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101: Fireside

                 

Three officers sat in a circle near a large bonfire. The adventurer, Rain, sat a little distance away, guarded by one of his followers. The area outside the bathhouse was fully illuminated, with barricades sectioning it off from the rest of the city. Thousands of citizens had gathered, working tirelessly to light the area and block off all of the streets that they could. Now, their work done, they sheltered in the bathhouse and the surrounding buildings.

 

Fifteen officers, two adventurers, and one crazy merchant. That was all they had to keep the terrified masses safe, not including a handful of merchant’s guards and volunteers. All of those were unawakened, and thus, useless in a real fight. No nobles had come, the baths being in the wrong section of the city for their kind.

 

Other than the omnipresent torches, there were also three large bonfires to the north, east, and south. Those were set up near the main barricades where they’d been having the most trouble. The wandering Stumpers seemed to prefer open spaces, and the three bonfires corresponded to the three largest avenues into this section of the city. They’d stationed four awakened at each, but they’d since been forced to drop that number to two as the mages started reaching their limits. Even with seemingly unlimited mana from the Night Cleaner, soulstrain could not be ignored.

 

“Do you think he’s asleep?” asked Officer Sarl, nodding to the immobile adventurer.

 

“Lord Rain would only rest if the danger had passed,” said the annoying worker, who was standing ‘guard’ next to his ‘lord.’

 

Sarl glared at the man. “Didn’t ask you. Mind your own business.”

 

“Be nice, Sarl,” said Wolf, the female officer giving him a reproachful look. She drew a card from her hand and tossed it down onto the pile. “That’s six.”

 

“What?” said Sarl, staring at the card. “Hey! You can’t do that!”

 

“I just did,” said Wolf, grinning at him. “Are you going to do something about it?”

 

Sarl flinched and looked away from her bared teeth. They were perfectly normal human teeth, of course. But there was a reason that they called her Wolf. Sarl didn’t even remember the woman’s real name.

 

“He isn’t sleeping,” said Officer Moston, playing a card. “And I’d appreciate it if you would speak quietly. Four.” He set his cards down, rubbing at his temples.

 

“How can you tell?” asked Sarl, looking at Moston. The Fire Mage was surrounded by glowing blue rings, the visual effect of whatever spell the adventurer was using.

 

“You can’t cast when you’re asleep,” said Moston.

 

“He can, though,” said Wolf, pointing at the adventurer. “You know that better than anyone, Moston. You were there at the stronghold when—”

 

She cut off as Moston held up a hand. “Sorry, I should clarify.” He grunted, rubbing at his eyes. “Damn this headache. You’re right that he can keep something going in his sleep, as crazy as that is on its own. What I meant was, he can’t cast, you know? As in, actively select and use a spell. Watch, it will just be a few more seconds…”

 

The group of three card-players waited. After a moment, the blue rings surrounding Moston flickered out and vanished. Four seconds later, the magic reappeared as if it had never left.

 

“See?” Moston said. “He just did something.”

 

“Detection,” said the adventurer’s voice.

 

“Shit!” Sarl swore, almost dropping his cards. “I thought he couldn’t hear us?”

 

Wolf laughed, slapping him on the back. Sarl flinched away from her touch, then tried to play it off as mere startlement. He wasn’t afraid of Wolf, of course, but there was something about what she was that just cut through his rationality and made him react like a fool. Wolf just grinned at him, showing more of her teeth than she needed to, a mischievous glimmer in her eyes. “That’s just when he’s freezing our asses off,” she said. “I would have thought you’d have picked up on that by now.”

 

Sarl looked back at the silent adventurer, considering. Wolf was right; he should have already noticed that. In his defense, the outlandish aura skills that the adventurer used were entirely new to him. He wasn’t familiar with their unique quirks, and he had no other examples to compare them to.

 

The reason for this was obvious. The Watch assigned premade builds for their members, leading to a compartmentalization of their individual capabilities. A Fire Mage was a Fire Mage, and a Swordsman was a Swordsman. There were different variants of the archetypes, of course, but everyone followed one of the well-known progressions that had been laid out by generations of past Watch pioneers. Only very rarely were new builds tried, and never anything as outlandish as what the Night Cleaner seemed to be going for. Even Warden Vatreece had based her build on an archetype, though who knew how it had diverged once she passed beyond the realm of humans and into the territory of legends. It and the builds of the other former Watch heroes were recorded somewhere in Vigilance, but a lowly officer like him would never be told the details.

 

The Guild, he knew, took a hands-off approach when it came to builds. The freedom sounded nice, but the uncertainty of whether a misplaced skill point would jeopardize your entire future was something that he was glad he didn’t have to deal with. It made sense to him, therefore, that the well known builds still dominated amongst Guilders. There was danger in going outside of the norm, so the tried-and-true appeal of something like Fire Mage won out. There was just too much risk of ruining your life when it came to going off the beaten path.

 

The Night Cleaner, though, was something else entirely. The man laughed in the face of such wisdom and didn’t appear to have a single skill that Sarl had ever heard of, other than Winter. Sarl had once thought that the man was an escaped beacon or something—one of the aura slaves used by the Empire—but that clearly was not the case. He hadn’t spoken to the man at length, but every time the adventurer opened his mouth, the possibility that he’d been born in the Empire seemed more and more remote.

 

It was a mystery, and not one that stemmed just from the adventurer’s curious choice in skills. The Night Cleaner’s armor was better-crafted than anything Sarl had ever seen, but from the way he treated the unawakened, he clearly came from a common background. That made the fact that he had such expensive equipment all the more confounding. And that wasn’t even touching on the issue with the man’s soul.

 

Having never been the best at Reading, Sarl couldn’t make out any fine detail, but even he could see that there was something seriously, seriously wrong. A normal paling was calm and opaque, like frosted glass, or perhaps ice. Rain’s, however, shined brightly with an angry red light, and its surface was spiderwebbed with cracks. That wasn’t even the worst part; it was the flickering energy that was leaking from within that would haunt his dreams.

 

Sarl wasn’t a religious man, but that light had him thinking of Hell Rekzakurax. Rekzakurax was a dark god, and his hell was synonymous with rage and destruction. The contrast with the adventurer’s personality couldn’t have been more jarring. How such chaos and evil could lurk within the soul of such an unassuming man, he couldn’t fathom. Unless it is all an act, a tiny voice whispered in the corner of his mind. Unless demons are real. 

 

Sarl shook his head. Such superstition was unbecoming of an officer of the Watch. The man was injured and had melodramatic fashion sense, nothing more. Whatever was wrong with the man’s soul was something new; it hadn’t been there the last time he’d encountered the adventurer, which had been before Westbridge’s attack.

 

He’d discussed the issue with the other officers outside of the adventurer’s hearing, and they’d decided as a group to discuss it with Officer Marghee once they made it back to the eastern stronghold. Until then, they would keep their lips sealed. Reading was not to be discussed with outsiders, not without permission.

 

“Rain,” a new voice said. Sarl turned to see the other adventurer, Val, approaching from the east. As he crossed the chalk circle that had been drawn on the ground surrounding Rain, blue rings formed around his feet.

 

“What is it?” Rain asked.

 

“Nothing,” Val said. “I’m just out of mana again. You, Fire Mage, you’re up.”

 

Moston groaned, pushing himself to his feet. “Fine. I think I can handle one more shift. Where’s Elm?”

 

Val sniffed. “He couldn’t take it any longer. He’s on his way to go rest with the other children.”

 

“Hey!” Sarl shouted. “Fuck you, Elm is one of our best—”

 

“Quiet,” Rain said, his armored head pivoting to look at him. “Sarl, Val, I’m too tired for your shit. If you start another argument, so help me I’ll cram both of you so full of mana your heads will explode.”

 

“Can you actually do that?” said Moston. “With the way my head feels right now, I almost believe it.”

 

Rain shrugged, gesturing to Val. “Made him puke once. I’ve been meaning to test it on slimes, but animal testing is unethical.”

 

“You’re so weird,” Wolf said, laughing as she grinned at the adventurer. “Slimes aren’t animals, everyone knows that.”

 

Rain shrugged. “Val, how are the guards holding up? And why the hell did you leave them alone?”

 

“Oh, relax, they’re fine,” said Val, waving him away. “There’s nothing out there right now. Besides, you met Carten’s aunt, right?” He laughed. “I see where he gets it from.”

 

The seated adventurer nodded. “Yes, I met her.” His voice didn’t sound amused, only tired. He turned to face Moston. “Are you ready?”

 

Moston nodded, looking like he immediately regretted the motion.

 

Sarl grimaced. Just the look on Moston’s face was painful enough. He couldn’t even imagine how bad the headache must be. Hells, I’m glad I’m not a mage. He looked at the seated adventurer. The amount of mana that this guy puts out is insane. How isn’t he bleeding from his eyes after giving away that much? What is he?

 

“Alright then,” Wolf said with a sigh, tossing down her cards. “Damn it, and I was winning too.” She got to her feet, looking at the seated adventurer. “Well, if you’re going, I might as well get back on patrol. I’m gonna shift. Top me up once I’m done, would you?”

 

“Of course,” Rain said, nodding to her.

 

Sarl looked away as a series of sickening cracks and pops came from Wolf’s direction. He’d watched her change once, and he’d regretted it ever since. The worst part was the knees. They literally bent backward, the bones breaking and reforming as the joints reversed themselves into ankles rather than just sliding to where they were supposed to be.

 

“Aw, that is just wrong,” Val said. Clearly, he hadn’t been around when Wolf had changed earlier.

 

“I know,” said Rain. “What the hell happens to her clothes when she does that? And where does all the extra mass—”

 

“Not that,” said Val. “Well, I suppose there’s that too, but did you see her legs? The way that they just—”

 

“Stop!” Sarl said, getting to his feet. “I’m going too. My legs are feeling better, and I don’t want to think about kneecaps, ankles, shattered bones, or anything like that.”

 

“Wait,” Rain said, raising a hand suddenly. He pointed off to his left without looking. “One of you go relieve Officer Tilson on the north side and send him back here to rest. We can’t afford anyone else burning out like Elm. Hurry, there’s a pack of Lurkers coming toward the barrier.”

 

Sarl hesitated. He didn’t do well with spiders. Moston, however, had already started moving. Sarl frowned as he realized what Moston taking the north side meant. That means I’m going east to replace Val. Now that Elm’s had it, I’ll be alone.

 

Seemingly reading his mind, the adventurer’s head turned to him. “If you run into trouble, send one of the guards to get me. I’ll deal with it. We’ve only got an hour until sunup.”

 

“Lord Rain, we would gladly guard the barriers again!” said the annoying worker. “You don’t need to trouble yourself. I will go wake Vanna and—”

 

“Tarny, enough,” Rain said. “Let Vanna rest. She earned it. All of you earned it. I am here now, and I won’t let you or any of the other workers endanger yourselves. Not when we have actual fighters here to hold the line. You’re already doing enough just patrolling the streets inside.”

 

Sarl yelped as an enormous wet tongue licked the side of his face unexpectedly. “Ah! Damn it, Wolf!” he shouted, jumping back and glaring at the bulky monster towering over him. The entire right side of his head was drenched with slobber.

 

Larger even than a normal specimen from the Badlands, the Musk Wolf transformation was terrifying, especially to anyone who hadn’t seen it before. The blue rings of Rain’s spell looked out of place surrounding the transformed officer, scaled up to match the ridiculous size of her body.

 

Wolf let her mouth hang open in a lupine grin, settling back onto her haunches and staring down at him with her shining yellow eyes.

 

Sarl gritted his teeth as Moston and Val laughed at his futile attempts to wipe the slobber from his face. She’s not even that strong, she just looks impressive. Damn it all. Stupid longsword archetype. I don’t even get anything good until tier three.

 

Suddenly, the laughter was cut off as the Night Cleaner shouted. “Quiet!” He pointed to the south, still seated on the ground. “Stumper just spawned near Mlem and Dani. Wolf, go.”

 

Wolf sprung to her feet and dashed away, moving far faster than a creature of her size should have been able to.

 

“Get to the east barricade, Sarl,” Rain said. “Just hang in there one more hour until dawn. I’ll send Val back over to you as soon as I can. It shouldn’t be long; maybe ten minutes.”

 

Sarl hesitated, then nodded. How did I end up following his orders? There is something seriously wrong here. He shook his head. “You’d better get off your ass and come help me if something comes.”

 

“I will try,” Rain said, then hesitated. “But I can’t be everywhere, and I’m not much of a fighter.”

 

Sarl nodded. He understood, though he had his doubts. He didn’t like Guilders as a rule; they were a bunch of selfish assholes. Rain was different, however. The damage to the man’s soul made reading his intent trivial. The adventurer had never lied to him, not even once.

 

He still found it amazing that he was working so casually with a known category three, and in the middle of a city, no less. The threat that the man represented to the populace was incredible, whether he thought he was a fighter or not. However, in a crisis such as this, such concerns tended to fall to the wayside. Without Rain’s mana, they’d have crumpled hours ago, or at the least have been forced to abandon the citizens.

 

Sarl shook his head and turned away, lost in his own thoughts as he hurried to the barricade.

 

I’m starting to see what Mel saw in him.

 



 

Rain watched the retreating swordsman, pinging with Detection to verify that the barricade he was headed toward wasn’t in imminent danger. There were five unawakened guards there, including Carten’s aunt Mazel. Rain had watched Sarl take down a Stumper basically on his own earlier, and hopefully, with the guards to back him up, they would be able to hold until Val had recovered. Still, he didn’t like only having one awakened at the eastern barrier. It was the one that had given them the most trouble.

 

The only concern would be if a large pack of Lurkers appeared, or a new monster type that they had yet to encounter. Sarl lacked any significant AOE capability, and five unawakened weren’t enough to hold off a large pack of the horrible spider creatures. The things actually sucked blood, it turned out.

 

“Whew,” Val said, slumping to the ground. “I thought he’d never leave. I think I’ll just pass out now.”

 

“Wouldn’t that be nice,” Rain said with a snort. He doesn’t want to let the Watch see, but this is really getting to him too. Useless bravado.

 

“Hey,” Val said, sounding oddly offended.

 

“What?” Rain said, tilting his head. Oh. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant it would be nice if I could do the same.”

 

“Ah,” Val said. “That sounds more like you. For a second, I thought you actually learned how to banter.”

 

Rain shook his head, scanning the rooftops. He wasn’t really in the mood to talk. They’d distributed the torches as best as they could, but there were still pockets of darkness everywhere, chimneys being the worst offenders. It was far from ideal, but they didn’t really have any options unless they wanted to start setting buildings on fire. That had been suggested, along with a few other plans, such as attempting to shepherd the mass of citizens through the monster-infested city to one of the Watch strongholds. Ultimately, the more moderate approach had won out with the decision to take shelter until dawn as best they could.

 

The issue was that monsters just kept spawning, no matter what they did. They had a lot of torches, thanks to his foresight, but not nearly enough to banish every shadow. There was always some darkness remaining, and that was all it took. Fortunately for those huddling in the wooden buildings, Stumpers needed deeper darkness to spawn than things like Coal Lurkers and Slimes. None of the large mushroom men had appeared inside the illuminated perimeter.

 

Still, it wasn’t like they could just ignore the problem and hide everyone inside. Coal Lurkers had surprisingly good hearing and would try to break their way through barred shutters and blocked chimneys. The monsters needed to be cleared away frequently, before their numbers became unmanageable. Unawakened volunteers were constantly patrolling, killing lone monsters, and running from anything too dangerous to deal with.

 

That job had become significantly more dangerous an hour ago when Officer Tesh had finally run out of stamina. He and Wolf were the firefighters, so to speak. Both officers were incredibly fleet-footed, and they’d been using that speed to deal with any issues that arose. Now, it was down to just Wolf. And me, I suppose. With Elm out of it, I’ll have a little mana to spare, now.

 

Rain looked in the direction Wolf had run off, but she was already out of sight. Detection revealed that Mlem and Officer Dani had already engaged the Stumper, having been standing guard at the southern barrier. He couldn’t see them either, as the battle was being waged out in the darkness. He looked away, continuing to scan for other threats.

 

They’ll be fine.

 

The first time Wolf had transformed had been quite the shock. It wasn’t the sickening reconfiguration of her bones that had gotten to Rain, it was what she had turned into. Rain had been thinking that the Musk Wolf that he’d encountered had been unique, but that was far from the case. Apparently, the monsters were common in the Badlands, though they were only supposed to be level five.

 

Wolf had acquired one to take as her form on an excursion expressly for that purpose. Shift was a Tier-1 spell in the Arcane Shifter tree, and it did what it said on the tin. You needed to ‘bond’ a monster, and then you could transform into it at will for as long as you could sustain the ongoing mana cost. Basically Animorphs, but with slightly different rules. There was a Tier-2 metamagic to let you store more than one pattern, but Wolf didn’t have it. Her archetype focused on one form and one form only.

 

Once again, Rain compared Wolf to the real thing, and there was no contest. The Watch officer was faster, stronger, better in every way. Seeing what a Musk Wolf could do when it wasn’t weakened by the low rank of the surface was a terrifying experience. I am so glad she’s on our side. She’d tear me apart.

 

He looked away, unsettled. Without a depth gauge, he didn’t know how far the rank of Fel Sadanis had shifted, or even if it was done changing. He’d still yet to encounter anything stronger than a Fungiform Stumper, but he knew there were things out there. Vanna had described an insect creature which the officers had identified—with significant concern—as a ‘Razorspine Dissolver.’ Dissolvers were level fifteen “reaper class” monsters, a name that the Watch used for things that were stronger than other monsters of a similar level.

 

Rain shook his head, then activated Winter and pulled it down to two meters. Worrying about it didn’t do any good. All he could do was try to be prepared for anything. He’d have a few minutes before Tilson arrived, and Val needed a bit of Winter time before he’d be ready for more Essence Well.

 

Of the two spells, Winter was much gentler on the soul. Rain suspected that it actually helped with Focus soulstrain, rather than hurt. That was based on his own experience and how the others were reacting to it. It did cause Clarity soulstrain, or perhaps overmana soulstrain, if that was a thing, but that wouldn’t be an issue here. Other than him, nobody had the base Clarity for it to make a meaningful difference in their mana regeneration, not on the timescales they were dealing with.

 

The Watch mages did, however, have deep mana pools, and it was all that he could do to keep them topped off. By his estimate, most of them were in the level eight to level fifteen range. He’d been alternating between Winter and Essence Well for over five hours, struggling to keep up.

 

It had been enough. Barely.

 

In total, he estimated that he’d provided his allies with somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty thousand mana. The speed of Essence Well was the limiting factor, not his own regeneration rate. He’d even gone as far as to drop the efficiency, just to keep up with demand. It galled him that the water mage, Cera, had turned out to be right on that front. Essence Well was indeed too slow. Unfortunately, there was little alternative.

 

Val and the Watch officers were more efficient at using mana than he was, and that remained true, even after paying the tax for boosting the transfer speed. He could help against a large swarm, but that was about it. His role was to sit quietly and generate mana like a good little dynamo while the real mages dealt with the threat.

 

Rain shook his head, smiling to himself. They changed their tune pretty quick once they started running out of mana.

 

The prejudice against support classes was real, and something that he was sadly getting used to dealing with. Honestly, he didn’t care what people thought. He would do what was best for everyone, even if it wasn’t very glorious. In this case, what was best for everyone was for him to stay seated right here.

 

After all, it wasn’t like generating mana was all he was doing. His other role was to keep his radar on, so to speak. Detection had been vital for finding and eliminating threats within the perimeter, be they freshly spawned monsters, or ones that had wandered in from outside. Monsters were on his mind, of late. As hectic as the first few hours had been, things had now settled into a lull, giving him time to think, though the tension remained high.

 

The awakened talked of the ‘lesser wall’ at level ten, the point at which it was generally agreed that monsters passed humans in terms of strength. The gap only widened from there. The real ‘wall’ was at 25, but the name had less to do with how strong the monsters were, and more with how few people crossed that threshold.

 

Blues were much more common in lairs than they were outside, but the party cap of eight meant that killing one was difficult. Outside of a lair, the limit on party size still applied, but nothing stopped you from just bringing more parties. That made it slightly easier; however, only one party—the one that delivered the killing blow—could receive credit.

 

Without outside help, the wall was practically impenetrable. There were anecdotal exceptions, of course, but the general wisdom was that to raise your cap past the wall, you needed a group of people who were already there to carry you through. Hence, the hereditary power structures of the nobility and countries such as the DKE. Power begat power.

 

There were systems for this, of course. The Watch raised its members to silver based on merit and need for their archetype. High-level members of the Guild took a much more mercenary stance; basically, ‘pay me, and I’ll get you your blue.’ The going rate for that kind of thing was frankly absurd, given the amount of money that even the average bronzeplate guilder had access to. It only got worse as you approached gold. Rain was sure that similar systems existed in the Empire and the DKE, but he had little hard information to go on in that regard.

 

Rain glanced at Val, thinking to ask a question, but stopped himself when he saw that the man had closed his eyes. He shook his head, closing his eyes as well, not to sleep, mind, only to give them a little rest. They felt dry and gritty from the smoke of the fire. After a few seconds, he activated Aura Focus, controlling the radius of Winter to keep it at two meters. There was no reason not to, now that Val was asleep.

 

Rain sighed, sitting in the darkness of sensory deprivation. Trapped inside the barrier, there was no hope of a blue spawning that he could actually benefit from. At level eleven, Stumpers were evenly matched with individual Watch officers, more or less. A blue at that level would likely be stronger than an average level eleven creature, though how much stronger, Rain wasn’t sure. Killing one would be quite the achievement, and also utterly worthless for raising his cap.

 

On the other hand, any reasonably-leveled essence monster would be a godsend, as it would let them awaken some of the citizens. Apart from the combat benefits that this provided, they could also use healers and other support classes, perhaps even another aura user like himself. The possibilities were endless, but he hadn’t heard of a single essence monster spawning anywhere in the city. ‘Rare’ really did mean ‘rare,’ it seemed. He wasn’t sure about the odds, but a low-leveled blue wasn’t something that they could count on.

 

A high-level blue, on the other hand, presented an entirely different issue. If a monster of level, say, 20 or higher spawned, they’d be basically fucked. With an anchor.

 

Thank you, Alestorm, for that wonderful image. He shook his head. It was difficult for him to stay focused at the best of times. Being up for almost twenty-four hours wasn’t helping. In any event, Velika would be their only hope if things like that started spawning, but who knew what she was up to at the moment.

 

Rain frowned, turning his thoughts back to monsters once more. They couldn’t count on the Citizen for help. His current project was to fit some sort of curve to the stats of the monsters that he’d encountered. He’d made progress, thanks to the monster cards that he’d been making, but getting an accurate fit was quite the challenge with the sparse data that he had. Until he gained access to a proper bestiary, the error bars would remain enormous. Working on the problem helped him stay focused, even though it wasn’t very efficient, given the current state of his mind. However, he couldn’t let himself sleep, not until the sun came up, and perhaps not even then.

 

He pinged a few more times with Detection to make sure that nothing terrible had happened in the past few seconds, then pulled up a bunch of the monster cards that he’d made over the past few days.

 





	
Slime

 





	
Class


	
Slime





	
Level


	
1





	
Aspect


	
Chemical





	
Bounty


	
25 exp

0-1 Tel

Chem-cryst (rare)





	
 


	
 





	
Health


	
~50 (varies)





	
 


	
 





	
Force Resistance


	
0?





	
Cold Resistance


	
0





	
Heat Resistance


	
Weakness.

Also, don’t.





	
 


	
 





	
Attack


	
Weak acid of some kind. ~2 DPS.

Will try to suffocate you.

Can you take damage from stench?





	
 


	
 





	
Description


	
You know what a slime is.

Don’t get any on ya.





	
Variant 1


	
White with yellow streaks.

Forest outside of Fel Sadanis.





	
Variant 2


	
Green and brown.

Fel Sadanis sewers.





	
 


	
 





	
Special


	
Can be Purified into a Crystal Slime










 










 





	
Greater Slime

 





	
Class


	
Slime





	
Level


	
4





	
Aspect


	
Chemical





	
Bounty


	
? exp

0-3 Tel

Chem-cryst?





	
 


	
 





	
Health


	
~400 (varies)





	
Cold Resistance


	
~3





	
Heat Resistance


	
Weakness?





	
Force Resistance


	
Immune?

Stuff just gets sucked in.

Maybe try something sharp?





	
 


	
 





	
Attack


	
?





	
 


	
 





	
Description


	
Like a slime, but more so.





	
 


	
 





	
Special


	
Can be Purified into a Greater Crystal Slime???

No immediate reaction at non-AF Purify levels.










 










 





	
Chem Kin

 





	
Class


	
Kin





	
Level


	
6





	
Aspect


	
Chemical





	
Bounty


	
? exp

0-2 Tel

0-1 Chem-cryst





	
 


	
 





	
Health


	
~1000





	
Cold Resistance


	
?





	
Heat Resistance


	
?





	
Force Resistance


	
?





	
 


	
 





	
Attack


	
?

Some sort of poison aura?

Not sure.





	
 


	
 





	
Description


	
Chemical variant of Kin

 

They look like freaky babies with entirely too many teeth. Proportions are all wrong. Heads are too big, arms and legs are too thin, body is tiny.

 

Definitely not a Yoshi.





	
 


	
 





	
Special


	
Kin eat constantly, but where do they put it? They barely even have torsos!










 










 





	
Mucus King

 





	
Class


	
Slime





	
Level


	
7





	
Aspect


	
Chemical





	
Bounty


	
? exp

~6 Tel

~1 Chem-cryst

Crown (mostly lead, some gold)





	
 


	
 





	
Health


	
~4000





	
Cold Resistance


	
~25





	
Heat Resistance


	
~25





	
Force Resistance


	
?





	
 


	
 





	
Attack


	
?





	
 


	
 





	
Description


	
Nasty ball of sewage the size of a house that thinks it’s people. Wears a tiny crown.

 

Somehow, it’s even less regal than it sounds.





	
 


	
 





	
Special


	
Can be Purified?

Crystal Mucus King?










 










 





	
Fungiform Stumper

 





	
Class


	
Fungiform





	
Level


	
11





	
Aspect


	
Chemical





	
Bounty


	
1650 exp

3-15 Tel

0-2 chem-crysts





	
 


	
 





	
Health


	
~12,000





	
Physical (Force?) Resistance


	
Considerable

Does blunt/slashing matter?





	
Cold Resistance


	
~80





	
Heat Resistance


	
~25





	
 


	
 





	
Physical Attack


	
Blunt. Slow.

Extremely powerful.

Don’t get hit!





	
Spore Cloud


	
Effect unknown

Purify mitigates





	
 


	
 





	
Description


	
Three-meter tall mushroom guy.

In Soviet Fel Sadanis, Goomba stomps you!










 










 

Sitting in Aura Focus with Winter running at full blast, the plot that he’d drawn in his notebook came to mind easily, the memory shockingly clear. The problem was that he didn’t have enough hard data. The officers had tried to answer his questions, but the numbers that they’d given him were often confusing or contradictory.

 

From the spread of the stats, there seemed to be a few different types of monsters; swarms, guardians, bruisers, reapers, etc. Each type probably had its own progression, or there could be some sort of point-buy system, or hell, full-blown builds, stats, and skill trees for everything. Talking to Wolf was no use—the woman was infuriatingly cagey about her build, even when it was clear that he already knew most of the skills involved. All of the officers were, in fact. His best bet would be Rina. As a fledgling tamer, the young noblewoman might have some insights about monsters she’d be willing to share.

 

If she’s still alive…

 

Rain shook his head, pushing away such dark thoughts. He pinged again with Detection, conscious that it had only been a few seconds since his last scan. It cost mana to check so often, but it helped him feel better. It seemed safe for the moment, but the danger was all around him, and it could strike at any time. He couldn’t afford to get complacent, especially with what the numbers were telling him.

 

It wasn’t clear if the progression for monster strength was linear, quadratic, or exponential. Exponential looked like the best fit, but honestly, that might have just been his pessimism influencing him. Running a proper fit without a computer was hard, and picking and choosing which points to include for which classes of monsters was fraught with uncertainty.

 

An exponential curve looked like it lined up with the average, but there were a few pretty glaring outliers. It also agreed with what everyone said about the strength of monsters compared to humans. Rain’s opinion was that the reason humans fell off had more to do with lack of optimization, rather than any real difference in inherent power. Looking at his own numbers, and those of some of the other builds he’d been toying with, it wasn’t even that unbelievable for monsters to have an exponential progression. They’d need it, just to keep up. With proper skill selection, exponential power was easily in reach, though he was unsure where the limit truly lay.

 

Still, some of the health numbers that he’d calculated with his preliminary fit of 40*1.5level were terrifying. A perfect example of this was what had happened when he’d used it to estimate the stats of the Razorspine Dissolver that Vanna had encountered, and of the Musk Wolf that had tried to eat his face.

 





	
Razorspine Dissolver

 





	
Class


	
Razorspine





	
Level


	
15





	
Aspect


	
Chemical





	
Bounty


	
?





	
 


	
 





	
Health


	
18,000???





	
Resistances


	
100??





	
 


	
 





	
Razorspine Blades


	
? Force Damage

Very Fast





	
Acid Crescent


	
? Chemical Damage

Medium range.





	
Acid Spray


	
? Chemical DOT

Short-Range AOE





	
 


	
 





	
Description


	
According to the Watch, Razorspines are giant bugs with slashing blades and quills. Some of the smaller ones are supposedly like porcupines or sea-urchins, though nobody seems to have heard of either of those animals.

 

The Dissolver is a bit different, and it has a reputation as being particularly deadly for its level. It is a giant praying-mantis thing that spits acid.

 

Its “razorspines” come in the form of a pair of distinctive blades that can slice an unawakened in half. As if that wasn’t bad enough, it spits acid that can eat through steel, and it launches bolts of chemical magic that dissolve whatever they hit.

 

Oh, and it’s smart. Yay!





	
 


	
 





	
Special


	
Reaper Classification

Unclear what this means in terms of stats










 










 





	
Musk Wolf

 





	
Class


	
Wolf?





	
Level


	
18





	
Aspect


	
Force?





	
Bounty


	
Awakening

Pelt (worth >100 Tel)

?





	
 


	
 





	
Health


	
59k????





	
Resistances


	
350???





	
 


	
 





	
Attack Damage


	
?????





	
 


	
 





	
Description


	
A wolf the size of a refrigerator. Yeah.

This is the essence monster version.

 

Base monster is level 5 and is common in the Badlands.

 

Very bite.

Much shaggy.

Wow.





	
 


	
 





	
Special


	
Essence Monster

Encountered outside Fel Sadanis.

Weakened (how much?) by low-rank zone.










 










 

Rain shook his head. I was definitely in a silly mood when I was writing that description for the Musk Wolf. I really should go back and update it to be more descriptive. Also, I can’t believe I spent twenty minutes just trying to get it to make the text blue on the name.

 

With a sigh, he dismissed all of the cards. Tilson was getting close, and he could play with the numbers some more later. After he’d slept, preferably. Interrogating more people for monster information would also go a long way, short of finding a proper bestiary.

 

Rain dropped Aura Focus and flipped up his visor so he could rub at his eyes. Fifty-nine THOUSAND health, and that’s not even accounting for the fact that it was a blue. The projection is just using the data I have from normal monsters. For all I know, an essence monster’s stats might be twice that. Fucking insane. It can’t keep going exponentially; it just can’t. Otherwise, something would have cracked the planet in half by now…

 

Then again, the stones are supposed to be stronger in the depths, so maybe not. Damn it, reliable information is so hard to come by. 

 

A sudden flash of memory struck him, unbidden, then he started laughing aloud to himself. I want to get online! I need a computer!

 

“Guilder,” said Officer Tilson, interrupting his outburst.

 

Rain winced. Oops. I’ve officially been awake too long, and drinking all that coffee was a mistake. “Officer Tilson,” he said, looking up to see the old officer standing there, carrying his massive bow slung over his shoulder with the string tight across his chest. Rain gestured to the ground next to the slumbering Val. “Sorry, don’t mind me. Have a seat. I’m recovering my own mana, and I’ll be ready to give you some in a few minutes.”

 

Tilson nodded, making no comment about Rain’s apparent insanity. The man just looked tired as he unslung his bow and slumped to the ground beside the fire. Rain closed his eyes again and reactivated Aura Focus.

 

Tilson was the leader of the group of ten officers from the eastern stronghold. He was an Elemental Archer by his own admission, though Rain hadn’t been able to get any details out of him about the class. From the skills Rain had seen the man using, it appeared to be reasonably balanced in terms of mana and stamina usage. The fact that the man was still standing was proof of that.

 

In general terms, stamina-users had better endurance—no pun intended—than mana-users did. With Rain around to replenish the mages, they’d kept up with the fighters admirably, but there was obviously a limit. Hybrid fighters like Tilson, Wolf, and, surprisingly, Mlem, were more resilient, able to lean on Rain’s mana replenishment to preserve their stamina.

 

Rain pulled up his own status to watch his mana pool as it refilled, the number rapidly climbing before his eyes.

 





	
Richmond Rain Stroudwater

 





	
CLASS


	
LVL


	
CAP





	
Dynamo


	
18


	
18





	
EXP


	
NEXT


	
TOTAL





	
22,749


	
22,750


	
454,832










 

Vitals





	
 


	
CUR


	
MAX


	
RGN





	
HP


	
940


	
940


	
250/d





	
SP


	
177


	
520


	
340/d





	
MP


	
4,167


	
6,157


	
1.4/s










 

Dark Revenant’s Armor





	
 


	
CUR


	
MAX


	
RGN





	
DUR


	
12,721


	
13,338


	
0





	
SAT


	
0


	
13,202


	
-92/s





	
CHG


	
174


	
14,209


	
-65/d










 

Attributes





	
139/139


	
EFF


	
TOTAL


	
BASE


	
BUFF


	
SYN





	
STR


	
13.2


	
47


	
10


	
37/37


	
28%





	
RCV


	
10.5


	
25


	
10


	
15/15


	
42%





	
END


	
8.06


	
26


	
10


	
16/16


	
31%





	
VGR


	
15.3


	
34


	
10


	
24/24


	
45%





	
FCS


	
10


	
10


	
10


	
0/49


	
100%





	
CLR


	
247


	
247


	
200


	
47/61


	
100%










 

Resistances





	
50/?


	
FLAT


	
PERCENT





	
HEAT


	
2.6


	
0%





	
COLD


	
2.6


	
0%





	
LIGHT


	
2.6


	
0%





	
DARK


	
52.6


	
0%





	
FORCE


	
2.6


	
0%





	
ARCANE


	
2.6


	
0%





	
CHEMICAL


	
2.6


	
0%





	
MENTAL


	
2.6


	
0%










 










 

Idly, he triggered his training overview as well.

 





	
Training Overview

 










 

It was blank, as he’d expected. He was already sitting at the experience cap, and he was still holding off on purchasing any more skill trees. He’d begun summoning the dialog regularly, starting several hours ago, concerned about how much Essence Well he’d been using. Spreading out the strain would be better than letting it pile up. Even though the dialog was blank, he knew that every time he summoned it, it did something to his soul. He could tell that just from the reaction of the officers the first time he’d done it, though they refused to tell him what they’d seen. Most of them still treated him with distrust, Sarl being the only one he’d ever met prior to today.

 

The first summoning of the dialog had been the most difficult mentally, though it had ended up being painless. Prior to biting the bullet, he had briefly considered the insane idea of just pushing off his training overview indefinitely, but that had been the sleep deprivation talking. He was now confident—reasonably confident—that he had chosen the correct course of action.

 

Thirty seconds passed, and Rain paused Winter to do his customary 4-second scan with Detection. It went: Humans, Monsters, Stumpers, Unidentified Monsters. The last category used IFF to screen out anything that he’d personally fought.

 

It was a signal from the final pulse that made him shoot to his feet, an icy spike of dread piercing his heart.

 

“What is it?” Tarny said, the worker’s voice fading in as Rain’s senses returned.

 

“Unknown monster,” Rain said. He kicked Val lightly in the side. “Val, get up.”

 

Val’s groggy protests were interrupted by Tilson, who spoke right over him. “Where is it?”

 

Rain didn’t answer; instead, he took off at a run, headed west, toward the bathhouse and away from the barricades.

 

“Shit, inside?” Tilson said.

 

“Follow!” Rain shouted, not looking back. “You too, Tarny, Val.” He activated Velocity, keeping the intensity down to avoid disorienting the others. He pumped his arms, sprinting as quickly as he could.

 

His footsteps sounded loud against the cobblestones, though he barely felt the impacts thanks to the layer of Forceweave between his feet and the ground. The material wasn’t enchanted, but its base magical properties distributed force in a way that he still hadn’t quite gotten used to. He’d taken the time to change into the bodysuit he’d commissioned, and the difference between it and the lumpy padding he’d been using before was striking. It barely felt like he was wearing armor at all, not with the incredibly soft fabric covering him from head to toe beneath it.

 

He pinged again with Detection, homing in on the signal. To his immense relief, it was coming from a dark alley near the river, not the bathhouse itself. A torch must have gone out, allowing monsters to spawn. Indeed, he could already see a few Lurkers milling about at the entrance to the alley, though they weren’t what he was concerned about.

 

A blood-curdling screech echoed from the darkness as he charged toward it. He dropped Velocity, fighting for traction on the cobblestones as he arrested his momentum.

 

“Fuck!” Officer Tilson swore, coming to a stop beside him and unslinging his heavy longbow from his back. “I know that cry. That’s a Razorspine.”

 

Rain’s blood ran cold. Val, on the other hand, looked excited as he caught up, skidding to a halt on Rain’s other side.

 

“This should be fun!” he said, summoning a Lunar Orb over his hand.

 

“Tarny!” Rain shouted, glancing over his shoulder. “Run to the barricades. Get the other awakened to meet us here, and tell everyone else to stay away!”

 

Mercifully, Tarny didn’t argue. Rain looked back at the alley, and he barely had time to register what he was seeing before the sickle of green magic struck him.

 

“Argh!” he gasped, stumbling back, less from the impact, and more from surprise. Val also shouted in alarm. The crescent-moon blade of energy had been flying straight for his head before it had curved at the last second to hit Rain in the shoulder. Acid Crescent, the Watch had called the attack. From the shape, it was clear why.

 

Rain’s HUD had a bar for his armor beneath his one for his health. When the magic had struck, a blue transparent overlay had appeared, indicating the armor’s saturation, or the amount of magical damage that the metal could absorb before it reached its limit. The single blast of Chemical energy had filled the bar by around a tenth, which meant approximately one-and-a-half thousand damage from the single strike. The armor would purge that mana over time at the rate of ninety-two points per second, which was nice, but hardly a comfort, given that a second crescent of green magic was already flying toward him from the alley. 

 

This time, the projectile was headed for him directly. Rain threw himself to the side in a frantic attempt to dodge but was still struck directly in the torso as the spell homed in on him. It’s the metal. It’s attracting the magic!

 

Officer Tilson didn’t seem fazed by the close call. He’d drawn an arrow and planted his bow in the ground, the massive weapon almost taller than he was. Both the arrow shaft and the bowstring started crackling with lightning as he prepared to use what was probably Shock Arrow, unless Rain missed his guess. There was a crash of thunder as he released, and the arrow shot toward the alley, bending around the corner unnaturally.

 

There was a flash followed by an inhuman scream of outrage, then the monster rushed out of the alley, headed directly for them.

 

Rain’s eyes widened as the torchlight glinted off the wicked, scythe-like blades of the massive insect. The monster was green, with an angular, horse-sized body covered with numerous deadly-looking spikes. Its six legs ended in barbed hooks that shattered the cobblestones as it charged toward them. Its two longer bladed arms sprouted from a torso bearing a triangular head with massive, dripping mandibles. It was like a centaur crossed with a spider and a praying mantis, but with a healthy dose of eldritch abomination thrown in for spice. Its name and level were displayed along with its health above its head.

 

Razorspine Dissolver – Level 15

 

Oh, fuck me!
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Don't forget to follow the story for notifications when new chapters are available.

Frequently asked questions:


Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎















                
102: Reaper

                 

Rain reached to his belt, extending the Quickstaff and raising it defensively. He had no illusions whatsoever about being able to hurt the Razorspine with the weapon, but having a solid piece of metal between him and the onrushing mountain of nope seemed better than nothing. He could already tell that running would be pointless, given the speed at which the creature was moving. Perhaps he could escape with Velocity, but the others wouldn’t be able to handle the disorientation.

 

A blast of light from Val caught the monster right in its insectile face, doing no noticeable damage. Its health bar was still full, meaning that neither Val nor Tilson had done enough damage to punch through its resistance. Or Tilson missed. Or it has so much damn health that the damage doesn’t even show up on the bar.

 

The creature didn’t slow, and Rain realized that he was shouting as he slashed at it with the Quickstaff. To his amazement, the Dissolver dodged away from his strike, skittering backward and responding with two slashes of its blades that sent a pair of Acid Crescents straight into his chest. As before, the projectiles were consumed by his armor, the acid not even damaging his cloak, at least as far as he could tell. Somehow, the magic was getting broken down and absorbed harmlessly, though his saturation bar told him that it wouldn’t last forever.

 

“Stay behind Rain!” Tilson shouted, drawing three regular-looking arrows in one motion. Endless Quiver made conserving ammunition less of a concern, though it took a little stamina for each arrow duplicated. Tilson nocked all three, and they burst into flames in sequence before he loosed. The Dissolver slashed the trio of flaming arrows from the air with a single swipe, making the motion look casual.

 

Val didn’t listen to Tilson’s command, of course. Instead of staying in the shelter provided by Rain’s armor, he dashed off to the left, blasting away at the Razorspine with magic from both of his hands.

 

“Val!” Rain shouted, reaching out after him. You fucking lemming!

 

The Dissolver pivoted to face the overconfident Light Mage, its chitinous legs cracking the ground as it launched an Acid Crescent at his head.

 

Val laughed as the magic flew through the air toward him, summoning one of his Hard Light shields as he vanished, using that invisibility spell of his. The Chemical magic shattered the barrier of light in an explosion of luminous crystalline shards and sizzling acid. Val gasped as he was struck by the shrapnel, though Rain couldn’t see how badly he’d been hit.

 

After a moment, that gasp morphed into a tortured cry of agony as Val flickered back into view. He fell to the ground, writhing in pain as the monster stalked toward him.

 

“Go!” Tilson shouted, drawing an arrow with a jet black shaft. After a moment, there was a sharp snap and the arrowhead took on the appearance of stone. “I’ll pin it.”

 

Rain was already moving, sprinting to place himself between Val and the monster before it could launch another bolt of magic. Tilson took his shot, the arrow, wrapped by an amber light that speared straight through the creature, nailing it to the ground. The arrow itself had bounced off, but the larger ethereal afterimage remained. Pinning Shot: roots an enemy for a set duration. Stone Arrow would have added Force damage, and that arrow looked special to begin with.

 

“Got it!” Tilson shouted over Val’s howls. “Sixty seconds at most! No promises!”

 

Rain didn’t respond. He was already kneeling beside Val, Purify rolling off him like fog as he fumbled to retrieve a potion from his bandoleer. Purify’s light seemed to be drawn to the splattered droplets of acid that were burning into Val’s face. There was also a good deal of blood on his skin, leaking from the lacerations left by the shards of light magic. Purify was too focused on the acid to deal with that, it seemed. The acid itself wasn’t vanishing, to Rain’s horror. Dark smoke was rising from the wounds as the Dissolver’s magic resisted the influence of his spell.

 

Val clamped his teeth together, strangling his screams as the acid continued burning deeper into his flesh. Tilson arrived, moving to stand behind Rain as he kept up his assault on the monster. He’d been launching arrow after arrow, the shots flicking through elements. Fire, Ice, Shock, Stone, Poison, then Fire, Fire, Fire. Thanks to Endless Quiver, the Elemental Archer didn’t need to worry about anything other than stamina and mana he spammed mercilessly.

 

The pinned Dissolver couldn’t dodge, but it could retaliate. Another bolt of green magic caught Rain in the back, but he barely noticed, too concerned with the horror unfolding in front of him. “Here, Val! Healing!” he gasped, tearing out the cork from the potion bottle. Wordlessly, Val grabbed the potion from him and downed it. Then, he screamed again, his wounds still not closing.

 

Shit shit shit. Rain activated Aura Focus, flaring Purify as high as it would go using all of his modifiers. Simultaneously, he pressed his armored hand against Val’s face, hoping that the metal of his gauntlet would draw out some of the magic from the acid. Four seconds was as long as he dared to wait, after which he dropped Aura Focus and took his hand away. To his immense relief, the sizzling had stopped, and the dark smoke had vanished. Val’s face, however, was a bloody ruin. The burns from the acid were barely bleeding compared to the gashes from the shattered light magic. Rain fumbled for another healing potion, but Val stopped him with a strangled croak.

 

“No, save it.”

 

“Val, don’t be an idiot,” Rain said, practically pouring the potion down Val’s throat. These potions won’t save anyone that takes a direct hit. They’re not strong enough. He reached back to his bandoleer, removing a small wooden disk, carved with the common rune for the Chemical aspect.

 

“Acid…Crescent…hurts,” Val said, letting his head thump to the ground.

 

“No shit?” Rain said, readying the disk. The Dissolver screeched behind them, but Rain ignored it. “Maybe don’t catch one with your face next time. Why the hell did you run out?”

 

Val shook his head weakly, struggling with the pain.

 

Rain hesitated, his hand holding the wooden disk hovering above Val’s chest. He grimaced and pulled it back, pressing the disk against his own chest instead, then activated it with a puff of mana.

 

The disk was a Chemical resistance ward-charm, one that he’d purchased before delving into the Fells, but that he’d never had an occasion to use. The fifty Chemical resistance that it granted wouldn’t do diddly-squat for Val if he got hit again; thus, it made more sense to use it on himself, insignificant as the buff seemed in the face of the Dissolver. Rain took his hand away, the charm remaining stuck to his armor as the shopkeeper had promised it would. The magic-absorbing metal didn’t seem to bother it, for whatever reason.

 

Rain didn’t question it. He had more important things to worry about. He looked up at Tilson, shaking his head. “Don’t get hit. Those Acid Crescents do fifteen hundred damage each.”

 

“Fuck,” Val croaked. He coughed weakly. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

 

“He shouldn’t have needed to,” Tilson said curtly, blasting the Dissolver with another Fire Arrow. “Fucking Guilders. It’s a reaper. What did you think would happen? Use fire if you can. Seems weakest to that, but not by much.”

 

Val just groaned, clutching at his injured face. Rain pushed aside his concern, forcing himself back to his feet and turning to face the monster. The Elemental Archer’s barrage had made an impact, though a small one. The Razorspine’s health had dropped by a bare tenth. It was shrieking in rage as it tore at the ground with its blades, trying to break free from the magic holding it in place.

 

“It will escape soon,” Tilson warned as he readied another Fire Arrow. “I’m surprised it hasn’t already. Rain, can you turtle it once it does?”

 

“Not for long,” Rain said as another blast of caustic magic struck him in the chest. “Five or six more hits and my armor will be saturated. I’m not sure how I’ll do in melee.”

 

“Run,” Val coughed. Rain glanced at him, then he blinked as the man vanished before his eyes. “Leave…me.”

 

There was a sudden screech of triumph from the Dissolver, and Rain whirled to see that the ethereal arrow that had been pinning it to the ground had vanished in a cloud of amber motes.

 

“Shit,” Tilson swore, grimacing as he drew another black arrow. “Using too much mana.” The arrowhead again flashed to stone as he loosed, but the Razorspine hissed and dodged out of the way. Tilson swore again, much more explosively this time.

 

“Going in!” Rain shouted, pushing off hard from the ground, sprinting straight for the monster. We can’t run; it will catch us, and I can’t keep tanking its magic forever. Force Ward should be able to block those blades, though, at least for a little while.

 

He did the math as he ran. As he came into range, he jabbed at the Dissolver using one of the basic staff strikes that Val had taught him ages ago. He grinned as the overgrown bug hissed and retreated, dodging the blow. It’s afraid of getting hit. Joke’s on you, bub. You wouldn’t even feel it, but you don’t know that, do you?

 

“Yaaaaah!” Rain shouted, chasing after the retreating Razorspine. He used a quick blast of Velocity to hasten his next strike, the staff whipping through the air. The Dissolver skittered back again, dodging. Then, to Rain’s horror, it retaliated. The swipe of its claw came faster than he could react, not even to activate Force Ward. The monster’s blade crashed down on his shoulder, slicing effortlessly through his cloak and severing his leather bandoleer. The razor-sharp chitin ground against his armor but didn’t cut through.

 

Rain was pushed back by the force of the blow, his knees bending with the impact, though the Forceweave underlayer distributed it well enough that he didn’t take any damage. His armor wasn’t so lucky. The durability had dropped, the metal of his pauldron now bearing a deep scratch. Rain quickly crunched the numbers based on what his HUD was telling him.

 

“Two thousand damage from the blades!” he shouted. My armor took twelve hundred ish, but it has eight hundred and four hardness. That means it can take around nine more hits.

 

He pulled his staff back defensively, retreating before the monster could follow up with another strike. Luckily, it was distracted by catching another Fire Arrow in the chest. The burning arrowhead didn’t penetrate, but it did make the Razorspine hiss in anger.

 

“I’m going to run out of mana before we kill it!” Tilson shouted. Rain grimaced, quickly freeing himself from the remains of his bandoleer. He planted his feet, waited a beat for the monster to approach, then stepped forward, lunging with the end of the staff. He fully expected to take another hit from the creature as a consequence, but he couldn’t show fear. Its wariness of him was the only hope he had. As he struck, he also let loose with Immolate, compressing it to one meter and boosting it to two hundred percent intensity with Channel Mastery.

 





	
Immolate (10/10)

355-405 heat (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes ignition

Range: 1 meter

Cost: 100 mp/s










 

The staff struck the monster in the torso, the tip skittering off its chitin exoskeleton ineffectually. The aura was slightly more effective, burning away the tiniest sliver of health. The sudden magic, visible as a flash of crimson light from Rain’s armor, startled the Dissolver, and it aborted its strike, retreating again. Rain likewise backed away, sucking in a lungful of scalding air.

 

That did damage, but nowhere near enough. I can’t kill it this way.

 

The Razorspine paused, tilting its triangular head. It looked down at its chest where the staff had struck, clearly confused about something. It touched the spot lightly with one of its blades. The motion looked at once alien, and also disturbingly human.

 

It slashed one of Tilson’s Fire Arrows from the air with a contemptuous flick of its other arm. Then, without warning, it hissed and lunged forward, lightning-fast. Its blades rose, then screamed down toward Rain in an X.

 

Rain’s eyes widened, and he instinctively raised the Quickstaff to block. Too late, he realized that he hadn’t activated Force Ward. The monster’s blades sheared neatly through the Quickstaff with a jolt, then continued, crashing against his neck, one on either side. His armor saved him from losing his head, but he could feel the force of the impact, even muted by the Forceweave. There was a tortured screech of metal as the Dissolver pulled him in close, its blades scraping against his back. It opened its mouth, hissing loudly, mandibles dripping acid.

 

Rain panicked a little bit.

 





	
Immolate (10/10)

4985-5697 heat (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes ignition

Range: 1 meter

Cost: 2700 mp/s










 

The world exploded in a maelstrom of fire as the Dissolver ignited. It instantly released him and fled, taking most of the flames with it, but Rain didn’t even notice, distracted as he was. It felt as if he’d been dunked into boiling oil. The pain only grew worse as the scorching air seeped in through the gaps in his armor, the Forceweave providing insufficient insulation. It was the worst by far on his face. His head had been turned away, and his eyes had been closed, but that hadn’t saved him. It felt as if the flames had blasted through the slit in his visor, projecting a searing bar of agony across his face. His health was dropping precipitously as the hot air pressed in on him. One hundred damage. Two hundred.

 

Refrigerate Nova!

 

The spell didn’t activate. Rain’s mind frantically kicked into high gear, and he removed Extend Aura from the modifiers and tried again. This time, he had enough mana to trigger the spell.

 





	
Refrigerate (10/10)

3270-3738 cold (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes slow

Range: 1 meter

Cost: 900 mp/s










 

The blast of cold was almost as intense as the heat had been. There was a flash of blue light from Rain’s armor, and he fell to the ground, the air temperature plummeting. There was no burst of snow, however, as the air never reached the freezing point. The power of the icy nova was insufficient to completely cancel the heat from Immolate.

 

The pain didn’t relent. Rain still felt as if he was on fire, and, after a moment, he realized that he literally was. His cloak, which should have been protected by the influence of his soul, had been ignited, likely from contact with the flaming Dissolver. He rolled, batting at the flames and managing to snuff them out before he took any more damage. He fell onto his back, staring up at the sky as he gasped for air.

 

The Razorspine’s shriek was the only warning he had before a flaming blade slammed down onto his chest, like an icepick coated in burning gasoline. The impact compressed his lungs, driving him into the ground. The Forceweave stopped him from taking any serious damage, but his armor wasn’t so lucky. The durability had dropped down below fifty percent with the strike.

 

The Razorspine reared back, raising its blade from the divot it had pounded into his breastplate. The monster’s health bar was visible through his visor, still showing as over half full. Rain didn’t even have time to process the futility of his situation before the Razorspine opened its mouth, spraying him with a torrent of acid that rivaled the outflow from a fire hose. The green fluid didn’t ignite as it passed through the flames, which was only a small comfort.

 

His armor’s saturation, which had been slowly recovering, shot up to full in an instant. There was a plume of dark smoke and a loud hiss, which cut off abruptly as the metal swallowed the majority of the acid’s magic. The Dissolver sprung away, shrieking angrily as it reacted to something that Rain couldn’t see. A crack of thunder followed, marking Tilson as his savior.

 

Rain wasted no time, activating Purify to deal with the acid before it could get in through the joints of his armor. The green liquid vanished, offering little resistance without its magic to sustain it. Rain gave it a moment, then switched back to Winter. Without Aura Focus, he had little hope of recovering enough mana for it to matter, but it was better than nothing.

 

A screech shook him out of his daze, and he pushed himself up to hands and knees, searching for the monster. He spotted it a short distance away, flailing wildly and trying to extinguish the flames that still covered it. As he watched, it crashed into a building, burying itself in a shower of rubble. Cries of terror rose from within the structure.

 

“Fuck!” Rain swore, lurching to his feet. There’re people in there. He only had around two hundred mana left, but he wasn’t about to let the Razorspine just run wild.

 

“You okay?” Tilson shouted. He’d moved away, standing a few meters to Rain’s left. He had an arrow drawn to his cheek, and it was crackling with flames as he waited for the monster to free itself from the rubble.

 

“I’m alive,” Rain shouted back. “Low on mana. Can’t take much more of this.”

 

Tilson’s reply was cut off as the Dissolver freed itself from the building, the flames extinguished. Tilson loosed his arrow, the bolt blazing as it flew toward the monster and struck it in the abdomen. The arrow penetrated the chitin this time, remaining lodged there, still burning. The Dissolver lost another sliver of health, but other than that, the hit only made it even angrier. It raised its blades as it launched itself toward Tilson, its six legs propelling it rapidly across the shattered cobblestones.

 

“Hey!” Rain shouted urgently, intending to place himself between the archer and the onrushing beast. He realized he wasn’t going to make it before he’d even taken a single step. Shit. He activated Force Ward instead, making sure that the spell would reach far enough to cover Tilson. It was the best he could do, and with his low mana, it wouldn’t be nearly enough unless the Watch officer had some serious defenses of his own.

