla ultimately was not. Each swing, skill-enhanced or not, threatened to overbalance her, and her centre of gravity rapidly shifted with every movement of the massive weapon. Short of getting a new skill or modifying an existing one, the only real solution was for her to wear much heavier armour to compensate for the increased weight of her weapon. And last but by no means least was that Arilla had no training whatsoever with a blade. Hammers were relatively easy to use by comparison, but swordplay was a discipline that took decades to master. For animalistic ‘monsters’ her inexperience wouldn’t be the biggest deal in the world, as they rarely had the ability to feint or parry in response to attacks, but when it inevitably came time for her to fight against an intelligent enemy, it was her most easily exploitable weakness.

Arilla needed to level her skills, buy heavier armour, and find a sword tutor—in that order. Considering their recently worsened financial situation, only one out of the three was currently attainable. In the low levels, improving class skills didn’t take all that much time, with their improvement being keyed off of whatever resource pool the ability was tied to. Typhoeus had been able to quickly grind his mana-based mage skills by using the mana pool of a level 199 dragon, an option that Arilla sadly lacked. Instead, she had 60 stamina that fully regenerated with 10 minutes of uninterrupted rest, although emptying her pool several times in the same day would eventually start to drain her health, and that resource was much slower to recover. With each level of a skill requiring exponentially more experience, Typhoeus’s strategy of grinding his skills up would only remain viable for so long. Already Arilla was going to have to empty her stamina pool over and over again with gruelling exercise in order to get [Warrior’s Strength] to 5.

Fortunately, Arilla could multitask, and so long as Typhoeus consented, she could push through the early levels of [Sworn Service] as well. And that was how Arilla once again found herself swinging her newly purchased weapon at the runically reinforced training dummies within the courtyard of the Adventurers Guild. When they had used the Guild’s training facilities in the past, they’d been delighted to find them essentially abandoned—but following the graduation party, all of a sudden a large cadre of about thirty or so level 5 and 6 adventurers were also making use of the guild’s equipment. They were all well equipped in similarly styled gear, primarily composed of thick leathers, with the occasional steel breastplate or helmet thrown in the mix, and all of it was stamped with the Guild’s symbol of stylised sword overlaid over the centre of a blue-and-yellow heater shield. With all that information, it didn’t take a genius to realise it was the graduating class of the Guild’s taught curriculum. These freshly graduated adventurers now filled the open-aired training grounds with sweat and the sounds of exertion where they trained their combat skills in anticipation of their debut bounties.

If that was all it would be a pleasant-enough change of circumstances, but unfortunately [Sovereign’s Perception] made it impossible for Typhoeus not to notice that everyone was talking about him. Typh and Arilla—to a lesser extent—were famous. The events of the graduation party were retold again and again for those who had missed the action, and the tale only grew more sensationalised with each retelling. He tried to ignore it, but no matter how tightly he controlled his skill, he couldn’t help but hear his name on everyone’s lips. The thought that he was being watched by all of the adventurers in the yard was almost too much for him to bear, and imagined or not, Typhoeus could feel their eyes burning holes into his skin. He breathed unsteadily, trying to shrink behind the pages of his picture book as he watched Arilla train. Thoughts of being exposed and hunted ran through his mind, and he did his best to focus on Arilla rather than his growing sense of fear.

Added to the mystery of his growing legend was the fact that all the new arrivals had passively levelled to 5 over a period of a solid year. While it was unremarkable that Arilla and Typhoeus had accomplished the same feat in two weeks, what was notable was the fact that ‘Typh’ appeared to be a self-taught mage who had, at the very least, exceptional aura control. Apparently that was quite rare to see before the bronze rank, as it meant forgoing one of the classic mage skills that were more immediately useful at low levels. Typhoeus had then used his uncommon aura to dramatically free himself from the bronze-ranked adventurers during the graduation party, and it had only served to better engrave the memory of his unusual skill, and expertise with it, into the minds of the attending students.

Despite his part in bringing about an abrupt end to the party, few people seemed to openly hold him any ill will for his actions and many of them agreed that his assailant had it coming. Typhoeus wondered how many of the other adventurers, after months of attending the same classes as Galen, had similar stories to tell of his unwanted advances. While women adventurers weren’t as common as men, they weren’t all that rare, and more than a few feminine faces looked back at him with kindness in their eyes when he dared to peek out from behind the cover of his book. He realised that he was being silly and that the attention he was receiving was in no way malicious. Even if it was, there was nothing the crowd of predominantly level 5 adventurers could even do to him, but his rational arguments meant nothing to the anxieties that plagued his every thought.

In his brief time amongst humans, he had largely overcome his fear of crowds, and now he only felt that familiar heart-wrenching terror grip him when he held the attention of numerous adventurers. Why this was the case, he couldn’t say. Likely it was a combination of his weak human brain and a decade of near-constant battle against adventurers leaving an unpleasant association in his mind. This anxiety seemed to be made worse by the numerous vulnerabilities that came with his pathetic scaleless human form. How, as a species, they had ever managed to accomplish so much with brains that so easily succumbed to mental illness he would never know, but he was hopeful that his superior draconic will would help him eventually overcome the weaknesses inherent to his chosen form.

“Okay, I think I’m done for the day. [Warrior’s Strength] is still at 4, but I’m exhausted, and I also don’t love all the attention we’re getting,” Arilla said, jolting Typhoeus out of his introspection. She rested the tip of her new sword in the sweat-stained sand and relaxed her fighting stance.

“All right, then let’s get out of here. Maybe we can get you another level in [Sworn Service] at home,” Typhoeus said in agreement, not noticing how when he referred to the Huntsman’s Rest as ‘home,’ he meant it.


Chapter 22

Choices

Typhoeus and Arilla left the training grounds without incident, but as they passed through the Guild’s main hall, they were approached by a familiar-looking clerk who had clearly been waiting for them. Typhoeus recognised him as the same Guild official from two nights before who had helped defuse his standoff with Medraut’s Rovers.

“Excuse me, may I have a moment of your time?” the clerk said, his firm tone and austere expression indicating that it was anything but a request. Still, Typhoeus was not easily cowed and refused to accept such a politely worded instruction.

“I’d really rather not. We’re tired and have plans for the evening,” Typhoeus replied, uneasy at the prospect of getting any more involved with the Guild than he already was.

“I’m afraid that I really must insist,” the clerk said. “Given your recent altercation, and a minor discrepancy with a bounty payment, I would very much like to talk to both of you in order to clear some things up amicably.”

Typhoeus heard Arilla audibly gulp, and he quickly made the decision to go along with the clerk rather than pressing his luck any further. Nodding his assent, they were quietly escorted through a side door from the main hall and down a series of corridors until they found themselves in a small, private meeting room.

Like everything in the Guild, the furniture dripped with understated affluence; at first glance everything appeared to be relatively mundane, but on closer inspection the oil lamps were in fact lit by magestones, the furniture was mana-infused hardwood, and the upholstery was a mixture of rich cottons and finely stitched exotic leathers. Each item in the room likely cost more than what the average labourer made in a season, and needless to say, Typhoeus’s draconic instincts were piqued. The incessant need to simply possess everything in the room tugged at his consciousness, a primal drive that his human brain was fortunately able to sidestep.

“Please sit,” the man said, gesturing to them both as he took a seat in what looked like a very comfortable high-backed chair situated around the low table in the centre of the room.

A map of the local area was carved into the surface of the table’s cherry-coloured wood, with Rhelea, the Old Roads, and many other local landmarks highlighted with dark red or blue accents. All in all, it was a very impressive bit of carving and just looking at it was enough to fill Typhoeus with a materialistic lust that was almost sexual in nature—another layer of confusing stimuli that he really didn’t need right now.

Turning his attention to the much-more-mundane human, Typhoeus was forced to acknowledge that the clerk was immaculately groomed. He looked to be in his late 50s, with more grey in his hair than brown, which had done a remarkably good job of staying thick and lustrous despite his apparent age. The human maintained an air of polite professionalism that would be admirable if every one of Typhoeus’s newly burgeoning social instincts weren’t screaming at him that this man was preparing to hit him with bad news.

The clerk was level 51, and judging by the vitality Typhoeus could smell wafting off of him, he had in all likelihood recently filled all of his class slots in order to eke out as many extra years as possible before old age swiftly caught up with him. With three classes to his name, the clerk would likely reach the end of his attribute-enhanced lifespan long before seeing his main class rise to level 52. Kill experience, however, was a far more effective way of levelling than relying on the ambient mana in the air—at least, in places like Rhelea, far away from the ley lines that ran through the Dragonspines. If the aging man wanted to live for more than another decade or two, then he would have to go hunting for levels. He might even be passably good at it depending on his choice of secondary and tertiary classes, but it was unlikely the clerk would make that choice.

This sort of thing was apparently quite common with humans, who would level their main class as much as they could during the prime of their life, and then only when they started to physically decline would they fill their remaining class slots. The decision to split their experience two or more ways made it practically impossible for them to then make it to the next tier. It was essentially the same thing that normal dragons did, though Typhoeus was well aware he was not counted in that category. They would passively level to seventh tier, and only after receiving the Call would they fill up on classes and swiftly raise them through the ranks as they made their descent.

“I’d really rather stand, if it’s all the same,” Typhoeus said stiffly, bringing his attention back to the present. He watched Arilla’s mouth barely twitching up into a smile. His warrior spared a moment to glance over at him with amusement before she moved to carefully rest her new zweihander against the panelled walls of the room as if the weapon were some kind of delicate treasure made from porcelain rather than sturdy steel. She then finally sat down on one of the high-backed chairs on offer as Typhoeus moved to stand behind her. The dragon rested his arm on the top of her seat and placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder, all while the clerk did his best to conceal his emotions, his face remaining completely impassive.

“Of course, do as you like,” the clerk said, briefly raising a questioning eyebrow at Arilla’s poorly suppressed smile. “Now, I do believe we have not been formally introduced. I am the head clerk of this institution, and I go by Mr Gautier or Clerk Gautier. It is my job to oversee the smooth operation of the main hall, and so naturally I am quite interested in talking to you both.”

“I’m Typh and—”

“He knows who we are, Typh,” Arilla interjected, her eyes narrowing with suspicion as she looked at Gautier.

“Miss Arilla is correct, Typh. It is my job to know who you are,” he said, tenting his fingers in front of him before moving on. “Having looked into your records, I was initially quite surprised to see that you made it to clay rank so quickly after gaining your classes. If it wasn’t for the Shining Swords checking up on you with such regularity, I would have suspected something . . . untoward.”

“Untoward?” Typhoeus asked, his curiosity spiking at the clerk’s words.

“Yes, but don’t worry, I would never accuse someone trained by the Blazing Witch of being involved in something so unseemly,” Gautier said. He didn’t deign to explain any further.

“Please just call her Enora, and I’m supposed to keep that quiet. She has no desire to take on another student, and if she ends up being pestered to do so, it will be my hide,” Typhoeus said—the lie came out all the easier after his weeks of practice.

“Of course, I would never divulge a guild member’s secrets. Now on to the business of the day,” he said, taking a more solemn tone. “First off, I would like to offer the Guild’s sincerest apologies about the incident that occurred on our premises two nights ago.”

Typhoeus said nothing, his eyes following Arilla’s lead as they narrowed in suspicion of the man and waited for the inevitable ‘but.’ Arilla, however, had no intention of waiting as she declined to remain silent. “The attempted assault, you mean,” she said bluntly.

“Yes, that . . . however, we cannot have violence in our halls, and while I don’t doubt the allegations you made may have some truth to them, we cannot have mages like yourself escalating things with magical attacks—regardless of how justified they may feel in the moment,” Gautier said, his face revealing nothing about how he truly felt about his words.

Typhoeus forced a strained smile to his lips, and judging by how the clerk almost flinched, it wasn’t a very good one. “Some truth to them? Your tone has certainly changed since that night,” Arilla said accusingly.

“What about all the people who came forwards to say that we were being harassed? Surely that lends weight,” Typhoeus asked, adding his voice to Arilla’s before she could berate Gautier any further.

“I’m afraid to say that I may have been overzealous in my initial denunciations against Boscoe of Medraut’s Rovers. Over the past two days, the numerous witnesses that came forwards on the night in question have one and all recanted. Now it’s just your word against theirs that anything untoward happened, and they have seniority and a flawless track record, whereas you . . . have neither. In addition, they have the wounded party, and the evidence is clear that you were the cause of it,” the clerk said. There was no hint of discomfort on his face as he locked eyes with Typhoeus.

“And you don’t find that suspicious?” Arilla snarled. “Just ask them about Galen; they’ll admit to being paid off!”

“Lord Traylan’s conduct is not being discussed here, and I am afraid to say that if we do not come to a suitable understanding, you run the risk of being expelled from the Guild,” Gautier replied calmly.

Typhoeus was unsure how to feel about the threat. The Guild was not all-encompassing, and while expulsion would force him to leave Rhelea—and likely Terythia as a whole—there were more adventuring towns in other countries where the Guild’s grip was essentially absent. However, judging from how Arilla was shaking with rage, he assumed that she was less than keen to abandon the country of her birth.

“You can’t kick us out! She’s the victim here!” Arilla yelled, unable to constrain her outrage any longer.

The clerk merely blinked once in surprise before moving on, speaking in his steady, neutral tone that hid any sign of his emotions. “I assure you that everything being discussed here is in accordance with the Guild’s founding charter. As this was your first offence with the Guild, there is of course the option of paying fines to cover the cost of healing for Boscoe Red Axe, another for instigating a magical attack on our grounds, and finally one more for submitting a false bounty on goblin ears. Altogether, it is quite a substantial sum that I suspect is beyond your current means,” Gautier said.

“How much?” Arilla cut in.

“Thirty drachma for the healing, a further ten for instigating the attack, and another twenty for the ears,” he said straight-faced as he rattled off the exorbitant fines, the total sum coming to one electrum mina, more than enough for the two of them to live in luxury for some time.

“They’re clearly lying to you; there’s no way that a healer would charge that much for new skin and a general heal!” Typhoeus said, more outraged by the attempted extortion than anything else.

“I am told there was also a rather . . . delicate organ reconstruction involved, but regardless they are an established party in good standing with the Guild, whereas you two are not, so we are taking their word for their incurred costs,” the clerk said. “If you are unable or unwilling to pay, I have been instructed to inform you that House Traylan is willing to purchase your debt, provided that you swear oaths to work for them as indentured adventurers until your debts are paid.”

Typhoeus and Arilla both visibly blanched, all too aware what that form of work would entail. “Is there any other way to resolve this?” Typhoeus asked.

“Given the peculiarities of this case and your close relationship with one of Rhelea’s premier adventuring teams, we could always come to a certain understanding about how your relationship with the Guild will work going forwards,” Gautier offered.

“What kind of an understanding are you talking about?” Typhoeus asked.

“I’m glad to see that you’re taking this calmly,” the clerk said, mistaking Typhoeus’s tone for his disposition. “While your use of an offensive aura was completely unjustified, it has not gone unnoticed that you were able to use it to incapacitate an adventurer two ranks above your own. Furthermore, as your relationship with the Blazing Witch has yet to be made public, people are under the mistaken impression that in the short time since you gained your class, you managed to teach yourself how to use such a complex skill so very effectively.”

“I don’t see what you are getting at,” Typhoeus stated flatly.

“The Guild is always trying to expand the scope of the school, both in the funds allocated to it and in the calibre of students it attracts. That the Traylans sent their heir Galen here rather than to Helion or Nauronos for tutelage was seen as a major triumph for the future of the Guild—one that we hope to carry forwards in the event that Rhelea returns to the noble fold. Now, given how dramatically you upstaged our star pupil, several protesting voices in Rhelea have once again asked why the Guild is investing so much of its resources into teaching when a pair of nobodies are able to do so well for themselves in a much shorter amount of time.”

“We’re not joining your school, if that’s what you’re getting,” Arilla said curtly.

“I wouldn’t dream of asking. Tomorrow, many of our recent graduates will be going on a loosely supervised expedition into the nearby foothills. A sort of final tempering, if you will, for the next generation of heroes. Normally, admittance on this expedition is strictly closed to non-graduates like yourselves, but if you two were to attend and allow some of the other students to shine in your place, then I’m sure you’d return to Rhelea to find that this has all blown over,” he said with a patronising smile.

“So we can choose between going on this expedition and purposefully making ourselves look bad, selling ourselves to the man who’s responsible for all of this, or being kicked out of the Guild for failing to effectively pay a small ransom in silver?” Arilla summarised.

“I would never put it so bluntly,” the man said in a perfect non-answer before standing up from his seat and brushing some imaginary dirt from his lap. Gautier looked across the room at the expressions of anger and disappointment on both of their faces before speaking once again. “The graduates are meeting tomorrow at dawn in front of the Guild Hall. Make sure to pack for up to a week away from town. You’re only going into the foothills, but it can get chilly at the higher altitudes, so you might want to wear something a bit more . . . substantial,” he said, gesturing to Typhoeus’s thin-looking dress before making a quick exit. With him gone, the two women were left to simmer in their anger while they processed his ultimatum.

“We have to do it,” Arilla said, “We can’t earn the money we need at our levels without the Guild. If we try to sell monster parts without membership, we’ll be blacklisted and be lucky to get a quarter of the price we do now. We could always try another town, but this side of the border Rhelea is the only one with a strong Guild. Anywhere else and we’d have to swear oaths to nobility.”

Typhoeus was conflicted. Strictly speaking, he had the money—he even had much better equipment for Arilla—but it was all part of his hoard. A very raw, very primal part of him rebelled at the mere thought of removing items from the collection of treasures that he had slowly accumulated over the course of his 54 years as a dragon. He was aware that didn’t make sense by human standards, but every draconic instinct in his body demanded that nothing be removed under any circumstances. He was immensely grateful that he was not so constrained with the gold and silver that he acquired in his human form. While the urge to add to his hoard was still there, it was noticeably muted. That was fortunate, because if he was forced by his very nature to add every coin he earned as an adventurer to his hoard, then his disguise wouldn’t last for very long. He’d quickly be forced to resort to violence to claim the gear that he would ultimately need as an adventurer.

“Typh, are you okay?” Arilla asked, jolting him out of his silent self-recriminations with a gentle touch on the small of his back.

“Yeah I’m fine, sorry,” he said, apologising for far more than Arilla was aware of.

“It’s okay. You’ve done nothing wrong—it’s just this stupid Guild,” she said, letting out a long sigh. “I think I’m going to go back to the training yard for a while. I feel a second wind coming on and an overwhelming urge to hit things.”

“Okay, but leave the zweihander behind. I’m sure you can make do with a training sword just this once,” Typhoeus said with something approaching resolve in his voice.

Arilla gave him a questioning look, but did as she was asked without asking him why; in that single moment, Typhoeus felt his heart swell for that small amount of unspoken trust. Whether she knew it or not, Arilla was his chosen champion—she fought and bled so he didn’t have to. His [Alternate Form], while far stronger than a mage of his level had any right to be, was still extremely fragile, and with his [Sovereign’s Body] skill locked away, he was so very vulnerable to the enemies he’d had the bad habit of cultivating.

Typhoeus knew that in the distant past, when dragon knights and the like were the norm, they had been outfitted in the finest of equipment, the runic enchantments bleeding off enough excess mana to light up a room. Typhoeus couldn’t replicate that; he had no supplicants paying him tribute, no lands or subjects to draw wealth from, no blacksmiths on retainer, and he certainly didn’t have any knightly orders flying his banner. But he did have Arilla. His Sworn Sword was oath-bound to protect him and to do battle against his enemies, plus a few other acts of service that weren’t strictly relevant to this line of thought.

Already he could feel the connection between them growing. The thin line of power tethered her class to his. From the moment she had sworn an oath to serve him, tipsy and half in jest, it had sprung up into Creation. It was small and nascent, something that could still be easily severed, but he knew that if it ever was, then it wouldn’t be by him. He could almost see the paths she would take, and how her class would grow to better complement his own. Through her oath, she had unwittingly invited the System to interfere in their lives and bring her closer to him, it was a gift he wasn’t sure he deserved, but he would never willingly relinquish it. To his knowledge there hadn’t been a dragon knight for tens of thousands of years, but nothing said there couldn’t be one again.

He willed the door of the room to stay closed. He had no desire to be interrupted, so he weaved a small misdirection spell into the threshold. For as long as the spell’s mana supply lasted, anyone who came to the door would hear a woman’s inconsolable sobbing and feel increasingly uncomfortable at the thought of disturbing her. It wouldn’t hold up to any divination magic or sufficiently high mental stats, but the Guild thought him weak and easy to manipulate, so he doubted they would care to investigate any further.

He picked up Arilla’s sword, laying the heavy blade flat on the large table over the map of Rhelea. Typhoeus was no enchanter, but he had one of the largest collections of [Dragonbane] swords in all of Astresia, and like every item in his hoard, he had studied every inch of every weapon religiously and etched their memory into his very soul. Added to that, he had the inherited memories of his mother and her mother before that, echoing back to the very first dragons at the dawn of Creation. While the vast majority of information wasn’t retained over this indescribably long period of time, the important events were, and discovering the runic language that underpinned Creation certainly qualified as important.

He bit deeply into the pad of his index finger, then watched patiently as his red blood spilt forth. He willed [Alternate Form] to temporarily weaken, his shed blood reverting back into that of a dragon’s, causing the vital fluid to bloom in depth and colour. Before his eyes it turned from mere red to a deep multihued crimson as his skill waned, and a small part of him suddenly became so much more. He began to carefully trace the first of many arcane runes onto the ricasso, pushing mana through the crimson fluid as he etched the primal language of reality onto the blade.

This era of humanity was deeply unimaginative compared to their ancient forebearers. They foolishly thought that magic could be reduced down to formulas and rules. He had seen it in the neat, little runic scripts that they plastered on everything, the uniformity of their runes suggesting an attempt to reduce any kind of variation in favour of systematic optimisation. He knew better than that. Typhoeus remembered what true relics looked like, and as a dragon, his comprehension of the runic language eclipsed that of any still-living human. So when he poured his blood into the sword, he did so with artistry, scribing a story onto the black steel in a flowing script of elongated runes that forced Creation to alter the blade to conform to his demands.

He carved a rune for power so that the sword could hold mana, a rune for permanence so the blade would never break, chip, or lose its edge, and lastly, a rune for sharpness so that when empowered, it would slice through defences wrought with spell or skill. It was unfinished, but it would do for now; he couldn’t put anything too flashy on the blade for fear of it attracting too much attention. Already anyone with a suitably high-level perception skill would be able to read the System-granted description and identify the runes as dragon-made. Even so, it was hard to restrain himself once he set his mind to enchanting Arilla’s weapon. It felt fundamentally wrong to leave it so close to mundane, but a more complex working would only drain its mana supply even faster, and with Arilla’s tiny mana pool, Typhoeus was already committing to recharging its well for the foreseeable future.

Time had passed, and from how his limbs were cramping, Typhoeus would guess he had been at it for hours. Three primary runes were etched prominently onto the ricasso with more than a dozen no-less-important supplementary sigils carved around them. He pushed a drop of mana through the weapon, and smiled appreciatively as he watched how the flow of magic was directed throughout the huge sword when the runes stabilised and amplified the simple enchantments.

[Sovereign’s Zweihander]

This expertly crafted black steel zweihander has runes etched into it with the blood of a Sovereign Dragon.

So long that it retains a charge, this sword is indestructible, and any damage that the sword would usually take will instead deplete its mana supply. Additionally, this sword will mitigate the active and passive defences of creatures struck, consuming additional mana with each use.

Mana Capacity [1/500].

For a first attempt it would do nicely, and there was still plenty of space left on the blade to add additional runes at a later date. Although, in all likelihood Arilla would need a heavier sword before she needed a stronger enchantment. He pulled the last point of mana out of the blade and watched as the dim red glow vanished from the runes on the weapon. Arilla currently lacked a perception ability, so he wasn’t worried about her being able to read its System description any time soon, and by the time she got one, he hoped to have resolved all of the secrets lying between them.

He picked the sword up, his 37 strength coming in handy as the heavy weapon threatened to tip him over. He slowly walked to the door, dismissing the misdirection spell around its threshold before quickly casting a glamour inspired by Enora to give himself the tearful red eyes that would be appropriate for someone who had just spent several hours crying. Even with his excellent memory to prevent him from getting lost, it still took Typhoeus several long minutes to find his way back to the training yard, where Arilla was wreaking havoc on a beleaguered training dummy. The reinforcing runes on the mannequin looked noticeably dimmer to his eyes—they’d likely been taxed heavily by Arilla’s anger-fuelled rampage.

“I’m done,” Typhoeus said, handing over the sword, realising as he did so that he was utterly exhausted. While his mana was far from empty, the simple act of sustaining his concentration for so long had thoroughly drained him. His vitality score was not quite up to the rigours of prolonged spellcraft that the dragon was technically capable of.

Their eyes met as she took the oversized blade from him, and her expressive eyes quickly darted to the inscriptions on the ricasso and back to his—and then they widened. Whether it was with excitement for the sword or concern for his tearful visage Typhoeus didn’t know, but when he mouthed ‘later’ at her it was enough to still her hands moving to touch his face.

“Thanks,” she said awkwardly, her tone promising that there would be more to discuss later. “I got [Warrior’s Strength] to 5, although I haven’t chosen the rank up yet. “

“Good, then let’s get out of here,” Typhoeus said, sounding as tired as he truly felt.

They walked home to Julian’s, with slightly less difficulty now that Arilla had levelled up both her [Warrior’s Strength] and [Sworn Service]. That was fortunate, for when Typhoeus dismissed his spell and leaned on her in his exhaustion she was more capable of supporting his extra weight. Her strong hands wrapped around his waist and she held him close to her, the smell of her fresh sweat comforting in its familiarity as it paired well with the scent of solid steel that he was coming to associate with her. Their walk through Rhelea was pleasantly dull, and besides stopping for a few minutes to watch a street performer swallow swords for the gathered crowd’s thrown chalkoi, it was an uneventful journey.

When they arrived back in their room, Typhoeus immediately flopped face-first onto the small bed that they shared. Despite the relative luxury of the inn, Typhoeus had been given a tiny box room with little more than a bed, a window, and a small chest to store his belongings in. There categorically wasn’t enough space for the two of them in the room, let alone in the same bed, and with the addition of the large zweihander things were getting uncomfortably crowded. Typhoeus was honestly surprised that Julian hadn’t given them any trouble over the two of them occupying what was obviously a one-person room. The innkeeper probably trusted their need for space to eventually force them out as soon as they could reasonably afford it. While the dragon hated the idea of spending his hard-earned money on a larger room, he couldn’t deny that a double bed held a very enticing appeal.

“Don’t ever let anyone ever take that away from you. If anyone with a perception skill inspects that, it’ll raise a lot of questions that I can’t answer. We’ll also need a dark cloth to cover up the runes, as it glows when it’s charged. I’ll keep it topped up until you get a mana supply of your own,” Typhoeus said without lifting his head from the pillow.

“I feel like we’re glossing over the part where you know how to enchant swords!” Arilla said excitedly, finally getting the opportunity to discuss the latest addition to her admittedly-still-new weapon.

“I’m good at magic. Enchanting is basically the same as warding, which isn’t all that different from casting spells,” he said, rolling over in bed and sitting up onto his elbows to look at her.

“Can you explain that in a way I’ll actually understand?” she asked hesitantly.

“Fine, but only because you might get an arcana skill someday, and it will save me explaining it then,” he said.

“Oh, don’t bother, then. I don’t have the gift,” Arilla said dejectedly.

“Don’t be silly. You are a human—you can still get a mage-tagged class. Even if you somehow managed to fall short of the most basic requirements to get one when you first used a class stone, just wait for a few levels and try again. Depths take me, your brush with manaburn was probably enough to qualify for something. Look again when you hit pewter, not that I would advise going dual-classed warrior and mage,” Typhoeus said sagely.

“Really? I could still be a mage?” she asked.

“If you really want to, although your levelling efficiency will be absolutely awful unless you get some kind of mana warrior option out of the gate.”

“Huh, I just assumed it wasn’t an option for me.”

“Well it is. Now, do you want to hear this or not?”

“Sure, why not.”

“Okay,” Typhoeus said, taking a deep breath as he pondered how much to say. His understanding on this topic far outstripped that of the human scholars of this age, and while Arilla’s education was too poor to notice, he didn’t want her repeating anything that could get either of them in trouble. “The first thing you need to understand is that Creation isn’t as rigid as it may initially seem.”

“I . . . think you might have already lost me,” she said with an eager grin, her apparent confusion not dampening her desire for answers in the slightest.

“The natural laws that determine our reality are less rules and more . . . suggestions. Mana itself is chaos incarnate. It is everything that ever was or could be, and with enough willpower you can, for a time, force that mana to take on certain shapes. These shapes are what we mages call spells. Now, the System is a massive help in this, but it is by no means essential. With an arcana skill from the System you add its will to your own, making spellcraft and the like exponentially easier, but it is important to remember that the System, for all its power, lives within Creation. It is bound by the same rules that we are.”

“So you’re saying that I don’t need a mage class to cast spells?”

“Technically, no you don’t. But natural-born mages are vanishingly rare, and as they all also qualify for mage classes from the System, they tend to get lost in the crowd.”

“I think I understand,” she said, sounding uncertain.

“Good, because this is where it gets complicated. Ultimately, everything comes down to will. If you want something hard enough, Creation will bend itself into the shape you desire. Smaller changes are easier than bigger ones, and spells that build upon well-worn paths are much more powerful than new effects built on nothing. There is an unspoken weight behind Creation, where things that are accepted as true by many people are generally more powerful than beliefs held only by a few. Not because it’s more right, but because that collective belief gives it power. Do you see where I am going with this?”

“Not really?”

“What does that remind you of? Large changes built atop smaller ones, and something fundamental that every being, living and unliving, believes to be true,” he said, smiling wide as understanding bloomed behind her eyes.

“You’re not talking about spells anymore. You’re talking about stats,” Arilla said.

“I’m talking about everything. Why do you think increasing a number next to your strength score makes you physically stronger? Why does your dexterity make you faster and more coordinated, or vitality lets you shrug off injuries and live for longer? Language changes over time; it’s mutable, and the words in our status change to match. But that expectation behind the belief, that is what gives the System the power to fundamentally change us.”

“So you’re saying I can just will myself to be stronger?”

“If there is enough mana in the air, sure. But you’re missing my point. Everyone who’s ever heard of the System believes that increasing your strength score makes you stronger, so it does. While you could will yourself to be stronger than your strength score for a time, that sort of thing requires a degree of willpower that humans rarely possess. As a creature bound by the System you’d literally be fighting against it, which brings me to my second point.”

“Which is?”

“Beware the insane.”

“Huh?”

“Normally, when you want to improve a spell, you can either throw more mana at it, work on your conceptualisation, or incorporate a complementary rune that forces Creation to lend a little extra weight to your working. But an insane—or worse, a devout—classer can defy the usual System-generated limits. Their certainty is a dangerous thing that should never be underestimated, and if you ever find yourself facing someone like that without an ace up your sleeve, run,” Typhoeus said, giving her a severe look. His warrior raised her hands up in her own defence as she took the caution.

“Similarly, in terms of raw power, ignorance is a good proxy for insanity—more controllable, too. Creation doesn’t really care if you are right, only that you believe yourself to be. People have gotten surprisingly close to immortality by convincing others that they were gods. A few hundred thousand people chanting your name in temples and declaring you an undying god is a pretty effective way of achieving longevity.”

“That . . . sounds very heretical,” Arilla commented, looking appalled, though Typhoeus merely shrugged in response. “Typh!”

“I didn’t say the gods aren’t real,” he replied defensively, aware that he was perhaps skirting a little too close to the edge of Arilla’s comfort zone. “Anyway, your sword. When I carved those runes into the blade I told Creation a story; one written in blood, and in a language that it understands. There’s weight in that, an expectation that there is not only power in blood, but also that the runes have meaning. Whether the runes themselves are intrinsically powerful or not is irrelevant, but generations of mages have at one time or another believed that the very same arcane symbols have power. Their use of identical runes has carved grooves into Creation that your sword will now make use of. I’ll need to keep it charged with mana for you, but so long as there’s light in the runes you’ll know it’s working.”

“Thanks, but that’s a lot to wrap my head around,” Arilla said, looking thoughtful. “[Sworn Service] does give me a mana pool, so I can charge it myself if you show me how. Although you never told me, what exactly does the enchantment do?” she asked.

“It does what swords do. It kills things.”


Chapter 23

Humility

Getting ready to meet the other adventurers at dawn required waking up at a truly ungodly hour. The only silver lining was that [Alternate Form] had levelled up to 38 during the night, giving Typhoeus a welcome System message to wake up to. The pair threw on their gear by his golden magelight. Typhoeus took only a few seconds to put on his underwear and dress, whereas Arilla needed much longer, his warrior requiring help buckling and belting her mail coat over her increasingly worn adventuring clothes.

They were out of the Huntsman’s Rest before breakfast. The glowing runes on Arilla’s long zweihander were now obscured by a strip of dark fabric taken from Myorik’s old shirt, the same one that had initially been donated to clothe a once-naked Typhoeus. The six-foot-long sword caught on the door frame as they made their hasty exit, but aside from that they had no trouble leaving the premises. They walked to the guild as the very beginnings of daylight were making themselves known. The sun slowly crested over the peaks of the Dragonspines to the west, casting long shadows that crept across the narrow streets of Rhelea. The working classes, maids, servants, craftsmen, and the rest were currently the only people on the roads, keen to get to their places of work before the day truly started.

Arriving at the Guild, they were both surprised to see that they had somehow managed to be late despite getting there before dawn. Four groups of low-level adventurers, all level 5 with the exception of one level 6 mage, were gathered outside waiting impatiently with heavy-looking backpacks laden down with weapons and camping supplies strapped to their backs. Typhoeus and Arilla, with their one haversack between them and a rolled-up sleeping bag, looked woefully underprepared by comparison.

In a word, Typhoeus would describe the assembled groups as ‘nondescript.’ From their tagged classes, he could see the usual array of well-armed individuals in distinct teams approaching the idealised warrior, rogue, ranger, mage, and healer composition. There was some variation in the assorted adventuring parties; there was Galen’s group which lacked a rogue, and only one other team had a healer. There was even an adventuring party that completely lacked spellcasters altogether, consisting solely of warriors, although, from how they were each outfitted, it was abundantly clear that they covered a variety of combat roles. Out of place amongst the gathered groups was the unfortunately familiar presence of the level 112 knight that Typhoeus recognised by both his smell and level: Sir Lothain, who was presumably there to ensure that no harm came to his noble charge.

Amidst the pack waiting by the steps was a level 53 ranger, who had previously been talking to the leader of the all-warrior group. Noticing Typhoeus and Arilla, she quickly brought her conversation to a close and hastily climbed the front steps of the Guild, standing tall in front of the main entrance as she began her greeting.

The ranger appeared to be in her early thirties, although Typhoeus knew she was likely significantly older, judging from how she held herself with the caution of a woman who had seen countless battles. She was a severe-looking woman, handsome in her own way, with cool grey eyes that seemed to be constantly searching the area for hidden threats. Her mouth had the beginnings of smile lines that her presumably high vitality score hadn’t been able to completely erase. If it weren’t for the forced nature of his attendance, then Typhoeus would likely be more interested in getting to know her solely based on the interesting collection of rare metals that she had forged into the arrowheads deep within the leather quiver tied to her back.

“Good, now that we are all here I can finally begin. First off, I would like to congratulate all of you on graduating from the Guild’s arduous training regimen,” she said, pausing as her eyes lingered on Lothain, Typhoeus, and Arilla before swiftly moving on. “As I was saying, you came to us as unclassed civilians and have since earned your starting classes, ranked them up, and proved to your tutors that you are ready to go out into Creation as adventurers. Our levels may be different, but on this day I would like to greet you not as ‘Instructor Arden,’ but as a kindred adventurer. Ours is a dangerous profession, and contrary to what you may believe, before high pewter, it’s not a particularly profitable one, especially for those of you who lack a healer on your team.”

“But our work is vital, protecting humanity from the rampaging monsters that seek to do us harm, and extracting the Gods-given wealth from high-mana regions like the Dragonspines, which our country depends upon to keep the wheels of our economy turning. Do not forget that our species stands alone, beset on all sides from monstrous threats from within our borders and without. Every year seasonal goblin raids take our children, dire animals terrorise our farmers, and monstrous behemoths lay siege to our homes. Let us not forget that a single dragon once took an entire city, not two weeks to the north from here. Terythia is the frontier, and you are its sword and shield, so take your role seriously and don’t fuck it up!”

“Now with that said, we are setting off for a tamed dungeon two days’ walk from here in the southeastern foothills of the Dragonspines. Once there, each team will delve deep into the dungeon in a race to reach the core, collecting trophies from the monsters you slay along the way. You will be judged on how quickly you make it to the main chamber, and also by the trophies that you manage to collect, so take the time travelling through the hills to familiarise yourself with your assigned teams. You may have noticed that the knight Sir Lothain will be accompanying us on this expedition. While I know he is by now quite familiar to all of you, I must reiterate he is not here for your protection; he has a very specific duty and is oathbound not to interfere unless his charge’s life is in serious danger.”

“Travelling through the Dragonspines is dangerous. Even the periphery will take us near dozens of wild dungeons. If we get too close to one it might feel threatened and send its monsters out to defend itself, which is why we will be taking a circuitous route to the dungeon known only to myself, guild officials, and previous graduates who have already gone on this expedition.”

“While tamed, this dungeon is still a violent thing. It is by no means safe inside, and you will be tested in combat. You have trained for this and been judged by your instructors as ready, but if for any reason you feel like backing out, now is the time. Are there any questions?” she asked, bringing her clearly rehearsed speech to an end with a searching look that roamed over the crowd of novice adventurers.

Hands shot up, and Instructor Arden took her time deciding who to call upon. There were questions, a lot of them, largely focused on the levels of the creatures that they would be expected to face, the nature of a ‘tamed dungeon,’ and most surprisingly to Typhoeus, how their scores would translate into future employment opportunities. Apparently several organisations and associations within Rhelea had started to use the grades of this trip to select the more competent adventurers to recruit into their ranks.

The questions and answers were largely irrelevant to Typhoeus. However, he did have to stop himself from audibly scoffing whenever Instructor Arden gave out an answer that he vehemently disagreed with. Predictably, the one to break the tedium of the incessant questions was Galen, the blonde-haired noble extending an arm to single out Typhoeus and Arilla as he asked his pointed question:

“Why are they here?”

“Ah yes, Typh and Arilla, would you please step forwards?” Instructor Arden asked. The pair quickly shared a look of unease with one another before stepping away from the crowd and into the open space between the other adventurers and the foot of the stairs. “Would you two please tell the others how you made it to level 5?”

Turned-in notices were made public by the Guild in what was supposed to be a bid to encourage healthy competition, but more often than not they led to ill-prepared adventures getting themselves killed as they constantly tried to outperform each other. Given that, the idea that Typhoeus needed any kind of introduction was farcical, and they all knew it; after maiming Boscoe Red Axe with his flaming aura, he was probably the most well-known adventurer in Rhelea under level 20. And regardless of whether or not the adventuring rolls had been updated to account for their ‘erroneous’ bounty, anyone who cared to look would be well aware that Typhoeus and Arilla had gained their levels by killing a large number of goblins.

He opened his mouth to speak but swallowed instead—his tongue and lips went dry as he felt himself begin to suffocate under the combined gazes of the gathered adventurers. He thought about how fragile his human form was, and he imagined them turning on him, his brown scaleless flesh being torn apart by a swarm of swords and spells. The threat wasn’t real, and even if it was, he knew that he could easily handle it, but the potential of being exposed was there, and his anxiety refused to let him move past it.

“We killed goblins, a lot of them,” Arilla said curtly, saving Typhoeus as everyone’s attention shifted to the red headed warrior.

“Good, and can you tell me the three most common monsters in the foothills?” Arden asked, her question following soon after the warrior’s answer.

“No,” Arilla responded just as quickly.

“What about how to gauge the rank of a dungeon without stepping foot inside of it?”

“No.”

“How to tell when you’re in a dire bear’s hunting territory?”

“No.”

“The easiest way to kill a hippogriff or harpy?”

“No.”

“And that is why they are with us,” Arden said, turning her attention back to the others, who were already muttering amongst themselves as they cast disparaging glances at Typhoeus and Arilla. “It was decided that it would be a tragic waste of talent to allow them to continue as they were and get themselves killed by making a fatal novice mistake.”

“Now, as they have not had the same benefit of the Guild’s tutelage that you have, I hope that you will all take this opportunity to impart some of your hard-earned knowledge upon them,” she said, her voice dripping with condescension.

Typhoeus strongly doubted that the woman believed any of what she had just said, but he could read between the lines. He knew they were here to be humbled and that Arilla’s demeaning little interrogation was just the first of the many humiliations to come over the coming days.

A few more questions were asked and answered before they finally set off towards Rhelea’s western gates. The train of clay-rank adventures moved interminably slowly by Typhoeus’s standards as they first walked through the town’s streets—and then somehow even slower as they began their march across the untamed wilderness. The convoy spread out over time, only occasionally bunching up due to obstacles along the uneven terrain, the individual adventuring groups functioning for the most part like small social cliques with very little interaction between them that wasn’t facilitated by their ranger guide.

As they walked farther into the wilds, Typhoeus found himself growing nostalgic for his old—now abandoned—lair. He knew the area well, since the region had once been a part of his vast hunting grounds, and he wondered for the first time what would happen to the local inhabitants now that he wasn’t there to prey upon them. Everything looked so much bigger from down on the ground. While his [Alternate Form] was small even by human standards, the act of painstakingly walking across a region he used to fly across in minutes gave him a new respect for the land he hadn’t had before. He had always seen his time in the foothills as a punishment for his failures as a dragon, and with the peaks of the Dragonspines looming ever-present in the distance like the menacing teeth of some kind of colossal monster, it had been hard for him not to forget the home he had lost. But the territories he once thought of as small and insignificant seemed so much more substantial now that it took him hours to cross them. The sweeping hills and vistas that dominated the landscape for as far as he could see looked majestic and wild. The potential for conflict with hidden creatures seemingly behind every rocky outcropping or ravine gave the area an air of mystery that it had simply lacked when seen from hundreds of feet above the ground.

Since leaving the Guild Hall, Typhoeus had taken to keeping his aura extended a couple of inches all over his body, with the maximum of 50 mana stored in it through [Warcaster’s Reservoir] to fuel a weak defensive ward that should protect him from any surprise attacks. It was doubtful that with his high-level perception skill he would ever be surprised, but he found that it made his near-constant anxiety fade into the background somewhat.

While Typhoeus would much rather not be on this expedition, he was glad that he had disclosed his skill with aura to the local adventuring community, as already he could feel half a dozen dungeons scratching against the warded edge of his aura. He was in no danger of succumbing to their control. With his 82 charisma, only the stronger dungeons of the Dragonspines could potentially influence him. The youthful fumblings of the cores in the foothills were nothing more than an annoyance, but feeling them scratch against his aura was infinitely better than hearing their insidious and repetitive whispers in his ears.

As they walked, Typhoeus tried to think of tasks for Arilla to do, specifically so that she could continue to level [Sworn Service]. From everything they had managed to glean, it didn’t look like they were going to make any money from this expedition. Apparently, the levels and Guild grading was payment enough for the other adventurers to waste their time on this outing; Typhoeus, however, was uninterested in everything on offer. Instead, he simply wanted to get the Guild off of his back so that he could get back to steadily levelling in peace with Arilla.

They had been marching for most of the day, although given the uneven terrain and a lack of any kind of path it would be more accurate to call it a hike through the foothills. Despite taking the circuitous route to avoid provoking the wild dungeons in the area, they still encountered a large number of free-willed roaming monsters. If it was over level 10, Instructor Arden took care of it with a pinpoint accurate shot from her bow, but for everything below that threshold the different adventuring teams took turns, the remaining adventurers watching the impromptu monster duels with rapt attention as they studiously observed their competition.

On the whole, the adventurers weren’t all that impressive. Individually they fought with a decent enough amount of skill and precision. Their class skills seemed to provide them with the extra edge they needed to see them through with minimal injuries that the two low-level healers amongst them were more than capable of healing. But if Typhoeus had to level one criticism at them, it was that they had yet to cultivate a killer’s instinct. Even outnumbering their foes five to one they seemed unsure of themselves; they frequently hesitated, overthinking their battle tactics and formations against creatures that realistically posed little to no threat.

Instructor Arden chose who fought and when, so naturally when it was their turn to fight, they were given the worst beasts to kill. Those with levels so low it was hardly worth the effort and creatures like slimes or carrion hounds that were more unpleasant than challenging to fight were allocated to them, time and again. Each time they were called up, Typhoeus instructed Arilla to take it on by herself in an effort to finally get [Sworn Service] to level 5. The powerful attribute-boosting skill was still lagging behind her other, level-capped, class skills.

Arilla turned to face the ratling they had been tasked to kill next while Typhoeus stood well back to both observe and to provide support for her should it prove necessary. He was too fearful of arousing the group’s suspicions to cast anything more complex than a whining manabolt. Arilla smoothly drew her massive zweihander from its leather sheath on her back, rocking forwards slightly at the abrupt change in her centre of gravity. Typhoeus watched the vicious smile grow on her face as she anticipated the coming violence—the woman likely felt no moral compunctions about killing the sapient creature standing across from her. It was unpleasant for him to watch, but it served as an important reminder to him that, for all her merits, Arilla was still a human. She had been indoctrinated from birth to view all nonhumans as monsters to be killed for their experience.

In general, ratlings were no larger or smaller than humans of comparable age, but their tendency to hunch their more-elastic spines forwards made them seem substantially shorter than they actually were. They followed the same general body shape of a human, except they had the features of a rat: thick fur, digitigrade feet ending in claws, a long scaly tail, and an almost-exact copy of a rat’s head if you ignored the obvious differences in size. It was armed with a curved sword and armoured in strips of leather and rusty mail that had likely been looted years ago, judging from its condition. Ratlings were no dumber than humans, although they were more obviously beholden to their animalistic instincts. Their society formed a strict caste-based hierarchy where larger and more magically talented individuals reaped the rewards of their societal lessers’ labour. Given their preference for living underground and their general disdain for the lower castes of their own species, it wasn’t uncommon for their leaders to negotiate with dungeon cores. Forming symbiotic relationships where the dungeon grew to better accommodate their needs, the ratlings’ leadership caste would ‘gift’ the dungeon with their lower classes, providing it with a large amount of mind-slaved thralls.

This ratling looked scared. It was no idiot, and it likely knew even if it somehow killed the adventurer in front of it, the others watching from the sidelines would be chomping at the bit to finish it off. Still, it wasn’t about to go down without a fight, and it drew a wicked-looking serrated cutlass. The sharp barbs of the sword were stained a dark inky green by some unknown substance that was almost certainly poisonous.

It ran forwards, startling Arilla with its speed as it dropped down into a three-legged gallop, holding its sword out to one side as it attempted to end the fight early with a crippling blow. It was faster than Arilla, but not by much, and while it was undoubtedly quick on its feet it wasn’t nearly fast enough to get inside the reach of her massive sword.

When she saw it charge her, Arilla swung her zweihander. She activated [Sworn Blows] with her swing, and the rapidly accelerating slab of metal hit the ratling in the side of the chest, cleaving halfway through the creature’s torso before the cutting edge finally ground to a halt against bone. Not stopping there, though, the remaining kinetic force of the strike continued to lift the ratling off the ground and launched it through the air, spraying blood and viscera for several feet in a gory arc. It hit the ground dead, and Arilla’s vicious smile stretched wide with self-satisfaction as she approached it, using the dead creature’s matted fur to wipe her blade clean before she once again slung the massive sword over her shoulder.

“Well, that was very good, but I keep telling you that you’re supposed to take it as a team. We’ve all seen that Arilla is very competent, but she can’t carry you forever, Typh. I know that you have good aura control, and I understand real spell forms are hard, but it’s no excuse to slack off,” Instructor Arden said. “Next time it’s your team’s turn to fight, you will do so without Arilla’s help.”

“You can’t be serious!” Typhoeus found himself saying before he could stop himself. Already, concerned whispers amongst the other adventurers had broken out, and the two other mages in the expedition were looking especially pale as they no doubt considered finding themselves in a similar position.

“I’m deadly serious, Typh. You are part of a team of two rather than five. Because of that, the standards you must hold yourself to are significantly higher; if Arilla can’t trust you to handle yourself then all you will achieve is dragging her down. She’d be better off as a solo adventurer or working with another party, rather than partnered to a leech,” Arden said dismissively, ignoring how Arilla ground her teeth, or Typhoeus’s cheeks burned with embarrassment.

Typhoeus realised that in his attempts to avoid any unwanted attention while helping Arilla grind [Sworn Service] to level 5, he hadn’t exactly made a great impression on the others, but even so, given the tepid performances of the other mages who could barely string together a weak manabolt he didn’t feel like he was lagging behind too much. He assumed this was another attempt to humiliate and possibly even maim him by Instructor Arden, which was something he didn’t know how he felt about. Sure, he felt angry, but it wasn’t like he was in any actual danger in the foothills, even when limiting himself to the more basic uses of his aura and simple manabolts. He was easily capable of defeating anything that he could reasonably expect to see on this expedition.

Having finished chastising him, Arden moved on to once again lead the expedition forwards while Typhoeus quietly ruminated on his feelings. They continued their torturously slow march through the foothills, fording small rivers, hiking across grassy valleys, and climbing rocky hills, their route always twisting and turning counterintuitively as they followed Instructor Arden’s esoteric directions through the monster-infested wilderness.

The sun hung low in the east by the time Typhoeus was called up to demonstrate his arcane prowess. A level 9 carrion hound had been spotted following their trail, likely feasting on the remains of the half-butchered monsters the expedition had been leaving behind in their wake.

The oversized dog beast was a sickly green colour, matching that of the malevolent moon that was just making itself visible with the soon-to-be setting sun. Its fur was slicked down with a wet, oily sheen, but otherwise it resembled a typical canine, with the notable exception of long, tentacle-like fronds extending out from where its mouth would typically be. Of course, that was a clever bit of misdirection, as Typhoeus knew that those fronds were far deadlier than any bite. Each one of them was covered in thousands of tiny needles that secreted a powerful flesh-eating acid into its victim. It was not a particularly fast or strong creature, and its entire survival strategy largely revolved around being so foul-smelling and tasting that no sane creature would ever attempt to eat it. And if Typhoeus wasn’t practically dangled in front of it like a piece of appetising low-level bait, then he knew that it was much more likely to flee than try to fight him.

He readied himself as the carrion hound loped towards him in a surprisingly graceful run. The other adventurers had lured the beast into seeing him as a potential meal by the simple act of standing well back atop a nearby hill, with Typhoeus waiting for the monster at the bottom. He looked uneasily towards Arden and the others standing far up the slope—the woman’s bow was already notched with an arrow and ready to ‘save’ him should it prove necessary. Arilla was standing by the ranger’s side, the warrior’s white-knuckled grip on her heavy sword telling him everything he needed to know about her state of mind as she practically radiated tension outwards.

His nose wrinkled in disgust; he could smell the creature now without [Sovereign’s Perception] enhancing his senses, and its namesake really undersold the putrid stench. There was a skill at work there and he knew it, though his high vitality allowed him to push past its noxious smell as he raised his hand ready to cast a manabolt and be done with this farce.

Of course, he realised then that he could only push past the nauseating scent because of the stats that he wasn’t supposed to have. Forget dialling down the power of his spells; to avoid suspicion he would have to feign nausea, something that wasn’t particularly hard, given his current circumstances. Without having Arilla standing beside him to give him strength he could feel the eyes of the 21 adventurers boring into him. They weren’t distracted by his glittery dress or staring at his tits or ass. Instead, they were watching his every movement, studying his posture and spellcasting for any trick to be emulated or flaw to be avoided.

He had felt this way before since assuming his ‘Typh’ persona, the rising panic seemingly originating from his own fears of exposure and vulnerability, but this time it was much more extreme. He felt his heart thundering in his chest. His human body suddenly felt so frail and constraining. He clenched his eyes shut and tried to ground himself against his fears as a wave of very real nausea pushed bile to rise up into his throat, and he yearned to fly free as only a true dragon could. He couldn’t breathe; the mounting pressure in his chest increased with every frantic beat of his frail human heart. He felt dizziness overcome him, and stars swam across his vision—suddenly, he bent over at the waist and spewed the contents of his stomach onto the ground. It was all too much for him, the stench of the beast, the eyes on his back, the lie of his ill-fitting body.

He opened his eyes to once again focus on the here and now and was surprised to see his transparent crystalline tears slowly fall through the air into the spreading pool of vomit covering his brown leather boots. The stench of the beast was almost overpowering as he struggled to fill his weak human lungs with the rancid air.

“Typh!” He heard a scream. Arilla’s scream. He snapped back to the present almost a heartbeat before he felt a mass of sharply pointed tendrils grind up against his aura. The magical field extending from his skin momentarily was made solid by the wards that he had carefully applied throughout it. A massive weight hit him in the side, bowling him over, and the force of the impact caused him to roll for several feet over sharp rocks and loose sandy soil, inevitably ending up with the carrion hound on top of him.

The creature’s needle-covered tendrils continued to push and grind against his aura aggressively, scoring a cascade of golden sparks as the air shimmered over his neck—the mana supply in his aura drained with every second as it lessened the force behind the beast’s frenzied attacks.

The hound out-massed him by at least a hundred pounds, and try as he might to push it off of him with his underdeveloped muscles, it was never going to happen. Rancid oils dripped from the beast, pooling atop his hardened aura and draining even more mana. He hastily switched to feeding his aura directly from his reserves instead, which bypassed his [Warcaster’s Reservoir] skill entirely.

With his skill urging him on, Typhoeus succumbed to instinct in that moment. [Sovereign’s Aura] ballooning out to fully encompass the creature as he willed it to burn. What had remained of the original 50 mana he had stored in his aura courtesy of [Warcaster’s Reservoir] was consumed in an instant; his hungry skill drank deeply on his mana supply as the creature and the very ground around him burst into flames. The oils in the carrion hound’s fur ignited in a fiery blaze, and it tried to roar in pain, but the superheated air crumpled the delicate tissues of its lungs and it died silently screaming. A shining arrow ripped through its head, sparing the hound a few moments of protracted agony, but it was too late.

While the magical fires from his aura did not harm him, the natural flames from the combusting creature was another story entirely. In his haste, he had neglected to pay attention to the flammable oils pooling on his chest, and when he’d willed his aura to burn the carrion hound it had ceased shielding his body from physical harm. The oils hanging suspended in the air above him splashed down all at once, coating him in the vile creature’s natural fluids, which immediately caught fire when they were ignited by the burning beast above. Burning oils and melted fats continued to steadily trickle down from the flaming creature as it collapsed on top of him, burning through his skin and fabric alike.

*Congratulations, you have slain a level 9 Carrion Hound, experience is awarded.*

His moment of triumph was quickly forgotten—searing pain threatened to overwhelm him as he burned. His natural resistance to fire was tied to his true body and was not something that his [Alternate Form] shared. He was burning to death. It was a shocking realisation, and he felt a momentary pang of sympathy for the countless adventurers who had suffered the same fate beneath his draconic breath. He cut the flow of mana to his aura, feeling much of the heat dissipate away from him, but it didn’t matter, since his magical flames had never touched him; instead, he was being immolated by the self-sustaining fire originating from the flaming monster corpse on top of him.

Health points usually acted as a buffer between damage being dealt and the wound actually impacting the body, allowing anyone with a high-enough vitality score to push through stab wounds, monster bites, or fireballs to the face. As a dragon who had fought off countless adventurer bands he had thought that he had already experienced every injury imaginable, but he had never before been set on fire. In that moment, he desperately wished his [Alternate Form] shared the Sovereign Dragon’s resistance to flames, but all he could do was experience the pain of being burnt alive.

He felt his health plummet as the still-burning fires vastly outstripped his HP’s ability to mitigate the damage that was being done to his body. Only through the massive amounts of adrenaline pumping through his veins did he get some small amount of much-needed clarity about his situation. He realised that if he didn’t do something soon about the fire, then he was going to die. He willed his aura to flare again, to alter the temperature of the air around him, but this time he went the other way, trying to convert the burning flames into icy air. It was a far less efficient conversion than fire or force, ice being an aspect that conflicted with his particular draconic species, but he had the mana to spare, so the temperature plummeted while he spent hundreds of mana to quench the flames currently covering his body.

The fires died and Typhoeus tried to stand, rolling the dead weight off of him that was now much lighter from having been burned. While his HP wasn’t all that low he was already despairing at the severe burns all along the front half of his body. His mundane sight was gone, burned away by the fire, but [Sovereign’s Perception] gave him no such reprieve, so he was forced to confront the visceral sight of what he had done to his human form. He wobbled on his two tiny feet, not for the first time cursing how top-heavy his body was as he tried to power through the unsettling sense of loss that he knew to only be temporary.

“This isn’t a real body. It’s just a skill.” His attempt to calm himself failed as the words simply didn’t come out. Something important was broken in his throat, making his speech more closely resemble the sounds of a ragged exhale.

“I’ve got you, don’t worry,” Arilla said, her arms coming from behind him to scoop him up. He saw rather than felt the ground pull away from him, the nerves in his body either burnt away or too overwhelmed to register anything but pain, but he trusted his Sworn Sword to protect him, and so he let the darkness take him.


Chapter 24

Mercy

Typhoeus awoke inside an unfamiliar tent to find himself completely restored. If it wasn’t for the oversensitivity along the front half of his body indicating the presence of newly healed flesh, he would have assumed he’d imagined the searing flames that had so nearly consumed him. Of course, if there were any doubts about that, they were immediately dispelled by the waves of agony that rolled through his body when he tried to move into a sitting position for the first time.

He wasn’t sure what had happened to him before the carrion hound had struck; one moment, he felt fine if a little bit uneasy, and the next, he had been overcome with the overwhelming certainty that he was about to die. In his panicked state, he had very nearly made his anxious fears a reality. While he didn’t want to dwell on it, it still was a massive vulnerability that he needed to resolve sooner rather than later. He had been feeling uncomfortable around large groups of humans since first arriving in Rhelea, but this was the first time that he had felt such a visceral response. Typhoeus was terrified. Terrified that rather than getting better, it might in fact be getting worse.

His fears of vulnerability were exasperated by his current low level of [Alternate Form], which made it far too dangerous for him to continue holding himself back so much. He either needed to do a much better job at avoiding fighting in front of other humans, or rapidly increase his levelling rate—both options were something that would undoubtedly attract even more attention to his disguise. Not that he was doing a particularly good job at avoiding unwanted attention, with both the Guild and Galen being far too interested in him for his own comfort.

He groaned in frustration. Currently, the only thing that he had going for him was that after how badly he had failed in solo combat, nobody would leap to the assumption that he was truly a dragon in disguise. He’d likely have to deal with even more outlandish speculation regarding his parentage, training, or obscure magical items, as there would inevitably be questions regarding how he had enough mana to fuel the two opposing uses of his aura.

“Thank the Gods you’re awake! Are you okay?” Arilla cried out in relief, moving rapidly to hug him. Her arms caused a stinging pain to bloom where she touched his new, still tender flesh.

“Thank whichever healer patched me up. The Gods had nothing to do with it,” he said, sitting up on his elbows and wincing when his tight new skin screamed in protest against his movements. “And I’m feeling great, all things considered.”

“I appreciate that,” said an as-yet-unidentified voice, causing Typhoeus’s head to turn to the side and face a thin-looking man in the Guild’s nondescript leather armour sitting by his bedside. The man was healer tagged, and like most people with his class, he looked ‘soft.’ The same ineffable weakness that made him so well suited to tending to the wounds of others made him seem almost incapable of being dangerous by himself.

“This is Liam. He did most of the work on you,” Arilla added, gesturing to the healer by his bedside.

“Well, thank you, Liam. I appreciate it,” Typhoeus said, a little surprised by how much he meant the words.

“Think nothing of it. I rarely get the opportunity to practice my skills on someone so severely injured. Although if you have the time later, I’d love to talk more about your stat distributions, if that’s alright,” Liam said—his innocuous words immediately sounded alarm bells in Typhoeus’s head.

“I’ll think about it,” Typhoeus lied. “Arilla, what did I miss?”

“Not much; we walked a little farther to get away from the smell, and then set up camp early. This is Liam’s tent, by the way,” she said, gesturing to the canvas walls surrounding them.

“I see . . . and am I dealing with any blowback?” Typhoeus asked.

“Not really. Instructor Arden went on a rant to the other mages about the need to diversify and not rely on a gimmick, the dangers of fire magic, and so on. Oh, and Galen has taken to calling you ‘leech’ around the camp to anyone who will listen,” she said, her brown eyes narrowing.

“A leech, huh? Well, it could be worse. Can you help me up? We should give Liam his tent back,” Typhoeus said, extending an arm out to Arilla.

“You really don’t have to. It’s a big tent, and I don’t mind the company,” Liam offered, his words coming across as sincere even if his tent was anything but big—the small canvas structure barely had the space for two of them, let alone three. “Anyway, you should rest; your new skin needs time to settle or else it will tear and scar.”

Typhoeus hesitated, looking over to Arilla, who gave a slight shrug. “I guess we could stay,” he eventually said, yawning as he slowly relaxed back into the sleeping bag. “Is there anything around here to eat? I’m starving.”

“There’s some meat over the fire. I’ll go get you some,” Arilla said, quickly getting up and leaving Typhoeus and Liam behind in the tight confines of the tent.

The two of them sat in awkward silence for a long time while Liam simply stared at him. The healer’s calm blue eyes focused intensely on his, and Typhoeus wasn’t entirely sure what had the young man quite so captivated.

“You know, I can be very discreet. You can trust me not to spill your secrets,” Liam said conspiratorially as the human leaned in closer to him.

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” Typhoeus said, choosing his words carefully.

“You forgot to scream,” Liam said.

“What?” Typhoeus asked, feeling confused.

“When you set yourself on fire, accidentally or not, you forgot to scream. And again upon waking, you were silent. I know that you must be in a lot of pain, yet you’ve barely winced,” Liam said with a hint of smugness in his voice.

“What exactly do you think you know?” Typhoeus asked.

“I haven’t got an exact answer, but I have a theory. I saw you hesitate to cast a spell on the carrion hound before you decided to fake a panic attack,” the man said, smiling wide like he had solved some kind of puzzle.

“I would be very careful what you say next, Liam,” Typhoeus warned, his face betraying no hint of his growing panic. He slowly let his aura expand to fill the confines of the tent, pushing 50 mana into the air surrounding the healer.

“Then there’s the matter of your scars—” the healer continued, not appearing to notice as the temperature inside the tent ticked up by a few degrees.

“What about my scars?” Typhoeus said defensively.

“You don’t have any; you should be a walking mass of scar tissue, but your skin is perfect, and before you say that my healing is responsible, I emptied out my mana pool trying to restore your health, yet I barely made a dent,” he said.

“What do you want?” Typhoeus asked bluntly, anticipating some new fresh set of hellish demands from the young man.

“Listen, I’m not trying to out you or anything, but I know that you’re not just a nobody with a mage class. Those idiots out there are too busy fawning after Galen’s family money to bother thinking of you as anything other than a leech dragging Arilla down, but I know you have far too much HP for a single-classed level 5, and I also know how hard aura control is. You’ve been trained, and trained well,” Liam said.

“Is there a point you’re going to get to anytime soon?” Typhoeus said coolly, causing Liam to sigh in frustration.

“Alright, fine, I’ll get straight to the point. I’m not happy with the party the Guild assigned me to. There’s nothing I can do about that for this expedition—not without burning bridges I can ill afford to live without—but after . . . after this is over, I would like to join you and Arilla,” Liam said.

“No,” Typhoeus said flatly.

“But I know your secret; you have another class, at least one,” the man said, leaning forwards. His words came out as a hushed whisper.

“I said no, and I do not like repeating myself,” the dragon said, a part of him delighting in frustrating the young healer.

“I could expose you if you don’t,” Liam said, sounding unsure of himself.

“Then I will kill you,” Typhoeus said, twisting his aura that he had let saturate the tent so that it instilled a deep, resounding sense of foreboding as he spoke his words. He was well practised with using magic to enhance an adventurer’s sense of fear, and he found it refreshing to use it again under these circumstances.

“I’m sorry? What was that?” Liam said, his voice already wavering as he succumbed to the simple use of his aura permeating the air of the tent.

“You’ve done me a kindness, so I’ll give you this one chance, but if you ever breathe a word of this to anyone, I will hunt you down, and then I will kill you,” Typhoeus said calmly. Strangely enough, he felt surprisingly relaxed with his near discovery as he effortlessly took control of the situation.

“You can’t!” he exclaimed, his voice shaking with fear.

“I can, and I will,” Typhoeus stated yet again, feeding even more mana into his aura as all the colour fled Liam’s face. The healer visibly shivered beneath his gaze despite the relative warmth inside the tent.

The canvas flaps opened abruptly, ending their conversion, and Typhoeus hastily reined in his aura. Arilla entered, hunching down protectively over three plates of well-roasted meat. She paused, taking note of the awkward silence, and then she decided to break it. “Why is it so tense in here? Did something happen while I was gone?” she asked, looking pointedly at Liam.

“No, nothing happened, but Liam changed his mind about us sharing his tent,” Typhoeus said.

“He did?” Arilla asked, sounding almost disbelieving until the healer gave her a panicked nod.

“Yes, Liam is lending it to us so we can have some privacy. He’s going to spend the night trying to patch things up with his team. They’re not as close as he would like,” Typhoeus said, staring at the young healer until he finally took the hint. Liam blinked rapidly and muttered a hurried agreement before quickly scurrying out of the tent without so much as a goodbye.

“Well that was rude.”

“Do I want to know what really happened?” Arilla asked, placing the spare plate to the side as she sat down and began eating.

“Probably not, but we’ll need to keep an eye on him in the future. He’s smart enough to be dangerous someday.”

“You’re making me worry.”

“Relax, I’ve handled it. He guessed that I had a second class and was dumb enough to try and blackmail me with it,” Typhoeus said.

“I’m sorry,” she said, looking momentarily panicked herself as she processed his words.

“Don’t be. Threatening Liam into silence was a good reminder,” Typhoeus said, looking down at his small hands, which he practised clenching into fists.

“Did you forget something?”

“In a sense. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go pay someone a visit,” he said, throwing on his much-abused shirt and trousers. He clambered out of his sleeping bag and to his feet, ignoring his body’s painful protests at his movements.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Arilla offered.

“No, if you don’t mind, I’d rather do this myself,” he said, pausing as for the first time he noticed how tired she looked. “Besides, you should rest. Watching over me while I sleep is no way to prepare for your first dungeon dive.”

Arilla nodded. She looked almost relieved as she finally let herself become truly comfortable, sprawling out on top of their thin sleeping bag while Typhoeus made his way out of the tent. He pulled back the canvas flaps and stepped out into the darkness of the expedition’s camp, where tents were arranged in a large circle around a blazing bonfire. Lit torches marked the perimeter between the edge of the campsite and the wilds. While the configuration of the camp was nothing new to him, this was his first time in the foothills with quite so many people. There were more than enough tents to comfortably house over twenty individuals, not to mention Instructor Arden’s and Galen’s considerably larger tents, making the campsite seem cluttered and chaotic by comparison to the one he had once shared with the Shining Swords.

The moon was a narrow crescent in the night’s sky, casting the world with a green tinge wherever the orange glow of the campfire was unable to reach. With all the guy-ropes irregularly reaching out into the narrow spaces between the tents, navigating through the camp with his aching body was easier said than done. Still, the comforting scents of steel and roasting meat did much to calm his nerves as he confidently strode through the campsite.

Some of the novice adventurers were still gathered around the fire, the team-based cliques breaking down for the first time as the collection of low-level youths mingled and interacted far away from the watchful eyes of society. With [Sovereign’s Perception], Typhoeus was all too aware of everything that was happening on the hill that had been chosen for their camp. From what he had been able to gather, the adventurers who attended the Guild’s school were primarily from well-to-do middle-class families. The lessons and fees were simply too expensive for the poor, and the curriculum wasn’t ambitious enough for the truly wealthy, who instead preferred to send their adventuring sons and daughters to the capital for tutelage. With the notable exception of Galen, they were all third and fourth children who were not expected to inherit much in the way of their families’ wealth.

The sheer number of romantic couplings occurring behind the privacy of the tents’ thin canvas walls was enough to remind him of his late-night stroll along Red Row so many nights ago. While it was certainly educational being able to observe quite so many distinct styles of lovemaking, now that he had the benefit of more experience, he was well aware what he was doing was a violation on so many levels. The thought of someone observing him and Arilla in the same way that he watched the other adventurers was enough to make him feel physically sick, but his invasive skill was also what he was using to keep track of Liam. His sphere of perception would remain at close to its maximum range until he knew if the young healer could be trusted to keep his mouth shut, though Typhoeus had to grit his teeth as he tried his best not to let his attention linger on the impassioned liaisons. He truly hoped that he wouldn’t have to kill the young adventurer; the healer’s proposal wasn’t entirely unappealing. If he were to add a third member to their team, it would definitely have to be someone he could trust to remain silent about his many quirks. Still, threatening Liam into silence had been the right thing to do in the moment. He was so very tired of giving up control just to maintain his disguise, and it had been an important reminder for him that just because he had issues passing for normal, he did not have to be meek about it in any way.

He quickly found his way to Galen’s tent. Even if he couldn’t see the noble lounging within, he would have known it was his. It was not only the largest tent by far, but it was also the only one to be dyed a bright red in colour with the Traylan’s silver and green crest displayed prominently on each of its five hexagonal walls. Standing outside the tent in full armour was the iron-rank knight Lothain, while the rest of Galen’s team were relaxing nearby. They were being much more subdued in their festivities than their contemporaries spread throughout the camp, likely on their best behaviour in an attempt to curry favour with the young noble. As Typhoeus approached Lothain, the knight’s gauntleted hand strayed towards the hilt of his sword, and the dragon could smell the suspicion wafting off of the large man.

“What are you doing here, Leech?” the man spat at Typhoeus, weaponising his new nickname like a missile.

“That’s none of your business, Sir Knight. I’m here to see Lord Traylan,” Typhoeus said, ignoring the knight’s threatening posture and continuing to walk closer.

“Why would he want to see you?” Lothain asked. The unearned aggression in his voice faded into confusion as Typhoeus continued his advance undeterred by the looming threat of violence.

“Why do you think he’d want me in his tent at night?” Typhoeus asked, stepping uncomfortably close to the big man, well aware that with his ill-fitting clothes, he was giving the taller man a great view down the neck of his loose shirt. There was a pregnant pause as he stared down at Typhoeus through the narrow slit in his helmet, and then his armoured head turned to the healer Mereliss of all people, who gave him a curt nod prompting the knight to step aside silently. “That’s what I thought,” Typhoeus said dismissively as he walked past Lothain and inside Galen’s tent.

The interior was plushly decorated with large pieces of heavy furniture scattered tastefully throughout, a clear indicator that the noble had been gifted with a magical storage item of some kind from his family’s vaults. Typhoeus found himself involuntarily sniffing the air, inhaling the delicious scent of wealth that was a thousand times more appetising than man-fear as he walked into the centre of the large room. With every one of his small, human steps the dragon wove an intricate web of layered spells behind him that spread throughout the open space.

Galen was clad in silk evening wear and was sitting against a small bureau, where he was in the middle of penning a letter. The noble was momentarily taken aback to see Typhoeus inside his tent, but he quickly recovered. His expression of shock morphed into that of a confident smirk as he stood up and approached the dragon.

“What are you doing in my tent, Leech? Finally here to supplicate yourself for a spot on my team, are you?” Galen asked. His tone was almost friendly despite the content of his words as he turned his full attention towards Typhoeus.

“Something like that,” Typhoeus said disinterestedly as he triple checked the spells he had cast.

“Well, the spot’s closed. After your shameful performance against the carrion hound, I would have to be mad to entrust my life to you . . . But given your exotic look, I’m sure I could find a use for you if your talents in other areas aren’t as lacking as they are in magecraft,” he said with a lazy leer as he slowly walked circles around Typhoeus. The young noble didn’t notice how the sounds of the camp outside his tent had suddenly become muted as the first of Typhoeus’s spells took effect.

“I don’t think so,” Typhoeus said, waving his hand through the air. Golden bands of force suddenly appeared around Galen’s wrists and ankles, locking him in place.

“What do you think you are doing? I’m a noble. If you think these can hold me, you’re sorely mistaken,” he said confidently as he began struggling against his arcane restraints—his self-assured look quickly faded into panic as the thin bands of light refused to budge even an inch.

“I think it’s past time that we clear the air between us,” Typhoeus said calmly, willing the bands of light to move and lift Galen up so that he was suspended in the air by his arms. The set of four constricting bands then began to roll him sideways like a wheel until the noble was hanging upside down.

“Release me at once. I’ll scream if you don’t,” Galen said, his threat falling flat as he sounded increasingly unsure of himself with every word.

“Please try, it’s not like anyone will hear you,” the dragon offered. The noble didn’t waste any time in taking him up on the offer as he screamed for help until he was red in the face. His confusion grew with every second as his knight who was only meters away failed to barge into the tent and save him. “Now that you’ve got that out of your system, let’s tal—”

“Who are you?” Galen said, cutting him off.

“I’m your literal waking nightmare, and I despise being interrupted,” he said sharply, twitching a finger and causing the thin bands around Galen’s body to squeeze, cutting into his flesh while heating up. The appetising sound of Galen’s skin sizzling filled the tent as the scalding-hot mana seared four thin lines into the body of the young noble. Freshly motivated, Galen began screaming for help again, and Typhoeus was more than content to wait. He took the time to rifle through the noble’s belongings, looting, amongst other things, a carafe full of rich-smelling wine, which he used to pour himself a well-deserved drink. Then, he sat down on the edge of Galen’s very comfortable bed.

The wine was peppery and semi-sweet, the rich tannins of the beverage coated the inside of his mouth, and the dragon savoured the expensive drink before returning his attention back to Galen. The noble’s voice was hoarse and he looked around frantically for help, his panicked eyes locking with Typhoeus’s and widening further with fear that complemented the wine nicely.

“What do you want from me?” he asked. His voice was strained from his earlier exertions and it wavered in the face of his steadily growing terror.

“It’s simple. I want you to leave me alone and to forget about your little crush on me. Whatever you did to get the Guild on my back, I want you to fix it. I have real problems, and I don’t need you in my way. I don’t want to ever have to think of your name again, let alone dirty my feet in your presence. Do you understand me?” Typhoeus said his tone firm as he poured his anger into every word.

“I understand,” Galen said quickly—a little too quickly for Typhoeus’s liking.

“Good, because I want to make myself very clear. You get this one, solitary chance. Once I leave this tent, if I ever find you in my way ever again, I will kill you. I don’t care who your father is, how wealthy your family holdings are, or what you are due to inherit. If you even dream of fucking with me again, I will burn all that you hold dear to the ground and force the ashes of your world so far down your throat you’ll die choking on them.”

“I won’t. I promise. Just let me go,” he said, practically snivelling.

Typhoeus paused, evaluating the quivering man before him. He was sorely tempted to kill him now, but he was quite confident that he could terrify the noble into compliance, and as much as he hated to admit it, he wasn’t prepared to deal with such a high-profile corpse just yet. He dismissed the spell affixing Galen in the air and had to stifle a smirk as the man fell to the ground, unceremoniously hitting his head on the dirt with a muffled thump.

Despite his fall, it didn’t take Galen more than a heartbeat to roll onto his back, where he raised a hand outstretched towards Typhoeus—a sapphire ring on his middle finger pulsed with a bright azure light. It was the only warning he got before the ring discharged a blinding ray of intense energy that whined loudly as it shot through the air. The beam ground to a crashing halt against Typhoeus’s wards, where the force of the charged spell caused an explosive backlash that shook the interior of the tent. Furnishings were thrown from their tables and everything that wasn’t secured squarely against the ground was knocked over. The gem, spent of its stored mana, crumbled into a fine dust and left an empty socket on the ring around Galen’s finger.

“What a waste of a perfectly good sapphire. I suppose it was too much to hope that you wouldn’t try something like that,” Typhoeus said, standing completely unharmed amidst a crackling cloud of static and mana. He feigned a yawn while he discretely replaced the multiple layers of protective spells that had just been thoroughly ripped apart.

“What are you?”

Typhoeus stepped forwards, reaching down to grab a fistful of blonde hair as he pulled Galen up to his knees by his roots. He forced a restorative potion down the young man’s throat, one that he had pilfered from the human’s bedside table just moments earlier. Typhoeus ignored how the noble resisted, and he wasted more than half of the ludicrously expensive potion spilling down Galen’s chin as he struggled to breathe around the viscous fluid that flowed past his throat and into his stomach. Typhoeus watched patiently as the fresh burns around Galen’s wrists and ankles healed, the weeping blisters turning into old faded scars in front of his eyes before Typhoeus removed the neck of the glass vial from Galen’s panting lips.

Typhoeus lifted the man up farther, his slender arm appearing to defy reality as, with mana infusing his muscles and inflating his stats, he effortlessly lifted the struggling noble off of the ground.

“I told you, Galen. I am your ever-waking nightmare. Know this: there are things out in Creation that you are ill-prepared to meet. No matter how well you may insulate yourself with your money and status, every so often you might just come across someone so thoroughly above you that your only hope for survival is to look away and pray they aren’t hungry,” he said, positioning the noble so that his full lips were gently grazing against Galen’s ear. “So you don’t forget,” he whispered softly before he lowered his head to Galen’s neck. Typhoeus’s mouth opened and parted as if he was about to impart a tender kiss, when without hesitation he sunk his teeth deep into the firm muscular neck of the young man. With his high strength score, Typhoeus barely had to try as he bit into Galen, tearing a large mouthful of warm flesh away from the noble, who took this as an opportune time to scream.

Typhoeus dropped the wailing noble to the floor, the young man clamping a hand over the spurting wound, where a chunk of him used to be. The dragon slowly chewed his delicious mouthful and once again he picked up his wine cup. This time however, when he sampled the wine, he delighted in how the soft peppery notes complemented human’s natural taste so very well.

“Stop being a baby and clean yourself up. There’s another potion in your bedside table. Oh, and Galen . . .” Typhoeus said as he wiped Galen’s warm, almost metallic-tasting blood off his chin with the back of his hand.

“W-what?” the noble answered weakly, sheer horror in his eyes as he looked up at Typhoeus from his spot on the floor.

“Don’t make me regret my mercy,” Typhoeus said coldly, waving his hand for the final time. The sounds of the campsite suddenly returned to full volume as the dragon calmly walked out of the tent, a stolen carafe of wine in his hand.


Chapter 25

Delve

The opening was wider than he had expected. It looked more like a horizontal slit in the earth, where the ground outside essentially formed a dirt shelf a good twenty or so feet above the large flagstones that made up the subterranean floor of the dungeon. Peering in from the outside, he could tell that the walls and floor were made from solid stone, worked and uniformly even. It was a clear sign the area was far from a natural rock formation. Dank scents of musty air periodically wafted up from within the opening, contrasting sharply with the otherwise fresh breeze of the foothills. However, above all the scents emerging from the mouth of the dungeon was the vibrant hum of life-giving mana that steadily flowed out from the entrance in a constant enticing stream of concentrated energy.

Some of the adventurers seemed to be disappointed by the appearance of the dungeon’s entrance. Perhaps they’d been expecting a grand set of doors or a carved staircase, but even from here Typhoeus could tell that this was just a baby dungeon incapable of such grandeur. Maybe it could have been something great someday, but whatever runes the humans had carved into the core’s surface in order to ‘tame it’ had also caused profound damage to the creature’s mind—he could tell from its fumbling attempts to control him that the dungeon core was barely coherent.

“Alright, listen up. This is it. I know that it isn’t much to look at, but it’s a real dungeon, so you need to be on your toes. Don’t forget that while you are being judged on the time it takes your team to reach the core, as well as the monsters that you manage to kill along the way, if any member of your group is killed or seriously injured, your entire team will be issued a failing grade,” Arden said, scowling at the gathered group of adventurers as she let her words sink in.

“Now remember, exploring a dungeon at your level is a valuable opportunity to gain accolades before your next rank up, so do not waste this gift. The Gods gave us dungeons so that we may grow stronger, and the Guild is giving you this delve for the same reason. Now, what are you waiting for? Get to it!” she said. She finished her little speech by taking a step backwards off the edge and allowing herself to fall dramatically through the opening, where she then presumably proceeded to make her way to the dungeon’s core chamber to await the other teams.

As if signalling the start of the race, the other adventuring parties hurried forwards to lower knotted ropes, which were already carefully anchored against a nearby boulder, down into the dungeon as they hastily climbed through the crack in the earth. Judging by the sounds of fighting that echoed up soon after they’d made their descent, they had a much rougher go of moving through the dungeon undetected than Arden did. Typhoeus and Arilla, of course, were not part of the mad dash to get started, as even though Galen was supposed to resolve their issues with the Guild, they were still under implicit orders to do poorly in the test. These circumstances made their decision to wait an extra hour before even entering the dungeon an extremely easy one to make.

“Do you think that’s enough of a head start?” Arilla asked, her posture was very relaxed as she had spent most of their break having her hair unbraided and rebraided again. The simple act of him repetitively running his hands through her hair did much to soothe his warrior’s fragile nerves and he’d have been lying if he claimed not to have enjoyed it as well.

“Probably. Do you feel ready?” he asked, answering her question with one of his own.

“I think so. You sure it will be okay?”

“I’m certain. This isn’t one of the great dungeons from one of those stories you like so much. This is a crippled little thing made to test children. I promise you, there’s nothing down there that we can’t handle.”

“I wouldn’t call the other adventurers children,” she said, changing the subject.

“Really? You’ve seen how they are; I don’t think any of them has ever been in danger before this trip, and if this is the peak of their trials, then consider me unimpressed. You should have seen how easily Galen folded when I promised to kill him if he didn’t leave us alone,” Typhoeus gloated.

“I still can’t believe that you got away with that. I know that you’re confident you can handle yourself, but threatening the heir of the Traylan dynasty just seems like an absolutely terrible idea to me,” Arilla said warily.

“Perhaps you’re right, but it was a better idea than just waiting for him to fuck with us again. If I’d threatened him earlier, then maybe we wouldn’t be out here wasting our precious time,” he said, an arm outstretched as he gestured to the surrounding foothills.

“I suppose you may be right, but at least the scenery around here is pretty,” she said, sounding unconvinced as she tried to distract herself from the gaping maw of the dungeon that she was about to step inside.

While the dungeon wasn’t particularly big, it lived inside the corpse of a much larger dungeon, the core of which had been harvested a long time ago by enterprising adventurers who had likely sold it for a tidy sum. What this essentially meant was that the dungeon’s claimed territory was only a tiny fraction of a sizeable labyrinthian system of underground hallways and tunnels. That made the test much harder without necessarily increasing the danger, as the dungeon had all the benefits of the extra space to confuse and disorient, but without the mana density required to attract the high-level creatures to fill it. Given the abundance of non-crippled dungeons nearby, and the supposed runework overseen by the Guild on the core itself, only beasts below level 10 would see any benefit to living within this dungeon’s territory. And as Typhoeus could testify, living near dungeons without getting anything out of it was an unpleasant experience at the best of times. Their presence was grating to non-humans who had to put up with the constant attempts to exert their crude mental control over their more mobile neighbours.

With the enslaved monsters roaming the halls, the teams of novice adventurers would be forced to stop and rest frequently. Their low levels ensured that combat would quickly exhaust their limited stamina and mana pools, the latter taking much longer to regenerate than the former. For her level, Arilla was remarkably enduring. [Sworn Service] had finally reached level 5, and for her rank up, she had chosen to modify the skill by doubling the bonus it provided to her resource pools giving her 160 Health, 160 Stamina, and 100 Mana for as long as she remained in Typhoeus’s good standing. Given that Typhoeus had no intention of fighting anything within the dungeon, he was hopeful that with her relatively high stamina, they could make their actual delve a brief one.

While severely limited in its capabilities, the core was still directly connected to a mana-rich ley line, providing it with more than enough energy to broadcast its disjointed thoughts. The moment Typhoeus had entered its range, he had felt connected to the creature—the dungeon core tried to use its mana to brute force its way into his mind. With his high mental stats, he was in no danger, but he could still feel it constantly pushing its urges at him. The dungeon wanted protection from the invaders, it wanted him to kill the humans plundering its depths, it wanted to be unshackled from its runic restraints, and above all else, it wanted Typhoeus to know that the wards were failing. It was too damaged to try seducing him with whispers of treasure or promises of power; instead, it overlayed its various wants and needs with a violent storm of cascading emotions. Anger, fear, hunger, and frustration were part of the heady mix the core threw at Typhoeus like a missile, trying to subdue his will with the intensity of its own need.

Ignoring its confused pleas for help, Typhoeus stepped over the edge, and like Arden before him, fell through the opening. The rushing air caused his ill-fitting clothes to billow outwards as the floor rapidly grew closer. Mana blossomed out from beneath him, bleeding off the kinetic force from his descent, and he slowed to a crawl in the air before his booted feet softly kissed the ground. Arilla was quick to follow, not quite confident enough to trust in his gravity defying, as she instead clambered down one of the knotted ropes dangling from the entrance. Her two heavy swords clanked noisily against her mail, and caused her to sway from side to side precariously while she carefully lowered herself hand over hand.

Her huge zweihander was unlikely to be of much use throughout the cramped hallways of the dungeon; the only chance to use it could easily be in the entrance chamber, where there was actually enough room to swing the six-foot-long blade about. As such, her heavy two-handed sword would likely remain strapped to her back for the entirety of their delve, forcing her to rely on her unadorned arming sword. The 30-inch steel blade looked paltry and inadequate by comparison to her much larger rune-etched sword.

The entrance chamber itself was as large and unremarkable as the opening above it. It was roughly ovoid in shape, with the shattered stone remains of what could have once been a staircase littering the floor. Eight narrow halls, each with their own sturdy-looking doors, branched off from the room like the legs of a twisted spider, and the paths of the previous teams were made obvious by how three of them were left ajar. Typhoeus took his time sniffing the air as he tasted the flowing mana swirling out from each entrance in turn, then finally gestured for Arilla to lead the way down a particularly humid-smelling passage. The door guarding the entrance to the hall beyond was stiff from disuse, and it refused to budge until they both threw their respective shoulders at it. The stone door grumbled loudly as it was slowly pushed back over the tiled floor, and large streaks were left behind in the dust suggesting that it hadn’t been opened in years. The corridor on the other side was narrow with a deceptively irregular ceiling. For the first time, Typhoeus was grateful for his short height—Arilla was forced to repeatedly duck down as the ceiling intermittently dipped precipitously enough to injure an unwary adventurer. The walls and floor were unadorned, but it was all worked stone, with enough mistakes around the edges of the large bricks to suggest that the halls had once been carved by something humanoid.

Following in the wake of the other adventuring teams, they weren’t overly concerned about encountering any of the dungeon’s defenders, even though it was clear that none of the previous teams had taken this particular route. Typhoeus knew dungeons, and all its defenders on this floor would have already been ordered to throw themselves at the other teams by now. The creatures made use of the interconnectedness of the dungeon’s twisting hallways and branching paths to ensure they always arrived to attack the novice adventurers at the worst possible times.

This tunnel was completely lacking in any light sources, and only by the golden glow given off by Typhoeus’s conjured magelight was Arilla able to see. Although with how frequently the narrow corridor twisted and turned, he doubted she could see much farther than her hand in front of her face. The tunnels steadily widened as they progressed, the winding halls splitting erratically as they took spiralling staircases ever deeper into the dungeon. With Typhoeus’s connection to the core, and his ability to perceive mana, they were pointedly staying outside of the dungeon core’s claimed territory. Instead they took a circuitous route by anyone’s standards as they navigated around the area where the dungeon’s thralls would most likely be found. The two of them stuck to the tunnels that were formed by the current core’s long-dead predecessor, and as a result, the halls and corridors they travelled through were clear of monsters.

Occasionally, they heard sounds of far-away fighting, sword blows, or incantations echoing through the labyrinthian passageways that connected them. Still, they deliberately ignored each battle and instead focused on their own conversation as they travelled deeper through the disused tunnels. Typhoeus was confident that any monsters who had once made these depths their home had long since moved out when the mana levels plummeted with the removal of the old core.