 

Tilson cursed and dove, rolling out of the way, dodging the Razorspine’s blades by centimeters. Rain rushed toward the monster, which whirled at the sound of his footsteps. It slashed at him, fast, but not faster than he’d been expecting. Rain copied Tilson’s technique, rolling under the strike. His tattered cloak, already shredded and weakened by the acid and fire, tore away completely. Coming back to his feet, Rain joined Tilson in flight. A green crescent of acid struck him in the back, pushing his armor’s saturation back to full and cutting into its durability with a sizzling hiss. The Dissolver roared. Rain glanced over his shoulder, seeing it charging after him. He broke left, heading away from Tilson.

 

“Where are you going!” Tilson shouted, but Rain ignored him, charging straight for a stone wall. He could hear the monster hot on his heels, gaining quickly. He had no hope of outrunning it, even with Velocity, but that didn’t mean the aura couldn’t save him.

 

Moments before he reached the wall, he threw himself to the ground, then activated the speed-boosting aura, targeting not himself, but the monster.

 





	
Velocity (10/10)

468% boost to speed for all entities

Range: 3 meters

Cost: 20 mp/s










 

Unfortunately, the spell didn’t have the effect that he’d hoped for. If the aura affected the monster at all, it didn’t show it, coming to an abrupt stop before it crashed into the wall and scything down at him with its blades. Rain rolled, scrambling to get out of the way, but he wasn’t fast enough. He was again smashed into the ground, his armor taking the strike on one of his pauldrons. The metal plate crumpled under the blow, jamming into Rain’s shoulder before it ripped away with a tortured screech of metal.

 

Dropping Velocity, Rain switched to Force Ward as the monster readied its next strike.

 





	
Force Ward (10/10)

Increase physical resistance by 62.42% for all entities

Range: 0 meters

Cost: 0.85 mp/dmg mitigated










 

Numbers flashed through his mind like lightning as the blade descended toward his face. Two thousand damage from the strike, times the 37.5% not mitigated, makes seven-fifty left over, which should be handled by my armor and the charm. Blocking the twelve-fifty will cost me 1062 mana, which I don’t have. Should I lower it further, or—

 

Out of nowhere, a colossal, shaggy shape crashed into the Razorspine Dissolver like a freight train, smashing it through the stone wall before its blade could make contact with Rain’s chest. He gasped as he recognized the shape for what it was.

 

Wolf!

 

A grumbling, basso roar, like that of a lion, vibrated through the air. Rain felt the sound in his chest, and as the dust settled, he saw the colossal form of Wolf facing off against the reeling Dissolver, her teeth bared. Almost faster than he could follow, Wolf exploded into motion. The bug-like monster swung its blades defensively, the razor-sharp chitin biting into the shaggy fur of Wolf’s back as she crashed into it.

 

Rain’s heart leapt into his mouth, but Wolf just shrugged off the hits. She had moved too quickly, blasting the monster back and robbing the power from its strikes. Her teeth found its throat, wedging its head up and back as she forced her jaws around its neck. The Dissolver flailed, mandibles clicking angrily as it slashed at Wolf’s back again and again.

 

Wolf snarled, then twisted her whole body, pulling the monster down to smash against the ruins of the courtyard beyond the wall. Tilson took the opportunity to send a Fire Arrow into its more lightly armored underside.

 

The Dissolver’s six legs scrabbled against the stones as it tried to free itself from Wolf’s death grip on its neck. As powerful as the transformed Watch officer’s attack seemed, it hadn’t done much in terms of damage. The monster’s health was still just under half, Wolf’s teeth unable to crack the chitin.

 

Rain pushed himself back to his feet, staring as the two titans waged their vicious battle. The Dissolver made one last ineffectual attempt to dislodge Wolf with its blades, then shrieked and changed tactics. Instead of trying to break free, it wrapped its arms around Wolf in a razor-sharp hug, squeezing tight. Blood was already flowing freely from Wolf’s back, matting her fur, and the blades looked to be cutting deeper by the moment.

 

Rain clenched his fists, watching helplessly. I need to do something. I need to save her, but there’s nothing…

 

Crimson light flickered, cloaking the Musk Wolf in a cowl of bloody light. The Dissolver keened in surprise and pain as Wolf’s teeth punched through its armor at last, sinking deep into its neck. It immediately released her, but Wolf didn’t let go, savaging the monster viciously with her claws as its health started to drop. This didn’t last for long, as with a pained yelp, Wolf released the creature, her snout covered with its green blood. The telltale smell of dissolving flesh filled the air as Wolf scrambled away, smoke rising from her fur.

 

Rain knew what he had to do. He sprinted for Wolf as she backed through the destroyed wall, flinging himself toward her neck. “Hold still!” he yelled, then forced his armored hand into her mouth as he triggered a Purify Nova. Two seconds passed, and the spell flickered and died as Rain’s mana dropped to zero. Rain didn’t have time to see if it had worked; Wolf had clamped down onto his arm with her teeth and jerked her head, flinging him through the air and wrenching his shoulder horribly. He had a good view of why she’d done that as he flew through the air. The Dissolver barreled into Wolf scarcely a second after she’d gotten him out of the way, sending her tumbling to the ground.

 

Wolf and the Dissolver spun out of view as Rain spun through the air. He knew he was out of mana, but he tried to activate Force Ward anyway. Unsurprisingly, it did nothing, and he hit the ground hard, his arms collapsing in a feeble attempt to stop his face from slamming into the cobblestones.

 

He felt his nose break as his head slammed against the inside of his helmet. The Forceweave padding that he’d added didn’t extend under the visor, a design flaw he resolved to fix if he somehow managed to survive this fight. He gasped in pain, flailing wildly as he skidded along the ground. His neck felt as if it would snap from the force, but his momentum soon carried his legs up and over, relieving the pressure and somersaulting him onto his back.

 

Dazedly, Rain waved his arms like an upturned bug, pain and adrenaline barely keeping him conscious. In the agonizing minute that it took him to recover, the battle raged on without him, Wolf’s roars and the angry tea-kettle noises of the Dissolver cutting the haze and stirring him to action. I have to get up.

 

Rain growled, fighting to raise himself off the ground. The discomfort from his twisted shoulder barely rated, not when compared to his broken nose and horribly burned skin. Blood was filling his mouth, and he spat, shaking his head. There was a screech from the monster, and he looked up to see Wolf crash into the ground, landing hard after a flight not dissimilar from his own. The Dissolver had sunk one of its blades deep into her back leg like a meat hook and sent her soaring through the air.

 

“Wolf!” Tilson shouted, his voice coming from immediately to Rain’s left. An Fire Arrow followed his cry, striking the back of the Dissolver’s head and sticking there. The monster’s health, now down to a quarter, dropped further.

 

Rain’s eyes widened as the Dissolver whirled, whipping an Acid Crescent at the archer. His body almost moved by itself as he rushed to intercept the strike. His armor had bled off some of the magic that it had absorbed, but the saturation bar quickly filled again as strike after strike splashed over him. The Dissolver, furious at being wounded, was stalking toward them menacingly, not letting up its rapid-fire assault. Tilson returned fire, his burning arrows sinking deep into the monster’s chest, but not stopping it. There was a flash of amber light as he slipped in a Pinning Shot, but Rain’s sudden hope died as the Dissolver skittered to the side, dodging the arrow.

 

“Depths!” Tilson cursed from somewhere behind Rain. “Run for it!”

 

Rain didn’t need to be told twice, as the monster was practically on top of him. He abandoned his defensive position, diving to the side, but he was too slow. The Dissolver’s slash caught him under the arm, cutting deeply into the weakened armor and sending him tumbling once more through the air. His flight was brought to a rapid halt by an inconveniently placed building.

 

Wood splintered as he rebounded from the impact with the second story. Rain flailed as he fell the four meters to the ground, landing in a graceless belly flop against the cobblestones. He almost blacked out as his broken nose struck the inside of his helmet again, his health dropping to around three hundred. A normal human would likely have been dead. Even with the advantage of his greater health and the protection of the Forceweave, the impact was devastating. The world swam, and colors flashed in his vision as he fought to lift himself from the ground, his heart pounding loud in his ears.

 

Rain gasped, gulping for air. His chest felt restricted by the dent in his breastplate, and several of his armor’s joints had been warped by the forces that they’d been subjected to, further hindering him. The armor’s durability showed as a quarter full, but it looked even worse than that. There was a huge gash in the left side of the breastplate, revealing the sliced Forceweave below, crimson with his blood.

 

The Dissolver stalked toward him as he feebly rolled himself over and pushed himself to his knees. He grasped frantically for his magic, willing something, anything, to activate. Immolate flickered for a second, consuming the three points of mana that he’d managed to regenerate, but the feeble spell barely even warmed the air.

 

“Hey!” a high-pitched voice shouted unexpectedly. A bolt of fire impacted the monster’s head, and it whipped around, searching for the source.

 

Rain blinked in disbelief as his eyes locked on to Ava. The seven-year-old girl was standing atop a building, pointing her finger at the monster. As Rain stared, another Firebolt flickered into existence at the tip of her finger. The Dissolver hissed and slashed the magical projectile apart with a contemptuous flick. It turned its head back to Rain, alien eyes filled with rage.

 

It took a single step, but then, there was a pop of teleportation, and Mlem’s scimitar slammed down onto its back. The metal blade bit deep into the monster’s carapace, the edge shining with azure light.

 

“Good work, Ava!” Mlem shouted over the hiss of the monster. “Nice distraction!” He dodged backward as an arrow from Tilson speared through the Dissolver’s open mouth. The head of the bolt had pierced through the back of the monster’s neck and was still burning. The arrow shaft was black, Rain noticed, just before the fire caught and the Razorspine burst alight for the second time in the fight. It still had some health left, but its bar rapidly crashed to zero as it gagged on the bolt lodged in its throat.

 

It gave one last hiss, then fell to the ground with a clatter. Green blood began pooling around it, burning like gasoline, and Mlem stepped back quickly, hiking up the hem of his orange robe.

 

Relief washed over Rain like a wave as the system’s chime sounded, informing him of the monster’s death. He let his trembling arms collapse, rolling onto his back as he fell to the ground.
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Straining against the pain, he opened the settings for the Malleable Ring and dropped his strength boost to zero, sacrificing just over a hundred health in the process. There was a sickening crack as his nose snapped back into place, and he shouted in surprise at the sudden spike of pain. It didn’t last, fading away and leaving him with the continuing agony of his other wounds. The overhealth had only taken the edge off, however, and the colors had cleared from his vision.

 

Rain rolled his head to the side weakly, panting for a moment, then forced himself to his feet. He knew that if he lay down, he’d probably pass out, and there was still work to do. He took one unsteady step, then another, straightening his shoulders. The world spun, and he staggered, barely catching himself before he fell.

 

“Woah there, Rain, are you okay?” Mlem’s voice buzzed in his ear, distant, like the humming of a fly. Rain wasn’t listening. Through a gap in the buildings and over the still dark surface of the river, he had seen the first light of dawn, glowing warmly in the distance. Wolf was sitting propped against a building, back in human form and cradling her leg, but clearly alive.

 

Rain closed his eyes, tears of pain and relief mixing with the blood on his face as he took a shuddering breath. Wearily, and with great pain in his shoulder, he raised both arms above his head, turning to face the light.

 

“Praise the sun.”
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Frequently asked questions:


Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎















                
103: Illumination

                Two days after the Shift, Val found himself dangling from the edge of the roof of the Watch administration building in their southern stronghold. This was by design, rather than as a result of some accident. The Watch used the building itself as their headquarters, but Rain seemed to have some agreement with them. He was the only one they let up here.

 

Silently, Val pulled himself up over the edge. Thanks to Transparency, no one would see him, but the slightest sound could still give him away. His target came into view as his head cleared the lip. Rain was standing at the opposite edge of the roof and staring out at the city, wearing his battered armor with his helmet hanging from his waist. He’d yet to replace his cloak, and the dented and torn metal stood testament to the beating that he’d endured. A scrap of canvas had been lashed over his right shoulder to hold the damaged pauldron in place, and a large rent in the left side of the breastplate revealed the ripped fabric padding beneath.

 

Val frowned, the twinge of pain that the motion caused serving as a forcible reminder of his own damage from the battle. As if I could forget.

 

Silently, he stood, bringing the city into view over the walls of the stronghold. Many buildings had been deliberately demolished, and others lost to fire or to Stumpers. Those that still stood were looking the worse for wear, blackened by soot and under attack by the toxic moss that had started growing everywhere. The city as a whole was oppressively hot, and it smelled more like a swamp every day. The air on the top of this roof in particular, however, was cold and fresh. Rain’s doing.

 

Slowly, carefully, Val padded across the bricks until he was standing invisibly beside his armored friend. A grin formed on his face, painful thanks to his injury, but he ignored it as he dropped Transparency. “What are you doing?”

 

“I’m brooding,” Rain said, without missing a beat.

 

Val’s grin faltered. Damn it, he’s impossible to sneak up on. Is he using that Detection skill all the time or something?

 

“It is difficult, without eyebrows,” Rain continued, turning his head. “Want to help?”

 

Val snorted, then winced. “Ow.”

 

As if the missing eyebrows weren’t enough, Rain also looked a bit like a raccoon. He had a reddish patch of tender skin surrounding his eyes where he’d been injured. Val resisted the urge to raise a hand to his own injury, looking away.

 

“How is it?” Rain asked.

 

“What?”

 

Rain motioned to the bandage covering Val’s cheek. “What does Wallace say?”

 

“I’m going to have some scars,” Val said, reaching up to lightly touch the bandage. “I don’t know how bad yet. The acid burned really deep, and I didn’t get to a healer in time.” He shook his head. “It’s fine,” he lied.

 

“Damn, Val, I’m sorry,” Rain said. “I thought the potions would—”

 

“I said it’s fine.” It’s my own damn fault. I wasn’t strong enough.

 

Rain’s face bore a pained expression, and it looked like he was struggling to think of what to say.

 

“How about you?” Val asked to change the subject, wiggling his eyebrows pointedly.

 

Rain gave a half-smile. “Wallace says they’ll grow back on their own. I told him to save his mana for people who need it more.”

 

Val shook his head. “You would.”

 

Rain shrugged, staring back out at the city. Val stood beside him in silence as they surveyed the devastation. After a while, Rain shook his head and punched Val in the shoulder lightly. “If it makes you feel any better, chicks dig a man with scars.”

 

“What?” Val looked at him. “Is this another one of your sayings?”

 

Rain paused, then translated. “Women like a man with scars.”

 

“Oh,” Val said, laughing. “Yeah, they do. Depending on the scars, anyway. I’ll have to wait and see how mine turn out.” He paused. “Why are women baby chickens?”

 

“Honestly, I have no idea,” Rain said. Then he looked back at the city, his smile vanishing as he sighed. “This is a catastrophe.”

 

Val nodded. “Yeah.”

 

In the Shift, as the first night was being called, over a third of the city’s population had been killed. The following day had been chaos, with the Watch trying to clear the city of danger and working to bring people to their strongholds. It was a fool’s hope that the monsters would just disappear with the rising of the sun. No, they lingered, hiding from the light, but not damaged by it. Navigating through the city was fraught with danger outside of the Watch’s perimeter.

 

Razorspines, thankfully, were rare. Only two or three had been reported, and as long as they had the numbers, the Watch was capable of dealing with them. It helped that the deadly reaper-class monsters weren’t stupid and avoided large groups of awakened. Still, the death toll during the first day hadn’t been insignificant. The Guild and the bathhouse had been abandoned, as had the holdouts of the various nobles. Other than the Watch strongholds, only the Bank remained as an area of relative safety, though their enforcer, whatever his name was, wasn’t allowing anyone inside.

 

The second night was rough, but nothing compared to the first. More people had died thanks to unexpected spawns, but nothing stronger than a Razorspine had appeared. Other than one or two incidents, the southern stronghold made it through mostly unscathed. In preparation for the second night, the commander had ordered a large barricade constructed outside the walls, sealing off a semi-circle of the city that included the south gate and a segment of the river. The barrier extended right down into the water, and Rain had Purified and chilled the slapdash reservoir after it had been cleared of aquatic monsters. That provided the people with much-needed water and relief from the heat. During the day, that had been enough, but at night, Monsters had kept spawning beneath the surface despite their best efforts.

 

The second day didn’t go as well as the first, thanks to a large fire that had broken out in the hill district. The northern and western strongholds had been abandoned in response. To accommodate the refugees, the barricades around the two remaining strongholds had been extended and joined, sealing off the city’s south-east quadrant. There were plenty of free hands to help with the work, and Earth mages for when hands weren’t enough. Outside of the barricade, the only remaining building of note was the Bank, which had been sealed. The enforcer, it appeared, had made the vault his number one priority. He’d destroyed the nearby buildings to stop the fire. Val hadn’t seen the man do it, but as a rubyplate—the Bank’s silverplate equivalent—it shouldn’t have been that hard for him.

 

As for the Citizen, Velika had been a catastrophe on the scale of the Shift itself, but one that was nominally on their side. She wasn’t interested in saving people or working with the Watch, but nevertheless, she probably killed more monsters than anyone else. On the first day, she’d made a game of throwing Stumpers through the air— ‘going for distance,’ she’d said. Mercifully, she had constrained this activity to the area outside of the city walls. 

 

On the second night, Velika had tired of her Stumper-throwing game and really let loose, killing every last monster outside the walls in the space of ten minutes, it had felt like. She’d repeated this performance periodically all night, waiting for the monsters to respawn, then obliterating them in a whirlwind of destruction. Then, once the sun rose on the second day, she had disappeared, leaving the ground outside the walls almost as shattered as the battlefield where the Empire and DKE had clashed. Nobody Val had talked to had seen her since.

 

Now, on the dawn of the third day, people were working on clearing out the wreckage inside the barricade. Scavenging parties would soon be sent out into the destroyed city to retrieve food and supplies, and Val was planning to join one of them. Rain was tied down here, of course. His mana-generating and cleaning abilities were vital for ongoing operations.

 

Val shook his head, clearing his throat. “Rain.” He paused. “I wanted to tell you… I’m sorry. For making you save me again.”

 

Rain looked over at him, a complicated expression on his face. “Don’t worry about it,” he said after a moment. “I made plenty of mistakes too.”

 

Val shook his head. “No, you really didn’t. Remember when you froze up against those Kin? That was, what, a month ago?”

 

“Thirty-five days,” Rain said.

 

It is ridiculous that he knows that to the day. Val sighed. “I don’t mean the fight specifically. Look, Rain, against something like a Dissolver, I thought, well… I thought I needed to distract it. I was going to stay invisible, hit it from range, I don’t know. I knew we didn’t really have a hope, I just thought that I could…do…something.” He looked away. And then Rain went and killed it. Seventy-one percent fucking contribution. How did he get so strong? It’s not fair. I’m the one who should be saving him, not the other way around.

 

“It’s okay, Val, you made a mistake. It happens,” Rain said.

 

“No, it’s not okay,” Val replied, looking back at him. “You saved me from that damn snake, too. Did you know that thing was only level eight? That’s the same level as me, and I almost fucking died. The thing could see me through Transparency somehow. How was I supposed to know that?”

 

“What were you doing in there, anyway, Val?” Rain said, looking at him. “What did you think would happen when Velika found out?”

 

“She wasn’t going to find out,” Val said. “If I hadn’t gotten half-eaten by a damn snake, I’d have been out of there before she could do a thing.”

 

Rain shook his head. “It was a stupid risk.”

 

“I’m fucking capped, Rain,” Val snapped, glaring at him. “If I don’t take risks, I’ll never be able to fix that. Not everybody gets a fucking level eighteen blue dropped in their lap.”

 

Rain looked away. “Yeah…” He shook his head. “You don’t have to do it alone, Val. I can help you, will help you. Even then, you could just save up some money and—”

 

Val slashed his hand, cutting Rain off. I didn’t come up here to defend my actions. I came to apologize and…fuck. “It isn’t that easy, and you know it.” Except it is. For him.

 

“Val,” Rain said, laying a hand on his shoulder.

 

Val whirled, pushing his hand away. The compassionate expression on Rain’s face struck him, and something inside him snapped.

 

“You don’t get it, do you?” he hissed. “How hard it was to just watch you fight something like that? I saw the whole damn thing! Saw how many times you went down, and then just got back up again. You and your lucky blue and your ridiculous armor. I mean, do you have any idea what something like that is worth?”

 

Rain looked like he wanted to respond, but Val rode right over him, shouting now.

 

“Just save up? Do you have any idea how ridiculous you sound?” He clenched his fists. “I’ve been training since I was four! FOUR! Since before Fecht took my father away! And here you come, blowing past me in less than a season! It should have been me, standing up to that thing. Being the hero. Not you.”

 

“Val, I don’t know what—”

 

“Shut up!” Val shouted, closing his eyes, panting. After a moment, a murmur of voices from the ground caught his attention, and he looked down to see a crowd of faces staring up at them. The sudden reality of what he was saying hit him, and he flushed with embarrassment. “Shit.”

 

“Val, it’s okay,” Rain said. “Calm do— no, telling someone to calm down never works. Um.”

 

Val stared at him, still breathing hard. “You are ridiculous, you know that?”

 

Rain looked confused and a little hurt. Val sighed, turning away from the edge and walking to the center of the roof. He heard Rain following him, and he spoke without looking back. “Here I am throwing a tantrum like a spoiled child, and you’re still trying to make me feel better. Stop it. You’re acting like my mother.”

 

Val stopped, staring down at his feet. He could feel Rain standing behind him.

 

Fuck. Life isn’t fair, Val, grow the fuck up. Stop being envious, and just apologize to your friend and thank him for saving your damn life.

 

Val shook his head, still not looking at Rain. “Sorry.”

 

“You want to talk about it?” Rain asked.

 

Val sighed deeply, turning around to look at him. “I’m just… I keep screwing up. You’ve had to save me, shit, four, five times now? A person as weak as me should just die.”

 

Rain looked appalled, but he controlled the expression quickly. Still, he was clearly at a loss for what to say to that. He slumped down, sitting on the roof.

 

Val joined him, and the next few minutes passed in awkward silence. When Rain finally looked up and spoke, his face bore a serious expression.

 

“Have you tried getting good?”

 

It was Val’s turn to be taken aback. Did he just…? Oh. He’s messing with me, isn’t he? Damn it.

 

Val looked away from Rain’s increasingly strained mask of seriousness. “Ha-ha, very funny,” he said halfheartedly. Strangely, he felt a little better. After a moment, he snorted and looked up. 

 

“Just get good, huh? I’m trying, but it isn’t as easy for me as it is for you. It’s not fair, but that’s just the way of the world.”

 

Rain nodded. “I know.” He gestured to the city. “You’re right, it isn’t fair. None of this is fair. We’re the lucky ones, and I’m not just talking about being awakened. Lots of people weren’t so lucky in the past few days.”

 

Val nodded. “Yeah.”

 

Rain got back to his feet, turning to look once more at the city. “I need to be stronger. So I can change it.”

 

Val scoffed, watching him. “You and your hero bullshit.”

 

“It isn’t bullshit,” Rain said, whirling on him. “And you are a hero too, idiot. Vanna is alive because of you.”

 

Val looked away. “Yeah, I guess. Nothing like what you did. You led like a hundred people out of that damn sewer.”

 

Rain shook his head. “It isn’t about numbers. I saved a lot of people, so what? Even more died that I couldn’t do anything about. Hell, more might be dying right now, and I’m just hiding up here so I don’t go insane from overwork. I need a break, but I feel horrible for taking one. Just saving people isn’t going to cut it, Val, and it never will be.” He gestured to the city. “Stuff like this shouldn’t happen. People should be able to protect themselves, but they can’t, not without the system. Did you know that there hasn’t even been a single blue yet? I mean, seriously? What the hell?”

 

“It isn’t your responsibility,” Val said.

 

“I know,” Rain sighed. “I just want people to be able to protect themselves. Until I can figure out how to awaken everyone, all I can do is save as many people as I can. And to do that, I need to be stronger.”

 

“I can respect that, at least,” Val said. “I just need to be strong enough to kill that bastard Fecht. That will be enough for me.”

 

“Is it because of your father?” Rain asked.

 

Val looked away, raising a hand to touch his jacket. “My father is dead.”

 

“But I thought…”

 

“Lightbreaker is not my father,” Val said, not looking back. “Fecht killed my father. His body might still be moving, but the man who raised me is gone.”

 

Rain tilted his head. “Did Fecht use a skill or something? Mind control? Wait, you mentioned your mother… Does Fecht have her? Is she…”

 

“She’s dead,” Val said, softly. “And I don’t know if it was a skill Fecht used, or just…” He took a ragged breath. “With the things Lightbreaker has done, it doesn’t matter. I know you probably haven’t heard the stories, but…” he shook his head, closing his mouth.

 

I didn’t want to talk about this. Fuck.

 

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, Val, but I’m here if you need me to be. That’s what friends are for.”

 

Val shook his head. Friends, huh? He’d tried doing it alone, and that hadn’t exactly worked so well, but what else was he supposed to do? The only person you could really count on was yourself when it came down to it. This was his battle, his demon to kill. He shook his head again, closing his eyes. Maybe I should…ask him to help me. Tell him everything….

 

He sighed. I need to think…

 

“Don’t tell anyone I’m his son. It could cause problems,” he said, finally.

 

“I won’t,” Rain said. “But it’s kinda obvious. There aren’t a lot of Osaran Light Mages around.”

 

“Just tell them I’m a failed Illuminator,” Val said with a sigh, getting to his feet. I should go…

 

Rain replied with a flowing sentence of vaguely familiar syllables.

 

Val paused. “Was that supposed to be Zeelada?”

 

“My point exactly,” Rain said. “You won’t fool anyone.”

 

Val snorted. “Neither will you, with an accent like that. I might not speak Zeelada, but that sure as hells wasn’t even close to right.”

 

Rain grinned. “In my defense, I did learn from a book.”

 

“Of course you did,” Val said. “How long did it take you, like a day?”

 

Rain shrugged. “I can teach you, though we should probably get Mlem to teach us both instead. I’ve heard him speak Zeelada before, and Winter should work for more than just me, you know. That’s kinda the point of an aura.”

 

Val scoffed. “As if we have time to even worry about something like that.” He looked up at the sky, watching the smoke from the fires swirl, trapped by the dome. “We need to get out.”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said.

 

The silence stretched on for a few moments, then Rain shrugged. “So if you’re not an Illuminator, what are you? You’ve got some secret legendary class, don’t you?”

 

“No,” Val said, hesitating. “And not here. Ask me again if...when we get out of here. It isn’t like it will matter if I can’t raise my cap. My father left me everything he knew, and you heard for yourself what he…what Lightbreaker can do. It isn’t an easy path to follow, thank the gods. Imagine what the Empire could do if they could make more…” He shook his head. “Anyway, it is still dangerous. Someone could be listening. I did kind of make a scene.”

 

“Yes, you did,” Rain said. “It was very dramatic. I could really taste the angst.”

 

Val snorted. “Shut up, Rain.”

 



 

“Well?”

 

Reason thought quickly, stroking his chin and wishing that a beard wasn’t a liability in his profession. “The mystery of nature defies the knowledge of man.” 

 

“So you don’t know,” said the Watch officer.

 

“Unfortunately, no, we do not,” Myth said, placing a clump of the strange moss in a deep glass bowl, which he then lifted and began swirling gently. Reason cringed. The bowl contained a powerful acid, and Myth wasn’t wearing gloves.

 

“We haven’t had the time to do many experiments. We’re working on it,” Myth continued.

 

Reason turned away, directing his attention to the steaming vat of oil sitting next to the fire. He spread his arms wide, using Fume Control to coax the vapor into a swirling vortex around him and up into the air. This was completely pointless, of course, but the officer wouldn’t know that. “Time cares not for the soul of humanity.”

 

“Seriously, what in the depths is that supposed to mean?” said the officer, annoyance clear in his tone.

 

Reason smiled.

 

“We have been busy,” said Myth. “Now that Reason has finished dissolving the Crysts in the oil, we just need to wait for the mixture to cool slightly. Then I’ll be able to Stabilize it. You’ll have your evertorches like we promised. Once they are complete, Reason can assist me in investigating the moss further.”

 

Reason redoubled his efforts, trying to get the smoke to form a helix pattern. “Crystals of green, the harvest of nature defies. We stand needfully of neighbors’ bounty.”

 

There was an exasperated noise from the officer, but Reason didn’t look back. He was focused on the steam, making sure to direct it away from his nose as he sent it swirling around his head.

 

“We need more Chem-Crysts,” said Myth. “We’d like to start another batch as soon as we can.”

 

“We’ve given you all that we have,” the officer said. “The monsters are too fresh. They haven’t had the time to collect any essence, chemical or otherwise.”

 

Reason frowned at this. If they couldn’t get more Crysts on a reliable schedule, then things were going to get bad. This one batch of mage oil should be good for thousands of evertorches, but they had half a city to light.

 

“Fate frowns upon us in our time of want,” Myth said.

 

Reason almost lost control of the smoke in response to the beautiful noise that this drew from the officer. “Oh, gods, don’t you start too,” the man growled. “One of you is bad enough. Look, we’ll bring you any that we find. Just keep working on that moss, okay? Commander Bartum wants to know what will happen if we start burning it.”

 

“The smoke would be toxic, I can tell you that already,” said Myth. “Reason thinks he might be able to break it down and extract the toxins so he can use the rest. For what end, he did not say. These things take time. Until we know more, just make sure no one eats any food that it has contaminated.”

 

“We already figured that one out,” said the officer, sighing. “Let us know as soon as you learn anything more. We need to get ahead of this before it spreads any further.”

 

“Of course, Officer,” Myth said.

 

The officer’s footsteps retreated, and Reason turned to look at his partner, then released the smoke when he saw the serious expression on his face.

 

“I think we’re in trouble,” Myth said, holding up the bowl filled with the mixture of moss and acid. Reason peered into it and frowned. The moss hadn’t withered at all, and that was the most potent acid that he had. To make anything stronger, he’d need more Chem-Crysts, which they obviously didn’t have.

 

“Hmm,” he said. “We will just have to keep trying. Meloni should be back soon with the things we sent her for. There is hope yet. Perhaps it is not an issue of the strength of the acid. We can try other chemicals. Also, gloves, please. How many times must I tell you?”

 

“Oh hush,” said Myth, setting the bowl down gently. “I have Nonreactivity, same as you, and this isn’t magical at all.” He turned, and Reason followed his gaze to the weary faces of the citizens huddled around the numerous bonfires in the courtyard. “Do you think we’ll be able to get the torches done by nightfall?” he asked.

 

“Time cares not for the soul of humanity,” Reason replied, forcing himself not to smile.

 

Myth laughed. “Okay, I’ll admit, that was a good one. Even I have no idea what that means. The reaction was marvelous. Did you see his face?”

 

“I did not,” Reason said, giving a slight bow, “but I can imagine.” He gestured to the steaming vat of oil. “Now, come on, it is almost cool enough. Let’s get this done so the workers can commence with the dipping.”

 

Myth nodded. “I am so glad we’re not going to have to do that ourselves.”

 



 

Staavo looked up as he heard a deep rumble, realizing after a moment that it was just Tallheart clearing his throat.

 

“It is ready,” the cervidian smith said, offering him a coil of thin, dark wire, wrapped around a twig of all things.

 

“Ah, good. Thank you,” Staavo said, setting down the hot metal pipe he was holding. He took the makeshift spool of wire from Tallheart with a leather-gloved hand to inspect it. “It took you long enough.”

 

“Be nice, Staavo,” Jamus said from where he was working the bellows. The three of them were standing next to a small makeshift glassworks, situated near the edge of the Lee.

 

“What?” Staavo said indignantly, glaring at the orange-robed mage. “I said thank you.”

 

“It is fine, Jamus,” Tallheart said. “I am not bothered by the bleating of a goat.”

 

Jamus barked out a laugh, and Staavo frowned, conscious of the scraggly white hair on his chin. He hadn’t had a chance to shave since he’d gotten trapped out here. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” he said, glaring at Tallheart.

 

“I want to see how it works,” said Tallheart, gesturing to the wire. “That was difficult to make.” He tilted his head, “A very quarrelsome metal. Difficult to draw into wire. Worse than iron. Much harder to melt.”

 

“And you’re sure it’s the stuff Rain was talking about?” said Jamus. “Tungsten?”

 

Belatedly, Staavo realized that Jamus was clean-shaven, meaning that he had a razor somewhere in that ridiculous robe of his. He’d have to ask to borrow it later.

 

“Yes,” said Tallheart, nodding to Jamus. “He described it well. I did not know it would become so workable once the contaminants were removed. I would like to talk to him about other metals.”

 

“Well, since you’re here, make yourself useful and bind these,” Staavo said, setting down the spool of wire on his workbench and pointing to what he’d been working on. While Tallheart had been speaking, Staavo had removed his gloves and twisted off a small length of the tungsten filament to wrap it around two thicker copper wires. These were threaded through holes in a wooden plug, which kept them from touching each other. The relative thickness of the tungsten filament made it look like a tiny clothesline that had been strung between two trees, with the wooden plug as the ground. The copper wires ran straight through the plug, protruding much further from the other side. There was another hole drilled through the wood as well, but this was for a different purpose and didn’t have a wire threaded through it. 

 

Wordlessly, Tallheart picked up the assembly and used an armored finger to bind the tungsten to the copper.

 

Staavo shook his head. He’d asked the smith to explain how his metalworking skills functioned before, but Tallheart had just grunted and walked away from him. Cervidians hated questions, apparently.

 

Staavo sighed deeply. “I have to admit, you sure are handy to have around, even if you won’t indulge an old scholar’s curiosity.” He started stringing together a second pair of wires. “Shouldn’t the filament be all coiled-up like a spring like Rain said, though?”

 

Tallheart shrugged. “Tedious. Also, Rain said that it is best to test one thing at a time when you are doing science.” 

 

Staavo grumbled at him. Once he finished with the second assembly, he passed it to Tallheart for binding and donned his leather gloves once more. Two metal pipes were sticking out of the glassworks, one of which he grabbed, pulling it out slowly. There was a glowing glob of molten glass on the end. Pure glass. The clearest he had ever seen, once it cooled. Staavo frowned, glancing at the smith, then back to the molten glass. Then, he sighed, mumbling as he shifted his grip on the pipe. “I’m sorry I called you a deer.”

 

“Apology accepted,” Tallheart said evenly.

 

“See, there you go, Tallheart,” Jamus said, still working the bellows. “He apologized all on his own. I told you he wasn’t so bad.”

 

Staavo grunted, then turned his back to them in a huff. He had his irascible image to maintain. He wouldn’t even admit it to himself, but he was starting to grow fond of the cervidian. Tallheart had used that smelter of his to melt some sand, then used filter refining to separate the glass from the mess of molten rock and metal that he kept simmering in there at all times. With the number of filters that the smith had made at this point, he could pour off metals as easily as a barman could tap a keg. Staavo was familiar with filter refining as a concept, but the removable and interchangeable filters that Tallheart used really took it to a different level. He hadn’t even known that it was possible to make one for glass.

 

Tallheart had been busy these past few days, hardly seeming to sleep. He had fetched a ridiculous amount of firewood, helped to construct the barricade while fighting off the unending horde of monsters, set up his forge, and made basic swords to arm the merchants and farmers that were sheltering with them. He had also made the steel blowpipes for the glassworks, the copper wire, and a whole bunch of other things besides. Seeing the high-level craftsman at work had Staavo feeling inferior, and a little redundant.

 

Other than collecting firewood, however, Tallheart couldn’t do anything about the light situation. Light enchantments required Light-Crysts, of which they had none. Ameliah’s Lunar Orb helped, but bonfires were their main weapon against the darkness. What they needed was a bunch of evertorches, but they didn’t have Chem-Crysts either, let alone anyone to refine them. Keeping the entire Lee lit at all times was no small task, and that was what had motivated Staavo to construct the glassworks. It wasn’t like there was much else for him to do.

 

With practiced motions from a lifetime of diverse hobbies, Staavo blew a heavy bulb of glass on the end of the pipe, spinning it to keep it from becoming too lopsided. Then, he carefully inserted the wooden plug into the pipe, threading the wires in after it. He fed it through carefully with a stick, such that the short end of the wires and the tungsten filament ended up inside the slowly cooling bulb of glass. This ticklish feat accomplished, he used a pair of tongs, also made by Tallheart, to pinch off the bulb, leaving the trailing ends of the two copper wires exposed when he took the pipe away. He made sure to completely seal off the wooden plug, blocking the third hole and making sure that there were no gaps around the wires. This done, he carefully hung the completed bulb upside down by the wires from a wooden rack set up next to the glassworks. With much protest from his back, he stretched, arching his spine to work out the kinks.

 

“You are getting quite good at that,” said Jamus.

 

“Thanks, kid,” Staavo said, grinning at the annoyed expression that this caused on Jamus’s face. “Now, go get Ameliah so I can prove you wrong.”

 

“I’m right here,” Ameliah said.

 

“Gah!” Staavo shouted, almost falling over as he whirled to face her. “How long have you been there?”

 

Ameliah smiled as Tallheart rumbled in amusement. “Not long. I was waiting for you to put down the molten glass before I said hello.”

 

Staavo snapped his gaze to Jamus angrily. “You could have warned me she was there.”

 

“Where would have been the fun in that?” Jamus said, raising a bushy eyebrow.

 

“Bah, whatever happened to respecting your elders?” Staavo grumped as he removed the second blowpipe from the glassworks. As he worked, he considered once more whether he’d need to build the void pump that Rain had described. It seemed like a lifetime ago when they’d had the conversation about light bulbs back in his tower. They’d discussed the topic further when Rain had come to the barrier the night before the Shift, but Staavo hadn’t had time to ask all of the questions he’d wanted. He had picked up many things in his travels, but a grasp of hand code—beyond the basic combat signs, anyway—wasn’t one of them. Ameliah had shown admirable patience in translating the strange concepts Rain had been attempting to describe, but she’d eventually grown annoyed by the back-and-forth.

 

“Are you going to try Purify again?” Tallheart asked Ameliah, clearly thinking about the same issue.

 

Ameliah shook her head. “No. I have a different idea that I’d like to try. I don’t think I’ll be able to do what Rain suggested with Purify. I’ve never seen a real light bulb, and I can’t picture one well enough. I tried both pure void, and the nitrogen thing, and there was no difference.”

 

Staavo nodded along as she spoke. The copper-filament bulbs that Ameliah had treated with Purify the day before had all burned out just as quickly as the untreated ones.

 

“It didn’t work because the void doesn’t exist,” Jamus said. “You can’t have nothing!” He waved his hands through the air. “And air is just air. None of this invisible nitrogen or oxywhatever.”

 

Staavo opened his mouth to call Jamus an idiot, but an angry grunt from Tallheart cut him off.

 

“Cease,” the smith said. “I will not allow you two to start that argument again. Whether or not the void exists, you would fill it with your childish noise and ruin the experiment.”

 

Ameliah snorted loudly, covering her mouth to hide her amusement. “Nice one, Tallheart.”

 

Staavo bit off his reply about how Rain had said there was no sound in the void. He knew when he’d been beaten.

 

“Anyway, my idea should work,” Ameliah said, still smiling. “I might not be able to picture a void inside that bulb, but I can try something like the experiment with mercury that Rain mentioned.”

 

“But we don’t have any mercury,” Jamus said. “Tallheart couldn’t find enough around here. We’re lucky he found the tungsten.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

“I don’t actually need the mercury,” Ameliah said. “You’ll see.”

 

Staavo finished inflating the bulb as before and inserted the filament. Instead of sealing it, he looked up at Ameliah, then passed the pipe to her when she gestured for it. She grabbed the hot metal with her bare hands, then flipped it vertically, so the bulb hung toward the ground. Then she took one hand off the pipe and held it to the side. After a moment, a trickle of water appeared, dripping from her finger.

 

“Since when can you cast Aquifer?” Jamus asked. “Isn’t that tier three? Is there anything you can’t do?”

 

Ameliah smiled but didn’t reply. Staavo didn’t miss the fact that steam was rising from the conjured water, meaning that it was boiling hot. Metamagic of some kind? And Channel Mastery, too, or she’d have drowned us by now. Depths-cursed silverplates.

 

Ameliah raised her finger to the pipe, letting the barest trickle of water drip down through it and into the bulb through the empty hole in the wooden plug. Fortunately, the bulb didn’t immediately shatter, but there was still a hissing plume of steam as hot water met even hotter glass.

 

“Wait a minute, how did that make it through the pipe?” Jamus said. “It’s made of metal. Aquifer makes conjured water, right?”

 

Staavo tilted his head. Huh. He’s right, that is odd.

 

Ameliah just smiled and continued filling the bulb. It was taking a while for the magical water to displace the air through the tiny hole, especially with the bubbles of steam fighting against the flow.

 

“Oh. Ohhhh,” Jamus said after a long silence, hitting himself in the forehead. “Of course. Mana Manipulation. You saturated the pipe.”

 

Ah, of course. I should have thought of that.

 

“Yes,” Ameliah said, nodding to him. “The metal can’t break down the water magic because it is already full of mana. And speaking of full…” she took her hand away, shaking off the last droplets of water. A flame flickered into existence between her fingers, and she reached down, carefully reheating the glass and sealing off the bulb. She held it up to show them.

 

And some sort of fire spell. Of course.

 

“And now, the metal in there should take care of the rest,” Ameliah said, smiling. Staavo peered at the bulb and saw that it was true. The water level was slowly draining before his eyes as the tiny metal wires broke down the magic.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. “If you did this without the metal, could you trap pure mana when the spell expired?”

 

“No,” Ameliah said. “Mana passes straight through stuff like glass. I can see it doing it right now. Perhaps if you used Arcane glass, you could do it, but what would be the point? Nobody can use environmental mana, at least, not with any efficiency.”

 

Staavo forced himself not to react to this. She has Mana Sight too? How many skills does this woman have?! And from how many trees? Bloody fucking depths-cursed silverplate bullshit.

 

“I still don’t believe it,” Jamus said, taking the bulb from Ameliah carefully with a handkerchief and peering at it. The water was almost completely gone. He shook it lightly. “It just looks like air to me. Ah, getting hot! Take it back! Take it back!”

 

Ameliah took it from him and hung it next to the first. Staavo frowned, wishing for a proper annealing furnace, not that he would have had the patience to wait that long. Despite all of the fires burning in the Lee, it was still quite cold, and there was a serious risk of the glass cracking, no matter what he did. It wasn’t like he was working with proper equipment here. Further, Rain had gone on and on about the pressure of the air as opposed to the void. Staavo didn’t understand quite what the aura mage had been getting at, but nevertheless, he’d left the glass of both bulbs nice and thick to compensate for the supposed issue. It seemed to have worked, at least this time.

 

Staavo nodded. “Now then, these should be cool enough. No sense waiting for the glass to break.”

 

He picked up both bulbs gingerly, then twisted the protruding copper wires together in parallel, as Rain had called the configuration. Then, he connected them up to the generator and placed them carefully back on the rack. Incidentally, the generator had been rebuilt completely, using Tallheart’s copper wire instead of the steel greatbow cables that he’d purchased from a shop in Fel Sadanis. Unwrapping and rewrapping all that wire had not been fun, but the results spoke for themselves.

 

Staavo motioned to the crank with his free hand, steadying the hanging bulbs carefully with the other and using his fingers to keep the wires separate. He was still wearing his gloves, of course. The rebuilt generator was significantly more powerful, and touching the bare wires wasn’t a mistake he was going to make more than once. “Jamus, old friend, you may now prove yourself wrong.”

 

Jamus grinned, grabbing the crank and starting to turn it slowly. With each crank, both bulbs pulsed with amber light, growing stronger as Jamus increased his speed.

 

Staavo smiled as the light increased, passing the point at which the copper bulbs had failed. Jamus cranked faster still, and Staavo’s smile widened into a grin.

 

Tallheart hummed appreciatively. “Tungsten. Hmm. Wonderful metal. Faster, Jamus.”

 

Jamus stopped holding back, cranking as fast as he could without damaging the generator. Suddenly, the brightness from the bulbs, which had grown to rival an oil lamp, dropped by half. Jamus stopped cranking, looking at his hand with a surprised expression. One of the bulbs was blackened inside with soot, the filament broken. The other, the one that Ameliah had filled with water, looked completely unharmed.

 

“Ha!” Staavo shouted. “I win!”

 

“Not yet you don’t,” Jamus growled. He went back at the crank like a madman, abandoning all concern for the generator. His orange hat fell to the ground, and the bulb glowed with a fierce, pure white light. He kept going until finally, something gave. With a crack of splintering wood, the heavy core of the generator slipped out of the frame, and the whole thing went crashing to the ground.

 

“Damn it!” Jamus swore, staring at the undamaged bulb. “The Mana must have strengthened…” he trailed off, then muttered something under his breath. “No, damn it. I can admit my mistake. I’d like to run a few more tests, but I think...I think I was wrong.”

 

“Ha!” Staavo shouted, jumping in the air. His wooden foot came loose, and he found himself hopping, but he didn’t care. “Someone write that down. Jamus admitted I’m smarter than him.”

 

“I never said that!” Jamus said indignantly, bending to retrieve his hat.

 

Any further argument was cut off as a steely voice spoke from behind them. A woman’s voice. “But what good is it?”

 

Staavo gasped. He recognized the speaker. He fell to the ground next to his foot and looked up at Lavarro, the silent, deadly killer.

 

“Is a torch not enough?” The terrifying Force mage asked, a skeptical expression on her face. She looked away from Staavo, fixing her gaze on Ameliah instead.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart rumbled, and Lavarro narrowed her eyes as she shifted her focus to him. Unconcernedly, Tallheart bent to retrieve the generator. “You are right, of course. On its own, it is...a curiosity. But this is only a beginning.”

 

Lavarro seemed to consider this but didn’t comment. Instead, she just shook her head, the haunted expression returning to her face. Something was clearly bothering the woman, but Staavo wasn’t about to ask her what it was. She’d arrived during the Shift, and though she was sleeping in the Lee with the rest of them, she wasn’t really with them.

 

“It is your turn on the barricade,” the older woman said to Ameliah. “I am going to sleep. Don’t expect me to save you.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “I’ll be fine,” she said coldly. Staavo shivered. He wanted no part of whatever issue the two silverplates had with each other.

 

Lavarro didn’t respond. She spun on her heel and headed toward her secluded sleeping area.

 

“Well, I have to go,” Ameliah said, with a sigh, gesturing vaguely at the barricade. “Tallheart, don’t get too wrapped up. I’m not Rain; I’ll eventually run out of mana, even against monsters like these.”

 

“I will relieve you before nightfall,” Tallheart said, shaking his head slowly. “Call if you need assistance before then.”

 

“But how can we make more bulbs without—” Staavo began.

 

“Later,” Tallheart said, pointing at the generator. “We will work on that. It seems someone has broken it.” He looked at Jamus, then back at Staavo. “I am not wrapping the wire.”
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104: Mind

                 

Rain sat in the heart of Winter, feeding mana into his damaged armor as he tried to calm his mind and ignore the fact that his stomach was full of Fungiform Stumper. He was sitting atop the Watch’s administration building again, wrapped up in a blanket to block the light of the bonfire that was burning on the stone roof beside him. Three more days had passed since his conversation with Val, and, amazingly, things were starting to settle down. At least, fewer people had died yesterday—less than a hundred.

 

Rain’s services as a mana generator were also less and less in demand with the improvements to the barricade. The Watch, the Guild, and the nobles were now capable of protecting the walls without needing him to keep them fueled with mana. He did still help, of course, but he no longer felt quite as bad about taking a break now and then.

 

The ground inside the barricade had been cleared of buildings, except those few that the Watch maintained as defensive outposts. People were sleeping out in the open—the barrier took care of pesky issues like winter winds, ice, and snow, but the lack of walls and privacy was less than ideal.

 

The heat, at least, was being countered. The combined efforts of every mage with a Cold-aspect spell were really starting to make an impact. Large chunks of ice had been scattered everywhere. That wasn’t to say that the air was cold, however, or even cool. It was merely less unbearable. Muggy, but without the risk of heatstroke.

 

Fires and torches were kept burning constantly. The perpetual light took some getting used to, but it was vital for maintaining safety within the walls, so nobody was about to complain about it. They just made blindfolds for sleeping and carried on as best as they could.

 

Rain wasn’t sleeping soundly, that was for sure. It wasn’t the light—Aura Focus took care of that handily—it was the constant threat of monsters that made for restless nights. Plus, there was the fact that Velika had joined them two days ago. It appeared that even someone like her needed to sleep from time to time, and preferred to do so without waking up to a slime trying to eat her head.

 

It was common knowledge at this point that the unstable Citizen was just as trapped as they were. Velika spent her days generally wreaking havoc, smashing buildings, killing monsters, and otherwise venting her frustration. She spent hours each day attacking the barrier with powerful—and loud—shockwaves from her swords. For all Rain knew, it might even be having an effect. The integrity of the barrier hadn’t dropped from ‘fair,’ but neither had it improved.

 

One thing that the Citizen didn’t do, however, was talk to anyone, with the possible exception of Carten. She had no interest in defending the perimeter or scrounging through the city for supplies. Rain had tried to open a dialog with her, but she’d just ignored him, straight up. It had been like talking to a wall.

 

He feared that she wasn’t helping because she was still considering her own escape plan—the one that involved the death of everyone else in the city. Talking to the other survivors would mean acknowledging them as people, not mere obstacles standing between her and her freedom. If she couldn’t find the resolve to kill them herself, then, well, all she needed to do was wait.

 

As for Rain’s own, less horrific escape plan, that was in progress. His people from the bathhouse and a bunch of new volunteers were excavating a path to the barrier stone, with Vanna in charge of the operation. Fortunately, the impact site hadn’t been far outside the barricade, and Bartum had ordered the perimeter extended to include the area. His Earth mages were helping with the excavation, too, but it seemed that the barrier stone was quite deep. How Velika had gotten down there, Rain had no idea. He hoped it would only take the workers a few more days to reach it. He wasn’t sure how long they could hold out before Velika snapped completely.

 

Food wasn’t an issue, at least. After his unpleasant experience with the Skiffun, Rain had thought that all monsters were inedible, but fortunately for everyone, he’d been wrong about that. In fact, some monsters were highly sought after as delicacies. Not Stumpers, though. They were edible, yes, but edible did not mean good. Their mushroom-flesh was bland, earthy, and very, very tough, even when cooked.

 

Rain had no problem with eating mushrooms. He liked them quite a bit, especially on pizza, but you try eating nothing but squidgy fungus for days on end and see how you do.

 

Variety was the issue. Toxic moss was growing everywhere now, and it had ruined most of the food that had been in the warehouses. Some had been saved, and it was in high demand. There was a thriving economy for spices, alcohol, and anything that wasn’t a mushroom. Mlem, in particular, was making a killing. He’d ventured into the city early on with one of the scavenging parties and returned with a magical self-driving cart full of coffee and other luxuries. Needless to say, this had been well-received by the nobles. So well, in fact, that the Watch had needed to step in to stop them from robbing Mlem blind and leaving his body in a ditch.

 

Now, though, there was no point in staging any further scavenging expeditions for food. The moss didn’t spread quickly where there was light, and not at all in the cold. The illuminated part of the city was clear of the stuff—mostly. The dark section, however, was another story entirely.

 

Once the moss had taken hold, it had been followed by an orange fuzzy mold, creeping vines, and the beginnings of what looked to be the giant mushroom trees that grew in the Fells. Thanks to the Shift, a bizarre ecology had started to develop outside their little bubble of light.

 

Unlike in lairs, monsters in a ranked zone would actually fight and kill each other. Everyone maintained that monsters were not alive, but they did imitate life. They didn’t need to hunt or to eat, but they did it anyway. In the new ranked zone of Fel Sadanis, Razorspines were on the top of the food chain, and Coal Lurkers on the bottom.

 

Slimes didn’t count. Nothing wanted to eat one, for obvious reasons, and they were pretty much left alone.

 

Incidentally, Dozer had survived. Rain could sense the slime in the building below him, moving around the ground floor and probably being a general nuisance. The slime had just turned up on the second day after the Shift, none the worse for wear, a fact that had become even more astonishing the more Rain learned about monster behavior. While it was true that most monsters didn’t have an issue with Crystal Slimes, regular Slimes and Greater Slimes absolutely did. The two types of monsters absolutely loathed each other.

 

Vastly outnumbered, Dozer should have been overwhelmed long before he got to the stronghold. Rain was ecstatic that the Crystal Slime had survived, but the how of it eluded him. His connection to Dozer had been too weak to track the slime’s status from the other side of the city, and he’d also had other things on his mind, such as avoiding death. No one else had any insight to offer, either. After all, who would have been paying attention to a single Crystal Slime in all of that chaos?

 

Dozer would know what had happened, of course, but the slime wasn’t talking.

 

In other Slime news, Rina, the archer-turned-tamer, had discovered that Crystal Slimes happily sought out and ate the toxic moss that was attacking the city. After learning that yesterday, Rain had made it his mission to Purify as many Slimes as possible. There were now over two dozen Crystal Slimes inside the barricade, acting as bizarre gooey Roombas. Rain was planning to go get more later today. Most of all, he wanted to get a Greater Crystal Slime. He had Purified a few of them and knew that it worked, but he hadn’t been able to coax one inside the barricade.

 

After seeing the Greater Crystal Slimes, Rain had stayed up late last night, experimenting with Dozer. Unfortunately, he’d come up mostly empty. The only useful thing that he’d learned was that Winter helped immensely with obedience training.

 

Nothing he’d done had given him any clues about how to get the slime to level. Dozer was still level one, and still as dumb as mud, if slightly more obedient mud.

 

Tel didn’t work, and neither did Essence Well. When he’d tried it, the slime’s distress had grown quickly, turning to pain as he’d pushed harder. Rain had stopped, horrified by the feeling, though Dozer had soon calmed down and forgotten about it.

 

What Rain couldn’t forget was what had happened to the other, more expendable Crystal Slime he’d selected as a test subject. After around two thousand mana, it had exploded. Violently.

 

Rain sighed. He’d come up here to clear his mind, not dwell on the fact that he’d tortured an innocent slime to death in the name of science.

 

I am a horrible person…

 

He shook his head. To get his mind off it, he decided to review his status, as he’d yet to do that today. He pulled up his character window with a mental flick, then spent a minute futzing with his training overview until it showed him a summary of everything since the Shift.
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Training Overview

 

General Experience Earned

Mana Use: 60,000

 

Skill Experience Earned

Mana Manipulation: 4,305 [Rank Up]

 

Tolerances

Clarity: +32

Attribute Buff: +4

 

Synchronization

Strength: +1%

Recovery: +2%

Endurance: +3%

Vigor: +2%










 

His armor was coming along. All of the mana that he’d been feeding into it had earned him a rank in Mana Manipulation, bringing him up to eight. That was nice, but it really hurt that he’d been so close to reaching the armor’s max durability only to get thrashed down below fifteen hundred.

 

Durability was weird. It was like health, in that the armor was more resistant to damage when the number was higher, but it was also different. As Rain had started feeding the repair rune, it had started fixing the physical damage slowly, even though the durability wasn’t full. Overdurability wasn’t a thing, it seemed, not like overhealth.

 

As it stood, the armor was looking a lot better than it had two days ago. The pauldron fit properly now, and the dent in the breastplate was almost back to flush. The gash in the side had closed up, but there was still a jagged scar in the metal where the edges had yet to fuse together.