“What’s the point of dungeons anyway?” Arilla asked, her voice travelling far in the darkness of the narrow hall.

“What, you didn’t hear Arden’s speech about them being challenges for us to level, gifted to us by our benevolent Gods?”

“I heard; I just noticed how you were rolling your eyes the entire way through,” Arilla stated triumphantly.

“What makes you think that I know any better?” he asked.

“By the way that you’re still dodging the question,” she said smugly.

Typhoeus had to give her that, and after checking [Sovereign’s Perception] to ensure they wouldn’t be overheard, he spoke again. He kept his tone hushed, as he didn’t want it to carry through the twisting tunnels. “Fine, maybe I know a little better than our ranger guide, but it doesn’t mean I want you spreading it around.”

“Are you going to tell me or not?” she inquired, smiling widely as the bobbing magelight cast her face in golden hues. It was an appealing sight which oddly suited her complexion and spawned the thought that she would certainly look better draped in gold jewellery.

“Very well, dungeon cores are interesting creatures, I suppose,” he said, and then paused for a moment in thought. “Once, a very long, long time ago, they had a truly important purpose, but those days are thankfully behind us. Now, they are little more than parasites that feed on the mana of the world, which they then use to control weak-willed creatures that fall into their little traps.”

“What kind of purpose?” she asked, her voice echoing.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Just trust me on this. Today, dungeon cores are inconsequential to the grand order of things, and I pray for all our sakes that they stay that way,” he said.

“You’re being pretty ominous there,” Arilla said in her usual upbeat tone. The warrior had yet to stop smiling and she was clearly enjoying their delve even though it had amounted to little more than a lot of walking in the dark.

Typhoeus shrugged. “I guess I am. Still, we should hurry up,” he said, changing the subject. “I know we don’t want to be first to reach the core, but I’d like to be heading back to Rhelea before it gets dark.”

After nearly half an hour of their steady descent, they crossed some sort of threshold where the gradually widening tunnels abruptly opened up into much-grander corridors. The previously nondescript stone bricks lining the walls had been replaced with decorated panels painstakingly carved by non-human hands, each section of the walls featuring majestic engravings that depicted scenic vistas and fierce battle scenes. The hallways were still too narrow for Arilla to comfortably swing her zweihander, but for the first time in a while, they could walk side by side. Together they cautiously moved along the tiled floors, their steps kicking up great clouds of almost ancient dust that obfuscated the sweeping decorations of the hall.

“What is this place?” Arilla asked, her voice filled with wonder as she kept looking at the intricate murals on the walls rather than keeping her eyes peeled for danger. Typhoeus knew that he should have chastised her for the mistake, but she was enjoying herself so much that he couldn’t bear to get in the way of her fun.

“My guess is that this is part of the dungeon that was finished by the original core. If it were still alive, we would have had to worry about traps and its favoured monsters right about now.”

“But they’re definitely gone, right?”

“Yes, you can tell by how thin the mana is in the air. The current core is simply too small to draw enough from its ley line to fill these halls. I assure you there’s nothing dangerous down here,” he said confidently.

“So why all these rooms, then? The stories tell of there being traps and such, but I never thought there would be quite so many bedrooms,” Arilla said, peering through an open doorway into one such room, where the wooden door had long since crumbled away into dust.

“For the occupants to sleep in obviously,” Typhoeus said, gently pushing his Sworn Sword into the dust-filled room before following her inside. “A dungeon is a living thing, an ecosystem if you will, and its occupants have to eat, sleep, and shit somewhere, hence all of this,” he continued, lifting a piece of debris that could have once been part of a bed.

“This is so unreal, all this,” she said, gesturing all around her.

“What, the dungeon? I assure you it’s all very mundane; I can show you a ‘wild’ one after this to compare if you’d like,” Typhoeus offered.

“No, not that, although I will take you up on that offer someday,” she said, spinning around the room with a wide smile on her face. “This. Adventuring! A real dungeon dive. I have a class and stats and skills! It’s everything I’ve ever wanted and so much more!”

“I feel like your ambitions are far too modest. This is just us creeping through the bowels of a long-dead thing,” he said, his derision at her ‘lofty’ goals evaporating in the face of her overt excitement. “Although, do you want to explore this place properly?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Well, bar this little detour, we are currently moving in a fairly straight path towards the core chamber, but we have time to kill, and there are a lot more of these dead halls filled with abandoned rooms to look around, if you’d like that,” he offered.

“Really?” she asked, her enthusiasm palpable.

“Why not? You can tell me about these dreams of yours while we look around,” he said with a wry smile that was rudely interrupted when Arilla pushed him up against a nearby wall and began kissing him. The spontaneity of the act was ruined by the thick cloud of dust that left them both coughing while they fanned the air away from their faces.

They laughed and kissed some more before Typhoeus finally allowed Arilla’s lips to leave his. He then began leading the way on an exacting tour through the abandoned rooms and halls of the dead dungeon. There wasn’t much left to see at first, as only faded stonework and rust-covered metal remained of what had once been a fairly sizable underground complex, but as they moved farther away from the living dungeon core, they began to gradually find rooms with increasingly intact remains. Despite his best attempts to view the entire diversion through a jaded lens, he couldn’t help but get caught up in Arilla’s vibrant energy while she recounted her many childhood fantasies of someday becoming an adventurer. Soon, Typhoeus found himself joining in and getting his hands dirty as he helped her sift through the various piles of detritus that littered each room, searching for interesting fragments and curios to salvage.

They stalked forwards through the dungeon’s ruined halls, Arilla’s arming sword never too far from her hand as they passed by what were originally wooden doorways. The doors themselves had long since broken down into dust, and the branching hallways they passed had more often than not collapsed into rubble with the relentless passage of time. It wasn’t all a ruin; several rooms and connected halls appeared to be almost perfectly preserved, and each one was a curiosity. The abandoned rooms provided a look into the mind of the long-dead core who had so painstakingly built bedrooms and workshops, along with grand halls and storerooms to better accommodate its unknown occupants.

Arilla was enthralled, the hallways of the dead dungeon likely reminding her of any one of a half-dozen bardic tales where the hero finds an enchanted sword or slays a dragon amongst the ruins of the ancient past. The thought made him smile, as Arilla already had an enchanted sword, and whether she knew it or not, the only dragon down here was walking by her side with his hand gently touching her hip. It was partly for reassurance, but mostly because Arilla had quite nice hips that he liked to squeeze.

It was surprisingly hard for him to help with her search for lost relics once he put his mind to it. With [Sovereign’s Perception], he usually had no trouble seeing through walls or sifting through piles of garbage, but due to the dungeon’s nature, even the low levels of ambient mana had long since managed to saturate everything, thwarting his perceptive ability. While he could still see around corners and through open doorways, the occasional stone door that had successfully stood the test of time was more than enough to render him completely blind as to whatever lay on the other side.

One such set of large double-doors featured carvings that were noticeably sturdier and more intricate than any of those they had encountered before. When he asked Arilla if she really wanted to keep on exploring, she nodded with a fervent enthusiasm that left Typhoeus with no other recourse.

Together they slammed their shoulders against the stone and heaved. The overly large set of inscribed doors slowly slid open as the two adventurers struggled for footing on the smooth flagstones. It took minutes of sustained physical effort, along with a discreetly cast spell, but the doors opened, revealing a massive, high-ceilinged chamber with rounded walls, every square inch of which was covered in an intricate mural showing the outside world up above. It was huge and must have taken thousands if not tens of thousands of hours to piece together. The tiny chips of multicoloured stone were carefully arrayed in such a way to get such a realistic representation of the foothills, but all of it in its majestic beauty was completely overshadowed by the chamber’s occupants.

[Stone Scarab Brood Mother level 51]

Sleeping soundly in the centre of the room, surrounded by countless knee-high orbs that Typhoeus instantly knew were eggs, was a creature. It was about twice as large as a horse but lacked any of the animal’s stature or natural grace, as the brood mother’s form was undeniably bulbous and ungainly. It was essentially a giant beetle with massive, serrated mandibles that would give anyone pause, as they looked large enough to easily bisect a man in full plate. Although, what overshadowed its deadly oversized pincers was a distended, partially transparent abdomen from which he could see even more eggs moving slowly through its reproductive tract. As even while it slept, the brood mother continued to lay more of its spawn around it.

He was immediately aware of the noise that the door was still making, as Arilla was half a second behind him on the uptake. He grabbed her arm with a panicked grip, pulling her back from the still-moving door, which thankfully stopped its loud rumble.

Typhoeus silently mouthed ‘Stop’ at her, to which Arilla simply replied, “What?” the word flew from her mouth before either of them could stop it, and as it passed into the vast domed chamber, it echoed. Five distinct, time-delayed instances of “What?” in a slightly more ethereal pitch than her usual tone travelled through the room, each one louder than the last, shattering the silence of the brood mother’s deep slumber.

As if a switch was flipped, the brood mother awoke, its compound eyes suddenly glinting with predatory awareness as it slowly reared up on ten multi-jointed legs. It clacked its mandibles together in what was a surprisingly loud chittering call-to-arms, which echoed in turn. From each one of the countless thousands of eggs that filled the cavernous room, smaller, dog-sized, tier zero stone scarabs crawled out of their eggs that peeled open along seamed edges at their mother’s command.

As one, they charged headlong towards Typhoeus and Arilla, the two adventurers standing dumbstruck in the half-opened doorway.


Chapter 26

Run

Arilla’s boots skidded around another dusty corner of the dead halls moments before Typh’s magelight revealed what was yet another long-abandoned hallway. As soon as she could see the way ahead was clear, she began sprinting again, cursing the heavy weight of her mail shirt, zweihander, and arming sword with every one of her belaboured strides. All in all, she was carrying close to 60 pounds of solid steel on her back, and right now she hated every unwanted ounce of the stuff—it slowed her down and made each one of her loping strides more difficult than the last. She knew that her stamina pool acted as a buffer, which would enable her to keep moving when her body would otherwise demand to stop, but to her flagging muscles that resource seemed to be anything but a kindness. Her heart pumped a potent cocktail of pure lactic acid, adrenaline, and terror as she fled the swarming mass of stone scarabs behind her.

“I thought you said everything was dead or left the dungeon decades ago!” Arilla yelled, not sparing the energy to look over her shoulder at Typh as she raced ahead down the wide hall. The metallic sounds of her flight were nearly drowned out by the oppressively loud chorus of the approaching beetle swarm. The chorus of chattering mandibles only grew in intensity when the stone scarabs poured around the corner like a wave and spilt into the hallway behind them.

A wall of chitinous, clacking death was chasing after them, their long lead having long since been eaten up as the insectoid monsters used their far superior numbers to effectively herd them through the labyrinthian hallways of the dead dungeon. Every branching path and forking hallway provided another opportunity for the insects to exploit while the immeasurable horde of wood rank monsters were guided along by their much-more-deadly brood mother. With serrated mandibles larger than her own six-foot-long sword and an armoured hide that appeared to be primarily composed of mana-infused dungeon stone, their only saving grace was that the creature was so large that it had to carefully choose its route through the wider halls in the warren of underground tunnels. More accurately, it had to carefully use its spawn to corral them into fleeing down a suitable path.

“Okay, so maybe some things might have stuck around, but I didn’t think it would be anything dangerous, given how weak the mana is here,” Typh said as she ran. Judging from the look of frustration on her face the small mage was no doubt regretting her decision to prioritise reading her esoteric texts over performing any form of actual exercise during their extended training sessions.

“Why can’t you just admit that you were—”

As if summoned by Arilla’s darkest fears, the wall to their left exploded outwards as the brood mother burst through the thick stone, revealing a destroyed workshop and a fresh swarm of stone scarabs that poured through the new opening. Cocoons of hardened mana sprang up over them both, deflecting the stone chips and dust that were sent flying towards them. Typh’s defensive spell was then immediately tested when the mage was almost casually batted to the side by the brood mother’s powerful mandibles. Typh’s arcane barrier, composed of overlapping shimmering scales, whined audibly as cracks spread along the surface and she was sent crashing into the opposite wall.

While Typh picked herself up from the ground, Arilla was suddenly faced with the bulk of the swarm and their pissed-off mother. Her arming sword suddenly felt woefully inadequate and small as she looked at the monstrous insect. Beetles streamed at her. The dog-sized monsters crawled through the space between the brood mother and the hole in the wall, where they used their smaller dagger-sized mandibles to make short work of the remnants of Typh’s arcane ward. All too soon for Arilla’s liking, their serrated mouths were digging into the chainlinks of her mail. Only her newly ranked up skill [Sworn Strength] managed to protect her from any further harm as the naked blade in her hand conferred some small amount of much needed protection. Trusting in her skills, Arilla hacked and swung her short arming sword like a frenzied butcher through the teeming mass of insects. There were so many she didn’t need to aim, instead she relished the feel of her sword tearing through their bodies and kept a keen eye on their mother.

Individually the scarabs were a laughable threat, but taken together they were easily the most terrifying foe she had ever faced. Time and again, she mechanically swung her sword through their flowing ranks, rocky carapaces crunching beneath her blade with every strike. Despite her numerous kills, she was forced to step backwards with every slash, since they continued to press ever forwards. Each swing of her sword resulted in a kill or a maiming, and the System went mad with notifications as her blade discharged tiny trickles of mana into the air, which were then swiftly reclaimed as experience for her class. Given how little energy the monsters were releasing, she would have to kill them by the hundreds before she saw so much as a single level up, and already her sword was on its last legs. The 30-inch blade had long since lost its edge, and it was now little more than a narrow metal club for her to empower with her skill-infused strikes.

As she cleaved her way through its children, the brood mother turned its attention back to her. The beast violently jerked its head to the side and sent its massive external jaws tearing through the air, crushing its own spawn unfortunate enough to get in the way. Despite her lack of formal training, she knew far better than to attempt parrying anything that large or high level, so she instead ducked low to the floor. The jagged natural weapons missed her by inches as she wobbled forwards on her two unsteady feet, and her class sang out in triumph from the feat.

She realised that in trying to stay upright and alive after her desperate dodge, she had inadvertently stepped inside the monster’s reach—and she suddenly found herself face to maw with the brood mother. Its rancid breath filled the air around Arilla as she was treated to the sight of rows upon rows of overlapping fangs inside its lamprey-like mouth, which was nestled between the monster’s overbearing maxilla.

She tightened her grip on her sword, and before she knew what she was doing, she was winding back to ram her weapon down its throat—suddenly Typh’s hand came out of nowhere, caught her sword arm, and roughly pulled her back and away from the bronze-rank monster. The mage half-dragged Arilla down the hall as she fired off a short volley of golden manabolts that impacted the ceiling above the brood mother, causing the roof of the hall to collapse around the oversized monster. The two of them took the opportunity to make their hasty retreat while the massive creature was momentarily pinned beneath tons of rock.

“Don’t try and fight the giant insect over 10 times your size and level,” Typh chastised as they once again resumed their desperate flight down the dungeon’s dusty halls.

“What else are we supposed to do? It won’t give up, and if you haven’t noticed, it keeps catching up with us!” Arilla yelled. The warrior was surprised by how angry she was at Typh in that moment for denying her chance to kill the brood mother, regardless of how suicidal the attempt may have been.

“I don’t know. I’m still thinking!” Typh yelled back, losing her cool for a brief moment.

“Will the cave-in at least hold it?” she asked, looking for any glimmer of hope in their perilous situation.

“No,” the small woman scoffed. Then upon thinking better of it, said, “Maybe for a few minutes. They eat stone and well . . . there’s a lot of them.”

“So, what’s the plan, then?”

“Same as before, we get to the tamed dungeon’s territory and hope that it loses interest.”

“That’s a terrible plan!”

“It’s not, actually. The tamed core should be able to usurp the brood mother’s control over the swarm. If it’s smart enough to know that, it will pull back before crossing the boundary, and if it isn’t, then at least the dungeon will have to choose between either sending the swarm after us, or the mother.”

“And if the dungeon chooses to kill us?”

“Well, then we keep running and hope Arden or Sir Lothain feel like saving us.”

“Isn’t there anything else we can do?” she pleaded, well aware of how far away the tamed dungeon core’s territory was. They had roamed the supposedly dead halls for the better part of an hour in their ‘exploration,’ something she deeply regretted now that they had to retrace their many, many steps with the added pressure of flesh-hungry monsters chasing after them. Arilla looked over to Typh. She saw the sweat on the mage’s brow reflecting her golden magelight as her face was scrunched up with obvious worry.

“I can cast a spell on you rather than just your mail. It’ll give you a little boost to your stats to keep you running,” she said, looking oddly uncomfortable as she made her offer, almost as if she was holding something back.

“What about the manaburn?” Arilla asked, having no desire to repeat her experiences with Typh’s favoured empowering spell.

“I feel like we have more pressing worries than that right now!” Typh retorted quickly.

“Fine, just don’t make me explode!” she relented—she suddenly shivered with pleasure as moments later, a rush of energising power filled her. Typh’s mana instantly soothed her ailing muscles, and a feverish energy empowered them to push harder and faster. They both accelerated down the tunnel, pulling even further away from the swarm of pursuing carnivorous insects.

They sprinted at pace through dust-covered halls for some time while they tried to make good their escape. They moved steadily closer to their distant destination and yet, whenever they thought they had finally lost their pursuers, they would turn a corner to see the scarabs waiting for them, forcing them to backtrack and find another route forwards. It was becoming increasingly evident that the noose was tightening around them, and the intervals between seeing the scarabs and the brood mother’s vicious jaws kept getting shorter.

The ambushes that had once been so momentous in their panicked retreat became frighteningly mundane, and Typh and Arilla were forced time and again to fight their way clear of the beetles. Every exchange was frantic and deadly as the ravenous brood mother would charge at them from the other end of the hall or burst through another wall at a truly inopportune time while they were busy fending off its spawn. Arilla’s nerves were becoming a frayed mess, yet whenever she thought they were done for, Typh pulled out some new form of miraculous magic from her nonexistent sleeves in order to save them. The mage used manabolts that collapsed ceilings, walls of arcane force that stopped the beetles in their tracks, cones of flames that pushed them back, and each new miracle bought them just enough time for them to slip the noose and escape. But things were dire, despite the power of Typh’s mysterious second class. She was only human, and there was only so much that one woman could do in the face of such a terrifying monster. Arilla didn’t know how much mana the small mage could possibly have left, but she could tell from the agonised look of frustration on Typh’s face that she had to be approaching her limits.

Arilla skidded around another blind corner, and as soon as Typh’s golden magelight followed, the warrior stopped suddenly, standing stock still as the next section of the tunnel was revealed to them. A literal wall of stone scarabs was surging towards them down the corridor, and while the insects levels were low, their numbers must have been in the hundreds if not thousands. There was no getting past them, so as Arilla had done so many times before, she turned to go back the way they had just come—only to see Typh standing firm and resolute. She extended her arm, and a golden barrier of hardened mana snapped into existence in front of the scarab horde. The weight of so many monsters pushing so hard against her spell failed to faze her in the slightest.

“Please tell me the tamed dungeon isn’t on the other side of that,” Arilla said. Her pit of fear had long since gnawed its way past her stomach, and she now felt it choking around her heart as she looked at the churning mass of bladed teeth in front of her on the other side of the translucent barrier.

“It is, but we’ll find another way around. Come on,” Typh said through gritted teeth as she powered through the mental strain of holding back so many monsters. She took Arilla’s hand in hers and led them back the way they had just been; however, their hurried pace came to a stop halfway down the long corridor when the now-familiar sounds of the brood mother’s much louder chittering could be heard coming from just around the corner.

“Change of plans, we need to push them back,” Typh said, the mage’s hurried words causing Arilla’s barely constrained terror to spiral and leak out across her face. “Just a few dozen feet. There’s a fork in the tunnel we need to take just behind the front swarm,” she continued. The mage looked over at her and offered an awkward placating smile as if it would somehow make her request somehow less impossible.

“The front swarm?” Arilla asked, looking over her shoulder at the first swarm that Typh had stopped. The sound of clacking mandibles and scurrying legs now originated from both ends of the long hallway. “How is this happening? I thought this was supposed to be a newbie-friendly dungeon.”

“I’m sure it is, but we went exploring, and I guess this is our punishment for trying to have fun,” she said, wincing as the huge mass of insects started pushing harder against her barrier. Typh’s wall of arcane light was slowly getting coated in ichor and crushed bugs as the insects at the rear of the swarm pushed hard into those at the front. “They’re eating through the rock around the sides! Arilla, get your sword!” Her voice sounded more tired than panicked as it echoed out loudly through the claustrophobic confines of the unlit hall.

Arilla was already moving, her sword drawn in a white-knuckled grip as she ran forwards to the edge of the barrier there, the hard, stone walls of the dungeon were crumbling like chalk while the insects ate their way through. Her blunted sword caught the golden light as she stabbed at the scarabs when they came in through the increasingly wide gaps around the sides of Typh’s spell. How two level 5 adventurers were supposed to possibly push the monsters back, she didn’t know, but right now she had to focus her attention on staying alive as she did her best to plug the gaps around Typh’s golden barrier. Her sword arm quickly started going numb from the successive impacts of her steel sword against the creatures’ rocky shells. Her grip on the leather-wrapped hilt grew slack and uncertain as the insects’ ichorous blood coated the handle beneath her sweating palms. Arilla’s whole world narrowed down to the next scarab to crawl in front of her blade while she thrust and stabbed her weapon into the steadily widening gap.

When the brood mother finally emerged amidst a second swarm to their rear, Typh responded to its arrival by throwing up a second arcane barrier. Her spell stopped the monsters in their tracks and sandwiching them both between two walls of golden light, each one holding back an immense mass of aggressive scarabs. Typh had already done the impossible, the small mage staving off certain death time and time again in their flight through the halls, but as Arilla grunted with exertion while hacking her way through the seemingly endless mass of scarabs with her ruined sword, she knew that it was already over. She found herself smiling despite the pain and the fatigue; she was going to die, but no one would ever be able to say that she didn’t go down fighting. She was an adventurer at last, spared an ignoble death in some nameless gutter, or some goblin’s cookpot. She was going to die in a dungeon to some forgotten horror the whole world had assumed was long dead. It wasn’t the end she would have chosen, but it was far better than what an orphan like her could have expected; her only regret was that Typh would die here with her. It seemed so sad that the strange mage who had so thoroughly changed her life, was going to disappear into the depths never to be seen again.

“Typh, I want you to know that I—”

Typh took a step forwards and her twin walls of immovable light moved with her. The one to their rear gave the brood mother more space to fill and the one in front of them pushed violently into the swarm, pulping the carnivorous beetles by the hundreds. The endless flow of stone scarabs dried up immediately as Arilla leaned against the side of the tunnel, her sword arm hanging limp with exhaustion. All she could do was stare open mouthed at Typh while the mage single handedly pushed the swarm back. The mage’s level ticked up before her eyes as she quickly levelled to 6, then to 7, and finally 8. The humid air in the hallway filled with energising mana from the slain creatures and the intersection was cleared of living stone scarabs in seconds, leaving the walls and floor covered in a thick coating of yellow ichor and shattered chitin.

“Typh? What? How did you . . .” Arilla asked breathlessly, her head a swirling mixture of confusion, terror, and awe. The warrior’s unclear state was then further exacerbated when Typh pulled her into a deep kiss, her small tongue ignoring the foul taste of the scarab blood on Arilla’s lips as it entered her mouth.

“Please. Just let me pretend for a little while longer,” Typh said after pulling back from the kiss and leaving Arilla speechless as she tried to make sense of what she had just seen.

Wordlessly Typh walked down to the now-clear intersection, and Arilla, not knowing what else to do, followed closely behind her. With the ruined wreck of her sword clutched firmly in her hands, they made their turn and entered the tamed dungeon proper, leaving behind the sound of chittering beetles thrashing against the increasingly distant barrier. They had emerged into the dungeon’s claimed territory farther away from the dungeon’s core chamber than Typh had originally planned when she’d taken them on her detour. Their hasty retreat had forced them to flee into the tamed dungeon, with plenty of monster-filled tunnels left for them to traverse. However, this proved not to be an issue as none of the monsters survived for more than a heartbeat before Typh ended them with a flash of golden light. Her manabolts flew straighter and faster than before, tearing their way through the anthropomorphic spiders that made this part of the dungeon their home. The monsters were smart enough to wield stone-tipped spears, but not quite cognizant enough to avoid suicidally charging the frustrated mage.

They made excellent time through the rest of the dungeon as they approached the core chamber—although, given Arilla’s mental state, most of it was a confusing blur of Typh eviscerating anything that moved. She never relaxed her tight grip on her ruined sword as she watched Typh clear them a path through everything in silence. A perverse mixture of horror and wonder at the mage’s actions, not to mention intense relief and joy, rendered her unable to do more than put one tired foot in front of the other as they completed their first dungeon dive together.


Chapter 27

Bawdy

Typhoeus finished etching the last rune into the icebox. His iron chisel easily carved the short, sharp line that subtly varied in depth as it rose with the wood grain to form an angular point beneath the sweeping arc above. Satisfied with his work, he pushed a drop of his mana through the working, just to be sure, and was rewarded with a pulse of golden light. The small room started to drop in temperature noticeably as his runes performed their simple task. He got up off his knees, groaning slightly when he stretched out the tight knots that had already formed in his lower back during his hours of focused labour. He was certain that his work wouldn’t start to fail for at least a few months, and that was good enough for his client. So he reluctantly took one last lungful of the delicious-smelling air before leaving the back room of the butcher’s.

“Okay, I’m all finished. The icebox should be working properly now,” Typhoeus said pleasantly to his client, a middle-aged man with a slightly overhanging belly who went by the name of Paulson.

“Are you sure? You were a lot faster than the last one they sent over . . . lower level too,” Paulson enquired.

“I’m sure, but it won’t last more than a few months before you need them redone. Regular wood simply can’t handle a continuous mana flow like that without degrading,” Typhoeus said.

“I know, I know, you lot say the same thing every time, but runescribes are cheap compared to magical wood. It’s a long way to the Endless Forest, and the Dragonspines are known for their rocks and metals rather than their trees,” the butcher complained, waving his hands in the air dismissively.

“Why don’t you just get a metal icebox?” Typhoeus asked. “Or at least a metal frame? Iron bands around a wooden chest wouldn’t be too expensive, and it would be a bigger inscription job, but even with mundane iron, it would last for a few years before needing any touch-ups,” he suggested upon seeing the look of hesitation on the man’s jovial face.

“Huh, I wonder why no one else suggested that to me,” Paulson said, looking surprised.

“They probably like the repeat business,” Typhoeus suggested with a shrug.

“But not you?” the man asked sceptically.

“Not particularly. I’m an adventurer; I’m just doing this part-time while my partner enjoys some rest. Speaking of—I really do need to get going,” Typhoeus said when he saw how long the shadows were growing outside the shop’s window.

“Okay. Well, here’s your payment, and considering your sound advice, I’m giving you a little bit extra. You come back, now, my meat is the finest in all of Rhelea, and adventurers like yourself need to eat right if you’re going to make it into the triple digits someday,” he said with a practised smile, then handed over a small pile of bronze obol and chalkoi coins.

“Thank you, I appreciate that,” Typhoeus said, quickly counting the money as he stuffed his payment into his coin pouch. The dragon only took a few seconds longer than was strictly necessary to repeatedly turn the cool metal coins over in his small hands. His pulse quickened with the contact, although not as much as it would have if he had been touching silver instead. Once his self-soothing ritual was complete, he swiftly exited the shop and began running down the street, weaving through the late-afternoon crowd as people slowly drifted from their places of work to the taverns and alehouses that were scattered across the large town.

They had been back in Rhelea for five days now, making it a full week since Typhoeus had been forced to display a fraction of his true magical might to Arilla, and things between them had been . . . strained. After Arilla had seen him swat away their close brush with death, the warrior had been in a definite funk, unwilling to meaningfully engage with him. Instead she preferred to while away her days in a bard-friendly tavern, rather than train her skills or enjoy the town, now that they finally had a small amount of money to play with. Arilla had known for some time that he was much stronger than he pretended to be, but in all of their conversations he had deliberately downplayed his strength—for him to have so easily reversed what was essentially a death sentence had fundamentally shaken his warrior’s resolve.

He had hoped that some time to relax would have helped get her back to normal, but so far all she had managed to do was drink her way through the silver he had stolen from Galen’s tent. Typhoeus had been forced to get a temporary job as a runescribe in order to support them both while Arilla enjoyed her new favourite pastime: listening to songs and drinking. He approached the entrance of the Illustrious Harp, a tavern very much unlike Julian’s, where they still shared a bed, even if it was seeing very little use. He scanned the crowd with his skill before heading directly over to Arilla’s table. Music was playing as usual, and a bard with a level in the low 20s was entertaining the crowd with a bawdy ballad of some adventuring party or another’s latest feats of exaggerated heroics set to the glorious sound of a slightly out-of-tune lute.

His Sworn Sword was tipsy, a half-empty bottle of wine taking centre stage at her small table, and Typhoeus knew from the unfocused look in her eyes that it was unlikely to have been her first. Arilla had left her armour behind and was dressed in her casual clothes. If it wasn’t for her zweihander leaning precariously against the table—and the System itself declaring her a warrior—she would have blended in perfectly with the usual crowd of trade and craftspeople that frequented the tavern.

“Pour me a cup, would you?” Typhoeus asked when he took the vacant seat next to Arilla’s.

“I thought you hated wine,” Arilla replied, not skipping a beat as she poured from the bottle into a clay cup for Typhoeus.

“I don’t hate it—I just prefer whisky. Besides, wine is far cheaper than the stuff they sell here,” Typhoeus commented, his eyes narrowing in frustration as he took the offered cup. He ignored Arilla’s throaty chuckle and instead took a sip of the sweetly acidic drink.

Black fruits, pepper, and the earthy taste of the poorly fired clay filled his mouth. He savoured his sip, and carefully watched Arilla out of the corner of his eye while she knocked back another cupful. The red liquid made its way down his warrior’s throat, likely without ever gracing her tongue as she all too quickly emptied the bottle and refilled her cup. A hand was waved, and with practiced efficiency a waitress smelling of peaches and ambition hustled over to refresh the now-dry table.

“So, did you . . . have a good day?” Arilla asked cautiously, causing Typhoeus to drink deep from his cup.

“I fixed even more runework on mundane wood, of all things. I swear that the runescribes in this town are running a racket. I got some decent tips for advising people to move over to metal, but not nearly enough if your tab is as bad as it was last night,” he said, then scowled at the waitress, whose hips swayed just a little bit too much for his liking as she approached their table.

“Last night was an exception!” she said, jostling their cups as she raised her hands in her defence.

“Yes, I know we had company, but next time we’re splitting the bill. We can’t afford to be that generous on just my income. Another night like that and we’ll have to go hunt something valuable,” Typhoeus said as another bottle of wine was quickly placed on the table by a hastily retreating waitress, the brown-haired human having caught his eye and deciding not to stick around to make small talk.

“I know, I know . . .” Arilla said, trailing off. “I saw Galen at the Guild today.”

“You did? How was he?” Typhoeus asked, curious. The noble had been rather sedate on the long trip back from the dungeon.

“Not too bad actually, once he saw me, he made a point of staying far out of my way. One of his people started trash-talking you—you know, calling you a leech to anyone who would listen—but Galen shut him down pretty quick,” she said, taking a deep drink from her wine cup.

“It looks like you might have been very wrong when you criticised me for threatening him,” he said smugly.

“I didn’t criticise you, I just said that it might have been a bad idea, and even though he got the Guild off of our backs, it doesn’t change my mind. I get that you’re confident you can kill him if he tries anything, but it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be afraid of his family. They have more than enough wealth to pay for adventurers to bring you to heel,” she said, chastising his smug expression. She punctuated her statement by finishing her drink. She went to refill it, but paused when reaching for the bottle as Typhoeus locked eyes with her.

“What,” she asked, her tone indicating that her words were more a challenge than a question.

“There are better ways to sleep through the night than drinking yourself into a stupor,” he said.

“Typh, we’re not having this talk again.”

“Why not? We talk all about my many flaws. You’re drinking too much, and your nightmares about the stone scarabs aren’t getting any better!”

“You’re not my mother. It’s not up to you to decide how much I drink, or if I’m getting enough sleep. And I’ve told you before, I don’t have nightmares about bloody scarabs,” she barked back angrily.

“No? I call waking up screaming in the middle of the night a nightmare,” he said, raising his voice to match hers.

“I said they’re not about the scarabs!”

“Then what are they about?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You don’t want to talk about anything! You don’t even want to touch me anymore!”

“It’s . . . because you scare me! You scare me, Typh!” she yelled back, slamming her hands down on the table, the wood creaking ominously beneath the blow. “The nightmares, they’re about you.”

“Oh . . .” he said. Typhoeus felt his face fall as he realised what should have been obvious from the way she had been avoiding him this past week.

“Oh? That’s all you can say? I thought we were both going to die down there! I said my prayers, and I was ready to meet my maker. I thought that maybe I could die happy because I’d met you. And then you saved us. You killed them like it was nothing, like we were never in any danger to begin with,” she said. “I knew your hidden class means you’re stronger than me, but I had no idea that stronger meant pant-shittingly terrifying!”

“And the worst thing was afterwards. You said you ‘wanted to pretend for a little longer’, like my mortal danger was just a game to you. It’s why you’ve had me take the lead with the ogre, the goblins, and the bloody beetles. That was all so you could stand back and pretend to be a normal mage while I make a fool of myself, thinking we could be equals. How are we supposed to have any kind of relationship when all of my actions are so utterly inconsequential to you?”

Typhoeus was silent; he had nothing to say to that. He wanted to tell her that he was sorry, that she was his equal, and that her actions did matter to him, but instead, he couldn’t help looking over his shoulders despite [Sovereign’s Perception] telling him that he was in the clear as he asked, “Can we discuss this elsewhere?” The resulting look of disappointment on Arilla’s face told him that he couldn’t have said anything worse.

“You and your fucking secrets,” she said, slowly shaking her head in dismay. “No one cares, Typh. Everyone here is paying attention to the bard; nobody gives two shits about a spat between two clay ranks still in the single digits.”

“Still, they are my secrets, and I’d rather not disclose them in a dingy pub,” he said defensively. His anger at not being able to fix their failing relationship manifested as obstinance while his mind tried to desperately come up with any kind of a response to Arilla’s outburst.

They sat there in silence as the bard’s song washed over them, and by the time the music had finished, Typhoeus had finally plucked up the courage to say, “You know I’d never hurt you, right?”

“I know you’d never knowingly hurt me, Typh, but I worry that you might by accident or that you’ll just get bored of this game and move on. When I look at you, I feel like a bug standing next to a giant. Why are you even wasting your time on me?” Arilla asked, the pain in her voice apparent to even Typhoeus’s less-than-stellar social instincts.

“This . . . isn’t some game to me,” he said softly.

“How am I supposed to believe that when I don’t know anything about you?”

“You know more about me than anyone else does.”

“That must be pretty fucking awful for you to live like that, seeing as how you’ve barely told me anything about your past. I know more about the waitress over there than I do about you.”

“That can’t be true.”

“It is, Typh. Normal people talk about themselves. I don’t even know your siblings’ names, let alone why you are so scared of them. We’re registered as adventuring partners, yet I don’t even know the tag of your main class or its rank.”

“I—” he started before falling flat. “Well, obviously it’s higher than pewter.”

“Obviously,” she said, her flat tone signifying how unimpressed she was with that admission.

Typhoeus took a deep breath to try and settle his nerves. He hated this. He hated how she would come to him with earnest emotion, yet all he could ever muster was flatfooted surprise at the intensity of her pain. He wanted to make things better, to soothe her fears with the truth, but he knew that to her the truth would not be soothing. She wasn’t ready, not yet. With their physical proximity and her focus on him, he could feel some of her more vivid emotions travelling through the link between their classes. The power he held over her as her oath holder, was clear in his mind along with half a dozen spells that would wipe away her worries and leave her more pliable to his lies. It would be as easy as it was utterly abhorrent.

She was afraid of him, and she was right to be.

Moving his thoughts swiftly away from his darker and more selfish impulses, Typhoeus summoned what little courage he could muster, willing to trade another slither of his secret for just a little more time with her.

“Okay, well you see—”

“Gods, of all the bloody taverns. We should go,” Arilla said abruptly, cutting him off.

“I thought you wanted to talk. What’s wrong?” he asked, baffled by her sudden shift in tone.

“Nothing’s wrong, but we should go. Now!” she said. The warrior stood up from the table and looked towards the exit, her sword was already in the process of being slung over her back.

Typhoeus was confused and more than a little disappointed although, he would be lying if he didn’t admit to being a little relieved as well. He opened his mouth to ask another question, but then he heard it. A seductive, velvety voice washed over the crowd, grabbing their attention and holding it as the woman practically purred each skill-laden syllable. It was complete overkill, but immediately every conversation in the tavern died, the weight of her charisma score practically forcing all eyes and ears to focus solely on the bard.

She appeared to be in her late twenties, but Typhoeus could tell from the look in her brown eyes that she was much older, likely having invested heavily in her vitality at some point. The bard was level 41, which was reasonably high for Rhelea, reinforcing his belief about her true age. She was attractive, taller than him—though that wasn’t saying much—and she was slender where he was all curves. Her face was angular with a copper-tinged complexion that contrasted sharply with her long, flowing, jet-black hair. The way she held her smile was predatory enough to remind Typhoeus of the dragons he had known in his youth, and while she was undeniably beautiful, he couldn’t get past the casual disinterest in her eyes. The bard looked over the gathered faces in the room that she had seized as if they belonged to her.

“Now, let me tell you a very true and slightly risque story. I believe that you fine folks may have already heard it! I give you my latest original piece, the ballad of Typh the Dragon’s Wife!” the bard sang out to much applause. She then launched into a flurry of motion. Her catgut bow danced over the strings of her violin as an upbeat tune filled the room with the power of her skills empowering each note.

The dragon ranged far and wide,

As he searched for a maiden fair,

‘Till he found himself a nice young girl,

To take back to his mountain lair!

Oh her hips were wide,

Her tits were firm,

So young and full of life!

And so the dragon thought,

That he could make her his wife!

Ohhhh Typh the dragon’s wife,

Ohhhh Typh the dragon’s wife!

He had her for a thousand days,

He had her for a thousand nights,

And every night she spread her cheeks

‘Cause she’s Typh the dragon’s wife!

He railed her hard,

he filled her up,

Breaking her in with his big dragon cock!

Hung larger than a horse,

He stretched her wide,

Used her like a well-worn sock!

Ohhhh Typh the dragon’s wife,

Ohhhh Typh the dragon’s wife!

He had her for a thousand days,

He had her for a thousand nights,

And every night she spread her cheeks,

‘Cause she’s Typh the dragon’s wife!

 . . .

It was a very long song, and it did not at any point get any better. Instead, it descended into depths of vulgarity that would have made Typhoeus blush if he hadn’t been already vibrating with rage. In the ballad, the Shining Swords eventually made an appearance and chased the dragon off, but by that point in the story ‘Typh’ was little more than a brain-dead meat puppet. Arilla kept trying to get him to leave, but Typhoeus was determined to sit through it till the end, a decision he wasn’t sure if he regretted.

The crowd applauded, whoops and cheers ringing out through the small tavern, as the bard took a long, exaggerated bow before her audience. A deep looking hat made its way around the room and it steadily filled up with bronze coins, with more than a few glints of silver peeking through.

“Thank you. You’ve been a wonderful crowd! My name is Eliza the Bard, and I can be found wherever there is good ale and people savvy enough to know the difference! Now I’m going to take a quick break to wet my whistle, and then I’ll sing you another one of my songs!”

“Arilla, I take it you’ve heard that thing before?” Typhoeus said, unable to call it a song. He squeezed his cup so hard that spidering cracks ran through the clay causing red wine to leak out onto the wooden table.

“Yeah, I’ve heard that version,” she admitted, sounding guilty.

“There are versions?” he said incredulously.

“Yeah, that one is actually considered relatively tame. The one where you’re caught gargling the dragons cu—” she started.

“Stop. Just stop. The Typh in that song has nothing to do with me. How does it even exist? The only people who know I was even with the dragon are you and the Shining Swords,” he said despairingly.

“Well, Eliza the Bard is one of Riyoul’s better-known paramours. Their relationship lends weight to her songs. Especially the ones like that, where the Swords are present,” she said knowingly.

“Are you telling me that all of Rhelea thinks that song is true?” he said, aghast.

“I’m sure most people think it’s exaggerated. I wouldn’t worry too much; while it’s a popular song, it’s too bawdy by far to go mainstream. Everyone will have forgotten about it in a few months,” Arilla said, though her words went unappreciated by the incensed dragon.

“Great, first ‘Leech’ and now ‘The Dragon’s Wife.’ Just perfect. This is exactly what I need on top of everything else,” Typhoeus said, standing up from the table. He locked his eyes firmly onto the back of the bard’s head while she queued up at the bar to get a drink.

“Typh, don’t—” Arilla cautioned.

“What? I’m just going to have a quick chat,” he lied.

“Typh, let it go. You don’t want to piss off a bard,” she warned.

“Why?” he said through gritted teeth. Images of popping Eliza’s pretty little head like a grape were running through his mind and gave him some small sense of satisfaction to combat his growing mortification.

“Because if you think that song was bad, you don’t want to know what they’ll sing about you if you hurt her,” Arilla said sagely.

“They?”

“The other bards—they look out for each other. Just let it go. It’s not worth it.”

“You’re . . . right,” he huffed, then noisily sat back down at the table. “I hate this, feeling so powerless.”

“So why are you putting up with it?” she asked, catching him off guard as he raised his wine cup to his lips.

“Huh?” he grunted, unsure what she meant.

“People only treat you like trash because they think you’re level 8, and you let them because you’re trying to keep your real level a secret,” she said, “Everyone in Rhelea already knows your name. Between ‘The Dragon’s Wife,’ ‘Leech,’ and what you did to Boscoe the Red Axe, there’s not an adventurer in town who doesn’t know about you.”

“What’s your point?” Typhoeus said grumpily.

“You’re already famous, so why not choose to be famous for being a powerful adventurer instead?”

“Because it’s dangerous. People are . . . looking for me, but nobody is looking for a low-level. So long as I’m patient and take my time, then I’m safe.”

“You’re safe until the next noble takes a fancy to you, or anyone with half a brain actually looks into your history for more than five minutes. You literally came from a cave with a dragon in it, you have no formal training yet you’re an expert on all forms of magic, and you know things about monsters that nobody is supposed to know. So what’s the real reason that you don’t want to level?” she said accusingly.

“I—I don’t want to lose you,” he confessed, finally verbalising what he had already known for some time.

“W-what?” she asked, sounding unsure of herself.

“It’s your stupid oath. I’m going to have to tell you everything before your next rank up, and I’m scared that once I do, you’ll leave me,” he admitted, feeling a weight leave his shoulders with the admission.

“I wouldn’t,” she said

“You might.”

“I want to level.”

“I know, but why do we have to rush? We could spend months, maybe even a year working towards 20 together, and it would still be faster than most,” he said, well aware of the desperation in his voice.

“With your strength, we could do it in weeks.”

“I don’t want that. I need more time,” he said, feeling crestfallen, though he was well aware he couldn’t deny her words as much as he wanted to.

“Typh, I can’t let you dictate the pace of my growth to match what you’re comfortable with. I get that you’re at least high bronze or low iron and think you know best, but if you try to slow me down just so you can spend more time with me, you’re going to force me to leave. I need to level. I need to be strong like you are. I can’t stay with you if I feel like I’m some kind of patronised pet.”

He thought about what she was saying, he really did. She was, infuriatingly, right about everything, except maybe her excessive drinking. They obviously weren’t truly equals, and if he was being completely honest with himself, then he didn’t really think of her as one either. That was something that would never change for as long as she remained so many ranks below him. Her contributions to their team ultimately didn’t matter; if Typhoeus had instead taken the lead on their adventures, the only thing that would have changed is they’d have likely spent less money on a healer, and he might have gotten higher than level 8.

He ground his teeth in frustration. At the end of the day, she was offering him a choice: he could help her level and hope that she wouldn’t leave him as soon as she was no longer being lied to, or he could keep trying to play pretend, knowing that she would certainly leave him long before that. He wanted to tell himself that she was forcing him to choose between the safety of anonymity or a chance to be with her—to be mad and to argue at being issued an unfair ultimatum. Except, as she correctly pointed out, his low level had already failed to keep him anonymous. So it was more accurate to say she was making him choose between the certainty of eventually being alone again later, and giving her enough agency to make her own choice and hoping that despite everything, she would choose to stay.