 

Dropping Aura Focus, Rain took a moment to remove the blanket covering him. He dumped five thousand mana into the armor to charge up the hardness and durability runes for the rest of the day, then activated Aura Focus again and returned to reviewing his status.

 

There was some pretty good progress in other areas too. He’d gained some synchronization: three percentage points in Endurance, two each in Recovery and Vigor, and one in Strength. It seemed that getting your ass kicked was decent training.

 

Other than his eyebrows, he was fully recovered from the beating he had received. At the moment, he only felt a little stiff, but that was just the soul damage complaining about his lack of movement. Physically, he was fine. His new strength was taking some getting used to, though, especially with how he kept shifting his stats around with the ring.

 

Strength made you both stronger and faster, and Vigor improved your reaction time. Nobody he’d talked to had been able to tell him precisely how Vigor did that, though. Rain’s hypothesis—wild guess, technically—was that it was increasing the signaling rate of his nervous system. Freaky.

 

In both cases, only the ‘effective’ total listed on his character window seemed to matter when it came to the influence of the stats on the body.

 

Strength and Vigor were supposed to be balanced, he’d learned. Too much Strength and not enough Vigor, and you’d slap yourself silly when you tried to scratch your face. On the other hand, too much Vigor and not enough Strength basically gave you lag, increasing the delay between trying to move and actually moving.

 

When the stats were increased together, the effects were supposed to cancel out, but in Rain’s experience, it still threw him off slightly. It wasn’t that bad, as he wasn’t able to add that many effective points, but still, he’d broken things. Mostly ceramic cups by squeezing too hard.

 

Also, balancing just Strength and Vigor wasn’t enough. All four physical stats affected one another. Recently, he’d been taking points out of Endurance and Recovery overnight, not needing a large stamina pool or boosted health regen. This left him incredibly hungry in the mornings— hangry, actually. The only thing he could usually find to eat was Fungiform, and that did not make for a pleasing breakfast.

 

It was an acceptable trade-off, free stat points for a mild case of hanger. It allowed him to use them for other things, namely Clarity.

 

Safe in the Watch stronghold, he’d started pumping himself up to better charge his armor, exceeding his tolerance in the process. That, in itself, had been a risk. He’d been careful at first, and it hadn’t caused any backlash, at least as far as he could tell. He also hadn’t noticed any side-effects from the appalling mismatch he had going between Clarity and Focus. He suspected that Magical Synergy or something, maybe his class bonus, was protecting him somehow. Otherwise, he was sure that he’d be off chasing squirrels while simultaneously trying to invent the bicycle. Of course, this raised more questions about the viability of the other monoliths, such as Dustrio.

 

Rain tilted his head, then tabbed up a bunch of skill trees, fully intent on digging through and analyzing which of the physical synergy skills could potentially counter the issues that Staavo had described. Maybe I can make a build with Fortifico that would be able to heal itself. I mean, Tallheart gets by, and he is super imbalanced. I wonder what he’s up to—

 

Rain stopped in mid-thought, then slapped himself in the forehead. As he was in Aura Focus, he did this slowly, so as not to accidentally punch his own teeth out.

 

Maybe I’m being affected after all.

 

He shook his head, closing out all of the skill trees and returning his focus to his character window. In the end, taking the risk had paid off big time, earning him a staggering thirty-two points of Clarity tolerance over the last few days. He still had the stat boosted at the moment. He would take the points out and equalize his stats before he came down from the rooftop.

 

The last thing to note on his character window was his total experience. It had gone up.

 

As an experiment, Rain had asked Bartum to use his soul-sight and watch him as he’d unlocked a tier-three skill tree. The officer hadn’t detected any change in Rain’s condition, even when he’d unlocked a second tree immediately after the first. His confidence restored, Rain had then triggered his training overview.

 

When he did this, however, Bartum freaked out a little bit.

 

In the following conversation, Rain learned that souls naturally applied accrued experience to themselves in the morning and that this process looked something like breathing. You were not supposed to be able to do it whenever you wanted. The soul would slowly shrink down, expelling a small cloud of something, then expand again, taking something back in. Bartum had said that the something was mana, but Rain wasn’t so sure. Bartum didn’t have Mana Sight, he had ‘Reading,’ which was different and perhaps not a system skill at all.

 

People generally used the words ‘mana’ and ‘essence’ interchangeably, which bothered Rain to no end. He was growing more and more convinced that they were different things, no matter what people said. Even his skill, Essence Well, conflated the two.

 

Rain was convinced that skill names were like lair names, in that they were defined by people, not the system itself. That raised some interesting questions about what the system actually was, and how it related to souls, essence, mana, and a whole bunch of other things.

 

Rain sighed and shook his head. Distracted again.

 

The bottom line was that when Rain triggered his training overview, Bartum had seen his paling sort-of twitch, then contract suddenly, ripping open on one side and expelling a huge burst of ‘chaotic mana.’ It sealed itself back up afterward, and Bartum assured him that it looked unchanged from before.

 

Unwilling to just accept this without further testing, Rain had come back to Bartum the next day to repeat the experiment. The result was identical, and he didn’t feel any worse, so he’d decided that he would keep unlocking skill trees. His paling was already busted, and his ‘mana’ was already as chaotic as it could get. He’d check in with Bartum periodically in case he was wrong, of course. Even if he ended up hurting himself further, though, that could be a victory in a way. As long as it got him some more information.

 

He needed to understand how souls worked if he was going to fix his, and he hadn’t made any progress toward being able to access it through meditation. When he’d talked to Ameliah and Tallheart before the Shift, they’d had no advice for him other than to keep trying what he had already been doing. Neither was familiar with the technique, despite their high levels. Staavo and Jamus were likewise unhelpful. Rain was exploring new ground, at least as far as his friends were concerned.

 

While he hadn’t gotten inside his soul, he had managed to at least repeat his previous success, if you could call it that. Namely, getting to the door. Over six attempts, he had reached the required meditative state twice. Both times, he had immediately been hurled out of the trance by the chaotic energy that had washed over him.

 

He was starting to fear that it was a catch-22; he needed access to his soul to fix the damage, but the damage was preventing him from accessing his soul. That didn’t mean he had given up, however. Perseverance was key. He wasn’t going to quit until he could reach the threshold every time he tried, and probably not even then. He would keep bashing his head against the door to his soul until he broke it down or found someone who knew how to open it properly.

 

You would think with a broken paling, getting in would be easier. Hell, maybe it is. Maybe I can only get as far as I can because I’m so messed up.

 

He sighed, waving away all of his windows. All that he had were questions, questions, and more questions. The only thing for it was to try again, which was why he’d snuck up here in the first place. Well, one reason.

 

After pinging with Detection a few times to make sure that he was still safe, Rain switched to Essence Well with IFF set to blacklist everything. In other words, Essence Meditation. He had already been without senses for a while, but now, he didn’t even have the flow of his magic to distract him. With these settings, there was no valid target for Essence Well’s mana transfer. The void was absolute.

 

Rain had tried a few times without the void on the theory that any magic use whatsoever, manaless as Essence Meditation was, might be holding him back. He hadn’t had any success there. Something would always distract him and kick him out of the required calm. Even the wind was too much stimulation. Once he could reliably get to the threshold by using the void as a crutch, he’d start trying more seriously without it.

 

With a sigh, Rain flicked off his HUD and focused on his breathing like he should have been doing this whole time. This was going to take a while.

 



 

Officer Turton felt superfluous. As the ranking officer in the Lee, it was technically his job to ensure the safety of the unawakened taking shelter there. However, he had been rendered redundant. The two Guilders and the cervidian were so strong that it made him and the seven officers with him look like children.

 

Ameliah was on the level of a sentinel, as Guild silverplates usually were, so that wasn’t too bad. A sentinel he could get used to. Lavarro, however, was in a different league altogether. The woman was famous. After seeing her in action, if she wasn’t a goldplate in disguise, Turton would eat his helmet.

 

Either way, neither of the Guilders had any trouble defending the barricade now that it was complete. His officers only needed to provide them with token assistance. He hadn’t spoken much with the two powerful women, though, grateful as he was for their help. Lavarro was too intimidating, and Ameliah had acted cold and distant whenever he’d approached her. It was clear that neither of them wanted to be here, and yet, they stayed.

 

Officer Turton could empathize.

 

He had his reasons for staying, obviously, as did they. Unlike him, however, they were actually strong enough to leave. A full party of eight officers would be safe enough beyond the barricades for a little while, but without the ability to rest and recover, they’d run out of mana, stamina, and health, and likely in that order. Without knowing how far the rank shift extended, there would be no leaving for them.

 

The armored cervidian—hadn’t that been a surprise—was also at sentinel level. He was some sort of warrior-blacksmith, which was astonishing enough in its own right. Crafters almost never made it past the wall, and those that did had gotten there under the care of powerful organizations. The Watch’s own crafters were secreted away in Vigilance, too weak to protect themselves from those that would steal them away.

 

Turton shuddered. Becoming a crafter was basically signing up to become a slave, though it often happened in the opposite order. Crafters were treated well in the Watch, of course, as they performed a vital function. They weren’t slaves, obviously, but neither were they free. It wouldn’t be a life that he’d ever choose, that was for sure.

 

As for the cervidian—Tallheart was his name—Turton hadn’t spoken with him much either. He had seen him fight, though. Never in his life had he seen anyone with that level of physical strength. The warrior-smith hadn’t even used a single skill that Turton recognized, simply tearing the monsters to pieces with his armored hands. They also had Tallheart to thank for the barricade itself.

 

The cervidian had singlehandedly brought hundreds of trees from the forest on the first night. In the subsequent days, he had made picks, shovels, and other tools. The two bronzeplate Guilders, Jamus and Staavo, had recruited a bunch of the unawakened to wield them. Even now, people were working, feeding dirt and stone into the smith’s bizarre smelter and molding the outflow into huge glassy bricks. They were using these to build a more permanent wall around the encampment, freeing up wood for the fires in the process. Every once in a while, the smith would fiddle with a valve, pouring off different metals and casting them into ingots.

 

Most of that metal had ended up as tools, but some went toward the engineering project that the two crazy—crazier than normal—bronzeplates had cooked up.

 

Several of their ‘light bulbs’ were hanging from the stone ceiling of the Lee, strung along a pair of wires. Those wires led to the ‘generator’ that they had set up. They had dug a channel to redirect the river and gotten the smith to build them a metal water wheel. This was connected to turn the generator, making the light bulbs glow…somehow.

 

It was clearly magic, though not like any enchantment that he’d ever seen before. He’d asked the Guilders to explain how it worked, but they’d refused, insisting that the process was a secret. The setup was failure-prone, but it was getting better by the day, the light from the bulbs lasting longer and longer before something invariably broke. Turton was reserving his opinion on its usefulness until they got it working properly.

 

He shook his head. All of the work that the Guilders and the cervidian were doing was a great help, and he wasn’t about to complain, but nevertheless, it galled him. As the supposed commander of the Lee, it was the kind of thing that he should have been organizing. The Guilders had just done it on their own, without even asking for his input or advice.

 

They recognized his authority—Ameliah had stated clearly that none of them wanted to be in command—but they pretty much ignored him most of the time. The sooner he could get the mindcaster working, the better. He needed to know how long it would be before a sentinel would arrive to relieve him.

 

Turton looked at the mindcaster and sighed. The amplifier formation was huge, requiring a large wagon for it to be moved. The central component was a circlet made of layered bands of black and white crystal. That part wasn’t the difficulty. The problem was the numerous crystalline pillars carved with the runes required to make the whole thing work. Half of them were made of white crystal and the other half from black.

 

The crystal pillars came in different sizes. Some were taller than a man, and others, no larger than a finger. They needed to be arranged in concentric circles around the operator in a precise geometric pattern. Setting them up, however, was more than just a matter of placing them in the correct spots. The area had to be leveled, measurements made, then the first massive pillars carefully moved and sunk into the ground. Everything needed to be stable enough to resist the magical forces that would be exerted when the device activated. There was a reason these things tended to stay put.

 

Turton sighed and walked over to the pair of officers tinkering with the placement of the smaller pillars. “Are we ready to try it again yet?”

 

“We think we’re getting close,” said Officer Brook, swapping two small pillars, each about a hand tall. She wiggled them, making sure that they were firmly planted in the dirt. “Do you want to try it, sir?”

 

“We’ve done about as much as we can with it inactive,” said the other officer, Gommel. “We can fine-tune it once the enchantments activate.”

 

Turton hesitated. “Is it going to explode like last time?”

 

“No, we fixed that, see?” said Brook gesturing at three pillars in turn, as if that would actually mean something to him. Turton only had the vaguest idea of how the whole device worked. He shook his head helplessly as Brook continued speaking. “Go ahead, sir, give it a try. Gommel and I are going to need to make adjustments, so it’s better if you’re the one in the circlet.”

 

Turton sighed, then nodded, walking to the center of the formation, careful not to disturb any of the pillars. He picked up the circlet, and with a nod from Brook, slipped it on and sat on the stool that it had been resting upon. He trusted his officers not to get him killed. If Brook said it was safe, then it was.

 

This trust was immediately tested as the pillars around him lit up. The runes on the white crystals shone a vibrant blue, and those on the black, a bloody crimson. There was a rumble through the earth as the large pillars shifted slightly, pulling themselves into alignment. A few of the smaller crystals flew out of place, crackling with unfocused magic. Brook and Gommel rushed about, collecting them and arguing about what they had done wrong. The magic didn’t fade, however. It was stable, and it grew more so as the two officers slid them back into place.

 

“Should I be feeling anything?” Turton asked, adjusting the circlet.

 

“Not until someone activates the other end,” said Gommel, jamming a crystal into the ground. It immediately lit up. “Our signet glyph should be glowing on their end now, I think.”

 

“If you didn’t have the diagram upside down again, you mean,” said Brook.

 

“I’m sure we’ve got it now,” said Gommel. “Just look at the—”

 

[Connection established. This is Jarro Outpost. Identify.] Said a man’s voice in Turton’s mind.

 

“Shh!” he hissed, frantically trying to clear his mind. “Don’t touch anything, and stay quiet. It connected.” He closed his eyes and focused on the circlet, pushing his thoughts toward one of the two links that had formed in his mind, the one that seemed to pull at him. That would be the transmitter, while the other one was for receiving.

 

[This is Officer Turton. Uh… Authorization… shit, what was it? Sable Hunter River Apple.]

 

[You are not authorized for mindcaster use, Officer Turton. Your signet reads as Vestvall Outpost. Who is the sentinel in charge?]

 

[I am in charge, and I’m not in Vestvall. I’m outside the barrier beside Fel Sadanis. That was the code that they gave me, and you should already know—] Turton paused, pulling back from the outbound connection, a horrible suspicion coming over him. Wait a minute. How do I know they’re who they say they are. Damn it, I fucked up. I gave them information I shouldn’t have. He focused again. [Transmit your authorization code.]

 

[Confirmed, Officer Turton.] The person on the other end was amused, his emotions coming through the link clearly. [Counterauthorization Downing Marsh Greater Wardrobe. And yes, you did fuck up, but that’s understandable given the circumstances. Also, to mute the connection, focus on blocking your output channel, not pulling away. Either way, we are glad to hear from you. Please wait a moment.]

 

Turton had slumped down in relief as he recognized the correct countersign. Mindcasters were not a secure system, but he was now reasonably confident that it was the Jarro stronghold that he was talking to. The limited range meant that the only other stronghold he could have reached would have been the one in Southguard. Connecting to either would have been fine; that wasn’t what he’d been worried about.

 

The DKE didn’t use mindcasters, but the Empire did. They probably had one with that army of theirs, not to mention relay stations across the Badlands so they could reach it. Connecting to one of those would have been less than ideal.

 

[Officer Turton?] The man’s voice said.

 

[Yes, I’m still here.]

 

[You were stationed in Fel Sadanis before you were sent to retrieve the mindcaster from Vestvall, correct?]

 

[Yes.]

 

[What is the worst tavern in Fel Sadanis?]

 

What? Why…

 

[Just answer the question.]

 

[The Plum…]

 

There was a pause, then Turton felt the connection fuzz and disconnect. “What the hells?” He opened his eyes and looked around. Before he could signal Brook or Gommel to fix whatever it was that they had broken, the connection snapped back into place, then a woman’s voice spoke.

 

[Hello, Officer Turton.]

 

[Who is this? What’s going on? Is this still Jarro?]

 

[Yes,] the voice said. Suddenly, the inbound link, which had been like a narrow stream, widened, taking on the vastness of an ocean. Turton tried to shout in surprise, but his jaw clamped down, seemingly of its own accord. Colors swirled in front of him, and an old woman materialized out of thin air.

 

She was short, with gray hair and a wrinkled face, but she carried herself with a bearing that spoke of power, rather than frailty. Her back was as straight as a board, not hunched as one would expect from someone who was well over a hundred years old.

 

Turton knew who she was. He had recognized her immediately, as any officer would have, having seen her portrait hundreds of times. His eyes, however, didn’t widen, nor did he otherwise react to her sudden appearance. His entire body was rigid, utterly incapable of movement. After a moment, he felt himself relax, taking a slow breath and settling more comfortably on the stool. His body did this on his own. He had no say in it.

 

[I apologize for assuming control of your muscles without permission,] the Warden said, her lips moving to match the words in his mind. [I am going to release you. Do not react.]

 

Turton shuddered as his body returned to his control. He did his best, but he was still breathing heavily as he looked up at the woman standing before him.

 

[Is this camp secure?] the Warden asked, looking around. [I can see using your eyes,] she said, answering Turton’s question before it had even fully formed in his mind. [And yes, I can hear your thoughts. And yes, I could read all of your memories, too, if I wanted to. You know that I won’t, though, so stop worrying about it… Stop it.]

 

The Warden waited another moment, then sighed and sent him...something. Suddenly, Turton could remember this conversation being repeated hundreds and hundreds of times, with different people and under different circumstances.

 

Always the same thing. I am just so tired of it. I don’t care about their weird sex secrets, and I wish they’d just stop freaking out about it so I can get on with my day.

 

Wait, I?

 

What?

 

And just like that, the memories were gone. The Warden watched him patiently as he scrambled to process what he had just experienced. The memory was gone, but he could still feel…

 

[Are you done?] the Warden said, walking forward to peer at him. [Good. I need to know what has happened here since the barrier was raised. Will you allow me to look? One month should do it.]

 

Turton hesitated. [Can I say no?]

 

[Of course,] said the Warden. The gaze of her blue eyes felt like ice, but she didn’t seem to be angry with him. If anything, her expression read as patient, perhaps slightly amused.

 

[Do it,] Turton said, finally. He was an officer of the Watch, and this was the Warden. He had nothing to fear, and she had likely seen it all before.

 

[Yes, I have,] the Warden said. [I think you would make a fine sentinel, and I will make sure you become one, once this is all over. Now, listen closely. Here is what I need you to do.]

 

[Okay, I’m ready. What is it going to feel like?]

 

The Warden smiled. [I already did it. What an interesting situation you have found yourself in.] A wistful expression crossed her face as she took another look around. [I almost wish I was there in person. It has been far too long since I left Vigilance.] She shook her head, her face hardening until it seemed like iron. She walked up to him and stared directly into his eyes. It was all Turton could do to not look away. [You will convince the exGuilder Lavarro that you have found a way to pierce the barrier with the mindcaster. You will tell her that her daughter wants to speak with her. Once she puts on the circlet, I will take care of the rest. You will need to be careful. You don’t know the half of what she has done.]

 

[The ex…exGuilder? I… Yes, but why?]

 

The Warden peered at him, a calculating look on her face. [Listen closely, Officer Turton. I will tell you exactly what to say and how to say it. If she suspects you are trying to fool her, she will kill you. Stop panicking, officer. You can do this. You WILL do this.]

 

Turton tightened his grip on the stool, then nodded. He would do his duty, even if he was afraid, and, honestly, more than a bit confused.

 

The Warden smiled.

 



 

With a frustrated grunt, Rain released Essence Well and let his head fall into his hands. Damn it.

 

He wasn’t going to get there today. His mind simply refused to calm down. He’d been up here for almost two hours now. That was enough. The slimes weren’t going to Purify themselves.

 

With a sigh, he got to his feet and stretched. His pack was sitting next to the blanket he’d been using to shield his armor. He quickly ran an inventory in his mind, then decided to leave it where it was. It would be fine there, and he had everything important on him anyway.

 

The sudden sound of raised voices caught his attention, and he followed them over to the edge of the roof. Looking down, he saw Vanna facing off against Rankin, of all people.

 

Rain frowned. He hadn’t spoken to Rankin since the Shift, and for good reason. The temporary Guildleader was an ass. He crouched down to listen, wondering what Vanna was doing here and why she’d brought Rankin with her.

 

“So, he’s in there, huh?” Rankin said, pointing at the back door to the administration building, which was directly below where Rain was situated.

 

“I told you I would go ask if he wants to see you,” Vanna said. “Stop following me and just wait.”

 

“He is in the Guild, which makes me his boss,” Rankin growled. “I don’t care what he wants. I’m going in.”

 

“No, you aren’t,” Vanna said. “This is the Watch’s building, you’ll have to go around front and ask them.”

 

“Give me the damn key to that door. I know you have one.”

 

“No,” Vanna repeated, crossing her arms. Rain smiled as Rankin threw up his hands with an exasperated noise and spun away in anger, headed toward the main entrance.

 

Vanna looked up, her eyes searching. She spotted Rain, then smiled and winked at him. Rain smiled back. Good. Always look up. I am glad someone is listening.

 

He motioned to her to wait, balancing his stats as he watched Rankin stomp around the side of the building. He gave it thirty more seconds, then activated Force Ward and looked straight down.

 

Another reason he kept visiting this rooftop was to force himself to confront the fear of heights that had taken root after the chasm incident. He still felt that fear even now, irrational as it was. He bit down on his tongue, hard, making sure that Force Ward was active. Then, he jumped.

 

As he fell, he threw his arms out like a skydiver. It wasn’t that far, only four stories. He barely had time to orient himself before he face-planted into the packed dirt with a loud whump.

 

“Graceful,” Vanna said, taking her hands away from her ears. She extended an arm to him and pulled him to his feet.

 

“Thanks,” Rain said, checking his mana. He’d lost less than he expected. I keep forgetting about the forceweave. I really need to do some proper tests.

 

“So, I am guessing this means you don’t want to talk to him?” Vanna said.

 

“Not even a little bit.” Rain said, absently dusting himself off with Purify. “What did he want?”

 

“He wants you to stop working with the Watch,” Vanna said with a shrug. “He said if you want to do anything else for them, you need to get them to submit the request through the Guild.”

 

“Screw that,” Rain said. “I asked Gus. There’s no rule that says I have to go through the Guild to do stuff. I can do what I want.”

 

Vanna tilted her head, “You’re not showing a lot of loyalty there.”

 

Rain reached up to touch the bronze plate hanging from his neck, then let his hand fall. “Yeah, well, not to him anyway. Maybe if he was less of an asshole.” He started walking around the building in the opposite direction Rankin had gone, Vanna following. “What’s going on with you, Vanna? I haven’t seen you in a few days.”

 

Vanna shrugged. “I’ve pretty much been living in the pit.”

 

♫The Pit. I fell in it, The Pit. You fell in it, The Pit.♫

 

Rain shook his head, fighting away the words. With the way his memory worked, music tended to get stuck. “How’s that going?”

 

“Want to come see for yourself?” Vanna pointed as they rounded the corner of the building. “I left my brother in charge. Knowing him, he’s probably made a huge mess of things already.”

 

Rain nodded. Talking to Vanna was quickly putting him in a better mood. “Sure, let’s go. I think I might dig a bit, get some exercise, you know? I was going to go slime hunting, but I’m really up for anything.” Rain rolled his shoulder, the one that had been injured. There was no pain, only the stiffness from his soul.

 

“Hey, Rain, did you see Rankin?” Val asked, appearing suddenly beside him.

 

“Ah!” Rain gasped, whirling.

 

Val grinned. “Finally got you.”

 

“Yeah, yeah,” Rain said. That’s it, I’m using Detection all the time from now on, no matter where I am.

 

“Hey Val,” Vanna said, smiling warmly at him.

 

Val smiled back, grinning from ear to ear. Rain blinked as Vanna maneuvered past him so she was walking next to Val.

 

He raised a pitiful excuse for an eyebrow. “What’s that about?”

 

“Nothing,” Vanna said. She reached out and straightened Val’s jacket casually.

 

Rain stumbled to a stop, looking between them. “Wait, what did I miss?”

 

Val looked at Vanna, then shrugged awkwardly. “We, uh…”

 

“You two hooked up?” Rain asked, incredulous.

 

“What does that mean?” Vanna asked, stopping to look back at him.

 

Val coughed and cleared his throat. “Never mind that, Rain. You know Rankin’s been looking for you since yesterday, right?”

 

Rain smiled and started walking again. Good for them. “I saw him. He didn’t see me.”

 

“You can’t keep avoiding him, you know,” Val said. “Take it from someone who’s a master of bad plans.”

 

“I know,” Rain said. “I’m just not great at confrontations. That’s Carten’s department. And yours, I suppose.”

 

“Carten is Mazel’s nephew, right?” Vanna said. “The loud one with the beard and the shields?”

 

Rain nodded. “Yeah, that’s him. You seen him lately, Val?”

 

“I ran into him yesterday in the tavern,” Val said. Rain didn’t need to ask which tavern. There was only one, and it was less of a proper bar and more of where all the barrels of alcohol had gotten stashed. Khurt had set it up.

 

Val sighed and rubbed at his neck. “He said Velika dumped him.”

 

Vanna looked startled. “Velika? Citizen Sadanis?”

 

Val nodded. “Yup.”

 

“Dumped?” Rain asked uncertainly. “You mean like…broke up?” And she didn’t kill him?

 

Val nodded. “That’s what I said. Dumped. Broke up. No longer seeing each other. Is this a translation problem? How would you say it?”

 

“The same way,” Rain said, shaking his head. “That’s what caught me off guard.” Did she really dump him, or did she just start ignoring him like she’s ignoring everyone else?

 

Val shrugged. “What was that language of yours called again?”

 

“English,” Rain said, absently. Well, if Carten and Velika really are done, then at least I don’t have to worry about him saying something stupid to her anymore.

 

“And where do they speak...English?” Vanna asked. “You never did tell me where you were from.”

 

Rain hesitated, then smiled, though he quickly hid the expression. “They speak English in What.”

 

“Where?” Vanna asked.

 

“No, What,” Rain said.

 

“What?” said Val.

 

Rain lost it, breaking out into a grin. “Exactly.”

 

“Punch him, you think?” Val said, looking at Vanna.

 

Vanna shook her head. “He’s wearing armor. I was thinking trip him.”

 

Rain laughed and raised his hands. “Fine, fine, I’ll stop. Remind me to do Who’s on First for you sometime. That should be easy enough to translate.” I suppose I have to explain baseball first. Now there’s an idea. Maybe I should try to set up a game. People could use a distraction. He made a fist, squeezing tightly, feeling the strength in his fingers. I bet I could smack the shit out of a ball now, and with Velocity, running the bases would be easy.

 

“Uh oh,” Vanna said.

 

“Agreed,” Val said. “He’s got the look.”

 

“What look?” Rain asked.

 

“You know what look,” Val said.

 

Rain sighed. Damn it, I got distracted again, didn’t I? Since when do I have a look?

 

He shook his head. “Anyway, back to Carten. Is he okay?”

 

Val wiggled his hand. “He’s taking it really hard, but she didn’t injure him if that’s what you mean. Best thing for him, actually. I mean, I could kinda see them working, before all of…this.” He gestured vaguely. “She’s totally lost it now, though.”

 

Rain nodded, not about to get into a commentary on the Citizen’s mental state. “Yeah, Carten really liked her, though. I’ll track him down later before he does anything stupid.” I should have talked to Carten about Velika earlier. He might know something about what she’s thinking.

 

“Probably a good idea,” Val said.

 

The group reached the edge of the excavation, and Vanna climbed the lip, then pointed. “There’s Smelt. I’m going to go say hi.”

 

Rain looked down into the pit, forcing himself to join her on the edge. The bank below him was surprisingly vertical, the earth barely sloping at all. The workers had made astonishing progress, digging a hole ten meters down, and at least twice that across. Rain knew that Bartum had sent some Earth mages to help, but still, it was impressive.

 

The entire pit was lit by torches and was swarming with activity. Heavy equipment had no place here, just buckets, shovels, wagons, and lots and lots of volunteers. Construction by flash mob. Rain saw no sign of any Earth mages at the moment, though there were a few Watch officers standing guard on the far side of the rim near the barricade.

 

Val glanced at the sloping entrance to the hole, which was a distance to the right, then looked straight down. “Rain, are you thinking what I’m thinking? Wanna take the quick way? You can cover all of us, right?”

 

Despite himself, Rain smiled. “Yeah. I’ve got plenty of mana. Let’s do it.”

 

“You mean jump?” Vanna asked, taking a step back from the edge and looking at Rain uncertainly. “I know you said it works on other people, but you’re, well, awakened. I’m not.”

 

“You don’t have to jump if you don’t want to,” Val said. Rain blinked and looked at him. Is he sick?

 

Vanna took a deep breath, stepping forward again. She glanced at Rain. “You’re sure it’s safe?”

 

Rain nodded. “As safe as it can be. You’re putting your life into my hands, though. Walking would be the smart thing.”

 

“No, it’s fine,” Vanna said, shifting closer to Val. “Should be fun, right?”

 

“That’s the spirit,” Val said, grabbing her hand.

 

Rain activated Force Ward, then nodded. It was his turn to feel nervous. The trust they were showing him was ridiculous, now that he was thinking about it. “Safety check before we go. Vanna, punch Val in the head.”

 

“What?” Vanna said, then shouted as Val’s fist flew at her face. It struck Force Ward harmlessly, the water-drop ripple in the air clearly visible.

 

“Too slow,” Val said, laughing at her reaction.

 

Rain shrugged. “I guess that works too.”

 

Without warning, Vanna slugged Val back, creating a second distortion in the air. She looked down at her fist, then back at the laughing Val, then at Rain. “Can you lower it on him for a second?”

 

Val stopped laughing, holding up his hands in mock surrender.

 

Rain bit his own tongue hard, just to make sure he was covered as well. He crept closer to the edge, then fought off a sudden bout of vertigo as he eyed the dirt at the bottom. “When you jump, really throw yourself out there so you don’t hit the side. Spread yourself flat while you fall, or you’ll stick in the dirt like a pencil. For future reference, the normal range of this spell is about twenty-five stride. It wouldn’t be an issue here, even if I wasn’t jumping with you, but all the same, never do something like this unless you’re sure I’m ready. Talking to you, Val.” He looked back at them. “Everyone ready?”

 

“Wait,” Vanna said. She waved her arms, calling down to the workers below, some of whom were already watching. “Hey, watch this!”

 

Many more faces pivoted up in their direction.

 

Val laughed. “Uh oh, Rain, now she’s done it. Everyone is going to want a turn.”

 

Rain sighed resignedly. “Don’t I know it. Come on, before I think better of this. Jump when I get to three. One. Two. Three!”

 

He jumped, hearing the others follow him. There were three solid impacts as they plowed into the dirt amid cries of alarm from the spectators. He got up quickly on his own while Val helped Vanna to her feet. She looked a little green, but she was smiling and unharmed.

 

“What the fuck, Vanna!?” Smelt shouted, pushing through the crowd. “Are you insane?! How are you not dead?!”

 

Vanna laughed and hugged her brother, then released him and pointed at Rain. “Perks of having an adventurer for a boss.”

 

Rain snorted as the crowd broke out into cheers. “Do it again!” someone shouted.

 

Rain shook his head. No way am I making this a regular thing. I’m not a carnival ride.

 

“Hey Rain, clean me off, would you?” Val said, gesturing at his dirty clothes. All three of them were filthy from the impact.

 

Rain shook his head, looking up. “One second.”

 

“Why? Oh,” Val said, after following his gaze.

 

Dozer was flying through the air, having flung himself from the lip of the pit. Rain had noticed the slime following them shortly after they’d left the administration building, unhappy at being left behind.

 

Dozer hit the ground like a cannonball, leaving a sizable divot in the dirt. Under the influence of the spell, Dozer’s body didn’t deform at all, landing more like a meteor than a puddle of goo. Rain was pretty sure that the slime would have been fine without Force Ward, but he wasn’t going to take any chances.

 

Several minutes of chaos followed. Rain allowed Dozer to clean off a few people before he used Purify, knowing that the slime would be distraught if he didn’t. Crystal slimes ate filth, operating under much the same rules as Purify did. Dirt on the ground outside was not filth. Dirt on someone’s skin was. Judging from the state of the workers, the slime was going to have its work cut out for it.

 

Looking around, Rain noticed clear signs that the Earth mages had been plying their craft. The floor of the pit was mostly dirt, even at this depth, but he could see large outcrops of stone here and there, shattered into manageable chunks by Earth magic. A quick pulse of Detection told him that most of it wasn’t bedrock, merely boulders. In the deepest section of the pit, however, there was a flat section of rock that extended down further than Rain’s scan could penetrate. If over a hundred meters of solid stone didn’t count as bedrock, he wasn’t sure what did.

 

He shook his head. They shouldn’t need to dig through all of that. He couldn’t boost Detection’s resolution high enough to distinguish crushed stone from solid, not without hurting himself, but it should have been easy enough to follow Westbridge’s path through the rock by eye. He looked for Vanna, spotting her talking to Smelt, then walked over to them.

 

“So,” he said without preamble. “Why is the pit so wide? Weren’t you following Westbridge’s tunnel?”

 

“We lost the trail two days ago,” Vanna said. She pointed at the exposed bedrock. “We were digging there, following the disturbed earth, but it vanished when we hit stone. I thought Westbridge might have gone sideways or something, so we spread out, but we haven’t been able to find anything else.” She looked at her brother. “Did you find anything while I was gone?”

 

Smelt shook his head. “Not a thing. It’s strange.”

 

Rain frowned, walking over to the area that Vanna had indicated. The stone was mostly smooth, but there was one place where it looked like it had been crushed and shattered, perhaps by an Earth mage. Rain pointed at the spot. “What about that?”

 

“What about what?” Smelt said, moving to stand next to him.

 

“The crushed stone, there,” Rain said. “Was that an Earth mage? Did you try to dig through?”

 

“Crushed stone?” Vanna said, joining them. “What are you talking about?”

 

“That, right there.” Rain pointed at the shattered rock.

 

“Just looks like the rest,” Smelt said. “We didn’t try to have the Earth mages break through this. Not after we lost the trail.”

 

Rain blinked. Something strange is going on here. “Seriously, you can’t see this?” he said, walking into the center of the crushed area. He bent and picked up a small stone, holding it out to them.

 

“Woah!” Vanna shouted.

 

“How did you do that?” Smelt said, staring at the rock. “Nobody is that strong.”

 

“Do what?” Rain asked, looking at the rock. It was just a rock, no bigger than his fist.

 

“You just ripped that rock out of solid stone with your bare hands,” Smelt said, pointing at it.

 

“No, I didn’t,” Rain said, pointing at the ground. “There’s tons of them. I just picked one up. I think there’s some kind of illusion. You really just see smooth stone?” He activated Detection, tightening the radius so it was less overwhelming. Then, he began boosting the intensity gradually. Smaller signals started splitting from the larger fuzzy sense of ‘rock’ as he did so, but he was forced to stop as it became overwhelming. The results were inconclusive.

 

“Well…yeah.” Smelt said.

 

Huh. It has to be an enchantment. Maybe something the Majistraal did to protect the artifact. Why can I see it, but they can’t? Is it because they aren’t awakened? Rain looked around until he spotted Val playing with Dozer, then waved to him. “Hey, Val, come here for a sec.”

 

“Yeah?” Val said, walking over. Dozer trailed after him, full of dirt and as happy as could be.

 

Rain pointed at his feet. “Am I standing on flat stone, or is it all crushed?”

 

“Uh? Flat stone?” Val said.

 

“Wait, really?” He gestured at the ground. “What does it look like to you? Is it just flat rock like the rest?” He held up the rock he was holding. “You don’t see a bunch of shattered rocks like this one? What about something weird, like a magical barrier?”

 

Val shrugged. “Doesn’t look like anything to me,” Val said.

 

Rain froze. “You did not just say that.”

 

“Say what?” Val said.

 

Rain looked down at the crushed rock, seriously questioning his reality. Okay, someone is messing with me.

            
105: Connection

                 

The barrier stone was a featureless obsidian obelisk, about one meter tall, and it hung unsupported and motionless in the air. It was sharp and angular, tapering to a wicked point at the top, and with a small inverted pyramid forming the base. Whether it really was obsidian, or some magical analog, Rain had no idea. It seemed to absorb the light that filtered in from the jagged hole in the ceiling.

 

Strangely, it appeared that nothing could spawn in this room, doubtless thanks to some more Majistraal bullshit. Rain and Officer Bartum were presently standing in front of the barrier stone, considering what to do. 

 

Rain had sent for the Watch immediately once he’d realized what was going on with the illusion. Bartum had rushed over with Officer Tanner, their enchantment expert, and Officer Sells, their Diviner. The illusion had proved impervious to the Watch’s special eyes, and Sells had tried several different remote viewing spells, also to no effect.

 

Piercing the illusion had been straightforward enough, however. While Rain was the only one who could see through it, you didn’t need to see what you were working on to hit it with a shovel. It had only taken the workers about five minutes of digging before the entire plug of stone had collapsed into the room below. Clearing out the rubble took a little longer, but with the assistance of the Watch’s Earth mages, things went quickly.

 

Despite all of this activity, the illusion hadn’t broken. Even now, the gaping hole in the ground appeared to be solid stone when viewed from above by anyone who wasn’t Rain. It was quite dangerous, in fact. They’d had to block off the area so no one fell in accidentally. Once you passed through the thin layer of the illusion, however, things went back to normal, even for the unawakened.

 

Rain had two leading theories for why he was different, both of them soul-related. First, it could have been because he had broken his paling. Second, it could simply be the fact that he was stronger than he should have been for a level eighteen. Nothing else really made any sense, though it could have been a combination of multiple factors. The only other possible explanation he could think of was his high Clarity, but Velika wouldn’t have had that, and she’d made it in just fine. It was a bit of a mystery, but not as much of one as the obelisk hovering in the air before him.

 

Once they’d found the hidden room, Bartum had forbidden everyone from touching anything until Tanner finished with his examination. That had been a good call, even though it hadn’t worked out so well for Tanner himself. The man was still recovering.

 

The moment he’d laid his palm on the black crystal, Tanner had started screaming in agony. He’d tried to pull away, but been unable to. After a few seconds, he’d passed out. He would have crumpled to the ground completely, but his fall was arrested by his hand, which was still stuck to the stone’s surface. Bartum had tried to pull him away, but the obelisk didn’t release him for another ten seconds or so.

 

They’d feared that he was dead for a few moments until he’d suddenly lurched awake and started screaming again. That had been around an hour ago. It had taken thirty minutes before he’d become coherent enough to explain what he’d experienced.

 

For Tanner, the fifteen-odd seconds he’d been in contact with the stone had felt like an eternity. His mind had been filled with pain, flashing light, confusing smells, and bizarre new sensations that he didn’t have words for. Mostly the pain, though. Unspeakable, indescribable pain.

 

As horrifying as what had happened to Tanner was, Bartum wasn’t willing to give up. He’d gotten the highest-leveled person he could find to come and try next. Khurt had taken some convincing, but in the end, he’d come to agree that it was worth the risk. Unfortunately, he had reacted much the same way as Tanner had. He’d recovered a bit quicker, though, only needing ten minutes to become coherent again, and another twenty to get back to his feet.

 

Now, it was Rain’s turn. Needless to say, he was a bit apprehensive.

 

“You’re sure that this is wise?” Bartum asked, glancing at him.

 

Rain nodded. “I’m the only one who can see through the illusion. That has to mean something.”

 

Bartum nodded. “Well, at least the effects don’t seem to be permanent. We can’t really afford to lose you.”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said, extending his bare hand. He’d removed his gauntlet, unsure whether that would matter. His fingers came to a stop, trembling just above the surface.

 

Here we go.

 



 

 

Agony.

 

When Rain woke up, that was his first memory. So much pain that he hadn’t been able to move. Hadn’t been able to see. Hadn’t been able to think. It was utterly indescribable, and he could remember every moment of it.

 

He’d thought he’d known what pain was. He’d been tossed around like a rag doll by the Razorspine. Fallen from a cliff and had all of his bones shattered. Endured self-inflicted burns and frostbite. Suffered through the maximum buff of the Malleable Ring.

 

None of that even compared.

 

Perhaps the fall would have, but the damage to his brain had prevented him from remembering it. Insulated him. Protected him. There was no protection from the pain from the barrier stone.

 

He’d passed out, of course, but that had been after the pain had ended. For an incalculable eternity, Rain had been denied that escape. The torture had just gone on and on, searing his every nerve beyond all bounds of sanity, but not allowing him to break. Then, suddenly, mercifully, it had stopped.

 

How long ago that had been, Rain had no idea.

 

With a weak whimper, he made a feeble attempt to roll himself over so he wasn’t lying on his face. His limbs weren’t responding properly, and all he managed was a pathetic flop, like a dying fish. His head was pounding, so he called for the soothing cold of Winter.

 

Winter didn’t come.

 

No…. He closed his eyes. Status.
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The window appeared instantly. His condition was unchanged, the same as it had been before the pain had obliterated his mind.

 

It hadn’t been physical.

 

He wasn’t hurt.

 

Rain just lay there, digesting the numbers. He thought back on the experience, trying to determine what had happened, then screamed as the pain returned. It took him a full minute to realize that the agony he was experiencing wasn’t real. It was just the memory.

 

With this revelation, Rain latched desperately onto his character window. He needed to stop thinking about it. To stop reliving that horrible, eternal moment.

 

It wasn’t real. Health, 600/600. Mana, 8017/8017. Stamina, 210/920. Regenerating 190 per day. Full in less than four days.

 

…

 

The memory rushed back, and Rain frantically focused.

 

How many days, exactly? Nine-twenty minus two-ten by one-ninety. Three point…seven…three…six….eight…four…

 

The math helped. Rain lost himself in the numbers, calculating, recalculating, comparing.

 

Anything to keep the memory at bay. Anything to forget.

 

Winter…why isn’t it working?

 

His focus slipped, and he fell back into the memory again. He gave a ragged gasp, his lungs responding jerkily as if the muscles were broken. He couldn’t feel the air. He couldn’t hear his heart beating in his chest.

 

No. It isn’t real. It isn’t. Zero and one is one. One and one is two. One and two is three. Three and two is five. Eight. Thirteen. Twenty-one. Thirty-four. Fifty-five. Eighty-nine. One hundred forty-four—

 

Winter activated. The cold crashed into him so suddenly that he gasped. The memory snapped into crystal focus, overriding all of his attempts to hold it at bay.

 

He closed his eyes and tried to scream, but there was no air in his lungs. He tried to curl himself into a ball, but his spasming muscles disobeyed. His arm jerked, smashing into his face.

 

He didn’t feel it. As if such a thing could compare to the fire in his mind.

 

Noooooooo…

 

Winter wouldn’t deactivate. Desperately, Rain tried to push at the memory. To expel it. To destroy it. To lock it away.

 

Slowly, ever so slowly, he began building a wall around it. A barrier of thought. Of will. He forced himself to forget. He didn’t know how he was doing it, but he did it all the same. He had to.

 

It seemed to take hours.

 

When the barrier was complete, Rain let himself fall limp, blind to his surroundings. The bundle of memory floated in his shattered mind like a cocooned bug, wrapped up in torn fragments of his sanity. His eyes closed, and he slept.



 

The next time Rain rebooted, the memory rushed to meet him once more. This time, however, it was hazy. Indistinct. He could still feel it there, lurking in some dark corner of his mind, but the wall that he had built was holding. Keeping it at bay.

 

For now.

 

Wearily, he pushed himself up to a sitting position, then opened his eyes. What he saw filled him with confusion and disorientation. He was sitting in darkness, but it wasn’t the same darkness that he had left behind.

 

The chamber with the barrier stone had been dark because only a little light had made it down from the surface. This place was dark because it was empty. There was no light whatsoever, and yet, he could see.

 

Gears began turning in Rain’s mind as he looked down at his hand. Instead of his familiar and increasingly pale skin, he saw blue light. His hand was translucent. A hologram. His entire body was like that, his armor and clothing gone, leaving him naked as the day he was born.

 

He’d experienced this once before. When he’d received his first accolade.

 

“I’m in my soul…”

 

His voice sounded strange. Flat, as if he was in a padded room. There was no echo whatsoever. He pushed himself to his feet, then fell as his body refused to respond. He cried out, catching himself against the…

 

Ground? There is no ground. Carefully, he rolled over and got to his feet again. This time, he managed it. Then how am I standing?

 

The sensation of airlessness that he’d experienced before struck him again, and he gasped. Or, appeared to gasp, anyway. He was seeing without light, standing without ground, and breathing without air. He’d never woken up in his own body. He’d been here the whole time.

 

“What the…? How can I talk if—Gah!”

 

He’d still been staring at his hands. They’d suddenly flickered, drifting away from his arms for a fraction of a second before snapping back into place. Worse, he hadn’t just seen it, but also felt it, a sensation he had no words for, and not a particularly pleasant one.

 

What the hell was that?

 

The first time he’d been here, in this not-space, he’d looked like a projection of himself. A hologram of blue light. He still looked like that, but something had clearly changed. Where before he’d been almost sky blue, now his form was darker. More vibrant. Like a sapphire.

 

He had also been a little less broken.

 

As he continued to examine himself, parts of his body kept glitching. There was no other word for it. Sometimes it was a hand, sometimes a leg, and sometimes all of him at once. It became worse the faster he moved.

 

The glitches looked a bit like the distortion of an over-the-air TV signal during a bad storm. A digital signal, not an analog one. There was no static, just blocky chunks of corrupted data.

 

Well, that’s a thing. Guess I found the soul damage.

 

Other than the glitches, his body looked healthy enough, for a hologram, anyway. His senses were working, though a bit oddly. His skin felt more or less like skin, and his hair behaved more or less like hair. He could breathe, though the act was more instinctual than necessary. Likewise, he was unsure about his heart. He couldn’t tell if it was beating, or if he even had one to begin with. Theoretically, if his lungs were being simulated, then his other internals should have been as well, but he hadn’t been able to feel his pulse when he’d pressed his fingers to his neck.

 

Rain looked up, finished with his examination, and his theoretical heart immediately tried to leap out of his chest. “Oh fuck!”

 

It was the obelisk.

 

As he attempted to scramble away, his leg glitched out from under him, and he toppled. His head hit the not-ground, then his whole body glitched. He found himself standing in the exact position he’d been in moments before, staring at the angular shard of obsidian.

 

It was hanging at chest level, perhaps twenty meters away. To his eyes, it appeared exactly as it had in the real world, jet black, inscrutable, and—now that it had flayed his soul—menacing. His gaze shied away from it. The memory rattled at the bars of the cage that he’d constructed, and he closed his eyes, pushing it back into the darkness.

 

What the hell is it doing in my soul? 

 

Rain took a deep breath and let it out slowly, heedless of the lack of air. Once he worked up the courage, he opened his eyes again and looked back at the obelisk. It hadn’t moved.

 

Slowly, he panned his head, searching for more unpleasant surprises. He looked up, then down past his feet. There was nothing else. Only darkness for as far as the eye could see in every direction. Wisps of…something…swirled faintly, or perhaps it was the darkness itself. It was difficult to describe. He remembered that it had been the same when he’d received his accolade. The darkness was almost tangible, behaving like mist.

 

At that time, however, the swirls had been all around him. Now, the not-air in his immediate vicinity was clear. It was like being in the middle of a giant soap bubble.

 

He completed his scan and looked back at the obelisk. Correction: where the obelisk should have been. He spun, looking around for it frantically. It remained gone.

 

That was bad. He wanted that damn thing where he could see it.

 

What the hell is going on?

 

“Hello!” he called. “Bartum, can you hear me? Anyone? Help!”

 

There was no response. His words didn’t echo, consumed by the yawning darkness. He felt exposed, naked and alone in the emptiness. Vulnerable.

 

His leg glitched, and in his attempt to compensate, he fell. The memory resurfaced, unbidden, and he had to fight it off. It was still powerful, even walled away as it was. Rather than get up, he curled himself into a ball, closing his eyes and trying to will himself out of this strange place.

 

Needless to say, this didn’t work.

 



 

 

It took him a while, but eventually, Rain recovered, pulling himself back to some semblance of coherence. Clearly, whatever memory block he’d built wasn’t one hundred percent effective. The fear of that pain was like a tangible thing, driving him to irrational panic. He was worried that he was going to need to add a fear of the dark to his growing list of phobias.

 

He pushed himself up into a sitting position and scanned the darkness once more.

 

Still no obelisk… I can feel it out there. Lurking.

 

He sighed, looking down at his knees.

 

Okay, time to think this through. If I’m in my soul, why do I see…me? Shouldn’t I be inside…me? Maybe this isn’t my soul after all. Am I…in the obelisk? No, that doesn’t make sense at all. I was here before when I got the accolade. Hmm.

 

He looked back up, fully prepared for the obelisk to be right there in front of his nose. It wasn’t. There was only darkness.

 

No more games. Detection.

 

Rain cursed as nothing happened. Winter had been running the whole time, so he knew that his magic was working, but it hadn’t switched to the other aura like he’d wanted.

 

Detection. Detection. Detection.

 

He concentrated, willing the spell to activate as hard as he could. Nothing happened.

 

Okay, seriously, what the hell? Status.
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Rain peered at the brilliant blue window, thinking hard.

 

Why do my menus work normally, but my spells don’t?  Hey, hang on a minute here. That isn’t right. Two hundred eleven stamina? It was two-ten before, but I slept for… How long did I sleep for?

 

He glanced at his HUD.

 





	
10:53:09 AM










 

Over twenty-four hours? No, that’s not possible… Wait, is it? Damn it, I should have added a calendar to this thing.

 

Rain’s eyes flicked to his character window, then back to the time displayed on his HUD.

 





	
10:53:09 AM










 

He stared. It wasn’t changing.

 

Time is…stopped?

 

“Okay, seriously, how?” he asked the darkness. The darkness didn’t respond, and he shook his head with a sigh.

 

Fact one: I’m in my soul, or in soulspace or wherever. Fact two: the obelisk is here, but it’s hiding. Fact three: time is—

 

“Gah!” Rain twitched as Winter abruptly canceled itself. He felt Detection replace it, but the activation of the spell felt sluggish. Rather than the near-instantaneous response he usually got, there was a delay of a few seconds before a signal bounced back to him, one meter above him and slightly to the left. A second signal followed almost instantly, one meter above and slightly right.

 

Snapping his gaze up, he saw nothing there but darkness, though the signals remained clear in his mind. They weren’t fading as they usually would have. His clock caught his attention out of the corner of his eye, and he suddenly realized what was going on.

 





	
10:53:10 AM










 

It’s not stopped, it’s just slow.

 

…

 

Really, really slow.

 

Additional signals started returning to him from farther above. One by one, they appeared on his radar and stayed there. That in itself was unusual. Normally, the signals only lasted for a single second.

 

I was searching for entities, so either there are invisible monsters in the darkness, or I’m sensing people standing around my body in the real world. The ones coming from far above would be on the surface, supposing I’m still near the obelisk. The distance is about right.

 

He adjusted his filters, setting Detection for ‘humans’ for the next tick of the spell. After around a minute, the old signals vanished, then started appearing again, as the magic radiated outward. Rain nodded to himself. It was humans that he was sensing.

 

Okay, so I’m in bullet time. My spells normally tick at a rate of 1 Hz, or one tick per second. I’ve never been able to switch between auras faster than that, either. It’s only because I’m thinking so fast that it feels like they aren’t responding. Whenever I try to change something, it looks like it will only take effect precisely on one of those one-second ticks. Hmm. This means something.

 

He scratched at his chin.

 

These signals, they’re a meter above me because…I fell over? How long ago was that?

 

He glanced at his status display, then the clock, running the numbers.

 

I’ve only regenerated one point of stamina since before I slept. At one-ninety points per day, that means it’s only been seven and a half minutes since then, give or take.

 

Just how slowly is time going in here?

 

He looked back at his clock, waiting. The moment the seconds display incremented, Detection began its refresh, and he started counting. When he got to a count of seventy-four, the display ticked up again.

 

Okay, that’s a factor of seventy-something.

 

He immediately started counting again, getting eighty-one this time.

 

High seventies, anyway. I’m a doctor, not a metronome. Anyway, that’s really, really, slow.

 

With a thought, he changed his focus, singling out Bartum with IFF. It would be a while before the world caught up with his command, so he had some time to think.

 

Okay, this is insane. A factor of eighty would mean that regenerating a single point of stamina, real time, would be around ten hours, subjective. Holy flaming shit balls. From their perspective, I probably collapsed ten minutes ago or something. To me, it’s been like half a day. At least.

 

Detection ticked, confirming that one of the signals closest to him was coming from Bartum. Rain set his next ping for the obelisk itself, wanting to know if he was still in the room with it. He already knew it would work. Detection couldn’t pierce the Majistraal defenses as he could with his physical sight, but it worked just fine from inside, including on the artifact itself.

 

Once more, Rain found himself with some time on his hands, so he did another quick survey of his surroundings. He almost had a heart attack when he spotted the obelisk. It was just hanging there in the distance as if it had never left. Moments later, the signal indicating its presence popped into his mind, about a meter above him, and in the complete opposite direction.

 

He sighed and shook his head, staring at it. Of course. My orientation in here isn’t the same as my orientation in the real world. I mean, I can move around, but I’m pretty sure my body isn’t moving. Damn, this is freaky.

 

Rain spun, trying to align the obelisk he saw with the one in his mind. When he looked back over his shoulder, it was gone again. A few more spins, and he needed to sit down.

 

The obelisk showed up roughly every 720° if he was turning clockwise. Worse, it only took something like 270° if he was turning the other way. Moving toward it made it drift off to one side, rotating diagonally in the process. Backing away sent it flying straight up until it flickered, then appeared off to his left.

 

Non-Euclidean. Great. How can rotation be different in different directions? I think… I think I’d like to wake up now.

 

Rain sat and once more tried to will himself home. A few seconds passed. A few real seconds.

 

Nothing happened. He wasn’t going anywhere.

 

Shit.

 



 

 

Ten hours of subjective time later, Rain had learned a few things.

 

First, the time acceleration factor was based on his effective Clarity. He could still change the settings on his ring, it turned out, even though it didn’t appear here. Like his spells, the changes to his stats would only update on the one-second tick. In any event, the formula worked out to:

 

Acceleration Factor = (Effective Clarity) * 3 / 10.

 

The multiple of three was no doubt coming from Dynamo. His class was supposed to triple the effect of the Clarity attribute, after all.

 

With no buff, the acceleration was 60x, meaning one second out there was one minute in here. With +50 to Clarity, that increased to 75x. At +100, 87.9x.

 

Why not 90x? That was fairly straightforward. It was effective Clarity that mattered, not total Clarity. His tolerance was only 93, making his maximum effective Clarity 293.

 

Rain had almost tweaked his character display right then and there to take his class bonus into account. However, he’d stopped when he’d realized that his mana regeneration was calculated by tripling his total Clarity instead. He’d have had to triple that as well, and that would have just made things more confusing, not less.

 

He was considering changing his terminology again, inventing a new name like ‘applied Clarity’ or ‘resultant Clarity.’ His indecision had led him to shelve that issue for the moment. Naming things was hard.

 

The second thing of importance that he’d learned was that this place wasn’t his soul.

 

No, his hologram-form was his soul, or at least, a manifestation of it. An avatar for his mind. Was the soul the same as the mind? That was the question, wasn’t it?

 

Either way, he wasn’t inside anything. He was just in soul form. That form had been transported somewhere else.

 

Soulspace.

 

Like subspace, but different.

 

There were a few important clues that had pointed him to this conclusion. First, the darkness, specifically the tangible kind in the distance that was pretending to be smoke. It was repelled by his avatar out to roughly the same range as the effect of his pseudo-oversoul in the real world.

 

As if that wasn’t coincidence enough, he’d also tried triggering his training overview. On the one-second tick, this had sent an invisible blast of energy out from him in a sphere, pushing back the darkness. Then, the flow had reversed, the darkness rushing into him for a moment before returning to equilibrium.

 

It was violent and difficult to see, as doing this made him glitch out for a good ten seconds of subjective time. The effect matched Bartum’s description, though. When they applied experience to themselves, souls breathed something out, then something back in.

 

The second clue that this place wasn’t his soul came when he’d attempted to meditate. Calming his mind wasn’t easy, but the formless void of soulspace was almost as good as the one created by Aura Focus. As long as he didn’t move, the glitches of his avatar didn’t interfere with the process. In fact, they occurred less and less frequently as he became more relaxed.

 

Eventually, he’d reached the threshold and felt the chaos within. He’d then been hurled back into his avatar, unable to maintain focus through the intensity of the sensation. The process had played out exactly the same here as it always did in the real world. Thus, he couldn’t be in his soul. You couldn’t try to enter a place you were already in.

 

The final clue had been the appearance of another soul. Now that had been a surprise.

 

Rain had been in the middle of determining his spatial orientation in the real world, using Detection to search for hands, feet, elbows, etc. He hadn’t bothered to limit his search to his own appendages, and he’d noticed someone else’s hand headed straight toward him. When it had come into contact with his forehead, there had been a flicker of light in front of him, and a fuzzy form had appeared, barely visible, but unmistakably there.

 

Wallace’s avatar wasn’t fully formed, perhaps because the man didn’t believe in the concept of souls. It just looked like a faint, floating bubble of red light. It had wafted its way unerringly toward Rain through the insane geometry of soulspace, ignoring all of his attempts to communicate with it. Once it was almost on top of him, Wallace’s avatar exploded, launching countless tendrils of crimson light.

 

These tendrils drilled into the simulated skin of Rain’s avatar and went rooting through his insides, like worms digging through an apple. He could feel the foreign mana inside them, though he couldn’t affect it in any way. It left him feeling violated on many different levels, though the experience hadn’t been physically painful. It was just Tissue Scan, he was reasonably certain, but still. It was invasive enough in the real world. In here…yeah. Not fun.

 

Wallace’s avatar had pulled away before Rain could attempt to murder it, drifting away into the darkness. It had only vanished completely when the healer had removed his hand. Accelerated as he was, that had given Rain plenty of time to observe it, not that there was a lot to see.

 

From this whole experience, Rain guessed that the ability to perceive something in this strange place was related to the ‘domain of the soul.’ When Wallace’s domain overlapped with his, Wallace’s avatar became visible. If Wallace’s consciousness—mind, ego, whatever you wanted to call it—had been in soulspace as Rain’s was, then they might have even been able to talk or something. 

 

That brought him to the obelisk. In the real world, Rain was literally stuck to it. If the obelisk had a soul or some sort of soul-equivalent, then it was definitely within his domain. From his spatial orientation scan, he knew that his hand was glued to its surface, with his comatose body dangling limply below. His shoulder was not going to be happy when he finally figured out how to get out of here. Nobody had thought to shove a barrel under him or something, and he’d been hanging there for at least twenty minutes of real time.

 

Rain rolled his shoulder. His avatar didn’t appear to be feeling any discomfort, at least.

 

The third thing of importance that he’d learned involved accolades. He’d managed to summon his—the perception boosting one from the Everdeep Fortress. It had shown up as a point of darkness shining on his chest when he’d focused on it for long enough, like a pin on a jacket, had he been wearing one. He’d been able to remove it like a pin as well, at which point it had smoothly transformed into the familiar metallic plate. The other accolades in his possession were nowhere to be seen.

 

There was no easy explanation for that, other than the fact that they weren’t directly touching his skin. They were tucked into pockets in his forceweave beneath his breastplate, added specifically for that purpose. Nominally, that should have placed them within his domain. He had the feeling that they should be around here somewhere; he just couldn’t find them without exploring the darkness.

 

That wasn’t something he was keen to attempt, given the geometry of soulspace. Losing track of the obelisk in the endless dark seemed like it would be ‘a bad thing.’

 

He’d been making a point to never move without the black pillar directly in his sight. Even then, there had been a few scary incidents where it had disappeared unexpectedly. Now, he’d finally managed to make his way over to it, and he wasn’t about to move away. Geometry seemed to be stabilized within his soap-bubble, at least.

 

As much as he hated being near the thing that had caused him so much pain, it was also his only way out of here. He hadn’t touched it yet, though. He wasn’t quite ready for that.

 

Anyway, accolades. The important thing was that when he’d summoned his, it had brought with it a thread of connection, linking the plate to the center of his chest. It wasn’t physical—as much as anything was physical here. It was something else. He perceived it with some sense that he couldn’t describe, as no analog to it existed in the real world. He was calling it ‘Linksight’ for now, even though it was nothing like seeing.

 

The existence of the thread had led him to search for others. Now aware of what he was looking for, he’d found four more of them.

 

One led to Dozer. It had been there the whole time, he’d just never thought to look for it, already too used to the slime’s presence in his mind.

 

The link didn’t lead anywhere, precisely. It just had the feeling of going ‘out,’ which made perfect sense, as Dozer wasn’t in soulspace. Rain hadn’t found a way to follow the thread, dashing his hopes of using it to escape. He’d tried a few other things with it as well, such as pushing his thoughts through it in an attempt to contact Dozer. There was an obvious issue there, however.

 

Rain was thinking at something like eighty-times normal speed. Dozer’s thoughts were half-speed on a good day, bless his heart.

 

The next two links were smaller and more difficult to sense. They led to the Malleable Ring and the Dark Revenant’s Armor. These were the soul bonds that Tallheart had added. Rain had found them by following the flow of mana from Mana Manipulation when he’d tried charging them.

 

The final link was the hardest of all to find, and, in retrospect, the most obvious. Again, Mana Manipulation had been the key. The spell seemed to work almost the same way here as it did in the real world. It allowed him to circulate mana through his avatar, just as he did with his body. When he tried expelling it to the environment, it had simply vanished. The next obvious question had been: what environment was the mana being expelled to? Soulspace, or meatspace?

 

Rain had spent hours pondering that question, turning his mana sense inward. Mana Manipulation’s description didn’t say anything about ‘resolution’ or ‘sensitivity’ or anything like that, only max transfer speed. He’d long known, however, that what the skill card said wasn’t the complete picture. Detection was another good example. In any event, with Mana Manipulation at rank eight, he had much finer control than he’d ever had before. Certainly better than the time he’d hurt himself by trying to modify Purify.

 

Sitting in soulspace, he’d used all of his spells. Winter, Essence Well, Immolate and Refrigerate—carefully, of course, there were people around—Purify, Velocity, and so on, including the modifiers. All of them seemed to take effect out in the world, not in here. Velocity didn’t make his avatar faster, for example.

 

His friends were probably thinking he was having a seizure or something, flicking between spells like that. He just hoped that nobody would try anything stupid to free him, such as cutting his arm off. He was regularly using Detection to keep an eye on things for that reason.

 

He had come up with a plan to communicate if it became necessary: timed pulses of Purify, forming a rudimentary code. It would be super annoying to do, given that he’d have to teach them the code first, and each pulse, to him, would take over a minute to send. He’d set that aside for the moment, focusing on understanding his own situation first.

 

Even in his accelerated state, and even with rank-eight Mana Manipulation, the spells themselves were still incomprehensible. Even at eighty times slower than normal, the patterns changed faster than he could follow, shifting and seething through his avatar.

 

It was like trying to debug code when you only had the faintest idea of what it did. In this metaphor, the only visibility Rain had was the raw contents of memory, updated in real time and not even saved to a log file. He didn’t have the source code itself. Also, from the way the patterns changed each time, he was thinking that the spell was encrypting its memory space. Certain pieces didn’t change from cast to cast, however, likely those that were necessary to apply the effect. The outputs, essentially.

 

It was by analyzing these static pieces that he’d made his breakthrough. He’d been looking at Velocity, tracing the tiny threads of mana that fanned out to where his muscles should have been in his avatar. By following those tiny threads, Rain had discovered others. Ones not made of mana, but of something else. Something ‘visible’ to Linksight.

 

The connection between his body and his avatar wasn’t a huge cable or something. No, it was distributed. Tiny threads, omnipresent and uncountable. Together, they formed a fabric that wove body and soul together.

 

Further investigation had revealed that there were six different kinds of thread forming the tapestry of connection, one for each attribute—Strength, Recovery, Endurance, Vigor, Focus, and Clarity. While isolating a single thread was almost impossible, determining the relative abundance of the types wasn’t that difficult. It directly corresponded with his Synchronization.

 

That is what Synchronization was. The degree of connection between his body and his soul. Focus and Clarity, both at 100% sync, were connected everywhere, the other stats, less so.

 

Again, obvious in retrospect. Also, in his current situation, mostly useless.

 

Rain shook his head slowly, staring at the obelisk. Enough was enough.

 

All of the experimentation he’d done was nothing more than procrastination. It had only taken him an hour of trial and error to reach the barrier stone. The rest of the time, he’d just been sitting here, within arm’s reach, yet unable to touch it.

 

He was just being careful, he’d told himself. The delay didn’t matter, not with the time acceleration. He would have been a fool not to take advantage. No, it made sense to wait. To study. To reflect. To figure out how the hell he’d actually walled off a memory. After all, the pain would likely reoccur.

 

Rain lifted his hand and stretched his fingers toward the black crystal, stopping just above the surface.

 

The list of equivocations went on and on. The real reason for his hesitation was much simpler: He was scared.

 

Rain forced his hand forward. Forced himself to acknowledge the fear. To accept it, and to carry on anyway.

 

He squeezed his eyes shut as his fingertips came into contact with the stone.

 

…

 

…

 

There was no pain.

 

…

 

…

 

Rain’s eyes opened.

 

He stared at his hand. As he watched, one of his fingers glitched slightly, then snapped back into place. The black surface of the obelisk felt cold and smooth, like glass.

 

He looked around, just in case. No dialog boxes had appeared. There was no sudden booming voice of a long-dead Majistraal. No overwhelming torrent of knowledge being downloaded into his skull.

 

Nothing.

 

Rain took his hand away, letting it fall to his side.

 

Huh.
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106: Imprint

                 

“Bip, Bop, stop playing with that thing and follow me. You have to see this!”

 

Myth looked up from the Crystal Slime to see Meloni staring at him. She looked like she was out of breath. Cloud was standing beside her, tail wagging happily and tongue lolling.

 

“An appreciation for novelty begets wisdom,” Reason said, prodding the unhappy Crystal Slime with a stick. It didn’t move toward the bowl. “Those who—”

 

“Oh, stuff it,” Meloni interrupted. “You’re not going to get that thing to purify alcohol for you. Stop messing with it and just ask Rain. Wait, that’s not his slime, is it?”

 

“No,” Myth said. “We couldn’t find Rain, and that’s not the point. We are trying to understand how these work.” He gestured to the slime. “If we know what aspect they are using to attack the moss, then we can—”

 

Myth stopped. Meloni was tapping her foot. That was usually bad.

 

He sighed, rising from his crouch and walking over to her. Cloud’s tail started wagging even faster. “Fine, what do you want us to see?”

 

“There’s something strange going on in the Lee. Some weird glowing crystal thing.”

 

“Hmm,” Reason said, somehow managing to make the noise sound deep and mysterious. He dropped the stick and rose, adjusting his black coat. “Anger of the world made manifest?”

 

“What?” Meloni said.

 

“Yes, what?” Myth echoed, looking at his partner.

 

Reason didn’t answer, walking past Meloni and heading for the southern wall. He ruined his mysterious image by stooping to scratch Cloud behind the ear as he passed. Meloni shook her head and followed.

 

Smiling, Myth hurried to join them. I wonder what it could be. He hadn’t been up to the wall himself, too busy with his work, but he’d heard rumors. Supposedly, there was a cervidian among the survivors. He’d always wanted to meet one.

 

When they reached the foot of the wall, they were brought to a halt by a bored-looking Watch officer. “No access to the wall,” the man said, holding up a hand. “Too dangerous.”

 

“Fifteen minutes,” Meloni said flatly.

 

“An hour,” the man countered.

 

“What? No!” Meloni said.

 

Myth tilted his head. What? Why is he bargaining up?

 

The officer shook his head, gesturing to Myth and Reason. “They’re important, so the price is higher. I could get in trouble.”

 

“They’re also awakened, Kellen,” Meloni said. “They’ll be fine. Fifteen minutes, and we’ll only be up there for five.”

 

“Thirty,” said Kellen, folding his arms.

 

“Fine,” Meloni sighed, stooping to pick up Cloud. She grunted from the effort.

 

“What the hells is going on?” Myth demanded.

 

“Bribery,” Meloni said. She pushed Cloud into the officer’s arms.

 

The man laughed as the excited puppy squirmed, licking at his face.

 

Ah, I see.

 

“Don’t you dare feed him anything,” Meloni said. “He’s big enough already.”

 

“Yes, yes, up you go,” said the officer, happily cradling the dog. “Remember what I said about the torches, and stay away from the edge.”

 

Meloni nodded to him as she passed, climbing up the narrow stairs. Myth and Reason followed and joined her in looking out across the nascent mushroom swamp when they reached the top.

 

“You see?” Meloni said, pointing to the Lee. “What are those glowing crystals?”

 

“Hmm,” Reason said. “Crystal of black, crystal of white. The will of the user joins the fabric of the world.”

 

Myth nodded to him, recognition flashing through his mind as he stared at the formation. “It’s a mindcaster,” he said to Meloni, watching the glowing blue and red pulses of magic in fascination. He’d never seen one himself, but there was no mistaking it. Unfortunately, it was too far away for him to make out the specific runes being used, not that he was an expert on runelore anyway. Materials were more his thing.

 

“Oh,” Meloni said. “I had no idea what they looked like.”

 

“Mmm,” Myth said, unwilling to admit the same. “I think there’s one in one of the strongholds, but I don’t know which, specifically.”

 

Meloni tilted her head. “Will it work through the barrier?”

 

Reason laid his hand on Myth’s shoulder, and Myth looked at him. When he spoke, his voice was serious, his mysterious air discarded. “Unlikely, Meloni. Myth, do you recognize the user?”

 

Myth looked, squinting. “Female. Grey hair, so probably older. It’s too far to make out her face, so I can’t say that I do.”

 

“I believe it to be the Guilder Lavarro,” said Reason, his tone grave. He removed his hand from Myth’s shoulder and moved closer to the wall.

 

“Okay, so?” Meloni said. “We knew she was out there. What’s got you all worked up, Bop?”

 

“I am not worked up,” Reason replied. “And do not call me Bop.”

 

Meloni rolled her eyes. “Fine. Reason. If you aren’t worked up, then why are you talking like a normal person?”

 

Reason just frowned and shook his head. “The Watch is angry because they lost their city, the Bank will doubtless be furious that their vault has been taken, and the Guild, well…” He gestured toward the glowing mindcaster. “The ice mage Mahria is her daughter if you did not know, as well as the daughter of Halgrave, the former leader of the Guild branch. That makes it personal. Her presence here… I fear that the conflict over Fel Sadanis might lead to a Faction War.”

 

“What?” Myth said, turning his head sharply. Damn it, Fel Sadanis was supposed to be out of the way! “The factions wouldn’t unite against the DKE, not if it would tip the balance to the Empire.”

 

“Watch, Guild, and Bank,” Reason chanted. “Three pillars apart. When united, nations tremble. When opposed, so trembles the world. A Faction War grinds all to dust.”

 

“Gods, I hope you’re wrong,” Myth said, returning his gaze to the glowing mindcaster and the woman at its center.

 



 

The Warden’s smile widened into a vicious grin as the walls rushed to fill her vision. I am going to enjoy this.

 

Moments before impact, she activated Unstoppable Force. For the next several seconds, her trajectory was locked, her velocity absolute. Anything that stood in her way would yield, or be destroyed.

 

Westbridge was an old city, older than the DKE itself. It was built in an era of war, and its marble walls were far more than they appeared. Ancient enchantments would be lurking within them to strengthen the stone and to shred anyone attempting to fly over.

 

Such things were of no concern to the Warden. In an unranked zone, her defenses would be sufficient to protect her, and Unstoppable Force would get her through any attempted entanglement. However, the Warden hadn’t activated the skill for that reason, nor was she on a trajectory that would have taken her over the wall. She was on one that would take her through.

 

At the moment of the impact, reality diverged. In one reality, the wards lacing the stones brought the Warden to an immediate stop, violating the absolute truth of Unstoppable Force. In the second reality, the wall was shattered as if it had offered no more resistance than a pane of glass.

 

Neither scenario was possible. The system imposed a limitation on the amount of damage that a single object or entity could sustain. The damage limit. It was not something that could be broken so easily.

 

The wall’s durability was above the limit, as were the Warden’s defenses, and yet, Unstoppable Force brought the two into direct conflict. Thus, the paradox was formed. An outside observer would have seen the Warden halted, pressed against the wall. Frozen in time.

 

Three seconds passed. Three seconds in which the wall’s enchantments resisted the impact. Three seconds in which the Warden’s own defenses were tested.

 

Reality converged, and the Warden’s truth triumphed over that of the wall. A colossal detonation rocked the city as she shot through, shattering the surface and revealing the marble to be nothing more than a facade. A cloud of earth and stones filled the air, and the buildings on the inside of the wall were flattened by the pressure of the detonation. All of this happened in an instant. For the Warden, there was no discontinuity, but for everyone else, three seconds of destruction appeared to take place in no time at all.

 

The Warden’s flight continued until Unstoppable Force expired. She smoothly corrected her trajectory with Force Pillar, crushing a building in the process. The rubble fell in slow motion as she stole its energy with Kinetic Absorption, partially replenishing her mana reserves.

 

She hadn’t needed to destroy the wall to enter the city. It was about sending a message. The cost was worth it.

 

Increasing her speed further, the Warden hurled herself above the streets, shattering buildings deliberately and hauling the rubble with her in an ever-growing maelstrom of stone. She left a wake of destruction leading toward the palace, feeling only the slightest pang of remorse for the lives she had doubtless snuffed out. It was necessary. To defeat someone like Westbridge, she needed to be cold. To strike without warning, offering no chance for him to prepare his defenses.

 

By killing the Citizen, I will save more lives than I take. He is the monster here. Not me.

 

The city shook as the palace was buried under a deluge of stone. The Warden hadn’t been content to simply let it fall. She’d driven it down with Force Exchange, hurling it against the building with all of her might and launching herself upward in the process. The very air shattered around her body, ripped apart by the speed of her acceleration. Kinetic Absorption was still active, acting on the wind, slowing her and filling her reserves.

 

Reaching into a pouch, the Warden retrieved a vial. This was a potion of her own creation, one that would be dangerous to consume for anyone without the proper resistances. Resistances that she had. She downed it with a grimace, thousands of Tel’s worth of rare ingredients and days of work, consumed in an instant.

 

Bitter.

 

The Warden’s mana roiled as she reached the peak of her arc, her eyes scanning the rubble far below her for movement. A stone shifted, and she grinned. Found you, cockroach. Momentum Release.

 

This far in the air, there was nothing for her to push off of, save the air itself, which was highly inefficient. Instead, she released the stored momentum of a collapsing mountainside that she had collected earlier. She instantly found herself shooting toward the ground, faster, even, than she had flown into the air.

 

Redirection. Redirection.

 

An explosion of fire rocked the city as Westbridge cast some unknown spell to free himself from the rubble, but it only served to guide the Warden directly to him. Her body crashed straight into his, slamming him down into the stone and through the earth.

 

The Warden grit her teeth in pain as fire seared into her. Perhaps some spell of retaliation, or an automatic defense. She doubted that Westbridge would have had time to react otherwise. The bracer on her left arm was warming rapidly, absorbing some of the heat. She wouldn’t give Westbridge time to overcome it.

 

Faultline. Force Crush. Piercing Bolt. Faultline. Constriction.

 

The earth cracked and shifted as the Warden harvested its stored energy, directing it against the man grappled in her arms. Earth magic was not her specialty, but as a derivative of Force, she had more than a few spells. Metamagic boosted all of her attacks, each strike blasting into the Citizen with enough power to level buildings.

 

Too late, she realized that Westbridge was chanting. She couldn’t hear him, obviously, but Mana Sight let her see the motion of his lips as he formed the final words, his very skin glowing with magic.

 

“Fulminating Eruption!”

 

The Warden screamed as the bracer on her arm instantly flashed red hot, then exploded. Lava squeezed through cracks in the shattered stone around them, overcoming her defenses as she frantically released Westbridge and pushed herself away. Arcane lightning crackled through the lava, striking her over and over as she swam through the viscous liquid. She reached the surface and launched herself into the air, half of her health gone from that one attack. Lava dripped from her skin as she caught herself on pillars of Force.

 

What the fuck was that?!

 

Westbridge rose smoothly from the surface of the lava, protected by a shimmering bubble of red energy. To the Warden’s immense relief, Mana Sight revealed that he wasn’t nearly as unscathed as he appeared. Her attacks against his defenses, plus the doubtless absurd cost of that spell, had drained him thoroughly. He was almost out of mana. She still had a chance.

 

[What have you done?!!] Westbridge’s voice screamed in her mind as he flung streams of lava toward her, drawing them up from the bubbling pool of destruction below him. The earthquakes she had caused with Faultline had collapsed buildings, and lava was flowing through the streets as people fled for their lives. The Warden barely noticed these details, so consumed was she in her rage.

 

“You attacked my daughter!” she screamed, using her power to amplify her voice. She lashed out with Chain of Force, wrapping the invisible links of the spell around Westbridge’s ankle, shattering his shield in the process. She then yanked, pushing against the ground with Force Pillar to increase her leverage.

 

Westbridge screamed, hurled into the sky, unable to resist her spell. The Warden grinned wickedly as he jerked to a stop at the end of the chain with a whipcrack detonation. She pulled again, swinging him down into the ground as he feebly attempted to resist. He hit with a massive impact, sending lava and broken stone flying. His defenses are broken. I have him.

 

[Stop! I yield!] The old Citizen’s voice sounded desperate. Frail.

 

The Warden shook her head. If she let up for an instant, he could recover. His weakness could be a ploy. Again and again, she whipped the Citizen into the air, then back into the ground, not giving him a moment to recover. It was relatively gentle, all things considered. She didn’t want to kill him yet, after all.

 

At the peak of Westbridge's fourth trip into the sky, there was a sudden release of tension from the chain as his leg tore free from his body, sending his limp form tumbling through the air.

 

I win.

 

The Warden shot after him. She scooped him up with a cradle of Force, carrying his broken body with her out of the city.

 



 

[Release me,] Westbridge said, the words weak. He couldn’t even speak normally, not with the condition he was in.

 

“No,” the Warden said. “You will tell me how to lower the barrier.”

 

[I will not,] said Westbridge. [You will get nothing from me, enemy of the Kingdoms.]

 

“Is your life of so little value to you?” asked the Warden, holding a blade of Force to the wounded man’s neck. “My daughter is all I have left. I have thrown the rest away.”

 

[If you kill me, then the barrier will never fall,] Westbridge said, his breathing ragged. [Save your empty threats.]

 

The Warden frowned. Let’s try this instead. “You have children, yes? Perhaps I shall visit them next.”

 

She wasn’t sure if she’d be willing to follow through on that threat, but Westbridge didn’t have to know that.

 

The Citizen wheezed, blood bubbling from his lips. The Warden realized he was laughing. “You…” he gasped, choking out the words. “You understand nothing. I am a Citizen. I would kill my children myself if it were necessary…for the survival of the DKE. They are…nothing to me.”

 

“Lies,” the Warden said, pressing the blade deeper into his neck. “Tell me how to lower the barrier.”

 

“You cannot lower it. I am the only one who can.”

 

“Then you will lower it for me,” the Warden said.

 

Westbridge laughed again. He tapped the bare skin of his chest through the burned and tattered remains of his clothes. “They saw all of this, you know. Through the…Link. They are coming.”

 

“FUCK!” the Warden swore, spinning away. She looked up at the stars in the night sky, panting with anger and frustration. I still have enough time… I could bring him… No. They’ll follow me.

 

“They will not…kill you…for this…” Westbridge choked, then stopped, consumed by a fit of coughing. He continued mentally. [They will make you wish that they had.]

 

The Warden whirled, seething with rage, not only at the Citizen, but also at herself. She knew that he was right. There was no way to get him to do what she wanted. She had been a fool, blinded by anger.

 

The Warden tightened her fists. The Citizen’s Link would lead the others straight to Westbridge, it was true, and even if he was lying about being the only one able to control the barrier, he’d never tell her the secret. He’d made his position clear. What was she going to do, rip off his other leg? She shook her head as the old man continued to laugh, bleeding his life out into the dirt.

 

There was still one thing that she could do. She could make herself feel better. Plus, who knew, the barrier might even be tied to his life. She’d have to test it and see.

 

Westbridge’s head fell to the ground, severed neatly by a blade of raw Force. His expression wasn’t one of surprise, or even pain or anger. It was one of satisfaction.

 



 

The Warden—the real Warden—frowned as the memory faded away. The worst part of interrogating a criminal was that she experienced everything as if she’d done it herself. She’d been murderers, thieves, rapists, and now, exterminated half of a city in an ill-planned act of vengeance.

 

[Happy now?] Lavarro said, her voice defiant. [See what you wanted to see?]

 

The Warden ignored her. She was in control, the silverplate Guilder no more able to resist than a fly could resist a spider. To use a mindcaster was to lower your defenses, not that they would have stopped the Warden for long anyway.

 

[I will kill you for this,] Lavarro said. [I don’t know how, but I will. The formation is failing. I can sense it, and I know you can too. You can’t hold me forever, and I know where you live.]

 

Taking the entirety of Lavarro’s memories for later perusal, the Warden sighed. People like the exGuilder were why the Watch had to exist. The insanity in the woman’s mind was plain. It had been building for years, her control eroded by her own power. The Warden would let it serve as a reminder to herself. As the head of the Watch, she was justice, but that did not mean she was above corruption. With what she could do, she could rule the entire world, if only she wished it. Even that bastard Kev wouldn’t have been able to stop her, once she got going.

 

One of the crystal pillars shattered as a rune failed, and the Warden felt the link tremble.

 

[Ha!] Lavarro shouted, struggling against the mental chains that bound her motionless.

 

The Warden smiled, amused. [I think not.]

 

Lavarro’s eyes rolled back in her head as the Warden shoved aside her consciousness, replacing it with an imprint of her own. The copy would only last for a few weeks before Lavarro managed to erode it, but that would be long enough.

 

[Shit. I’m the copy, aren’t I?] the Warden said, lifting her hand and staring at another woman’s fingers.

 

The original Warden smiled as the link collapsed, returning her to her own body in Jarro. She could understand the sentiment, as it was her own to begin with. Still, her copy knew her duty.

 

She got to her feet and stretched. It would be a long trip back to Vigilance, and travel was growing increasingly hard on her these days. Once more, she wished that she had a way to relay her mind through more than one connection, but without something like the DKE’s Link, that was impossible.

 

Unless…no. Not yet.

 

Short of starting a full war, there would be no getting one of their implants to study. They could track them, after all. It wasn’t like she could just steal one. No, the Watch and the DKE were allies, at least for now.

 

As angry as she was with the Citizens, she feared what would happen if Fecht won their little squabble. That man was dangerous. As it stood, his empire was only a thorn in her side, but if his power grew further, the steps she would need to take to stop him would bring the world to its knees. She didn’t want that, which meant working with the DKE. It didn’t mean she had to like it, though. 

 

I am getting too old for this.

 

She shook her head wearily as she made her way out of the building, casually editing herself out of the minds of those that she passed. The city was mostly deserted at this point, abandoned by the DKE, though the evacuation was ongoing. The Shift had reached far, covering Jarro, Vestvall, and Southguard, though none of those cities had been hit nearly as hard as Fel Sadanis. The magnitude of the Shift was still being measured, and time would tell if it would be necessary to abandon the strongholds. For now, they were needed to facilitate the evacuations.

 

The Warden stepped up onto the teleportation platform, joining the group of refugees. They made space for her while remaining completely unaware of her presence. The entire group hushed as the platform began to charge, then there was a flash, and the Warden was gone.

 



 

Kettel was bored, and as his father had often told him, that meant trouble.

 

“Firebolt!” he shouted, pointing at the Stumper lumbering in the distance. A crimson ball of flame formed at his fingertips and flew through the air, striking the mushroom man in the back. Its roar of anger was matched by the officer standing beside him on the barricade.

 

“What the depths is wrong with you?!” Officer Grumpy yelled. “Fucking Guilders!”

 

The Stumper roared again, charging at the barricade.

 

“I been waitin’ all mornin’!” Kettel said, firing a second Firebolt after the first. This time, he didn’t shout out the name of the spell. As fun as that was, he had to concentrate. Why won’t these fuckin’ things shoot straight? Firebolt! Firebolt! Firebolt!

 

“Damn it!” Officer Grumpy shouted, jumping down from the barricade and raising his axe. He charged at the incensed Stumper, easily dodging its strike and leaving a long gash along its arm. He was less able to avoid Kettel’s next Firebolt, which struck him in the back of the head. Fortunately, he was wearing a metal skullcap, which greedily absorbed the magic.

 

“Shit, sorry!” Kettel shouted. “Kinda yer fault, though. Ye dodged right into it.”

 

“Fucking idiot!” the officer shouted, slashing at the Stumper. “If I live through this, I’m going to murder you!”

 

“Now tha’s no way ta talk ta’ yer ally!” Kettel hollered back. His next Firebolt struck the Stumper directly in the gills. “Yeah! Nailed em!”

 

“Move!” an angry woman’s voice shouted, and Kettel found himself shoved roughly out of the way. The female Watch officer jumped off the barricade, her spear leading. She flew through the air in an impressive leap, jamming the weapon deep into the mushroom man’s cap. The monster’s health dropped precipitously, visible from the decrease in the green bar hovering above it. The officer released her spear, leaving it buried in the monster as she flipped adroitly through the air. Right, her name’s Officer Badass from now on.

 

Before Kettel could bring his arm back to bear so he could help, he was shoved again, this time almost falling as the unsteady wooden palisade shifted beneath him. “Oi!”

 

“Firebolt,” said a deep voice calmly. Kettel groaned as the crimson projectile struck the monster and detonated with several times the force of his own. He’d recognized that voice.

 

The Fungiform caught fire, flailing its arms wildly, the spear still sticking out of its cap as Grumpy and Badass backed away. It fell to the ground with a heavy thud, the last of its health consumed by the flames.

 

Your group has defeated: [Fungiform Stumper]

Contribution: 2 in 100

Experience: 33

 

“Aww, come on!” Kettel whined, “I did more than tha’!”

 

“Clearly not,” Officer Vincke said derisively. Vincke was Kettel’s rival, a Fire Mage, just like him.

 

“Say tha’ again!” Kettel shouted, whirling on him and balling up his fists.

 

“Sir!” Officer Grumpy said, clambering back up the barricade. “I can’t work with this…child.”

 

Vincke nodded. “I hear you, Officer Cassel. I’ll deal with this.” He turned to Kettel. “You were told not to attack unless given a clear order.”

 

“I had a shot!” Kettel protested, pointing at the burning Stumper. “And we got the bastard, didn’t we?”

 

“You almost got a man killed,” Vincke said.

 

“We have the barricade,” Kettel replied. “They can’t get at us up ‘ere. I was jus’ gonna—”

 

“Silence!” Vincke roared, crimson flames coating his body and forcing Kettel to take a step back from the heat. I gotta’ figure out how he does tha’.

 

“Vincke, the barrier!” Officer Badass said, having retrieved her spear and climbed up to join them.

 

The flames vanished as if they had never been, though the wood where Vincke was standing was charred black. The man panted heavily, staring at Kettel. “You’re done,” he said, pointing back at the camp. “We don’t want your help.”

 

“Wha?!” Kettel shouted. “No, that’s no fair! Ye can’t tell me what ta do!”

 

“We do not need idiots,” Vincke snapped, pushing a finger into Kettel’s chest. Kettel angrily opened his mouth to reply, but the officer rode right over him. “A Fungiform Stumper is a level eleven monster. You’re what, level two? Your spells aren’t even strong enough to hurt it. You know this, and yet you attracted its attention anyway. Officer Cassel had no choice but to engage it, risking his own life to stop it from destroying the barrier and letting who knows what else inside!”

 

Kettel shook his head stubbornly, pointing at the Stumper. “It wouldn’t a been able to break through all this wood.”

 

“It would have,” said the female officer. “I’ve seen it. You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t have the training, let alone the experience.” She looked away dismissively. “Or the aim.”

 

Kettel’s cheeks burned as Cassel snorted out a bark of laughter. “That’s for sure, Adri, though I suppose he did manage to hit me instead of the fucking enormous mushroom monster. Good thing he’s got no power behind his magic.”

 

“Fuck ye!” Kettel shouted, fire coming to his fingertips. He didn’t intend to actually launch the spell, but to the Watch, the threat was enough. He found himself flying through the air, hurled from the barricade and back into the camp.

 

The impact with the ground stole his breath, and he had no time to recover before a pair of boots stomped down in front of his face.

 

“I could kill you for that,” Officer Grumpy—Cassel—said. “My orders are to keep the peace, and we don’t exactly have a dungeon to throw you in.”

 

“Fuck, man! I weren’t gonna fire it!” Kettel hissed, touching the shoulder he’d landed on. It hadn’t been that long of a fall, and while his shoulder hurt, his health hadn’t dropped more than a few points.

 

“Cassel, enough,” said Vincke, jumping down from the barricade as Kettel pushed himself back to his feet. “We don’t need your help. I’ve got better things to do than file a report on this, but if I see you on the barricade again, I will.”

 

“Vincke,” the female officer said, jumping down as well. “That’s not procedure. Want me to take him in?”

 

Vincke shook his head. “No.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but he glanced at Kettel, then shook his head and turned, walking back toward the barrier. “Cassel, back on the wall. I’ll send someone to join you. Adri, with me.” He turned on his heel and left. Cassel took one last angry look at Kettel, then shook his head and clambered back up the barrier.

 

Kettel was furious, but he knew better than to do anything about it, at least not directly.

 

I need ta get me bloody class. Then they’ll see.

 

On Rain’s advice, Kettel had decided to focus all of his skill points into a single tree, namely, Fire Evocation. He didn’t even have any metamagic, only the two foundation-tier spells Firebolt and Flamestrike. He needed to level at least one of those to five before he could get anything else. Training wasn’t easy when using too much magic gave you a crippling headache, not to mention burned fingers. Gloves helped with that, at least.

 

Still, it could have been worse. He could have been stuck with just Firebolt. Flamestrike had been hidden, only appearing once he met the requirement of having at least one other fire skill. It wasn’t that good of a skill, as it required him to get close to things he wanted to set on fire, but it was nice to have the option.

 

Kettel sighed. That’s it. I’m findin’ Rain. Fuck tha headache! I’m gonna’ have em pack me with mana till I puke. Maybe he’ll even let me hit em with Flamestrike.

 

He reached up to touch the bronze plate hanging from his neck and sighed. He’d joined the Guild once Velika had released him, but there hadn’t been much to do other than hunt slimes. Now, the only jobs available were well above his level, and nobody wanted to take him along in their party. It was a common plight for a lot of the lower-leveled bronzeplates, though unlike him, most were capped. Theoretically, as he was at level five, he could have picked a class at any point, but the options available to him sucked. He needed more skills.

 

Status. Skills. Fire Evocation. Class Selection.

 

Where Rain saw blue boxes, Kettel simply saw words. No, ‘saw’ was wrong. The words were inside his skull, and he didn’t so much see them with his eyes, as read them in his mind. At first, they’d been plain, but now, they burned, written in fire and ash. Rain had said that the system would respond to desires, so Kettel had changed it. It was better this way.

 

Status

 

Kettel — Level 5

312/1100 Experience

Unclassed

 

398/400 Health

237/300 Stamina

438/800 Mana

 

20 Strength

15 Recovery

15 Endurance

15 Vigor

40 Focus

15 Clarity

 

No Available Stat Points

 

Skills

 

Firebolt

Rank 4

Exp: 125/700

Launch a small bolt of fire from your fingertips

Damage: 28-42 Heat

Range: 40 stride

Cost: 10 mp

 

Flamestrike

Rank 2

Exp: 50/200

Call upon fire to enhance your next strike with a melee weapon

Damage: 29-43 Heat

Cost: 10 mp

 

4 Available Skill Points

 

Fire Evocation

 

Foundation

 

-

 

Tier-1

 

Magma Catapult

Launch a viscous ball of magma in an arc

Damage: 36-54 Heat

Range: 20 stride

Cost: 25 mp

Cooldown: 10 s

Requires 5 ranks in Firebolt

 

Flamewave

Summon a curtain of fire that travels along the ground in a line

Damage: 5-8 Heat

Height: 3 stride

Width: 2 stride

Range: 2 stride

Cost: 10 mp

Requires 5 ranks in Flamestrike

 

Combustion

Snap your fingers to cause your target to spontaneously combust

Damage: 14-21 Heat

Range: 1 stride

Cost: 20 mp

Cooldown: 5 s

Requires 10 ranks in Fire Evocation skills

 

Tier-2

 

Locked

 

Class Selection

 

Worker

Common

Requirement: None

Effect: Boosts non-combat skills by 1 in 2

Warning: Experience may no longer be gained through combat

 

Mage

Common

Requirement: Focus greater than strength and endurance

Requirement: At least 10 kills by magical means

Effect: Boosts the effects of the focus attribute by 1 in 2

 

Warrior

Common

Locked

Requirement: Strength greater than endurance and focus

Requirement: At least 10 kills by physical means

Effect: Boosts the effects of the strength attribute by 1 in 2

 

Defender

Common

Locked

Requirement: Endurance greater than strength and focus

Requirement: Absorb at least 1000 total points of damage

Effect: Boosts the effects of the endurance attribute by 1 in 2

 

Kettel wandered aimlessly, his anger cooling as he reviewed the words burning in his mind. The officers were right. He was weak. It had been almost two weeks since his awakening, and while his progress was fast, it wasn’t fast enough. His level had grown quickly, true, but his skills were taking much longer. Killing monsters didn’t help, only practice did, and his low mana regeneration was killing him. Hanging out near Rain helped immensely, but he was usually busy, and the Watch didn’t take kindly to magic use within the camp. Kettel needed to be on the walls for that, not wherever Rain happened to be. Being banned from them was going to be a problem.

 

Fuck Vincke. Flaming bastard.

 

Kettel sighed, headed for the southern Watch stronghold. Rain was usually around there somewhere.

 

I need ta convince em to bring me huntin’ or somethin’. Could get a lotta’ practice out there. Breggeh might come if I ask nice, an’ maybe Rina. The others… fuck em.

 

He shook his head. The other nobles from their delve had all vanished, returning to their families. Arlo, he could understand, given what had happened, but the others were just being pompous jerks. Rina was little better, in truth, but, well, she was hot, so…

 

“Hey, watch where you’re going!” an angry voice said.

 

Kettel stopped, letting his status fade from his mind as he stumbled, barely avoiding falling over. He looked at the woman he’d almost crashed into and grinned.

 

And speaking of hot… “Oh, hey. Mahria.”

 

She narrowed her eyes. “Do I know you?”

 

“Not yet,” Kettel said, “But ye will. I’m Kettel. Greatest Fire Mage in tha world!” He rubbed at his nose. “Workin’ on tha whole ‘greatest’ part.”

 

Mahria laughed, and Kettel felt his stomach do a somersault.

 

“Aren’t you adorable?” she said, pressing her hand to his chest for a second before sidestepping around him.

 

She touched me!

 

“Hey!” Kettel said, turning to follow her. “So, um. I was thinkin’ I were gonna’ go hunt monsters later. You, uh, wanna come?”

 

Mahria barely glanced back at him. “Not interested in dying, sorry.”

 

“Wha?” Kettel said, hurrying after her. “It wouldn’t be jus’ us.” Though that’d be nice. “I was gonna’ ask Rain ta’ come. An’ maybe Rina Ashworth. You know her, right? All ye women know each other.”

 

Mahria stopped, turning to face him, her expression suddenly icy. “You’re lucky I’m going to ignore that.”

 

“Ignore what?” Kettel said, blinking.

 

She sighed and shook her head. “You know Rain?”

 

Kettel nodded. “Yeah, o’course.”

 

“Hmm,” Mahria said, her frown softening. “Fine. If you can get him to come, I’m in. He’s been avoiding me.”

 

“Why?” Kettel asked.

 

“My mother,” Mahria said, turning away. She muttered something under her breath, then spoke clearly again. “Just find me once you have a whole group. I’m not going out there without numbers on our side, especially if Rain is coming. The mana’s nice, but he’s useless in a fight.”

 

“No he ain’t,” Kettel said. Though… Once I level up some, I might be able to take em…

 

Mahria shrugged, walking away. “See you later, Kettel.” It was a clear dismissal, but Kettel didn’t mind. She’d said his name.

 

The sudden tolling of a bell made him jump, and he realized that he was staring. He glanced over at the bell tower, one of the few remaining structures within the camp. He shook his head and resumed his course toward the stronghold. It wasn’t an attack; they were just sounding the hour. Sixth bell. Time for supper.

 

Where the hells is Rain, anyway? I ain’t seen em all day.
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Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎
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A glowing blue panel hung before Rain in the darkness of soulspace, instantly recognizable to anyone from his reality. He reached out and tapped the button labeled ‘1’.

 

Distantly, in the back of his mind, he felt the script that he’d written execute, collecting the input and updating the display. That had been the real trick, thinking of his mind as a computer program, running commands on the hardware that was the system. Making the panel itself was trivial to him at this point, but actually convincing it to do things was another story. He’d had to build it up, step by step.

 

A pulse of Purify fired as he stared at the display, but Rain ignored it. This was just another macro that he’d left running in the background. It was currently interleaving pulses of Purify and Detection, following a preset pattern. Both auras were operating at extremely low power to preserve his mana reserves.

 

The macro was the solution to the mind-crushing tedium of communication with the outside world. He’d tried sending pulses manually, but the sixty-odd second cooldown between spell activations had left him yearning for the sweet release of death. Figuring out how to queue spell triggers had thus become the first major project that he’d worked on.

 

Now, his subconscious was executing the pattern without any active supervision. One second of Purify, then one second of Detection: One pulse. Another second of Purify, then another second of Detection: Two pulses. On and on it went as his macro tapped out his message like an old-timey telegraph operator.

 

He hadn’t found a way to bypass the system’s tick timer despite quite a bit of effort. His baud rate was stuck at a blistering 0.5 pulses per second. That wasn’t even the half of it, though. It wasn’t like he could use binary encoding and expect anyone to understand it. No, it was a simple counting game. To send the number ‘7,’ for example, took fifteen seconds of real time. The extra second was the delimiter. It meant stop counting, write the number down, then start again.

 

That was the first layer of the problem. The next layer was sending a message on loop with each number corresponding to a letter of the common alphabet. That message was, quite simply, ‘am fine if understand code bring doorknob.’ He’d know they’d cracked it when said random object appeared within Detection’s range.

 

At this point, his hopes weren’t high. The message had been looping for hours out there. Still, with the macro, it didn’t really cost him anything. He could just set it and forget it, as seen on TV.

 

Rain tapped the ‘+’ button on his prototype calculator, and the symbol appeared on the display after a split-second. His mental scripts ran at the speed of thought, which was fast, but not instant. Even doing something as simple as shifting the existing text and adding the new character was more complex than it seemed. He was working on the efficiency.

 

He tapped the ‘1’ key again, then moved his finger to hover over the equals sign. Here we go.

 

When he pressed the button, there was a brief delay, perhaps three-quarters of a second, then the display updated.
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“Yeah!” Rain screamed at the top of his lungs, catapulting himself to his feet. He jumped around, waving his arms like one of those inflatable tube-men outside a car dealership.

 

This went on for several minutes.

 

It was only once he’d calmed down that he admitted to himself that he might be losing it. Roughly three weeks of solitary confinement would do that to a person. Even worse, he’d been awake for the entire time.

 

Sure, he’d slept once early on, but he hadn’t been able to repeat that performance. It wasn’t just that he didn’t need to, he literally couldn’t. He had no idea why, but his mind kept running at full speed, whether he wanted it to or not. It was as much a curse as a blessing.

 

Without sleep, he needed to find other ways to break up the time. Meditation helped, but it was no substitute. Projects like the calculator were all that were keeping him sane. The time that he’d spent on it was justified by more than that, however. It needed macros to work, ones much more complicated than those for the communications project. Those same macros would be the key that got him out of here, he was sure.

 

Hoping to better understand the obelisk, Rain had carefully unpacked the memory that he’d firewalled. It had taken a week, with him fighting against the agony every step of the way. Once he’d learned all he could, he’d wrapped it up safely once more, though he didn’t technically need to at that point. The pain was just as fresh as it had ever been, but it didn’t break him anymore. He’d gotten used to it. That was concerning in and of itself.

 

“It was worth it, though,” Rain said, speaking to the obelisk. The obelisk didn’t reply, but Rain continued on anyway. “You were trying to connect to me, but I’m broken.” He knocked his knuckles against his skull. “You couldn’t send me what you wanted, so you tried different ways, just like what I’m doing with Bartum’s people. Remind me to introduce you to Bartum. I think you’d like him.”

 

Rain tilted his head. “What’s that? No, I’m not crazy, you’re crazy! Silly obelisk.”

 

He laughed to himself, then pushed the silliness away. Okay, enough of that.

 

Reaching down to the sleeve of his shirt—figuring out how to make clothes had been another involved project—Rain pinched the fabric between his fingers, drawing it out into a wire. With a few moments of focus, he shaped a metal probe on the end, about the size and shape of a dull pencil. He walked over to the obelisk and touched the tip of the probe to its surface.

 

The moment that he did, he felt the bond to the obelisk widen uncomfortably in his mind. It had been here this whole time, quietly waiting for him to make contact. He took his hand away, leaving the probe stuck unnaturally to the smooth crystal surface.

 

Rain’s Linksight had grown stronger with practice. After much investigation and with the help of the memory, he’d been able to discover the bond between himself and the artifact. It had been incredibly difficult to see at first, much harder than any of the other links that he’d found. That was because it had been either damaged or incomplete, he wasn’t sure which.

 

Fixing it had been a matter of focus, intent, desire, trial, error, and repetition. When he’d finally figured it out, his reward had been another overwhelming blast of pain, somehow even worse than before. The memory of it was currently snug in a second thought-cocoon, tucked away beside the first. In fact, there were more than just two. It hadn’t been a fun three weeks.

 

Ignoring the link for now, Rain brought up a seemingly-blank panel. While it looked simple, it was actually made using the same construct that formed the display on his calculator. Next, he brought up a full QWERTY keyboard, which similarly used the same type of button components. He took a minute to upgrade both of them to use the latest batch of scripts that he’d just tested.

 

Focus, intent, desire, trial, error, repetition. Those were the things that made it all possible.

 

And time.

 

Lots and lots of time.

 

The keyboard and display followed Rain as he settled down onto the ground next to the obelisk. The fabric of his sleeve unspooled, stretching further so as to not break the connection.

 

Reaching to the top right corner of the keyboard, Rain pulled, drawing out a wire just as he had with the simulated shirt of his avatar. It was the same idea, really. The keyboard was a part of him, as was the display and all of the other elements of his interface. He plugged the wire into the bottom right corner of the display, feeling the connection between the two constructs form in his mind. The physical link wasn’t necessary, strictly speaking, but the visualization helped immensely.

 

After stretching his fingers, Rain slid the keyboard to hover comfortably over his lap, then quickly typed a pair of words, watching the characters appear on the display.

 





	
Hello World!

 










 

He smiled. The new macro he’d developed for the calculator was working, the improvements carrying over and making the text update much smoother than it ever had before. A few backspaces cleared out the message, leaving the cursor at the top left where it had started. He pushed the key a few more times for good measure, making sure that it stayed within the bounds of the window.

 

Good, that’s still working. That bug was hell to fix.

 

Reaching down to his sleeve, Rain pinched off the wire connecting him to the obelisk. He could feel the link there through his fingers, idle, but waiting to blast him with overwhelming pain the moment that the artifact realized he was trying to communicate with it. He’d had quite enough of that.

 

He picked at the end of the thread until it split, then pulled the pieces apart like peeling a Twizzler, turning one wire into two. Again, this was all just visualization. What he was trying to do was to shunt the response from the artifact into the display, reserving the keyboard for transmission. Neither path would go to his brain directly. Even with Focus and Clarity boosted to the absolute maximum, he could barely process what the obelisk was trying to tell him. Using the panels like this provided a much-needed layer of insulation for his mind.

 

Lastly, he disconnected the original wire between the keyboard and the display that he’d used for testing, leaving both constructs connected to the obelisk and nothing else. Now when he typed, the signal would go to the artifact, not the display. He wouldn’t see anything unless the obelisk decided to send it back to him, which was what he was hoping for.

 

“Right.” He cleared his throat. “Commencing communication attempt number thirty-seven: isolated terminal, isolated keyboard, both with version 0.3 processing scripts.”

 

He tapped the ‘0’ key. Immediately, he felt both connections burn in his mind. Information flowed back along them, pushing into his soul with a power that he was almost helpless to resist. It was like trying to drink from a firehose, as in, a hose filled with literal fire.

 

Still, it was less painful than anything else so far.

 

Rain clenched his eyes shut, enduring the pain. He focused on resisting the information that the artifact was trying to backfeed into the keyboard. This increased his agony exponentially, as the obelisk hated resistance.

 

Shaking his head, he doubled down, muttering through his teeth. “Come on, you stupid thing. One way, damn it.” It seemed to get it after a few moments, though this only made the connection to the display burn even hotter. After one last crescendo, the pain faded, both links falling quiet.

 

Quiet, but not broken. Not like last time. Rain’s head was pounding, but sitting on the display before him, was a wall of wonderful, incomprehensible gibberish.
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“Hacked!” he shouted, pumping his fist.

 

Working quickly, he summoned a new copy of the display. He didn’t want to clear the gibberish on the off-chance that it meant something. He’d analyze it later. Transferring the connection from the old panel to the new one, he prepared himself to try again.

 

This time when he tapped the ‘0’ key, instead of an overwhelming torrent, he only felt a single excruciating pulse of fire, one sent to the display only. It appeared that the obelisk had gotten the message. When he saw what the display said, he let himself melt to the ground. He hadn’t expected it to be that easy.
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“Finally,” he sobbed, his body shaking with relief. The obelisk had echoed his transmission, copying the signal he’d sent from the keyboard, and transmitting it back to the display. He’d made progress at last.

 

Pulling himself back together over the next several minutes, Rain stared at the flashing cursor. That was merely an artifact of his display, not something being sent from the obelisk. The link was quiet. Waiting. After some thought, he tapped the ‘1’ key. The obelisk dutifully echoed the character back to him. He then pressed ‘2’ twice, then ‘3’ three times.

 

He cried again when the obelisk sent back four ‘4’s, then five ‘5’s, continuing up through the numbers. It wasn’t from the pain, though that was there with every single character that the artifact sent. He was crying because it was doing it on its own, matching his pattern, trying to understand.

 



 

Sitting on a log with his hat beside him, Jamus carefully added some cross-hatching to the drawing in his notebook. He was just doodling to pass the time, but a little shading went a long way toward adding some realism. Unfortunately, it wasn’t going well.

 

He frowned, staring at the image. Cloud’s fur was difficult to get right. On a spark of inspiration, he added a few curly lines, taking the drawing from realistic to something more abstract. He grinned as he made the alterations. The fluffy dog’s name meant ‘cloud’ in Rain’s language, so why not roll with it?

 

“Who is that, and why is she trying to wrestle a cloud?” Staavo’s voice rasped from over his shoulder.

 

Jamus sighed, snapping his notebook closed. “Staavo,” he said, turning. “What do you want?”

 

“Stop sighing whenever I talk to you, boy,” Staavo said. “I was right, you were wrong, and I said I was sorry for rubbing your face in it. What else do you want?”

 

Jamus snorted. “A good night’s sleep, some air that’s not full of smoke, and a warm bowl of soup that doesn’t have any mushrooms in it.”

 

“Ameliah could help you with the second one,” Staavo said.

 

“She’s busy,” Jamus said. “And I don’t want to bother her with something trivial like that.”

 

“Well then, come help me with the damn wire. The bloody deer—erm, cervidian, ran away again.”

 

Jamus sighed. “And you wonder why.” He rubbed at his eyes. “We’re almost out of cloth, Staavo. Face it, the light bulbs work great, but we’re not going to be able to make a second generator without more resources. One isn’t good enough on its own.”

 

Staavo spat. “You quitting, boy?”

 

Jamus shook his head, reopening his notebook and returning to his drawing. “I’m not quitting. I’m just taking a break. Drawing is relaxing.”

 

“You could try drawing something useful,” Staavo said, watching. “I’ll admit, that’s not bad, but we’ve got problems to solve. How about drawing a better generator, eh?”

 

Jamus sketched in a few more details, then sighed, turning the page. He’d come back to the drawing of Meloni and Cloud later. He refused to believe that she’d died in the Shift. He just couldn’t. “Fine,” he said, smoothing the blank sheet. He started sketching out the generator’s wooden frame. “Maybe if we start with a different profile, something like this, we could—”

 

“Nope,” Staavo interrupted. “Won’t work.”

 

“You didn’t even look at it,” Jamus huffed. He can be such a trial sometimes. “If we just—”

 

“EVERYONE, GET OVER HERE!” Lavarro bellowed, her voice amplified to a ridiculous level. Jamus was sure that the wind would have blasted his hat off of his head had he been wearing it.

 

“Depths,” he muttered, his ears ringing in the ensuing silence. He looked over to the source of the shout, seeing the silverplate hovering casually in mid-air, slowly floating back to the ground.

 

“Damn it,” Staavo grumped, sticking a pinkie finger into his ear and rotating it. “Bloody woman. I’m deaf enough already. Fucking inconsiderate pile of flaming donkey—”

 

“I can hear you, old man,” Lavarro said icily at a slightly more reasonable volume. A shiver ran down Jamus’s spine as her head pivoted to face them.

 

“So?” Staavo said. “I meant what I said.”

 

Jamus edged away from him, making sure to grab his hat before it was flattened as collateral damage. Fortunately, Lavarro only sniffed derisively, raising her voice again.

 

“I SAID EVERYONE!” she thundered. “THAT MEANS YOU!” She pointed, and Jamus followed her finger to see Tallheart and Ameliah standing atop the fortifications surrounding the Lee.