“Okay fine, but we’re doing this my way,” Typhoeus said, his choice finally made. He stood up from the table where he looked at Arilla expectantly. “Well, are you coming or not? You’re going to need your sword. Let’s go level to 20.”

Arilla quickly stood up, and together they left Rhelea within the hour. The pair briefly stopped off at the Huntsman’s Rest to collect their belongings and let Julian know that they would no longer be needing the room. Regardless of any outstanding credit, Typhoeus pointedly refused to ever sleep in the same inn frequented by Riyoul. Apparently, that was a conversation the older innkeeper was quite accustomed to having with young women. With that done, they set out through the town’s western gates, turning off into the foothills after walking southwest for a couple of miles along the Old Road just as the sun was finally starting to set behind them in the east. Their twin silhouettes stretched out ahead of them as they walked, their fingers entwined—albeit loosely. Once again they left Rhelea, walking shoulder to shoulder as they began their long journey deeper into the wilds under a moonless starry sky.


Chapter 28

Fight

It was a cool, cloudless afternoon amongst the foothills of the Dragonspine Mountains, and the clear blue skies were promising yet another chilly night after the sun had finally set. Barring any drastic changes in the weather, the cold air would once again ‘force’ them to snuggle together for warmth inside their small hut, not that Typh wouldn’t want to do that anyway, but it was always nice to have an excuse to let her get close. Arilla was still supposed to be angry with her, but the warrior wasn’t really sure how she actually felt about Typh—the attraction was still there to be sure, but that was never in any doubt. Just looking at her full red lips made Arilla feel her own part in anticipation of a kiss, but it was everything else about the short mage that was the problem. She shook her head to clear her thoughts, for this was hardly the time for introspection—not when she had a monster to kill.

“Are you sure that you’re ready?” Typh asked warily, the look of concern on her face indicating she thought Arilla was anything but, despite her numerous statements to the contrary. Although in fairness, given how the warrior’s thoughts kept wandering, perhaps the small mage had a point.

“For the last time, yes. Let it loose,” Arilla found herself saying, the heady mix of nervous energy causing her voice to rattle as she tightened her two-handed grip on her sword. The brightly glowing runes on her zweihander’s ricasso indicated that the enchantment was fully charged and ready to go regardless of it having already seen so much use throughout the long day.

She spared a moment’s thought for the sword that Typh had enchanted for her; it was by far the most expensive thing that she owned, the prettiest too. With the runes uncovered, she was free to marvel at the flowing blood-red script that was so unlike the neat runework she had seen dotted throughout the wealthy parts of Rhelea. Like everything that Typh did, her runes were similar to what Arilla already knew and found familiar, but were somehow more. Her spells, her touch, her laugh, it all felt energised in ways that the warrior found hard to describe.

Arilla felt her class grumble with frustrated anticipation as Typh hesitated yet again. The seconds ticked by while the woman carefully inspected the warrior’s posture, stance, and gear for any sign of obvious imperfections before finally nodding her assent and cutting the flow of mana to her spell. Immediately, the thick chains of golden light that held the beast back winked out of existence. The dire scorpion took only a moment to adjust to its newfound freedom before lurching forwards and scuttling across the glassy floor in a headlong rush towards Arilla, who was waiting for it on the other side of the pit.

The pit in question was nothing more than a sunken depression in the ground, some 30 feet deep and 50 feet wide with rounded walls forming a near-perfect circle. Typh’s spell that had excavated the pit had left the sides and the floor smooth like glass. The sedimentary rock had been turned igneous from the extreme heat and pressure of her spell. It was only through extensive practice that Arilla was now able to traverse the smooth terrain without losing her precious footing, but the dire scorpion lacked that same amount of practice and when it tried to move forwards at speed, it struggled. Its eight arachnid legs were more of a hindrance, and they failed to find suitable purchase on the glassy floor.

The monster was larger than her, and its sleek and well-armoured body closely hugged the ground while it half ran, half skidded forwards. Its twin pincers snapped at the air menacingly as it rapidly closed the distance between them. Each one of its massive claws was large enough to easily encompass her slender waist. The knee-high weapons forced her to angle her guard awkwardly towards the ground to better defend her legs, while its barbed stinger hung aloft high in the air high above her head.

Arilla hated fighting scorpions, and by now she had fought so many. Their armoured carapaces were resistant to the sharp edge of her sword, and their body shape was completely unintuitive for her to defend against. The creature forced her to continuously parry its attacks that originated at the twin extremes of height—pincers low to the ground and a stinger that struck from high above her head. The monster attacked her the same way dire scorpions always did, a mad rush to close the distance between them, followed by a probing strike with the stinger, and then staggered attacks with its two pincers before it tried it all again. Rinse and repeat. For all of its superior size, strength, and speed, it truly was a mindless creature, unable to learn and utterly beholden to its innate instincts.

The monster’s barbed tail flickered forwards, trailing a thin line of thick inky venom through the air and shooting towards her eyes. She resisted the urge to flinch or blink, instead spending 1 stamina on [Sworn Blows]. She batted away the attack with the flat of her sword, her strength surging to superhuman proportions as the enchanted steel of her blade met chitin.

The dire scorpion was strong, much stronger than her. As Typh had told her many times over, she should always assume that monsters physically larger than her were also physically stronger, unless she had a heavy level advantage or was able to use her compounding stat-boosting skills. The power behind the tail’s thrust was immense; had she used the edge of her sword, she would have risked having her weapon ripped from her grasp if it got caught between the fast-moving segmented plates. With a quick blow from the flat of her blade Arilla was able to nudge the stinger’s path just a few inches to the left as she stepped forwards and reversed her swing.

She fed more stamina into [Sworn Blows], cancelling out the momentum of the first attack as her skill-reinforced muscles strained against her tendons and brought her sword back down. She quickly adjusted the grip of her offhand onto the blunted ricasso, moving her fingers and partially obscuring the bright red glow emanating from the arcane runes carved into the metal. Swinging with her hips, she brought the edge of the zweihander down in a powerful two-handed sweep. The fast-moving sword blade cleaved deeply into the wrist joint of an extended pincer. She had sunk 10 stamina into her attack, practically tripling the force behind her sword. The runes on the ricasso dimmed slightly when the enchantment cut through the dire scorpion’s defensive skills, and her empowered strike continued on unimpeded through the thick layers of chitin and muscle, severing the limb at the joint.

As usual, the dire scorpion didn’t react at all to the loss of its left pincer. Instead, it continued with its assault undeterred. While it was streaming thick ichor from the fresh stump, its other pincer grabbed Arilla by the knee and squeezed—at the same time, its tail coiled back to strike for the second time.

Once again, she tried to parry the attack with the flat of her blade, but the pain from her knee caused her to falter. Her sword clacked harmlessly off the scorpion’s chitinous tail moments before the barbed stinger punched through the chain links of her mail coat and penetrated deep into the vulnerable flesh of her breast. The stinger was still embedded deep in her chest, visibly pulsating in front of her eyes as it filled her veins with its deadly poison. All at once, her nerves screamed out in agony and her HP plummeted, while the serrated edges of its claw began to quickly slice through the muscles of her knee.

Golden light flashed before her eyes, and the dire scorpion immediately stilled for a moment before it fell to the floor in its component pieces, neatly separated at every joint. The arachnid’s blood remained where it was inside the individually severed chunks of carapace as if it was in shock at the sudden trauma before all at once it finally rushed to escape, and the sickly ichor pooled outwards onto the pit’s glassy floor.

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 17 Dire Scorpion. Experience is awarded.*

Typh was beside her in a heartbeat, her small brown hand pressed firmly against Arilla’s blood-covered chest as the mage pushed her mana into the injured warrior. Arilla could feel the foreign—yet by now familiar—energy painfully scour the poison from her veins. It wasn’t healing magic; she was sure of that, because she felt her HP fall even further as her blood literally boiled the contaminants from within her.

“You did better this time, but you’re still making the same rudimentary mistakes,” Typh said disapprovingly.

“I know, I know, I have to dictate the flow of battle,” Arilla said through gritted teeth as she willed herself not to scream.

“You say the words, yet you still chose to fight it head-on. It’s stronger, faster, and better coordinated than you in a straight brawl,” Typh said as she carefully placed both of her hands around the barbed stinger still lodged inside Arilla’s chest. “Are you ready?” she asked.

“Yes, I’m re—” she said, but her words were cut off mid-sentence by her own screams when Typh roughly pulled the barbed stinger out from her breast. The poisonous organ did far more damage on its way out than it had on its way in, shredding muscles and skin as the hooked spines on the stinger pulled her flesh with it.

“Don’t be a baby. You’ve been through worse,” Typh said, chastising Arilla for her show of weakness.

She grunted, since that was all that she could muster with her current level of coherence, and she breathed a long sigh of relief when Typh placed a hand back on her chest and began healing her wounds.

Arilla felt a surge of warmth spread throughout her chest as Typh’s spell efficiently restored her tortured flesh back to its previous uninjured state. She opened her eyes and grimaced, she watched helplessly while her accumulated injuries began appearing on the mage’s beautiful form. Her knee and chest haemorrhaged blood where her flesh peeled open grotesquely to reveal torn muscle and exposed bone underneath. Where Typh’s skin still remained intact, spidering red veins were spreading out across her chest, mirroring where her spell had burned the poison out of Arilla.

She wanted to look away, to close her eyes and focus on the fact that with the dire scorpion dead, she was now incrementally closer to level 13, but she couldn’t. This was part of it too. The injuries on Typh’s body was proof of her many failures. Had the mage been a little slower with her intervention, then Arilla would have died to a mindless insect. It would be a more horrifying experience if it was the first time that she had seen this, or if these were the worst set of injuries transferred between the two of them, but it wasn’t. Typh had done this so many times before, and without fail the mage bore the gruesome injuries that would have lain Arilla out on the ground in stoic silence.

“Most insects struggle to turn as quickly as bipeds can. Next time, keep your distance until you can attack from the sides or the rear. This pit works to all your advantages and none of theirs. Do better,” she said, seemingly unconcerned by her magically transferred injuries.

“Next time? When can I move on from insects? I’m tired of ichor and exoskeletons,” Arilla asked, desperate for a break from the painful monotony of the dire scorpion fights.

“You can move on when you can kill a scorpion without crippling yourself. Insects are easy: they’re predictable and stupid. Animals are harder, and the monstrous races—as you call them—are even harder still,” Typh said in her lecturing tone.

“As I call them?” Arilla asked, raising an eyebrow at Typh’s curious turn of phrase.

“Don’t change the subject. You need to do better,” Typh said.

“Fine. Are we at least done for the day?” she asked.

“For the afternoon at least. I need a few hours to recover, but you’ve levelled today, so you can practice grinding your skills while I rest,” Typh said before turning around and limping back towards the rope ladder leading out of the pit.

They had made their camp deep within the western foothills of the Dragonspines, sufficiently far away from Rhelea so as not to be accidentally discovered by any passing adventuring teams. With Arilla’s assistance Typh had carefully chosen their location to be far from the better-known passes leading into the mountains proper, or any of the territories known for the more valuable and popular monsters to hunt. The campsite itself consisted of a small mud hut made from magically sculpted soil, a fire pit where they cooked their meals, and of course, the fighting pit where Arilla battled the monsters Typh caught for her. All of this was surrounded by a ring of sparsely distributed fence posts made from smooth grey stone with red runes glowing softly along their lengths. The carefully crafted enchantment on them kept any unwanted monsters at bay. It was spartan in the extreme, completely lacking in creature comforts aside from the minor luxuries they had managed to bring with them. A bag of salt, a bar of soap, and a hand mirror, that was it. Everything else they had carried with them only had some form of practical value.

Arilla felt like she was a giant bruise inside and out. Typh was not a healer, and while she knew enough magic to mend her wounds, she did so by taking them on herself. It was a distressing act that left Arilla feeling as emotionally exhausted as she was physically. Successive battles in the pits had taken their toll on her gear, and she barely even had armour any more. Her mail shirt now consisted more of patched holes than it did intact chain links. Her sword had been spared the same treatment only by its powerful protective enchantment.

If it wasn’t for her most recent rank up to [Sworn Strength], she would have felt much more vulnerable by this turn of events, but she had gained a powerful defensive ability in the form of flat damage mitigation from ranking up the skill. It was limited by its low level and the weight of metal she could carry in pounds, but that was a small hinderance for such a well-rounded defence. Fighting giant scorpions made it hard to gauge precisely what 9 HP worth of damage mitigation looked like, but so far she had figured out that she was essentially immune to minor cuts and bruises so long as she was touching her heavy steel sword. The skill would continue to grow, and someday she would be able to shrug off a dire scorpion’s barbed tail with as much ease as she could now ignore stubbing her toes. That day was a long way from today though, and right now her whole body ached from manaburn after being so very thoroughly saturated with mana from Typh’s pseudo-healing.

Every day Typh would walk away from camp before dawn and return hours later with a dire scorpion in tow, always clay-rank, yet higher levelled and physically larger than Arilla. She would fight it, and when it died, she would inch closer to the next level, although that didn’t necessarily mean she was winning her bouts. More often than not, Typh would step in at the last minute and save her from certain death. It was depressing and demoralising, but it was a wake-up call, and she was grateful to receive it in the controlled conditions of the pit rather than in a true life-or-death struggle.

As a person who had grown up being taken advantage of by those in positions of power over her, the allure of a strength-based build had proven impossible to resist. Still, she was learning one defeat at a time that she would never be able to physically overpower all of the monsters that plagued Creation. Arilla didn’t regret her choices though; already, she was revelling in the feeling of power she got from her high strength score. She could feel the impact of every point now, how her muscles were empowered far beyond what they should naturally be capable of, and a small part of her mourned for every human out there who was denied the opportunity of gaining a class. Together, her skills [Sworn Service] and [Sworn Strength] combined with her stats gave her an effective strength score of 26, making her almost twice as strong as she had any right to be, and when she swung her sword with [Sworn Blows] she could push it all the way up to 70 for the duration of a single swing.

As instructed, she practised with her zweihander, cutting down imaginary scorpions while she spent stamina to fuel [Sworn Blows], leaning on [Sworn Strength] and [Sworn Service] to let her move her heavy weapon with an ease that belied her still-growing muscles. Her skills were steadily falling behind her level, the former requiring exponentially more time to increase whilst the latter simply needed higher-levelled foes. It was a growing weakness she would’ve likely been able to rectify, if only she wasn’t so tired from being healed all the time.

They had been in the foothills for a week, and Arilla had already gotten to level to 12, averaging just under a level a day. She knew her training would only get more challenging and that at some point she would have to fight monsters of a higher tier, but for now she tried to enjoy the feeling of her own steady growth. It was a fantastic levelling rate, only made possible by repeatedly duelling monsters significantly stronger than her multiple times per day. It wasn’t what she’d expected when Typh agreed to power level her, but she couldn’t deny that the lessons, though painful, were worth it.

* * *

*Congratulations Sworn Service has reached level 10*

Name: Arilla Foundling
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Age: 18

HP: 276/280
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Class: Sworn Sword Level 12
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Hours later, when her stamina was exhausted from grinding her skills, she dropped her sword to the ground, the runes on her zweihander worryingly dim. She fumbled for it with numb fingers and aching muscles before giving up, instead electing to lie down on the smooth floor slick with her own sweat. She closed her eyes and felt the sweet allure of well-deserved sleep pulling at her, but she heard Typh’s voice.

“If you’re done slacking off, dinner’s ready,” the mage called out, sounding half-serious, her head peeking out from over the edge of the pit.

Arilla opened her eyes and was shocked to realise that it was dark, the light of the cooking fire barely visible from the bottom of the arena. She found her sword by its red glow, and then made her way up the ladder and towards the increasingly strong smell of food. The night was as cold as the day had promised, and she hurried forwards to take a seat by the crackling fire. She felt the warm flames chase away the chill that had seeped into her bones from her time spent lying on the floor. Typh was busying herself around the firepit, and judging from the pungent smells intermingling with the burning coals, their dinner was going to be the same thing it always was. She took her seat on the flat rock that served as her chair and looked down in disappointment when Typh handed her a plate of grilled meat.

“Tell me this isn’t what I think it is,” Arilla groaned.

“It . . . isn’t what you think it is,” Typh responded, earning herself an impetuous glare from Arilla.

“It’s dire scorpion,” she complained, already feeling her stomach rebel at the thought of forcing more of the sour-tasting meat down her throat.

“Well, I wasn’t going to waste it,” Typh said, looking scandalised at the thought.

“It’s disgusting.”

“It’s mana-rich meat. You need it,” she said, pushing the plate into Arilla’s hands.

“But . . .”

“No buts. When you finally kill a scorpion properly, you can maybe get meat from an animal with an actual circulatory system,” Typh said with a wry smile.

Arilla glanced over at her and couldn’t help but notice how good she looked. The major wounds that Typh had taken upon herself had vanished over the course of only a few hours. It was an absurdly fast healing rate for someone who lacked healing magic. Typh had told her that her health regeneration was tied to her mana, but even so, that implied an equally improbable rate of mana regeneration if she could recoup hundreds of points in mere hours.

“You look good,” Arilla said earnestly.

“No, I don’t. We both look and smell terrible,” Typh responded with a snort.

Even with Typh’s ridiculous health regeneration rate, the constant influx of injuries had done its damage to their clothing. They were both disgustingly filthy; while Typh could effectively heal them both, she was unable to do anything about the copious amounts of spilled blood that had irrevocably stained their limited supply of clothing. Stains which had first set in days ago had by now dyed their clothes a disgusting reddish-brown. Their attire more closely resembled something that a butcher might use to mop up a particularly large spill.

“If this keeps up, we’re going to need to cut this short just to get new clothes. We look like something out of a horror story,” Typh said.

“I don’t hate it. It makes me feel like some kind of savage warrior woman,” Arilla chuckled.

“You are a savage warrior woman; the caked-on blood is just gratuitous,” Typh replied.

“I am not a savage!”

“Please, I’ve seen how crude you get when you’ve had enough to drink.”

“That’s the wine! I would never do those things sober.”

“Really? I’m pretty sure you’d enjoy a re-enactment without all the liquid courage,” Typh teased, causing Arilla to turn crimson, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. “So I’m thinking of maybe doing something a little different tomorrow,” she continued.

“Are you going to finally let me go up against a kobold?” Arilla asked, the thought of fighting the small humanoid creatures filling her with a kind of nervous energy. Kobolds were largely regarded in adventuring communities as ‘the next step up’ from goblins, and she had been fighting giant insects in some form or another for far too long now. She was beyond tired of staring into vacant expressionless eyes as she fought them. It wasn’t the prettiest thought, but she couldn’t deny how much more she enjoyed killing monsters smart enough to show their fear.

“Your bloodthirst astounds me sometimes, and no, that kobold village is strictly off-limits for you. I was thinking more of a day trip away from camp. We need to shake things up a bit, as I’m starting to worry that maybe the pit fights aren’t working,” Typh said casually. Her words shattered Arilla’s half-formed fantasies of battle and sent a spike of panic through her heart at the thought of losing out on the experience from her daily monster duels.

“What do you mean they aren’t working? I’m gaining the levels, aren’t I?!”

“Yes, you are getting faster and stronger, but I fear that’s more down to your growing skill levels than anything else. You’re getting sloppier with your fights when you’re supposed to be getting better; with the way that you’re going, it’s only a matter of time before you take an injury that I can’t fix,” she said gravely.

“It’s not that bad.”

“It is. You’re just used to the pain, which was not the point of this training.”

“Well, what do you have planned then?”

“It’s a surprise. Trust me; you’ll love it.”

Arilla stilled. Trust. Did she trust Typh?

Arilla often told herself that she did, that regardless of the secrets the mage kept, she would get over them if it meant that they could stay together, but she knew that she was confusing her desire to trust her with the actual concept. Typh had saved her, of that she was certain. Without her appearing in Arilla’s life, she would have almost certainly died alone trying to fulfil a bounty scarcely worth a handful of chalkoi. Now, she was strong, both in class and in body. Typh was right as usual. Her steady diet of monster meat had changed her. A few weeks ago, she’d been starving, barely getting by on the charity of strangers, but now she had her own strength in every aspect of the word.

Where once her ribs had featured prominently beneath her sallow skin, now her body was covered in lean muscle, and she had a healthy glow of vital life about her. Her breasts and hips, which had never really been present before, had grown alongside her new strength, and she had gradually transformed from an emaciated street rat into a true warrior worthy of her own songs. If she was completely honest with herself, she no longer needed Typh. With her sword and her levels, she could easily earn enough to support herself. She could find a full team, and with other people to lean on it would be a simpler, easier life as an adventurer. However, she knew that it wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted to be with her. She just prayed to the Gods that she could live with whatever Typh’s secret was when it finally came out.

“I trust you,” she said. The lie passed smoothly on her lips as she looked back into Typh’s gold-flecked eyes.


Chapter 29

Promises

They set out an hour after at dawn, a small mercy that Arilla seemed immensely grateful for. Without complaint she blearily wiped the sleep from her eyes and followed Typhoeus out past the ring of glowing wardposts that marked the boundary between their campsite and the ‘monster’ infested wilderness of the foothills. It was another beautiful morning, one that caused a pang of longing to worm its way into Typhoeus’s heart. As lovely as the view of the rolling hills and scenic vistas were, it all paled in comparison to the truly majestic sights that could only be seen from atop the peaks of the Dragonspines, which he had once called his home.

He spared a moment’s thought for his siblings as he allowed himself to wonder what they must be doing right now. Each one of them out-massed his true form at least four times over, resulting in a vast gulf in raw power he simply couldn’t overcome, even though he had more than fifty levels on them all. No doubt they would be slumbering in their mountaintop lairs atop their massive piles of stolen wealth, content to let the decades roll by in a half-aware torpor while passively levelling all the way to two hundred. He knew that if they could see him now, at best they would shake their large heads in disgust at his actions, but when he looked over his shoulder at the sleepy expression on his lover’s face—as she yawned and stretched herself awake in the early hours of the morning—he realised that perhaps for the first time he honestly couldn’t care less about his family’s approval.

He led Arilla away from the relative safety of their camp and through a winding valley to the south. This far into the foothills, flora and fauna was everywhere. Despite the poor quality of the loose, sandy soil, the bountiful mana that suffused the area drove new verdant growth in the local plant life, which in turn fed herbivores, who fed carnivores, and so on. The hot summer’s sun made for a pleasant walk for the two of them as it quickly burnt off the early-morning mist that had descended during the night from the mountains to the west. They were likely the only ‘humans’ around for miles, and their booted feet moving over the lush undergrowth were the only sounds to detract from the natural tranquillity of the valley. The local monstrous animals were smart enough to steer well clear of Typhoeus’s unbound aura. It loudly announced his draconic presence to the beasts that inhabited the area well in advance of his physical appearance, and ensured that he and Arilla had a pleasant and undisturbed journey.

As much as he enjoyed his time with Arilla on the ground, he was well aware of how much of an aberration that made him. If it wasn’t for his hated trait, he would never have met her or any of the other humans that he had encountered—and if they had met in his lair, he would have happily killed and eaten them all without any remorse. He knew why the different species lived separately, and from his interactions with the more unsavoury members of humanity, he likely understood the reasoning of it better than any other living dragon. However, he couldn’t help but feel that if he was normal, then his life would be all the emptier for not having Arilla in it.

Arilla, for all her usual complaints, seemed to be enjoying the change of pace, and he was more than happy to provide her with a morning off from the near-ritualised death matches that passed for her training. He felt guilty for his part in that; she had been subjected to far more pain than he had initially planned. His failings as a teacher were shining through, since it had taken him far too long to realise that he was merely reinforcing her bad habits, the literal trauma of each scorpion fight being etched deeper and deeper onto her malleable human brain. Already she seemed so much freer and more relaxed, just by being away from the camp where copious amounts of her blood had been spilt. He knew that lacking any better options, she would have to eventually return to the pit, but he was hopeful that when she finally did she would approach things differently and prioritise her own wellbeing over that of the quick kill.

The valley that they were following gradually sloped around to the west, and as they slowly rose in elevation, they spotted a small stream at the basin. They continued to follow the gently sloping valley close to the stream, which grew in size as it merged with several tributaries and eventually formed a small river some 15 feet across at its widest point. The sounds of the flowing water complemented the distant birdsong and provided a relaxing backdrop to their hike.

Hours later, they finally reached the source of the river: an expansive pool at the base of a small rocky waterfall some 40 feet high. The water was crystal clear, allowing anyone to see all the way to the bottom of the pool, where the continuous flow of falling water had carved out a deep depression beneath the exposed stone of the waterfall. Here the water pooled, were it grew warm beneath the suns rays before it lazily flowed downriver.

“We’re here,” Typhoeus said triumphantly, gesturing for Arilla to come stand beside him at the water’s edge.

She moved warily to join him, looking around at the peaceful pool sceptically with her sword hand raised over her shoulder as if she was ready to draw her zweihander at a moment’s notice.

“This is nice and all, but why are we here? I can’t see any monsters to kill,” Arilla said warily. Her continued suspicion in the face of such natural beauty only reinforced his belief that this was necessary.

“You’re right—you can’t,” Typhoeus said as he took a few steps back from the edge before quickly rushing forwards as he pushed Arilla into the pool.

She windmilled her arms frantically through the air before hitting the water. Once she hit, her mail and sword pulled her under, and she sank like a stone towards the bottom. Arilla fought against the weight for several long moments before abandoning her sword and shrugging out of her mail, then swam to the surface. The much-patched armour practically fell apart as she easily tore off the few intact straps and kicked off against the pool’s floor.

“What was that for!” Arilla yelled the moment she broke the surface. “Oh, Gods above, why are you naked?”

“Our clothes are ruined, your mail too. Besides, who goes for a swim fully dressed?” Typhoeus said, proudly sticking out his chest before diving into the water.

“So this is the plan? There’s nothing to kill? We’re here to go swimming?” she asked, firing off her questions with an incredulous look on her face.

“Yes, now take off your clothes already! You’re getting the water dirty,” he said, tugging at her shirt, which was already discolouring the clear water around her.

“I can’t believe you dragged me out all this way just to get me to take off my clothes,” Arilla said. Despite her complaints she readily acquiesced, pulling her shirt over her head and throwing the sodden and disgusting fabric to the far side of the pool, where it landed with a wet squelch. The rest of her clothes followed soon after, joining her shirt in leaking old blood and discoloured water in a small puddle that smelled off-putting even to Typhoeus’s draconic tastes. The water itself was cool and fresh, seeming to invigorate them both and doing a lot to wash away the fatigue that had built up steadily over the past week.

“I dragged you all this way to relax. You need a day off from being stabbed by monsters,” he said while he tread water, splashing her with his arms as if to punctuate his point.

“We could have relaxed back at the camp if it was so important! Aren’t you supposed to be teaching me something? I already know how to swim,” Arilla said, spreading her arms back as she floated belly up in the water.

Typhoeus bit his lip and hungrily devoured the sight of her body. His own nudity was forgotten as he slowly swam over to his human lover and wrapped his arms around her in an intimate embrace. The cold water did much to heighten the sensation of warmth given off by her body against his. His small, feminine hands roamed all over Arilla’s toned muscles as he continued to tread water. He gently spread her legs open and pulled her crotch against his thigh, grinding her vulva against him as he squeezed her firm buttocks and caused her to moan softly.

“Typh, as nice as this is, please tell me we didn’t just hike all this way just so we could do this?” she said a little breathlessly. Arilla then wrapped her arms around him and pressed her small breasts up against his face. Seeing them presented before him, Typhoeus readily nuzzled her chest, trailing hungry kisses down into the valley of her cleavage.

“You need this; life isn’t all about killing things and training. Sometimes you just need to take the time to enjoy yourself and relax,” he said, spreading the outer lips of her sex open with his hand as he gently stroked her inner labia and teased her with his fingertips.

“What you’re doing with your fingers isn’t exactly relaxing,” Arilla panted.

“Fair point. We’re supposed to be getting to the bottom of your self-preservation problem, not playing around,” Typhoeus said as he slowly removed his hand from between her legs, savouring the look of disappointment on her face before kicking against the water. He swam away from her embrace to instead float on his back as he stared up at the sky. “So why do you think you let yourself get hurt so much? You complained more about walking here than you ever have about being pumped full of scorpion venom and very nearly killed multiple times per day,” he asked after a long pause.

“It . . . sounds bad when you say it like that,” Arilla.

“It is bad,” Typhoeus said, turning his head to face her.

“Well, it’s part of it, isn’t it? Levelling to 20 in a way that nets me decent rank-up options. You said that the problem with power levelling someone was that if it was too easy, they’d get terrible choices at the next rank.”

“When I said that, I meant I wasn’t going to hold monsters down for you to hack apart with your sword. I mean, you aren’t entirely wrong, but the pit fights are challenging enough without you going out of your way to get hurt,” Typhoeus said.

“I’m not trying to get hurt. It’s just . . .” she said, trailing off.

“Just what?”

“It will sound silly.”

“Arilla,” Typhoeus said sternly.

“It’s just when I get hurt in the pit; it feels like I earned the kill. The levels that come from them, I mean. Having you go out and bring me monsters to fight, and then more often than not killing them to save me . . . it almost feels like we’re cheating,” she said, and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

“We can stop if it’s making you uncomfortable,” he offered.

“No! Please!” Arilla exclaimed, her eyes widening after the fact when she realised how emphatically she had spoken.

“So you enjoy it, then?”

“What!”

“I’ve seen all of your fights, Arilla, I saw what you did to that goblin long after it was dead, the look on your face when you beat that ogre, how a part of you comes alive every time you step into that pit. You love it,” he said.

“Maybe you’re right, but is that so bad?” she asked hesitantly.

“On its own? No. But when you lose yourself to it, then you’re going to make mistakes—mistakes like trying to attack a dire scorpion head-on.”

“You don’t think I’m weird?”

“I’m pretty sure that it’s a fairly normal reaction to the intensity of battle. Bards write songs about battle lust, right?” Typhoeus offered.

“Yeah, they do. There’s an old one I like where Gabriel the Bloody Raven misses it so much he gave up his title to become a mercenary. He fought and ultimately died at the siege of Mantioclos during the last border war with Epheria,” Arilla said, a broad smile sitting comfortably on her face as she quickly forgot about her earlier embarrassment.

“Right . . . Well, I don’t want you dying in a siege, or anywhere else, because you got caught up in a battle frenzy and were too eager to stop and think your way out of it.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” she said defensively.

“You would,” he insisted.

“Okay, so maybe I would, but it’s hard. I just get caught up in the flow of it, and that little voice in my head that tells me to be careful and do the smart thing gets drowned out. Then, all I can feel is the anticipation of the next step, the next strike, the next kill,” she said, her eyes practically glazing over as she described her feelings.

“Uh-huh, that’s probably your class talking a little too loudly. We need to fix that,” he said warily.

“You’re not going to tell me to meditate, are you?” she asked cynically.

“Like that would work,” he scoffed. “No, you’re going to promise me you’ll take better care of yourself.”

“A promise? This isn’t one of those ‘power of friendship’ things, is it?”

“No, and it’s not even the power of lovers either. You picked a class that is all about oaths and loyalty. As I have been trying to tell you, a class is so much more than just the skills that it offers. You are my Sworn Sword, and I have a degree of influence over you. When you swear to me that you’ll preserve your life above all else, you’ll find it harder than usual to ignore that promise.”

“Wait, so I can’t break my promises to you?”

“You can; it’ll just be difficult. Much more than it should be, and yes, before you ask, it is widely abusable and is another great reason why you should have picked another class,” he said, watching her face fall. “Oh, it’s not all bad. [Sworn Service] is a disgustingly powerful skill. If you had picked something else, I highly doubt that you would have gotten such good rank 1 upgrades to your skills without acquiring some other horrible drawback.”

“I guess,” she said, seemingly lost in thought.

“Just be glad that you have such a great taste in liege lords. Now say your promise so we can move on already,” Typhoeus said.

“Fine,” she said, sucking in a deep breath as she mentally prepared herself. ”I, Arilla Foundling, do so promise to prioritise my life and physical well-being over all other things . . .”

“Great, that’s—”

“. . . and to keep the secrets of Typh my liege lord, partner, and bedmate,” she said, cutting him off.

“You . . . really didn’t have to add that last part,” he said, feeling his own heart flutter at the gesture. He knew it wouldn’t stop her from divulging his secrets if she put her mind to it, but it gave him some small amount of much-appreciated security.

“Shut up, Typh.”

Typhoeus yelped as Arilla surprised him by pulling him into a deep kiss, mashing her lips against his. He then felt them part, only for her tongue to slip inside his mouth. Instinctively he closed his eyes and relaxed into it, pointedly ignoring [Sovereign’s Perception] as it tried to spoil the surprise of what was about to happen next.

He felt her hands move across his body, the rough sensation of her fingernails trailing ever downward, contrasting sharply with the cool water of the pool as they dimpled along the soft contours of his skin.

He wrapped his legs around her narrow waist, trusting in Arilla to keep them both steady in the water. They kissed deeply and ferociously, both of them desperate to reignite the connection between them that had dimmed so much since their panicked flight in the halls of the dead dungeon. He felt his need for her rise as the heat between his legs grew, the cold water doing nothing to dampen his lust.

Arilla’s fingers soon found their way inside him, entering without resistance as he was already wet with anticipation. His slick fluids paved the way for her as she plumbed the depths of his vagina. Her strong fingers pushed into him, stoking the fires of his need. She was rougher than he was used to, her frustrations from the past week’s abstinence causing her to vigorously attack his aching pussy. Her hand pistoned back and forth between his legs while the water from the pool splashed against their naked chests.

He felt his orgasm build quickly; the past week had been hard on him as well, and he found himself balancing on a hair-trigger, trying desperately not to cum as she violently ravaged him with her hand. He moaned into her mouth, finally breaking the long kiss to bite into her shoulder while she relentlessly fucked him. He held her close, squeezing her tight with his arms and legs as she penetrated him without reprieve, the powerful motions of her hand stretching him wide to accommodate her thrusting fingers.

He came hard. His whole body shuddered, and he clenched down on her; He felt the pulsating walls of his vagina try to hold her fingers in place. Arilla seemed only to take this as a challenge, though, as she began fucking him with increased vigour. By now, his pussy was oversensitive, and the cold water had long since washed all of his natural lubrication away, but as the pain grew, so too did his pleasure.

He had known from his earlier experimentation with Arilla that he had a bit of a masochistic streak, but as his vagina began to growl in protest to the continued assault, he felt himself cum again. His toes curled while waves of intense pleasure crashed through him, and his mind went blank—the vigorous motions of Arilla’s deftly moving hand rocked him to delicious orgasm after orgasm.

“Fuck. Where did that come from?” Typhoeus asked minutes later, his mind still reeling while he came down from his post-orgasmic bliss.

“I’d say you’ve had that coming for some time now,” Arilla said, smiling demurely as she licked her fingers clean.

“I thought you were still angry with me,” he said.

“I was, but I got over it. I get that you wanted to downplay your strength, but you’re not doing it now, right?”

“No, I’m not holding anything back anymore.”

“Good. Now if you’re ready, I haven’t had any attention at all,” she said with a smile. Typhoeus joined her in the water before taking a deep breath as he lowered his head below the surface.

* * *

When they were done, and Typhoeus had finally caught his breath, Arilla rested her head on his much larger breasts and then he held her close to him as they laid together against the edge of the pool. Their clothes had been washed as much as they could be, given their tattered state, and were drying against a warm rock in the afternoon sun. Arilla had retrieved her sword from the depths, its enchantments ensuring it wouldn’t rust despite its mistreatment, and her ruined mail had simply been abandoned to its lonely fate at the bottom of the pool.

“Well, this is nice, isn’t it?” Typhoeus said, carefully running his hands through Arilla’s hair.

“Yeah, but we can’t stay here forever,” Arilla replied wistfully as she let out a long exhale. The last of the tension finally left her body when she relaxed and sagged back against him.

“We kind of can,” he retorted.

“You know what I mean. What would we even do out here?” she asked, closing her eyes while Typhoeus’s began braiding her hair back into her customary long plaits.

“Kill things, get levels, and fuck outdoors. I can think of worse long-term plans,” Typhoeus said, growing increasingly amused at the prospect.

“And live the rest of my life in tattered rags with only you for company? No thanks,” Arilla said.

“I’m great company!” he protested.

“You certainly are,” she said with a contented smile. “But I could never be a hermit, even with you to keep me warm at night. I’d miss the stories, for one thing.”

“Tell me you’re not actually a fan of ‘Typh the Dragons Wife.’”

“I hate that it’s about you. Obviously I prefer Eliza’s songs that—”

“That song is not about me,” he said flatly.

“I mean, songs that don’t use your name, history, or general body shape.”

“You’re digging yourself a really big hole here,” he warned, only half-serious.

“Right, stopping. Uhm, I believe we’ve gotten off track,” she said awkwardly.

“Yes, you were going to tell me why we have to go back to civilisation before you got sidetracked . . . Presumably, there’s something back there that’s necessary to whatever it is you want to do with your life?”

“I don’t know what I want to do with my life. For the longest time I just didn’t want to be hungry anymore. But now? I know that I want to help people . . . and that things could be better in Terythia than how they are now,” she said.

“Better how?” Typhoeus asked, genuinely curious.

“Well, you’ve seen it. How badly those with high levels treat those without them.”

“I’ve seen it, but that’s pretty much a universal truth. Even monsters are the same,” Typhoeus commented.

“No, it’s not, monsters all have the same species class, and they don’t have classless. The free class stones in Rhelea are the exception, not the rule. It’s the only town run that way without nobles getting in the way of things, and everything looks like that’s about to change for the worse,” Arilla explained.

“You’re talking about the House Traylan petition.”

“Yeah. As much as Galen likes to posture, his family doesn’t have any actual authority over the town besides being obscenely wealthy. If that changes, I know that I won’t want to live there anymore.”

“Would it be so bad if it was? Beyond the obvious issues of Galen having more power, is noble rule that much worse than the Merchants Council?”

“You don’t get it ‘cause you’re from the mountains.”

“Then explain it to me, and use small words, since I’m simple mountain folk,” he said mockingly.

“You’re anything but simple,” she said with a wry smile as she looked up at him.

“Just explain it already.”

“Right, I am. The big thing is that most of the class stones in the country are owned by noble dynasties or crown-sponsored guilds. They decide who gets to have a class and who doesn’t. Outside of Rhelea, commoners can realistically only get a class by agreeing to a binding oath or contract to serve in perpetuity.”

“Like your oath to serve me.”

“That’s different; I chose you after the System offered me a class for it, and it’s not like the consequences for breaking it are that severe,” she said dismissively.

“You’ll lose access to all of your skills until I either die, forgive you, or you rank up into an oathbreaker class,” he said flatly.

“I will?” she exclaimed.

“Yes. The System takes oaths seriously.”

“Right, well. Even so, it’s still different.”

“Uh-huh,” Typhoeus said, feeling unconvinced.

“It was my choice, and I had other options, okay!” Arilla said in her defence.

“Okay fine, it’s different. But I still don’t see what’s so wrong with swearing oaths to use the class stones.”

“It’s because the oaths are horrendously unfair: forcing you to fight in their wars, to pay more taxes, and agreeing to violations like the ‘Right of First Night.’ And it’s not like they just let you choose freely; most people are forced by their Lords to take farmer or labourer classes. The only time the average person even sees a combat class is when their Lord comes knocking and forces them to take soldier so they can be slightly more efficient fodder in whatever pointless border skirmish they’re made to fight in next,” she said, her voice growing louder with every word.

“That sounds a little bit over the top, if it was really that bad surely people would rebel,” Typhoeus commented.

“It’s awful! The only reason people don’t rise up is because they can’t. A squad of high-level knights can obliterate thousands of the unclassed—and they have before!”

“How do you know all of this is true? I know you love listening to bards, but I wouldn’t put too much stock in stories you hear in taverns.”

“It’s pretty common knowledge, Typh. People travel from all over Terythia just to get away from the nobility. The chance to raise their kids free is a powerful motivator to risk monster attacks, bandits, and your Liege Lord’s wrath,” she said.

“So if it’s like that everywhere else, why is Rhelea different?”

“You really don’t know? It’s a famous story,” Arilla asked.

“I wouldn’t be asking if I knew,” he said, his curiosity overcoming his pride.

“Right, so almost a century ago, I think, the first Traylans split off from the Nauron dynasty, who ran the province out of Nauronos. As a new branch family, they were gifted Rhelea and the surrounding lands from the provincial governor. This being the frontier, there really wasn’t much built back then; Rhelea was just a small prospecting town that occasionally sent miners into the foothills. Anyway, the first head of the new Traylan dynasty decided that rather than ruling over some miners and lumberjacks in tiny villages constantly beset by monsters, he’d instead found a fortified city to the northwest called Traylra. It was supposed to be a grand affair, streets paved with gold, walls warded in silver by the finest runescribes from Epheria, the buildings planned by finest architects, that sort of thing.”

“I know about Traylra,” Typhoeus said abruptly “Greatest city ever built by men that close to the Dragonspines. Or at least it was, right up until a sixth tier shadow dragon claimed it. But what does that have to do with anything?”

“I’m honestly quite surprised you know about Traylra’s fall but not how it affected Rhelea.”

“Well . . . like you said, the fall is fairly common knowledge,” Typhoeus explained awkwardly, having heard the tale before albeit from the perspective of the dragon in question.

“It is, but you’ve skipped ahead a little bit,” she said, nodding along to his words. “Anyway, the Traylans ran out of money with the city only half-built, so they looked for loans, only nobody was biting. That was probably because they thought investing all your wealth into an area filled with so many monsters was asking for trouble.”

“Which it was. I mean really, did they not even check to see whose territory they were building on?”

“Can I just tell the story?” Arilla asked, sounding a little frustrated by his interruptions.

“Sorry. Please continue.”

“Thank you. So . . . eventually, the then head of the Traylans, Gaius, or something beginning with a G was approached by a consortium of merchants who wanted to buy Rhelea and the rights to rule it as they saw fit. They must have liked the general idea of an adventuring town near the Dragonspines but thought it best to be a bit more conservative with their location,” Arilla said with a shrug. “There were a lot of negotiations before it eventually changed hands for a truly exorbitant sum.”

“So with the influx of merchant gold, Tralyra was built and quickly became the wealthiest city in Terythia after the capital, on account of the easy trade with Lintumia to the west. The fact that there were more adventurers there exploiting the wealth in the Spines with greater ease than anywhere else at the time didn’t hurt either. The Traylans are rubbing everyone’s faces in it, and considering how rich they were becoming, everyone expected the King to give them the province to rule over the Nauron main branch. That decision would have given the governor’s then son, who is now the current Traylan patriarch, a realistic shot at being voted in as the next King.”

“Everything was going swimmingly if you were a Traylan—until, like you said, a huge shadow dragon decided they liked the look of Tralyra. It flew right over the impenetrable walls, and just like that takes the city in a day. There was some furore at the time about retaking Tralyra, but no noble wanted to risk their armies messing with a dragon that big just to aid the Traylans, who had made a lot of enemies in a relatively short space of time.”

“Everyone still living in Tralyra after the attack promptly fled, and most of them who didn’t die along the way ended up in Rhelea. It turned out that some enterprising looter made off with a couple of class stones amidst all the chaos when the city fell. And so, during the long journey south, the surviving refugees all claimed combat classes and earned the levels to back them up by fighting their way through the foothills for two solid weeks. By the time the Merchants Council in charge of Rhelea knew what was happening, every commoner already had a class and was happily going about their business like nothing was wrong.”

“Apparently, every noble dynasty expected the town to burn to the ground before the week was out, what with the peasantry throwing combat classes around like it was cheap beer, but the feared revolt never happened.”

“And it kind of just keeps on going. Contrary to what everyone expected, the Merchant Council eventually endorsed the move after the fact, and now they reap the benefits in more taxes per head than any other city, which the King obviously loves. The various noble dynasties see Rhelea as a hotbed of rebellion and sedition, and they’re not entirely wrong, but between the massive tax revenue that the King keeps milking from the town and the fact that the Merchants Council is politically neutral, there’s never been a big-enough incentive for the King to change the status quo.”

“So why is everyone increasingly certain that the Traylan petition will go ahead?” he asked.