 

Ameliah’s lips moved, but it was too far for Jamus to make out her words over the ringing of his ears. Lavarro had no trouble, though.

 

“I DON’T CARE.”

 

“Gods damn it,” Staavo said, clutching at his ears.

 

There was a flash of light as Ameliah launched a barrage of fire spells. She then hopped down from the barricade and started making her way over. Tallheart followed, neither of them looking happy about it.

 

Jamus got to his feet, slipping his hat onto his head. Whatever Lavarro wanted, there would be no getting away from it. When he’d gone north with her before, he’d learned that she gave few orders, but whenever she did, she expected no discussion.

 

Well, I did join the Guild because I wanted a more exciting life.

 

Lavarro cleared her throat as she settled back onto the ground, not waiting for everyone to finish gathering before she spoke. When she did, her voice was mercifully unamplified. “I contacted the Guild earlier. They aren’t coming, and neither is the Watch.”

 

“What?!” someone shouted. Before the crowd could break into an uproar, Lavarro held up her hand, glaring them into silence.

 

“Stop whining.” She hesitated, then shook her head slowly, her expression hardening. “Burrik ordered me to get you all out of here. He told me to destroy the mindcaster so the Empire can’t get it if they come back, which I’ve done. As for leaving, though… Fuck Burrik. I’m not abandoning my daughter. You can leave if you want, but I’m not going anywhere until she’s free.”

 

Depths. Jamus glanced at Ameliah and Tallheart. Would they be able to keep all of us safe if we tried to go?

 

The crowd obviously shared Jamus’s sentiment. Lavarro plowed on, heedless of the unrest. Her eyes pivoted to Jamus.

 

Oh, shit.

 

“I need to know what everyone has heard from their contacts inside the barrier,” she said. “I’m going to figure out how to break it, and you all are going to help me. I already spoke with Officer Turton, so you’re first, Fireblossom. Turton said you talked to the woman with the dog and that ridiculous aura mage.”

 

Why me? Jamus looked at Tallheart for help, but he just gave a tiny shake of his antlered head.

 

Lavarro pointed to a spot on the ground next to her. “Anyone who knows anything useful, over here. Everyone else, get lost.”

 



 





	
Alert: Comprehension threshold reached

Hybrid Interface Boot

Please Wait…

 










 

Rain stared at the message, blinking. Does that mean what I think it means? It was currently around 9 PM in the real world. Teaching the obelisk to understand him had not been easy. ‘Tedious’ was the word. The artifact had some protocols for the process, but there was a big difference between echoing characters and assigning meaning to them. Now, though, something had changed.

 

Suddenly, the display updated again.

 





	
Hybrid Interface Boot Complete

Hybrid Interface Mode: Terminal [User-Defined]

Debug Monitoring: Enabled

Retrying Direct Link

Link Established [Warning: Protocol]

Scanning…

 










 

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa…”

 

Now that Rain had gotten used to the airless environment, he’d discovered that he could scream for a really, really long time. His breathing was just a simulation, after all.

 





	
Header Scan Complete

New User Detected

User Name: Richmond (Rain) Stroudwater [Error: Format]

Coerced User Name: rain

Creating User Profile

Scanning…

User Primary Language: [Error: Unknown]

User Origin: [Error: Unknown]

User System Compatibility: 64% [Warning: Threshold]

Compatibility below threshold

Attempting conformance…

 










 

“...aaaaaAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA...”

 





	
Conformance Failed [Error: Unknown]

Attempting System Recovery…

Recovery Failed [Error: Unknown]

Scanning…

Paling Integrity: 74% [Warning: Threshold]

Soul Fragmentation: 99% [Warning: Threshold]

Core Rank: 18 [Error: Threshold]

Core threshold not met

Scanning attributes…

Focus Synchronization: [Error: Callback]

[System Instability Detected]

[Critical Scan Error] Aborting…

Scan Aborted

Contact Administrator [Error: Not Found]

[Error: Unknown] Retry

[Error: Unknown] Retry

[Error: Unknown] Retry

[Error: Unknown] Retry

Retry Failed

Direct Link Failed

Reverting to Fallback

Hybrid Interface Set as Primary

Administrator List [] [Error: Failsafe]

User Privilege Level Elevated

[admin/rain]> 

 










 

“...AAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaah.” Rain clenched his teeth shut. The last of the pain vanished as if flicked off like a light switch, and he found himself lying curled up into a ball with his hands clutching his head. He shuddered, taking a deep gasping breath.

 

Gah, I thought we were done with that.

 

Once he’d walled off the fresh batch of agony, Rain took a second to quickly scroll through the messages he’d received, as he’d been a little too distracted to read them as they came in. When he reached the end, his only reaction was to close his eyes. “Oh thank fuck.”

 

It had been a long month. He just lay there for a few minutes, taking it all in. Finally, he sat up, then reverently reached out to the keyboard and typed in a command.

 





	
[admin/rain]> ls

Error: Command not Recognized

[admin/rain]> 

 










 

“Damn it, better not be Windows…” he muttered.

 





	
[admin/rain]> ls

Error: Command not recognized

[admin/rain]> dir

Error: Command not recognized

[admin/rain]> 

 










 

The ember of hope that had kindled in his breast flickered, but he shook his head. No. It will work. I just need to figure out the commands.

 





	
[admin/rain]> help

Error: Command not recognized

[admin/rain]> hello?

Error: Command not recognized

[admin/rain]> status

Error: Command not recognized

[admin/rain]> display

Error: Argument

[admin/rain]> display status

Defense Field: Active

Integrity: 87%

Ingress Mode: Residents

Egress Mode: Residents

Mana Siphon: Active

[admin/rain]>

 










 

“Yeah!” Rain yelled, pumping a fist into the air. He was in business.

 

Carefully, he probed out the system, trying to see what options were available without changing anything. The lack of a help command was frustrating, but the interface was fairly intuitive. It turned out to be less ‘Unix’ and more ‘Zork.’ Display status of barrier. Display status of siphon. List residents. Open mailbox. Take leaflet from mailbox.

 

After playing for fifteen minutes or so, Rain felt that he had a pretty good handle on the kinds of things that the artifact would allow him to do. Firstly, it was just a barrier. It came with a mana siphon to power itself, but that was it. There was no climate control or integration with the teleportation platform or anything like that, let alone a sapient intelligence that he could talk to. Not even a helpful paper clip.

 

It was honestly a bit surprising. The stone had shown great cleverness in negotiating with him to build the hybrid interface, but now that it was done, it was acting like the most rudimentary of computer systems. He was sure that there was more to it, but the interface was limited by design to avoid scrambling his brain. More investigation would be needed. First, though, he had a job to do.

 

The artifact had two categories of users, namely ‘administrators’ and ‘residents’. Both lists were quite extensive, but Westbridge’s name was the only one that he recognized. Despite the fact that Rain’s name wasn’t on either, the obelisk seemed to be treating him as an admin anyway. Adding himself to the proper list before it changed its mind seemed like a good idea.

 





	
[admin/rain]> add me to administrators

Error: User ‘me’ not recognized

[admin/rain]> add rain to administrators

Error: User non-resident

[admin/rain]> add rain to residents

Richmond (Rain) Stroudwater has been added to residents

[admin/rain]> add rain to administrators

Richmond (Rain) Stroudwater has been added to administrators

[admin/rain]> I AM ROOT!

Error: Command not recognized

 










 

Next, there was the issue of what to actually modify. Straight-up shutting the whole thing down would be a terrible idea. He didn’t want to kill everyone in the Lee. The massive stone would fall the moment the barrier vanished, crushing them alive.

 

Editing the list of residents seemed like his best bet. Now that he knew how the barrier worked, he’d realized that that was what Westbridge must have done to defeat Halgrave. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be an option to set complicated criteria, such as ‘let entities through, but stop objects’. The only three settings were ‘Residents’, ‘Administrators,’ and ‘Off’.

 

It would take a while, but Rain resolved to add every single person he knew in the city to the list. He didn’t want to risk leaving without doing at least that much. He was 99.9% sure that he’d be able to get back to this point again, but still. That 0.1% chance bothered him.

 

He sighed and cracked his knuckles. Better get down to it. Hooray, data entry.

 



 

Below the gaudy and now-crumbling structure of the Bank’s Fel Sadanis branch lay the vault. It was a room filled with wealth. Coins, Tel, Crysts, gems, and the scattered possessions of those who had entrusted the Bank with their valuables for safekeeping. The room was evenly lit with steady white light from runes glowing on the walls, keeping anything from spawning within. Powerful wards laced those same walls, shielding the room and protecting the seven people huddled within it.

 

One of those people didn’t need that protection. He was the protection, or at least, the most critical piece of it.

 

Enforcer Sannin was sitting cross-legged near an innocuous-looking piece of floor that hid the entrance to the true vault. The gold-rank clerks knew of its existence, but not what was inside. The two remaining unawakened employees didn’t even know that much. This second, secret vault was the real reason that an enforcer was stationed in this branch in the first place.

 

A sudden shock of static made Sannin glance down at his wrist, his face completely blank. The shock repeated itself after five seconds, then again five seconds later. He surreptitiously reached down to the bracelet that was the source of the shocks and twisted a metal stud.

 

Tap. Tap tap. Tap tap tap. Tap.

 

In a set pattern, Sannin tapped his finger against the bracelet’s surface, then he waited. His face twitched as the answering sequence came before he controlled his expression once more. He smoothly got to his feet, and six sets of eyes latched onto him.

 

He cleared his throat. “A recovery team has made contact. Standby.”

 



 

Rain lowered his hands after what felt like hours of racking his brain for people he had forgotten. The artifact seemed to operate on something like Death Note rules. Rain knew a few people with the same name, but adding them was as simple as thinking of the correct face as he typed. He hadn’t been able to add people without both, though.

 

The signaling between him and the barrier stone was more than just simple characters. It had been at first, but that had changed with the creation of the ‘Hybrid Interface’. He just wished it wasn’t quite so painful to use. It was leagues better than the ‘Direct Link’, but still, each keypress felt like getting stabbed. The faster he typed, the more it hurt, and he’d had a lot of names to get through. Plus, there was emotional pain to deal with. He couldn’t add people who were dead, and many of the names that hadn’t worked likely belonged to ghosts.

 

Rain hesitated, thinking as he massaged his tired hands. Of the hundreds of names that he’d added, two were notably absent: Lavarro and Velika.

 

Velika was…complicated. He’d add her eventually, of course. It wasn’t about leverage or extortion or anything—he wasn’t suicidal—it was simply the fact that granting her access would probably unblock the link between her and the rest of the DKE Citizens. Judging by how Westbridge had stranded her here, that could be problematic. Politics were involved. He’d have to talk to her first.

 

The reason for excluding Lavarro was simpler. She was a powerful mage, and she and Rain had beef. He wouldn’t put it past her to try accessing the barrier stone and removing him from the list.

 

Rain’s working theory was that Velika couldn’t access the barrier because she didn’t have the proper stat allocation. This was a place of the mind, meaning Clarity and Focus, two stats that Velika likely didn’t have in abundance. Lavarro, on the other hand, would. Rain had gotten admin privileges somehow, so who was to say that she couldn’t do the same? No, it was better to let her stay in the Lee for the moment, at least until he talked to Velika.

 

Rain had no illusions about being able to keep control of the barrier long-term. The Watch and the DKE were going to fight over it, he knew, and putting himself between them was the mother of all bad ideas. He’d be squashed like a bug, or at best, trapped inside Fel Sadanis for all eternity while the wolves circled outside. Obviously, he was going to hand over the keys, but not before he milked the barrier stone for all the secrets that it had to offer.

 

That could wait, though.

 

His incarceration in soulspace had been beneficial for him in many ways, but he wasn’t even the least bit tempted to stay any longer. He was getting the hell out of here, and he knew just how to do it.

 

The connection between him and the artifact had been constant since he got here, unfelt at first, but there. It was holding him here. To get home, all he had to do was get it to stop.

 




	
[admin/rain]> logout

 








 



 

Rain fell to the ground with a thud. His skull bounced hard off the floor, then his hand hit him in the face as it fell from the obelisk. His shoulder was also screaming at him, but the pain was a joke compared to what he’d experienced in the past month. Still, he was going to make someone pay.

 

“Depths!” a man cursed.

 

Rain sat up, seeing a Watch officer he didn’t know seated at a table. He’d been monitoring this officer for a while, ever since Bartum had left. The table bore a candle and a notebook, filled with numbers, clearly the transcribed message that Rain had been sending.

 

“Are you okay?” the officer asked, lifting the candle.

 

Rain took a deep breath, marveling at the sensation of air entering his lungs. He let it out slowly and glared at the officer. “Dude. You couldn’t have put a pillow under me or something?”
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108: Handover

                 

“Ameliah.”

 

Ameliah looked up as Tallheart spoke, then followed his gaze toward Fel Sadanis. In the dawn light, she saw a small group of people headed in their direction. From her vantage point atop the fortifications, she had a good view, despite the distance. She squinted, then shot to her feet when she spotted Rain among them.

 

“He’s alive.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

It was a strange group that was heading in their direction. The most notable person, other than Rain, of course, was Velika. She was zipping all over the place, scything down monsters like wheat. Ameliah watched as a Stumper was bisected by a shockwave, a torrent of mud and earth exploding around it. The other members of the group were a bald Watch officer and a middle-aged woman that didn’t look like a fighter. There were also some non-humans, specifically Rain’s slime and a fluffy white dog that was getting progressively muddier as it bounced excitedly from puddle to puddle, chasing after the Citizen. Ameliah had no explanation for that.

 

“What took them so long?” she asked. She’d been expecting the city to make contact days ago, but other than a few signal flags on the walls, there’d been nothing.

 

Tallheart didn’t reply, not that Ameliah had expected an answer. After a moment, he jumped down from the wooden palisade, landing softly for a man in full plate. “I will go.”

 

Ameliah hesitated, looking behind her. The barricade had grown taller with each day, to the point that it hardly needed defending. Furthermore, she and Tallheart had just finished the morning culling, and nothing was moving nearby that she could see. After a moment, she jumped down to follow Tallheart. Screw it. I haven’t seen a Razorspine for days.

 

A crowd had already gathered by the time Ameliah and Tallheart reached the barrier. Jamus was there, visibly excited, shifting from foot to foot as he watched the party approach. As she watched him, something finally clicked, and she smiled. Ah, of course.

 

Looking back at the group from the city, Ameliah saw that the unfamiliar woman had caught the dog, bundling it up in her arms and getting mud all over her clothing in the process. That must be Meloni.

 

Rain stepped forward from the group as they approached, waving. He was wearing his helmet for some reason, so she couldn’t see his face. Looking closer, she saw that his armor had taken quite a beating. There was a particularly nasty looking scratch on one side of the breastplate.

 

“Hello, Ameliah,” he signed as he jogged the last few stride to the barrier. “Everyone. I am happy to see you.”

 

“Hello, Rain,” Ameliah signed back. She looked around at the group on her side, spotting Lavarro standing next to Officer Turton. Neither of them made a move. I guess I’m translating, then. “He says hello,” she said, raising her voice to address the whole group.

 

She looked back at Rain. “What happened in there?” she signed, speaking aloud for the benefit of the watchers.

 

Rain shook his head slowly, stepping forward and raising his hand to press his spread fingers against the barrier. Something about the way he moved made the motion look sad. Oh no… 

 

Ameliah stepped forward, moving to press her hand to the barrier opposite his. However, the expected resistance wasn’t there. She was so surprised that she didn’t even attempt to stop Rain from grabbing her hand and pulling her through.

 

“Ah!” Ameliah gasped, then stumbled as the muddy ground shifted beneath her feet. A wave of heat and foul-smelling air assaulted her, and she coughed, spluttering. Rain, damn him, was laughing. He’d flipped up his visor, and he had a huge goofy grin on his face. Now she knew why he’d had his helmet on. In retrospect, something about the expressions of the others had been suspicious.

 

“Damn it, Rain!” She tightened her grip on his hand, debating whether to hug him or to send him flying. She decided on the first, pulling him into a rough embrace. They figured out the barrier! We can finally leave! Unless… She gave Rain one last squeeze, then pushed him back to hold him at arm’s length. He looked a bit shocked, but Ameliah ignored his expression as she pivoted her head to Velika. “This means you’re letting everyone go, right?”

 

Velika laughed. “Yes, everyone can leave. It wasn’t me, though. I was just as trapped as everyone else. Rain’s the one who figured out the barrier.”

 

Ameliah looked back at Rain, confused. What? She released him, letting her arms fall to her sides.

 

“Uh—” Rain began.

 

“Meloni!” Jamus shouted, having passed through the barrier. He rushed toward the woman with the dog, then slipped on the mud, barely catching himself. “Gah! What in the name of the gods is that smell?” He coughed.

 

“Oh, sorry,” Rain said, seeming to recover from his shock. He activated Purify, then Refrigerate, cleaning and cooling the air. “I had to wait to do that or ruin the surprise. Yeah, see Bartum? I was right. My spells go right through.”

 

Ameliah looked where Rain was pointing. Tallheart and Staavo had also passed through the barrier, she noticed, but everyone else was still on the other side. There was a clean circle of stone in the Lee where Purify had passed through.

 

Seeing that she was watching, Lavarro stepped forward, pounding her hand soundlessly against the barrier twice. She then stepped back and signed, her motions sharp and angry. “Let me in.”

 

Rain shook his head. “Later,” he signed back, speaking aloud as well. “I need to know the name of everyone out there.”

 

“You will let me in NOW,” Lavarro signed, her last motion cutting the air like a knife as she glared at Rain. “Where is my daughter?”

 

“She’s fine,” Rain signed quickly. He glanced at the Watch officer next to him, then back at Lavarro. “Damn, she’s really mad. Maybe I should have added her to the list after all.”

 

“Fuck her,” Velika said. “Leave her out there, or let her in if you must. If she makes trouble, I’ll deal with it.”

 

Tallheart rumbled. Ameliah looked at him, sharing his confusion. She shifted her gaze to the Citizen, then back to Rain. Since when is Velika on our side? The last time I spoke to Rain, he said…oh.

 

The Watch officer cleared his throat, interrupting her train of thought. “If I may, we have business to discuss. I am Officer Bartum, commander of the Watch in Fel Sadanis, after…” he stopped, deliberately not looking at the Citizen. Ameliah already knew what had happened from speaking with Rain before. Bartum cleared his throat and continued. “You are Ameliah, yes?”

 

Ameliah nodded, accepting his offered hand to shake.

 

“We saw that Officer Turton got the mindcaster working,” Bartum continued. “What is the news from outside?”

 

Ameliah glanced over her shoulder at Lavarro, then back to Bartum. She frowned, then summarized quickly. “The Shift hit Jarro, Southguard, and Vestvall. We don’t know how bad, but we know it wasn’t as bad as it is here. Lavarro used the Mindcaster to talk to the Guild, but she didn’t tell us much other than that they aren’t coming to rescue us.”

 

“Wait, Vestvall?” Jamus said, pulling away from Meloni. Ameliah’s heart clenched, recalling that Jamus’s children lived there. She nodded. “Yes, Vestvall. Sorry, I don’t know any details.”

 

“I need to use your mindcaster,” Bartum said, walking toward the barrier. “Ours isn’t working, even for someone on the list. We don’t know why.”

 

“It’s broken,” Ameliah said, making him come to a halt. “Lavarro destroyed it.”

 

“Why?” Bartum asked, raising an eyebrow.

 

Ameliah shrugged. “She said Guildleader Burrik ordered her to do so.”

 

“I see,” Bartum said. “No matter. We will just move ours outside. I need to contact—”

 

“Blah, blah, blah!” a rough voice interrupted. Ameliah jerked her head to look at Staavo. She’d almost forgotten he was here. “Never mind all that, Rain,” he said. “I need to talk to you about electricity.”

 

“Staavo, later,” Jamus said.

 

Staavo shook his head. “No, damn it, I—Hey!”

 

Tallheart sighed as he lifted a flailing Staavo from the ground and turned toward the barrier. “I am glad you are safe, Rain. I would like to speak with you later.”

 

Rain smiled. “Sure, Tallheart. I’m glad you’re safe too.”

 

“Put me down, you bloody horned idiot!” Staavo shouted, hammering at Tallheart’s back ineffectually.

 

“I will protect the camp,” Tallheart said to Ameliah, ignoring Staavo’s protests. “Do not worry.”

 

The noise cut off abruptly as the pair passed through the dome. Ameliah watched as Tallheart spoke briefly with Lavarro, then towed Staavo away in the direction of the barricade.

 

“Who was the random old guy?” Velika asked.

 

“He’s a scholar,” Rain said with a shrug.

 

“Ah,” Velika said, nodding. “That explains it. Anyway, hurry it up. I’ve got dozens of voices yelling in my head, and I need to figure out how to block them. The sooner we’re done here, the better.”

 

“They still aren’t telling you anything?” Rain asked.

 

Velika shook her head. “No. Apparently, they’ve decided Westbridge was a traitor and that I’m a spy for the Empire.”

 

“Was he?” Rain said.

 

“How the fuck would I know?” Velika said, throwing up her hands. “They won’t even tell me how he died, which I’m pretty sure means that they killed him.” She walked to the barrier and swiped at it with a sword. The people on the other side jumped back, but the metal just passed through harmlessly without releasing a shockwave. “Just checking. Okay, Rain, memorize their names so you can let them in. Better yet, tell them to get out from under the rock and shut the damn thing off.”

 

“No,” Bartum interrupted. “Not unless we are sure the Empire is gone.”

 

“Right,” Rain said. “Ameliah, any sign of the Empire out there?”

 

She blinked, taking a moment to respond. There was a lot to process. “No, we haven’t seen them since they left.”

 

“Hmm,” Rain said. “Doesn’t mean anything, given that Lightbreaker is with them. Sorry, Velika, we’re doing this the slow way.”

 

“Whatever,” the Citizen said. “Just get on with it. I’m tired of babysitting.”

 

“Fine,” Rain said, turning to Ameliah. “Okay, Ameliah, I need your help. I’m the only one who can control the barrier for now—long story. Velika isn’t going to let me go out there until we know that Lavarro isn’t going to try anything. I need to know who is who before I can let them through the shield, so can you go find out all of their names?”

 

Ameliah nodded despite her many questions. “Sure, I can do that, but how are you in control of the barrier?”

 

A pained look appeared on Rain’s face, almost as if he’d been suddenly injured. It grew worse as she watched in concern. What in the depths? Rain rubbed at his neck, closing his eyes as he visibly struggled. “It’s… It’s because I’m a Dynamo, I think. I was able to use the Majistraal artifact, but it’s…” He grimaced. “I’d… I’d like to talk to you. I need to talk to someone about it, but…” He stopped, looking away.

 

“Rain…” Ameliah said. What happened to him?

 

Rain took a ragged breath. “I can control the barrier. Let’s just leave it at that for now.”

 

“Rain, tell me,” Ameliah said, stepping closer to him.

 

Rain looked up. “I will. Later.” He smiled at her weakly, his distress fading. Whatever had come over him, it looked like it had passed. “I’m glad you’re here.”

 



 

The Warden paced back and forth outside the barrier like a caged animal. The party from the city had left, leaving her to wait while Rain went to reconfigure the barrier. It wasn’t what she would have done had she been in her own skin, though she was certainly restless enough for it. Lavarro would have, though, and she needed to maintain the deception. Officer Turton was the only one who was aware that she wasn’t who she seemed to be, and she wanted to keep it that way.

 

Lavarro’s daughter gave her the excuse to remain here, a plausible motivation for the woman’s irate behavior. She’d briefly interrogated Officer Bartum when he’d passed through to speak with Turton. No one in the city knew of the fall of Westbridge, and until they found out, she’d be able to use Lavarro to exert some control over the situation. The city had to return to the Watch. She needed access to the artifact powering the barrier. With it, she’d be able to turn Fel Sadanis into a city to rival Xiugaaraa.

 

She paused to glare threateningly at the others waiting in the Lee, watching them flinch back in terror. Then she returned to pacing. I will admit that that is fun.

 

Lavarro was motivated by pride and the desire for power, yes, but her daughter was important to her. She wanted her to follow in her footsteps and had been trying to help her unlock the pure-elemental class Cold Mage. Mahria had been holding off on her class selection for years, using respecialization accolades that her mother had purchased for her as the pair of them tried to ferret out the exact set of Cold-aspect skills required.

 

You have no idea how close you were.

 

Mahria’s current build was only one spell away from the required combination. Anyone could pick cold spells randomly and get the uncommon Ice Mage, but the more general class was something else entirely. It wasn’t surprising that they hadn’t figured it out.

 

The Warden frowned. Knowledge was dangerous, especially when it came to rare classes. Even in her own organization, information on them was restricted. Classes were selected for officers based upon compatibility, need, and their desires, but only in exceptional circumstances would a rare one be provided at level five. The risk was too great otherwise, though the strength of the Watch suffered for it. Such was the cost of maintaining control.

 

And yet, she was considering telling Mahria the secret before she severed ties with her. A last gift from her mother before she learned of the atrocity that she’d committed. Something to soften the blow, and, depending on how she framed it, a lever to push the fledgling Cold Mage onto a path that would keep her on the side of order.

 

Don’t make the same mistakes I did, Mahria. You need to be better. I…I’ve done things… A tear. A shake of the head. My power corrupted me. You need to be careful…

 

The Warden paused. Would it work, do you think? She released her hold on Lavarro’s thoughts, allowing the woman to respond.

 

Fuck you!!! Don’t you fucking talk to my daughter, you bitch! I will hunt you down in your little island and fucking murder—

 

That’s quite enough of that. The Warden sighed, silencing Lavarro once more. The woman was too far gone. She stopped, turning to face the city, reaching out to touch the barrier. It was still closed to her.

 

The Dynamo is the key. Now there is a man whose mind I’d like to examine.

 

She was having difficulty connecting Lavarro’s memories of Rain to her own impressions of the man, and there were other irregularities besides. He didn’t seem dangerous, only odd. Very, very odd. She put it out of her mind. She’d seen stranger things before, after all. Being an imprint, she didn’t have access to any of her mental powers, other than the total domination of her host; thus, she wouldn’t be able to easily satisfy her idle curiosity. It wasn’t worth worrying about, given that she needed to remain focused on the current situation.

 

Given what I’ve learned, it is likely that Rain will return control of the city to the Watch. I put it at a chance of eight in ten. I just need to prevent the Citizen from contesting it or trying to claim it as her own. I don’t know that I’ll be able to defeat her in this body without collateral damage. Above all, I cannot allow them to lower the barrier completely. If Fecht gets this city, he’ll have the whole continent.

 

She returned to pacing.

 

How does the artifact work? Can I get Rain to explain it to Lavarro? Hmm. Not likely, given their history. I’ll need someone else. Can he let someone through that he doesn’t know? Guardian Dunwich would be perfect, and he’ll be standing by in Jarro on my orders. If he gains control of the barrier, we’ll have won.

 

She glanced at the damaged mindcaster. It wouldn’t be that difficult to repair, but Lavarro wouldn’t do that, let alone know how. Her hands were tied if she wanted to maintain her cover. She’d need someone else to send the message for her. Fortunately, there was one person she could trust. Turton was loyal. He wouldn’t willingly reveal her control of the exGuilder, and by using her command phrases, she could work through him to take control of the local Watch and get access to their mindcaster.

 

She would transfer Turton to Vigilance once this was over, of course. Loyalty didn’t mean that he was incapable of revealing the secret unknowingly. It was vital that she kept her puppetry of Lavarro concealed. The woman’s body would be a powerful tool for the future. Often, the Watch needed to get their hands dirty in the name of the greater good, but there were some things that they simply couldn’t do. An insane exGuilder, on the other hand, could do anything.

 

It was a dangerous game that she was playing, but she was tired of watching the world suffer. If she really wanted to keep the secret, the smart thing would have been to Imprint Turton as well, but that was a line that she would not cross. Lavarro was a criminal of the highest order. Turton was not.

 

She stopped again, taking a moment to pound on the barrier angrily before leaning against it. She looked down, shaking her head, then spoke to her host.

 

You are already dead, condemned by your own actions. Your body is nothing more than a tool that I will use to offset some of the wrongs that you have committed. Once I return to Vigilance, if you ask, I will obliterate your mind so you do not have to suffer. I am not without mercy.

 

The Warden stumbled as the force pressing against her back vanished. She recovered almost instantly, catching herself with a pillar of force. Lavarro’s body turned and rushed toward the city, off to see her daughter, but the Warden was still in control. Always.

 



 

Wearily, Rain hauled himself up the wooden barricade, wishing for his cloak. It was cold outside the dome, but he didn’t want to use Immolate. As odd as it sounded, the cold felt somehow right, and using magic to push it away would have ruined that feeling.

 

Tallheart’s head turned minutely as he reached the top, but the antlered smith didn’t otherwise acknowledge him. As he did, a half-felt sensation flickered across Rain’s awareness, then vanished.

 

Rain ignored it. Linksight wasn’t behaving properly out here in the real world. There’d be plenty of time to work on it later. He walked over to Tallheart, then sat with his legs dangling over the side, joining his friend in looking out at the frozen wasteland to the south. The mushrooms weren’t growing out here, thanks to the cold. Fires burned on the ground below the wall, having been built there to prevent monsters from spawning in the shadow of the Lee. Past that, the river flowed in an ever-deepening channel, forming something of a moat, even partially iced-over as it was. A Stumper moved in the distance, visible through the lightly falling snow.

 

The pair sat like this for quite some time, watching the snow fall in silence. Rain didn’t feel the need to say anything. Being out here was enough. Night would fall in a few hours, and he and Tallheart were likely the only two people for hundreds of kilometers, other than those back in the city. The air inside was filled with the chaos of evacuation and the hot stench of unwashed bodies. Out here, it was crisp and cool.

 

Rain had spent most of the day typing names, of course, a painful and tedious process that didn’t even benefit from time acceleration anymore. Now that he had constructed an interface for the obelisk to use, it no longer banished him to the shadow realm when touched. Instead, his terminal and keyboard merely appeared, robbing him of his opportunity to take advantage of the time-dilating properties of soulspace.

 

Not that he would have. He’d been alone for long enough.

 

Tallheart shifted, and Rain bit off his question about why he was out here. He knew why. There were too many people in the city. Too many humans. Instead, he looked back out at the snow and sighed. “I missed you, Tallheart.”

 

“Mmm,” the smith rumbled.

 

“What will you do?” Rain asked. It didn’t seem likely that Tallheart would want to live in the DKE.

 

Finally, Tallheart looked at him. “I do not know.”

 

Rain nodded. “Yeah.” He didn’t want to go to the DKE either.

 

“Does the teleporter work?” Tallheart asked, staring in the direction of the Stumper.

 

“Yes, as of around two hours ago. Bartum gave me a drawing of a guardian by the name of Dunwich. That was enough for me to let him through the barrier, and then I gave him control of it. It’s better that way.” It doesn’t even look like it hurts him when he uses it. I wonder what kind of interface he sees.

 

“Mmm.”

 

Rain sighed, lying back to stare up at the stone of the Lee. A line of light bulbs dangled there, glowing unsteadily. He tilted his head to look at Tallheart. “How does one become strong?”

 

The silence stretched as Tallheart considered this. Finally, he spoke in a soft voice. “Will.”

 

“That’s not enough,” Rain said.

 

Tallheart looked away. Suddenly, Rain found himself having to fight against the heat of tears. He’d almost broken down in front of Ameliah several times, but there had always been other people around, and they’d both been so busy with the evacuation that he’d been able to hide his condition from her. He’d thrown himself into the work to avoid confronting the feelings, but now they were welling up again.

 

The world isn’t fair. Will… Ha. As if. The Shift killed thousands of innocent people. The will to survive won’t save you from a Razorspine.

 

He shook his head, pushing the thoughts away from the pain, but his mind only jumped to an even darker memory. He cursed his Clarity as he found himself confronted with the crystal-clear image of Melka’s face, her dead, lifeless eyes staring up at him. It hurt, and it wasn’t a pain that the barrier stone’s torture had numbed him to. It was a different kind of agony. Also, there was the knowledge that Velika was going to get away with it. That had been her condition for the Watch: a pardon in exchange for a peaceful handover of Fel Sadanis. She was already gone, not back to the DKE, but off on her own to who knows where. A rogue Citizen, the first that there had ever been. To Rain, she was just the woman who had murdered his friend. And there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.

 

The tears broke free, and it was a long time before they stopped. His mind kept spinning, jumping from face to face. Melka. The other members of the Watch. His parents. Tallheart remained motionless, letting him cry. Somehow, this was the right thing.

 

When it was finally over, Rain took a ragged breath, too tired to even open his eyes. “Sorry, Tallheart,” he murmured. “Sorry…”

 

“Persistence, caution, and time,” Tallheart said.

 

The oddness of this statement dragged Rain out of his misery, forcing him to open his eyes. He sniffed, looking at Tallheart. “Huh?”

 

“The way to become strong,” Tallheart said. “You are right. Will is not enough, but it is the beginning.” Finally, he turned to look at him. “We were driven by our past, set upon the destruction of the Empire, but we learned quickly that recklessness would only lead to our deaths.” He paused, tilting his head. “Will it help you to hear this?”

 

Rain nodded, pushing himself back up to a sitting position. He didn’t need to ask who Tallheart was talking about. He’s lost just as much as I have. No. He’s lost more… His wife… His parents… His entire people…

 

“It takes great will to walk away,” Tallheart said, shaking his head slowly. “To pass up an opportunity in favor of the slow and steady course. Snowlilly died because she forgot that. She died because I allowed her to convince me that the risk was acceptable.”

 

Tallheart looked back out at the snow. “We traveled for years through untamed lands. Around Bellost at first, then, once we came to this continent, in the Badlands to the south of here. When we outgrew them, we moved on. Below this world, lies another, and it is vast beyond imagining. There are places deep beneath the ground where no human nor cervidian has ever trod.”

 

Tallheart turned to look at him. “In such places, opportunity lies for those with the will to endure. In the depths, there is no safety. There are no cities, no sanctuaries, no allies to turn to for help. You have to go deep. Far from the boundary where others have already claimed the easy prey.”

 

“That…” Rain sat up fully. “Tallheart, that doesn’t sound like avoiding risk.”

 

Tallheart’s mouth quirked. “That is because it is not.” He held up an open hand, then closed his fist. “You would call it…calculated…risk.” He tapped the fist lightly against his breastplate. “We did not do it overnight. Lilly and I moved like specters in the dark. She would scout, remaining unseen thanks to her skills until she found a target we could kill. Then, she would return to me, and we would prepare. I would build us the equipment we would need—tailor it to the task of defeating one singular monster. Often, it would take weeks. Strike. Retreat. Recover. Strike again. Blue by blue, we wormed our way down, one layer at a time. Eventually, we would reach the bottom, and then we would return to the surface to find another cave. Hopefully, a deeper one. Again and again, we did this.”

 

He paused, looking down at his knees.

 

“Each time, we descended slowly and with great caution. There is nothing harder than walking away from a foe that you know you can defeat. And yet, we did it over and over again whenever there was even a chance that something could go wrong. Then, one day, we decided to take a break. To experience the life that we had been missing below the earth. A month turned into a year, and then a year turned into two. Two years that made us forget our caution. When we resumed our descent, Snowlilly had grown…impatient. Our progress was no longer fast enough.”

 

Rain watched silently as Tallheart took a deep breath.

 

“I told you before of the lair that we found. It was above our level, but we thought we could defeat it. The monsters inside were weaker than they should have been. Still, we were careful. We studied them. Learned their strengths and their weaknesses as we delved deeper each day. And then the dragon descended upon us. Two people…are not enough. Not for a dragon.”

 

Tallheart lapsed into silence. At a loss for what to say, Rain reached out awkwardly, patting him on the shoulder. Tallheart looked down at his hand and snorted, the barest flicker of amusement on his face. He wrapped an arm around Rain’s shoulder, then pulled him in a bone-crushing hug.

 

Rain squeezed back as hard as he could, feeling like he was grappling with a rock.

 

Suddenly, there was a click of snapping metal. Tallheart snorted and released him, then bent to examine the gash in the side of the breastplate. It had torn open again from the pressure.

 

“You have not been taking care of your armor,” Tallheart said flatly.

 

Rain smiled. “The armor saved my life.”

 

“Will you tell me the story?”

 

Rain nodded. “Yes, but in return, you have to tell me how you made those.” He pointed to the string of light bulbs hanging from the stone above them.

 

Tallheart rumbled ambivalently. “That was Jamus and Staavo. Ameliah and I merely helped.”

 

Rain smiled. “Yeah, Staavo already cornered me. He didn’t want to answer my questions, though, just to ask his own. I ditched him with Myth and Reason. Myth’s an alchemist, and Reason’s a chemist. Staavo’s got them working on coated wire.”

 

Tallheart snorted. “The old man is worse than you when it comes to endless questions. I did not think it was possible.”

 

“Hey,” Rain said. “Ouch.”

 

“You are getting better,” Tallheart said. “Now, tell me the story.”

 

“Hold on,” Rain said, looking back at the city. Now that he had macros, he’d set Detection to automatically ping for entities every thirty seconds, and his latest scan had revealed a group headed in their direction. As they passed through the barrier, their voices became audible.

 

“There you are, Rain!” Jamus called. He was towing a bedraggled-looking Carten behind him, and Val and Ameliah were not far behind. “I need you to tell Carten to stop moping. He got out of it alive, so he should be happy. I still can’t believe that he was dating a Citizen.”

 

“—an idiot,” Ameliah finished saying as she passed through the barrier, looking at Val. “You seriously tried to solo a lair? Did you not listen to a single thing that I said?”

 

“I am aware that I am an idiot, yes, thank you,” Val said loudly. “Rain has already made that abundantly clear in addition to saving me from myself several times.” He turned away from her and waved in Rain’s direction. “Hey Rain, I got you something. Catch!” He hurled a dark bundle that he was carrying in Rain’s direction, then cursed when it failed to make it even halfway. The twine holding it together had snapped in mid-air, sending the bundle of black cloth flapping to the ground. A cloak?

 

Rain smiled and got to his feet, watching as Val stooped to collect the fabric. I guess I get to be a ringwraith again. “Come on, Tallheart. Let’s go join them by one of the fires.”

 

Tallheart nodded. Rain wasn’t sure, but he thought he looked…not happy. At peace, perhaps.

 

They sat by the fire, and then Rain began to speak. The pain was still there, but surrounded by friends, it didn’t hurt quite so badly. They talked for hours, the conversation turning to lighter topics as the sun set. Vanna eventually turned up, bringing Dozer along after growing tired of watching him. Soon after, Staavo dragged Myth and Reason out to talk to Rain, bringing Meloni and Cloud along with them. Mlem and Ava appeared just before darkness fell, towing a wagon full of food and beer. They charged for this delivery, of course, gouging them outrageously. Nobody cared.

 

The party ended up lasting well into the night. With the barrier and the barricade, the Lee was safer than the city in some ways. By the time that people started falling asleep, Rain knew exactly what he wanted to do. This was what it was all about. Companions. Allies. Friends. The world could be a cruel and uncaring place, but together, they could fight back.
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109: Inception

                 

Eighty-seven.

 

Eighty-eight.

 

Eighty-nine.

 

“What are you doing?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain paused, letting his arms fall to his sides. He looked at her, ignoring a meaningless twitch from Linksight. I still need to figure out what that’s supposed to mean. Just one more thing for the list. He shook his head. “You haven’t seen someone do burpees before?” he panted. He picked up where he’d left off, trying to keep himself in the proper form as he transitioned from a squat into a plank, then a pushup.

 

“Actually, no.”

 

“I’m not surprised,” Rain gasped, completing the exercise with a jump. Ninety. “They suck. I’ve just got…a few left… Don’t mind me.”

 

Ameliah watched him in silence.

 

Ninety-one.

 

Ninety-two.

 

Ninety-three.

 

“They don’t look that difficult,” she eventually said. “You aren’t even using weights, just the armor. Wait…” she peered closer, narrowing her eyes. “How many points do you have in Strength right now?”

 

“Twenty,” Rain answered, not stopping. “Though in terms of…effect…it’s more like six.”

 

Ninety-five.

 

“Ah,” Ameliah said. “I keep forgetting how weak you are.”

 

Okay, ouch. Ninety-six.

 

Ameliah gestured at the swarm of Coal Lurkers piling up against the barrier near where Rain had decided to do his workout. They were climbing all over themselves, too stupid to realize that they couldn’t get to him. “You know we’re going to have to fight our way back to the city, right? Or were you thinking I was going to deal with that on my own?”

 

One hundred, thank fuck. Rain had to stop himself from melting to the ground. Instead, he walked in a circle flapping his arms, then stopped to take a long drink of water from his canteen. “I’m training by the barrier…on purpose… so they gather,” he finally managed. He put his arms on his hips, struggling to catch his breath.

 

“You need a minute?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain shook his head, waving her away and taking a few deep breaths. He tried again. “I know we’re going to have to fight, but it’s fine. I think Razorspines stopped spawning. Anything else won’t be a problem. Watch.”

 

He gestured at the barrier. Immolate.

 

The innumerable Coal Lurkers that had collected burst into flames, practically blinding him. There were a few startled shouts from behind them, but no flaming spider-bits made it into the Lee. A few secondary explosions indicated that there had been slimes buried in the pile as well, a fact that Rain’s interface confirmed a moment later.









	
You have defeated [Coal Lurker]x126, Level 2
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You have defeated [Coal Lurker Broodlings]x181, Level 2
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You have defeated [Slime]x14, Level 1
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Huh. There were more of them than I thought.

 

“That’s hardly fair,” Ameliah said, waving an arm through the barrier.

 

Rain grinned, still breathing heavily. “Isn’t it great? Hey, question. Do you ever stop getting experience for monsters and stuff?” He gestured, mostly to give himself some time to get a lungful of air. “That was like eight thousand experience, even though there was practically no risk. What even is experience? Also, is there an official classification for monster types? Slimes and Coal Lurkers are both worth the same, even though Coal Lurkers are a higher level.”

 

Ameliah laughed. “I missed you, Rain. You can barely breathe, and you’re using all of your air to ask questions. Yes, it will stop eventually. According to the Guild, Coal Lurkers are ‘fodder’ class, the weakest, and Slimes are one step up at ‘lesser’. After that it goes ‘minor’, ‘normal’, ‘greater’, and ‘elite’.”

 

“What about ‘reaper’ class?”

 

“That’s an unofficial name, though most elite monsters are also classified as reapers, so it hardly matters. You’ll hear people call different kinds of monsters things like turtles, mages, strikers and so on. The unofficial terminology varies, but it’s pretty self-explanatory.”

 

“Ah,” Rain said. His breathing was slowly coming under control. He used a quick blast of Purify to clear away some of his sweat. “So, back to my question. Does experience from weak monsters fall off when I reach a certain level or something?” I’m level eighteen. I’d have thought I’d have stopped getting experience for Slimes ages ago.

 

Ameliah shook her head. “It’s based on total experience earned from a particular type, or maybe number of kills.”

 

“Type? So, like, slimes in general, or Slimes, slimes.”

 

“Slimes in general, I think.”

 

“Cool… But why, though? And what’s the limit?”

 

Ameliah shrugged. “High. I’ve never hit it. It’s more of a goldplate problem.”

 

Rain snapped his head to the left, peering into the black smoke that the barrier was holding at bay. Detection had just fired following his preset pattern, returning an unexpected signal.

 

“What is it?” Ameliah asked.

 

“There’s a Chem-Cryst in that mess. Only one, but it’s something.”

 

“Uh-huh,” Ameliah said. “Rain, we should probably get back to the city.”

 

“Yeah, I know,” Rain said, glancing over to where the others were having breakfast. They were far enough away that he wouldn’t have to worry about being overheard, as long as he spoke softly. Staavo was trying to fish what looked like a spoon out of Dozer. The slime seemed to enjoy being a nuisance. “Listen, Ameliah. I want to talk to you about, well…” He hesitated, looking at her. “What are you going to do now that the barrier is open?”

 

“I was going to stick around to help with the evacuation,” Ameliah said. “After that, I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll go to Bellost. Get away from the war. What about you?”

 

“I…” Rain hesitated. Damn it, just go for it. “I want to form a party. A real one, not just a one-time thing. You, me, Tallheart, Jamus, maybe Carten and Val if they’re interested.”

 

Ameliah looked away, rubbing at her elbow. “I don’t do parties. Not official ones. And Tallheart’s not in the Guild.”

 

“Why the hell won’t they let him join, anyway?” Rain said.

 

“Policy,” Ameliah replied. She didn’t sound any happier than Rain did. “The Guild is for humans only, according to the rules. It used to be different, I think.”

 

“Fucking racists,” Rain said. “Specists. Whatever.”

 

“Yeah,” Ameliah said. “The Guild’s got some problems.”

 

“Fine, whatever. Not a party then. I want us all to stay together, and if the Guild won’t let me form an official party, I’ll form an unofficial one. I’ve been thinking about it since last night. Some sort of, I don’t know, mercenary company or something.”

 

“A what?”

 

“A company.” Rain shrugged. “Mercenary is probably the wrong word. It implies that we’d be fighting other people. I just mean something like what I had going on in the baths.”

 

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

 

“I mean…” Rain sighed, rubbing at his neck. “I mean a big group of people traveling together. Living on the road and making their own fortune. Like bandits, without the banditry. Awakened and unawakened, both.”

 

“Okay…” Ameliah said, still looking confused. “Why would you want to do something like that?”

 

Rain sighed. “I need to be stronger. That means I have to go find lairs and stuff, but I’m a support, so I can’t do that on my own. I thought that’s what the Guild was meant to help with, but if they won’t let Tallheart join, well… I don’t want to abandon anyone.”

 

Ameliah didn’t look convinced, but Rain just shook his head and plowed on. “I don’t want to leave without Tallheart, obviously, but there’re the workers, too. I feel responsible for them. You’ve met Vanna. If she joins, then a lot of the others would probably come with her. She’s a good leader. Damn it, I’m rambling, and you get the point. Look, Ameliah, we’re friends, right?”

 

Ameliah blinked at him. “Yeah?”

 

“And friends stick together, right? Will you help me start a company?”

 

“Rain,” Ameliah said gently. “You’re going to have problems if you try this. People aren’t going to just—” She paused, shaking her head. “I’m not going to just—” She stopped again, sighing. “I don’t like to get tied down, Rain.”

 

“Please, just consider it,” Rain said. “I can’t do it without you.”

 

Ameliah closed her eyes, a pained expression crossing her face. She turned away, looking up at the sky.

 

“Ameliah—” Rain cut himself off. Damn it, I’m being selfish. She isn’t going to want to babysit a whole bunch of unawakened. I came at this the wrong way. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

 

Ameliah sighed, then turned to face him again. She held out her hand, and a tiny speck flew into it. It took Rain a moment to recognize that it was the Chem-Cryst he’d sensed earlier.

 

She showed it to him as she spoke. “Why do you think the workers are going to join your ‘company’? Are you going to pay them? How? Who’s going to volunteer to live on the road, risking starvation, death, and poverty, rather than just settle down in a new city?”

 

Rain shook his head. “I can figure all that stuff out, and that’s not the point. The point is getting stronger together. If unawakened join, we awaken them. If we find a high-level blue, we work together to take it down.”

 

“Just like that?”

 

“Just like that,” Rain nodded. “I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, but with you and Tallheart, we’ve got a start. Eventually, it should become self-sustaining. Nobody has to stay if they don’t want to.”

 

Ameliah sighed, tossing him the Chem-Cryst. “You’re talking about founding your own guild.”

 

Rain scrambled to catch it, then nodded. “I suppose I am.”

 

“And you think the real Guild will just let you do that?”

 

“No, of course not, not if I frame it like that. Look, at first, we’ll be small enough that they’ll just ignore us. The Guild doesn’t try to stop nobles from awakening their children, do they? This is the same damn thing. Eventually, if the company gets big enough that they start having a problem with us, well, we can figure something out. By that point, I mean to have a secret base and an airship at the very least.”

 

Ameliah sighed. “What’s an airship? Wait, never mind. Not important. Fine. Let’s say you try this. All of your worker friends join. Then what? We just take the teleporter through to Jarro and start doing odd jobs?”

 

Rain shook his head. “No. I don’t want to go to Jarro. I was thinking Vestvall would be our first mission.”

 

“What?” Ameliah said incredulously.

 

“Now hold on,” Rain said. “Look, you were there yesterday when Dunwich was explaining. Anyone who uses the teleportation platform to get to Jarro or Southguard is basically signing up to live in the DKE. The Watch can’t do anything about it. There’s no platform in Vestvall, but we can get there the normal way.”

 

“So you’re going to just lead a bunch of unawakened on foot through a ranked zone in winter? How many times did you say you hit your head in the fight with the Razorspine?”

 

“Ha ha,” Rain said. “But look. Tallheart will come. He’s not going to want to go to some random city in the DKE. If you come too, I think we’d have a shot. And besides, there’s a good reason for going to Vestvall. There might be survivors there, depending on how badly they got hit by the Shift.”

 

Ameliah paused, then glanced at Jamus, who had his back to them.

 

Rain nodded. “Jamus’s family. Exactly. I have to talk to Tallheart, first, before I talk to him. I don’t want to get his hopes up. Once we get to Vestvall, we check for survivors, then come back here, or even head east through the wilderness. It’s a long way to the coast, but there’s another free city over there.”

 

“Three Cliffs,” Ameliah said. “And ‘city’ isn’t the word I’d use. It’s a smuggler’s port.”

 

“Doesn’t matter,” Rain said. “Lots of people who were living in Fel Sadanis were probably here for a reason. They aren’t going to want to go to the DKE any more than Tallheart is. What I’d really like to do is bring them south. Into the Badlands. That’s where the essence monsters are.”

 

Ameliah laughed. “Oh, you are definitely insane if you think people are going to follow you into the Badlands.” She held up a hand before Rain could reply. “A rescue mission to Vestvall is a reasonable idea. You should have started with that. I’ll come with you, just not if you’re trying to escort half of Fel Sadanis there. After that, well, we’ll see.”

 

“Yes!” Rain said, resisting the urge to hug her. “You won’t regret it.”

 



 

Reason shivered as the wind cut straight through his coat. There was no protection from the wind atop the barricade that surrounded the Lee, and his black jacket had been designed for theatrics, not protection from the elements. The high collar only did so much. I should get a cloak made in the same style. Lined with fur. Another gust of wind blew, and Reason pulled his jacket tighter. At least Ter’Karmark was warm.

 

“Okay, I’m here, what did you want to talk about?” Myth said, hauling himself up over the edge of the barricade. “Would it have killed them to have made stairs?”

 

“I want to talk about our plans,” Reason said in Vejik.

 

“Ah, yes. We should,” Myth said, switching to the same language.

 

“Obviously, we’re not going to be able to stay here,” Reason said, gesturing at the frozen wasteland. “The Watch only tolerated our presence because this was a city first and a stronghold second. If they’re running it as a fortress, they won’t want outsiders hanging around.”

 

“Plus, our shop exploded, so there’s that,” said Myth.

 

Reason nodded. “Where, then?”

 

“A good question. Do you think we could try Ter’Karmark again?”

 

“What the heart desires, the body must provide,” Reason quoted, then shook his head. “You remember what being in the ten-thousand was like. If we could earn a place in the thousand, then maybe, but do you really think we’d fare any better this time around? It isn’t like we’ve gotten any stronger.”

 

Myth sighed. “The DKE, then?”

 

Reason snorted. “Do you want to be a slave? Because that’s what would happen once one of the Citizens got wind of a pair of unaffiliated crafters.”

 

“It might not be so bad,” Myth said. “If we found the right Citizen, then—”

 

“No,” Reason said. “I am my own master. The DKE is off the table.”

 

“You say that, but I’m not hearing any alternatives.”

 

“We need to leave the continent, obviously. I was thinking Bellost.”

 

“What?” Myth said. He lost his footing on the unsteady barricade and had to windmill his arms to avoid falling, though he recovered quickly. “We can’t go to Xiugaaraa. You know how they treat people like us.”

 

Reason shook his head. “I didn’t say Xiugaaraa; I said Bellost. There are other cities on the continent, not just the City of Lights.”

 

“Yes, but will it be any better?” Myth asked. “I don’t know much about the smaller cities, but being so close to Xiugaaraa, they might hold similar opinions.”

 

“We will have to risk it. Unless you want to try Rellagia.”

 

“No,” Myth said. “We barely escaped as children. They’d kill us the moment they realize we’re awakened, which they would the moment we set foot on the continent.”

 

“I am not convinced that rumor is true, but regardless, I agree with you. Thus, Bellost, even if we must deal with some unpleasantness. Who knows, it might not be as bad as we’ve heard. You saw for yourself that not all Guilders are so close-minded. No one in Fel Sadanis has given us any trouble.”

 

“Yeah, but we haven’t exactly made an announcement about ourselves,” Myth said, pulling his own jacket tight. It was a white mirror-image of Reason’s, and thus, no warmer. Neither of them had any other clothing, it all having gone up with their shop. “We’ve been discreet.”

 

“People can tell,” Reason said. He gestured toward Rain, who was busy speaking to the silverplate, Ameliah. “Rain figured it out, and we’ve only spoken with him a few times. He doesn’t seem to care, but he’s definitely noticed.”

 

“What makes you say that?”

 

Reason shrugged. “He made this face like he’d solved a puzzle. It was after he brought Cloud to us. I know he doesn’t care because he didn’t treat us any differently afterward.”

 

“That’s hardly proof,” Myth said.

 

Reason shook his head. “Not everyone is as oblivious as Meloni.”

 

Myth snorted. “Meloni knows. Be careful who you call oblivious, genius.”

 

“She does not know,” Reason said. “I am quite sure of it.”

 

“Seriously?” Myth said. “Stop messing with me. There’s no way you haven’t picked up on how she keeps smiling at us whenever we’re together. She even winked at me once.”

 

“Whatever,” Reason said, exasperated. “We’re getting off topic. Would you be willing to try Bellost?”

 

Myth chewed on his lip, looking back at Fel Sadanis. “What about the southern isles?”

 

“Hmm. Perhaps.” Reason tilted his head. “I do not know much about them. I believe the merchant is an islander… He has an islander sword, at least. We can ask him. Still, we would have to go to Bellost anyway if we wanted to book passage on a ship.”

 

Myth sighed. “Fine. Bellost.”

 

“Good. Now we just need to figure out how to get there.” Reason shook his head slowly. We’re going to have to start over. Again.

 

Their life savings had been in the shop, just like everything else. They hadn’t gone back to search through the smoking crater. There wasn’t enough chemical resistance in the world to deal with that. Not even the toxic moss was growing there. Perhaps a Tel or two had survived, but realistically, there wasn’t much point to attempting a salvage operation, even if they could get Rain’s help.





We cannot afford international teleportation. It will have to be a ship. Reason laid a hand on Myth’s shoulder, squeezing lightly. He gestured back at the fires with a tilt of his head. “Let’s go back. I’m freezing my ass off.”

 



 

After Rain finished his conversation with Ameliah, she had agreed to create a distraction so he could talk to Tallheart without Staavo and Jamus interrupting. Almost everyone else was gathered around the cookfire, still finishing breakfast. Myth and Reason had been on the barricade and were just now on their way back. Tallheart was doing something over by his smelter, though he was supposedly on watch.

 

“Okay, everyone,” Ameliah said, clapping her hands as she and Rain joined the group. “We’re leaving soon. Before we do, let’s have a little fun. As you saw Rain demonstrate, the barrier won’t block magic, so I propose a contest. Anyone who has a ranged spell, come over here. We’re going to work on our aim and thin out the monsters a bit. Big Coal Lurkers are one point, Slimes are two. If you hit a Stumper, that’s three. Just hitting them is enough. Don’t waste mana trying to kill one, and it won’t count more than once.”

 

“Yay!” Ava yelled, rushing over to Ameliah.

 

“Careful, Ava,” Ameliah said. “It’s dangerous. I don’t want you getting hit by—oh.”

 

Rain smiled. Ava had launched a Firebolt, nailing one of the Slimes that had arrived to investigate the burnt remains of the monsters he’d broiled.

 

“I’m winning!” Ava declared.

 

“Ava!” Mlem shouted, his voice stern. “She didn’t say you could start. What have I told you about playing fair?”

 

“Rule fifty-four: Avoid playing fair,” Ava recited, launching another Firebolt. This one missed. More monsters were rapidly approaching, including a medium-sized swarm of Coal Lurkers.

 

“Ava,” Mlem shouted, getting to his feet. ”That rule only applies to real enemies! This is a contest!”

 

“A contest I’m going to win!” Val said. He’d rushed over to Ameliah almost as quickly as Ava had. He raised a hand, blasting a hole through a slime. “Two! We’re tied!”

 

Mlem puffed out his mustache. “Pfft. Fine!” he shouted, drawing his sword and charging for the barrier. “I’m playing too!”

 

“No going through the barrier!” Ameliah shouted. Heeding her rule, Mlem stopped short of crossing the boundary and started slashing through it at the swarm of Coal Lurkers that had just arrived.

 

“What are the little ones worth?” Mlem asked, but before Ameliah could reply, Val shouted, interrupting her.

 

“Yeah! Did you see that shot? I got it right in mid-air! That’s six for me.”

 

“Nuh-uh,” Ava shouted. “That one was mine! You stole it!”

 

“Um, Jamus,” Meloni said. “Why can the little girl throw fire?”

 

“There’s no age limit on awakening,” Jamus said. “Though most nobles elect not to awaken their children until they’re a little older. Otherwise…” He shook his head, raising his voice. “Mlem, have you taught your daughter the proper safety—”

 

“Don’t think he’s listnin’, Jamus,” interrupted Carten, having finished strapping on his shields. “You comin’?”

 

“Carten—” Jamus began, but the big man was already stomping toward the barrier. He took a wide stance next to Mlem, then started smashing the edges of his shields together through the magical wall, taking huge bites out of anything that came too close. It was surprisingly effective, like an angry bearded horizontal Pac-Man.

 

“He seems like he’s back to normal,” Rain said to Jamus, gesturing to Carten. “That’s good. I was worried.”

 

“Mmm,” Jamus said, glancing at Meloni.

 

Meloni laughed, holding a squirming Cloud. “Go on; I don’t mind.” She turned to Vanna. “Want to make a bet? Jamus or Val? Who do you think will get more?”

 

“Hmm,” Vanna said. “No bet. Val’s not really trying anymore. He’s started missing on purpose, look. Besides, I don’t know how anyone’s going to verify the count in that mess.”

 

“He’s planning to let the little girl win,” Staavo said, setting down his bowl. “Didn’t figure him for a softy. There, food’s done. Time to show these youngsters what’s what.” He started walking toward the barrier. He didn’t draw his sword, clearly planning on using magic. “I’m not losing to a little girl, that’s for damn sure.”

 

Rain shook his head. Ameliah used ‘challenge’. Critical hit. It’s super effective. He looked in Tallheart’s direction, seeing him watching the commotion. “I kinda feel bad for the monsters, honestly,” he said. “That barrier is really unfair.”

 

“That makes you a softy, too,” Vanna said. “They needed something like this. It’s payback. I just wish I could join them,” She tilted her head. “You know what, no, I am joining them.” She got to her feet, grabbing a burning branch from the fire.

 

“Rain,” Meloni said, catching his attention. She was also climbing to her feet, having released Cloud, though the overlarge puppy was still safely tied up. “Keep an eye on Cloud.”

 

“Um,” Rain said.

 

Meloni ignored him, following after Vanna. She stooped to pick up a rock. Cloud started whining and pulled at his rope, trying to follow after her.

 

Rain sighed, removing the rope from the stake where it was tied. The dog immediately tried to pull it out of his hands. “Hey, cut that out,” he said, gently reeling Cloud in as he closed the distance. After a brief struggle, he managed to scoop him up into a fluffy bundle. At least Dozer’s not making trouble. The slime was busy cleaning the dishes, content to ignore the chaos.

 

Rain watched for a moment to make sure Ameliah had everything under control. Myth and Reason had descended from the barricade and were standing next to her, clearly having decided to watch rather than join in. How would an alchemist fight, or a chemist for that matter? Bombs?

 

Ameliah glanced at him, then smiled and made a shooing motion. He nodded and started picking his way over toward Tallheart through the scattered remains of breakfast.

 

“Rain,” Tallheart said, greeting him as he approached.

 

“Hey, Tallheart, got a minute?”

 

Tallheart rumbled assent, watching the chaos. Rain thought he detected a hint of amusement on his face, but it might have been just his imagination. He snorted, confirming Rain’s suspicion. “She should have known that this would happen.”

 

“She did,” Rain said, adjusting his grip on the still-squirming dog. Ugh, this guy is pretty heavy. Damn burpees. My arms are like noodles right now. “I’m not sure she expected it to work as well as it did, though. I asked her to create a distraction so I could talk to you privately. In retrospect, I probably should have just told everyone to give us a minute.”

 

“Mmm.”

 

“Anyway, Tallheart. I know you probably don’t want to go to the DKE, so I was wondering if you’d want to come with Ameliah and me to—”

 

“Yes,” Tallheart said.

 



 

There was a knock at the door, and the guardian looked up from the report he was composing for the Warden. He hid the fatigue from his face, concentrating on the public persona of the unflappable commander that he maintained in public. “Enter.”

 

The door opened, revealing Officer Bartum. Dunwich set down his pen, raising an eyebrow. “What can I do for you, Officer Bartum?”

 

“Greetings, Guardian. I would like a moment of your time to discuss a few things.”

 

“Of course.” He gestured to the chair in front of the desk. This office had belonged to one of the sentinels—he wasn’t sure which. From the look on Bartum’s face as he entered, he suspected that he’d known the former occupant.

 

Bartum closed the door behind him before taking a seat. He took a deep breath. “About the Guilder Rain. Have you considered his request?”

 

“I have,” Dunwich said, keeping his tone level. Officer Bartum was protective of the bizarre Guilder. “Unfortunately, fixing his paling is not something that I would be able to do, nor could anyone, for that matter. He will have to repair the damage himself.”

 

Bartum frowned. “And you’re not going to tell him how?”

 

“Correct,” Dunwich said. “Soul manipulation is esoteric knowledge. The required technique is restricted, even among guardians.” He held up a hand, as it looked like Bartum was going to react poorly. “I passed your request on to the Warden. She has agreed to consider it if the Guilder consents to a full mental scan. She is very interested to know how a bronzeplate managed to tame a Majistraal artifact.” As am I.

 

“She wants him brought to Vigilance, then?” Bartum asked, still looking like he had a bad taste in his mouth.

 

“No,” Dunwich said. “She extended an open invitation. She hopes that he will come, but it is not a command.” He reached into his pocket and removed a plate stamped with the Watch’s emblem. It appeared physically identical to an officer’s plate, except that it was made of steel—Grand Arcane Steel, technically—instead of bronze. “This is for him.”

 

“Oh,” Bartum said, relaxing. “I thought I was going to have to fight to get him one of those.”

 

“Of course not,” Dunwich said. “The Guilder saved countless unawakened and returned Fel Sadanis to our control, and he did so before even asking for a reward. We haven’t given anyone one of these for dozens of years, but if that level of contribution isn’t enough to earn one, I don’t know what is.”

 

“May I?” Bartum asked. Dunwich nodded, and Bartum picked up the plate. “I’ve never actually seen one of these up close, only the diagram of the signature that I used to train my students.” He turned the plate over to look at the back. “Marvelous.”

 

“Mmm,” said Dunwich. Even unbound, the signature laid into the metal was clear to his eyes thanks to Reading, as it would be to every member of the Watch. It couldn’t be faked. That was the point—Once it was bound to the Guilder, the pattern would take on the flavor of his soul and serve as irrefutable proof of his identity. It would mark him as an ally, trusted to look after the interests of the powerless. It was the closest an outsider could come to joining the Watch.

 

“So, does that mean we’re going to let him stay?” Bartum asked. “Rain’s skills would be particularly useful for charging the teleportation platform, not to mention his cleaning spell.”

 

Dunwich shook his head. “No. We have both issues under control. The bottleneck on teleportation is in Jarro, anyway. The DKE is making a fuss. Regardless, Rain will have to leave, along with the rest. Once the evacuation is complete, all non-Watch names will be removed from the access list. No exceptions.”

 

“And if he doesn’t want to go?”

 

Dunwich raised an eyebrow. “Is that likely?”

 

Bartum shrugged. “I don’t know. He doesn’t act like a normal Guilder.”

 

“That he does not,” Dunwich said. He’d only spoken with Rain briefly, but that much was clear. His description of the artifact’s interface had been completely incomprehensible. He shook his head, returning his attention to Bartum. “I will leave it to you to manage the situation if it arises.”

 

He reached into his pocket again, retrieving a second plate, this one made of silver. He offered it to Bartum. “I was going to do this formally later, but since you’re here now, this is for you. You are being elevated to Sentinel, effective immediately, though the expedition will have to wait.”

 

Bartum looked stunned. Wordlessly he took the plate, his overwhelmed gratitude clear in his expression.

 

Dunwich’s mouth twitched, betraying the barest hint of his real emotions before he schooled it back to impassivity. He does deserve it. I would hate to have been stuck in this backwater for as long as he has. He cleared his throat, maintaining his level tone. “My responsibility is to protect the barrier stone and to oversee the construction of the citadel. The evacuation is yours. I found a way to grant access to everyone currently within the dome, so there should be no further issues of that nature. We will discuss the permanent leadership structure of the Fel Sadanis Citadel at a later time. For now, you are my second in command.”

 

“Thank you, Guardian,” Bartum said. “I am honored to accept.”

 

“Don’t thank me,” Dunwich said. “I just gave you a pile of responsibility and none of the power to back it up. You’re going to be in charge of the sentinels from Jarro until we get this all sorted out, and I expect that they won’t be pleased about the situation. However, I believe that the officers native to this city should have a commander that they know, and you have proven yourself capable.”

 

Bartum nodded. “Yes, sir.”

 

“Good. Here’s your first headache. I need you to get rid of those bloody Bankers without causing a diplomatic incident. The thing with the exGuilder was bad enough. To think that we had her in our grasp and didn’t even realize…” He shook his head, relying on his training to project the proper level of annoyance. It went without saying that he was controlling the emissions from his soul. Bartum would get nothing from him.  “And because they will ask, no, there is no way I’m letting one of their recovery teams in here.”

 



 

Rain grunted, moving a shovelful of earth. He was helping Tallheart with the smelter by digging a temporary channel for the outflow. They were getting set up just inside the south gate to prepare for their expedition. Jamus and Meloni were nearby, having a private conversation. Staavo, Myth, and Reason were slightly further away, having a slightly less private conversation as they argued about the design of a new generator. Their argument was also confusing, as both Myth and Reason were speaking in mystical mumbo-jumbo.

 

Much to Rain’s surprise, everyone who’d come out to the Lee had agreed to join the expedition to Vestvall once he’d explained his plan, including the formation of the as-yet-unnamed company. The others were off gathering supplies and, in Vanna’s case, recruiting volunteers. He hadn’t expected Myth and Reason to join, let alone Mlem, but there it was.

 

What am I going to do if other people want to bring their kids? Damn it, I’m getting a headache already. How many people can we take? Should I set a limit? How do I pick who gets to come?

 

“Hello, Rain,” Bartum said, interrupting Rain’s thoughts. “I need to talk to you.”

 

Rain looked up, wiping his forehead. Where did he come from? I need a more specific version of Detection, already. “Hi Bartum, uh, look, I’m sorry. I’m not going to say who did it, but it was an accident. We didn’t mean to set the gatehouse on fire, and we put it out as soon as we—”

 

Bartum waved him away. “The fire didn’t spread, so don’t worry about it. The walls are hardly going to be important in a few days anyway. Dunwich is preparing the foundations for a citadel that we will construct around the barrier stone and the teleportation platform. Everything else is going to be leveled.”

 

“Oh,” Rain said. He paused, tilting his head. “That explains the tremors I’ve been feeling. Did you bring through some stronger Earth Mages from Jarro?”

 

“Yes,” Bartum said. “Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

 

“The expedition? You’re not going to stop me, are you?”

 

“I did hear a rumor about that on my way here, but no, I’m not. In fact, you have my provisional approval. I don’t like the idea of resettling people in the DKE either. I’d send some officers with you if I could, but it’s a long road to Three Cliffs.”

 

“Okay then, what—” Belatedly, Rain realized that Bartum had a silver plate around his neck, not bronze. “Bartum, you got promoted. Congratulations.”

 

“Thank you, Rain,” Bartum said, looking bemused. He smiled, holding out a small black-lacquered wooden case bearing the Watch’s emblem. “So did you.”

 

Rain took it curiously, opening it to see a metal plate like the silver one around Bartum’s neck, though the metal was darker. His Linksight twinged at him, telling him that there was something unusual about it. Rain was distracted from further inspection by what Bartum said next.

 

”You are now a <Something> of the Watch. Congratulations.”

 

Rain tilted his head. “A ‘<Something>’? I don’t know that word.”

 

Bartum nodded. “I’m not surprised. It isn’t a common honor.” He cleared his throat. “In normal conversation, people call us Watchers, but it should be Keepers, properly. The full name of the Watch is the Vigilant order of Watch Keepers, if you were not aware. <Something> is another word for Keeper, but it is less...hmm. A Keeper takes ownership of the things that they watch over, while a <Something> merely maintains them and ensures that they are kept in good order. To be a <Something> is to be an ally of the Watch, but not a full member.”

 

Rain blinked, gratitude mixing with confusion. A horrible realization came over him as the correct word for what Bartum was describing popped into his mind.

 

Great, now I’m not just the Night Cleaner. I’m the Custodian.
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110: Logistics

                 

Rain sat cross-legged on the ground near where Tallheart was working, his hands hovering above his keyboard. A terminal window floated in front of him at a comfortable height. Now that he’d built the components, he could use them for whatever, in this case, a text editor. Manually adding things to a panel took effort and concentration to bend the system to his will, while typing was practically effortless. It was faster, too, thanks to the fact that his macros still seemed to run at soul-speed. In fact, he’d had to add delays to some of his scripts to get them to work properly in the real world, but that was neither here nor there. He had a more serious issue to deal with.

 





	
Company Names:

(Before Kettel names it something stupid)

(Where is Kettel, anyway?)

 

Unity?

    Sounds like a cult.

    Tarny would be thrilled.

 

Delvers’ Guild?

    Too close to the ‘Guild’ guild.

    Maybe just “Delve”?

    It’s a little on the nose…

 

Cleaning Crew?

    Haha, I crack me up.

    No.

 

The Hunters?

    Sounds cool…

    Not very accurate…

    A little generic.

 

The Band of the Falcon?

    No.

    Just no.

 

Ascension

    I think this is the first one I like.

    The organization will be about raising people’s levels and stuff, so.

    Also, I’m serious about that airship.

         How do they not have airships?

         Sky pirates when?

    Should it be in English, or Common?

        The words are similar, and so are one or two others, for that matter…

             Sidenote: Why?

             The ancestor of the Guild and the Watch was called the Majistraal Ascensi Guildum. Sounds vaguely Latin. Coincidence?? Ancient Roman isekaied through time? Possible thermae connection? Todo: investigate bathing technology.

 

…

 

Nobody is going to get that.

Ahem.

Why did I type ahem?

Todo: build proper word processor. I need bullet points. Manually indenting all this stuff is killing me. I also need to get the panel to reflow text properly when I resize it…

 

Todo: transfer todo list from notebook to system.

     Add priority and sort…

 

ah-HEM!

 

The Federation?

    Has the right moral framework

    Pro: No copyright lawyers in this world.

    Con: I would still know. I’d feel like a hack.

 

The Culture?

    Same problem.

 

Justice?

    Hmm. No, anyone who calls themselves ‘Justice’ isn’t just. Hey, that wasn’t bad.

 

The Tallheart Fanclub

    His reaction would be hilarious. Also, I can never show anyone this list. They’d think I’m bonkers. Sidenote: is there a way to make system panels visible to others?

 

Slimeco

    Lamest thing ever

 

Auras R Us

    I stand corrected

 

The Nameless

    Oooooh. Edgy.

 

The Null Set

     Groan.

 

Math Club

     No.

 

Zero

     Actually, this one’s pretty good. Nice and simple.

 

Uplift

    Similar to Ascension. I think I like Ascension Better.

 

Ugh!

    I should literally just call it “Ugh!”, including the exclamation point.

    Naming things is hard.

 










 

“Rain,” Tallheart said. “I require your assistance.”

 

Rain looked up from the window, glad for the distraction. He’d come back to this later. “Sure, Tallheart, what’s up?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, gesturing to Smelter: Version 2.0.

 

“Sure, one sec,” Rain said. He got to his feet, wincing at the burning in his muscles. He’d been pushing his body hard, and the effects of his soul damage were still there, leaving him stiff even after a brief rest. He took a minute to stretch, pondering Tallheart’s work from a distance as he did.

 

Tallheart had been collecting metals for a while now, amassing a modest stockpile in the Lee. His collection had really started to grow once he’d entered the city. Smelter: Version 1.0 had seen heavy use as Tallheart made trip after trip into the swampy ruins of Fel Sadanis, bringing back cups, forks, belt buckles, horseshoes, and more. All of it had gone into the melting pot to be liquefied, purified, and cast into ingots. Late last night, however, the overworked Flame Cryst that allowed the smelter to function had finally given up the ghost. Mlem had come to the rescue, acquiring more Crysts by bartering with the other survivors, though his help had come with a hefty price tag.

 

Instead of just replacing the Cryst in the old smelter, Tallheart had broken the whole thing down and reforged it anew. He did this using Heat Steel that he created with the Crysts Mlem had gotten him, much as he’d created Dark Steel when he’d made Rain’s armor. Needless to say, Rain had a few questions, but he’d respected Tallheart’s desire to work in silence.

 

He had the feeling that the cervidian smith was already on edge, being in a crowded human city. The evacuation was moving at the speed of politics, and it looked like they would have at least a few more days to prepare. Perhaps as much as a week if the DKE didn’t get their heads out of their collective asses. That being the case, Rain had set up some wooden partitions to give the smith a little relief from the prying eyes of the city, forming something of a compound for their company near the south gate.

 

It wasn’t a perfect solution. Even now, Rain could feel people watching them. He sighed and returned his focus to inspecting Tallheart’s latest creation, putting the paparazzi out of his mind as he walked over.

 

After only a day, the new smelter was almost twice the size of the old. Rain thought he could probably fit inside it, even wearing his armor. It looked basically like an oblong oil tank, with three valves on each side, and one larger one at one end. The other end was fitted with a slanted hopper, clearly the intake. The entire thing was held up by four stout legs that would allow a fire to be set beneath it.

 

It certainly looked impressive, especially as Tallheart had somehow forged the thing perfectly in half a day, with not so much as a hammer mark to mar the pale crimson metal. What it didn’t look, was mobile.

 

“Well?” Tallheart asked.

 

“It certainly looks good,” Rain said. “Much more rugged than the last one, and the multiple spouts will let you pour off different things without changing filters. The one on the back is for waste?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “Yes. The Asshole.”

 

Rain almost choked. He stared at Tallheart, then broke out into uncontrollable laughter when he saw the satisfied smile on his face.

 

“It is my own design,” Tallheart said as Rain struggled to get a hold of himself. “But I have based it upon the work of my uncle. He was the smith in our village, and while he was not awakened, he was quite skilled at his craft.”

 

Rain’s laughter died, the knowledge of what had happened to Tallheart’s family putting a damper on his mirth.

 

“I do not remember him well,” Tallheart continued, his tone casual, “but I do remember the argument that he and my mother had concerning the naming of this particular feature.” He turned the valve, showing Rain how it could be opened.

 

“What were their names?” Rain asked cautiously. “Your uncle. And your parents.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, closing the valve again. “My mother was called Imbara, and her brother’s name was Ogara. My father was Oakheart, and I am named after him. His side of the family was more traditional.”

 

“Will you tell me about them sometime?”

 

Tallheart nodded. “I will.”

 

“Thank you. I’d like that.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “So, now that you have inspected the smelter, what problems do you see?”

 

Rain shrugged. “It doesn’t look like it’s going to be easy to move, for one.”

 

Tallheart rumbled in agreement. “Yes. I will build a cart of steel, or perhaps modify a wooden one. The smelter will sit atop it with a firepan beneath, so I may work as we travel. I will need to bring my anvil as well, and a stockpile of metal. I will make a… Hmm… A forge-wagon.”

 

Rain grinned. “Good name, Tallheart. That sounds awesome!” Maybe I should ask him to help name the company.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, sounding pleased. “There is a problem. There are no horses in the city. I could pull it myself, but we will be traveling through snow. Leverage and traction will be an issue. Leverage is always an issue.” Tallheart tilted his head. “I was thinking of the vehicles of your world. I hoped you could help.”

 

“Oh, yeah, um…” Rain scratched at his beard. Tallheart was right; the weight was going to be a problem. Vanna had come up with a plan to use sleds for most of what they’d need to bring with them, but that wouldn’t work for Tallheart if he wanted to travel with something like the massive smelter. Rain wasn’t about to tell him to just make a smaller one.

 

Suddenly, an image popped into his head, and he grinned. No, we can’t go smaller. We’re going to go bigger. He had to stop himself from cackling with glee. “Okay, we’re building a tank.” He deliberately didn’t translate the word. It would only cause confusion.

 

Steam power? Hmm. Maybe, but it could be fiddly figuring out a throttle and everything. I’ll think about it. The treads are the key thing. It isn’t going to just be a forge-wagon, it’s going to be an all-terrain forge-wagon. Tallheart’s a beast; he can just pedal it if he has to. Do they know about gear ratios? They must. Ooh, this is gonna be metal as FUCK.

 

Rain was already hopping from foot to foot in excitement. “Right, let me go get Staavo. He’d kill me if I don’t bring him in on this. Just…make steel. Lots and lots of steel. I’m going to need paper... Shit, and someone who can draw.” He looked around. “Hey, Jamus!”

 



 

Warm, sticky muck squished through Ameliah’s toes as she splashed down onto the bottom of the riverbed, high walls of earth rising on either side of her. Her feet were bare, and she was covered with mud from her slide down the bank, but she didn’t let it bother her. She could feel the power of the earth flowing through the soles of her feet, the passive skill Rooted promising to boost any Earth magic that she chose to cast and to prevent her from being hurled away by the force of the spell.

 

She walked along the bottom of the river, headed north toward the barrier. While Fel Sadanis was on flat ground, there was clearly enough of a slope to matter when it came to the resting point of the water. For most of the city, the river had remained content to stay within its banks, that being the lowest point. Past the northern wall, however, enough water had drained away to leave the riverbed exposed. Correspondingly, to the southwest, a small lake had formed against the barrier where the river had overflowed.

 

Ameliah ceased pondering the geography of the situation as she reached the barrier. Before her, there was a wall of churning water smashing into the invisible dome, rising many times her height. Some unknown Earth Mage had built a stone barricade to divert the river to the east—she could see the edge of it pressed up against the barrier, the melted look of shaped stone clear to her eyes. That’s the first thing that needs to go.

 

Reaching deep into the ground, Ameliah activated a series of metamagics. She began to chant a string of pseudo-sensible syllables, concentrating on the pattern required for the spell she wanted. Earth magic was slow, with the more advanced spells having a lengthy cast time, but it was powerful. She’d spent a significant portion of the day yesterday in meditation, re-creating one of her former builds that focused on the element. She had more power at her fingertips now than she’d had for years, as she was at rank ten in most of the spells. The downside was that there was little progress to be made.

 

“Break,” Ameliah said, completing her chant. With as much as she’d boosted it, Break Stone’s effect was more like an explosion, blasting fragments of rock and a torrent of water high into the air. The spectacle was lessened slightly by the lack of sound, being on the other side of the barrier, but Ameliah had already started chanting her next spell.

 

She walked right up to the barrier near the eastern bank, lowering herself into a wide stance as she felt the magic form a connection to the bones of the Earth. “Intrusion!” she shouted when she finally finished the long string of nonsense syllables. She thrust her palm upward and pushed with her legs, guiding the column of stone as she called it from the depths. Intrusion was high-tier magic, and her mana plummeted faster even than the stone rose. It was worth it to avoid wasting hours shaping and hardening the earth with lesser spells. The river was mighty, and building a barrier that could resist it the right way would take significant time and effort, especially now that it had dug itself a new channel.

 

Ameliah cursed as she was launched upward, having been clipped by the rising pillar of rock. I might have miscalculated slightly. There was a shock of cold water and a sudden blast of sound as the stone carried her through the barrier. It stopped rising, but Ameliah kept going, her momentum sending her flying high into the air.

 

Redirection! Wait, shit! She flailed her arms, trying to stabilize her flight. She’d gotten used to having the spell and had tried to use it instinctively, despite having removed it last night. Below her, water roared as it crashed into the stone she’d called, not dissimilar from the one that formed the Lee, though not even a quarter the size. Ice screamed as it fractured, the pressure of the water backing up the river as it was forced to find a new path.

 

Ameliah didn’t have much time to appreciate her handiwork; she needed to figure out how to land with a modicum of grace. Shit, what do I have? Oh, duh, Rock Pull.

 

A sense of all rock in the area blossomed in her head, and Ameliah latched onto the largest piece around. Her trajectory reversed, and she barely had time to orient herself before she crashed into the tip of the stone pillar. Strength rushed into her, carried from the depths that this shard had called home before she’d so rudely jerked it to the surface. Her passives let her tap into that power, partially refilling her reserves and steadying her footing. This was one of the things that made high-level elemental mages so dangerous.

 

Still, she was significantly drained. She’d have to hang around Rain for a while to recover the rest of her mana. She was never going to be as efficient about this as a real Earth mage could be. Nevertheless, the job was done. She stood triumphantly, perched upon the stone, resolutely ignoring the fact that she was thoroughly drenched.

 

Damn, I forgot how good Earth Magic feels.

 

She brushed her soggy hair out of her eyes, disheveled from the force of the wind. A quick blast of Purify cleaned her off, though it could do nothing for the cold and the wet. Her sodden clothes clung to her body as she peered down at the ground, and she had to resist the urge to set herself on fire to dry herself out. She’d called enough attention to herself already. She wasn’t worried about the Watch learning of her capabilities—they already knew, and had given her permission to do this—but still.

 

A whirlpool churned below her as the momentum of the water tried to batter down her obstruction. As powerful as the flow was, it had no hope of victory, so it was forced to find a new path to the west. Water was rapidly soaking the snow that covered the ground, turning it to slush.

 

She looked east toward Vestvall, then down at the channel that the river had carved, which was now draining. She’d have to fill it in somewhere, making a bridge that their expedition could carry their supplies across. Compared to what she’d just done, that would barely be an inconvenience. Piling up a hill of dirt would be no trouble, as long as it didn’t have to resist the water’s flow. It would be good practice of her finer control.

 

She needed to get used to these skills again. Earth Magic was perfect for creating fortified camps, a necessity when traveling in a ranked zone. It was just her and Tallheart to protect the others, and without something like this, she’d end up sleeping on a sled all day, just so she could keep watch all night. Every night.

 

Honestly, did Rain think this through at all?

 



 

Freelord Samson Darr approached the wooden partition that Rain’s people had constructed. They’d blocked off access to the southern gate, setting up a private compound for their company. Apparently, the Watch had no issue with this, which wasn’t that surprising. Nobody sane would want to leave by the gate, not with the teleporter as an option.

 

Samson smiled. I suppose that makes me insane, then.

 

Passing through the narrow entrance, he paused to look around. There were crates of supplies everywhere, and a small group of workers was busy constructing…snowshoes, it looked like. Numerous Crystal Slimes were oozing through the mess. He watched as one of the slimes stole a fur-lined hat from a crate and started hauling it toward a small pile of other hats, just sitting out on the ground. None of the workers seemed to care.

 

Huh.

 

The cervidian—Tallheart, if the rumors had his name correct—was on the other side of the compound, hammering at a thick plate of metal atop an anvil. The sound of his hammer rang clear through the warm air. Next to the smith was a pile of metal scraps and a strange tank, perhaps for water. There was a fire burning under it for some reason.

 

Samson laid a hand on the sword hanging at his waist. The blade was enchanted, but it was nothing special. It will be good to meet a proper smith. Later, though.

 

Nearby where he was standing, there was an incongruously gaudy wooden desk with a woman sitting behind it. The desk looked like it had been stolen from some tasteless noble’s estate and dumped here. His mother would probably have had a fit, seeing it sitting on the dirt like that.

 

Samson smiled. One day, he would raise his children to be true nobility, without the baseless pride that plagued his family. Even his parents were afflicted with it. Awakened though they were, Samson was confident that he had been far stronger than either of them even before his own awakening. They were all lazy, his parents and his siblings, both. They thought that they were inherently better than others, simply because of their name and the history of their house. Samson was different. Samson had trained. He had made it through the Citizen’s selection process. He had earned his pride.

 

Samson turned and headed for the desk. The woman seated there was thirty or so, wearing peasant’s clothes and a tired expression. She was busy writing something on a piece of paper, but she looked up at his approach. Her skin was light brown, and her hair was dark, pointing to some distant measure of Osaran ancestry. She had attractive features, if a bit strong, and they were hardly marred by the smudge of dirt on her cheek. Her eyes narrowed warily as she inspected him in return.

 

Samson looked down at his own neatly pressed tunic. It was green, with understated gold trim. While it was plain, it made him stand out, given the type of people he saw in the compound. Hmm. I should get something more appropriate for travel.

 

Hiding his frown, he nodded to the woman. “Hello. I am here to join.”

 

She blinked at him, raising her eyebrows and setting down her pen. “Wow,” she said. “Really?”

 

Samson smiled. “Yes, really. My name is Samson. I am an acquaintance of Rain. And you are?”

 

“Vanna,” the woman said, still looking a little shocked. “You’re a noble?”

 

“Freelord,” Samson said. The term meant a noble who had broken from their house, and it was often used as a slur, though to whom it applied, it was usually a badge of honor. The woman was still looking at him like he had two heads, so he elaborated. “My great, great, great grandfather was Amnestine Darr, and it is for him that I am honored to keep my name. The rest of them can go and rot. I would pledge my sword to this cause if you will have me. I am awakened, and I have been practicing the sword for my entire life.”

 

Dearest mother is not going to be pleased. Fortunately for me, she and the rest bribed their way into the second group to Jarro. I wonder if they even noticed that I am gone.

 

“Ah,” the woman said, adopting a businesslike expression. She put aside the paper she had been working on and pulled a different sheet from a drawer in the desk. “I’ll have to test you.”

 

Samson blinked. Test me? I am not concerned, but do they not need awakened? Wait, does she doubt my word?

 

“Name and age?” the woman asked, looking at him.

 

Her name is Vanna. I must not forget. “Freelord Samson Darr, twenty years.”

 

“Occupation?”

 

“Swordsman.”

 

“Class and level?”

 

Samson paused. “Is it required for me to answer?”

 

“No,” Vanna said. “But Rain wanted me to ask.” She gestured to the paper she was writing his information on. “You can just give me a range if you prefer, or we can skip it entirely.”

 

What is the purpose of this? Does she think I will turn away? “Level five,” Samson said. “No class yet.”

 

“Wow,” Vanna said, her eyebrows practically climbing into her hair. “I didn’t think you’d actually answer.”

 

Samson smiled. “I am not afraid of people knowing my secrets. Let them come.”

 

Vanna snorted. “Okay, now that’s more like what I expected.”

 

“What is that supposed to mean?”

 

“Sorry, sorry,” Vanna said, looking back down. “Okay, I’m going to skip down a bit, since we’re on the subject. Noble section, noble section…” She ran her finger down the page. “Ah, there we go.” She cleared her throat. “Would you have a problem taking orders from a commoner?”

 

“Only if they are incompetent,” Samson said. “Rain is not.”

 

She looked up at him. “Rain says he isn’t in charge until we have that stupid vote he wants, and I wasn’t talking about him. In general, would you follow orders from a commoner, even an unawakened commoner, if they were your superior?”

 

“I—” He tilted his head. Hmm. I do not know. “I suppose it would depend on the person. I will not follow a fool.”

 

“Fair enough,” Vanna said, making a note. “Are you a speciesist?”

 

“What?”

 

She gave him a level look. “How do you feel about cervidians?”

 

Samson glanced at where Tallheart was working, then back at Vanna. “I cannot say that I have any strong opinions. I have never met one. I would never consider killing one because of the Empire’s bounty if that is what you are asking.”

 

“Good. How about other groups. Are you a racist? Do you discriminate on gender, skin color, sexual orientation, religion, or any other arbitrary category?”

 

“What is this?” Samson said, looking down at the paper. “Did you write these questions?”

 

Vanna laughed, flipping it around so he could see. The top of the page bore the words ‘Rain’s Asshole Test, Version: …’ and then a series of symbols he didn’t recognize. “Well?” she said, turning it back around.

 

“No,” Samson said. “Unless you count thinking that Bankers are greedy bastards and Guilders are reckless fools.”

 

“Hmm,” Vanna said, making a mark.

 

“Look, is Rain here?” Samson said. “No offense, Lady Vanna, but he knows me. Do we really have to go through all of this?”

 

“Oh, ‘Lady’, is it?” Vanna said, snorting. “Just Vanna.”

 

“I was only being polite,” Samson said.

 

Vanna sniffed. “Rain!” she shouted suddenly. “Get over here!”

 

“What?” came a voice from the distance. Rain’s head poked up from behind the pile of scrap near where Tallheart was working. Both of them were looking over. “Oh,” Rain said, waving. “Hey!”

 

Samson watched as Rain started moving toward him. The Night Cleaner’s form was bulky beneath his black cloak, which was open to show that that size was mostly coming from his armor, though he was blessed with height. Compared to Samson, most people were. Rain wasn’t wearing his helmet, and his face bore a neatly trimmed brown beard that it had lacked the last time Samson had seen him.

 

As he grew closer, Samson got a look at his eyes. He couldn’t put a finger on what he saw there, but something about his gaze was unsettling, perhaps its intensity. He detected no trace of the man’s rumored Aura of Fear, but he had no doubt that he could activate it if he so chose. The vision of Rain charging a howling pack of kin and burning them to a crisp with barely any effort popped into his mind.

 

I would never have thought someone could make Aura Magic so terrifying. I have a long way to go.

 

“Huh, he really does know you,” Vanna said. Samson glanced at her. She’d gotten to her feet and was standing beside him. He noticed that she was almost a hand taller than he was, but he swallowed his irritation. She looked completely at ease at the approach of a man that some called Death Zone, despite the fact that she was presumably unawakened.

 

Samson turned back, finding himself staring up at Rain, who was almost upon them. If Vanna had a hand of height on Samson, then Rain had a hand of height on her. As he came to a stop, he practically loomed over the pair of them.

 

“Hey Samson,” Rain said, offering him his hand to shake. “What brings you here?”

 

Samson grasped Rain’s offered gauntlet, shaking firmly. With his added Strength, he was able to match the Night Cleaner’s firm grip easily. “I came to thank you again for freeing me from the Citizen, as well as to offer you my services.”

 

Rain blinked, then a huge grin broke out on his face. His teeth were just as unsettlingly white as Samson remembered, and he had to fight to control his expression. They were like bones that had been bleached by the sun and polished to a mirror sheen.

 

“Rain, I didn’t finish the test, but he seems okay,” Vanna said.

 

“Good, good,” Rain said, still smiling. He looked at Samson. “So, you really want to join, huh? Not just the trip to Vestvall, but the whole thing?”

 

“Yes,” Samson said, nodding. “If you will have me. I was impressed by your leadership in the Fells, and I see great value in traveling with you, wherever it may lead.”

 

“What about your family?” Rain asked. “We didn’t get time to really get to know each other in the Fells, but I heard a bit about them from Lady Par. Just gossip, I’m afraid. If you know Lady Par, you’ll understand what I mean.”

 

Samson snorted. He knew precisely what Rain meant. “Don’t worry about my family. They have already left for the DKE, and are probably licking Jarro’s boots already. I have no interest in joining them.”

 

“Well, all right then,” Rain said. “Welcome to the company. We don’t have a name yet, but I’m working on it. I’m also overdue on setting out some official rules, but for now, everyone’s an equal, and the guiding principle is ‘don’t be an asshole.’ You probably figured that out from Vanna’s questions.”

 

“Fair enough,” Samson said. He looked around at the workers and the slimes, both toiling away industriously. “How can I help?”

 

“Hmm,” Rain said. “Maybe combat lessons? You’re amazing with that sword. Would you be willing to teach—hang on, one second. Act casual.”

 

“What?” Samson said.

 

Rain raised a hand as if to scratch his beard, but instead, he made the hand sign for ‘silence’, then the one for ‘wait’ as soon as his arm was in front of his body. Samson glanced at Vanna, raising an eyebrow. She looked just as confused as he was. Samson jumped, reaching for his sword as Rain suddenly burst into motion.

 

“CONSTANT VIGILANCE!” Rain roared, cloak whipping as he spun unnaturally fast, trails of wind following his movements. His arm shot up, pointing into the empty air behind him. There was a startled cry, and Samson began to draw his sword as he realized that it had come from the empty spot that Rain was pointing at. Before he could complete the motion, an Osaran man wearing a black jacket popped into view. Samson recognized him as the adventurer that they’d rescued in the Fells.

 

“Gods damn it, Rain!” the man said, laying a hand on his chest. “What the fuck?!”

 

“Ha!” Rain said, lowering his hand. “How do you like the taste of your own medicine?” He snorted out a laugh.

 

Samson slowly slid his sword back into its sheath. The…taste of your own medicine? What’s that supposed to mean? No, more importantly, what’s the Osaran doing here? He can become invisible? I suppose that explains how he got into the Fells…

 

Samson looked closer at the man. He had dark hair in a ponytail, and there was a spray of tiny pale scars on his left cheek that he didn’t remember being there, almost like the man had been splattered by burning oil. Other than that, he looked in much better condition than the last time he’d seen him.

 

“Bah,” the Osaran said, lowering his hand from his chest as he stared at Rain. “Did you hear me coming, or was it that skill of yours?”

 

“The skill, of course,” Rain said. “Face it, Val, your days of sneaking up on me are done.”

 

“Owned,” Vanna said.

 

Rain clapped his hands sharply, raising one into the air with an immensely satisfied expression on his face. He laughed. “Perfect usage, Vanna. Just perfect. Much better than last time. Also acceptable would have been ‘wrecked’ or ‘rekt’.”

 

Is that last one even a word? What is going on?

 

“Anyway, Samson, this is Val. Val, Samson.” Rain gestured. “You’ve met him, Val, but you probably don’t remember it. He helped save your life in the Fells.”

 

“Oh,” Val said. He stepped around Rain, offering Samson his hand. “I suppose I should thank you then.”

 

Samson shook it firmly, nodding. “Don’t worry about it. So, you’re in this company, too, then?”

 

“Naturally,” Val said. “We’re going blue hunting. You’d have to be an idiot not to be interested in that.”

 

“Mmm,” Samson said, reserving his opinion. Rain was one thing, but this Val was the walking embodiment of the adventurer stereotype. I should talk to Rain about enforcing some discipline in this company of his. This could get out of hand quickly, depending on how many adventurers are involved.

 

Rain nodded. “Anyway, Val, did you want something, or were you just coming over to say boo?”

 

Val shrugged. “I just wanted to see what a noble was doing here.”

 

“Joining,” Samson said. “We were just discussing what I could do to help.”

 

“About that,” Rain said. “I just had an idea when we were talking about the Fells.” He glanced at Val before looking back at Samson. “No, we’re not sneaking in there. It hasn’t gone up in level, and anyway, Bartum says the Watch has it locked up tighter than the Bank vault. I was just thinking that the rest of our party from that delve might want to come. Samson, do you think you can go find out?”

 

“Hmm, I doubt Arlo and Rina will be interested. Bosco might be, perhaps. I can ask. Breggeh has already left for Jarro, according to Kettel. I spoke with him this morning, and I know that he already intends on joining.”

 

“Where did you see Kettel?” Rain asked. “I’ve been looking for him. I heard from the Watch that, well… Anyway, I’ve got some yelling to do when I find him. One of the first things that I’m going to do is run a training course on how not to be a reckless jackass.”

 

“I feel like you’re talking to me,” Val said.

 

Rain snorted.

 

Good. Perhaps I will not have to speak with him after all. 

 

Samson nodded. “I saw Kettel by the eastern stronghold. I wouldn’t bother going over there, though. He asked me if I wanted to go with him into the city to scavenge. When I said no, he and the rest of his group wandered off. I haven’t seen them since.”

 

“And you just let him go?” Rain said, incredulous. “What group?” he demanded. “Who was with him?”

 

“I am not his father,” Samson said with a shrug. “Some bronzeplates from the Guild. The only one that I knew was Mahria, and only because of her mother. Did you hear that—”

 

“Yes, I know.” Rain interrupted. “When did they leave? Did you say this morning? Shit, it’s past noon, they… Shit!”

 

“Where are you going?” Samson said, watching as Rain started sprinting for the exit from the compound.

 

“Rescue mission,” Val said, grinning.

 

“Yes, but not alone,” Rain said. He’d stopped almost as soon as he started. Samson glanced at Vanna, then back at Rain as he heard him sigh. “One pack of idiots trying to get themselves killed is enough. Vanna, please manage things here. Try to keep Staavo from bothering Tallheart too much once he gets back. I’m going to find Ameliah, or, if she’s not around, Bartum. I should be able to convince him to give us some help.” He beckoned, then started moving again. “Come on, Samson, Val, let’s go.” He slammed his hands together, his gauntlets making the collision sharp and loud. “Damn it, Kettel!”
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111: Pickup

                 

Kettel scowled after the retreating noble. “What an asshole. Thinks he’s so fancy with his stupid gold trim.”

 

Jaks laughed. “A noble like him doesn’t need money, not like us starving bronzes. Makes sense he wouldn’t be interested since he said he doesn’t need the experience either. Shouldn’t have gotten your hopes up, pup.”

 

“Don’t call me pup!” Kettel snapped, glaring at the scarred man.

 

“I’ll call you what you are, pup,” Jaks grinned, running a bare hand along the edge of the axe he’d been sharpening. “If you don’t like it, do something about it.”

 

Kettel cringed as the blood from the wound flowed unnaturally to coat the jagged blade in a layer of red. Jaks licked his palm, blood staining his chin, then slipped the axe back through a loop in his belt and drew another one of the same type from his opposite hip.

 

“Oh, please do,” said Mahria from where she was seated on a barrel, staff across her knees as she kicked her feet. “I’m getting bored.”

 

“No fighting,” said Stoneshield, “Save your mana for the monsters.” Stoneshield was a bronzeplate warrior of the traditional variety, using both a sword and a shield. He liked telling people what to do, for all that nobody wanted him as a leader. Also, his shield wasn’t even made of stone. Why call yourself Stoneshield if yer shield’s made o’ wood, dumbshit?

 

“Quiet, dad,” Mahria said.

 

Kettel snorted and looked away. Jaks ain’t worth me time. He’s jus’ tryin’ to get me goat, an’ Stoneshield might be a bossy git, but he’s right. There’re monsters tha’ need burnin’ more’n some asshole blood mage axe murderer or whatever tha depths Jaks is supposed to be.

 

“Can we just go already?” said Elmwood. “We’ll be fine with six.” Elmwood was a Nature Mage, and he was clearly taking pains to look the part. His youthful face bore an unkempt old-man beard, and he had hair that a bird would have been happy to call home. He’d described himself as a utility caster, and supposedly, he could summon a tree spirit, though he was refusing to demonstrate. 

 

“And what happens when you’re out of mana, Bushface?” said Mindyblades. She was their final member, a dual-wielder like Jaks, obvious from her name even if you missed the pair of shortswords strapped to her hips. She was also the closest to his own age, a year or two older, at most.

 

“It will be fine, Mindy,” said Elmwood. “And don’t call me Bushface.”

 

“Mindyblades,” she corrected him. “I’ll stop calling you Bushface when you get it right. Or shave.”

 

“Damn it, fine,” said Stoneshield. He muttered something under his breath, then continued in a louder voice. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. Jaks and I are the battle line, plus the ent if we need it to turtle for us. Elmwood, Kettel, and Mahria are in the back throwing spells, and Mindyblades is in charge of making sure nothing sneaks around and guts them. Everyone fine with that?”

 

Kettel shrugged. It sounded reasonable. The man did have more experience than he did with this kind of thing, and just going with his plan was easier than trying to propose one of his own. This was only Kettel’s second experience in a party, after all. I jus’ wish Rain weren’t famous. He’d be a better leader than this bossy git, but the Watch would never let ‘em go out alone. They’d come with ‘em, and then they’d claim all our loot. Six-way split is bad enough.

 

“Good,” Stoneshield said. “Now, I propose we start at the Guild square.”

 

“There’s nothing left there,” said Jaks. “I should know.” He juggled his axe into his elbow and raised his hands, showing them the rings adorning his bloody fingers. “Raided the Havenheild outfitter myself.”

 

Mahria snorted. “And you went for statrings? Really?”

 

“Piss off,” Jaks said. “I ain’t got much mana, and I’m bloody broke. You think I can afford to keep fancy equipment charged? Plus, I wasn’t the only one, and I wasn’t goin’ to start a fight over something I don’t need.”

 

“I’ve got an idea,” Kettel said, interrupting Mahria’s reply.

 

“Oh, cute,” said Mindyblades. “The pup’s got an idea.”

 

“Stuff yer’ hole,” Kettel said, not even looking at her. It was Stoneshield that he needed to convince. “So ye know the Night Cleaner, right? I was talkin’ to ‘im a few days ago—we’re friends, him an’ me—an’ he said tha he thinks Rankin’s been stealin’ Tel an’ shit from tha Guild. Said he thinks he’s been stashin’ it somewhere. I’m thinkin’ we find his house and see if Rain were right.”

 

“I’d believe it,” said Elmwood. “Rankin’s an ass. Halgrave was much better at the job.”

 

“Mmm,” Mahria said, as if unconvinced. Kettel looked at her, raising an eyebrow. Ain’t Halgrave her da? She got some problem with ‘im?

 

“And I know where Rankin’s house is, I think,” said Mindyblades. “It’s not that far from the Guild. We can start at the Guild square to make sure that it’s really been picked over, then head there next.”

 

“Sounds good,” Mahria said, hopping off the barrel and thumping her staff against it loudly. She gestured to Stoneshield. “Let’s go. After you, old man.”

 

“Who are you calling old?” said Stoneshield. “I’m twenty-four. How old are you?”

 

“None of your gods-damned business,” Mahria said.

 

“Older, then,” Jaks said, laughing. “Sure don’t act like it.”

 



 

 

The group moved cautiously down the street that led to the Guild square, weaving around the occasional chest-high mushroom that had erupted through the crumbling cobblestones. It was daytime, and they had yet to run into any resistance, the monsters preferring to stay within the ruins of houses and shops rather than roam the streets. They were still within sight of the barricade, in fact. The Watch had let them through grudgingly, warning them that they were going to be on their own and insisting that they not cross the river. That was a request that they planned on ignoring, as their second destination was on the other side.

 

Kettel was reviewing everything he knew about awakened combat as they walked. In addition to his own experience, he’d picked up a few snippets at the Guild, as well as endured Rain’s monologue on skill selection. On a mission like this, mages like him were the reserve. They were only supposed to use their magic to attack if it looked like the warriors would be overwhelmed. It all came down to efficiency. It only took like a point of stamina to swing a sword dozens of times, but a single Firebolt cost ten mana. Once a mage had exhausted their reserves, they were done, usually for at least a day unless you were some sort of mana freak like Rain.

 

In Kettel’s case, with only two spells and no metamagic, the math wasn’t unapproachable. It was just adding and counting. All you had to do was start with the cost of the spell, then keep adding it to itself until you got to your maximum mana, counting how many times it took. That got you how many times you could cast the spell. Both of his abilities needed ten mana per cast, and he had eight hundred mana, so that was eighty shots. He was pretty sure that he had that right, even though he’d never tested it.

 

In practice, the headache got so bad that he had to stop well before he got to that point. He’d been resting for the past three days to let his pool refill, and he was actually at full for the first time since he’d cast his very first Firebolt. He could have recovered all of that mana in a single night, probably, if he’d been willing to subject himself to Rain’s aura. He shivered. It’s jus’ so damn unsettlin’, bein’ cold without bein’ cold.

 

He knew he’d have to get used to it eventually if he was going to travel with Rain, but he just couldn’t see the point to regaining mana that fast. Twenty shots in a row left him feeling like he wanted to die. Spreading it out over a day helped, which he hoped he’d be able to do here. Worst case, he still had eighty shots. A headache wasn’t going to stop him from throwing fire if he needed it to save his life. He’d do his best to conserve his mana nevertheless—after he got the first kill, of course.

 

Kettel glanced at Mahria. I wonder how many shots she’s got? Probably no more’n me. Rumor is she ain’t got no class neither. He shifted his gaze to Elmwood. This guy, though, no idea. What’s a Nature Mage even do?

 

“Movement ahead,” Stoneshield said. “Just some slimes.”

 

“Mine!” shouted Mahria. There was a blue flash, then a spike of ice flew over Stoneshield’s shoulder. It struck one of the slimes, piercing straight through it and smashing into the ground on the other side with a sound like shattering glass. A bell chimed in Kettel’s head, accompanied by burning words.

 

Your group has defeated [Slime]

Contribution: 1 in 100

Experience: None

 

“Yeah, perfect shot!” Mahria shouted. She had her staff in a two-handed grip over her shoulder, one end pointing at the unfortunate slime. “First kill.”

 

Kettel frowned. Damn it, she beat me to it. Does tha’ staff help her aim or somethin’? Should I get me one? He returned his attention to the burning message. Contribution one in one hundred? Fer what? Moral support?

 

There were two more flashes in rapid succession, and two more slimes met their ends, pierced in the exact same manner.

 

“It’s just slimes. Save your mana, idiot,” said Jaks.

 

“Ugh, foul things,” Stoneshield said. He raised his sword and advanced, shield leading.

 

“I could summon my ent,” said Elmwood.

 

“Save that too,” said Jaks. “We aren’t gonna get very far if we’re afraid of a little mess.”

 

Kettel watched as Stoneshield and Jaks tore into the slimes. There were only four left, and it was over in seconds. The only damage taken by the party was to their noses. Me contribution’s still one in one hundred fer all of ‘em, even though I did fuck all. Why’s tha’?

 

“We’re not gonna try sifting through them, are we?” Elmwood asked, following after the warriors. Kettel joined him, deliberately walking around the spreading ooze. The slime’s acid would still be active, and he wasn’t about to ruin his boots. They were new.

 

“Forget it,” said Stoneshield. “Not worth the effort, and I hear these things aren’t dropping Tel anyway. Besides, I left my colander at home.”

 

Kettel laughed. “That ain’t a bad idea, actually. Beats how I used ta do it.”

 

“How’d you used to do it?” asked Mindyblades.

 

“Greased meself up and jus’ went at ‘em starkers.”

 

“What?” said Mahria. Her head whipped around as she turned it to stare at him, revulsion and disbelief warring on her face. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

 

“I ain’t!” Kettel said, laughing at her reaction. Fancy girl like ‘er’s prolly never been dirty a day in ‘er life. “Trick is in keepin’ yer mouth shut. Made tha’ mistake before.”

 

“You’re serious?” said Elmwood. Kettel grinned at him. “By the gods. You are serious.” Elmwood looked queasy as he stared at Kettel. “You’re insane.”

 

Jaks laughed. “The pup’s got the right of it. I’ve had my clothes burned off me more times than I can count. Acid, fire, shit, whatever, it’s all the same. Skin you can wash; clothes, you just replace when you’re done. Now come on, I ain’t got all day.”

 

Mahria sniffed. She deliberately strode straight through the remains of the slimes, her boots making unpleasant squelching noises as the hem of her blue robe dragged through the ooze. “Or you get a basic Chem-resist treatment from an alchemist. Honestly, I think some of you like being completely filthy.”

 

“If you’re hunting slimes for Tel, you can’t afford something like that,” said Mindyblades. “Not everyone’s got a mother like yours to get them started. I remember when I—Hey! You splashed me!”

 

“Don’t fucking talk about my mother,” Mahria said coldly, lowering her boot after having sent a glob of slime her way.

 

“Enough,” said Stoneshield. “We’re moving. Come on.”

 

“But my cloak is—”

 

“Just stop bloody talking, all of you,” said Jaks. “About anyone’s mother, your laundry, the weather, or whatever. We’re here to kill things and loot shit. This isn’t a morning stroll.”

 



 

 

“Well, we have a problem,” Stoneshield said, darting out of the Guildhall and back into the square. “It doesn’t want to come out. We’re going to have to fight it in there if we want to go in.”

 

“Damn,” said Jaks. “That’s just what I had planned for today when I woke up this morning. Getting crushed by a building.”

 

“I vote Kettel sets the whole thing on fire,” said Mindyblades.

 

Kettel grinned. “I could do, sure, but then we’d have ta wait fer it ta burn out.” He tapped his forehead. “Ya gotta think these things through. The point’s ta see if there’s anythin’ worth takin’ in there.”

 

“Guild pays in Tel,” said Elmwood. “That means they’ve got to keep plenty on hand. I vote we go for it.”

 

“Someone already would have cleared out the money chest,” said Stoneshield. “Probably Rankin or one of the clerks. I know Rankin’s already got the ledgers. He wouldn’t have taken those and left the cash.”

 

“I could use the experience, either way,” Stoneshield said. “A Stumper is worth sixteen fifty. Even split six ways, that’s worth the effort. The things are slow and easy to kill. Greater monster, my ass.”

 

“I’m not fighting a Stumper inside a building,” said Mindyblades. “Getting crushed by a falling roof might be on Jaks’s list for today, but it’s not on mine.”

 

“You need to actually hit it if you want it to follow you into the light,” Mahria said. “If you hurt it, it will come out. Trust me. I’ve done this before. Here, move.”

 

She stood facing the open door to the guild’s dim interior, then raised her hand. “Everyone ready?” she asked. She didn’t even look back before she launched a spike of ice. There was a soft thwump of impact, then a deep roar as Mahria calmly but quickly backpedaled from the entrance. Kettel grinned and raised his hands as the front of the Guild exploded. The gigantic mushroom man had smashed through the wall rather than try and squeeze through the door. Time ta burn, ye idiot mushroom! Jus’ gotta wait fer me chance.

 

“Shit, behind!” Mindyblades shouted.

 

Kettel whirled to see a pack of gigantic rats flowing out of an alleyway. They were headed straight for them. Burning text above their health bars labeled them as Venomfang Plague Rats. They were significantly smaller than the Trundlers that Kettel had fought in the Fells, but they looked quite a bit faster. It was clear that they’d heard the Stumper’s roar and rushed out to investigate. Tha’ or me luck is jus’ tha’ fuckin’ bad.