“Because Rhelea is a hotbed of rebellion and sedition,” Arilla said with a proud smile. “Citizens from all over Terythia flee their homes in the dead of the night to try and make it to Rhelea, arguably the only place in all of Astresia where anyone’s children can live free, wealthy, and—if they level right—for several centuries.”

“Naturally, the nobles hate it, but the more they crack down on free movement, the worse it becomes. Already, half the bandits in the country are just common folk trying to evade their lord’s patrols and make it to Rhelea, and it keeps getting worse. Despite not being allowed to expand its walls, the town keeps getting bigger. Sooner or later, it will simply be too large and have too many high-ranking adventurers to be put down should the feared revolt ever happen, even if all the provinces in the country pool their levied armies together.”

Typhoeus thought on Arilla’s words for some time. He had made a personal point of not getting involved in human politics, staying well clear of the drunken conversations about nobility that tended to happen with frequent regularity whenever the evening got late and the beer kept flowing. But he was coming to learn that in human society, just because you made a point of ignoring politics, it did not mean politics would necessarily ignore you.

“So do you think that Rhelea will rebel if the Traylans eventually take over?” he asked, unsure of what he hoped her answer would be.

“Maybe?” she said, the proud smile on her face not shifting an inch. It told him everything he needed to know about where Arilla’s hopes and greater loyalties lay.


Chapter 30

Negotiations

Typhoeus watched from the lip of the pit, sitting down with his bare legs dangling over the sides and kicking up at the air as he tried his best to look nonplussed. Watching with his two human eyes was entirely unnecessary; his skill [Sovereign’s Perception] had more than enough range to see the entirety of their small camp regardless of where he positioned himself. Still, he had noticed that Arilla tended to fight better when he was physically present, and it also did something to calm the seething mass of nerves that formed in his stomach whenever she fought without him.

Although to call what was currently occurring in the pit a fight didn’t really do it justice, as below him his Sworn Sword danced around the three dire scorpions that he had caught for her with something approaching ease. Since having their talk at the pool all those days ago, Arilla had finally flourished as Typhoeus had always hoped that she would. She fought now with a newfound grace that had been lacking in her movements before: no longer going straight for the quick messy kill and instead ensuring that she stayed out of reach of her enemies’ strikes so she could use her huge zweihander to score devastating opportunistic blows.

For now, her promise seemed to be working, and in the days since she had sworn to prioritise her own wellbeing she had yet to take another wound that required his immediate intervention. Arilla’s current dance was to be her final graduation fight from the dire scorpions. She was still swinging her massive sword around like a drunken child—Typhoeus had no expertise on swordsmanship to impart there—but she picked her moments well, and now when she fought she did so like a drunken child with a dragon’s predatory instincts and a taste for blood. The change filled his little human heart with pride. She was still in desperate need of a proper sword tutor before she ever went up against an intelligent opponent, but against mindless beasts like these, her instincts were more than enough.

Her zweihander carved through the front two legs on the left side of the leading dire scorpion. Its flat body teetered precariously and its freshly severed stumps smeared ichor along the glassy floor while desperately trying to turn to face Arilla. Its even slower, more heavily injured compatriots tried and failed to get past its large bulk as she sprinted around the tangled clump of giant insects. Arilla’s sword flashed through the air as she ran, causing a spray of viscous ichor and shorn chitin to follow in her wake.

Yes, Typhoeus concluded, she was definitely developing quite nicely.

He watched over her in silence as the minutes ticked by. His Sworn Sword grunted and roared, first with exertion and then finally in triumph, her insectoid foes falling still beneath her blade one after the other. When she was done, bent over at the waist and trying to catch her breath, he had to admit that she had performed excellently. He pushed off from the side of the pit while casting a quick spell to slow his fall.

“You did well. You can consider that a pass from monstrous insects,” he announced with a wide, toothy smile.

“Really?” she asked, raising one eyebrow at him in question. “You’re not going to say that I have to fight four of them next?”

“No, that surprise was only funny twice; I’m not a monster,” he said.

“Sometimes I really doubt that . . .” Arilla said with a sarcastic smile.

“You didn’t take any hits, but are you sure you want to carry on?” he asked warily, carefully evaluating her reaction for signs of her battle lust. It was an unfortunate condition that was made worse by her upbringing and largely attributable to her warrior-tagged class running riot.

“Yes! It’s still early, and I’d do anything to finally be free from scorpion-steak dinners. I need variety in my diet, and our non-existent spice collection isn’t exactly helping,” she said with an edge of desperation in her voice.

“Are you trying to subtly call into question my cooking skills?” he asked, surprised to find that he was actually offended.

“Typh, you are by far the worst cook I have ever met, and I’ve eaten rats. Raw rats. Just think about that for a minute, would you?” she said emphatically.

“That can’t be true. I bought a sack of salt and everything,” he said, wondering where he may have gone wrong.

“Salting your meat before you burn it to a crisp or leave it so bloody that it’s still trying to crawl off the plate are not the hallmarks of a great cook. That you haven’t improved at all in the time we’ve been here eating this one dish over and over again is honestly more terrifying than your magical skills.”

“There was some variety; you’re forgetting that one time I made soup,” Typhoeus said defensively.

“And you’re forgetting why it was a one-time thing,” she said, grimacing at the painful memory.

“Oh please, with your vitality you were barely sick for an hour.”

“Can you please just go hunt something that will taste nice and not like burnt insects?”

“Fine,” he said, waving his hand casually as he spent a hundred mana to make the dire scorpion corpses melt into a puddle of liquefied flesh with a satisfying hissing sound. “I’ve condensed enough water for you to wash the worst of it off you, but there’s no point getting too clean, as you’re just going to get dirty again, knowing you.”

“Ever the charmer . . .” Arilla grumbled under her breath.

“It will take me a few hours to find something suitable so—”

“Yes, I know, don’t leave the wardposts while you’re gone, otherwise something will try and likely succeed at eating me,” she said, cutting him off.

“Okay, I won’t be long.”

“You better not, be safe out there.”

“I always am.”

Typhoeus smiled that she had taken his words to heart, but then frowned when he remembered how much of a pain it was going to be finding an animal in the very tight level range of 16-19. The nearby dungeon filled with monstrous insects had been a very lucky find, allowing him to easily extract consistently low-level dire scorpions for Arilla to fight. Finding a similar dungeon filled with bestial creatures would be much more challenging, as unlike insects, which often formed hives, they were rarely the sole occupants of dungeons. Instead, they were far more likely to be part of a wider dungeon ecosystem where levels varied and sapient species tended to live.

Every time he crossed the boundary marked by the small stone posts, Typhoeus found himself marvelling at the literal change in the air, the camp having somehow taken on some of his innate aspects as it was slowly tainted with his mana. The wardposts themselves were a remarkably effective creation, given how simple their construction was: a pillar of solid stone with a large disregard rune carved on the top, nestled amongst some minor supplementary sigils to ensure that the post’s enchantment melded with any others that were arranged nearby. Together they had the effect of hiding whatever was encompassed by the posts to any creature looking in from the outside. Although as usual, anything with a sufficiently high willpower or charisma score would be able to brute force their way through the runic enchantment. It was thanks to these wardposts that every time he had left Arilla behind to retrieve a dire scorpion he had felt confident that she didn’t need to be guarded.

He exited their camp as Arilla was channelling her mana into her sword, replenishing its well after it had been used so heavily during her final battle against the dire scorpions. He spared a moment to check that his wards running through the camp were still working as intended, then departed alone into the infested wilds of the foothills.

The weather was overcast, threatening to rain in what would be a welcome break from the relentless sunshine characteristic of the long summer. A cool breeze wafted down from the mountains to the west, carrying with it fresh moisture and a whiff of concentrated mana. Typhoeus inhaled deep, filling his human lungs with as much of the rich, energy-infused air as he could handle while he made his way to the top of a particularly large hill.

He stopped at the summit and extended his senses outwards, momentarily dropping his mental defences. He allowed the dungeon cores in the nearby hills to find him, and he was instantly bombarded by a chorus of seductive whispers, each voice in his ear belonging to a dungeon that promised treasure and safety for the low, low price of his eternal servitude. He mentally checked off the voices belonging to the dungeons that he had already explored, then ran towards the nearest as-yet-unknown dungeon. His 41 dexterity allowed him to make good time, so he quickly raced over the uneven terrain in a beeline towards the dungeon’s entrance. His booted feet rapidly devoured the distance as he leaned on his stats to carry him swiftly forwards. The wind blew across his face, bringing with it the combined scents of pollen and animal fear. The wild creatures of the foothills scattered well in advance of his arrival, thanks to his wide aura that warned any and all creatures that a dragon was fast approaching.

Unlike most dungeons in these parts, the opening was not another sinkhole or fissure in the earth. Instead, this one featured a large set of double stone doors built directly into the side of a sandy hill. The doors in question slowly ground to a close as he approached, and Typhoeus couldn’t help but smile at that; while the dungeon may have been keen to recruit him, it was abundantly clear to him that its current occupants were not. He inspected the large doors for any clues about the dungeon’s mysterious residents, and he was able to tell from the inscriptions carved into them, along with the pungent smell, that it was a ratling dungeon. While it wasn’t what he was looking for, it could still be of use to him. Ratlings were not known for breeding animals, but they were nothing if not industrious, and he was sure he could get them to the negotiating table with a sufficient show of force.

He traced his fingertips slowly over the carving of a giant, tusked ratling that dominated the set of doors. It was a pretty picture—fearsome, even. The construction was clearly designed to scare away potential invaders, but last time he checked, ratlings lacked tusks and weren’t 15 feet tall. So he took the carving for what it was, an example of the ratlings’ expertise with stonecutting, and moved on. The only challenge that the dungeon posed to him was in getting what he wanted from within without letting his Warcaster level creep past 15. He quickly checked his mana and waited patiently for his pool to refill before he once again began weaving protective spells around himself while he prepared to conquer the dungeon.

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 410/410

SP: 410/410

MP: 5120/5120

Strength: 41

Dexterity: 41

Vitality: 41

Intelligence: 128

Willpower: 126

Charisma: 85

Class: Warcaster - Level 15

Warcaster’s Abjuration - Level 15

Warcaster’s Empowerment - Level 15

Warcaster’s Reservoir - Level 15

He hardened his aura, fuelling the change with the 150 mana and health he had stored in it earlier courtesy of [Warcaster’s Reservoir] and [Warcaster’s Empowerment]. It wasn’t a lot of mana, but with his high stats empowering his fourth tier aura skill, it would be more than enough to stop dead any potential attack he could realistically expect to receive inside the dungeon. As his skills synergised together, his aura coalesced into a set of overlapping scales made of golden light that superimposed themselves over his skin. His hardened aura appeared as a glowing suit of sleek, form-fitting armour while he focused his attention elsewhere; then he wove his mana into a spell to crack open the thick doors of the dungeon.

Fire and force. They were the two aspects that every Sovereign Dragon shared. When he worked them into his skills and spells, the effect was significantly stronger than it would have been otherwise, with a reduced cost in mana, stamina, and general mental fatigue. The opposite was true with ice and soul magic, but he had hardly any uses for those types of spells, so it was no great loss. To open the dungeon’s doors, his spell made use of both of his aspects, and while the fire was entirely unnecessary for battering down the door, he wanted to be sure to leave an impression.

He carefully siphoned off some mana from his well, twisting and contorting it into the conical shape his spell demanded, funneling his mana through the rune for impact, and convincing Creation itself to lend his spell a weight and mass that would translate into increased devastation when it finally hit his target.

He raised his hand to finish casting his spell, and then after thinking better of it, he decided to fall back a few hundred feet before finally releasing it. To call it a complex spell would be a lie, but there came a point when a manabolt was so sufficiently large it really deserved a new name of its own. Regardless, the overstuffed manabolt slowly roared through the air, bleeding off excess energy with a long trail of golden flames that glassed the sandy soil and scorched the air with its passage. It hit the stone doors slightly off-centre, the spell immediately discharging its payload of 500 mana with a colossal explosion and instantly vaporising the doors. When the dust subsided there was only a large, flaming crater remaining in the side of the hill.

Typhoeus slowly climbed back to his feet, the shockwave from the blast having knocked him down and showered him in a fine spray of hot, sizzling soil. He marched forwards, then staggered slightly when whatever caused the ringing in his ears had also made his balance fail. He very nearly face-planted several times over before he stopped to take several long seconds to breathe through his vertigo. His high vitality quickly repaired his inner ear, and once he was feeling better, he slowly approached the flaming crater.

Not for the first time he wished that his [Alternate Form] had the same resistance to fire that his true body did. The air was scaldingly hot. His feet crunched softly over the blackened, dehydrated earth, which made a noise much akin to powdered snow as it compressed under his weight. He peered through the now-much-expanded dungeon entrance, tasting the mana emanating from within as he looked inside. The hill appeared to be mostly hollow, with thick stone walls separating the chambers inside, which were organised to look like something resembling a fortified gatehouse.

The dragon walked through the burning wreckage, trusting in his reflexes and his magic to keep him safe from harm. He dodged fires and falling chunks of charred stone before eventually finding his way to a spiral staircase leading down deep into the earth. He stepped forwards and over the edge, cooler air rushing up past him and through his hair as gravity seized him and caused him to rapidly descend towards a small circular chamber lined with shadowed alcoves. Each one was carved deep into the rock, decorated with finely worked stone engravings meant to draw the eye away from the looming shadows he had no trouble seeing through. This dungeon core was smart and almost certainly older than most in the area—that, or the ratlings who occupied it were doing an outstanding job at not only pulling their weight when it came to decorative stone cutting but also defensive tactics.

Before Typhoeus’s dainty feet could even touch the floor, a squadron of ratlings attacked. A pair of heavily armoured rat-headed humanoids rushed forth from each alcove, a long polearm held tightly between their gauntleted hands. They swiftly encircled him to cut off his escape, and with a series of well-coordinated stabs, two dozen wickedly curving halberds slammed into a hastily cast barrier of golden light that surrounded him. He studied the ratlings carefully from behind his arcane shelter as they repeatedly tried stabbing again and again, the pointed blades of their polearms scoring bright golden sparks and costing him a small trickle of mana with each impact.

Fully enclosed in heavy-looking platemail, the ratlings could have passed for humans—if not for the system telling him otherwise and their terrible posture indicative of their forward-curving spines. Typhoeus’s attackers were large for ratlings, hulking brutes one and all that towered over his five-foot-nothing, and they moved and attacked with a regimented precision that he had not expected to see from members of their species. Even more surprising was the armour that they were all wearing: over twenty full suits of high-grade mana-saturated steel plate, stamped here and there with a smattering of runic reinforcements. The craftsmanship and metal quality was significantly better than what he’d seen most bronze-rank adventurers typically wear. If it wasn’t all clearly designed to accommodate the postures and cranial structures of ratlings, he would already be plotting how to resell it back in Rhelea.

The ambush was surprisingly smart, and if it wasn’t for him being over a hundred and fifty levels their senior, it likely would have worked. With his two-rank advantage on the creatures, their best attempts to kill him were little more than an annoying drain on his mana. So long as he resisted the urge for a mid-battle nap, he was perfectly safe. He took the time to look deep into their eyes, past their sculpted steel faceplates of snarling rat faces, and he wondered if they were slaves to the dungeon or just extremely well trained. They hadn’t hesitated to attack him after his sudden arrival, nor had they been fazed by how ineffectual their attacks were against his defences, so he was tempted to think the former, but with ratlings it was always hard to tell. Judging from the soldiers still trying to kill him, Typhoeus had to admit that while it may have been unpalatable to his dragon sensibilities, their rigid caste society really was very effective in breeding highly regimented dungeon fodder.

He quickly assessed them all, looking for nonlethal weak points in their well-forged armour as he wove his mana into a spell. Another rune sprang to the forefront of his mind and empowered his working further, and then he unleashed a barrage of thin golden lances, each one passing seamlessly through his barrier and striking a ratling in each knee. Bone, fur, muscle, and steel were ripped apart in an instant—one and all they awkwardly splayed out onto the ground. Blessedly, there were no kill notifications from the System, and with all the ratlings now incapacitated, he dropped his barrier. Trying his best not to let his mind linger on how they were screaming and writhing in pain, he carefully stepped over the suffering creatures and made his way out of the chamber.

There was exactly one way forwards from the welcoming committee at the foot of the stairs, and as soon as Typhoeus opened the door leading out from the room, he was rewarded with a ballista bolt slamming into the hardened scales of his aura. The impact of the fast-moving spear depleted the mana in his aura’s reservoir by nearly half, glancing off his golden scales and ricocheting into the room behind him before piercing a fallen ratling—he cringed at the wet squelch and scream of pain.

Looking up from his knees, he could see at the end of the long narrow hallway a crew of four ratlings frantically reloading the large siege weapon. He climbed back to his feet and watched how the panic grew in their eyes as he began to slowly approach them. When he was almost halfway there, the lead ratling, who was a darker shade of brown than the others, squeaked in triumph as they carefully aimed the now-reloaded weapon right at him.

Typhoeus watched as the darker-furred ratling pulled the short lever that would launch the eight-foot-long spear directly at him, and he couldn’t help but laugh when the bolt failed to leave the ballista at all. The ratlings frantically began swarming around the engine as they looked for the elusive fault in the massive weapon, eventually finding the small band of golden light holding the oversized bowstrings under tension. They looked over at him, resplendent in his shimmering scales of mana-infused aura, and then past him into the room where anguished screams of pain still sounded, and promptly fled, clearly deciding discretion was the better part of valour.

He let them go, and their scaly tails quickly disappeared around a corner as he took his time to inspect the craftsmanship of the abandoned weapon. It wasn’t much to look at, really, an oversized crank crossbow about the size of a small wagon, with sturdy iron-rimmed wheels to allow for it to be more easily transported over rugged terrain. The weapon was well made, without any apparent faults or artistic flair, and it even had a few discreetly stamped runes along the frame, ensuring that the whole thing would hold together despite the strings being kept under ridiculously high tensions. Altogether, it was a pretty nasty-looking weapon that bore all the signs of being mass-produced. When taken into account how abnormally well-armed and armoured the ratlings in the previous room were, he would bet his hoard that the furry little creatures were up to something.

The ballista was at the centre of a ‘T’ intersection, and Typhoeus picked his next direction more or less at rando. He took the left turn and carefully followed in the exact footsteps of the ratlings who had fled before him, as he was wary of setting off any hidden traps. The hall had no adjoining doors, but it soon made a right turn, leading to a narrow bridge that spanned a deep chasm separating the portion of the dungeon he had already explored from what looked to be a wide fortress wall complete with a large, sturdy-looking gate. There was another bridge and gate several hundred feet down the wall, likely where he would have ended up had he made the other turn, but both paths had to cross the same chasm in full view of the defenders behind the fortified wall.

He stepped onto the narrow bridge, and was unsurprised when a barrage of arrows and spellfire streamed through the narrow arrow-slit windows studding the length of the fortifications. Individually the attacks were not particularly impressive. His level gap made him exponentially more powerful than them, so it was quite alarming to see how quickly they were whittling down his armoured aura. Deciding he was unwilling to spend any more mana than he had to, he raced across the bridge while pumping his strength and dexterity stats as high as his human body could handle. His muscles thrummed painfully with barely contained power as he shoulder checked the barred gate at speed. The iron hinges squealed as they were ripped off their hinges, and the doors flew back into the courtyard behind them, pulping the front ranks of ratling defenders who were standing by at the ready.

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 47 Warrior Caste Ratling // level 31 Dungeon Defender, experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 45 Warrior Caste Ratling // level 30 Dungeon Defender, experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 44 Warrior Caste Ratling // level 28 Dungeon Defender, experience is awarded.*

 . . .

*Congratulations, you have reached Warcaster level 16.*

*Congratulations, you have reached Warcaster level 17.*

 . . .

*Congratulations, you have received enough experience to reach Warcaster level 20. You must now rank up your Warcaster class before you can absorb any more experience.*

“Fuck,” he said to no one in particular, chastising himself. He hadn’t wanted to level at all on this excursion. On the upside, he could now kill as many of them as he wanted to without the fear of getting any further ahead of Arilla. However, that good news was tempered by how he was now going to have to divulge the entirety of this trip to her. She was unlikely to accept that his level just happened to increase by 5 during an ‘uneventful’ hunting trip.

He looked over at the disordered ranks of ratling soldiers, who were still reeling in shock from the wooden gates suddenly being sent like twin missiles into their formation, and he noticed how a taller ratling with a decorative helm featuring a large pair of tusks was yelling at them from the rear and trying to get them back into position.

“Leadership caste,” Typhoeus said to himself.

There was only a moment’s hesitation before they all as one locked eyes on him. His low level likely gave them back some of their confidence, despite his obvious power, and they began marching forwards in unison to the beat of a loud drum, stepping over their own dead and dying.

He was standing at the entrance to a large, open courtyard that looked up at three levels of the fort. The roof of the dungeon up high above mimicked that of a bright night’s sky, and shining gemstones embedded in the ceiling served as faux stars. On the second and third floors, crossbowmen and mages both rushed to fill wide balconies. As soon as they were in position and poised to rain death and destruction down upon Typhoeus, a mass of steel-clad soldiers revealed themselves on the first floor and rushed forwards behind a literal wall of rune-etched tower shields and bristling halberds.

As fun as tearing his way through their numbers would be, it wasn’t what he had come here for, and killing them all would only hurt him in the long run. He dropped his aura and took a step forwards. His form momentarily blurred, his bloodstained dress ripped along every seam, as he was blissfully released from the constraining flesh of Typh, and Typhoeus the 20-foot-tall 110-foot-long Sovereign Dragon, charged into the mass of swarming ratlings.
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The ratling retreat was as instantaneous as it was complete. Squeaking screams of panic drowned out all other calls for order. Steel blades and arrows continued to skitter off his thick scales harmlessly as Typhoeus forced his way through their ranks. The humanoid creatures were unable to get out of his way fast enough, and their orderly formation worked against them; only the soldiers along the edges could effectively flee, while the others were too tightly packed against their neighbours to escape the dragon now barreling towards them.

The courtyard, though large, suddenly seemed a lot smaller now that there was a huge dragon forcing its way through the mass of ratling soldiers. Each one of Typhoeus’s bounding steps knocking ratlings prone or sending them flying into ranks of their comrades.

It was times like this that Typhoeus realised how large he truly was; while he was tiny by dragon standards, in comparison to a ratling or a human he was utterly immense. A literal behemoth wading through a sea of ants. And while he was trying not to inflict too many casualties, he wasn’t trying that hard—more than a few of the creatures wouldn’t be picking themselves up again.

The tall, helmeted ratling who had been frantically barking orders was trying desperately to stall the rout, which delayed its horrified realization that Typhoeus had singled it out from among the many panicked enemies. It screamed in terror as he knocked it onto its back, Typhoeus’s powerful forelimb pressed down on the creature’s puny chest while his claws tore large rents into the thick steel of its runic breastplate.

“I would like to negotiate a truce,” Typhoeus said, smiling in the predatory way that only dragons can.


Chapter 31

Rats

“And this is the foundry,” Halith said, the ratling woman gesturing to the wide room filled floor to ceiling with furnaces, crucibles, and countless barrels and pallets of unrefined ores, powdered charcoal, and gleaming ingots of freshly skill-forged metals.

The sheer quantity of mana-saturated steel that was being produced in this one room alone was staggering. Even though it was just a paltry base metal, the abundance of it was enough to set Typhoeus’s heart racing with delight, and his draconic instincts revelled in being surrounded by so much newly made steel. While his dragon sensibilities were overjoyed by being in the foundry, the oppressive heat was almost unbearable for his feeble human body. Even with his relatively high vitality score, he felt the urge to either retreat from the room or to turn back into a dragon. His perpetual gripe about his lack of a fire-resistance skill grew with every passing second he spent in the torturously hot foundry.

All around him, ratling smiths scurried through the large chamber, their beady eyes and flammable fur protected by the cumbersome leather bodysuits that were stamped with a winding runic script. Not even his notable presence was enough to distract the dedicated ratling smelters from their duties. They were all so engrossed in their work that he would have suspected they were dungeon thralls if not for Halith’s repeated assurances to the contrary.

“And all this comes from the dungeon?” Typhoeus asked, holding up an irregular chunk of iron ore to the light.

“The powdered charcoal does, but we mine the iron and other metals ourselves,” Halith said, rubbing her hands together nervously. Typhoeus made a show of pretending to be unbothered by the heat, his ruse spoiled somewhat by how his long hair had instantly devolved into a tangled, frizzy mess. “Of course, the dungeon guides us towards the best veins and does most of the excavating,” Halith added hastily, then looked up as if she knew it was listening in on their conversation.

Typhoeus had always been well aware these sort of arrangements existed, but to see one up close and personal was another thing entirely. The dungeons that Sovereign Dragons claimed as their own were largely left to their own devices, to be occasionally threatened or bribed into producing an esoteric piece of sculpted gold or silver once the core was old enough to survive the expenditure. A dungeon proactively arming its occupants like this one was, and not even attempting its residents will was worrying, harkening back to an unpleasant precedent which he would really rather not think about.

“I see, this is very impressive. Can you show me to your smiths?” Typhoeus asked, careful not to stress the fragile veneer of politeness that separated his requests from demands.

“Of course, Lord Sovereign,” Halith said, curtsying deeply. The flowing fabrics of her long dress tented outwards as she bent down low on her digitigrade legs. The differences between her form and the one he had adopted were highlighted by how her large, furred body contorted itself in an attempt to perform a more human gesture of submission.

The ratlings had been unfailingly courteous to him since he had forced them to the negotiating table, Halith especially so. Now shed of her tusked helmet and steel breastplate, she was a remarkably helpful guide. No doubt her absolute terror fueled her near-infinite patience, and she graciously indulged him in whatever flights of fancy struck him during his extended tour of the dungeon.

Halith was leadership caste, which strongly implied she was a mage of some sort, not that Typhoeus could tell. Either the woman was a true expert with her aura control, or she barely had any mana to speak of, as not even a wisp of the stuff leaked from her body. Neither option would have surprised him, since he was coming to learn that this dungeon and its occupants were very aberrant by modern standards. The dungeon core, having devoted itself fully into preparing the ratlings inside for war, was behind the sturdy fortifications Typhoeus had so easily breached. Every square inch of space had been given over to the mass manufacturing of weapons, armour, and the training of soldiers for a cause that he was sure he could guess.

“The Great Wards are failing,” Halith said, stone-faced, as if the mere idea made her uncomfortable. Given her limited perspective, it was understandable.

“The wards are always failing. It’s what they do, and the humans don’t exactly help; breaking things they don’t understand. It’s what they do best,” Typhoeus said dismissively.

“Then you see the need for this, for the coming war.”

“I don’t. The elder council will repair the wards, as they always have done in the past. Your dungeon core is just doing what all cores do and flailing for relevance. This war of yours is only going to get you all killed.”

“So you won’t be joining us? The core is insistent that we ask for your aid. You could make all the difference—thousands of lives could be saved,” she said, her insistent pleas giving him pause, but likely not for the reasons that she hoped.

“I’m a Sovereign Dragon, Halith. I don’t join, I lead.”

“Then lead us. We’re desperate, and we’re running out of time,”

“No, I will not, and what did you mean when you said ‘thousands’? I’ve seen your living quarters, there can’t be that many of you in this dungeon,” Typhoeus asked warily. The quiet pit of dread he had been doing his best to ignore for years now, threatened to grow in response to her words as the ratling’s conviction almost made him doubt.

“There are not, but this is not the only dungeon preparing for the end times. The wards will fail if we do nothing. The cores are insistent—all of them are. If we are to survive, then the humans must die before the wards are irrevocably shattered. It is regrettable, but it is the only way,” she said solemnly. Her beady eyes were unflinching as she met his gaze and proposed what was little more than a pre-emptive genocide.

“Trust me on this, my species’ ancestral memories are a lot less ambiguous than yours. The wards may wane, but they will not fail,” Typhoeus said, his growing annoyance from repeating himself creeping for the first time into his voice.

“Of course, Lord Sovereign,” Halith said, flinching back from his raised tone. “But answer me this: have the wards ever been so weak? If there is nothing to worry about, then why do you insist on talking to me when the core could explain it so much more clearly.”

“The wards will hold, and I am talking to you because I’m tired of hearing lumps of crystal whisper directly into my brain,” he snarled, momentarily forgetting himself as Halith cowered from him, the poor woman squeaking involuntarily in response to his brief lapse.

He kept forgetting how her fear translated into subservience, and as annoying as her meekness was, he couldn’t blame her for it. The few times in his own life that he had been so completely and utterly overpowered had left a lasting impression. The ghostly sensation of his missing wings itched at the mere thought of how they had once been broken by his sisters. He knew he should have asked for another guide, someone who wouldn’t cower whenever he raised his voice, but the delightful scent of her barely controlled terror was truly a thing to behold—even if it did make his stomach rumble in anticipation of a meal it was highly unlikely to ever receive.

“Is this it?” he asked as they finally came to a stop outside another large door where the hammering of metal on metal could clearly be heard echoing through the thick wooden door.

“Yes, the forgemasters are through here,” she said, recovering quickly as she opened the door behind her and revealed the interior of another large room. This one was filled with ratling smiths and their freshly forged products.

Typhoeus found himself actively salivating as soon as he entered the forgemaster’s hall. The stimulation of so much skill-forged steel caused his already grumbling stomach to roar with a possessive hunger new to him in his human form. His eyes practically lit up when he surveyed the myriad of possibilities that he was seeing arrayed before him. Halith led him slowly through the blessedly cooler room, where metal ingots were heated up before being beaten into shape. A veritable armoury’s worth of spearheads, swords, and pieces of thick plate armour were stacked in neat rows and waiting to be stamped with runes before being distributed to the ratling soldiers who lived elsewhere in the dungeon. Although, if Halith was to be believed, many of these pieces were destined to be traded elsewhere in exchange for political favours and other war materials. Here and there a few pieces caught his eye, but what really drew his attention were the blacksmiths themselves and the quality of the metal on display.

“I think I’m going to need to make a small amendment to our deal,” Typhoeus said. “And someone for me to eat,” he added almost as an afterthought, his stomach gently rumbling in appreciation of his efforts.

* * *

Hours later, he was well fed and seated on a small velvet cushion that was doing a piss poor job of protecting his delicate buttocks as he rode a cart back from the dungeon towards his camp. The heavy, four-wheeled vehicle was pulled by a team of six large dire rats, each one blinkered and about the size of a large pony. Typhoeus had been assured by Halith that they were tame enough not to bite, but he barely trusted the ratling woman to hold up her end of the deal, let alone with Arilla’s safety. He had already decided that he would do his best to keep the large beasts away from his warrior, unless she decided she wanted to try her luck against them in the pit. But for now, he finally had a moment’s peace, and he decided that it was as good a time as any to rank up his Warcaster class.

*Congratulations, you have reached level 20. You must now rank up your Warcaster class before you can accrue any more experience.

Warcaster - You have proven to be highly skilled at causing great destruction with arcane magics. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your offensive spells.

+2 Vit, +2 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Mage] tagged.

Will become:

Abjuration Specialist - You have proven your skill with barriers and wards. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your defensive magics.

+2 Vit, +3 Int, +2 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Mage] tagged.

Penitent Magus - You have shown your willingness to sacrifice your own flesh to help others. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your magic by taking on the pains of others.

+4 Vit, +2 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Healer] tagged.

Artillery Mage - You have caused great destruction with the simplest of magical spells. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your ability to commit wholesale carnage with your ranged spells.

+2 Vit, +4 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Mage] tagged.

Offence, defence, and some form of masochistic healing. While it was interesting that he was being offered a healer-tagged class, it wasn’t a difficult choice for Typhoeus to make—he once again pushed his class down the path of more destructive power. His second class was finally starting to get interesting, and he relished the euphoric feeling of having such a significant increase to his intelligence applied retroactively. Given his already high mental scores, a further 10 intelligence applied all at once was an intense change; he felt his thoughts speed up all at once as the System made its changes to his mind.

Name: Typhoeus

Species: Sovereign Dragon (True)

Age: 54

HP: 4890/4890

SP: 4890/4890

MP: 5032/5140

Strength: 120

Dexterity: 80

Vitality: 93

Intelligence: 140

Willpower: 127

Charisma: 86

Free Stats: 3

Class: Young Adult Sovereign Dragon - Level 199*

Sovereign’s Arcana - Level 193

Sovereign’s Aura - Level 194

Sovereign’s Body - Level 199

Sovereign’s Breath - Level 186

Sovereign’s Perception - Level 176

Alternate Form - Level 41

Class: Artillery Mage - Level 20

Warcaster’s Abjuration - Level 15

Warcaster’s Empowerment - Level 15

Warcaster’s Reservoir - Level 15

Unassigned Ability x1

Traits: Runt

For a level 20 mage, his stats were ungodly, but for someone stuck at the cusp of fifth tier, he knew that he was far more balanced than a human mage usually would be. His species class attribute distribution was much more well rounded than his mage class, likely due to the differing intents of their respective authors. While that was all well and good in his real body, as a human the defensive benefits of a high strength score were much less pronounced without a skill to round them out. Having stronger skin was significantly less useful than sturdy scales or even a simple leather shirt. Already his new Artillery Mage class gave him twice the intelligence attributes at every 5-level interval than his much higher ranked species class did, and that would only continue to become more skewed in favour of his mental attributes as it continued to grow through the different ranks.

Now, he had a new skill to pick and three others to rank up, and the anticipation of his increasing power brought an eager smile to his face.

*You have one unassigned class skill.

Choose once from the listed abilities below:

Artillerist’s Barrage - This skill reduces the casting time for subsequent uses of the same offensive spell. This ability’s skill level is added to your intelligence score for the purposes of calculating the repeated spell’s casting time. This effect stacks with itself up to this skill’s rank.

Artillerist’s Spread - This skill increases the impact radius of your area-of-effect spells that deal direct damage by this skill’s level in feet.

Artillerist’s Guidance - This skill provides a limited guidance and scrying effect for spells fired at parabolic arcs, provided the destination falls within (intelligence + skill level) * 10 feet.

[Artillerist’s Barrage] was tempting; while he could already cast a simple manabolt faster than he wanted them, the ability to replicate the same feat for much-more-complex spells was appealing. [Artillerist’s Spread] was less so, as he rarely used such wide-impact spells, and picking that skill would only serve to make it much more challenging to continue fighting alongside Arilla without risking catching her in the blast. Of the three, [Artillerist’s Guidance] was the most appealing, not so much for the guidance effect, but for the scrying. He’d always had trouble with that versatile form of magic. While it seemed like it wouldn’t let him see at great distances without first committing to blowing something up, he knew that these skills were just a starting point, and this was one he was more than happy to work with.

Typhoeus activated the skill as soon as he selected it, then frowned. His normal manabolts moved so quickly to their target and their trajectory followed so close to a straight line that he struggled to see the point of the guidance effect at first. It wasn’t until he fed the spell construct with so much mana that it was bloated and unwieldy that he finally saw the benefit of a parabolic arc appearing in his vision. He had a range of nearly one and a half thousand feet with [Artillerist’s Guidance], and the skill superimposed a golden dashed line in his vision that wavered with multiple influences: the blowing of the wind, where he positioned his extended arm, and how much mana he pushed into the different parts of the spell construct. Most impressive of all was how he could see a shifting patch of dirt in his mind’s eye, which he instinctively knew was the target of the missile he had just formed.

He released his hold on the spell and watched as the unsteady mass of mana roared through the blue sky, scaring the shit out of the dire rats that pulled his wagon across the uneven terrain of the foothills. The poor animals screeched in fear and strained frantically against the reins in a desperate bid to escape the unsettling sound of the spell. Their combined efforts were ultimately rewarded with a firm yank from Typhoeus’s mana-infused arms.

He turned his attention away from the beleaguered draft animals and watched as the spell trailed along the glowing arc in his vision, following his skill’s guidance almost perfectly. The slight delay in the spell being released had allowed for the wind conditions to subtly shift and divert the bloated missile from its predicted path. Seconds later, the patch of dirt targeted in his mind’s eye exploded in a cloud of fire and soil when the overstuffed mana bolt hit the ground at speed, and his mind lit up with messages from the System.

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Guidance has reached level 2.*

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Guidance has reached level 3.*

He smiled as the sound of the explosion reached him just over a second later, and the notifications gave him all the incentive he needed to begin shelling the beleaguered patch of dirt from a distance. The dire rats squeaked together in a chorus of terror as his skills steadily ticked through the levels, and one by one he brought them to the next rank.

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Guidance has reached level 5. You must rank up the skill to progress it further.*

Artillerist’s Guidance - This skill provides a limited guidance and scrying effect for spells fired in parabolic arcs provided the destination falls within (intelligence + skill level) * 10 feet.

Choose once from the list of modifications:

Course Correction - This modification allows your spells to more closely follow their predicted path, regardless of weather or other unfavourable conditions. Correction effect is limited to 0.1 degrees per skill level per foot travelled.

Expanded Observation - The modification allows the scrying effect to be expanded to include all active offensive spells or mana constructs that do not have their own velocity. The number of simultaneously observed locations is limited to this skill’s rank.

Remote Shelling - This modification allows for an item to be designated as a focus along with a direction. So long as the focus remains within range (skill level * 10 feet), you may cast spells originating from the focus in the preassigned direction. The number of simultaneously active foci are limited to the rank of this skill.

[Expanded Observation] and [Remote Shelling] were both tempting, but Typhoeus was self-aware enough to know he’d never been good at forward planning, and he could tell immediately that those modifications would best serve someone else who was. He eventually chose [Course Correction], as, it seemed to be the most immediately useful one to him: something versatile that didn’t require drastic shifts to how he lived and fought. While he usually favoured casting small, fast-moving spells, he knew that he would actually be more inclined to use larger, slower spells if he was more confident that they would actually be able to hit their target.

Artillerist’s Guidance - This skill provides limited course correction, guidance, and scrying effect for spells fired in parabolic arcs, provided the destination falls within (intelligence + skill level) * 10 feet. Course correction is limited to 0.1 degrees per skill level for every foot travelled.

 . . .

*Congratulations, Warcaster’s Empowerment has reached level 20. You must rank up the skill to progress it further.*

Warcaster’s Empowerment - This skill allows you to expend an equal amount of health and mana in order to add this skill’s level to your effective intelligence score for determining the potency and finesse of any magical effects you create. Additionally, while your mana is full, your mana regeneration will instead regenerate your health. The bonus added by this skill is capped by your vitality score.

Choose once from the list of modifications:

Arcane Payload - This modification grants each spell with a moving payload a secondary mana reserve equal to 1/10th of the mana cost of the original spell. This mana reserve can be used to power spell constructs, which will be discharged on impact.

Dragon’s Fire - This modification grants each spell with a moving payload an incendiary effect derived from the Sovereign’s Breath skill with a mana spend equal to 1/10th of what is spent on the original spell.

Improved Inertia - This modification grants each spell with a moving payload a mass of 0.1 ounces per skill level without altering the mana required to move the payload, its speed, or its size.

[Arcane Payload] was the smartest choice by far. It was the most versatile option, and it gave him a serious increase in his offensive power that would be virtually impossible to completely mitigate. However, [Dragon’s Fire] and [Improved Inertia] related to his innate aspects, so those options resonated strongly with his draconic psyche. The former of the two granted him roundabout access to his [Sovereign’s Breath] skill, which was still locked away by his [Alternate Form]. It wasn’t the smart choice, however, as his species class skill required significant amounts of mana to work effectively, but even tangentially being able to breathe fire again was something he wasn’t sure he could resist.

Warcaster’s Empowerment level 20 is now Artillerist’s Empowerment level 20.

Artillerist’s Empowerment - This skill allows you to expend an equal amount of health and mana in order to add this skill’s level to your effective intelligence score for determining the potency and finesse of any magical effects you create. If this effect includes a moving payload, upon impact Sovereign’s Breath will affect the target with a mana spend equal to 1/10th of the original spell’s cost. Additionally, while your mana is full, your mana regeneration will instead regenerate your health. The bonus added by this skill is capped by your vitality score.

 . . .

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Guidance has reached level 20. You must rank up the skill to progress it further.*

Artillerist’s Guidance - This skill provides limited course correction, guidance, and a scrying window for spells fired in parabolic arcs provided the destination falls within (intelligence + skill level) * 10 feet. Course correction is limited to 0.1 degrees per skill level for every foot travelled.

Choose once from the list of modifications:

Delayed Strike - This modification allows you to pause spells in flight along their projected path and resume them at your command. The number of simultaneously paused projectiles is limited by this skill’s rank.

Guided Strike - This modification allows for the predictive arc to be directly altered by the caster up to the limits of the course correction’s angle.

Increased Range - This modification increases the range of this skill to (intelligence + skill level) * 100 feet.

He quickly doubled down on his predictive arc and chose [Guided Strike].

Artillerist’s Guidance - This skill provides limited course correction, guidance, and a scrying window for all spells fired up to a range determined by (intelligence + skill level) * 10 feet. Course correction is limited to 0.1 degrees per skill level for every foot travelled.

Satisfied with his choices, he went to cast one more spell to test out the limits of his new skill and its modifications, but when he saw the lumpy crater that used to be the flat patch of dirt in the distance, he realised he may have overdone it. The dire rats were frothing at the mouth in fear, and the reins that tied them to the wagon creaked audibly as they struggled to get away from him and the spells he had cast. He made some soothing noises, but the creatures didn’t calm down in the slightest—so instead he flared his aura at them, filling it with a placating calmness that stifled their shrill squeaks and very nearly put them all to sleep.

Typhoeus still had two more skills to rank up, but he could do those later back at camp, since neither of them required large explosions or targets to practice against. The dire rats—who were now a little too calm if anything—made poor time pulling the heavy cart through the hills, and it took him a few hours to reach the wardposts that marked the edge of his camp.

He breathed a deep lungful of air once he had crossed the magical threshold, enjoying the familiar scents that made his temporary home his. A smile made its way to his lips when he saw Arilla; she made her way out from inside their mud hut, her arms crossed over her chest as she looked up at him, and then his dire rat drawn wagon with a mixture of surprise and then obvious disapproval.

“Shit,” Typhoeus said.


Chapter 32

Revelations

“If you hadn’t come back with fresh underwear, I swear to the Gods, both above and below, that I would be even more pissed off with you,” Arilla said coldly as she tugged on a fresh pair up her athletic legs.

“I’m glad you approve,” Typhoeus said with a wry smile, casually enjoying the sight of her getting changed in front of him.

“Don’t be cute. You still need to explain where you’ve been, how you got all of this stuff, and why you gained 5 levels in a single day,” she said curtly, though her stern stance was undermined somewhat by her temporary lack of trousers.

“Right, right. Uhm . . . This was all a gift,” he said, gesturing to the large dire-rat-drawn wagon laden down with assorted furniture, clothing, packaged foods, and wooden casks of wine and cheap whisky.

“So you were just out roaming the monster-infested wilderness and just happened to stumble upon a merchant, who just happened to have a spare wagon full of clothes in our sizes, not to mention our favourite foods and a small cellar’s worth of booze, and he was like, ‘Here you go, strange mage lady, no charge. Feel free to keep the wagon too. Also, it’s pulled by horrifying rat monsters rather than horses, but don’t worry about that.’ Is that what you’re trying to tell me?” she asked incredulously.

“Would you believe me if I told you yes?” he asked, only half-joking.

“No,” she said, and her hazel eyes levelled him with a cautionary glare.

“Okay, right. So I went hunting for a dungeon which would have monsters in your level range,” he began, rubbing the back of his head awkwardly as he wilted beneath her gaze.

“I’m with you so far.”

“And I encountered this settlement of . . . people living inside of a dungeon a few hours away from here,” he said, bracing himself for her predictable reaction.

“Wait? What! People don’t live inside dungeons!” she blurted out, completely losing her composure.

“Please don’t interrupt. So anyway, they were initially quite hostile, and things got a little out of hand, hence the levels, but we eventually worked things out, and they agreed to give us some gifts and to provide us with the ‘monsters’ you need to get to 20.”

“Typh, did you extort these people?”

“Uhm, technically I think it was more of a bribe. They want my help to attack Rhelea, but I flat out refused, so don’t worry about that,” Typhoeus said nonchalantly.

“They’re going to attack Rhelea?!” Arilla yelled, her eyes widening in alarm.

“Eventually, but I wouldn’t worry, they have barely a handful of people above pewter and none above bronze. When they try, they’ll be wiped out in an afternoon,” he said, waving a dismissive hand through the air.

“That’s awful. This is . . . a lot to get through. You know that, right? I don’t even know where to start,” she said, resting her head in her hands as she tried to think.

“We could just wear the clothes, eat the food, and let someone else deal with it,” he suggested hopefully.

“But you said they’d all die.”

“Almost certainly.”

“Then I feel like we have to save them. Can’t you get them to call off the attack?”

“No. I could kill them all, if you’re worried about the people living in Rhelea, but I’d rather not if that’s alright. Also, I’m not just saying that because they’re offering to do the heavy lifting when it comes to rounding up the monsters for your pit fights.”

“I just can’t get over the fact that there are human beings living in a dungeon. Did the dungeon twist them somehow? Make them want to kill other humans? Wait, what’s wrong?” Arilla asked after seeing Typhoeus’s look.

“I didn’t say they were humans. I said people,” he said letting that sink in as a knot of worry twisted and turned in his stomach. “The dungeon is full of ratlings. Remember them? You killed one on the way to the newbie dungeon,” Typhoeus said, taking the plunge. He was well aware of Arilla’s stance on this, but time was running out; if they were to ever have a future together, then getting her to accept that the ratlings could be both nonhumans and people was the easiest first step he could think of.

“What are you talking about? Ratlings are soulless monsters, unthinking things. They’re not people,” she said, her ignorant statement making him wince despite his best efforts as she made her depressingly predictable response.

“You tell that to the men and women who made all of that clothing in your size. I’ve yet to meet an ‘unthinking thing’ with the tailor class,” he said.

“I don’t understand what you’re saying. Are you trying to tell me you actually talked to ratlings and got them to make you clothes?” she asked, her freckled face scrunched up in confusion as she tried to wrap her head around the idea.

“Amongst other things, yes. What? Did you seriously think that they were perfectly capable of forging steel weapons and armour and manufacturing poisons, but were somehow fundamentally incapable of holding a conversation or appreciating the intrinsic value of an underwired bra?” he replied. He placed his hands on his hips and looked at her with all the condescension he could muster.

“. . . Yes?”

“You realise how stupid that sounds, right?”

“No, just . . . no. You’re not turning this around on me, Typh. There are monsters, and then there are humans. Humans who have thoughts, feelings, and souls. Monsters simply don’t. The Gods chose us above all other creatures! Everything else is just a monster, a blight on Creation for us to kill for levels and materials, and to pave the way for humanity to one day rebuild the great kingdoms of old!” she said fervently as if she was reciting something she had long since learnt by rote, her upbringing at the hands of Rhelea’s nuns shining through.

“Do you actually believe any of that? I would have thought that you of all people would know better than to blindly accept what people in authority tell you.”

“I—I . . . Why are you telling me this?”

“You said you didn’t want me to lie to you, and I think you’re ready to see a little bit of what’s behind the curtain. Humanity is not special for any of the reasons you suspect, you have never met a true monster in your life, and you should pray to your Gods that you never do. The things the Guild pays us to kill are just people, animals, and creatures that can sometimes be a little hard to classify, but whatever they may look like, they’re all natural with as much a claim to souls, thoughts, and feelings as humanity has.” He looked at her carefully as he said his piece, watching how she received his words. If she reacted poorly now, then he didn’t know what he would do. Everything he knew about her suggested that she was incredibly open-minded, though he was challenging her fundamental beliefs about Creation, and there was no way to predict how she would respond to that. Still, she had yet to respond with vitriol or bile and instead was silent as she stood there with a thoughtful look on her face.

“I’m . . . not sure I believe you,” she said carefully after some time.

“Well, answer me this, what makes more sense to you? That humanity with all of its flaws and faults are the chosen people destined to rule all of Creation, or that they’re just another species like any other, but one with the unfortunate habit of trying to kill anyone they see as different.”

“If we’re not special, then why isn’t there a human class like there is for everything else?” Arilla asked.

Typhoeus sighed. “There was once, but that’s a long story I don’t want to get into right now.”

“No, Typh, enough of your mysterious bullshit. You can’t just dangle this earth-shattering information in front of my face like this and then say we’ll cover it later. I want answers. Now!” Arilla demanded. She had finally been pushed past her limits by his admittedly persistent habit of vague explanations studded with missing details to be filled in at a nebulous later date. Although in his defence, that was largely to stop her from running away from him screaming in terror.

“Fine, but put some clothes on first. I’m finding it hard to concentrate with you just standing there in your underwear,” he said—she immediately blushed crimson and made a token effort to conceal her bare legs.

* * *

Minutes later, they were both sitting at a small foldout table, complete with cushioned stools and two unstoppered casks, one of wine and the other whisky. Like all of the ratling carpentry Typhoeus had seen so far, it was a well-made little piece of furniture with discreet runes carved into the underside to ward it against warping in the rain and protect it from spills. Typhoeus took his time as he poured himself a large cup of whisky. The amber-coloured liquid rose to meet the brim of his cup, which he then carefully raised to his lips and drank deeply; the harsh burn of the liquor did much to soothe his growing mass of nerves.

“You look lovely; you really should consider wearing dresses more,” Typhoeus said, playing for time as he looked appreciatively at Arilla from across the table.

“Thanks, although I’m still having a hard time believing that a ratling made this,” she said, pulling at the delicate fabric of her red summer dress. The thin rumpled material floated elegantly down her body only to rise up to her knees when she crossed her long legs under the small wooden table. She looked beautiful, her long auburn hair making a rare appearance outside of her usual plaits, where it tumbled down past her shoulders to fall midway up her back. Her round cheekbones, now so much fuller with vitality, made her appear in the prime of her youth, which she probably was. If it wasn’t for the quiet intensity in her eyes, then Typhoeus could kid himself into believing that all was well between them.

“Well, they did. It’s a shame they didn’t have any higher-level tailors; it would have been nice to be a little more creative with my requests,” he said wistfully as he took another deep pull on his cup.

“Typh, you’re stalling,” she said evenly.

“Maybe I am . . .” He sighed, surprising himself by how much comfort he derived from the softer tone of his human voice. He took a breath, and steeled himself before continuing on with his explanation. “Okay, so the thing you need to accept first is that humans have been on Astresia for a very, very long time, and there is a lot of history to skim past.”

“I get that. I’m not an idiot.”

“I know you’re not, but you misunderstand me. I’m not talking about thousands of years ago when King whatever founded Terythia.”

“King Valerian Korinthos broke us free from Epheria during the fall of the Magocracy,” Arilla said all too quickly.

“Really? Regardless, it doesn’t matter. I’m talking about the distant past. Countless tens of thousands of years ago, there was a human empire that spanned almost all of Astresia. Back then, every child was born with the human class, two innate skills at birth. They gained a third during their childhood, a fourth in the cusp of adulthood as they passively levelled to 20, and by the time they died of old age, they would typically be in the low hundreds unless they lived a life of violence.”

“You can’t passively level to a hundred, that’s—”

“You can’t now; this was then. There was still a lot more mana in the air back then. Now please let me continue.”

“One of these two innate skills that every human was born with was an arcana skill. Meaning that every human, regardless of whether they were born in the loftiest castle or the lowest gutter, was able to cast spells, and what grand and terrible spells they were. The things these ancient humans knew made the finest mages of today look like illiterate savages bashing rocks together trying to make fire. Collectively, they were the finest runescribes and enchanters Creation has ever seen. They built the Old Roads that cover this continent, grand cities that even when ruined made Rhelea look like a pigsty, and arcane weapons so terrible that when they were finally used, they cracked the earth and made the sky bleed.”

“Now, these ancient humans were frighteningly powerful, so much so that even the great dragons and Gods of the time feared them, but ultimately they were no different from humans today. They squabbled and fought amongst themselves and raised members of their own up above the rest, creating kings and emperors just as freely as they did slaves and debtors. The only difference was that these humans had already done the impossible, and so when they had a problem with Creation, they changed it.”

“The rulers of the time had a persistent problem, that every human regardless of their status or loyalty had a class, their greatest knights and soldiers would routinely be outlevelled by stubborn farmers or craftsmen who refused to do as they were told. Thinking that they knew better, the kings got together to change the System to better suit their needs. They wanted to strip away the species class in its entirety and replace it with something better, something easier for them to control.”

“The greatest mages that ever lived worked the grandest spell in the history of Creation, carving new arcane runes into our very reality, which they then used to crack the System open like an egg. They buried their hands deep inside its yolk and, as they’d promised their kings, the mages stripped away the human class from their own species and created new ones to fit their needs—king, farmer, peasant, slave, to name but a few.”

“If that was the end of it, then perhaps humans wouldn’t still be so hated by every species that still remembers. But their self-mutliation was not the worst of their meddling. Well aware that they were weakening humanity in a time when they had already burned so many bridges with the other enlightened species, they tweaked the species classes of every other creature as well, putting hard age caps and other restrictions on levelling, consigning countless species to extinction and crippling the growth of those lucky enough to survive the changes. Content with what they had wrought, the mages ended their spell, satisfied in their hubris that all was right and good.”

“Now the human kings finally felt good about their station. The newly created unclassed could be forced to do whatever they wished, since only the kings knew the change was coming and had prepared accordingly. They had stockpiled chained dungeon cores, which they used to hand out the new classes to whom they deemed to be deserving. It was a mockery of the old system where dungeon cores once issued second and third classes as needed to the worthy. Just like now, those in charge hoarded the power of classes, only sharing it with those who swore binding oaths. Anyone who protested was simply killed, the newly unclassed masses unable to go up against the strength of a single high-level knight.”

“And that is why you don’t have a human class. Why no one has it. Humanity is not a chosen-species; your ancient ancestors just mutilated themselves so that they could better manipulate their freshly crippled subjects,” Typhoeus said scathingly. His distaste for what they had done overpowered his ability to remain dispassionate as he finished his tale.

“How do you know any of this?” Arilla asked.

“I—I want to tell you, but now is not the time. I will tell you soon, though I promise . . . but not now,” he said, turning his gaze back to his whisky cup, which he promptly emptied.

“Typh, please just tell me,” she pleaded. Her voice was strained with her need to know everything that was really going on.

“No! I just don’t know how, and I need a little more time,” he said, pulling away from her extended hands as he held his now empty cup to his chest.

There was a long pause between them while Arilla looked at him, and he did his best not to crack under her searching gaze as he turned his empty cup over in his hands again and again.

“Okay. At 20?” she asked, breaking the silence.

“Yeah, as soon as you hit 20, but before you rank up your class, we’ll have ‘the talk’. Trust me when I say there will be no hiding it then, so whether or not I’ve mustered up the courage to tell you, you will know,” he said forlornly. A part of him was already grieving the change in their relationship that was soon to occur.

“Do you think it will be long?” she asked, a mixture of sadness and expectation in her voice.

“What?”

“Getting to 20?”

He shrugged. “Assuming the ratlings hold up their end of the deal, then at the rate you’re going we can probably do it in a week. Maybe even faster if you can keep up this pace without getting injured.”

“A week huh?”

“Yes.”

Neither of them said it, but he knew that it weighed heavily on both of them: what would happen to their relationship when it was finally stripped of all of his lies.

“You know we’re not finished talking about them; I’m grateful that they’re giving us this stuff, but I’m not content to just let a horde of ratlings attack Rhelea, doomed attempt or not,” she said, relaxing back into her chair and then draining her wine cup. “And don’t think I’m blindly accepting what you just told me either. This is a lot to take in, and you’re still not being forthcoming with the details on why I should believe you.”

“I understand,” he said. “We can talk about the ratlings, but what exactly do you suggest we do? They’re from an entirely different culture that rightly views humans as their ancestral enemy. You can’t exactly swan up, tell them you care, and not to attack your home because you’re worried about them.”

“Maybe you’re right, but if they’re looking for humans to attack, why don’t we offer them a better target than a town full of high-leveld adventurers and civilians,” Arilla asked. Her bright smile helped to alleviate his worries about their shared future that had already settled onto his shoulders.

“I’m listening.”


Chapter 33

Visitors

Over the next few days, life settled into a comfortable rhythm for the two of them. Typh would leave their camp soon after sunrise to collect their tithe of suitably levelled monsters from the ratlings, which she would then bring back to their little arena for Arilla to kill. The fights were brutal, far more so than the dire scorpions that had once given her so much trouble, but the lessons she had learned made the increased challenge surmountable. Whether she faced a monstrous version of a lion, snake, dog, or something harder to describe, their limited level severely restricted the extraordinary tricks that they could bring to bear. And no matter how fast or strong the monsters were, at the end of the day they were just more dangerous versions of mundane animals.

She no longer hungered to challenge herself against humanoid monsters. Her revelatory discussion with Typh had made her feel deeply uncomfortable with the thought of hunting creatures for their levels now that she knew they were sapient. Arilla didn’t know whether or not to believe all of what Typh had told her, since the small mage’s words directly contradicted everything that she had been taught to believe from a young age, but damn her if it didn’t all make sense.

If humanity truly was chosen above all other creatures, then why had they suffered so many prolific setbacks as a species? From the rampaging goblin hordes that periodically sacked entire cities, to the routine fall of fortified strongholds like Tralyra, the human race was undeniably on the backfoot, beset on all sides by vicious monsters who seemed to have all the advantages that the unclassed masses simply lacked. The idea that ancient nobles from a time before the class even existed had intentionally stripped away the power that normal people needed to defend themselves, all so that they could rule with unchallenged authority, was something she had no trouble believing. The only fantastical aspect of Typh’s story was in accepting that humanity was once in a powerful enough position to alter the very system itself.

She played with the frilled cuffs of her blouse, the bleached white fabric suddenly feeling tight and constraining as a wave of discomfort started to gnaw at her. The garment looked more like it belonged on a noble rather than a street rat like herself, and her mind momentarily rebelled at her drastically changed station in life. She was so used to being a nobody, a piece of gutter trash that people pretended not to see while they went about their business, that now that she was a ‘someone,‘ she found it hard to believe. Her levels, her gear, her clothes, and even her rich diet of monster meat were all things that she would have once killed for, but after meeting Typh they had all come to her so easily. While she had her suspicions as to why exactly she had caught the strange woman’s eye, it still felt too random—like there was someone else out there more deserving of all the luxuries that the small mage had plied her with.

In her mind, she couldn’t quite reconcile the fact that Typh had coerced a colony of ratlings to come up with, of all things, an entirely new wardrobe for both of them. She had wanted to call it a lie, a tasteless joke—not just because it was hard to believe, but because if it was true, then she was a killer. She knew that adventurers killed people all the time, from slaying bandits on the road to fighting in wars and border skirmishes, but she had always thought that she could stay away from that aspect of the trade, to stay pure, and only wet her blade on the blood of monsters, the unsympathetic enemies that all of humanity shared. Now, though, when she looked back on her hard-fought victories that were until so recently a source of pride and self-confidence, they tasted like ash in her mouth.

She remembered her first real fight, when Typh had called the ogre a child, and she hadn’t even questioned it. Was there a mother out there in mourning because of her? When Typh had told her that goblins got smarter in large groups, she had never asked if their thoughts grew past ways to better kill humans before she’d charged into their village with her hammer held high. But of all her past sins, the ratling was by far the worst. Arilla remembered the thrill of that kill in particular, how much she had delighted in seeing the monster tremble at the mere sight of her, and how the thrum of energy vibrated through her with every perfectly placed step she took as she marched forwards; her class had roared in anticipation of her eventual triumph. She could recall with vivid clarity the feel of resistance as her skill-empowered arm nearly cleaved the poor creature in half with a single swing of her sword. How she had once grinned with self satisfaction as its blood splashed on her face, the taste of iron in her mouth and the euphoric feeling of the experience that flowed into her.

Now, it all just made her feel nauseous. Looking back on it, the creature’s intelligence was obvious and undeniable. Now that she’d met these new ratlings, it was impossible for her to pretend that they didn’t have thoughts and feelings. She had insisted on meeting them despite Typh’s protests that it was too dangerous. She had claimed that the ratlings were too entrenched in their hatred to risk Arilla’s life just by being in their presence, but when she pushed, Typh had yielded as she so often did, leading to a truly anticlimactic meeting. The ratlings in their elegant clothes and intricate armour only had eyes for Typh, a sentiment that she often shared. Aside from a few hate-filled glances, they completely ignored her presence, too intent in proving their utter subservience to Typh as the little mage relayed Arilla’s plan to them.

She hadn’t understood their high-pitched barks or squeaks at all, but from watching them converse with Typh, it was evident that it was a real conversation and not just some skill that allowed her to manipulate the allegedly simple creatures. Sure, they wanted to kill her and everyone she held dear, but it was hard to blame them; the Guild paid good coin for their deaths, or rather there was a standing bounty of a single bronze obol for a severed ratling tail, which in all consideration was a low price for a person’s life. She wanted to be mad at Typh for allowing her to kill so many people in the pursuit of levels and money, but if Typh had told her any earlier, would she have believed the mage? Even now, she had to keep asking herself if she was really allowing herself to accept Typh’s words as the truth.

“You and your,” Arilla said aloud to herself, pausing in her slow walk around the perimeter of the camp, before sighing with dismay as she resumed her restless patrol.

That was the real kicker; Typh had said ‘you’ and ‘your,’ not ‘we’ and ‘our,’ ‘Your’ ancestors, not ‘ours.’ Her scathing tone, her utter conviction when she declared that monsters were obviously people, how she herself claimed to have come from the foothills where no human could possibly survive. The things that she knew and the things that she didn’t, Arilla had missed it at first, and the impossibility of it had dulled her mind to the obvious, but as her mind kept replaying Typh’s words in her head over and over again, she couldn’t help but fixate on those two words. She tried desperately to think about anything else, to drown out these inquisitive thoughts in the depths of her newfound guilt, to focus on the archaic fashion choices of the ratlings, or how, for the first time in her life, her belly was full and her muscles felt strong—anything to distract herself from ‘you’ and ‘your.’

She was so grateful to Typh that it was hard to think negatively of her; that unfulfilled debt made any questioning thoughts or anger feel like a betrayal. And that debt only grew as the terrifying monsters she faced in the pit became increasingly mundane with every passing day. Arilla had slowly come to appreciate how lucky she was for this opportunity. While the risk of death and injury was real, with Typh watching over all of her fights her chances of sustaining any kind of permanent wound was minimal. She was levelling blindingly fast and now that she wasn’t constantly recovering from her wounds, the gap between her class skills and her level shrank more with every passing day. With her rapid level rise, so too had Typh’s apparent anxiety about their future grown. Arilla was level 19 now, and after her last fight against a particularly tenacious twilight hound, she could practically taste 20. Her next level would bring with it an increased rank for her warrior class and whatever further revelations Typh had yet to impart.

Arilla had once thought that her hidden class was one of the forbidden mage classes like necromancer or diabolist, but she could never quite picture Typh messing around with human sacrifices or rotting corpses. Now, her speculations had taken an entirely different direction, and Arilla wasn’t sure if she preferred the thought that Typh might not be completely human over her being some kind of serial murderer. While Arilla had never seen one, stories of monsters that could pass for human, like vampires, lycanthropes, and doppelgangers, were featured in many a bard’s song, despite how fervently the church preached that no such creatures existed.

She frowned at that thought. The church had to know if such things were real, the nobility too, both institutions were simply too old and powerful to be so wrong about something so fundamental. Yet if she allowed herself to believe what Typh had told her, that meant the church had lied. It was another betrayal she could do without, and she wasn’t sure if she preferred Typh’s version of reality, or the idea that her lover was simply wrong and possibly, if not probably, insane.

Either way, Arilla knew that she wouldn’t have to wait for long to find out. Her next fight would push her to 20, and then Typh would finally have to tell her the truth, or Arilla would leave her, an ultimatum that she desperately hoped she wouldn’t be forced to make.

Her thick leather boots squelched loudly along in the fresh mud as she fretted, leaving a long, circular trail of bootprints that she had retrodden countless times while she tried to calm her anxious mind. It had rained heavily in the night, a sure sign that the long summer was finally coming to an end, and what a summer it had been. She was so different now she could barely recognise herself when she looked in the mirror—another decadent luxury that she still had trouble believing she now owned. She brought her hands to her mother’s pendant, finding some comfort in the familiar ritual of tracing the fine grooves on the well-worn copper. She had to be careful now not to squeeze it too hard as with her [Sworn Strength] it was all too possible to deform the soft metal with her bare hands. If her mother were still alive, would she be a proud mother? If her father knew that she was on the cusp of pewter before she was even 19, would he regret abandoning her? Or would all the levels in Creation fail to make up for the fact that she was at best consorting with monsters, and potentially doing far worse.

The air around camp was crisp and clean, a welcome break from the foul smells that tended to linger between the grey stone buildings of Rhelea. There was something about this campsite itself that she found inherently comforting. Typh said it was the wardposts concentrating her mana inside, something that could be dangerous if it was allowed to build up, but Arilla liked to think that it was the memories they had made here together. This place had been their home now for weeks; she had loved, laughed, and bled here, and after tonight she would likely never return to it. Their small mud hut, now furnished with the finest of ratling carpentry, was far nicer to her than the opulent luxury they had left behind at the Huntsman’s Rest or whatever room they could possibly look forward to renting once they returned to Rhelea. She would miss this place and the memories they had made here together, or at least she hoped that Typh’s secret wouldn’t make her regret them.

[Mage level 59]

Arilla’s anxious patrol was brought to an abrupt stop by the presence of a stranger. A tall man stood alone by one of the many wardposts, bent over at the waist as he carefully inspected the softly glowing runes carved into the small stone column that served as the base for the enchantment. He looked to be in his late 30s but with adventurers you never could tell their true age—with enough points in vitality anyone could potentially live for several centuries before old age claimed them. He was dressed in an eclectic mix of light leather armour and protective metal plates that covered his body, with a thick steel gorget protecting his neck, a breastplate on his torso, and greaves covering his shins. The polished metal armour contrasted strongly with the minimalist fabric and leather coverings over the rest of his body. The man looked up at her with austere, hawk-like features, immediately losing interest as he eyed her up and down. He snorted dismissively when he saw her warrior tag and level hovering above her head.

“Who made these? Be quick about it, as I haven’t got all day and you would do well not to get on my bad side,” the man ordered. He straightened his back to reveal his full height, and he reached for the runestaff at his side. It was a tall piece of gorgeously carved steel with what looked like a large reptilian skull affixed to the top. When he touched it, the eyes of the skull shone green, and mana visibly crackled along its length, a clear threat that she should do as she was told.

“My friend did. She’ll be back soon, so you should leave before she gets here,” Arilla warned, her hand straying towards the hilt of her sword as she debated whether to fight or flee.

“And why would I ever do that? I’m getting paid good money to be here,” the man said with a confident smile. He walked towards Arilla, rapidly closing the gap between them as the air warped around his staff, doubtlessly a spell or skill at work.

“W-what?” Arilla panicked, instinctively taking a step backwards in response to his alarming words and sudden approach. “You’re being paid?”

The unspoken power dynamic was obvious to both of them; for all of her recent training and magical equipment, the mage in front of her outranked her two times over. With her strength and her sword she could probably kill him if she could land a strike, but she entertained no illusions. The man could very easily kill her with the flick of a finger long before she could even draw her cumbersome weapon.

“Of course. There’s no way I would ever lend my services to such a trifling vendetta otherwise. Although, I was expecting there to be two of you, and you to be a fair few levels lower, I might add. This will affect my rates, but I’m sure with runework of this quality lying about I will make a healthy profit regardless,” the mage said, and every one of his words caused her heart to sink with dread.

Cold fear ran down Arilla’s spine, and her mind raced. She drew her sword, her grip unsteady as the sword point wavered in the air.

“Oh, runes on the sword as well. And you say that your friend made these? Just who is this Miss Typh?” he said, his eyes alight with enjoyment as he approached, seemingly unconcerned with her show of defiance.

“Listen, we can pay you more to just leave. If you tell whoever sent you that you couldn’t find us, we can make it worth your while,” Arilla said, trying to keep the fear from her voice.

“Well, that would be very unprofessional, wouldn’t it, Quint?” said another voice from behind Arilla, causing her to spin around on the spot, now pointing her sword at a familiar-looking ranger.

Medraut was standing a handful of paces away from her. The tall ranger was outfitted in a light suit of brigandine armour, with black steel rivets peeking out from beneath the leather panels. He had been completely silent in his approach, his heavy-looking armour not making a sound when creeping up behind her—likely a skill in play, if she had to guess. His large bow was unstrung and still slung on his back; the man clearly didn’t anticipate any trouble as he announced his presence.

“You,” Arilla said, her mind flashing back to the night of the graduation party where she had seen the man last.

“Yes, me. You didn’t think we’d let you and your girlfriend get away with roasting my buddy, did you?” the ranger said flatly.

“That’s what this is about?” she asked in disbelief.

“Don’t act like like it’s nothing, it’s about face. You made us look bad in front of the guild, and made it seem like Boscoe is some kind of sexual predator. That the Traylan brat is footing the bill for this just sweetens the pot,” Medraut said, then stepped closer, ignoring her drawn sword.

“He is a sexual predator,” Arilla said exasperated.

“No he’s not! Boscoe was just having some harmless fun when your friend went off the deep end. Be grateful we are here for her and not you; if you play your cards right you just might make it through this in one piece,” Medraut said, raising his voice in anger for the first time.

“If I might point out, my time is quite valuable and the young Lord Traylan is only paying so much,” said the mage who answered to Quint.

“Right. Boscoe, take the girl. Harlowe, you’re staying behind. This whole setup reeks of power levelling and I don’t want to meet their sponsor until we have this one squirreled away. Rolf, Ferros, and Quint you’re with me,” Medraut said, issuing orders to his gathered party, who had stepped out from the cover of some skill or spell to surround Arilla.

The goliath of a warrior Boscoe was notably less hairy now than the last time Arilla had seen him. He swiftly moved up to her, far faster than any of the monsters she had fought in the pit. She swung her blade, putting everything she had into the strike, only for the large warrior to quickly step inside her reach and effortlessly rip the blade out of her hands with a vice-like grip on the sword’s large guard.

“Huh, this is a pretty nice sword—better than you can afford, that’s for sure. So, who’d you fuck to get this, eh?” the big man laughed, casually inspecting her zweihander in one hand as he painfully held her wrist in place with the other.

“That’s mine!” Arilla yelled as she struggled in vain, but the big man was far stronger than her, and without her heavy sword in her grasp, her [Sworn Strength] ability refused to work, dramatically reducing her effective strength score.

He backhanded her hard across the face, causing her HP to dip significantly; she felt her knees go weak and the taste of iron filled her mouth. Out of spite, she did what little she could to piss him off and spat a red globule of bloody phlegm at the man’s brutish face. Her aim was true, and she grinned through bloody teeth when he retaliated in kind by striking her in the stomach with a meaty fist. Hot puke rose up past her throat, and she bent over, heaving the contents of her stomach onto the ground, which spattered them both with flecks of pink-tinged vomit. She looked up at him as she tried to catch her breath, only to see incandescent fury spread across his rapidly reddening face.

“Bitch!” The word needed no context to be understood, and the man poured all of his rage and frustration with the female gender at her as he hurled the word at her like a missile.

Arilla tried to smile with vindication while the world spun before her eyes, but her face wasn’t currently responding to her instructions, so it took everything she had just to stay standing. She may not have been able to put up much of a fight, but she had certainly gotten under the irate warrior’s skin.

“You hit like a tiny little orphan girl,” she lied, taking a moment to assess a loose tooth with the tip of her tongue as she watched Boscoe’s face flush even redder with anger. From how red he was getting, she idly wondered if he might potentially burst a blood vessel and die—then her thoughts were wiped clean as he hit her again in the side of her face. This time she felt rather than heard something important crack as the world pulled away from her, leaving her surrounded on all sides by a cloying and indistinct darkness.


Chapter 34

Absence

The wagon kept getting stuck in the mud. It was infuriating, having to hop out of the almost comfortable driver’s seat, trudge around through the churned-up mud to the back of the wagon, only to then have to lift the damn thing out of the cloying earth. By itself, it wasn’t a particularly bothersome chore, but the fact that he had to repeat the whole process every dozen or so feet was starting to grate on Typhoeus’s nerves. The creature in the back didn’t particularly like it either, always taking the opportunity to snap its fanged maw at him as it thrashed against its two sets of chains. One set forged in steel and the other hardened mana made solid through his skill-infused spells. The novelty of transporting such a large creature had long since worn off. Arilla didn’t really need such a challenging foe to push her to 20, and if he hadn’t insisted on such a big animal in the first place, perhaps the wagon wouldn’t keep sinking quite so deeply into the ground whenever his team of dire rats dragged it over a slick patch of wet soil.

Typhoeus swore loudly and pumped mana into his feeble human muscles, empowering his strength by a few orders of magnitude as he efficiently used a tiny fraction of his true power to lift the stuck wagon out of the mud. Inch by painful inch, the wheels of the vehicle rose slowly from the sucking earth, the wood of the bed groaning in protest against its heavy and angry load; the team of dire rats at the front, eager to escape from the wagon’s monstrous occupant, rushed forwards heedless of their lack of driver. Their long-clawed feet rapidly churned up the wet earth into even more loose mud, and they pulled the wagon the rest of the way out of the mire. The moment the vehicle was free it promptly lurched forwards down the hill without him. The dire rats squeaked in terror as they ran down the incline, their heavy burden threatening to overtake them, while the monster in the back thrashed in delight when it fixed its eyes on the panicked beasts of burden.

“Fuck,” Typhoeus swore, forseeing the coming disaster in perfect clarity. He tried to take a step forwards, only to realise that in lifting the wagon out of the mud, he had inadvertently pushed himself deep into the wet ground, and now the soil reached up to his mid-thigh. He groaned in dismay, for his outfit was thoroughly ruined by the muck, as were his chances of swiftly catching up to the escaping wagon before the monster once again whittled down the number of dire rats pulling the wagon from five to four.

Typhoeus was running late, he knew that, but he wanted today to be special for Arilla. Everything from his gift of ratling-forged platemail to his choice of an obnoxiously large opponent were all carefully chosen to put her in as good a mood as possible for their long-awaited talk. He had very nearly let things slip earlier when he told her about the reason why humanity lacked a species class, but as much as he wanted to curse himself for almost blowing his secret, he couldn’t help but be pleasantly surprised by how well she had taken the ‘monsters are people too’ news. Or at least, how well she appeared to be taking it. If there was one thing he was sure of, it was that his ability to anticipate how humans would react to his words and actions had barely improved since meeting Arilla.

He caught up with the wagon before the dire rat massacre could truly begin, tightened his arcane chains around the monstrous creature’s throat, and forced its long neck back down onto the flatbed of the wagon as he reclaimed his seat. His mud-covered legs trailed clumps of wet soil behind him as he took hold of the reins and guided the dire rats straight into another patch of deep mud.

“Fuck!”

* * *

Hours later, the wagon trundled back into camp, missing all but two dire rats. Immediately, Typhoeus knew that something was wrong. The wardposts were missing, and as he extended [Sovereign’s Perception] over the campsite to search for Arilla, he was dismayed to see more and more signs of theft and no trace of her at all except for a pool of her dried vomit and some spatterings of her blood, both of which were smells he knew all too well. He leapt out of the driver’s seat and rushed to the periphery of the camp, making a beeline towards the site of her attack and likely abduction.

He searched frantically for any clues, but found nothing. With his high-level perception skill, if there was anything to find, he was certain that he would be able to see it, but the unfortunate truth was that it didn’t take all that many levels in a bushcraft skill to eliminate all traces of a trail, and without a suitable divination skill he was shit out of luck.

“Arilla! Arilla!” Typhoeus yelled, frantically looking around for any sign of her—his desperation mounted as his efforts to find her were met with immediate and total failure. He knew it was a waste of time, but lacking any better ideas, he found himself screaming to the heavens until his throat was sore and cracked.

He should have taken her with him to collect the monster, or left more potent wards behind to protect her, or better yet, simply held down a high-level monster weeks ago and let her slowly hack it to death with her sword. If he hadn’t wanted such a memorable end to her training in the pit, he could have been back hours earlier, which, judging by how fresh her blood on the ground was, would have ensured he’d been there to protect her. He tried to breathe through his rising panic, to tell himself that she was okay, that every sign pointed to the fact that she had been taken, not killed. That the blood splattering the soil was nowhere near enough to be lethal, but the self-recriminations wouldn’t stop.

There was nothing good about this situation; the foothills were large, and there was little he could do to find her without some form of a lead to go on. In the intervening hours since her abduction, anything powerful enough to bypass his wards could have travelled dozens of miles away. He walked back to the wagon slowly, simmering in his guilt and failure. The shrieking monster in the back of the wagon screamed one too many times and earned itself an artillerist-empowered manabolt to the face. The spell struck the creature between the eyes, having turned slightly in mid-flight to correct for his lacklustre aim. Its payload of hardened mana and dragonfire practically disintegrated everything above the neck of the chained creature, and then its stump burned and threatened to spread to the wagon before Typhoeus put a stop to it.

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 21 Hill Drake. Experience is awarded.*

The rush of energy that came with the kill did little to improve his mood. That the creature had been chained and unable to defend itself made him feel dirty and cheap—he had essentially killed a wild animal for not being quiet in its captivity. He sat down on the floor, holding his head in his hands as he wondered what to do next.

Lightning fast, Typhoeus strained his 41 dexterity to the limit and spun around, rising to one knee as he caught the knife arm of his assailant—the rogue pinned in place as he held the slight man still with his much smaller hand.

“You,” Typhoeus said as he recalled the human’s face from the graduation party.

“Me,” Harlowe said. The man grinned wickedly, as within a fraction of a heartbeat, he drew another long knife from his belt and plunged it deep into Typhoeus’s chest.

The dragon collapsed backwards, releasing his grip on the rogue’s arm as his health plummeted with the familiar sensation of poison coursing through his veins. It felt like a paralytic rather than a necrotic toxin, so it wasn’t the worst possible turn of events. As the numbness spread, he fell onto his side with the hilt of Harlowe’s dagger still protruding from his chest.

“How did you see me, little mage? I suppose it doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things, but I’d love to find out—before Rolf starts working you over,” Harlowe gloated, his thin face contorting almost unnaturally in order to fit his wide, ugly smile.

“I always forget your kind loves to dual wield,” Typhoeus said breathlessly, stalling for time. His obscene mana regeneration was being converted into HP, ending his internal bleeding as it fuelled his accelerated healing to reknit the punctured blood vessels and torn tissues around the blade of the knife.

“It’s only sensible, really,” Harlowe said, casually tossing a knife up into the air, where it flipped three times before he caught it in the same hand. “Short blades are light, so it would be foolish to carry only one.”

“Where’s Arilla?” he choked out, discreetly biting his tongue so that a trickle of blood escaped his lips in order to better sell his lie.

“Don’t worry. You’ll be seeing your lady love soon enough. My brother may have gotten a little rough with her, but she’ll survive. Warriors are made of tougher stuff than you or I. Now, why don’t you let that poison do its trick, and then you’ll wake up nice and groggy back at our camp.”

“Ah good . . . she’s still alive,” Typhoeus sighed, a relieved smile on his face. He relaxed, rolling onto his back as he lay there on the ground. Content now that most of his worries had evaporated.

The rogue smiled sweetly as he waited for his poison to take hold. And he kept on waiting, and waiting . . . and waiting. After a few minutes, an expression of unease gradually grew across his face.

“How are you still conscious?” he asked, taking a cautious half-step backwards. He quickly drew a second dagger, which he raised along with the first.

“Oh, it’s because I’m not human,” Typhoeus confessed, relishing the look of surprise that appeared on the man’s face. There was something thrillingly illicit about saying the words out loud—like a physical weight had finally been lifted from his shoulders. Harlowe’s reaction ultimately didn’t matter, as there was no way that he was going to let the rogue live after this, but telling his truth, even to a dead man, was freeing.

“You’re what? What are you?!” the man spluttered, panicking as his eyes went wide with fear.

Typhoeus slowly pulled the long knife out of his ample chest, and the blade came free with a wet sucking sound as his wound sealed up behind the small weapon.

“I’m hungry,” Typhoeus replied to the rogue as the mage finished casting the first of many spells to come.

Harlowe rocketed forwards with a flurry of blindingly fast attacks. The rogue’s knives somehow dripped with fresh applications of poison, and he stabbed at Typhoeus over and over again, the thick droplets of inky venom hissing when they fell to the ground. Typhoeus’s body jerked up and out of the way unnaturally, his magic enveloping his limp body in golden bands of light that yanked him violently out of the path of Harlowe’s rapidly moving blades. With a twist of will his spell quickly morphed to cover him instead in the thick, golden scales of hardened mana that he was so fond of.

Between whatever skills the rogue had used and the poison, Typhoeus was fairly low on HP, so he stalled, waiting patiently for his health to recover from burning the poison from his veins as the level 54 rogue tried frantically to end him.

Assuming good dental hygiene and a little luck, an adult human’s mouth contained thirty-two teeth. Typhoeus’s long-dead assailant, Silver, had neglected to replace all of his molars, leaving the dragon with just twenty-eight silver teeth in his pocket to remember him by. Those teeth and three delicate silver rings that had been gifted to him by the ratlings formed the backbone of Typhoeus’s external mana reserves, which he habitually kept topped off with 150 mana in each item from his [Warcaster’s Reservoir] skill. He had tried using other materials, but he was already pushing the upper limits of the impure silver’s mana capacity, giving him a total emergency reserve of 4650 mana to rival his own internal stores.

While he had already burned off the worst of Harlowe’s poison from his system, he was still mostly paralysed, his body sluggish and slow to respond to his urgent commands. Because of that, Typhoeus was entirely reliant on his spellcraft to keep him from further harm as he erratically flung his own body through the air by exerting his will on the hardened scales made from his own protective aura. When he cast his spells and moved his body, he pulled on his external stores, doing his best to keep his mana pool full so that his impressive mana regeneration could improve his depleted health pool. Recovering at a rate of about eight and a half HP per minute, it would take a while for him to be back to perfect health, but already he was feeling much better; the rogue’s skill-enhanced strike had done far more damage to his HP than what could be accounted for by a blade of that size.

Typhoeus hastily dragged himself up into the air, his stomach protesting at the sudden vigorous motion as he pulled himself out of the path of a thrown knife. He tried to gain some distance from the rogue, continuously raining down manabolts from the sky while he put himself firmly out of stabbing distance. His plan to seek refuge away from the ground was quickly nixed when Harlowe merely jumped and then jumped again, managing to close the gap between them by stepping on the wind as if it were solid earth. When the knives in Harlowe’s hands flashed forwards, they shimmered, scraping against his aura’s scales and somehow managing to pierce his flesh despite the steel weapons failing to penetrate his magical defences.

Fresh poison seared Typhoeus’s nerves, and he was quick to burn it out, sacrificing his newly regenerated health in the process as he batted the rogue away from him with a large pulse of kinetic force. Harlowe fell from the sky like a meteor, crashing through the mud hut that had been Typhoeus and Arilla’s home for the past few weeks. While he was concerned he may have overdone it, he had to maintain the illusion, so he followed up with a large volley of powerful manabolts that decimated the ruined structure.

Any concerns that he may have accidentally killed the rogue were quickly dispelled when Harlowe emerged from the shadows an instant later to throw five well-balanced daggers at him. Each one left trailing lines of lingering darkness that hung in the air and obstructed his path. Instead he was forced to return to the ground to better manoeuvre away from the rogue’s attacks.

As he dodged, Typhoeus intermittently fired off volleys of glowing manabolts at Harlowe, the arcing bolts of golden light only rarely managing to narrowly clip the rogue, who was desperately diving out of the way. The wards on the rogue’s leather armour lit up as they mitigated the worst of his spells. Bolts that missed entirely circled up and into the air, each one adding to the growing halo of golden light that illuminated their battle as a literal cloud of hundreds of magical projectiles circled quickly around them; their flight was continuously course-corrected by Typhoeus’s skill as he prepared for his endgame.

When Harlowe’s stamina finally reached its limits, Typhoeus still had thousands of mana left to burn. The rogue slowed dramatically, no longer able to contort his body in quite the same way without the benefit of his active skills, and the results were immediately catastrophic. The storm of manabolts Typhoeus had kept aloft in the sky streamed down as one upon the weary rogue, tearing through the wards on his armour and crumbling the protective charms distributed around his body into a mist of very expensive dust. Each successive hit bruised flesh and singed skin, and the swirling halo of glowing lines that had surrounded their battle disappeared in a matter of seconds as the earth exploded around the rogue in a flaming torrent of hostile magic.

When Harlowe finally emerged from the storm of destruction, he did so on unsteady feet. His body was a battered and bruised wreck, his skin and armour were visibly charred down to the bone in numerous places, and one arm hung uselessly to the side. The joint of his elbow was pulped beyond recognition, and his forearm remained attatched by a thin thread of crispy flesh. He didn’t scream or beg, which was in many ways admirable; instead, the man bit his tongue, turned around and fled, his form immediately disappearing from Typhoeus’s mundane sight.

“You’ll regret this, bitch! My brother will gut you and your whore both!” Harlowe spat as he made good his escape, his voice seemingly coming from everywhere and nowhere all at the same time.

“Finally . . .” Typhoeus muttered under his breath, rolling his eyes as he watched Harlowe go. The rogue’s path was clearly visible to his extraordinary senses, with [Sovereign’s Perception] easily overcoming the rogue’s stealth skill. Typhoeus had a range of just over three hundred feet with his skill without entering a meditative trance, which would ordinarily make a pursuit challenging; fortunately, he had recently picked up a skill to supplement that.

He forced his mana into a crude approximation of a long lance as he cast his eye along the glowing arc that appeared in his vision—the scrying effect from [Artillerist’s Guidance] showed him an innocuous patch of earth one and half thousand feet away. He pushed [Sovereign’s Perception] through the skill, his dragon and mage classes briefly warring with one another until his species class came out the victor, and then the tiny patch of dirt bloomed into a perfect sphere with a radius of exactly 303 feet. A sphere that was filled with sounds, scents and, more importantly, a fleeing rogue with one functional arm.

Typhoeus narrowed his field of view down to the base of Harlowe’s skull, the golden line indicating his spell’s projected flight path moving quickly to match. He frowned, thinking better of it as he lowered his aim down several inches, then narrowed the tip of his spell to a fine point.

Typhoeus wouldn’t be granting anyone a swift death, not until he knew for sure that Arilla was okay. Normally he made a point of never playing with his food, but if she wasn’t in perfect condition when he found her, then he would be making a very large and very drawn-out exception to this rule.


Chapter 35

Truths

When Arilla awoke, it was to an aching pain, the likes of which she hadn’t felt in a long time. While she had been through a lot worse since she had met Typh, the agonies she had suffered through in the pit were fleeting. They were painful, albeit temporary incentives to do better that only lasted until her lover appeared to take on the pain for her. This pain was different, worse in so many ways. It already felt old, her heightened vitality ensuring that the bone she suspected had fractured was already on the mend, but by the sense of wrongness that spanned the left side of her face, she strongly suspected that she was healing incorrectly, the bone set in an unnatural configuration.

Opening her eyes was a monumental task that was met with only partial success. Adding to her pervading unease was the unfortunate realisation that her left eye was swollen shut. The light blinded the one that remained, and it took her several long seconds adjusting to the dazzling brightness for her to realise she was lying on her side in the dirt facing a roaring campfire. The people who had taken her were clearly unconcerned with stealth, for their fire was far larger than it needed to be to ward off the cold, and she could smell cooked meat over the unwashed stench of her captors. She could just about make out Typh’s wardposts glowing softly in the dark where they surrounded the campsite in a crude circle. They were likely why her captors were so unconcerned with hiding their presence from the wild monsters of the foothills, as with their comparatively high levels the prospect of a single low-level mage potentially hunting them didn’t appear to worry them.

Name: Arilla Foundling

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 7/480

SP: 480/480

MP: 400/400

Strength 10

Dexterity: 6

Vitality: 10

Intelligence: 1

Willpower: 2

Charisma: 7

Class: Sworn Sword Level 19

Sworn Blows level 17

Sworn Service level 19

Sworn Strength level 18

Judging from her health regeneration, she must have been unconscious for just under five hours, something that was more or less confirmed by the starry sky she could see above her when she turned her head away from the crackling campfire. Despite the uncomfortable amount of heat radiating from the orange flames, Arilla felt painfully cold. The majority of her fine ratling-made clothing had been stripped away, leaving her in just a thin undershirt and shorts that did little to protect her from the chill of the night.