 

He shouted, launching a Firebolt at the lead rat. It would have missed, had not the rat’s attempted dodge actually brought it into the missile’s path. It screeched as its fur caught fire, and the other rats hesitated long enough for Jaks to plant himself between the mages and the oncoming swarm.

 

“Don’t get bit,” he said, then charged.

 

“A little help over here!” shouted Stoneshield. The Stumper roared in pain and anger, and a blast of cold wind told him that Mahria was responsible, though most of Kettel’s attention was on the rats so he couldn’t pay attention to what she was doing.

 

“Roots! Ten seconds!” Elmwood shouted.

 

Kettel blinked as the cobblestones beneath the rats erupted with grasping vines, clinging to anything and everything above the ground, Jaks included.

 

“Damn it,” Jaks said, struggling against the vines with a rat hanging off his forearm where it had sunk its teeth. He hacked into its back with his axe, severing its spine, then tossed the head away.

 

Your group has defeated [Venomfang Plague Rat]

Contribution: 1 in 100

Experience: 1

 

Shit, what am I doin’? Kettel swore, then took careful aim and shot a Firebolt at another of the entangled rats. It hit with a puff of flame, igniting the rat’s fur, but not killing it. Damn it! I need fuckin’ metamagic! He fired again, then once more. The third shot did the trick.

 

Your group has defeated [Venomfang Plague Rat]

Contribution: 3 in 4

Experience: 112

 

Jaks roared, breaking free of the vines, which were starting to dry and crumble. He took advantage of the still bound rats, slashing at them mercilessly. A random javelin took one in the neck, killing it instantly.

 

What the hells?

 

Kettel looked around and spotted Elmwood, and what he saw was so distracting that he forgot about the rats for a moment. Spears were erupting from the ground surrounding the Nature Mage. It took him a moment to realize that they were actually trees, growing rapidly as if they were being pushed up through the cobblestones. As Kettel watched, Elmwood pulled one from the ground and hurled it, its leaves falling away and turning brown as it flew toward the monsters.

 

“Damn it!” Stoneshield roared. There was a mighty thud of impact as the Stumper’s fist crashed into his shield, driving him back. Mindyblades took the opportunity to carve an X into its back, and only then did Kettel realize she was no longer with them. The Stumper’s health was already at half, and another chunk of its bar vanished as a shard of ice struck it in the cap. Depths, that’s way stronger than me Firebolts.

 

“Fucking pay attention!” Elmwood shouted at Kettel, pointing at the rats.

 

Kettel jumped. Damn it! He’d only looked away for a moment, but Elmwood was right. He turned back just in time to see a rat lunging for his leg.

 

Instinctively, he used Flamestrike. Feet counted as melee weapons as far as the spell was concerned, and his fiery kick sent the rat flying. He sent a Firebolt after it for good measure, but it missed horribly.

 

“Someone get ‘em off me!” Jaks shouted. He had three rats latched onto him, one on each leg and another hanging from the back of his shirt. He killed one with a strike from his axe, but another rushed in to replace it.

 

Short of launching a Firebolt at him, there wasn’t much Kettel could do to fulfill Jaks’s request, especially since he was busy with his own problems. The first rat that he’d torched had finally managed to put itself out and was coming for him, angry and burned, its health at half. Kettel fired another shot at it but missed. Damn it! He stomped at it with Flame Strike, but the rat skittered out of the way of his boot. It took advantage of his unbalance and leapt at him, sinking its teeth deep into his arm. Its sharp fangs plunged straight through his shirt as if the tough canvas wasn’t even there.

 

His shout had come more from surprise than pain, though it definitely didn’t feel great having teeth scraping against the bones of your forearm. Kettel slammed a flaming fist into the rat’s skull, killing it in an explosion that probably did just as much damage to him as it had to the rat. He dropped to the ground, rolling to extinguish the fire before it could burn through his shirt.

 

By the time he managed to put it out, the battle was over, the system’s chime announcing the Stumper’s death. Kettel had no idea who’d killed it, nor did he care. The pain from his arm was growing worse and worse, the heat from the bite rapidly eclipsing that of his own flames.

 

Shit, venom! It’s in tha name.

 

Kettel tore at his sleeve, then raised his arm to his mouth, sucking at the wound. His blood tasted sharply metallic, with a foreign tang of acid that must have been from the rat’s bite. He spat, then placed his lips on the second puncture as he glanced at his health. It was dropping slowly, the green bar in his vision still mostly full. He spat again. Suddenly, the pain from his arm lessened, the fire receding to a dull, smoldering ache as his health bar stopped dropping.

 

Fuckin’ hells! What’s tha’ about?

 

“I said don’t get bit, pup,” said Jaks. Kettel looked up to see the scarred man grinning down at him. His scarred face was a ruin of shredded skin and blood. “I’m the only one who’s allowed to get bit.” He offered him a bloody hand attached to an arm that looked like it had been through a meat grinder. “Come on, walk it off.”

 

 



 

Several hours later, Kettel cursed as a piece of broken glass sliced his hand. He was using a rag to mop up a spilled potion, the glass bottle having shattered when it had struck the ground. He lifted the sopping-wet rag, the white cloth stained green with potion and with a smear of red near his thumb. He stared at his blood numbly, his head pounding from mana overuse.

 

“Hurry,” said Elmwood, his voice cracking with panic.

 

Kettel snapped out of it. He got to his feet and hurried over. Elmwood took the rag, then maneuvered it over Stoneshield’s mouth, wringing out the liquid. Stoneshield spluttered, then gulped it down.

 

“Gah, tastes like shit,” he said, then spat a bloody glob onto the ground. “And I could have done without the glass.”

 

“Is it gonna work?” Kettel asked, looking at Stoneshield’s twisted leg. The bone was sticking through the skin, and Kettel once more had to look away. They’d moved on from the Guild square, crossed the river, and had actually been making good progress until they’d tried taking on a trio of Stumpers at once. They’d felled one of them, but then Mindyblades and Jaks had gotten dosed with a lungful of spores. Stoneshield had gotten cornered while protecting them, which ended up with the Stumper smashing him through a house.

 

“It should,” Mahria said. “The potion hasn’t been exposed to the air for that long.”

 

“We should have brought a healer,” Elmwood said for the fifth time.

 

“Depths, this hurts!” growled Stoneshield. “Straighten out my damn leg. The potion’s trying to—ah wait, it’s gonna do it on its ow—FUCK!”

 

There was a sickening cracking sound as Stoneshield’s knee snapped back into place. Kettel’s stomach tried to revolt, but it was Elmwood that vomited. Kettel looked away, fighting to avoid joining him.

 

“Well, I can’t say I’ve seen THAT happen before,” Mahria said. She sounded curious, not even slightly disturbed by the sight of blood, in contrast to how she’d reacted to Kettel’s slime-fighting technique.

 

“Mahria,” Stoneshield wheezed. “Check on Jaks. Kettel, help Mindy.”

 

“Mindyblades,” came a weak rasp, followed by a hacking cough. Kettel had gotten back to his feet, but Mindyblades raised a hand, waving him away. “I’m…okay. Breathing hurts, but I’m—” She stopped, consumed by another fit of coughing.

 

“Jaks is out,” Mahria said. She had her finger pressed to the man’s neck. “His heart’s beating, though. He’ll be fine. I think it’s just Healing Trance again. Bastard’s regeneration is insane. I mean, look at him, there’s not a scratch on him.”

 

“Gods’ damned mushrooms,” Stoneshield said, wrapping the cloth around his knee.

 

“At least we got tha fucks,” Kettel said, gesturing to the burning building. Belatedly, he realized that the cut on his hand from the glass had healed. The potion? He rubbed the mixture of blood, potion, and mud on his punctured arm, which was still burning slightly, even though it had been hours.

 

“We’re fucked!” Elmwood said, coughing as he pushed himself away from the puddle of his own vomit. “Totally fucked! We’ll never make it back now.”

 

“Calm the hells down,” Stoneshield said. “Summon your damn ent, and somebody drag me away from this fire before I cook. I swear, if any of you even think about leaving me here, I’ll murder you.”

 

“Um, problem,” Mahria said, pointing. Kettel’s blood ran cold when he saw what she’d seen. There was an enormous group of Coal Lurkers headed straight for them down the street. No, ‘enormous’ was too small of a word. It looked like every Coal Lurker in the city had come to play, bringing their entire families with them, going by the number of broodlings. The clitter-clack of their armored legs grew louder, the sounds blending together until it sounded like distant rain, then a downpour, drowning out the crackling of the burning house. I thought fire drove monsters away. Guess I was bloody wrong about that. Fuck!

 

Elmwood fell back to his knees. “Oh Dystees, forgive me for my lack of faith. I’ll sing of your glory night and day, I swear it. Please! Shelter me in your light!”

 

“Shut the fuck up!” Mahria shouted, raising her staff horizontally across her head. “Summon the damn ent. Kettel, stop gawking and distract them or something. I’m gonna drop a Froststorm right on us, but I need time.”

 

“Oh, great, that’ll fuckin’ help!” Kettel said sarcastically, opening fire on the approaching spider wave. At least I don’t have ta’ aim. Depths, there’s thousands of ‘em.

 

Stoneshield struggled himself up into a sitting position, then cried out and fell back to the ground. Mindyblades was up, still coughing and with snot running from her nose, but she had her swords in her hands.

 

“I just need sixty seconds,” Mahria shouted.

 

“Well, we’re dead, then,” Kettel said, launching another Firebolt.

 

Jaks suddenly gasped, sitting up. He took one look at the oncoming horde, then started to laugh. “What the depths did I miss?”

 

Jaks was still laughing when the spider-things swarmed over them. It didn’t seem very funny to Kettel. He screwed his eyes shut and flailed about wildly, calling fire to his fists, and rolling on the ground, trying to smash the spiders to pulp. He felt the sharp pinpricks of their legs tearing into him, and the wet sucking pressure of their sucker-mouths as they latched onto his skin. He didn’t scream. Screaming would just let them get down his throat.

 

Flamestrike! Flamestrike! Flamestrike!

 

Kettel was completely focused on the burning interface in his mind as he fought to keep the panic at bay. His mana was burning away, the white bar that represented his reserves being consumed by fire with each cast. Likewise, his green health bar was crumbling to ash as spiders attached themselves to him faster than he could remove them. He could feel the blood being drained from his body even as his skin crisped from the heat of his own flames.

 

“Summon Lesser Ent!” Elmwood shrieked, his shrill cry cutting through the clacking din and Jaks’s continuing laughter.

 

No, ye fucks! Flamestrike! Flamestrike! I ain’t dyin’ like a coward! Flamestrike!

 

The last sliver of Kettel’s mana bar vanished in a puff of smoke, and he had to fight to stay conscious. He wasn’t sure if one of the monsters had stabbed its armored leg into his brain, or if the excruciating agony was just from the mana usage. Burning smoke filled his lungs, rank with the scent of burning hair, blood, and shit. He couldn’t breathe; the heat was overwhelming. Still, he didn’t stop fighting. He tore the spiders away, ripping out what felt like huge chunks of his flesh in the process.

 

Ah, balls. His health had dropped down to a quarter, and he could feel the strength draining from his limbs.

 

Suddenly, a howling wind filled the air. There was a thunderous crack, and an explosion of kill notifications filled his mind with fire even as his body was pelted by freezing sleet. Mahria’s voice reverberated through the air, seeming to come from the maelstrom itself.

 

“FROSTSTORM!”

 

Jaks’s laughter was the last thing that Kettel heard before the fire in his mind extinguished, along with his consciousness.

 



 

 

“Congratulations,” Rain’s voice said. “You died.”

 

“Welcome to the club,” someone else said, a voice that Kettel didn’t know.

 

He opened his eyes, fighting against the light and the disorientation. Rain was there, and the man from the Fells, and what was clearly a divine messenger, her beautiful face lit by the brilliant smoke that was flowing from her skin.

 

Where am I? That light…Heaven Dystees? Did Elmwood actually—?

 

“I’m dead?!” he shouted, trying to sit up.

 

He didn’t make it very far. The moment his head lifted from the ground, he was struck by a gut-wrenching bout of vertigo and a spike of pain that made him abort the attempt.

 

Rain laughed, sounding relieved as he hugged the divine messenger. “He’s fine.”

 

What? The clouds were spinning in the sky, and his thoughts felt sluggish and snarled. Why is Rain…here?

 

“It was close,” the divine messenger said, smiling compassionately at Rain as he released her. “We got to him just in time.” Kettel blinked as the light faded, realizing that it was just the same spell Rain was always using, though the luminous smoke had been behaving slightly differently. The woman’s face also wasn’t as divine as it had seemed. She was beautiful, yes, but it was an earthly beauty.

 

“I think I’m in love,” he said stupidly, staring at her.

 

“Does this happen to you a lot, Ameliah?” the man from the Fells asked.

 

“All the time,” she said, sounding suddenly tired.

 

“Here, Kettel,” Rain said, sweeping off his thick black cloak and heading toward him. “Looks like you need my cloak again.”

 

“But I’m no cold—oh.” Looking down, Kettel had noticed that he was completely naked, his body lying bare on the dirt. He looked back up, his face heating as Rain covered him with the fabric. “It were the Froststorm, I swear.”

 

The man from the Fells snorted, then turned and walked away.

 

“Uh huh,” Ameliah said, turning to Rain. “I’m going to go fix the others. They’d probably be fine, but I’m not waiting for Wallace. Sooner is better than later with healing.”

 

“Thanks, Ameliah,” Rain said. “I don’t know what I’d have done without you.” He glared at Kettel, then jerked his head toward her. “Say thank you, idiot,” he hissed.

 

“Thank you,” Kettel said woodenly. The clouds were still spinning. I…I’m really alive?
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112: Revelation

                 

Bartum had sent two sentinels and six officers with Rain on his rescue mission. They’d run into Ameliah as she was returning through the barricade. By this point, they’d spotted smoke coming from the far side of the river. Rain had been more concerned with getting to Kettel quickly, so he hadn’t asked her what she’d been up to, and it had since slipped his mind.

 

The rescue party had rushed through the city, arriving just after Mahria finished casting Froststorm. They were too late to do anything other than to check for survivors.

 

Rain had Purified the pile of dead Coal Lurkers out of existence, revealing several lacerated and frozen human bodies beneath it. Ameliah hadn’t hesitated. She’d darted straight to Kettel and stabilized him before moving on to the others, who, it turned out, weren’t nearly as hurt as they appeared. One of them had received some concerning internal injuries, but that was it. No one had died.

 

Now, the Watch was busy setting up a perimeter. Ameliah said that everyone would be able to walk back under their own power, provided that they had a half-hour or so to recover from the healing. She was currently discussing something with the sentinels, while Rain had just finished helping to get some fires going.

 

Satisfied that nothing was going to pop in to surprise them, Rain nodded to the officers he’d been assisting, then made his way over to where Kettel and the other members of his so-called party were resting. It was time to figure out what the hell was wrong with their brains.

 

“Okay, does someone want to explain what you lot were doing out here?” he said as he came to a stop in front of them.

 

It was Mahria who answered. “What do you think? We were hunting monsters, of course.”

 

“You could do that from within sight of the barricades,” Rain said. “I don’t buy it. You were looting.”

 

“Fine, so?” Mahria said, defiantly. “These houses are abandoned.”

 

Rain rubbed the bridge of his nose, sighing deeply. “That’s not the point. I’m less worried about what you were doing, and more about how you were doing it. What made you think that coming out here with only six people was a good idea? And without a healer, no less. All of you could have died.”

 

“We didn’t, though,” Mahria said. “We would have been fine without your help.”

 

“Mahria, I don’t think—” Stoneshield began.

 

“Let me do the talking,” Mahria snapped, glaring at him.

 

“You wouldn’t have been fine,” Rain said, nodding to Stoneshield before returning his attention to Mahria. “Kettel would have died, and probably Mindyblades as well.” He turned to look at the younger woman. “Ameliah said your lungs were in really bad shape.”

 

“You know me?” Mindyblades said, a puzzled expression on her face.

 

“I know who you are,” Rain said, sweeping his gaze over them, “All of you. Which is why I know that your little group wasn’t up to this. Not with six. What were you thinking?”

 

“Hey, listen here, kid,” said Jaks. “Thanks for the rescue, but we don’t need the bloody lecture.”

 

“Clearly, you do,” Rain said. “What part about ‘don’t cross the river’ didn’t make it through your thick skulls?”

 

“As if we care what the Watch says,” said Jaks. “We aren’t bootlickers like you. I notice you’ve got yourself a new plate. Joined them, huh? Fucking traitor.”

 

Rain reached up to touch his custodian’s plate, which hung from his neck along with the bronze one from the Guild. He glanced at the pair of sentinels that were still speaking with Ameliah, then back at Jaks. “This just means I’m their ally. It doesn’t mean I’ve joined them or that I’m leaving the Guild. And don’t change the subject. I’m still waiting for an explanation.”

 

“We were lookin’ fer—Ah!” Kettel shouted as Mahria elbowed him.

 

“Looking for what?” Rain asked as Kettel rubbed his ribs.

 

“Don’t you dare tell him,” said Mahria, glaring at Kettel.

 

“But it were his ide—Oi! Stop that!”

 

“Ah, I see,” Rain said, looking around. “So that’s it. Which house is Rankin’s?”

 

“Damn it, Kettel,” said Jaks. “Now he’s gonna want a share, if he doesn’t just bloody take it all.”

 

“So, you already found something, then?” Rain raised an eyebrow. He boosted Detection to the absolute limit short of Aura Focus and released a pulse, checking for Tel. The extra power would be needed to punch through any Arcane resistance that the others might have.

 

The scan returned signals from everyone except Ameliah and the two sentinels, which wasn’t that surprising. He hadn’t expected to be able to overcome a silverplate’s defenses so casually. As for what he learned, the group before him did indeed have some Tel on them. The quantity varied, with Kettel being particularly broke. Nobody was carrying anything like the mother-lode that he’d have expected had they found Rankin’s stash.

 

Rain clicked his tongue. “No, none of you has more than a few dozen Tel. You haven’t found it, and it’s not within my range, either.”

 

“How did you—” Mindyblades began, but Rain cut her off.

 

“So you haven’t found it yet, and you didn’t want Kettel to spill the beans. That means you were planning on trying this again. Did you all eat a lot of paint chips as kids?”

 

“Beans? Paint chips?” Stoneshield said. “I have no idea what the depths you’re talking about.”

 

Rain sighed. My references are lost on this world. He shook his head wearily. He’d stayed up too late last night, and he was starting to get one of his soul headaches. Time to get serious. “Look, you know the rule about not going into a lair that’s over your level, right? This is a ranked zone now, which might as well be the same thing.”

 

He reached into his pouch and removed a small metal object that looked like an old brass pocket watch. Lady Par had finally come through, finding what he’d asked for a day ago, though he still had to figure out how to pay her back. He flicked open the depth gauge, then turned it around so the others could see the needle. “Rank eleven where we’re standing, though I have no idea how accurate this thing is.”

 

“What’s tha’?” Kettel asked.

 

“A depth gauge,” Mahria said, barely even glancing at him before she returned her focus to Rain. “A cheap one. Okay, we’re in a rank eleven zone, so what?”

 

“I only count one of you that’s above that,” Rain said, flipping the lid closed and slipping the depth gauge back into his pouch.

 

“Fuck, he can see our levels?” Elmwood said, speaking for the first time.

 

“No, idiot,” Mahria said. “Nobody can do that without some very specialized equipment.”

 

Specialized equipment? Rain pushed aside that line of questioning. He could ask someone else later. “All you have to do is pay attention to details. What spells people use and so forth. I’ve got a good enough estimate.”

 

“How—no—why do you know so much about us?” Stoneshield said. “How long have you been watching us?”

 

Rain sighed. “I haven’t been watching you. I have a very good memory, and I pay attention, but we’re getting off track. Just shut up and listen, okay?” He took a few steps away and ran a hand down his face, trying to decide how to proceed. After a moment, he turned, gesturing broadly. “It’s all about numbers. Six of you with levels less than ten. That makes your total strength sixty, at best. If you want to match the monsters in a rank-eleven zone with a traditional party, the score you’re aiming for is eighty-eight, and that’s with no margin. Sixty is less than eighty-eight. Try it, and you die.”

 

“That’s a ridiculous oversimplification,” Mahria said.

 

“Yes, it is, but it gets the point across,” Rain said. “Believe me, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this recently. I’m planning an expedition, and it’s going to work because I’m going to make sure the numbers are on our side. How’s it go? At low levels, humans are stronger than monsters, and at high levels, it’s the other way around? I can’t prove this yet, but I’m telling you that that’s a bunch of crap. The world is balanced for a party of eight, all the way through. I’d put money on it. Monsters are only stronger because people don’t work together. You use shitty all-offense builds and expect to get somewhere. It’s like everyone thinks they have to do damage or they aren’t helping or some shit. Do you have any idea how insane that is? What the hell is wrong with you people?”

 

“I—” Jaks began, an angry expression on his face, but Rain ran right over him.

 

“You see this?” He thumped his chest, his metal gauntlet clanging loudly against the breastplate. “This armor is the kind of thing that you get when you give an awakened smith a couple of days and some rocks that you picked up in a cave. Imagine what kind of equipment would be out there if people actually became crafters! But they don’t! Why? Because they know it means they’ll get enslaved by the first noble that passes them in the street. That’s fucking ridiculous. Did you know Havenheild doesn’t even sell half the stuff that their smiths make? The good stuff goes to the nobility, goldplates, Citizens, and the like. The commissions are ridiculous, which shouldn’t be a surprise because Havenheild is owned by the damn Bank! Have you ever heard the term ‘artificial scarcity’? No, of course you haven’t. Oh, that reminds me of another—”

 

“Rain,” Ameliah said. He jumped, only now realizing that she had joined them. “What’s going on here?” she asked.

 

“Um,” Rain said. Shit. What I just said… If that gets back to the Bank... He glanced at the Watch. They didn’t appear to be listening.

 

“He’s explainin’ at us how we’re idiots,” Kettel said unhelpfully.

 

“I see,” Ameliah said.

 

Rain sighed. His head was really pounding now. “I might have gotten a little worked up. Look, Kettel, the rest of you, you’re adventurers; I get it. The only people whose lives you were risking were your own. That’s what adventurers do. You took a risk, things went bad, it happens. Maybe you thought it was worth it, hell, you probably still do and are just waiting for me to shut up so you can go do it again.” Rain clenched his teeth, trying to control his voice, which had been getting louder again. It was just so frustrating, the way that everyone in the Guild acted.

 

He stared directly at Kettel. “Did you even think about the people who care about you before you tried this stunt? How would little Manda react if you died? The rest of your sisters? Your parents?”

 

Kettel looked down at his feet. “I’m an adventurer. Might never see ‘em again anyway, once I leave ‘em. What’s it matter?”

 

Rain’s eyes widened, and something in him snapped. “IT FUCKING MATTERS!”

 

Ameliah grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Rain, stop. Let me take it from here.”

 

“But—” Rain cut off, stumbling as Ameliah started dragging him away.

 

“They get your point, Rain, and they’re not going to change their opinions if you yell louder.”

 

He struggled, but he might as well have tried to resist being towed by a tractor-trailer. Where’s she getting the leverage for this? He glanced at her feet, then blinked. How long hasn’t she been wearing shoes? When he looked back up, everyone was staring at them. “Damn it,” he said, relaxing his arm.

 

“Just…take a minute. Calm down,” Ameliah said, releasing him. She fixed him with a commiserating smile. “I understand what you’re feeling. You can’t protect everyone, especially from themselves.”

 

“I know,” Rain said, rubbing his eyes. Not having anything to sit on, he folded his legs and plopped down directly on the cobblestones, turning his back to the group. He brought a hand to his throat, fighting through the familiar burn of acid reflux. It and the headache always got worse when he got worked up, and his antacids were in his bag back at the compound. “You’re right. I got carried away. My soul is acting up and…” He sighed. Excuses. “I should try to meditate for a bit, not that I’ll be able to. That usually helps.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “Just a minute. I want to get some things straight before I go talk to them. What were they doing out here?”

 

Rain sighed. “Looking for Rankin’s treasure hoard. I have a hunch that he’s been embezzling Guild funds, and I made the mistake of mentioning it to Kettel.”

 

“Embezzling? That means…stealing or something, right?”

 

Rain nodded.

 

“Since when did you get better at common than me?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain shrugged. “It was in Staavo’s book. Lots of weird words were. Look, Ameliah, I shouldn’t have snapped at them. I know it was the wrong way to handle it.”

 

“You’re not wrong, though,” Ameliah said. “You’re just…”

 

Rain snorted. “An asshole.”

 

“No. I wouldn’t say that. I’d never say that.”

 

Rain didn’t respond. The silence stretched, and he jumped when Ameliah laid her hand on his shoulder. She was staring down at him, the same sad smile back on her face. “You care too much. That’s the problem.”

 

Rain grimaced as another flash of heartburn hit him, then looked away.

 

“It’s better than not caring enough,” Ameliah said, jostling his shoulder before taking her hand away. “Let me talk to them. Then we’ll go see if you were right about Rankin.”

 

“Ameliah, thank you,” Rain said, looking back at her. “For everything. Just…thank you. Your help means a lot.”

 

“Don’t be sappy,” she said, turning to walk away.

 

Rain watched her go, still wondering what had happened to her shoes. He closed his eyes, shaking his head slowly as he sat, thinking. I need to do something for her. She keeps helping me, and I haven’t given anything back. She’s basically trapped here because of me and Tallheart. I want her to stay with us because she wants to, not because she feels like she has to. She’s got no family, and she’s afraid of friends for the same reason that I just snapped at Kettel. I need to change that. The company is the answer. A new family for all of us, if I can make it work.

 

He clenched his fists.

 

I will make it work.

 



 

“Huh,” Rain said, flipping up his visor as he surveyed the ruins of Rankin’s house. “That might be an issue.”

 

The house had collapsed completely, and a particularly large mushroom was growing up through the remains of the roof. Whether the damage had come from a rampaging monster, or merely the degradation from the toxic moss weakening the rafters, it wasn’t clear. The signal he’d been following was coming from the basement, almost blinding in intensity. It wasn’t shielded at all, simply buried beneath a ton of rubble.

 

“Is it going to be worth the time?” Ameliah asked. It was just the two of them, the Watch having escorted the recovering adventurers back to safety despite significant protest.

 

“Yes,” Rain said, checking again. “Definitely yes.”

 

“Well then,” said Ameliah, taking a broad stance. “There’re two ways we can do this. The fast way, or the slow, annoying way.”

 

“Hang on,” Rain said. “Is the fast way going to destroy the house?”

 

“The house is already destroyed,” Ameliah said.

 

“Well, yeah, but I don’t want to damage any evidence if it’s there. I’m not going to steal all of Rankin’s retirement money if he came by it legitimately. I need to find something incriminating, like a logbook.”

 

“You really think he’d keep a detailed record of all the money that he’s stolen?” Ameliah asked skeptically.

 

“Well, no,” Rain said, scratching his head. “Maybe. I want to look, though, just in case. The backup plan is to have someone from the Watch do their lie-detector thing when we confront Rankin with the Tel.”

 

Ameliah sighed. “Look, Rain, you need money, right? For supplies and equipment for your company?”

 

“Yes, but—”

 

“But what?” Ameliah said. “How much money is down there? If it’s thousands of Tel, I might believe he earned it, but tens of thousands? Hundreds of thousands?”

 

“I can’t tell,” Rain said. “There’re too many signals, too close together. If I boost the power to resolve them, it gets overwhelming.” Hundreds of thousands? No way.

 

“A lot, then,” Ameliah said. “Let’s dig it up and see, then decide whether to tell anyone about it.”

 

“We’re telling the Guild, one way or another,” Rain said. He was prepared for this argument. “I checked with Gus way back. He said that anyone who steals from the Guild gets their ass kicked out, and that anyone who turns them in gets to keep a fifth of what was stolen. Yes, we could just not tell them and keep it all, but as much as I need money, I need goodwill more. If this whole company thing is going to work, I can’t put myself against the Guild. Besides, it’s not like it’s a secret what we’re doing out here. It would come back to bite us.”

 

“Mmm,” Ameliah said. “There is that. Okay, fine, we turn it in. I hope you’re not planning on splitting the remaining fifth with the idiots, though.”

 

“Of course not,” Rain said. “That would just be rewarding bad behavior.” They’re going to be PISSED. They can deal with it. Still, I should probably give them something… Hmm. Perhaps I’ll just give everyone something. That could work.

 

Ameliah grinned. “Ha. I recognize that calculating look. Looks like there’s a little bit of adventurer in there after all.”

 

Rain grinned back. “I’d like to use most of it for the company, if that’s okay with you. Of course, I couldn’t have gotten out here easily on my own, so if you want your own share, we could do fifty-fifty or something.”

 

“That’s fine, I don’t need a share,” Ameliah said.

 

“You’re sure?” Rain asked. “I know you’re a silverplate, which means you’re loaded, but what if it’s a lot? Like, a lot, a lot.”

 

Ameliah shrugged. “Let’s just see, then. Is there anything on the ground floor?”

 

Rain shook his head. “Just a few Tel over in that corner, there,” he pointed.

 

“Just in case, are there any humans within a hundred stride?”

 

Rain checked. “No. Monsters, yes, some even in the house, but no humans or animals. Not even rats.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “Good, I didn’t sense anyone either, but it always pays to double-check. Stand back a bit. I’m going to open up the basement.”

 

“Wait, you’re going to what now?” Rain said.

 

“Just watch,” Ameliah said. A tremor ran through the Earth, and Rain would have blamed it on the Watch’s ongoing construction of their citadel, but for the perfect timing. He stared at Ameliah’s bare feet, the implication finally clicking in his mind. Rooted? That’s Earth magic. Since when does she have Earth magic?

 

Ameliah walked up to the house. After a brief chant in some unknown language, she dropped to one knee and pressed both of her hands to the cobblestones. The earth shook, then bubbled as an enormous wall of mud squeezed its way up through the cobblestones without damaging them. Mud Wall, like Ice Wall, was a conjuration spell, meaning that the mud wasn’t real, merely structured mana.

 

Taller and taller the wall grew, not stopping until it overtopped Rankin’s house, completely blocking it from view. Ameliah stood, dusting off her hands as she spoke another chant—more of an invocation really, as it was only four syllables. She tapped the wall with a finger, and the mud flashed to stone with a noise like the slamming of the door to a crypt. Rain barely had time to react to this before Ameliah planted her feet and punched forward, rotating her torso as she struck the wall with her palm.

 

“Kya!”

 

It wasn’t clear if this was another use of Chanting, or just a shout of exertion. Rather than shattering the wall, Ameliah’s strike launched the entire thing forward as one piece, almost faster than Rain could follow. It shaved Rankin’s house from the ground like an enormous razor, stopping instantly the moment it reached the street on the far side. From the continuing sound of exploding wood, house shrapnel was doing some significant damage on the next street over. The system also presented Rain with a smattering of dings, informing him that more than a few monsters had met their ends.

 

“Holy shit!”

 

He reeled, his mind scrabbling to catalog what he’d just seen.

 

Geoevocation: Tier-1, Mud Wall; Tier-0, Rock Push.

Earth Manipulation: Tier-2, Stoneset, Rooted.

Force Metamagic: Tier-1, Expanded Force.

Evocation Metamagic: Tier-0, Chanting…

 

Ameliah was still going, he realized, tidying up the hole’s ragged edges, stabilizing the walls, and creating a ramp leading down. She was gesturing with her hands like a conductor as she did this, the earth flowing like water.

 

Earth Manipulation: Tier-1, Earthmolding.

Evocation Metamagic: Tier-1, Somatic Manipulation.

 

Rain kept staring as Ameliah formed the ramp into earthen stairs, then flashed them to stone.

 

Prerequisites…Rock Pull, Liquefaction, Earth Affinity, Force Mastery, Guide Sending…

 

Rain flinched as the conjured wall of stone exploded without warning. Far too late, he covered his face with his arms. Fortunately, nothing struck him. After a few seconds, he peeked, then lowered his arms completely. Not even a single shard remained where the wall had been. With it gone, he could see the remains of Rankin’s house strewn across the neighboring street. The building on the other side looked like it had been nailed by an explosive shell from a howitzer.

 

“There,” Ameliah said, cleaning the dirt from her clothes with a blast of Purify. “Send me some mana, please, I’m a bit low.”

 

Rain stared at the devastation. That doesn’t make any sense. Mud Wall should have lasted for at least…I don’t know. She’s using so much metamagic that I can’t tell. Did it shatter because she used Stoneset? No, that would have made it last longer, if not made it completely permanent. I don’t know how those two spells interact. Did she break it on purpose? Rockbomb? No, why bother? Construct Reclamation? It had to be… That’s Arcane Utility, Tier-2! Holy… How many skills does she have? Why have I never seen her use Earth magic before?!

 

“Um, Rain? Hello?”

 

Numbly, Rain pivoted his head to look at her. He activated Essence Well, watching as the blue rings formed. Only then did he realize that his mouth was open. He closed it with a click.

 

Ameliah winked at him, smiling.

 

“How, um… How much mana did that take?” Rain asked. I mean, I could have burned the house down with Immolate or something, but that… that was…

 

Ameliah shrugged. “Not that much. I was low from earlier. This is child’s play compared to what I did to the river.”

 

“The river?” Rain sputtered. “What did you do to the river? You’ve got Water magic too?” 

 

Ameliah laughed. “No, just more Earth magic. Intrusion.” She grinned.

 

“Intrusion? Is that hidden? I’ve never heard of it.”

 

Ameliah looked slightly disappointed. She clearly hadn’t gotten the reaction she’d expected. “No, not hidden. It is tier-4, though, and it’s mostly for breaking things like city walls or smashing tunnels shut. It’s siege magic. I got a little impatient.” She gestured to the basement. “Doing the river this way would have taken all morning.”

 

“Doing what to the river?” Rain said, then he froze. Hold the fucking phone, did she say tier-4? That’s a hundred thousand experience just to unlock!

 

Ameliah shrugged. “You want to go east, but the river was in the way. I moved it.”

 

“You moved the— Never mind. Of course you did.” Rain pulled off his helmet, then ran a hand through his hair. What level is she? I know she’s silver, but I was pretty sure she was on this side of thirty… Fuck it, I’ll ask.

 

“Ameliah?”

 

“Yes, Rain?”

 

“That was at least fifteen different skills you used right there if I count the prerequisites. I’ve never seen you use a single one of them before. You’ve also got Purify, Amplify Aura, Extend Aura, and Aura Focus, so that’s nineteen. Firebolt, Lunar Orb, Attract, the prerequisites for Attract, whatever those are, Healing Word, Tissue Scan, Message, Redirection, Shrouded by Flame, Concussive Blows, Probably Intrinsic—”

 

“I’ll just stop you right there,” Ameliah cut in, raising her hand. “I knew you’d be the first to notice. It’s not something I really want known, but not using it defeats the point, so…” She shook her head. “My class lets me swap out skills.”

 

For the next few seconds, Rain’s mouth moved like that of a fish suffocating on dry land.

 

“WHAAAAAAAAAAAT?!”

 



 

A few hours later, Rain was back inside the safety of the barricades, leading a small group behind him as he walked excitedly toward his destination, his weariness forgotten. He was wearing his full outfit, helmet included, dark cloak billowing behind him from his haste.

 

As if the revelation about Ameliah’s class hadn’t been amazing enough—the potential for testing builds was simply ridiculous—another astonishing discovery had been waiting in Rankin’s basement. Below a barrel, they’d found the remains of a carpet covering a decaying wooden trapdoor. Beneath that, there was an iron box. Inside the box…

 

Fifty-three thousand Tel.

 

That wasn’t even the best part. The best part was the paper trail. There had been a ledger after all—three of them, in fact. The ledgers weren’t there because Rankin was stupid; on the contrary, Rankin was actually smart. The ledgers were necessary for his plan to work. They would also be his undoing.

 

“Ready?” Rain asked, slowing down to look over his shoulder. Ameliah, Gus, and Bartum nodded back to him. Bartum’s escort, a Watch sentinel from Jarro by the name of Berel, trailed behind them at a discreet distance. Rain smiled and resumed his rapid pace. This was going to be good.

 

The ‘new Guild’, such as it was, amounted to a cordoned-off area that looked like nothing so much as outdoor seating at a restaurant, without the actual restaurant. It had recently annexed Khurt’s bar area, and there were plenty of unawakened inside, though they were keeping a healthy distance from the raucous Guilders.

 

Because of the ongoing political snit between the Watch and the DKE, no more refugees were being allowed through the teleporter at the moment. The issue was close to a resolution, Rain understood, but for today at least, the remaining adventurers were stuck here with nothing to do but wait. There weren’t any quests to be had, and, not being Dynamos, they couldn’t just spend mana endlessly, which put a limit on monster hunting.

 

According to Gus, Rankin was still trying to act as the leader of the local Guild. Basically, he was trying to play king, while all the other adventurers wanted to do was play cards. It was going about as well as you’d expect. While Rankin was still nominally in charge, his authority had been based on Velika’s support. With her gone, his claim was dubious at best, though no one had challenged it.

 

Until now.

 

Barely anyone had looked up at their arrival, but that changed when Rain hopped up on a chair next to an unoccupied table and shouted at the top of his lungs. “Rankin! I’m callin’ you out!”

 

His companions didn’t even bat an eye at this. He’d told them what the phrase meant—briefly, without getting bogged down by trying to explain the nuance. Ameliah had rolled her eyes at his insistence on using the foreign idiom, but damn it, he was going to have this.

 

“Rain?” Rankin’s angry voice floated over the dying clamor of the crowd.

 

Rain grinned like a Cheshire cat beneath his helmet as he spotted the man heading angrily in his direction.

 

“There you are, Rankin,” Rain said, hopping off the chair. “I’ve been looking for you.”

 

“Horseshit,” Rankin said, shoving a finger rudely in his face. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

 

Rain ignored the finger, safely protected by his visor. “Yes, I was, because frankly, I don’t like you. But I’ve got business with you now, so here I am.”

 

“What business?” Rankin said, glancing at Bartum. “What’s the Watch doing here? And what’s that around your neck?”

 

“I’m a custodian, now,” Rain said, gesturing to the iron plate. “You really should pay more attention. Don’t worry, I’m not quitting the Guild or anything. Sentinel Bartum is just here as a favor to me. This is a Guild matter.”

 

“What’s this about?” Rankin asked, narrowing his eyes.

 

Rain smirked, then threw back his cloak to reveal the jute sack that he was carrying. Fifty-three thousand Tel was a lot, weighing something like 4 kilograms and taking up more than a liter of space. He hadn’t even been able to count it until he’d returned to the city, not having a scale, and he still needed to formalize his conversion factors for the mass and volume units. Either way, sticking a bare hand into the sack felt better than doing the same with a bag of rice. It was almost on par with lentils, but not quite. The sense of weight was there, but the shape was slightly irregular, detracting from the experience.

 

Putting lentils out of his mind, Rain glanced at Ameliah. She nodded, signaling that she was ready. He took a second to survey the watching crowd, then adopted his best loom and pivoted his helmet melodramatically to stare directly at Rankin. “It’s about how you’ve been overcharging everyone who’s posted a quest at the guild for at least the past three years.”

 

There was a murmur at this, which quickly exploded into a roar as Rain upended the sack on the table. Tel poured out onto the wood like grain from a ruptured silo.

 

Before things could devolve into chaos, Ameliah stomped her foot. A ripple spread through the earth from the impact, rattling tables and sending drinks crashing to the ground. “Silence!” she roared, so loudly that Rain flinched. They’d been prepared for this reaction, of course. It was all part of the fun.

 

Was it necessary to do things like this? Not really. Was it satisfying? Hell yes.

 

Rain turned back to Rankin, who had turned as pale as a sheet. He looked like he wanted to run. Ameliah would stop him if he did, not that there was anywhere to go. Rain grinned. “Go ahead, try to deny it.” He reached into his bag, then tossed a ledger onto the table next to the pile of Tel.

 

“It’s this year’s quest ledger,” Gus said, stepping forward. “The real quest ledger. The one that we were using in the Guildhall was a fake.” As he spoke, he drew said ledger from his own bag and held it up for the crowd to see. “Rankin’s been fooling us all. He had two past year’s ledgers, as well, but I don’t have the copies from the Guildhall, so I can’t check them.” He placed the fake ledger neatly next to the real one, brushing aside a few errant Tel, then took a step back.

 

“The proof is all there,” Rain said, pointing at the pair of identical-looking books. “Whenever the Guild accepts a quest from a poster, it gets assigned an identification number and written down in the quest ledger, including the size of the reward. When you turn in a quest, that identification number gets written under your plate number in one of the log ledgers, which are a different thing.” He raised his hands. “You all know this already, and I’m sure you’re wondering what this has to do with how he stole all that money. Don’t worry, I’m getting to it. Gus?”

 

Gus nodded. “The contents of both the quest ledger and all the log ledgers get sent to the main branch during the weekly pull. That’s how you get credit for the quests you’ve done and how headquarters knows how much they need to collect from each branch. Those dues are one Tel for every ten that gets paid out as a reward. The fee gets charged to the poster, not the one who completes the task, so most adventurers don’t care, just us clerks.”

 

Rain nodded along. Todo: Find out how the Guild managed to get Git running across the entire planet without anything even approaching the internet. It violates the supposed magical distance limit. Majistraal tech?

 

Gus cleared his throat, continuing. “Every week before the pull, Rankin would transfer everything that we clerks had written in the fake quest ledger to the real one, decreasing the listed reward for each quest when he did. This decreases the amount of money that the main branch expects us to send them.”

 

Rain surveyed the crowd, unsurprised by the numerous blank looks. He’d already been through this once with Ameliah and Gus, and he’d expected this reaction based on how that conversation had gone. It was time for the practical example.

 

“Say you take a quest that has a reward of one hundred Tel,” he said. “If things are working normally, you do the quest, it gets recorded in the log ledger, and you get your one hundred Tel. Great, you’re happy. How about the quest poster? The clerk informs them that the Guild is going to charge ten Tel for facilitating their request. The poster gives the clerk one hundred and ten Tel without complaint, and the quest gets recorded in the quest ledger. One hundred Tel goes into the Guild strongbox to pay out the reward once the quest is done, and the other ten gets deposited in the Guild’s account at the Bank at the end of the month, along with all of the other dues that the clerks have collected. The main branch is happy with this. They know how much they should have gotten from each branch based on the contents of the central quest ledger.”

 

More blank looks.

 

Rain sighed. “Once more, just to summarize. The poster pays one-ten, the adventurer gets one hundred, and the Guild gets the rest. Nice and simple. Everyone is happy.” He raised a finger. “Now, what happens if the quest ledger in the Guild is a fake?”

 

He waited a beat, half expecting someone to raise their hand. No one did, somewhat disappointingly, so he pressed on. “I’ll tell you. The quest gets written down as having a reward of one hundred Tel, just like before. Rankin, though, has the real ledger. He writes down ninety. Now, all of a sudden, headquarters only expects to get nine Tel from this branch, not ten. Where does the extra Tel go?” Rain didn’t wait for an answer this time. He raised his arm, pointing directly at Rankin without looking at him as he addressed the crowd. “And there you have it. Oh, and I’m pretty sure he’s been dipping into the maintenance budget too, but I can’t prove that one. Doesn’t matter.”

 

It was a surprisingly sophisticated plan, given how much everyone in this world sucks at math. I’m actually a little impressed.

 

“You can’t prove anything!” Rankin shouted. He was positively livid with rage now that he’d gotten over his shock. “Just because someone was messing with the ledgers, it doesn’t mean it was me!”

 

“Was it you?” Rain asked.

 

Rankin glanced at Bartum, then clamped his lips shut.

 

“Silence is an admission of guilt,” Bartum said. “Answer the question.”

 

“I don’t answer to the Watch,” Rankin snapped.

 

“Answer the fucking question,” someone shouted from the crowd.

 

Rankin turned, searching for support and finding none. He hesitated, looking back at Bartum. Ameliah cleared her throat, raising an eyebrow. “Well?”

 

“No, it wasn’t me,” Rankin spat.

 

“Lie,” Bartum said.

 

“I concur,” said Sentinel Berel. Rain had almost forgotten he was there.

 

Rain cleared his throat, cutting off the growing murmurs of confusion, and, increasingly, anger. He gestured at the pile of Tel. “As this was stolen from the Guild, most of it is going back to the Guild, as per the rules. As for the rest of it, I’m giving every Guilder left in the city one hundred Tel.” Rain grinned at the reaction this caused. Pinning down an exact exchange rate was hard, but one hundred Tel worked out to something like three thousand 2019-dollars—not a bad bonus. There were thirty-three adventurers left in the city. Even after giving away a hundred Tel to each of them, that would still leave him filthy rich. Even if it hadn’t, as he’d told Ameliah, he needed goodwill more than cash. He’d figure out the rest of the details with Khurt, who he expected would end up in charge once this was over.

 

“Fuck you!” Rankin screamed. He launched a fist at Rain, but Ameliah caught his arm, restraining him easily.

 

Rain shook his head, reminding himself that he didn’t need to feel sympathy for every asshole in the world. Finally, he snorted, speaking to Rankin as the furious man continued struggling to reach him. “And you would have gotten away with it, too, if it weren’t for us meddling kids.”
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113: Inauguration

                 

Rain and Tallheart sat in the two seats of the forgewagon inside an open-roofed garage that screened them from view. Rain wasn’t that concerned about people seeing the vehicle, not after he’d realized what Mlem’s cart could do, but a private space for working on it had been vital to avoid distractions. It was hard to believe that it hadn’t even been five days since he’d pitched the idea to Tallheart. The man wasn’t just a smith; he was a certified miracle worker when it came to anything metal.

 

The forgewagon was a marvel, and it was at once both overcomplicated and not complicated enough. Rain had come up with an elaborate plan of trying to build an actual torque converter, but issues had arisen almost immediately—lack of a suitable transmission fluid, for one. It was on his list for later. Also on the list for later were friction clutches, chain derailleurs, planetary gears, and a whole host of other things that he had a surface understanding of thanks to long hours spent on YouTube, but no practical knowledge of how to build.

 

The final setup was far from ideal, but with Tallheart’s massive strength, it got the job done. In the front of the forgewagon, there were two seats and two sets of pedals connected to the same shaft. In the center, between the seats, there was a large, fixed gear. A heavy chain linked that gear with a similar gear mounted in the back of the forgewagon, driving a shaft with a heavy flywheel. The second gear wasn’t fixed. It was instead joined to its axle with a freewheel, a clever ratcheting bearing that made it so the flywheel could keep spinning even if the motors—Tallheart and unfortunate friend—decided to take a break.

 

The gear ratio was fixed for now. A manual chain tension lever and a few concentric gears up front would have allowed rudimentary shifting as long as you didn’t mind getting your hands greasy, but there simply weren’t enough hours in the day. There’d been other problems to solve first. Still, Rain wasn’t happy with leaving something undone.

 

Next came the issue of transferring power from the flywheel to the treads.

 

The transmission sat behind the driver’s seat—transmissions, technically, as there was an independent mechanism for each side. The flywheel’s axle turned a pair of fixed wooden drums connected via leather belts to corresponding drums on two independent driveshafts. Each driveshaft drove a wheel that was locked into the treads on that side, finally transferring power to the ground.

 

To control all of this, the driver had two levers of the ratcheted steampunk variety. When one was pulled, it would tension the drive belt on that side via a third free-spinning wooden drum. Steering was like an RC car. Push the right lever to turn left, push the left lever to turn right, push both to go forward, pull both back to stop.

 

Eventually.

 

Brakes were also on the list of things to worry about later.

 

While it was perfectly functional, the issue with this whole setup was the leather belts. They kept slipping and were also prone to failure. Leather wasn’t something they could easily replace outside the city, so they’d have to bring spares. Lots and lots of spares.

 

Again, there weren’t enough hours in the day. Proper friction clutch. On. The. List.

 

The suspension was perfectly acceptable, Rain felt, prior to any rigorous testing. The driveshafts included universal joints, allowing some degree of travel. There were five wheels inside each tread, with the drive wheel being the one in the middle. Thanks to the leaf springs on each and every axle, there was enough play in the tracks to drive over small rocks, logs, and woodland creatures without any issues. That last obstacle wasn’t much of a concern, as nothing with eyes to see and ears to hear was going to miss this thing coming. All-terrain it was; stealth it was not.

 

Practicality had reared its ugly head as well, and they’d had to cut the size of the smelter to a third of Tallheart’s original design, regrettable as it was. 

 

The forgewagon was enormous. The bed was about the size of a normal wagon all on its own, perhaps slightly wider. The seats and all of the mechanics of the drive system took up the space that would have normally been occupied by a pair of horses. The flywheel poked up through the front-right corner of the bed, below a flat shelf that supported the smelter.

 

The smelter itself had been shrunken slightly and mounted transversely behind the transmission such that the ‘asshole’ was on the right side of the vehicle and the intake hopper was on the left. All of the smaller outlet valves had been moved to the rear face of the smelter on the right side, ending up just above the anvil. The smelter’s left side was now home to a large cubic indentation that pulled double-duty as a firebox and a forge. Taking advantage of the spinning axle right below, they’d added a fan and some ductwork to pump air into it, eliminating the need for bellows. Standing at the back-left corner of the forgewagon’s bed, you could work at the anvil with easy access to both the forge and the smelter’s valves at your elbow.

 

The heat wasn’t as much of an issue as you’d expect. Tallheart had resistances, obviously, but the metal that the smelter was made from thumbed its nose at thermodynamics, though it needed mana to do it. As long as it was charged, it acted as a sort of one-way insulator, making it much easier for heat to get in than to get out. Rain was currently sitting in the passenger’s seat, which put the smelter about a meter behind him, completely full of molten metal. While it was a decidedly warm place to be, it wasn’t unbearable. In fact, once they were out in the cold, it would become a feature instead of a bug. Heated seats were a part of the luxury package.

 

The frame of the forgewagon was made from steel. Pure iron would have been faster for Tallheart to shape, but it lacked the required strength. Force Steel would have had that strength and then some, allowing them to thin the material and thus reduce the weight. They hadn’t used it, however. Apart from not having the Crysts to spare, they were trying to keep the full extent of Tallheart’s enchanting abilities under wraps. The only enchanted piece was the smelter itself, which was honestly bad enough on its own.

 

All told, the entire thing was ridiculously Kerbal and more than likely to fall apart at any moment. It was also just so awesome that that didn’t matter. If something went wrong, they’d fix it. They’d have the tools to make new parts on the road—that was the whole point of having a forgewagon in the first place. Rain was already thinking about steam power and the potential for integrating the generator. They could add headlights and—stretch goal—a sound system to play Rauta.

 

That came later, though. For now, there was just one last piece that was needed. Rain turned to Tallheart, who was sitting to his left in the driver’s seat. “Ready?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. Rain could tell that he was excited. Who wouldn’t be?

 

Reaching into a bag sitting below his seat, Rain removed two pairs of mismatched brass goggles. One pair had a leather strap with a buckle that would allow Tallheart to wear them without worrying about his antlers. Rain offered that pair to the smith, grinning. “Here. Our last test failed because we weren’t properly attired.” 

 

Tallheart blinked, taking the goggles and looking at them curiously. He looked back up at Rain and raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

 

“It’s to complete the look. Come on,” Rain pleaded, “I had to look everywhere to find these.” He slipped his own goggles on, tightening the leather strap. Eventually, Tallheart huffed and put his on as well. Rain had to fight down an undignified squee. So awesome!

 

Tallheart snorted in amusement at Rain’s expression, then nodded toward the wooden door that hid the rest of the compound from view. “Ready.”

 

“Initiating spin,” Rain said excitedly, then began pushing as hard as he could against the pedals. It wasn’t easy, especially with his legs already feeling shredded from his morning workout. The flywheel was steel-jacketed lead, and the effective gear ratio from it to the pedals was something like 1:1 at the moment. Myth and Reason had magically refined some lard into a stable high-performance grease, which helped, but the grease itself wasn’t magical. Friction and inertia couldn’t be ignored.

 

Things suddenly went from difficult to practically effortless as Tallheart began pedaling on his side. The flywheel rapidly came up to speed, with significantly less judder being transmitted through the frame than there had been last time. It appeared they had fixed the alignment problem. It remained to be seen if the rest of the issues had been resolved as well.

 

“Jamus!” Tallheart called.

 

“What?” came a voice from outside the garage. The door opened a crack, and Jamus’s head poked through. “Oh, you’re ready for another try? Here, let me open it up. Staavo! They’re ready!”

 

“Coming! Wait for me!” Staavo’s voice came from the distance.

 

Tallheart didn’t wait. He reached up, grasping both control levers and pushed them forward, tensioning the belts that connected the treads to the flywheel. There was a rough jerk that settled Rain back into his seat as the belts engaged. Where the ratio from pedals to flywheel was 1:1, the ratio from the flywheel to the ground was more like 2:1. As a result, the forgewagon was now moving forward at a slow walking pace.

 

Rain whooped as Jamus hurried out of the way, clutching his orange hat to his head. The clank of the treads filled the air as the forgewagon cleared the garage. Rain kept pedaling, working with Tallheart to increase their speed as they headed toward the flimsy wall of the compound. Before they got anywhere close to it, Tallheart squeezed the releases and pulled the levers back to the neutral position. The treads kept rolling, but their speed fell off quickly.

 

“Okay, let’s try a turn,” Rain said over the clatter of the treads. “Just engage the right one.”

 

Tallheart nodded, pushing the right lever forward. There was another jerk as the belt engaged, and the entire forgewagon started turning left, drawn by the right tread.

 

“Yes!” Rain shouted. “We have steering!” 

 

Tallheart pushed the left lever forward again, and their course straightened. They were now headed away from the wall. As satisfying as crashing through it would have been, the ability to steer was, arguably, a more important test.

 

“Gods above, it’s actually working!” Jamus exclaimed. There was a growing clamor as everyone dropped whatever they were doing and rushed over, except for Meloni. She was chasing Cloud, who was running about frantically, barking at the mechanical monster attacking the compound.

 

“Look out!” Rain suddenly shouted, pointing. Dozer had popped up out of a depression in the ground in front of them. The slime was oozing directly at the forgewagon, showing none of Cloud’s wariness.

 

Tallheart quickly pulled the levers back, and their speed dropped. They came to a clanking stop just in time, barely avoiding learning whether a slime could survive being run over by a tank. Rain had to hang onto his seat to avoid being tossed by the bouncing suspension as the heavy vehicle shifted. Right, this thing is dangerous. Brakes first, then seatbelts, and damping for the suspension. Also, FUCK YES!

 

He cackled maniacally in the mid-morning sun, removing his feet from the pedals and standing unsteadily on the still-bobbing vehicle. He pumped his fist in the air in victory. A sudden impact against the side of his breastplate made him look down, and his smile grew even wider when he saw Tallheart offering him his closed fist in a familiar gesture. He bumped Tallheart’s fist with his own, grinning from ear to ear.

 



 

Eight hours later, Tallheart was still working on the forgewagon, running more tests and ironing out (ha!) issues as he found them. He wasn’t radically changing anything, though, as the plan was to leave first thing tomorrow. Staavo and Jamus were helping him, as well as Ameliah, who, apart from being the only other person who could really pedal the machine for any length of time, had also taken an interest in how it worked. Once she’d seen it running, she’d started peppering Rain with questions, delighting him with the reversal of roles.