The fact that she was even feeling the bite from the cold was a shocking revelation in itself. Without her sword or another piece of heavy metal to carry around, her passive skill [Sworn Strength] was inactive, meaning that she was not only significantly weaker than usual but also suddenly vulnerable to the minor cuts and bruises that her skill normally protected her from. As if to highlight this new vulnerability, the presence of several sharp rocks poking her from the uneven ground made themselves known, and her wrists and ankles were in no small amount of pain where the rough cordage binding her in place had rubbed against her skin. If she had all of her skills, then with the equivalent strength of three people, not to mention immunity to low-level damage, escaping her bonds would be child’s play. As it was, she was struggled to see how she was going to get out of this.

“The girl’s awake,” a man’s voice said. By process of elimination, it had to belong to the warrior called Rolf.

“Huh, in that case, you owe me a mina,” Medraut declared.

“Guess Boscoe’s love taps are losing their oomph,” Rolf said with a laugh. The man’s baritone voice produced a surprisingly shrill chuckle that grated on Arilla’s ears as he rummaged about his belt, presumably so that he could hand over an electrum coin to the ranger.

“I’ll give you a love tap if you don’t shut it,” Boscoe threatened, her groggy mind having no trouble placing the large man’s voice. Her swollen eye socket pulsed with pain at the memory of his hard knuckles impacting against her face.

There was some motion occurring outside of her field of vision, and suddenly Arilla felt herself being rolled onto her back, where she looked up into the grizzled face of Boscoe. Without his thick hair, the overly large man looked almost comical, more like a lumpy potato than the bearlike hulk of man she had first seen so many nights ago.

Any thoughts that this might lead to a pleasant conversation were immediately dispelled when he reached down to grab her by the hair and hauled her up to her feet, where she balanced precariously on her tiptoes, hanging partially suspended by the man’s rough grip on her auburn locks. The sudden shift in her orientation made the pain in her head blossom, and a wave of nausea threatened to make her puke—if it wasn’t for Boscoe’s very solid grip, she knew that she would have fallen back down onto the ground.

He eyed her up and down, leering all the while. Lacking sufficient layers of clothing, Arilla felt more than a little exposed as the big man’s gaze practically crawled over her athletic body.

“Get over yourself, girlie, you ain’t my type. There’s too much muscle on you, makes you look like a boy,” he said dismissively, his brown eyes still lingering on her unpleasantly despite his words.

She glared back at him with her one good eye, silently wishing she had a more powerful way to show her contempt.

“Ferros and Quint want you. They have some questions, and you’re gonna answer them real easy-like, you hear me? Don’t try anything stupid like trying to run away, else I’ll let Rolf play with you for a bit, and you won’t like that. The man may be a piss poor excuse for a warrior, but he’s a bloody artist with a knife,” Boscoe said dryly. “Now, do you understand me? No running away, you get me?”

She reluctantly nodded, immediately regretting her decision as the movement not only pulled against his tight grip but also further aggravated her head injury.

“I need you to say you won’t try anything,” he said, seemingly unsympathetic to her struggle.

“Ish wonsh shry anyshinsh,” she said, scaring herself with how her words came out slurred.

Boscoe frowned with discontent but did nothing further to show it aside from picking her up and carrying her beneath one burly arm, each one of his steps sending spikes of pain running through her damaged skull. He walked swiftly across the camp, and Arilla momentarily lost consciousness as the firelit ground blurred in front of her eyes. She came to when she was roughly deposited on the ground in front of the two mages, who were busy crooning over her sword and a small pile of Typh’s unused wardposts.

“Alright, Arilla, tell me exactly where you got a hold of this gear,” Ferros said. The mage’s kind tone was ruined by the circumstances of their meeting and how her orange eyes gleamed hungrily as she looked down at Arilla.

“She’s clearly in no condition to talk. Look at her, she’s barely clinging on to consciousness,” Quint said dismissively.

“She’s fine,” the orange-eyed mage said, locking eyes with her older and higher-level companion.

“Slyphs,” Arilla slurred.

“Yes, clearly she is the picture of clarity,” he said sarcastically. “Now, either give her a draught, or we’ll have to wait until Harlowe returns with the other girl.”

Ferros grimaced. “I’m not sure Medraut is going to be okay with us delaying his ‘grand revenge’ while we ask the mage girl twenty questions about their enchanted gear.”

“Then the draught,” Quint insisted.

“Fine, but it’s coming out of your pay. Your divinations have been far less potent than you advertised,” she said.

“Please, we both know that these creations are well beyond what either of us expected to find. Besides, I found them in the end, didn’t I?”

“You found their camp. The one you’ve actually been paid to find is still in the wind.”

The two mages continued to bicker as Arilla drifted in and out, until a cool glass vial was pressed firmly against her lips. Instinctively she tried to fight against it, but her face was growing increasingly numb and slow to respond, so when her head was forcefully tilted back, there was nothing she could do to stop the bitter liquid from flowing down her throat. She gagged, and her body initially refused it, but a strong, feminine hand clasped over her upturned mouth and ensured that it all went down.

Arilla immediately felt an unpleasant, almost feverish warmth spread throughout her body as some of the pulsing pain in her head subsided, though it left behind a profound sense of exhaustion that settled in its place. She felt her health rocket up and her stamina trickle down, and the fogginess that had sat over her mind like a blanket since she first awoke was abruptly forced back—suddenly, she was able to think with frightening clarity. She had been captured by a group that far out-levelled her, and they’d injured her so severely she very well might have died if their mages weren’t interested in Typh’s runecrafting.

Typh would come for her, Arilla was certain of that, but would it be too late? Arilla knew that Typh was far stronger than she looked, but strong enough to take on 5 adventurers in their 50s? She shivered, and it wasn’t just from the cold. This was precisely why she wanted to raise her level: to lift herself out of reach from people like her captors, who used their never-ending pursuit of personal power to justify abusing those weaker than themselves. She looked around at the camp, seeing the broad back of Boscoe as he sat around the fire with the other warrior Rolf, and the ranger in charge of all this, Medraut. A spike of rage ran through her when she realised they were sitting on furniture they’d stolen from her and Typh’s camp. That they were drinking her wine and Typh’s whisky as they laughed, celebrating not only her capture but also their successful theft of all her possessions.

“Eyes over here, girl,” Quint said, snapping his fingers and causing Arilla’s attention to fixate on the two mages, who were waiting on her expectantly.

“Well, out with it warrior, where did you get all of this enchanted gear from?” Ferros enquired.

“If I tell you that, what’s to stop you from killing me?” Arilla asked, getting the most important question out of the way first.

“No one’s going to harm you,” Quint said. “Any more that is, at least not before Harlowe returns with your partner in tow.”

“You still haven’t explained why I should tell you anything,” she said, looking at the two mages carefully. Quint’s temporary assurances of her safety had failed to set her at ease at all.

“Because if you want to save Typh’s life, then you’ll tell us who you got them from. Those meatheads over there don’t appreciate how valuable this stuff is,” Ferros said, gesturing to the wardposts. “You tell us which House is backing you, and maybe we can see the two of you ransomed back safe and sound. It’s that, or you sit tight and wait for Medraut to carry out Traylan’s orders, and trust me when I say you don’t want that to happen.”

There was something about her tone and the way Ferros looked at her that turned Arilla’s stomach. She knew then and there that she had no desire to find out what Galen had paid them to do. Not for the first time, she cursed Typh’s decision to threaten the young noble rather than simply keeping her head down and waiting for him to move on. Arilla strongly doubted that telling them there were no other nobles involved and that Typh had crafted the enchantments herself would improve their position at all. At best, rather than Typh being tortured for Galen and Boscoe’s amusement, then Arilla could look forwards to Typh being tortured for her runic knowledge instead.

“You expect me to believe you’d double-cross the Traylans? Aren’t you supposed to be adventurers? Ransoming people and betraying noble dynasties is hardly heroic work,” Arilla said, playing for time as she desperately tried to think of a way out of her desperate situation.

“Don’t give me that puerile adventurer shit,” Ferros said scathingly. “We kill things for money and sell the corpses back to the highest bidder. It’s not exactly saintly work; we go where the money is. The only difference between an adventurer and a bandit is the availability of paying work.”

“Not everyone is so motivated by money. Some people become adventurers to help people!” Arilla replied, momentarily getting caught up in her own distraction.

“Please. You’re young, so I’ll forgive you for your idealism, but you weren’t around before Rhelea was a free settlement, and you haven’t a clue what it will be like for people like us after the Traylans take it back. Money is everything, and whoever supplied you with this gear has more than enough of it to not only pay for your lives but to also make Medraut forget about carving you and your friend up just to soothe a noble brat’s bruised ego,” Ferros continued.

“All of this because one man couldn’t handle being told no?” Arilla asked.

“It is what it is,” she said, almost sounding tired.

“And you’re okay with that?”

“I don’t like it, but this vendetta is looking to be surprisingly profitable. It’s also cheering Boscoe up some, and he’s been in a bad mood since your girlfriend torched him. Not that he didn’t deserve it, mind. Now, I believe you’ve stalled for long enough. Where did you get the gear?” Ferros asked again, her tone suggesting she was quite done indulging Arilla.

Arilla hated lies. She often thought that Astresia would be a simpler, better place if all the lies and liars were just stripped away. There had been her father’s lie that he would protect her, the nuns at the orphanage when they said they would find her a family, and then Typh’s constant deceptions. The woman who practically oozed poorly concealed deceit with every word that she spoke. Lies had played such a prominent part of Arilla’s life, and she hated it, but for a woman who hated lying so much, she had a talent for telling them.

She summoned her courage and swallowed her fear. Lies were just stories, and Arilla knew those well. Looking out across the camp, she made a note of the distance between the campfire and the mages. She recognised the look of greed in the spellcasters’ thin faces, and she knew instantly that they wanted to believe her. The idea that she had another option for them, a way out of the mediocrity of bronze rank without tying themselves to the violent whims of a narcissistic teenager, was a powerful allure.

She thought about what she wanted, and spun a story to get it.

“You’ve heard the song about Typh, right?” she said with a conspiratorial tone filled with a confidence that she didn’t feel, and her face relaxed into an easy smile.

“No,” Ferros said.

“I have. You’re not going to try and claim that these are Enora’s work, are you? I know her style, and she isn’t half as talented with runes as what these require,” Quint said, cutting in for the first time in a while.

“No, I’m not, but that story isn’t really about the Shining Swords, is it?” Arilla said.

Understanding gleamed in Quint’s eyes, though Ferros only looked on in confusion. “Can you please explain what she’s on about?” she demanded.

“I fear Boscoe must have hit her harder than we thought. The girl is claiming that their backer is none other than the Stunted Dragon of these foothills,” Quint said.

“That’s patently ridiculous; dragons are little more than overgrown lizards with an obsession for collecting gold and magical equipment,” Ferros snorted.

“You’re right, of course, dragons aren’t sapient. Even if the more heretical stories about them were true, they’d still be too stupid by far to carve functional runes, let alone ones as complex as these. Even I don’t know what half of these do, and I’m one of the finest runescribes in Terythia,” Quint gloated.

“I know what they do,” Arilla lied.

“You do? How?” Quint asked quickly, holding up a hand to silence Ferros’s protests, something that the other mage clearly didn’t appreciate, given how her eyes flashed angrily with arcane light.

“It’s my sword. It was made for me,” Arilla stated simply.

“Quint, maybe we’re better off letting Boscoe vent his frustrations with her; she clearly knows nothing,” Ferros said, batting away his hand.

“Maybe . . . but the runes are etched in dragon’s blood, even the ones on the posts, so maybe she’s not completely cracked,” Quint said cautiously.

Arilla felt her heart drop into her stomach as soon as Quint said those words.

She hadn’t been present when Typh had enchanted her sword, but she had watched on with curiosity as Typh had pricked her finger and daubed each one of the stone posts in her own blood, claiming that mage blood would make the enchantment last far longer than plain carvings onto bare stone. Quint must have misspoken, or maybe he had made some kind of a mistake, as the idea that Typh was some kind of disguised dragon was preposterous. She was scary strong, knew things that no one else should know, and was for some reason petrified of being discovered for what she truly was . . . but a dragon? Arilla tried to reject the idea, but the more she thought about it, the more it made a perverse kind of sense: her familiarity within the foothills, her certainty that she was in no danger when the Shining Swords found her, the strange gaps in her knowledge. It all fit.

Except, Arilla knew her, and Typh wasn’t some mindless man-eating monster. While she conceded that maybe the more humanoid monsters were near enough to human to count as people, the Stunted Dragon certainly wasn’t. It alone had killed more iron-rank teams than anything else in the foothills, or even the Dragonspines proper. So many of Rhelea’s best and brightest had faced the dragon, only to have their lives cut short before they could ascend to steel. It was a blight on Creation, pure and simple, something that needed to die at the earliest opportunity.

She cared about Typh; perhaps she even loved her. Arilla knew every inch of Typh’s body in exacting, intimate detail, her tastes, her smells, the way she felt in Arilla’s arms and on her fingers, and there was no way that she could be so wrong about the woman she had given her heart, body, and soul to.

Quint was wrong. He had to be. She felt her face strain into something panicked and uncertain, the expression likely twisted perversely by the improperly healed bones in her face.

“Are you alright?” Quint asked, the tall mage almost seeming concerned as he looked at her with his flint-coloured eyes.

“Yes!” Arilla said, her voice sounding shrill and strained as she lied to both the mage and herself.

“Good, now tell me what this rune does,” Quint asked, pointing at the first of the three larger sigils on the ricasso of the zweihander.

Arilla told the mages about the major runes on the sword, power, permanence, and sharpness, and gave vague albeit limited explanations as to what each rune did, while Ferros took copious notes with a charcoal stylus and paper pad. She kept talking for as long as she could, her explanations veering off into rambling conjecture so she could play for time, desperate to stay close to her weapon as she tried to stop herself from spiraling into despair.

She knew that she would only have one chance at escape, the adventurers too violent and unforgiving to let her get away with any mistakes. Still, her eyes wandered to where the three by the fire were drinking their looted booze. They were tipsy and well on the way to getting drunk. The ratlings’ vintage packed a surprisingly powerful punch designed to inebriate the high pewters and low bronzes that ruled their caste society.

They had underestimated her. Even though she was barely clothed and bound, she was still a warrior, and the idiots had left her in striking distance of two mages with an enchanted sword that was explicitly designed to cut through magical defences. They had broken the golden rule of adventuring, something so fundamental that even she knew it—a rule that even Typh with all of her class weirdness adhered to. Never, ever let the mages get within a sword’s length of the enemy.

She had one chance, and so with a wary eye on the drinking adventurers, she stalled and waited for her moment.

“What about this one?” Quint said many minutes later as he gestured to one of the minor runes branching off from the power rune.

“Which one is that?” she asked, well aware of what rune he was pointing at.

“This one,” he reiterated, pointing with more emphasis at the same rune.

“I’m sorry, I can’t see it; my eyes aren’t exactly working very well,” she said, the lie coming out as smooth as honey.

“It looks like an inverted rhombus with oblique conductive accents coming off it at 97 and 182 degrees.”

“What’s a rhombus?”

“How someone like you came into possession of an artefact like this, I will never know,” Quint said, sighing with frustration.

“I can probably tell you what it does if you let me trace the rune with my finger,” Arilla offered. Her heart thundered in her chest as she tried her best to keep the tension from her voice.

“I’m not untying your hands.”

“Okay, I was just offering. What am I going to do anyway, I’m 40 levels and 2 ranks your junior. Not to mention the whole injured, unarmed, and outnumbered thing.”

“Fine, but if you try anything, I will make sure that you live long enough to regret it,” Quint said after an overly long pause.

“Quint, don’t,” Ferros warned, making herself heard for the first time in a while as she looked up from her pad of bunched papers.

“Relax, Ferros, what’s she going to do? She’s not even pewter,” he said with a confident smile moments before a bubble of translucent blue light appeared over the hawkish mage. He slowly produced a short knife from his belt, and with an outstretched hand that deformed the smooth shape of his arcane shield, he used the blade to slice through the bindings on Arilla’s wrists. Then, with a calloused hand he guided hers to the ricasso of her zweihander, where with his hand over hers, she traced a single fingertip over the familiar dark metal.

The moment her skin made contact, she felt [Sworn Strength] come alive, and her class stirred as her effective strength jumped from 27 to 45; her damage mitigation dispelled the growing pains of the ropes rubbing against her no-longer-vulnerable skin. When the power from her skill surged through her, she ripped her hand away from the mage’s with surprising ease given the level gap, then clasped her hand around the blunted edge of the sword.

The angle was terrible, she was too low to the ground, she’d overextended, and her grip was absolutely awful, but it didn’t matter. She pulled on [Sworn Blows] with as much stamina as the skill could handle, her strength rocketing by 102 to 147, and with a cry of anger, she swung. The sword felt lighter than a feather as it flitted through the air, impacting hard against Quint’s arcane shield. The runes on the ricasso pulsed as sharpness emptied the blade’s mana pool, negating 500 mana worth of protection in Quint’s spell-forged shield. The sword’s path continued on uninterrupted, and the razor-sharp edge moved with the strength of someone nearly 30 times as strong as Arilla had any right to be—it bisected the mage before he could even utter another spell in his defence.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 59 Ill-Fated Augur. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations, you have reached level 20. You must now rank up your Sworn Sword class before you can absorb any more experience.

Ferros cried out in alarm just as Arilla reversed her swing, slicing through the bonds around her ankles and springing up to her feet. She charged the mage with her sword levelled like a lance, all the while pushing her mana back into the blade’s well. A bubble of orange light flickered into existence around Ferros, and when Arilla stabbed forwards again with [Sworn Blows], the shield held, the spell deflecting the sword tip away as the mage was thrown back half a dozen feet. Arilla didn’t even hesitate after her failed strike, instead sprinting full tilt away from the light of the campfire. Her feet were pounding against the dirt before both parts of Quint had even fallen to the ground.

Arilla ran down the hill that her abductors had made their camp on, her eyes not yet adjusted to the darkness, and so she missed the rocks and stones on the ground that fouled her footing. She tripped and fell. Tumbling head over heels, she smashed into jagged rocks and hard stones, her body only protected from further harm by the tight grip she maintained on her sword’s hilt and the damage mitigation that came with it. Arilla blinked as she hurtled down the slope, summoning her rank-up options; it was beyond dangerous to do so in combat, but she knew that she needed every edge she could muster if she was to survive.

Sworn Sword - You have sworn your sword into the service of another more powerful individual. As a result, you are empowered so long as you remain in good standing with your oath holder.

+2 Str, +1 Dex, +2 Vit, +1 Cha +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Warrior] tagged.

Will become:

Dragon Guard - You have sworn your sword into the service of a true dragon who has recognised you as their protector. As a result, for as long as you honour your oaths, you will be empowered with a portion of their draconic might.

+3 Str, +1 Dex, +3 Vit, +1 Cha +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Warrior] tagged.

Gladiator - Whether you have fought for your master in a common pit or a grand arena, you have fought to the death and won in solo combat against monsters of a superior level. As a result, this class will empower your fights against monsters above your level.

+2 Str, +2 Dex, +3 Vit, +1 Cha +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Warrior] tagged.

Renounced Sword - You have sworn your sword into the service of a more powerful individual who has since betrayed your trust and exploited your service. As a result, this class empowers you to break free from their controlling influence.

+2 Str, +1 Dex, +2 Vit, +1 Will +2 Cha +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Warrior] tagged.

Typh was a dragon.

Arilla felt her heart break as she reached the bottom of the hill, the near physical sensation of Typh’s deception hitting her like a blow to the stomach. Even though she had intended to leap to her feet, she instead sprawled out like a puppet without its strings, only rising precious seconds later as arrows whizzed through the air where her head had been just moments before. Tears streamed from her eyes, and a wave of betrayal and revulsion flooded her.

She pulled her focus away from her class options without selecting a thing and started running, but the mental switch in her head that let her know whether or not she was in good standing with her oath holder flipped. Arilla knew what Typh was, and it horrified her. Instinctively she reached for the tether of power that connected their classes and pushed it away. Her passive skills immediately abandoned her as her visceral disgust of being used so thoroughly by a dragon destroyed whatever chance she may have had of making her escape. She stumbled, the now heavy weight of her sword dragging her down; her less-dexterous feet hitting the ground hard, and she felt the sharp bite of stones digging once again into her skin. She lurched forwards for a few more steps before she fell for the last time, then curled up into a ball and sobbed. Her mind paid little attention to the raised voices that grew in volume as her captors came to surround her.

“Alright, Rolf, go sharpen your knives. You might as well get some practice in before Harlowe gets back with the other one,” Medraut said.

“Okay, boss, it will be my pleasure.”


Chapter 36

Fury

Typhoeus was furious at himself for not being more careful with Arilla’s safety. For the first time in his life, he fully understood why dragons of old had the unfortunate tendency to lock up their favoured humans in isolated castles where they would be safe from harm. In hindsight, his mistakes were as obvious as they were numerous, the most prominent of them being how he should have been more proactive in dealing with Medraut’s Rovers. He had known that they were plotting something, but he had done nothing to pre-empt their attack, so sure he could handle whatever they might eventually decide to throw at him. Now Arilla was paying the price for his hubris. She had been taken, and while all signs pointed to her still being alive, Typhoeus couldn’t know for certain, and so a pit of dread grew in his stomach as he raced onwards.

The rogue Harlowe gave no sign of being aware of Typhoeus’s pursuit, and in the human’s defence, the man was moving at considerable speed, and was under the cover of stealth, darkness, and with well over a thousand feet of uneven terrain separating them. The pace the fleeing human was setting was really quite fast—admirable, even, considering his level and lack of stamina. The rogue’s high dexterity score was enabling him to move at several times an unclassed human’s speed. However, it still wasn’t fast enough for Typhoeus’s liking, who struggled to resist the urge to abandon his pursuit and human body in favour of simply searching for Arilla from the sky.

On some level, he knew that she was still alive. If she had been seriously injured in some way, then he liked to think that he would just know. With their classes bound together through Arilla’s oath, he usually had some vague idea of her wellbeing, but with the physical and emotional distance that had grown between them over the past few hours, that link had grown so faint that he could no longer feel it.

That or she’s dead.

He stamped down on the rebellious thought hard. Typhoeus refused to dwell on all the things that could have happened to her already. Instead, he chose to believe that she was okay—that the rules of the System and Creation itself would bend to ensure that the woman he loved remained unharmed.

Love.

He loved her.

In that singular moment, he knew it to be true. He had loved her for some time, but he’d lacked the courage or the vocabulary to verbalise it. Since meeting her, he had bent and twisted his plans to make her the centre of his new life amongst the humans. He had taken her to the bars and restaurants that she liked, and abandoned his plans of slow and consistent levelling. He had even stopped his nightly excursions in Rhelea when he realised it meant going several hours without his body pressed up against hers cuddling together in their shared bed.

Typhoeus couldn’t lose her. He refused to allow it. He knew that he was being possessive, that there was every chance she would blame him for the attack—or worse, refuse his advances once she learned the truth—but it didn’t matter. Some perverse bit of dragon psychology made it impossible for him to voluntarily let go of the things he deemed valuable, his hoard being a prime example. All the wealth that he could ever need to ensure a peaceful life of comfort and safety hidden amongst the humans, yet the thought of spending even a single silver coin made him physically sick.

Typhoeus realised that he valued Arilla much in the same way. She was his, and he would rather die than lose her.

He had been following Harlowe for a few hours before it became apparent to Typhoeus where his final destination was. The adventurers’ camp was a paltry little thing in comparison to his own, with six small tents arrayed around a too-large campfire protected from the ravenous creatures of the foothills primarily by his own stolen wardposts. Seeing his runic creations arranged around their camp caused another spike of anger to bubble to the surface—those were his!

He shifted his focus back to the rogue that he no longer needed. He was unwilling to kill the man outright, especially before he knew precisely what had happened to Arilla, but he was already extremely angry and took a tremendous amount of satisfaction in releasing his tight hold on his well-crafted spell.

The hardened lance of glowing mana that had hung suspended in the air over Typhoeus’s shoulder for the entirety of his long pursuit abruptly rocketed forwards through the air. It cracked the sky as it rapidly accelerated, crossing the distance between the two of them in an instant. Now that he wasn’t going easy on the rogue, Harlowe didn’t stand a chance; with [Artillerist’s Guidance] and the level difference he practically couldn’t miss, regardless of the thousand and a half feet his spell had to travel. After his golden lance crested over a distant hill, Typhoeus had to watch through his skill when the mana lance hit the rogue unerringly between his third and fourth vertebrae, neatly severing the man’s spine and causing him to fall limp to the ground, alive but incapacitated. Without a powerful regeneration skill or a friendly healer, Harlowe was done for, regardless if Typhoeus finished him off. Fifty-seven levels in a rogue class didn’t count for much when you were paralysed from the neck down in the middle of nowhere.

“As always, the rogue is the first to die,” Typhoeus said to his silent audience of none; despite his growing fury, he found himself smiling sweetly to the helpless man when he eventually stepped over the silently gasping rogue. Harlowe’s eyes followed him in the dark until the dragon left him behind and slowly climbed the low hill the human’s party had chosen to make the location of their camp. After announcing his presence with a loud sonic boom and a bright flash of golden light, any chance at stealth was out of the window, which suited Typhoeus just fine. He lacked the skills or the inclination to sneak up on the team of adventurers, who were currently scrambling to ready their weapons.

“Halt, who goes there?” Medraut called out. The ranger’s voice sounded unnerved as he nocked a bronze-headed arrow to his strung bow.

Typhoeus didn’t know the man’s skills, but he also knew there was no way a third-tier ranger wouldn’t be able to see perfectly in the dark. Given how the man was expecting him and Harlowe to make an appearance, albeit under drastically different circumstances, he knew the challenge for what it was: a stalling tactic, as with his skill-enhanced sight he could see Ferros ready her staff and Boscoe retrieve his large axe.

Rather than respond, he elected to remain silent, then crafted another manabolt so he could use his two skills [Sovereign’s Perception] and [Artillerist’s Guidance] together to search their camp for Arilla. It wasn’t a large space to investigate, and with the range of his skills, it didn’t take long at all to search every nook and cranny of it to find where she was being held captive.

When Typhoeus saw her, he stilled. He froze midstep, and the menacing smile fell off his face, leaving just an unambiguous expression of horror and dismay. Her scent was unmistakable to him even through the imperfect lens of his conjoined skills. He wished that it wasn’t—he wished he could pretend for a few moments more that he was mistaken as with painfully exacting detail he saw all that had been done to her. As much as he wanted to turn and look away [Sovereign’s Perception] gave him no reprieve from Arilla’s spreadeagled body lying atop the hill. Bits of her were strewn out across the dirt, her pale skin carefully sliced open, the bones of her chest sawed clean through, and all of it visible to him in perfect multisensory clarity.

His heart stopped beating, rage and loss hit him like a physical blow, causing him to fall to his knees, where he let out a loud, agonised wail as something inside of him died along with the woman that he loved.

She was still warm, her cheeks flushed with life in mocking contrast to her chest that was splayed out and open with her organs carefully, almost reverently placed around her, still connected to her torso by a vast network of arteries and veins. The quiet warrior, whose name could only be Rolf, stood over her with an oddly small knife in his hands, a smile frozen on his face as he looked over his shoulder in concern at the sounds of Typhoeus’s despair.

If he had been just a little faster, he knew that he could have stopped it, that he could have saved her; yet, as he ripped his attention away from her still-warm corpse, he was forced to acknowledge that he was too late.

Five arrows hit him in the chest in rapid succession, the fifth blowing through the remaining mana that he had stored in his aura, the defensive wards simply overpowered by the skill-infused shots. He felt the pain as if it was an insignificant thing next to his loss. The piece of bronze and adamantine alloy tore through his breast and lung before exiting his body and striking the ground behind him with a near-silent ‘thump.’ His health dropped by a hundred as he regarded his wound with a cold disinterest. His manufactured body had never felt any less real and he debated the merits of changing back into a dragon.

It would make the pain go away.

It was a macabre thought to have, but he knew that the intensity of his feelings were something inherent to his [Alternate Form]. Humanity, for all their faults, simply felt things more than he was used to. If he changed, avenging Arilla would be a much easier task and have the added benefit of making the pain of her loss stop, or at least hurt a little less. His mind grasped a hold of the skill, ready to become his unpalatably true self once more, but something stopped him, rebelling at the thought of dismissing his grief like an unwanted meal. He was scared, scared of losing the pain that was now his only connection to her. He knew that he thought differently as a dragon. Could he honestly say that if he became one even for a moment, he would ever willingly go back to feeling this wretched level of grief?

Typhoeus frowned. He looked up the hill to see Medraut’s bow aimed at him, another arrow nocked and ready, as the rest of his adventuring party gathered around the man. The ranger’s quiet exhalation was the only warning he got before the man released the readied arrow, this one aimed between Typhoeus’s eyes. The metal-tipped shaft moved far faster than it had any right to as Medraut activated another offensive skill that caused the air around him to pulse with mana when the arrow left the bowstring.

Golden scales of hardened mana flashed over Typhoeus, scattering the arrow into the long grass behind him and causing muted gasps of surprise from the adventurers atop the hill. Still, they were third-tier adventurers, and they hadn’t gotten as far as they had by being easily scared off. Medraut began unloading a volley of arrows while a glowing line of blazing fire descended upon Typhoeus from Ferros’s outstretched staff; the woman’s face was a rictus grin as she channelled her mana through its empowering runes, bolstering the spell before it splashed ineffectually around his defensive aura.

His mundane eyes were blinded by the flames, and the air he was breathing through his one functioning lung was growing increasingly hot, causing him to cough as the sensitive internal tissues cooked beneath the scalding heat whilst the other organ drowned in his blood. Medraut’s glowing arrows repeatedly struck him as he kneeled there in the dirt. Each one dented his scales and sheared off large chunks of mana as they were deflected away from him. Great divots appeared in the soil around him when the arrows buried themselves deep into the ground with muted explosions of dirt and mana.

He could see the two warriors charging down the hill towards him through his perception skill, a large axe held overhead by Boscoe and longsword and shield gripped by the man who had tortured Arilla to death.

He fixed his attention on that man who could only be Rolf, the human’s once smiling face now obscured by a full-faced helmet that completed the set of heavy plate armour that he was wearing. The warrior’s breastplate was enamelled, with an image depicting a stylised warrior slaying a much larger dragon. Somehow, this was the final straw. When Typhoeus stared at it, he felt himself being drawn into the picture, and his world went red—his rage momentarily overcoming his grief.

He rose to stand on his small mud-covered feet, pushing a torrent of mana through the ailing facsimile that was his human body. His muscles swelled to irregular proportions as he went far beyond what he could safely handle without tearing himself apart. The ground buckled beneath his feet when he moved, kicking up a great gout of displaced earth in his wake when he darted forward towards the once-smiling warrior in a single leap. Ferros’s spell failed to track his sudden movement and glassed the moving earth behind him as Medraut’s arrows hammered into the space Typhoeus had previously occupied, splattering the short-lived fountain of molten glass across the hillside an instant after its creation.

Rolf’s eyes bulged wide behind the thin slit in his helmet when Typhoeus appeared in front of him. A wet gurgle of a scream escaped from the dragon’s mouth as he caught the warrior’s sword arm in one hand and bent it backwards at an impossible angle until metal and bone alike fractured beneath his grasp. Before he could begin to savour the man’s fear, a skill activated, and Typhoeus found himself buffeted away by a wave of force originating from the warrior’s shield and into the path of Boscoe’s swinging axe.

“Where’s my brother, you little freak?!” the hulking warrior roared. His eyes were intensely bloodshot and they matched the red tone that had replaced his normally olive complexion. As his weapon moved, a ghostly blade edge extended out from the head of his already overly large axe.

Typhoeus answered with a mouthful of bloody phlegm, and then he formed long claws made from hardened mana that superimposed themselves over the tips of his small fingers. His aspected mana caused his conjured armaments to glow brightly and seamlessly interlock with his armour of golden scales. The heat from his claws made the very air bleed ozone along their sharp edges as he quickly moved his hands to defend himself, catching the fast-moving blade in one hand. The ghostly blade crumpled an instant before the steel axe head was split into six separate pieces, as with his other hand Typhoeus hewed through the wooden haft and dug his hand deep into Boscoe’s belly. The man’s flesh sizzled around his claws, and his leather armour blackened around the golden protrusions as Typhoeus made a fist inside of Boscoe and pulled out a handful of charbroiled entrails.

The bearlike warrior only grunted in pain, merely adjusting his grip on his now-much-shorter-hafted axe as he swung it once again at Typhoeus. The ghostly edge reappeared before the real one, mirroring the newly fragmented axe head. The dragon dodged backwards, a glowing arrow rippling through the air where he was once standing, then he threw a handful of bloody viscera at Rolf’s eyes. The man deflected the fast-moving organs with his shield, leaving himself open to twin bolts of hardened mana that fired out from Typhoeus’s outstretched palm, hitting him in the ankles, which then immediately ignited in bright golden flames as if they had been doused in a dragon’s [Sovereign’s Breath].

Rolf was noticeably less stoic than Boscoe and screamed out when his ankles combusted, tipping backwards only for Typhoeus to scoop him up and pirouette. The dragon used the steel-clad warrior as a living shield, catching the stream of conjured flames originating from Ferros’s staff. The mage’s glowing eyes went wide in horror as she immolated her own ally. She mouthed “I’m sorry,” and an instant later the enamel on the Rolf’s breastplate cracked under the continuous stream of fire. The polished metal started to glow bright orange from the heat, the runic wards around the edges pulsated wildly as they tried to preserve the life of their bearer. If the man’s screams were anything to go by, the warrior managed to survive the magical onslaught, the virtues of a high vitality score shining through amidst all that pain and seared flesh.

Typhoeus’s muscles bunched and strained as he threw the man like a missile of nearly molten steel and burnt meat at Ferros before she had a chance to cast another spell. Her arcane shield anticlimactically collapsed beneath the bulk of the flailing warrior when he collided with her at high speed. The mage then cried out in pain amidst the audible snapping of bones as she was buried beneath a man’s weight and scalding-hot steel.

“What are you?” Medraut asked, horror plain on his face, as he watched the remnants of his team being systematically taken apart by Typhoeus.

Typhoeus ignored his question as he stalked up the hill, walking past Boscoe, who had finally fallen to his knees while clutching the smoking crater of flesh that was his stomach. The dragon roared, his [Alternate Form] wavering as his anger and loss rippled out from his small form in an almost physical wave. The ranger’s eyes went wide with fear when Typhoeus’s form blurred again, the dragon leaping forwards at speeds that the lower-levelled adventurer simply couldn’t match.

He kicked the human in the side of the knee, splintering the bone, and Medraut dropped to a height that Typhoeus could more easily reach. He wrenched the man’s bow from his grasping fingers, breaking them in the process as he lifted it up and placed a limb of the compound horn bow tight against Medraut’s throat. With a knee placed against his back Typhoeus pulled it firmly against the ranger’s neck, slowly strangling the tall man who had been so instrumental in his loss.

Typhoeus had watched men and women beg for their lives before more times than he cared to count, and as a dragon he had watched their tearful displays with a cold curiosity before swiftly ending them. Now, as his murderous rage cooled and Medraut scrabbled desperately at the length of rune-etched horn around his neck, Typhoeus was forced to listen to a dying man’s silent pleadings for the first time as a human. The choked gasps were all too easy for Typhoeus to interpret and understand. It took a long time for Medraut to die, and when it was finally done, Typhoeus was left with the realisation that he was all alone. As much as he had wanted them dead, the thought of any more killing made him feel viscerally sick.

*Congratulations, Warcaster’s Reservoir is now level 16*

*Congratulations, Warcaster’s Abjuration is now level 16*

 . . .

*Congratulations, Warcaster’s Reservoir is now level 20*

*Congratulations, Warcaster’s Abjuration is now level 20*

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 57 Brightarrow Huntsmaster. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations, Artillery Mage is now level 21*

 . . .

*Congratulations, Artillery Mage is now level 24*

With Medraut dead, the System messages poured in, and Typhoeus was left with the task of killing four adventurers before he was finally done. He could hardly breathe, let alone think. His need to complete his vengeance and preserve his cover were conflicting with his growing nausea at the thought of any more death.

Arilla was gone, and now he needed to know what to do with the rest of his life. He let his aura go, his golden scales disappearing into motes of light as [Sovereign’s Aura] stretched out to its full range and filled the area around him with his grief, despair, and anger. He pushed his feelings out of his body, saturating the air around him with the tumultuous mix of negative emotions while he forced the world to suffer with him. The ground bleached and grass wilted as his very tangible sorrow warped the very fabric of creation, forming a perfect circle with a radius of exactly 303 feet where the world grieved with him.

“Typh, stop.”

He barely heard it. Even with a rank 4 perception skill, the words came out as a barely audible whisper. Typhoeus froze, his aura rapidly pulling back as he left Medraut’s corpse on the floor and sprinted up the hill until he came face to face with Arilla.

She was a mess. Her torture—or, to be more accurate, vivisection—had left more of her insides on the outside than could possibly be healthy, and if it wasn’t for those two whispered words, he would have wrongly left her for dead. He hadn’t even considered the possibility that she could have survived, and now the realisation that she had been lying there in pain for so long would have broken his heart all over again if he wasn’t so overjoyed to see that she was still alive.

He tried to speak, to say something reassuring, but between how badly he had treated his [Alternate Form] and the injuries that he had sustained beneath the adventurers’ combined assault, all that came out was a wet rasp.

With trembling hands, he carefully put her back together, barely stomaching the slick wetness of physically handling her organs as he put them back inside the open cavity of her chest. He couldn’t help but marvel at the perverse amount of care that had gone into disassembling her; the warrior responsible had gone to great efforts to leave every part of her intact and undamaged. When he was done with his grisly task, he pressed his gore-covered palms firmly against her head and heart, ignoring how cool her flesh now felt beneath his touch. He began channelling her wounds into him. His large HP pool helped a bit, acting as a buffer between the onset of the injury and it making its presence known, but the damage to Arilla was immense, and Typhoeus was hardly in pristine condition to begin with.

As he cast his spell to bring life back into her body, he felt his own begin to slip away. Typhoeus had grown far more familiar than he would have liked to be with this spell from their time in the fighting pit, but even Arilla’s most severe injuries from then paled in comparison to this. Healing her in this manner was an act of extreme self-mutilation that could very well end his life in order to save hers. Death wasn’t part of the plan, but he realised then that he could accept it if that’s what it came to.

At the end of the day, Typhoeus was no healer, and arcane magic could only ever hope to be a poor imitation of true healing. The inefficiency of working with magic so different from his twin aspects of force and fire, not to mention the innate flaws in the spell, meant that the exchange rate on injuries was nowhere near one for one. With his focused attention, Arilla’s chest cavity slowly knitted itself back together, and he felt his own practically disintegrate in response. Arilla’s extreme injuries worsened by an order of magnitude as they were transferred into him and he felt his organs practically try to rip their way out of his body.

Arilla’s eyelids snapped open, her chest heaved in a massive shuddering breath, and her limbs jerked frantically as she was forcibly restored back into working condition.

“Typh, that’s enough,” she said weakly, her pupils dilating in fear as she looked up at the bloody ruin that Typhoeus was making of his own body in his desperate attempt to save hers. He, of course, ignored her, focusing his spell to fix the many minor lacerations to her organs that would prove to be fatal sooner rather than later.

“I said that’s enough!” Arilla yelled, pushing Typhoeus off of her and onto the ground with surprising strength, forcibly breaking the spell.

Typhoeus opened his mouth to speak, but instead a shudder ran through him as he vomited a messy mouthful of haemorrhaging flesh. He tried to suck in a breath, but realised he couldn’t—his human lungs had either completely filled up with fluid or been burnt to a crisp.

“Stop pretending. Save yourself!” she commanded, lifting herself up onto her elbows with a pained grimace. “I’m supposed to be angry with you, so you can’t ruin it by saving my life and then dying on me!”

Typhoeus looked at her, confusion on his face—and then his body spasmed, blood pouring from every orifice.

“I know, Typh. I know what you are, and you’re not allowed to let yourself die like this.”

Typhoeus shook his head. A small, stupid part of himself knew that if he died now then she wouldn’t be able to leave him.

“I will never forgive you if you kill yourself for me. That isn’t how love is supposed to work.”

Love.

Again, that word changed things. He could see her new level and knew it was impossible the System wouldn’t have told her his truth. She hadn’t heard his prepared speech, nor had she received his gifts. He had betrayed her by the simple act of loving her whilst being ruled by his fear, and he was scared. He was more afraid that she wouldn’t forgive him than he was of dying. Death was an easy solution to his problems. It was a neat little ending to a nice story, but life wasn’t a story, and neither was love supposed to be easy or neat.

He could feel the world pulling away from him, the darkness that was swimming around the corners of his vision growing deeper and more pronounced as he felt his body shut down. His inhuman will had been taxed beyond its limits when he finally acquiesced to her demands. His body blurred and he shifted back into his true form, the frail, dying body of Typh being replaced with the much larger, more vibrant body of Typhoeus, the Sovereign Dragon.

Instinctually he flared his wings behind him as he reared back and took in a great breath. His accumulated wounds that had transferred into his new form rapidly faded as his massive pool of HP, along with the regenerative effects of [Sovereign’s Body], spurred on his recovery.

He looked down at Arilla, her now much smaller body staring up at his. Her eyes wide with fright and something else much more familiar as he towered above her, well over three times her height.

“We . . . should talk,” Typhoeus said, his true voice rumbling out of his large chest in a much lower pitch.

“Yes, we should.”


Chapter 37

Talk

Arilla climbed unsteadily to her feet and immediately punched Typhoeus in the leg. Her fist met his tough scales with a muted thwack, and the force of her own blow sent her sprawling back down onto the blood-soaked ground, where she groaned in pain.

“We really need to get you to a proper healer. There’s a lot of deep damage I couldn’t fix,” Typhoeus rumbled, momentarily frowning at the sound of his own voice that was so much deeper than he thought it should be.

“What about you? Aren’t you hurt?” Arilla asked warily from her vantage point on the sodden ground. Her tone was shaky and uncertain, as if she couldn’t quite decide how to feel about the realisation that she was both alive and likely to stay that way.

Her body was still a mess; while Typhoeus had done what he could to save her, it wasn’t nearly enough. Five large, partially closed incisions dominated her chest, where her flesh had been peeled back like tent flaps. Severed muscles, bones, and exposed organs were all uncomfortably visible to Typhoeus’s skill-enhanced vision despite the darkness of the cloudy night. She was shaking, whether from pain or the shock of her injuries he couldn’t tell, but it would only get worse before she ultimately succumbed—her stats and skills would only be able to stave off the inevitable for so long.

“I’m a Sovereign Dragon,” he said carefully. “I’ll live. But you won’t if we don’t get you help,” he continued, craning his neck lower to the ground so that she wouldn’t have to look quite so far up to meet his much larger gaze.

“You really are a dragon, aren’t you?” she asked with a long, tired sigh.

“Obviously.”

There was a long pause as she stared back into his large reflective eyes, and as much as Typhoeus tried to meet her unwavering gaze, he ultimately flinched away, unable to handle her accusatory look filled with anger and disdain.

“You lied to me,” she said pointedly.

“I did, and I am sorry for that. I . . . didn’t want to lie, but I was . . . scared,” Typhoeus said, the words coming out haltingly as he weighed up the impact of each one as they reverberated loudly through his broad, scale-covered chest. He winced again at the unexpected sound of his own voice, his rumbling tone reminding him of the rolling crash of thunder that was so unlike his smooth feminine voice when he was Typh.

Typhoeus had never spoken much as a dragon, having been alone for the majority of his life even before his exile, and on the rare occasions that he had felt the need to interrogate some poor, defeated adventurer, he usually had more pressing concerns than the low pitch of his voice. But now that he had to try and make Arilla understand him, he couldn’t get past the inherent wrongness of his speech. The continued allure of his feminine human form surprised him, as rather than feel refreshed by the clarity of his draconic brain, he couldn’t help but fixate on the loss of his more human emotions and expressions.

“You were scared? Of what? You’re a fucking dragon, Typh!” she said, her own voice growing louder to match his.

“It’s Typhoeus, actually, and in the interest of transparency I should tell you that I’m not, strictly speaking, a woman. And yes, I was scared. The Shining Swords would have killed me if I didn’t hide from them,” he said. He then dipped his head even lower to the ground so that his massive chin was almost resting on the disturbed soil.

“Of course Typh isn’t your real fucking name, whoever heard of a fucking dragon called fucking Typh! And of course you’re not a real woman, because then maybe some small part of our relationship wouldn’t have been another massive fucking lie!” she screamed, forcing Typhoeus to close his eyes rather than face her fury.

“And the Shining Swords would have killed you because they are heroes, and you are a fucking man-eating monstrosity of a dragon!” she yelled, venting her rage at him. Her eyes suddenly went wide with shock, and she clutched at her chest while her wounds punished her for her exertions.

“I am, yes, but please calm down. Your heart needs to recover,” he said, his concern for her wellbeing trumping his need to explain himself.

“You’re not even going to deny it, are you? You eat people. You’re a monster, a literal monstrous threat to humanity. They—” Her eyes went unfocused as she cut off abruptly. Her breathing became hitched and heavy, Arilla tried to steady herself, her elbows trembling as she lowered herself down closer to the ground.

“I may eat people, but unlike your kind, I have never tortured or vivisected anyone,” he spat, perhaps hitting a little too close to home. “I’ve never once taken away someone’s freedom or assaulted them for looking pretty, or imprisoned them because I was interested in exploiting their offspring that I would then force them to have. Do you know what your kingdom’s alchemist’s have planned for me, should I ever be captured?”

She looked up at him in silence for a moment, and the way her hand clutched weakly at her pallid chest caused him to immediately chastise himself for getting riled up.

“I’m sorry. You need to stay calm. Most of your organs were outside your body for far too long. I’ve done what I can to help, but I’m no healer. I really don’t understand how it is that you’re still alive,” Typhoeus said, grateful at least that he was still able to convey some of his concern across in spite of his too-deep voice. His waking mind desperately tried to cling on to the depth and urgency of his feelings, all while his cold draconic brain instinctively tried to distance itself from the pain of his all-too-human emotions.

“Choosing your rank-up skill whilst being tortured leads to some interesting options—” Arilla said bitterly, before abruptly cutting off again. Her eyes went glassy and vacant, this time for several seconds longer than her previous pause as she momentarily zoned out before coming back and launching into another sentence like nothing had happened. The thought that she might not even be noticing her brief bouts of unconsciousness worried Typhoeus a great deal more than her very obvious pain.

“Trust me when I say that the man who carved me open made me regret my choices. Is he . . . Is Rolf dead?” she asked, sounding almost hopeful despite her extreme exhaustion.

“No, not yet. I’ve only killed Medraut. The rest are . . . incapacitated,” he said cautiously as he carefully studied her for any other signs of physical deterioration.

“Great, in that case, help me up and hand me my sword,” she commanded, her shaking arm reaching up towards him expectantly.

He hesitated for a long moment before speaking again. “You . . . really shouldn’t stand up. Also don’t you want to talk about . . .” he started to say before trailing off himself. His courage failed him, so he instead lowered a foreclaw to help Arilla to her feet regardless of his expressed concerns.

“About what? About how you lied to me, betrayed my trust, violated my body, then got me kidnapped, tortured, and to top it all off, made me a traitor to my own species?” she asked, reeling off the litany of his many failings like they were as mundane as a shopping list.

“Yes. That,” he said, his heart aching with how painfully inadequate his own response was.

“No. Not really. What is there to say? We’re through. Whatever we were was a lie, and I don’t particularly want to think about how thoroughly you used me any more than I have to,” she stated matter of factly.

“What if . . . I don’t want us to be over?” he asked, still searching for any signs of hope for their once-bright future together.

“You don’t get a say in this. Not when you’ve done nothing but lie to me from the moment we first met,” she said, making no effort to hold back the venom in her voice.

“You’ve known that I was holding things back for most of our relationship. I told you there were things about me that I couldn’t tell you,” he said, pleading for her understanding.

“Stop saying we have a relationship! We don’t!” she yelled.

“Fine, but you know that I didn’t want you to find out like this. I was going to explain everything tonight: why I felt that I had to lie to you. I still can, if you want,” he offered, his voice as soft as he could make it despite his draconic physiology.

“There is no explanation that can make up for how disgusted I feel with myself for letting you touch me, for letting you inside me. Do you even understand what you did?”

“I fell in love with you,” he said, stating the truth that he felt with the same intensity even now as a dragon, despite lacking the heady, hormone-driven emotions of an eighteen-year-old human.

“No, you didn’t. You’re a dragon, you don’t feel things! You’re just an overgrown lizard with an obsession for collecting gold and magical equipment!” she said. Her expression of righteous fury faltered as soon as she hurled her insult, but that didn’t stop her continuing rejection from cutting him to his very core and he flinched back from her spite.

“You don’t believe that. I have feelings, you know me,” he said, trying again, his heart breaking in the face of her rage.

“I knew Typh, and she was a lie. She was beautiful and perfect, but she wasn’t real. I don’t know you, Typhoeus. You’re a dragon, and I’m an adventurer. I kill things like you.”

“I am Typh. She wasn’t a lie; she is just a part of me that I never got to be before I met you.”

“Stop making this difficult. I don’t want to reconcile, I hate you, and I hate what you are. Why couldn’t you have been a necromancer or something worse, something—”

“Human? I’m sorry to disappoint you so, but I am what I am. I was born a Sovereign Dragon, and I will always be one, regardless of what I may choose to look like. But I don’t want us to be over. I want to be with you, for now, and forever,” he said, cutting her off.

“Well, I don’t,” she said, limping over to her sword. She slowly retrieved it from the ground, and immediately stumbled under its weight. She stood there in silence, panting for breath, her body rebelling against her determination to kill her incapacitated tormentors.

“Let me help you,” he offered after seeing her stumble, extending a wingtip out to steady her.

“I need to do this myself. I need to see him dead,” she said resolutely. The warrior shrugged off his attempts to help her, and instead she leant on her sword like it was a walking stick.

“Fine. They’re this way,” he said, then turned and walked slowly towards the nearest of the fallen adventurers. The ground trembled with each one of his massive steps while Arilla limped loudly behind him. Her huffing breaths and pained gasps caused spikes of anxiety to run through his heart and he prayed to the System that she would last for long enough to see a healer.

“Are you sure you need to do this yourself? If it’s about the levels, I can offer you something else after you’ve been healed,” he offered.

“No, it’s not about the levels. They tortured me, Typh—Typhoeus. I need to see them dead if I’m ever to sleep again.”

“Okay, but as soon as you’re done, I’m taking you to get help. I won’t let you fight me on this, even if it makes you hate me more,” he said firmly.

“I won’t. I am well aware of how badly I need a healer, but where are we going to find one out here? I can barely walk, and you’re too conspicuous like that to go back to Rhelea. Can’t you change back?”

“Not anytime soon. My human form, while a skill construct, needs time to recover. We’ll have to go to the ratlings. They have healers who will help us, as long as you can tolerate being touched by nonhumans.”

“I can put up with the ratlings. They’ve never lied to me in order to get into my pants. Besides, I’ll have to get used to them. We’re going to need their help if we’re going to kill Galen,” Arilla said offhandedly.

“We’re killing Galen?” Typhoeus asked, the surprise of her statement causing him to pause mid-stride as he looked back at her.

“Of course we are. He paid men to abduct us, and I was tortured because of him. That sick fuck of a warrior made me beg for him to kill me, and the others just left him to it as he cut piece after piece out of me. I will not let the man responsible for that inherit a claim to Rhelea,” Arilla declared, punctuating her statement by spitting on the ground—her eyes momentarily widened upon seeing quite how much blood was present in her saliva.

“Are you sure you want to kill a noble, though? Even I know there will be repercussions for that,” he said, knowing better than to comment on her deterioration.

“You asked me once what I was going to do to stop Rhelea becoming another shitty noble fiefdom. This is me telling you that you’re going to help me end the Traylans.”

“Your bloodthirst—”

“Yes, I know, it astounds you. Now, are you going to help me or not?” she asked, her tone becoming short as her fatigue finally seemed to begin overpowering her rage.

“I’d do anything for you,” he said, and he meant it.

“Good, because I’m going to need you to translate for me. Now, help me walk. I have adventurers to kill, and I fear that I’m going to need the levels before we are through.”


Chapter 38

Scion

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 14 Goblin Tribesman. Experience has been awarded.*

The rush of energy that came from killing the chained goblin did little to soothe the aching muscles in Galen’s hand. The new leather binding wrapped tightly around the hilt of his sword had yet to conform to the contours of his palm, making every swing an exercise in stoicism as he did his best to ignore the pain and maintain a regal posture befitting of a Prodigal Scion.

He swore that the damned weapon was giving him calluses like a common labourer, and he once again cursed his father’s insistence that he learn the sword to better impress the local adventurers. The very idea that he could actually blend in as one of their own was truly one of the most inane notions the senile old man had ever come up with. The Traylan patriarch was so out of touch with the commoners that he thought twelve shared months in that joke of an adventuring school could somehow make up for centuries of oppression and mutual hatred.

He hated the adventurers for their low birth, their demeanour, and their overall poor personal hygiene, and they hated him because he was of noble blood. His mere presence in their hallowed adventuring halls was a persistent reminder that just because they had a class, they were not truly free. His ancestors had been telling theirs what to do since time immemorial, and just because his idiot grandfather had sold the land beneath Rhelea to merchants, of all people, that wasn’t about to change. It was such a profoundly stupid decision, made all the worse by the short-sighted merchant’s council allowing the travesty of free class stones to persist for the better part of a century.

He couldn’t help but shake his head at the sheer, unmitigated folly of it. An entire city full of unbound classers was enough to give any noble pause. People who were supposed to be used as strategic weapons in the great game of warring nations were just casually going about their business unrestricted by oaths, promises, or bargains. The only reason that the Traylans hadn’t been assassinated by now was the fact that they currently wielded so little power within Rhelea it simply wasn’t worth the backlash from the throne—something that was likely soon to change in the coming years.

The steady rise in high-level rogues who decided that political assassinations not only paid significantly better than risking their lives fighting monsters but were also much easier was an issue every noble in Terythia was well aware of. The fact that 9 out of 10 of these entrepreneurial assassins originated from Rhelea’s peasant stock was something that was only discussed in highborn circles, usually devolving into a shouting match after too much wine had been poured and the evening’s entertainment was over. Every classer who wasn’t sworn into the service of a noble dynasty was a threat to the stability of the kingdom and something that he would put a stop to as soon as his father’s petition to void his grandfather’s sale of Rhelea was approved. He was sure the petition would be granted, considering how favourably the political winds were finally blowing.

He walked over to the next cage and looked down at the quivering goblin bound in irons; the pitiful creature, who had until now been sitting quietly in its own shit, decided to take his approach as a signal to begin thrashing in vain against its sturdy chains. It was a disgusting little thing, but their prodigious breeding rate certainly was convenient for getting his family’s household troops to pewter. While it was unfortunate that they had the nasty habit of swarming the odd village now and then, it was no great loss. With the notable exception of Rhelea, the Traylan lands were barely profitable. It was a sad but undeniable truth that the loss of a few villagers here and there was a small price to pay to ensure that the Traylan soldiers stayed levels ahead of the common riff-raff.

Galen raised his sword, pushed stamina through [Scion’s Edge], and brought it down on the restrained creature’s neck, splashing its cage in red and hurting his hand all at once with the same motion.

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 13 Goblin Tribesman. Experience has been awarded.*

He couldn’t help but snort with derision at the system; it congratulated him for murdering yet another helpless creature, but that was the way of this world. The strong took what they wanted from the weak, the very laws of Creation reinforcing the mentality that had come to define the great nations of Astresia. He was levelling fast, the past 8 levels gained inside of a month, courtesy of the steady stream of caged goblins his men had captured for him from the Green Forest to the east. It was a prodigiously expensive endeavour but certainly worth it to ensure that he made his way to pewter with minimal effort or risk. The thought of lowering himself to perform any more ‘newbie quests’ for the Adventurers Guild literally made his stomach turn with revulsion.

He checked his status and watched with a smile as his stamina gradually ticked upwards before his eyes, happy to see that he had completely recovered from his morning’s exertions with his healer-and-concubine Mereliss. The demure-looking woman more than made up for her low breeding with her enthusiasm for the sword, both figurative and literal. No doubt the commoner thought she could get the better end of the deal from him by acquiring levels and a bastard of her own, but it was ultimately a small price to pay for a personal healer loyal to his dynasty.
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“Lord Traylan, the scribe you requested has been waiting for you in the sunroom for quite some time now,” a meek-looking servant said. Her voice wavered as she rudely interrupted his moment of quiet contemplation.

He turned to face her and felt a sudden wave of terror constrict around his chest. His already sore hand gripped the hilt of his sword ever tighter as he looked into the gold-flecked eyes of his servant, and for a moment he was back in the tent—back in the tent with that thing wearing the face of a woman he had made the innocent mistake of lusting after. A monster playing at being human that had defeated him so effortlessly before biting deep into his flesh. He felt flat teeth tear into the meat of his neck and pull, his skin stretching taut between her full feminine lips and his body in a moment of undiluted horror that he knew he would never forget.

The servant blinked, and suddenly her gold-flecked eyes were just a sickly yellow; the predatory beauty with caramel skin was gone, and in her stead was a mousy-looking woman of Tolisian descent who had clearly spent too much time in the fields surrounding his estate.

He remembered that she was standing there waiting on his response, warily eyeing his white-knuckled grip on his wavering sword. He promptly relaxed his grip, and grit his teeth when blood and pain flowed back into the tight muscles of his sword hand.

“Let them wait a little longer. I’m busy,” he said, taking his time to wipe the goblin’s blood from his sword with a silk handkerchief. “Send someone to fetch Mereliss from my bedchamber. I think I will require a light heal before lunch.”

The servant bowed deeply, hastily backing out of the foul-smelling kennels without once lifting her head. The woman stumbled when she walked backwards into Sir Roharn, the temporary head of his family’s household troops while his father was away in Helion with the better half of their knights. The servant apologised profusely before she quickly fled the room, neither Galen nor the knight acknowledging her flight in the slightest.

Roharn was a large man, like all the knights sworn into his family’s service, and usually he walked around with a confident ease that made light of the thick steel armour that he habitually wore. His bronze complexion and imposing size made him look more like a statue cast out of metal rather than a mortal man. As the knight approached, Galen could tell that something was deeply wrong. There was a strained expression on his face, made worse by how his long beard that was usually kept well-oiled and coiffed was now in mild disarray. The young lord had never seen Roharn in such a state before, not even when the man sparred in the courtyard with the other knights under his command.

“My lord, we are under attack by a ratling horde, we—”

“We are? Why are you looking so glum, Sir Knight? This is good news! Rhelea is ill-prepared to fend off a monstrous assault. Any deaths will reflect badly on the council, especially after they refused to allow our men on the walls,” Galen declared, his wide smile contrasting sharply with Sir Roharn’s deeply furrowed brow.

“My Lord—”

“If we ride to the rescue after the outer city has been sufficiently penetrated, our household troops will be seen as heroes! This is exactly the sort of thing my father wants!” he said. He was already anticipating the praise that he was sure to receive from the grateful residents, not to mention his distant father, who was usually so frustratingly hard to please.

“You misunderstand me, my lord. We are under attack; the monsters have bypassed Rhelea entirely. They have already taken the outer walls. We have to get you to—”

“What are you talking about? Rhelea is between us and the Dragonspines. There’s no way they would miss the city by mistake,” he said, his mind racing.

“You are correct, my lord, but nevertheless, Rhelea has yet to sound an alarm bell, and there are monsters on the grounds. It isn’t safe for you here. We need to—”

“How come we didn’t see them coming? Even if Rhelea didn’t warn us, the outer wards should have given us at least an hour’s notice,” he said, his anger mounting at what was looking like a truly prodigious fuck up by his family’s runescribes.

“I don’t know, my lord. Even now, with ratlings swarming the ramparts, the wards are silent. I would suspect sabotage, but not even our enemies would work with monsters,” Roharn said, the big knight finally able to finish a sentence for the first time.

“Who . . .” he trailed off, flushed red lips appearing in his mind’s eye. A seductive smile hiding a litany of horrors.

“I told you, Galen, I am your ever-waking nightmare,” the lips said.

The noble clenched his eyes shut, his terror back again stronger than ever before, squeezing down hard around his chest so tight that he could barely breathe.

“You’re dead. I had you killed,” he said firmly, feeling the fear recede and the pressure abate as he reminded himself that the source of his nightmares was lying dead in the bottom of a ditch, having suffered a painful death at the hands of Medraut’s Rovers.

“My lord, are you unwell?” Roharn asked. The knight looked increasingly anxious with every passing second, his eyes flitting between the door and Galen.

“I’m fine. To the inner keep?” he lied, and the lips laughed at him while his noble blood trickled down from their upturned corners.

“Yes, my lord. Right this way,” the large knight said, turning and marching out of the kennel doors.

Galen quickly hurried after the heavily armoured knight, not wanting to be left alone during the attack. He stepped out of the kennels and into the open courtyard by the stables. Already he could hear the sounds of mass violence from outside the curtain walls of the keep. Horses whinnied in terror as the explosive sounds of magical flames and incoming siege weapons fire were only barely muted by the warded stone walls that encircled the inner keep. High-pewter warriors dressed in his family’s colours stood tall against the battlements some 40 feet high, as they launched arrows, javelins, and rocks over the crenellated walls at the monsters, who had already breached the outer perimeter of his family’s fortified estate. That feat that should have taken hours, not mere minutes.

All around him was chaos; servants fled into the squat keep as warriors steadily streamed out, their leather and steel armour creaking and clanking, which only added to the growing din.

It was his first real battle, and Galen could already feel the energy from the recently slain building in the air. He didn’t know how many men were stationed on the perimeter wall. Fifty? A hundred? He supposed it didn’t really matter. Doubtless, those who hadn’t fallen back to the keep’s much taller inner walls were already dead, likely taking significantly more of the ratlings with them before the outer wall fell. The differences between a human and a monster shone through, as everyone knew that a single human with a combat class was worth far more than their bestial counterparts.

Galen realised that for the first time in months he felt excited. Moments like these were where heroes were made. Monster hordes and wars were the only two consistent ways for people to go up by a handful of levels in the span of a single day. Given his current low level, if he played his cards right, then he could maybe even break into pewter and save himself weeks of butchering goblins in the kennels.

He knew abstractly that his life was in danger, but he was also well aware that the dozen low-iron knights he had left on his estate were not only oathbound to keep him from harm, but also more than a match for a hundred bronze, or a thousand pewter-rank monsters. As he watched bronze-ranked warriors, men-at-arms, and squires make their way to where the fighting was the fiercest on the walls, he couldn’t help but smile with confidence. It was about quality not quantity. Sure, the ratlings most likely outnumbered his men as monsters almost always did, but his warriors had the advantage of levels, discipline, and equipment over the sub-sapient creatures. Victory was assured, he knew that, and he wasn’t about to pass up the chance of easy levels and glory, not when the only benefit to cowering inside the keep’s thick walls like a child was to make Roharn’s job a little easier.

He took a step away from the path that the large knight was leading and towards the stone gatehouse, where his own household soldiers were massing. The twang of a siege arbalest firing intermittently downrange sounded out over the growing sounds of battle cries and monster calls.

“My lord, I really don’t think it’s safe for you to join the men on the battlements,” Roharn warned, his brow wrinkled with poorly concealed frustration.

“Relax, Sir Roharn, I’ll be perfectly safe behind the warded stone. Now, I’m going up there; you can either come with me, or wait for me to tell my father how you left my side in my moment of need,” Galen said with a confident smile. He decided to politely ignore how the iron-rank knight showed his low breeding by swearing under his breath as he drew a large mace and lumbered towards the gatehouse.

He felt [Scion’s Instinct] go wild, his guidance skill that gave him limited foresight causing him to halt mid-stride and look up into the sky in anticipation. Seemingly out of nowhere, a shadow fell from the clouds up above. At first, he thought it was just a bird, and then maybe a hippogriff, but as it got closer to the ground, it just kept growing in size.

It was well over a hundred feet from tip to tail; he didn’t even want to guess at its wingspan. Sunlight caught on its resplendent golden scales, the tips of which were a pure brilliant silver, and the reflected light let off a cascade of scintillating colours that almost trailed in its wake. It plummeted straight down, wings tucked in close to its body as it corkscrewed towards the ground in a tight, spiralling dive. As it got closer, he realised that nestled on its back between its folded wings was an armoured figure.

A human.

[Dragon level ???], [Warrior level 26].

His mind rebelled. His eyes saw the impossibility of a mounted dragon descending in front of him, and he didn’t know what to do. His heart hammered in his chest while he stood stock-still and watched it get closer. The monster came out of its perilous dive with its rider still seated maybe two dozen feet above the tops of his walls. With a thunderous beat of the dragon’s massive wings, it swooped forwards along the entire length of the fortifications, its mouth wide open as a bright golden glow emanated from the back of its throat.

“Please no,” Galen said to no one in particular, the crimson lips in his head laughing at his despair as they spoke once again.

“If you even dream of fucking with me again, I will burn all that you hold dear to the ground and force the ashes of your world so far down your throat that you die choking on them.”

“Get down, m’lord!” Galen heard Roharn yell, the large man’s accent slipping and revealing his Sasyarian origins as he knocked Galen off of his feet. The knight pinned him to the ground with his armoured bulk, and all the young lord could do was watch his world come to an end. It was like watching history repeat itself, and for an idle moment he wondered if this was how his grandfather had felt in his final moments. For the second time in a hundred years, a dragon had descended from the heavens to lay claim to all that the Traylans had built.

The dragon exhaled when it strafed along the walls, bathing them in bright golden flames projected from its mouth in a long unbroken line of fire that rained down onto the wall’s defenders. The timber roofs over the brattices, which were designed to protect the men atop the ramparts from arrows and heavy rain, did nothing to stop the dragonfire, and when the dragon’s breath hit, it hit hard. It swiftly became evident that the flames had a very real, very physical weight to them.

The heavily warded fortifications exploded into fragments of stone, wood, and chunks of people as the walls were violently reduced to their foundations. The wave of force that carried over from the flames’ initial impact washed over him, and if he wasn’t already pinned beneath Roharn, he knew it would have at the very least taken him off of his feet. He choked on the sudden rise of mana in the air. The surviving runework on what was left of the inner walls contained the energy inside the courtyard where it was supposed to help fuel the keep’s many runic enchantments and help the residents passively level over time.

*Congratulations, Prodigal Scion is now level 15*

Galen levelled in an instant. He had no idea how many men had needed to die all at once for that to be possible, but as he looked up from beneath his iron-rank knight, he saw the ratlings beginning to swarm over the rubble that was all that remained of the now-destroyed wall. What little hope he had left of holding the keep evaporated as hundreds of high-pewter ratlings in full plate armour made short work of the few beleaguered survivors.

“Come, my lord, we must get you to the vault. Rhelea will send aid eventually. We just need to survive until then,” Roharn said. The man’s face was stoic as he spoke his beautiful lies. The keep was lost, and even if Rhelea did decide to send out help, it was hours away at best. Still, it would keep him breathing for longer, so Galen let his knight help him to his feet.

“Of course, to the vault, we’ll be safe there,” he found himself saying, the words comforting him even if he didn’t believe them for a second.

Like so many others, Galen ran to the keep. The safety promised by the warded stone walls was far from absolute, but with ratlings swarming the courtyard and a dragon still in the sky, staying out in the open was suicide. Time seemed to stretch while he ran. The two hundred yards that made up the length of the courtyard felt like the longest journey in Galen’s short life.

Roharn’s wake was clear of ratlings, the big knight easily cleaving a path through the mass of rat-headed monsters that had already made it past the ruined walls. Horses continued to whinny in terror, both from the spreading fires and the presence of the invading monsters. Men and women screamed out in pain and fear as they fought and died, the loss of the walls combined with the sudden appearance of the dragon destroying what little morale his people had left. Everywhere Galen looked, he saw survivors fleeing for the safety of the keep, with ratlings close behind them, their long, wicked halberds skewering them the moment their backs were turned. Only his knights, iron rank one and all, stood steady; they formed a loose semi-circle outside the large oak doors of the keep, where they cut down any monster who ventured near. The fifty-plus levels they had on the ratlings granted the building some small semblance of safety.

But only if you ignored the giant fucking dragon.

It banked to the left, lazily circling around for another pass. A handful of skill-empowered arrows from the castle’s scattered defenders reached up towards the low-flying monster and its rider, but the thin shafts slowed to a crawl as they were caught by the creature’s oppressive aura and falling short before dropping from the sky. Roharn, quickly followed by Galen, passed through the ring of armoured knights and into the keep. Sir Lothain’s deep voice boomed out around them from where he stood in the centre and he swiftly barked orders in an attempt to try and rally the other fleeing defenders. Ignoring him, the pair went straight towards the stairs, passing grand tapestries and portraits as they began taking the spiral steps down into the basement two at a time. When the walls rocked and the sounds of the knights fighting off the ratlings abruptly stopped, neither of them said a word. When concussive golden flames filled the entrance hall behind them and licked at the steps behind them, they merely ran faster.

When they reached the bottom, they kept on running. Galen struggled to keep up with Roharn as the knight set a blistering pace towards his family’s vault. They passed household staff and routed defenders in their frantic flight, but neither Galen or Roharn spared them any time or consideration as the pair left them to seek their own refuge elsewhere in the large keep’s subterranean halls. Eventually, they came to the thick iron doors that shielded the vault from enterprising thieves. Once there, Galen had to cut his palm open on his sword to disarm the multilayered wards keyed to his dynasty’s blood. Roharn wordlessly followed him inside and a moment later the heavy door slammed shut behind them.

The inside of the vault wasn’t much to look at for a family of his stature, his father having taken cartfulls of gold and silver with him to the capital, but what remained beneath the bowels of the castle were the artefacts of genuinely exceptional quality. Class stones, runic weapons, armour, and ornate jewellery hung prominently displayed on wooden stands, clearly labelled and diligently polished, while stacks of gold talents and mana-infused gemstones were piled high.

Once they were inside, Roharn immediately walked over to the most expensive suit of armour: a glittering set of nearly pure adamantine full plate inlaid with mana-charged rubies and enough runic script to fill a small book. It was a true relic, one of the few that his family still owned. It was a priceless piece of his family’s history and it wasn’t something that anyone, not even a knight like Roharn should have even dreamed of approaching.

“What are you doing?” Galen asked, confused by his knight’s errant behaviour.

“I’m putting this armour on. There’s a literal army of ratlings and a fucking dragon on the other side of that door. If they make it through, I don’t want to fight them in this hunk of metal when I could be wearing that,” he said, pointing towards the glittering relic that practically radiated magic from its runic enchantments.

“No, I―” Galen opened his mouth to begin chastising the older man, but a single aggravated look from the knight made him think the better of it. In that moment, he became keenly aware that, oaths or not, he was alone in a room with a man who had over a hundred levels on him and very little left to lose.

“I’ll help,” the noble ended up saying, his words coming out as a choked gasp. His hands went through the complex motions of helping Roharn tighten the many straps and buckles on his new set of armour. Galen’s mind ever so slowly caught up to his new reality as he helped his sole remaining knight don the priceless artefact.

Within a handful of minutes, Roharn was equipped in the adamantine runeplate. He then started walking the breadth of the room, first trading his mace for a rune-etched one, and then adding enchanted rings, necklaces, and earrings to his person before making his way over to the stacked gold talents. Any lingering pretence that the knight was preparing for a fight was dispelled, as it became undeniable that the man was stealing from him—Galen was faced with the realisation that he had not only given Roharn access to the vault but had also helped dress him in the very armour that he was now stealing.

“Stop that! Those aren’t yours to take. We’re to wait here for rescue,” Galen said, his voice sounding petulant and whiny, even to his own ears.

“The castle is lost, and the Traylans are done. Now I’m taking what’s owed to me,” the knight declared, plucking up a stack of gold talents and tucking them under his arm like they weighed nothing at all. Then, he began making his way towards the exit.

“Stop you―you thief!” Galen cried, his sword in his hand before he even knew what he was doing.

Roharn looked at him and laughed, completely ignoring the threat Galen posed towards him as the knight carried his stolen bounty out through the vault doors, which swung open for him. The traitor-knight then turned a corner, disappearing into the bowels of the castle and leaving Galen with the impossible choice of pursuing the rogue knight, or waiting for rescue within the relative safety of the vault.

Within seconds Galen had pulled the thick, iron doors closed once again. He reactivated the powerful defensive wards, as he ultimately chose to hide, which left the noble alone in a much less impressive vault, to sit in silence with his thoughts as he waited for either his rescue or his death.

He didn’t have to wait for long—the iron door steadily grew warmer to the touch. The wards on the inside lit up for an interminably long time before one by one they fizzled out once the metal started to glow orange from the heat. The door literally melted off its hinges, and molten iron slowly pooled out to cover the tiled floor, where the marble cracked under the extreme temperature.

Galen hastily stepped back, pressing himself tight against the far wall in an attempt to save his boots and toes as the door collapsed in on itself. A wave of concentrated mana flowed into the vault where the wards on the still-intact walls pulsed with energy when they tried to contain and compress the influx of ambient mana down even further.

Before the iron had even cooled, two figures entered the vault; first was the armoured warrior who Galen had last seen atop the dragon, someone whose level had grown to the point where he saw it only as two question marks rather than a number, and the second was an altogether more unexpected figure.

“Typh,” Galen uttered, his eyes disbelieving as he saw the face of the monster he had ordered killed saunter into the room. The mocking lips that had lived in his mind for so many weeks had now appeared before his very eyes.

“Do you want to do this, or should I?” Typh asked the armoured figure, completely ignoring him as he cowered in fear. She seemed different from how he remembered her. The thing that pretended to be a woman seemed unsure of themselves as they looked to the warrior with something approaching deference.

“This was my plan, so I should do it,” the warrior said with a surprisingly feminine voice as they stepped forwards. They drew a large, familiar-looking sword with brightly glowing runes along the blade’s ricasso before they advanced on Galen almost blurring with speed.

With [Scion’s Instinct] he was barely able to parry in time. While the strike was telegraphed and should have been laughably easy to predict, the warrior swung their massive zweihander with enough speed and force that he felt the bones in his arm rattle when he checked the blade. The warrior swung again, sword blow after sword blow raining down on him, and each one hit harder than the one before. The pain in his sword hand quickly reached unimaginable levels as his muscles screamed and his bones groaned. He channeled over a decade’s worth of training into his defence. The lessons he had learned first as a child, and then as a man, saved his life more times than he could count in just the opening exchanges.

It was unfair.

He was going to lose—he knew that the warrior in front of him was simply too fast and too strong for him to beat despite the numerous openings in their despairingly amateurish sword style. If he was just a little bit faster, he knew he’d be able to win, but as it was, he was already leaning too heavily on his skills. He used [Scion’s Blood] to stop his arm from breaking, [Scion’s Edge] to prevent his sword from shattering, and [Scion’s Instinct] to tell him when a strike couldn’t be parried or blocked and could only be dodged.

Even with his class skills, there were limits that simply couldn’t be surpassed. All too soon his stamina hit 0 and his skills stalled out. The next blow from the zweihander shattered his sword into shining fragments, and they appeared to almost hang in the air as his enemy’s blade continued on uninterrupted and cleaved through into his chest.

There was no pain, only shock, as he slowly fell back off of the blade and slumped down onto the ground.

As Galen lay there dying, he could feel his lifeblood pouring out of him and onto the metal-covered tiles of the vault floor. He could also feel something else leave him; his class. The mana that had been a part of him since he was granted a class was leaving his failing body to join the ambient mana in the air. His essence, his ineffable energy went back to rejoin the endless cycle of levels, classes and deaths. It was a beautifully poignant moment as he accepted his place in Creation, and felt truly at peace—or maybe that was just the blood loss.

His awareness followed the mana that left his body as it merged with the thick energies in the air, and then the concentrated mass of chaotic, life-giving essence crossed some ineffable threshold where it could be seen with the naked eye while it was held firmly in place by the insulating walls of the vault. He felt the swirling energies that were partly him coalesce around a single point as they reached out through a splintered wall of intangible resistance, and something immense on the other side answered.

Galen felt the wall fragment just a little bit more when the thing on the other side forced its way through, forming a visible crack in space above him. A plethora of scintillating colours spilt out through the tear that just hung there in the centre of the room. Jagged forks of light stabbed out in all directions from the central mass of churning mana where a finger formed. It then grew into what was unmistakably a hand, outstretched and straining as it pushed up against the intangible resistance. The glowing limb solidified as inch by inch it forced its way into Creation.

Typh stared at it wide-eyed, slowly backing away in abject terror until, like a spell was broken, the crack flashed with light and snapped shut, leaving a pale, severed hand to fall to the floor, where it landed with a wet meaty thud.

“Typh―Typhoeus, what was that?” the warrior asked in alarm.

“The wards . . . The wards are failing . . . and we are all going to die,” Typh said softly, her words barely audible above the trembling of her body, but Galen heard them. His gaze focused on her full, red lips until he closed his eyes for the last time, relieved that he would never dream of them again.


Epilogue

Crown Prince Althoro Eurychus of the Epherian Empire, ‘the Unicorn Blooded,’ ‘the Warden of the West,’ ‘Defender of the Weak,’ and ‘Slayer of Great Evils’ was not enjoying his day. He had been stuck in his palanquin for over an hour as it slowly made its way through the busy crowds packing the wide streets of Pallas. His armed escort was unable to make the slow-moving masses move any faster without baring steel, something which he knew was political suicide. Although, as his journey threatened to enter its third hour while he remained stuck sitting in the oppressive humidity, the prospect grew increasingly tempting.

It was the first day of the Festival of Magelights, a once-in-a-decade celebration to honour the tireless work of the many mages who kept the empire safe, and the streets of the city had swelled accordingly. The capital bloated with travellers, merchants, and partygoers who had flocked from all corners of Epheria to the already overcrowded city, intent on revelling throughout the week-long celebration.

The confines of his palanquin were stifling, and beneath his silken aketon Althoro could feel the sweat dripping down the rolls of his excess flesh. That was an unfortunate—albeit inevitable—consequence of his lifetime of decadence. If he’d been alone, he would have already removed his ridiculous ceremonial armour; the gold filigree and enameled breastplate had become physically hot to the touch as it trapped the sweltering heat tight against his soft, doughy chest. Unfortunately, the presence of the diplomat from Terythia made that small reprieve a tantalising impossibility.

Althoro had made the misguided decision of offering the rakish man a ride to the ceremony. It was a minor breach of protocol that was only made possible by how disarmingly handsome the diplomat was. The man was a perfect match for his quite particular tastes, an occurrence which he strongly doubted was just a fortunate coincidence. The Terythians may have been Epheria’s lessers in matters of culture, trade, magic, and war, but they had a surprisingly effective diplomatic corps.

The Terythian spoke with a calculated suaveness as he made his pitch to try and offload some second princess or another on Althoro in order to secure a political alliance between their two ‘great’ nations. It was an entirely unappealing prospect to him, and not just because of his preferences towards the more masculine sex. Terythia had an elective monarchy, of all things, and while that had the benefit of making their civil wars significantly more civil, it also made political marriages with foreign powers a total nightmare. Their current King’s children had no guarantee of securing the throne or even a lasting peace, as it was always a shot in the dark in guessing which one of their provincial governors would be voted in when their current King finally passed.

The heat and the boredom was finally getting to Althoro, and he was just about to tell the diplomat plainly that he had no interest in marrying the princess—pretty face and lucrative trade deal notwithstanding—when the man leaned over to place a well-manicured hand on his knee. Althoro felt himself smiling as he reassessed the diplomat’s commitment to his country. The Terythian’s soft hand slowly reached higher up the prince’s thigh and he felt himself harden in anticipation.

* * *

An hour or so later, Althoro felt like he had thoroughly earned the sheen of sweat covering his brow when he stepped out of his palanquin. The eunuchs, who had been carrying it all this time, bent down low on their knees to ensure the doors of his covered litter opened out onto the raised stage of the arena without any differences in their relative heights. The Terythian diplomat followed him out soon after, the man’s slightly dishevelled clothing the only sign of his diligence in his duties, not that it would affect the Terythian princess’s marriage prospects any. The man went to join the other representatives, a collection of diplomats from Epheria’s neighbouring countries, vassals, and city-states, all sitting respectfully behind Althoro and the high priest, who strode forwards to take centre stage.

Althoro took a brief moment to appreciate the collection of disparate faces from every major nation on Astresia, bar one, and felt a moment’s pride at how far Epheria had come. There once was a time when each and every one of their represented countries was at war with his, back when the empire still thought they could reclaim the lost kingdoms of the old magocracy, but over a century of peace had taught even the oldest relics in the realm that peace and stability were far more profitable than expansion could ever be.

It was finally time for the opening ceremony to begin, the festival being blessed by the presence of both a prince of the royal blood and also a high priest of the church. Althoro would have preferred being anywhere else over standing next to the wizened old man, the high priest being one of those pesky zealots who, even in their old age, still believed that the Gods actually listened. Like so many others, he found this priest’s company in particular to be deeply unsettling, not just for his fanaticism towards the ivory throne and its role as the head of the church, but also for how the common people listened to his ravings about piety, penance, and propriety—three things that Althoro deeply loathed in private.

He smiled wide as he waved to the crowd, and the packed masses in the stands roared their enthusiastic approval in response. The prince was momentarily deafened as they all vocally celebrated one of the rare occasions where they would get to see such a high-ranking member of the imperial family in person. The high priest scowled at him as he took his time walking over. Althoro’s showy breastplate was inlaid with a smattering of illusion runes that made him look like a conquering hero rather than the tubby princeling that he knew he was.

In the back of his mind he knew that among the ten thousand or so people watching him in the amphitheatre, any one of them could be an assassin with a skill-enhanced arrow at the ready to slay him. It wouldn’t be the first time that a member of the royal blood was killed at such an event, but he forced his mind to relax and trust in the court mage’s wards. They were so heavily layered around him that the air practically shimmered in front of the large stage.

Already he could taste the heavy mana in the air, and nothing had even happened yet. The arcane preparations for the opening ceremony had taken weeks to prepare; mages and runescribes had needed to carve fresh runes throughout the grand coliseum, in what could only be described as a truly gratuitous waste of the throne’s money. He thought about all the things that he would much rather spend that amount of gold on—feeding the poor, feeding himself, or just holding onto it for a rainy day—but the opening ceremony was a time-honoured tradition, and a very popular one at that. He reminded himself that it wasn’t a complete waste, since it kept both the commoners and the church happy, not to mention the hundreds of mages who were being paid hand over fist for what was essentially taking part in an over-the-top light show. The ceremony had some archaic roots dating back to when Epheria was still a backwards magocracy that ruled almost all of the known world.

Althoro discreetly checked the notes written on his inner forearm, and then beamed back at the crowd, lifting his arms high above his head. The magelights shone down upon him while he signalled for the mages in their pre-arranged circles to begin pumping mana into the already bloated runeworks beneath them. It was immediately dizzying. He had forgotten how lightheaded he would feel from merely being in the presence of so much concentrated mana; the last time he’d officiated the opening ceremony he had even managed to gain a level from the experience, but in the intervening ten years he had progressed enough that a similar occurrence was extremely unlikely to happen again.

Complex sigils of incandescent light appeared high above the mages’ heads, much to the appreciation of the audience in the stands, who ‘oohed’ and ‘aahed’ at all the appropriate moments as the twilight sky was illuminated by the ornate and multihued lights. Each one of the arcane symbols dominated the air above the arena, where they glowed brightly for a few minutes before transitioning into the next one with a near palpable rush of mana. Some of the sigils were so old that they dated back to before the founding of Epheria, and no one truly remembered what they actually meant, regardless of what the high priest to his right may have claimed. For far too many of them, their original meaning had long since been lost to the ages but, mystery or not, it entertained the crowds, and that was what was important.

The lights slowly shifted through the same pattern they always did, growing in brightness with each transition as the ambient mana continued to rise. Althoro had to struggle to keep the benevolent smile on his face as he suffered through the intense mixture of being both extremely bored and lightheaded all at the same time. It reminded him of the last time that he had indulged in far too much hashish and had then been forced to sit through court while struggling to keep his lunch down.

By now, each glowing sigil shed a truly massive amount of light, it was like standing before the midday sun as the symbols lit up the sky above Pallas for miles around.

After several long, unpleasant minutes, the light show finally came to its peak. The high priest was rattling off some speech to the masses about sin and piety when he was supposed to be leading the nation in prayer for the continued good health of the Emperor. The prince momentarily let his smile slip into a frown but swiftly recovered. Soon it would be Althoro’s turn to address the crowd, and it wouldn’t be appropriate for him to give off the impression that the ivory throne and the church weren’t on the best of terms.

He was somewhat nervous, despite having overseen this ceremony once before; public speaking on such a scale was always a somewhat dangerous proposition. The crowd numbered roughly ten thousand, and whilst loyal to the throne, their goodwill could easily be lost depending on any one of a number of things that he as a Crown Prince was far too insulated to even know about. Was the grain tax too high this year? Did the wine that the throne was selling below cost actually make it to the revellers, or had it been intercepted by greedy merchants? Were the army’s recruiters being too enthusiastic with press-ganging the poor? Entire provinces had been lost for less, and here he was with only a few hundred feet of mana-reflecting wards and a hundred iron-rank soldiers separating him from the impoverished masses who could turn on him with a single slip of the tongue.

No, they wouldn’t do that, he told himself. The people loved the throne, and they loved him by extension. They would eat up his speech as they always did. It was the classical rah-rah sort of thing about how humanity was beset on all sides by enemies, both human and monstrous. How only in Epheria these threats could be pushed back, but only if the people put their trust in the throne. Personally, he despised that nationalistic kind of nonsense, but it always seemed to do the trick regardless of how obvious it was that Epheria was easily the greatest power on the continent. The only serious threats it had faced in the past thousand years were the periodic succession crises that occurred whenever a given emperor died without leaving a clear choice of successor—or worse, when they expected their children to rule together amicably.

Althoro checked his forearm once more as he stepped up to the pulpit. The words of his speech had been smeared into unintelligibility by the thick layer of sweat coating his arm, the bright lights of the mages display giving off more than a little excess heat. He smiled with a confidence that he didn’t truly feel as he opened his mouth to speak, but stopped at an unexpected sight amidst the dazzling light display that he did not recognise.

A small crack in the sky had formed in the centre of the light show, disrupting the careful flow of mana that had up until recently been showing the runic symbol currently used on the Glamorgain Dynasty’s heraldry. The rip in the air radiated a plethora of scintillating colours that spilt out as jagged forks of multihued light stabbed out in all directions. The swirling energies coalesced around a single point where the crack grew in size. With his skill-enhanced eyes he could see how first its shape contorted to form a finger, then a hand, and then an arm, until soon before the eyes of thousands, a fully formed adult human had emerged out of the raw mana that had until very recently been permeating the air of the amphitheatre.

Mana that was suddenly just gone.

The figure fell to the ground—which was unsurprising, really, as she had appeared suspended several hundred feet above the ground. Her plunging fall came to an immediate stop the moment her bare feet touched the orange sands of the colosseum, though the woman appeared unharmed and unrattled from her sudden fall or abrupt stop. She was classless, with the colouration and severe features of a highborn Epherian, which ruled out the possibility that she could be a disguised monster or some foreign spy whose spell had gone wrong. She was also completely nude, which seemed to have drawn the crowd’s attention, and the now-silent masses waited for answers he didn’t have with bated breath.

Althoro didn’t know what to do. Nothing like this had ever happened before in the thousands of years the ceremony had been performed, but whatever hesitancy he felt, the high priest did not share. The wiry old man rushed up to the pulpit, standing treasonously close to Althoro, and then leaned over the crown prince, pressing his bearded face up against the amplification runes. With a fevered intensity, the aged man screamed to the audience, voice breaking as it echoed out to be heard by the ten thousand souls crammed within the grand coliseum.

“Rejoice! Rejoice! For the Gods have answered our prayers! An angel has been sent to us! Rejoice! Epheria is saved! Rejoice! Humanity is saved! Rejoice!”

Althoro felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as he lost the crowd. Every word of his speech was completely forgotten, the memory of it replaced with despair when ten thousand loyal citizens screamed their rapturous applause.
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