 

Rain sighed, looking away from his friends and slumping down to sit on a crate. I wish I could just spend the rest of the day working on it too.

 

Unfortunately, as the newly-elected captain of the company, he had work to do, namely, making sure that everything was in order for their departure. First on that list was himself. His full status popped up in front of him with the barest exertion of will.
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Skills

 

Aura Metamagic

 

Tier 0

 

Amplify Aura (10/10)

Multiply aura intensity by 200%

Multiply aura mana cost by 300%

 

Extend Aura (10/10)

Extend aura range by 10 meters

Multiply aura mana cost by 300%

 

Tier 1

 

Aura Focus (10/10)

Focus on an aura to boost its output

Multiply aura intensity by 300%

Multiply aura range by 300%

Multiply aura mana cost by 300%

User loses all external senses while focusing

 

Aura Synergy (10/10)

Increase all aura output by 1.0% for each rank in any aura

Effective boost: 80.0%

 

Tier 2

 

Aura IFF (10/10)

User may exempt entities from direct aura effects at will

Selected entities receive 0.0% aura output

 

Tier 3

 

Aura Compression (10/10)

Compress aura output, reducing range to boost intensity

Increase intensity by 2.0% per meter of compression

 

Defensive Auras

 

Tier 2

 

Force Ward (10/10)

Increase physical resistance by 54% for all entities

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Magical Utility

 

Tier 0

 

Intrinsic Clarity (10/10)

Multiply base mana regeneration by 300%

 

Intrinsic Focus (10/10)

Multiply base mana by 300%

 

Tier 1

 

Channel Mastery (10/10)

Allows intuitive control of channeled skill intensity

Minimum skill intensity: 0%

Maximum skill intensity: 200%

Skill mana cost modified by intensity adjustment

 

Mana Manipulation (9/10) Exp: 6239/7400

Allows internal control of mana

Allows expulsion of mana to environment

Allows transfer of mana to and from capacitive items with direct contact

Maximum transfer rate 1080.0 mp/s (fcs)

 

Tier 2

 

Magical Synergy (10/10)

Enables limited synergistic cross-coupling of magical attributes

25.0% of Focus contributes to M.Regen

25.0% of Clarity contributes to Mana

 

Offensive Auras

 

Tier 0

 

Immolate (10/10)

132-151 heat (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes ignition

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 50 mp/s

 

Refrigerate (10/10)

132-151 cold (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes slow

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 50 mp/s

 

Utility Auras

 

Tier 0

 

Purify (10/10)

Purify poison, corruption, and contamination

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 100 mp/min

 

Winter (10/10)

Boost M.Regen by 180% for all entities

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 10 mp/hr

 

Tier 1

 

Detection (10/10)

Sense selected items of interest

Not occluded by mundane materials

Resolution: 2.07 mm

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 10 mp/s

 

Essence Well (10/10)

Transfer mana to all entities within range, including user

Transfer Rate: 18 mp/s

Efficiency: 20%

Range: 18 meters

 

Velocity (10/10)

180.00% boost to speed for all entities

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 10 mp/s

 

Free Skill Points: 0










 

It had been a long five days since the rescue mission and confrontation with Rankin. In addition to being incredibly busy with company business, Rain had made a specific point of setting aside two full hours to exercise every morning, and another two for meditation every night. Consequently, he hadn’t been getting enough sleep, but it wasn’t like he was sleeping well to begin with. When he closed his eyes, the memories were there.

 

He was going to need time—something that he never seemed to have enough of.

 

Early on in his training, Rain had come to the bitter realization that his initial gains had only been so fast because of how much room he had to improve. That had only spurred him on to train even harder, desperate to hold the pace. Results were mixed, and while Ameliah said that his rate of physical improvement was typical, Rain hadn’t been happy to hear it. Typical wasn’t good enough. Scanning his status, he didn’t see so much as a single point of difference from when he’d checked it a few hours ago.

 

Rain sighed, closing the window and taking a long drink from his waterskin. His gaze traveled over the piled supplies around him, though the sight barely even registered, so lost was he in thought.

 

As he was in the relative safety of the city, his training focus was on tolerance for Recovery and Vigor. He didn’t have much use for large health and stamina pools right now, so Strength and Endurance were getting synchronization training instead. If he improved his tolerance for the secondary stats first, that would increase his regeneration. More regeneration meant more training. More training meant faster improvement.

 

At the moment, he’d decided to keep his Strength at a resting buff of ten. He could have gone lower, but while the city was safe enough, four hundred health was already pushing it. He wouldn’t want to get hurt falling down a flight of stairs, for example. There were other reasons for keeping the stat low as well. Boosting Strength also made him stronger. In addition to being a contender for the ‘obvious statement of the year’ award, this also meant training became more problematic.

 

At 6.6 effective Strength, Rain already felt superhuman compared to his past self. Going higher just meant he had to do even more pushups. He was already doing enough. Some would say too many, but after his experience with the obelisk, the normal pain of sore muscles was hardly worth mentioning. His training sessions were just as intense as those he’d subjected himself to while he’d been trapped underground. The rule was to keep going until his body physically gave up, then to refresh himself with the ring and keep going, stopping only when soulstrain started to set in. He’d slowly recover over the rest of the day, abusing the ring to make sure that he never hit his cap on any resource.

 

Rain snorted and took another swig of water. Always. Be. Regenerating.

 

People had started looking at him strangely, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t abusing potions this time, at least. If he’d wanted to, he could have gone even harder, pushing through the soulstrain. Unfortunately, he needed to be at least somewhat functional. Wobbling around on jelly legs all morning was bad enough. It would be hard to take care of the preparations for departure if he couldn’t even move.

 

Even with all that work, the results were disappointing. Over the past few days, he’d only earned himself nine Recovery tolerance, eight Vigor tolerance, four percent Strength synchronization, and two percent Endurance synchronization. It wasn’t enough.

 

If his progress kept slowing down, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do. For Endurance, anyway, the gains seemed to be tied to his resistances somehow. A few of the awakened he’d talked to—though he’d yet to find anyone that even approached being expert on the subject—had said that damaging himself might help. Punching hot sand, maybe?

 

Rain shook his head, clearing away the half-remembered flash of some random kung-fu movie. Vigor training still came first.

 

As for his mental stats, Clarity was the name of the game. He’d been boosting it as much as he could every night, despite the fact that it kicked his mind into overdrive and made his sleep even more restless. It hardly mattered with as tired as he was each night, and he wanted his armor fully-charged, especially after the incident with the Razorspine. There was no excuse for slacking off. He’d finally gotten the durability to max and was steadily working on filling the capacitance rune.

 

All of his questionably-restful power-sleeping had earned him twenty-three points of Clarity tolerance—proof positive that Dynamo made training his mind easier. It had also gotten him a rank-up of Mana Manipulation, which was now creeping toward the cap, something that he had mixed feelings about. On one hand, Ameliah said max-level Mana Manipulation would reveal a bunch of hidden skills. On the other hand, it was his last skill. Once it was rank ten, that was it until he found a high-level blue, and there was no telling how long that would take. The promise of hidden skills even made it worse, in some ways. It wasn’t like he’d be able to get any of them.

 

Focus… Focus could take a hike. A bigger mana pool did nothing for him, and the tiny boost to his damage output wasn’t worth sacrificing regeneration. Besides, thanks to the ring, he could get that benefit anyway just by dumping points into Focus right before using a spell, then taking them out again when he was done. He’d tried automating that using a macro but found that while he could script his own skills as much as he wanted, controlling an item was different. It was tied in with bonds, and—though this was somewhat speculation—the damage to his paling. The paling was the interface between his soul and the outside world, after all.

 

Rain yawned, not yet noticing that he’d forgotten why he’d come over here in the first place. Thinking about his soul had turned his thoughts to the subject of bonds. He kicked his feet against the side of the crate idly as he stared vaguely in the direction of Dozer, following the connection between himself and the slime.

 

Linksight was still broken outside of soulspace, despite his efforts to fix it. The bond with Dozer was the only one that he could truly interact with out here in any real sense. That wasn’t even linksight when it came down to it. His slime-whisperer powers came from something inherent to the nature of the pet-bond. Of course, that, too, was dysfunctional. Rina gets an interface for her slime. Why don’t I? Damn paling.

 

Rain sighed, picking at a splinter of wood on the top of the crate. His broken soul was making things difficult. All he got from linksight out here were flashes. When something accessed a bond strongly, he’d get a flicker of awareness in his mind—plus a headache, eventually. The awareness wasn’t even enough to identify what had happened, only that something had. It was a far cry from what he’d had in soulspace, but amazingly, it was only mostly useless.

 

For example, something in his brain had twitched violently when he’d received his custodian’s plate. That had been linksight’s way of telling him that the plate had bound itself to him, though he hadn’t realized that until after he’d had Tallheart examine the thing later.

 

The enchantment on the plate was threefold, yet harmless. It was just a permanent binding rune, a unique identifier rune, and an ambient mana rune to power the other two. It wasn’t a homing beacon or anything. Tallheart said that a real tracking enchantment like the one Rain had been afraid of was impossible, and he trusted Tallheart when it came to these things. The issue was distance, Tallheart had said.

 

Still, harmless as the plate was, Rain would have liked to have known about the self-binding enchantment before opening the box.

 

Setting that small annoyance aside, he found his thoughts dragged back to linksight. The major revelation there was that it didn’t just work on items. It also worked on people—specifically, people in his party. Whenever someone joined or left, he’d get the faintest flicker of awareness, still without any meaning other than the fact that something had happened. He was hoping that it would one day let him do cool things such as summoning the party interface while not in a lair, or creating a macro trigger based on party-member status. At the moment, it did none of that, despite his efforts. It had given him a bit more information about how parties worked, though.

 

Parties were weird. Rain flared Winter with Aura Focus for a second and concentrated, dragging a few scattered memories to the front of his mind.

 

[”Val, Samson, I’m going slime hunting near the barricade. Want to come?” *Twitch* *Twitch* Party.]

 

[”Hey guys. Still working on the suspension? I’ve got a few minutes. Want some help?” *Twitch* *Twitch* *Twitch* Party.]

 

[”Vanna, I’m going to go see Khurt about the ration bars. Want to come? No? Okay, I’ll help you finish this later, then.” *Twitch* No more party.]

 

Rain let Aura Focus fade, exhaling a breath that only felt like it should have fogged the air. The memories were clear, but it was just so strange. The world—or the system or whatever—somehow knew what everyone’s intentions were. In essence, if you were working with someone on something, you’d automatically get grouped up, provided that there were eight people or less involved. Why eight? Nobody seemed to know. That was just the way it was.

 

Just one more thing for the pile. Depths, I’m getting distracted…and I’m thinking in common again. With an effort, Rain switched his thoughts back to English. Fuck off, mind readers. I need to get me a Magneto helmet or learn how to boobytrap my soul or something. I’ve got some heavy ordnance packed away… I wonder if I can weaponize my trauma?

 

Rain chuckled, but his mirth didn’t last. The damage to his soul still wasn’t healing. As amusing as it was to picture a mentalist getting obliterated by one of his memories, he was fully aware that he had some serious issues. Meditation helped with most of them, but only temporarily. He needed a more permanent solution.

 

Fortunately, his continued efforts to access his soul each night had borne fruit. Two nights ago, he’d managed to tolerate the tumultuous insanity for a full second instead of being immediately hurled back into his body. He had yet to be able to repeat the feat, but the mere fact that he’d done it was proof that progress was possible. It gave him hope.

 

The chaos in his soul was…difficult to describe. It wasn’t pain. It also wasn’t color, sound, smell, or even something intangible like emotion. The closest sensation that Rain could think of was the experience of tipping back slightly too far in a chair—that sudden flash of utter certainty that you were going to die. It was like that, except much, much worse, and not nearly so narrowly defined. It was as if the entire logical underpinning of reality had been shredded and thrown into constant flux.

 

The more he thought about such things, the more questions he had about what the soul actually was. It couldn’t be his consciousness. If it were, he’d have been a complete drooling potato, not just slightly scatterbrained from time to time. Likewise, it couldn’t be his system-self. His skills worked fine, which wouldn’t be the case if they were all twisted up in that insanity. Solving the mystery wasn’t going to be easy. His memories of freshman year covered physics, not metaphysics.

 

Rain sighed.

 

Of course, there was always the possibility that the chaotic realm that he was trying to enter wasn’t even his soul in the first place. His intuition told him that it was, but intuition wasn’t something you should be trusting when it came to these things. He needed help, but the only person so far who’d offered was the reason he’d been thinking about a Magneto helmet. That was not an option.

 

With a groan, Rain rubbed at his temples. He could feel a real ripper of a headache building, but he had too much to do to just go lie down in a dark room, not that there was any darkness to be found in Fel Sadanis. The company wasn’t going to manage itself.

 

Rain lowered his hands, looking around at the toiling workers as he admonished himself for getting distracted. There were approximately two hundred people inside the compound now, though only a fraction of those had joined the company itself. The rest were those who wanted to help but were unwilling or unqualified to join. In addition to not being an asshole, anyone who came with them would need to be able to defend themselves and travel for days on end through difficult terrain. To that end, he’d set up something of a test.

 

Anyone who wanted to join had to fight Carten’s Aunt Mazel.

 

They didn’t need to win, mind. It was more of a test for bravery than anything else, though they did need to get her approval.

 

Mazel herself wasn’t coming. Rain would have been happy to have her along, despite the fact that her injuries would make things difficult. There were others for whom exceptions had been made. Mazel was an experienced fighter, and more importantly, disciplined. She’d had long years of experience as a merchant’s guard, and she knew how to take orders and how to give them, a skill that was in short supply. Nevertheless, she didn’t want to come. She’d agreed to help him screen applicants, but that was it.

 

Rain clicked his tongue, then summoned the beta-version of his word processor, which really wasn’t much more than his terminal plus buttons for bold, underline, and italic, though he hadn’t gotten the last one to work yet. He spent a moment digging through his disordered mind for the specific memory he wanted, then slotted it into the display.
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Awakened

Level 37

 Tallheart - Runic Powersmith

Level 30 (approx)

 Ameliah - “Legendary (probably) Jack” [Unknown]

Level 18

 Rain - Dynamo

Level 12

 Jamus - Arcane Mage [Arcane Mysteries Mage]

 Carten - Shield Turtle [Shieldwielding Defender]

Level 10

 Staavo - Swordsman* [Swordplay Warrior]

 *Note: Hybrid build including magic

Level 8

 Val - “Laser Dude” [Unknown]

Level 7

 Mlemlek Ko-Latti - Swordsman [Swordplay Warrior]

 Ava Lek-Ani - Fire Mage [Fire Evocation Mage]

Level 6

 Myth (Bip) - Alchemist [Alchemy Worker]

 Reason (Bop) - Chemist [Chemistry Worker]

Level 5

 Mahria - Unclassed (cap ?)

 Samson Darr - Unclassed (cap 6)

 Kettel - Unclassed (cap 6)

 

Unawakened

Laborers/Porters

 Vanna - Good Leader

 Tarny - Fanatic (problem?)

 Smelt - Dependable

 Faas - Prankster

 Fredek - Bareknuckle boxer

 Kip - Snores

 Gardener - Plays the flute

 Nails - Quiet, major NPC energy

 Delfina - Even quieter than Nails, somehow

 Tristin - Gambling (problem?)

 Tilian - Decent cook

 Evonna - Smooth/cheesy, haven’t decided

 Shet (Shettel) - Likes to sing. Also, bad at singing.

 Corrin - Kal’s rival

 Kal (Kalman) - Corrin’s rival

 Ron (Taron) - Funny. Keeps Kal and Corrin in check.

 

Outdoors/Combat Types

 Hanes - Hunter

 Tahir - Hunter

 Ujesh - Fisher/Trapper

 Shortcrust (Joyanna) - Caravaner/Guard

 Finn (Finnbogi) - Guard

 “Quickhand” Telen - Mercenary

 Gigs (Dewiggen) - Bouncer

 

Unawakened Nobles

 Atyl Wagarardrogrum (Wa-Ga-Rar-Dro-Grum)

 Lyn Aleuas Draves - Chasm duelist (don’t let Val find out)

 

Misc Trades

 Meloni - Shopkeeper

 Clubbs - Farmhand - Scary-good at Ranks

 Ruce - Farmhand

 Lago (Lauger) - Chandler

 Romer - Scribe

 Mollo - Servant - Foul-mouthed

 Ellis - Apprentice Farrier

 Mereck - Innkeeper

 Lena - Apothecary/Herbalist

 Belson - Barber - Clumsy (watch your ears)

 Shena - Carver (wooden knick-knacks)

 










 








 

The list came out to fifty people, which was a nice even number, but more than Rain had been expecting. Fortunately for their supply situation, it looked like that was going to be it. The last person to join had been Shena, late last night, and the city was getting pretty deserted. Other than the company members and those who were sticking around to help, it was essentially just the Watch left at this point.

 

Demographically speaking, most of the company members were young, early to mid-twenties as an average. Anyone older than that was generally married and had kids, making such a risky expedition an unattractive proposition. Rain had been resistant to teenagers joining, but a few had made it through the screening despite his reservations. He could have drawn a hard line, but he had to face the reality that teens here weren’t quite as pampered as those he was used to. Kettel was a good example.

 

Speaking of Kettel, Rain hadn’t been expecting him to want to join, especially not after he and Ameliah had ‘stolen’ the loot in the whole Rankin incident. However, Kettel had actually apologized, even going as far as promising to be less reckless in the future. Rain was skeptical, and he still wasn’t sure that letting Kettel in was wise, but he didn’t have the luxury of turning awakened away if he could help it.

 

Mahria had been another surprise. Apparently, she needed a respecialization accolade and had decided that a lair-hunting company was just the way to get it. Rain was still a little concerned that having her along would bring Lavarro down on them, but Mahria assured him that that wouldn’t happen.

 

Lavarro had pulled Mahria aside before the news about Westbridge had become common knowledge. She had wanted to explain herself and to say goodbye to her daughter. The conversation had not gone well, apparently, and as far as Mahria was concerned, her mother was dead. As for her father, Mahria said that she’d sent him a message. She also said that he wouldn’t care what she did and never had.

 

To say that Mahria had issues with her parents was putting it mildly.

 

Between Mahria and Kettel, Rain thought Mahria was going to end up being the bigger issue. Kettel was an idiot, sure, but that was just because he didn’t have the experience to know better. There were encouraging signs that almost dying had woken him up. There’d be a lot of drills and training in his future to solidify the lesson.

 

Mahria, on the other hand, was still in denial. She’d been an adventurer for years. Her parents, in addition to all their other issues, were adventurers too. The recklessness ran deep, and rooting it out would take some doing. It was hard to remember that she was his own age sometimes, but her behavior made a little more sense when you considered that all of her adventuring experience had been earned while in the presence of Apache-Mom. The Froststorm incident was likely her first real brush with death too.

 

Fortunately for Rain’s sanity, no other Guild members had joined, leaving the number of remedial students at two—three if you counted Val, four if you counted Rain himself. Jaks, Stoneshield, Mindyblades, and Elmwood had had the expected reaction to losing out on what would have been thousands of Tel, wanting nothing to do with him. Only one other Guilder had applied, in fact, doing so very early on before word had spread about his selection criteria. It had been Cera, the Water Mage, and Rain had rejected her. Hard. Her asshole interview had made her opinions abundantly clear, and for all that Rain hated confrontations, there were some things he would NOT tolerate.

 

Recklessness was a tractable problem; it could be rectified with discipline and experience. Bigotry, on the other hand, especially the deep-seated kind that Cera harbored, was not. You couldn’t fix it with a lecture. There was no way that Rain was going to let someone like her join the group before its identity had even been established. She mistrusted or outright hated everyone not from Fel Sadanis—cervidians, islanders, Xiugaaraans, Osarans, everyone. Further, her position on the unawakened was that if they weren’t strong enough to help themselves, then they might as well just die.

 

Reeducating such a person was a laudable goal, but not something that was achievable in any reasonable timeframe. Cera’s opinions would have been like a poison in the company. There was no place for it. She hadn’t been the only one that he’d needed to reject for that reason, either. The confrontations hadn’t really gotten any easier with practice, though most people hadn’t made as much of an issue of being rejected as she had. Still, Rain was happy to be done with recruiting, and he was planning on putting someone he trusted in charge of personnel so he would never have to do it again.

 

Delegation was hot on his mind. He’d had the election he’d wanted two days ago—explaining ranked-choice voting to everyone had been an incredibly frustrating experience—and been confirmed as the captain of the company. Not CEO, mind. Having never experienced corporate hell, Rain felt unqualified to recreate it in a fantasy world.

 

Banking on getting that airship one day, he was thinking more along the lines of pirates. He was the captain, first among equals. Someone, probably Vanna, would be quartermaster. Distributing shares of booty would also be easier than trying to set every member up with their own pay-grade and hourly rate.

 

Rain sighed. Ugh, I’ll deal with that later. I’m supposed to be making sure everyone has everything they need. He rubbed at his forehead, dragging his thoughts back on track as he reviewed the names and skills of the members. There were notable gaps, such as a skilled carpenter, but there wasn’t much he could do about that. Fortunately, people were generally handy, so they’d be able to get by.

 

Apart from people, they also had a few pets in the company, though he hadn’t listed them. He had Dozer, and Meloni had Cloud, but that wasn’t all. One of the hunters, Hanes, owned a pair of hunting dogs, and Romer the scribe had a tabby cat. It was a good thing that nobody else had a cat, too; otherwise, the expedition would have been in serious jeopardy. One cat was all well and good, but two? Madness. The last thing that they needed was a catsplosion.

 

Rain chuckled despite his headache and loaded up another file, this one listing equipment. 
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Standard Equipment - 64 Tel x 50 -> 3,200 Tel

 Gambeson - 11 Tel

 Heavy Cloak - 4 Tel

 Leather helmet - 2 Tel

 Fur gloves - 3 Tel

 Leather Boots - 2 Tel

 Knife - 3 Tel

 Heavy-Duty Pack - 3 Tel

 Spear - 3 Tel

 Sword - 4 Tel

 Shield - 2 Tel

 Bow - 4 Tel

 Arrows - 3 Tel

 Misc. Stipend - 20 Tel

 










 








 

There was more, of course, but Rain hadn’t bothered making sure that everyone had a spare set of underwear, instead focusing on what they’d need for combat. Some people already had some of this stuff—or didn’t need it in the case of the awakened—but he’d made sure to get extras so nobody would be without some critical piece of kit. He also wanted to have at least one of each kind of weapon for everyone, even if they didn’t know how to use it yet.

 

Rain got to his feet and headed over to a row of crates, each containing something from the list. He started going through them, checking to make sure that everything was accounted for and that there weren’t any quality issues. It would all get handed out a little later tonight, and then everyone would get some geared marching practice.

 

The condition of Fel Sadanis made acquiring things problematic, but Mlem had risen to the challenge with a series of minor mercantile miracles. A lot of things, like the gambesons, had to be cobbled together from scraps. Fortunately, many of the people who were sticking around to help the company were merchants and craftsmen. In other words, people with stuff. Negotiating transport for their livelihoods through the teleport platform was problematic, so they were doing as much as they could to liquidate their assets before they left.

 

Mlem’s position in the company was interesting. On one hand, he’d said he wanted to join properly, agreeing to be a full member. On the other hand, he was still a merchant. Uncharitably, he could be viewed as a tick that had latched onto the company and was draining its coffers to line his own pockets. A more open-minded viewpoint would paint him as something like the company’s personal trade liaison. It seemed to be working, at least for now. Mlem was certainly happy.

 

The equipment that Rain had purchased was ‘company steel,’ meaning that it remained the company’s property. In general, he was planning on keeping everything like that. The company’s finances would be managed by the quartermaster—which wouldn’t be Mlem, for obvious reasons—such that people wouldn’t need to worry about paying for food, supplies, and basic equipment. Adventuring gains would be split up, with each member getting a share for their own use, and some portion going to the company. An airship wasn’t going to pay for itself, after all. It would be best to start saving up now. The money from Rankin hadn’t gone nearly as far as he’d hoped.

 

As for why they had to buy all of this stuff in the first place, one reason was time, and the other was that Tallheart wasn’t willing to make equipment for people he didn’t trust. Rain hadn’t even asked, though he was planning on broaching the subject with him later. They were going to need to be careful about managing knowledge of the full extent of Tallheart’s abilities, regardless. If some organization, say, the Bank, decided that they wanted to abduct him, there wouldn’t be much they could do to stop it. That was one reason Rain was so worried about maintaining good relations with the Watch and the Guild. As a custodian and a Guild member, he—and by extension, the company—had some measure of protection. Still, it would be best to keep things covert for now.

 

Rain sighed, pulling out a particularly ratty gambeson from one of the crates. He tugged lightly, and the loose seam that he’d spotted gave way under the force. Shaking his head, he walked over to a different pile, this one for miscellaneous resources, and tossed the gambeson on top. They could use the linen to repair other clothing, at least. This is why I wanted spares.

 

Stretching his stiff muscles, Rain surveyed the bustle of activity. There was an endless list of things that they would need to survive out in the wilderness. Food, tools, sleds, snowshoes, evertorches, wood, cloth, leather; on and on it went. Fortunately, many hands meant light work. While Rain had ponied up the cash, he’d let others figure out the details while he focused on equipment and specialty items like Crysts.

 

Damn it. He shook his head. I wish I hadn’t given away those bribes to the Guilders, now. I’m practically broke again. He looked up with a sigh. We’ll be fine. There’ll be plenty of chances to make money, and we have what we need for now.

 

While it was true that he didn’t know their entire supply situation down to the number of toothpicks they owned, everyone kept coming to him with questions. Thus, he still had a pretty good idea of what they had and what they didn’t. For example, he knew that they only had about one week’s worth of food and water. He would have preferred to have more, but they needed the space for things that they couldn’t get in the wilderness. Food could be replenished by hunting—a single Stumper could feed the company for a whole day—and water was easy to get by melting snow.

 

Honestly, if this whole experience reminded him of one thing, it was Oregon Trail. Not the actual Oregon Trail, Oregon Trail the video game. You could either leave Independence with a half-ton of food, or you could just buy a couple boxes of bullets.

 

Rain snorted. Nobody is dying of dysentery on my watch. Purify is a game-changer. He already had a macro running that activated the aura every two hours. One brief pulse as a signal, then a one-minute delay, then full blast for ten seconds. It was better than having people come over to tell him that they needed to go to the bathroom. There will be no pooping in this company. Ooh! The Vestigial Assholes. Now there’s a good company name. Too bad I already decided.

 

Rain started laughing to himself. His asshole was just fine, thank you very much, though he’d needed to sneak away to check. Gus had offhandedly asked him if it had sealed itself shut, and he’d actually been concerned for a little while. These are the real questions, people.

 

“What’s so funny?” Vanna said, looking up from where she was working nearby.

 

“Nothing, nothing,” Rain said, waving the question away. Back to business.

 

He gestured to the crates. “I think we’re ready to distribute this stuff. Do you agree?”

 

Vanna got up and stretched. “Yes, I think so. We’ll find out if anything is missing pretty quickly anyway.”

 

“Right,” Rain said, nodding. “I’ll go round everyone up. I’m going to give a little speech once everyone has their stuff.”

 

“A speech?” Vanna said. “I thought you said you hated speeches?”

 

“I do,” Rain said. “But this is the foundation of the company we’re talking about here. It’s important.”

 

“Okay,” said Vanna with a shrug. “I’ll go get everyone then. You just find a spot to stand.”

 

Rain nodded. He walked over to one of the crates, one filled with heavy winter cloaks. His own cloak was folded neatly next to it, pinned with a small scrap of paper with his name on it. It was the same one that Val had given him, but it, like all the others, had been dyed white and patterned with dappled patches of shadow. The resulting pattern was arctic camo, more or less.

 

Rain smiled as he shook out the cloak and threw it around his shoulders. Myth and Reason had outdone themselves. They had needed to use a dozen precious Chem-Crysts to make the alchemical dyes, but it had been worth it. Rain would have liked to have dyed all of the equipment, not just the cloaks, but Chem-Crysts were in short supply thanks to the need for evertorches. Some would have called it a waste, given the noise that the forgewagon made, but it wasn’t just about the camouflage. It was about creating a unified identity. Something that everyone could share.

 



 

A little over an hour later, the sun was just starting to dip below the city walls. Rain was standing on the same crate he’d been sitting on earlier, surveying the gathered members of the company. Everyone else had been politely ushered out of the compound. He could have chosen to use a proper podium or clambered atop the city wall or something, but this was better. More personal.

 

What he saw filled him with a heady excitement that made it hard to control his expression. Each and every member was now wearing a white dappled cloak like his own. The company was formed. He’d done it.

 

Rain cleared his throat, and the chatter of conversation died as people stopped playing with their new equipment and looked in his direction. With a thought, he pulled up a window containing his prepared speech. There was no way he was going to try to do something like this off the cuff. He had the whole speech memorized, of course, but having it in front of him would force him to remain on track.

 

“Firstly, I’d like to thank you for your time,” he said, doing his best to project confidence. “I know that everyone is busy getting ready, so don’t worry; I’m not going to give some long-winded monologue. I just have a few practical things to tell you. Before that, though, I did at least want to say a little bit about what this company is, and what I hope it can become.”


Rain glanced at Ameliah, and she gave him an encouraging nod. She was standing next to Tallheart, who was fiddling with his cloak, trying to get it to fit better over his armor. Rain smiled, then refocused on the words in front of him.

 

“I know you all know me, so I won’t bother introducing myself. Thank you to everyone who voted in the election, whether you cast your vote for me or not. It will be my honor to serve as your captain.

 

“If you’ve spoken with me at all, you’re probably expecting some sort of self-demeaning joke here. Possibly a reference to something that you’ve never heard of. For once, I’m not going to do that. My homeland is far, far away, but this company… This is my home now. In the coming months, you’ll have plenty of time to get used to me. Apologies in advance.”

 

There was a small rustle at this, but not the smattering of polite laughter that Rain had expected. He pressed on, doing his best to look unfazed by the lack of reaction.

 

“Ascension. That is the goal of this company, and so, it is what we will call ourselves. Ascension.” He stopped, letting the name sink in before he continued.

 

“Simply put, the word Ascension means the act of going upward, but it is so much more than that. Ascension is to rise above the mundane. We strive to better ourselves, and, one day, to create a better world. A world where the strong protect and guide the weak. A world where everyone has the same opportunities for advancement, irrespective of the circumstances of their birth. A world where we all work together to create a brighter future.”

 

Rain smiled. “Obviously, we’re not going to do that overnight. It might not even happen in my lifetime. For now, Ascension will simply be our family. By electing me as your captain, you have chosen to grant me the responsibility of deciding our course. It is a job that I take most seriously.

 

“I know that many of you were confused when I insisted on a vote for leadership of a group that was, essentially, my own idea. Unfortunately, democracy is a tainted word in Fel Sadanis, thanks to the example set by the DKE. Do not mistake their council of Citizens for anything but what it is: the rule of the powerful over the powerless. What we do here is different. True democracy means that everyone gets a voice and that their voices are all equal.

 

“The leader of Ascension is nothing more than a representative of our collective will. A captain, not a king. We will write ourselves a document outlining what the captain may do, and what they may not. That will become our constitution. Our code. We will define rules for how and when a new captain is selected, and yet more rules for how a captain that is not fulfilling their duty may be removed. The code will be what defines what it means to be a part of Ascension, and no member will be exempt from its laws, captain or not, awakened or not. Under the code, we are all equals.”

 

Rain shrugged. “That’s all politics, of course, and I promised to keep this brief. For now, there’s only one rule. The golden rule: Treat others as you wish to be treated. We’ll work out the rest later. On to practical matters.”

 

He paused, waiting for the appreciative murmuring of the crowd to die down.

 

“We leave for Vestvall tomorrow morning at ninth bell,” he continued. “Our mission is to search for survivors. After that, we will decide whether to make for Three Cliffs and civilization, or to turn south for the Badlands and the promise of lairs, blues, and awakening. Everyone already knew that, of course, otherwise, you wouldn’t have joined, but I want to be clear. If you wish to change your mind, this is your last opportunity to do so. Once we leave Fel Sadanis, it may be a long time before you get this chance again.”

 

Rain paused, looking out at the crowd. There were a few uncertain expressions, but the general mood seemed to be one of resolve. He nodded. Good.

 

“You don’t need to decide now,” he continued. “We will spend the rest of the evening practicing with our new equipment and discussing how we will navigate the dangers of a ranked zone. If you do decide to remain in Fel Sadanis, please, return your gear to Vanna. There will be no judgment nor recrimination.”

 

Rain cleared his throat, scrolling so he could see the last paragraph of his notes.

 

“With that, I’m done talking. I told you that I would keep this short, and we’ve got a long walk ahead of us.”

 

He spread his arms wide and hopped down from the crate.

 

“Welcome, everyone, to Ascension.”
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114: March

                 

An icy wind ruffled Rain’s cloak as he passed through the barrier east of Fel Sadanis. He smiled and closed his eyes, breathing in the clean air as his boots crunched against the trampled snow. “Finally.”

 

He turned back to look at the city one last time. The scene was hazy from the smoke, and the crumbling walls hid the growing foundations of the Watch’s citadel from view. The land around the city was a mushroom swamp in full now, with the tallest specimens reaching over three meters in height. The heat had accelerated their growth. There were none to be seen outside the barrier.

 

It was tenth bell, and true to Rain’s word, the company had moved out an hour ago. They were presently arrayed behind him, settling into formation for the journey. Rain had just needed to take care of a few last things in the city, but now all of that was done with. It would be a long time before he ever saw this place again, if ever. I’ll see you around, Bartum.

 

He turned, walking across Ameliah’s dirt bridge and past the gathered members of the company until he reached a sled that held some of the spare equipment. He selected a sword, which he belted at his waist, then a wooden shield and a spear, which he would carry with him as they marched.

 

The best way to learn was by doing, and the best way to lead was by example. He was in the same boat as the unawakened when it came to using these weapons. Samson’s crash course on the sword and last night’s formation drills were the sum total of his experience, not counting what he’d seen in movies. The rest would come down to practice. Anyway, carrying the weapons was less about the need for them and more about showing solidarity. He had a heavy pack on his back over his cloak for much the same reason. That was in addition to his own messenger bag, slung at his side. Both were stuffed to bursting with supplies.

 

“Okay, everyone, just like we practiced,” Rain said, walking to the head of the group. He looked up at Tallheart, who was sitting atop the Forgewagon with Staavo riding shotgun. Dozer was in the bed, Rain could feel, happily asleep in his wooden crate.

 

Tallheart nodded and pushed the forgewagon’s levers forward. The vehicle jerked into motion. The smith pedaled slowly to keep the flywheel going, with Staavo providing token assistance. Tallheart was only letting the old man ride along in consideration for his missing foot and on the condition that he kept his mouth shut. Others would get turns as needed. Rain himself was planning on putting some pedal time in later. He felt a bit stiff, having skipped his morning workout in anticipation of all the walking they were going to be doing.

 

As a group, the company started moving, following the forgewagon as it crunched a path down the road. The snow wasn’t that deep, perhaps twenty centimeters at most, but it was significantly easier to just let the forgewagon’s treads do all the hard work. As part of the lead group, Rain didn’t have that luxury. He trudged through the snow beside the forgewagon, flanked by Tahir, the hunter. Finn and Ruce filled out the remainder of the lead party, paired up on the other side of the forgewagon.

 

The rest of the company stretched out behind them like a centipede, segmented in groups of three. Each group consisted of one person towing a medium-sized sled in the middle, plus a pair of armed guards, one on either side. The awakened and others with combat experience were spread across the groups such that the convoy’s defenses were relatively even down the line. The end of their little caravan was formed by Mlem and his self-powered journey cart, which did much better on the snow after it had been packed down by the sleds.

 

Everyone had packs to deal with, too, of course, even the guards. They were by no means traveling light. Progress was going to be slow, with frequent breaks until everyone got used to the physical demands of the loaded march. That was fine. Today’s goal was only ten kilometers, after all. They could have done it in two hours, if not for the snow.

 

Depending on which map you looked at—because of course all the maps he’d been able to find blew—it was somewhere between thirty-five and fifty leagues to Vestvall by road. After unfucking the units, that came out to somewhere between one hundred seventy and two hundred fifty kilometers. It would take them a month at ten kilometers a day, which was way too damn long. Rain had no intention of moving that slowly.

 

The long-term goal that Rain had in mind for the company was a standard march of thirty kilometers a day. That pace would be grueling in these conditions, but Rain knew it was possible, especially if you threw magic into the mix. According to a fragment of memory from his high school world history class, thirty kilometers a day was the standard for the Roman military. Also, for what it was worth, Mlem agreed that such a pace was reasonable, even in these conditions. He said he’d traveled to and from Vestvall just before the barrier went up, taking less than a week in each direction.

 

Rule 23: You’ll never get rich by being slow. Rain smiled. Mlem is awakened, though, and he’s got a magic cart. His perspective might be a bit off. 

 

If they really needed to move, stamina potions were on the table. With those, hitting or even exceeding Roman speed would be easy. Rain had acquired a small stockpile of them, and Myth and Reason even had a fresh batch fermenting in a glass jug somewhere. However, until monsters started dropping Crysts reliably, all types of potions were reserved for emergencies. Velocity, too, was an option, but that would require some practice for everyone to get used to. It would come later. For today, practice was more important than progress. 

 

As much as getting to Vestvall quickly was important, it wasn’t an emergency. Realistically, even doubling their pace wouldn’t make that much difference to Jamus’s family and the rest of the city’s residents. Rescue was already way too late. The depth gauge was still waffling between ranks ten and eleven, and unless it dropped significantly by the time they got there, the odds of finding survivors wouldn’t be high. Rain had gotten Officer Sells, the Watch’s Diviner, to take a peek down the road for him, but Sells wasn’t strong enough to see all the way to Vestvall. They’d be going in blind.

 

Rain shifted his grip on his shield, resisting the urge to add points to Strength to offset the weight of the equipment and his packs. No matter what he’d said in his little speech about not being able to turn back, he wanted to spend the first night relatively close to Fel Sadanis. It remained to be seen how problematic monster-spawns would be, and he wasn’t planning to lead everyone to their deaths. If enough people wanted to go back after the first night, he wouldn’t force them to continue.

 

Soon enough, the road exited the cleared land around Fel Sadanis, passing into the northern edge of Tallheart’s forest. The trees would continue for some twenty kilometers, thinning somewhat, then transitioning to cleared plots of farmland as they approached the village of Essed. That was tomorrow’s goal.

 

Rain was paying close attention to Detection as they walked. It was daytime, which meant that monsters would be generally more passive and wary of large groups, but it didn’t mean the company wouldn’t be attacked at all. If not for Ameliah, they probably would have already run into trouble.

 

Before ninth bell had even struck, Ameliah had gone out alone to scout and to sweep their path clear of any serious threats. She’d sent him a Message earlier, and from it, Rain knew that she was planning on staying out there, ghosting around the group until they stopped for the day. Now and then, he would catch a glimpse of her through the trees. Those appearances were deliberate, designed to reassure the group. Her protection would only last for two hours, however. At that point, she was going to deliberately let a small group of monsters through.

 

Of course, Rain had elected to keep that little detail to himself.

 



 

In the fourth group from the head of the line, Lyn Aleuas Draves was finding that marching in heavy gear was significantly more taxing than she’d been expecting. As a noble, she’d never needed to work a day in her life, but that hardly meant she was a stranger to physical exertion. As her parents’ youngest, and as their only daughter, she’d always felt like she had something to prove. That had led her to the arena. It was embarrassing for her, therefore, to be having trouble with something as simple as a march through the snow.

 

It had been almost two hours since they’d set out, and there was no indication that they were going to get another break anytime soon. They’d stopped once for a ten-minute breather, and then again for slightly longer when something had gone wrong with the ridiculous mechanical contraption they were following. When the next break would be, Lyn had no idea, and she wasn’t about to make herself look weak by asking.

 

She glanced at the man toiling beside her, pulling the sled. Lyn had yet to speak with him at all, not being particularly happy with the group in which she’d been placed. She’d have preferred to be paired up with Lord Darr, or any of the other awakened. She didn’t want to have to worry about two commoners when the excitement started.

 

She shook her head. No, not commoners. Amateurs.

 

Lyn had met many commoners in the arena, even losing matches to them occasionally. She was sure that these two were perfectly fine people. The real issue was that they weren’t fighters.

 

They’d gotten past Mazel, at least. Now there was someone that Lyn was glad she’d never had to face on the beam.

 

Sighing, Lyn waved her spear to catch the attention of the man pulling the sled. I might as well make an effort.

 

He looked over, and she took a deep breath, then spoke, trying to hide how badly she was out of breath. “So since it looks like we’re going to be stuck together for a while, I figured I should at least introduce myself. My name is Lyn Draves. What’s yours?”

 

“Nails,” the man said.

 

“What did you do, Nails, before joining Ascension?” She gestured at the convoy.

 

“Worked,” Nails said.

 

Lyn hid her frown. Not a big talker, this one. “Doing what?”

 

Nails shrugged his shoulders, adjusting his grip on the sled’s tow harness. “This sort of thing.”

 

“So, you were a porter?”

 

“Sometimes.”

 

There was a long pause. Just when Lyn was about to make another effort, the man spoke up of his own will. “You’re a noble?”

 

Lyn tightened her grip on the spear. “I was. My family died in the Shift. Not the whole house, just my part of it.” She looked away. “I’m the last one left.”

 

“Sorry,” Nails said.

 

“Yeah,” Lyn said. When she spoke again, it was to change the subject. “So, what made you decide to join?”

 

“I was already working for Rain.” Nails paused as if considering. “He’s a good person.”

 

Huh. “How long have you known him?” Lyn asked.

 

“Two weeks, maybe. What day is today?”

 

“Second of Winternight.”

 

“Already?” Nails said. “I thought we were still in Frostfall.”

 

“It’s cold enough, either way,” Lyn said. “I’m not looking forward to Fallow if we’re still out here by then. This cloak isn’t going to be enough, and the gambeson I got issued has a hole, though I shouldn’t complain.” Fucking Shift.

 

“Rain has a Heat aura,” Nails said. “Delfina saw him use it.”

 

“Mmm, I’d heard that,” Lyn said, nodding. “Who’s Delfina?”

 

Nails gestured to the third member of their party, a woman walking on the other side of the sled carrying a shield and spear just like her own.

 

“Oh,” said Lyn, then she raised her voice. “Hello.”

 

Delfina looked over, then quickly away the moment their eyes met. Lyn raised an eyebrow.

 

“She’s quiet,” Nails said by way of explanation.

 

“Wait, Nails, did I just hear you call someone quiet?” someone called from the group behind them. “What’s that make her, mute?”

 

“Shut up, Faas,” Nails said. “She talks. Just not to idiots like you.”

 

“Oi!” Faas shouted. Lyn smiled.

 

“Look alive, everyone! On the right!” came a booming voice from the front of the caravan. Lyn jerked her head forward, seeing Rain perched unsteadily atop the forgewagon, pointing. “We’ve got incoming! Full halt! Leave the sleds and get ready! Shields and spears in the front, archers in the back! Awakened, no magic!”

 

No magic? Lyn turned, shrugging out of her pack as she moved forward to join the others in mustering for battle. After a moment, Nails and Delfina appeared on either side of her. Nails had retrieved a shield and a spear from the sled. This wasn’t the first monster attack that they’d had, but it was the first time an actual halt had been called. The previous incidents had both been rogue plague-rats, each one being quickly felled by arrows from a distance.

 

Lyn searched the trees, looking for the threat. Whatever it was, it was going to be big. “Does anyone see—there!” She pointed, seeing a flash of icy blue. She relaxed slightly, recognizing the monster. Why call a halt for these?

 

“Ice Slimes!” someone called from further down the line. Lyn could now see a few more of them coming through the trees.

 

“Use your shield,” Lyn said, glancing at Delfina and Nails. “They’ll jump when they get close. Shake them off, then when they fall, stab them before they jump again.”

 

“Got it,” said Nails.

 

Lyn gripped her spear tightly. Okay, that is a lot of slimes, actually…

 

More and more of them just kept filtering out of the trees, leaving tracks of hardened ice atop the snow. Arrows were already flying, claiming the first kills. Lyn cursed, staring at the oncoming monsters. She slipped her arm out of her shield’s straps and dropped it to the ground, taking a two-handed grip on her weapon instead. The shield would have just slowed her down, even if it was a good idea for the others.

 

The first slimes reached them, launching themselves and kicking up puffs of snow. Lyn struck downward, using the spear more like a staff to swat the icy blob headed for her out of the air. Unsure if she’d killed it, she pulled back and stabbed. Her strike pierced the slime with no resistance, releasing a small wave of foul-smelling jelly as the point of the spear bit into the frozen ground beneath the snow. Cold rolled off the ooze, sharp against the exposed skin of her face.

 

Lyn looked up as she freed her spear from the earth. Beside her, Nails was fighting with a slime that had stuck itself to his shield, and Delfina was rushing to help him. Lyn would have gone to help as well, but there was another slime headed right for her.

 

Jumping back, she intercepted its leap with the haft of her spear, sending the blobby monster flying off to the side. She didn’t chase after it. Instead, she lunged, stabbing yet another slime before it even got a chance to leave the ground.

 

Just as in the arena, time stretched into a blur. Deflect, dodge, stab, advance, dodge again. Her long hours of practice were paying off. A spear wasn’t much different from a staff, not when it came down to it.

 

“Stumper!” Rain’s voice called over the shouts of combat. “Unawakened, get away from it!” Lyn felt her blood run cold in a way that had nothing to do with the icy snot she found herself spattered in.

 

“Mine!” someone shouted. There was a thunderous clang of metal on metal, but Lyn didn’t have time to look for the source of the noise or identify the speaker. Wherever the Stumper was, it wasn’t nearby, and there was a more immediate problem she needed to deal with.

 

“Geroff me!” Faas shouted, scrabbling behind himself, trying to reach the slime that was clinging to his cloak.

 

“Turn around and stay still!” Lyn shouted at him.

 

Amazingly, Faas had the presence of mind to comply, spinning and freezing in place. Wasting no time, Lyn slashed with the blade of the spear. Her precise strike sheared through the slime’s membrane, killing it instantly and dumping its foul-smelling insides all down Faas’s back.

 

“Depths, that’s cold!” Faas shouted.

 

Lyn whirled, looking for more threats, but there were none. The last slimes were dying, being rapidly dealt with by the other fighters. The Stumper, she now saw, had come out of the trees near the tail of the caravan. It was already dead. The bearded turtle was stomping on its corpse with an armored boot while Lord Darr and the orange-robed mage looked on. Jamus, she thought his name was.

 

“If you’ve got wounded, raise your hand!” Rain’s voice rose over the chaos. Lyn spun to see him hurtling toward her. The nimbus of Purify surrounded him, and as he passed, the icy filth soaking Faas vanished as if it had never been. Lyn looked down, seeing that she had also been cleaned of the splattered evidence of the battle. She looked up, watching wordlessly as Rain tore down the line, luminescent mist trailing in his wake. Where was he this whole time?

 

Realization struck as Ameliah had exited the trees, looking utterly unconcerned by the scene. Oh. I see.

 

Lyn watched Rain for a moment more, becoming increasingly aware of the cold that filled the air as the excitement of the battle faded. The gambeson had protected her well, but she’d barely gotten any slime on her. Looking around at the others, she sighed, seeing more than a few pairs of chattering teeth belonging to those who hadn’t been as quick to dodge. I suppose we DO need the practice.

 



 

Rain worked to slow his breathing as he made his way back along the column, passing the laughing and celebrating members of the company. Thirteen Tel sat in a pouch in his pocket, the spoils from their conquest. While there hadn’t been any Cold-Crysts, it was proof that monsters were starting to drop things again. When they stopped for the day, he’d break it up into copper and pay out everyone’s shares.

 

People gave Rain appreciative looks as he passed, as he was running Immolate at a low level to take the edge off the chill. No one had been seriously hurt. There’d been a few minor cases of frostbite where slime had come into contact with exposed skin, but nothing that couldn’t be treated with a tiny dab of healing potion. Ice Slimes weren’t even corrosive, so even their wardrobes were unscathed. Nevertheless, Rain was going to have to talk to Ameliah about what constituted a small group of monsters. When he’d sensed the multitude of slimes coming, he’d thought there’d been some mistake. Ameliah’s arrival soon after told him it wasn’t. No, this had been precisely what she’d intended. The Stumper, too. That had been a test for the awakened, or perhaps for him.

 

Rain frowned as he watched Ameliah disappear back into the trees, off to resume her scouting, no doubt. He shook his head with a sigh. Everything worked out fine, I guess. Maybe she’s got a better estimate of how much we can handle than I do. They’re going to need to learn to protect themselves; it’s just… Holding back when someone might get hurt is hard.

 

Rain made his way toward the forgewagon, planning to take a shift on pedal-duty now that Staavo had wandered off toward the back of the caravan. The old scholar had said he wanted to talk to Jamus and walk a while, so the seat was free. As he approached, he dropped Immolate, knowing that the magic would have just been sucked up by the vehicle’s metallic frame.

 

Metal had a sort-of gravity well when it came to magic; the higher the mana conversion rate, the stronger the pull. If you launched a Firebolt at a warrior, they’d be able to block it with a sword if they managed to get the blade within, say, five centimeters of the bolt. The required distance depended on the strength of the spell, its type, as well as the specific metal that the sword was made from.

 

For example, the Dark Revenant’s Armor that he was wearing was made of Dark Steel with a ninety-nine point nine percent mana conversion. That meant that for every thousand points of magical damage, only one point would impact the durability, with the rest being converted to mana and absorbed. For non-damaging spells, it was much the same, except the numbers were harder to quantify. A debuff like Malaise would get cut down to point one percent of its effectiveness. The rest of the energy would be converted to mana and absorbed, but that was where things started getting squirrelly. It wasn’t the original mana cost of the spell. It was some sort of a damage-equivalent based on spell-efficiency or something.

 

Of course, all of this became even more complicated when souls got involved—order of effect, perception of the target, intent of the caster, and so forth. In the case of the forgewagon, though, it was simple. Trying to use magic near that much metal was like trying to roll a ball-bearing past a powerful magnet. At low power, even something omnidirectional like an aura couldn’t avoid getting sucked in. Boosting the spell high enough for some of the magic to break free simply wasn’t worth the effort, let alone pushing hard enough to actually saturate the metal.

 

As with his armor, the effect wasn’t able to override Rain’s own domain. It still messed with the mana, but couldn’t absorb it. When seated on the forgewagon, Winter worked just fine as a singularity, and at the kind of power-levels he always ran it at, it was capable of reaching the person sitting in the other seat.

 

Detection also worked. That particular spell didn’t seem to care about the presence of the metal whatsoever. It wasn’t even the ‘not occluded by mundane materials’ effect listed on the skill card. According to Ameliah, metal should have overridden that. She’d said instead that it was because Detection was a Divination-aspect spell.

 

Whatever the reason, it tracked with Rain’s own experience. He’d been able to use Detection to find ores back in the mine and to see straight through the metal box Rankin had been using to hide his stash. Shielding something against Divination took a bit more effort than just lining the walls of your secret base with lead, apparently.

 

Likewise, some skills were explicitly meant to work with metal. Case in point, Tallheart, who was standing at his anvil, tapping lightly with his hammer. Rain couldn’t see what he was working on from this angle.

 

“Hey Tallheart, what did I miss?” Rain asked, gesturing.

 

“Nothing,” Tallheart said. “Please do something about this.” He pointed to his feet, where Dozer was clinging to his leg.

 

Rain smiled. Dozer, down, he commanded. The slime obediently released Tallheart’s leg and dropped to the snow. The moment it hit the ground, it quivered in shock. Feelings of distress and betrayal came across the link, but that might have just been Rain projecting. Dozer didn’t like snow, or the cold in general. Rain hurriedly walked around the forgewagon to stow his shield and spear in the small gap behind the seats, then bent down and grabbed the slime, cradling it in his arms like a giant water balloon. Dozer jiggled contentedly against his chest, snuggling as only an amorphous blob could.

 

“Don’t get used to it, Dozer. You’re too big for this. You’re going to have to learn to deal with the snow.”

 

This was met with nothing but happy confusion.

 

Rain sighed, stroking the slime idly as he peered up at what Tallheart was working on. “What are you making?”

 

Tallheart held up a cylindrical piece of metal. He turned it, showing Rain that it was hollow. “A cylinder for your damping idea. I am growing tired of the bouncing. Mmm. And the noise.”

 

“Oh, cool,” Rain said. “I’m not sure what we can do about the noise, though. The links for the treads need to be loose enough to accommodate the suspension, hence all the clanking.”

 

“I will make a muffler, now that we are away from the city.”

 

“A what?” Rain asked.

 

“A muffler,” Tallheart said. “I will need…hmm…two Arcane Crysts.”

 

“Oh, a Muffler. Like Muffle the spell?” It’s worth it, I guess. We’ve only got seven Arcane Crysts, though…

 

Tallheart rumbled in confirmation. “Yes.” He jumped down from the bed, then tucked the unfinished cylinder into a crate lashed below the anvil that held a few other metal bits and bobs. “I will finish tonight. We should keep moving.”

 

Rain nodded. “I’ll pedal with you for a bit. I’ve got something I wanted to talk to you about, anyway.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “We are still stopping early for the night?”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said. “Hang on, let me check the odometer.”

 

The odometer was a work in progress, and Rain’s answer to crappy cartography. At the moment, it wasn’t mounted anywhere convenient where it could be read while in motion. They’d bolted it beneath the bed near the back-left axle. It wasn’t anything complicated, just a bulky frame holding a series of wooden wheels and belts. Properly, it should have been done with gears, but making all those tiny teeth would have been too time-consuming given their schedule.

 

The forgewagon’s wheels had a radius of exactly 35cm. The treads added another three centimeters to that, bringing the total radius up to 38cm. Perimeter being 2πr, that turned into 238.761cm traveled for each wheel rotation. As one of the axles directly drove the odometer, the first wooden wheel in the box would turn at the same rate. The 10:1 reduction to the next wheel meant a revolution there corresponded to 23.8m, then 238m for the one after that, and so on. Tweaking the ratio of the first reduction to get things into increments of ten would have been nice, but it added complexity. He hadn’t even built the thing, only scribbled some quick requirements down and outsourced the design to a carpenter back in Fel Sadanis.

 

Simple as it was, it functioned amazingly well. Rain had even calibrated it by using Purify’s range as a measuring stick. Multiplying the reading by 1.033 compensated for the measurement errors, at least up to the fourth wheel.

 

Rain deposited Dozer in the forgewagon’s bed, then bent to inspect the odometer. He lifted his visor to get a better look at the notches carved into the wheels, then quickly tallied up the distance and applied the correction factor. He didn’t even bother to summon his calculator for something so trivial. “Five point nine kilometers,” he said, straightening.

 

Tallheart frowned. “What is that in leagues?”

 

“Not my problem,” Rain said. “We’re using metric, end of story.”

 

Tallheart snorted, and Rain glared at him. “It’s an objectively superior system, just like the numbers I use. I’m going to teach both systems to everyone, and you all will thank me for it when I’m done.”

 

Tallheart rumbled, unconvinced.

 

Rain shook his head. He’ll come around. Also, Dozer, how are you already asleep?

 

The slime had oozed into the box of parts, slurping up the unfinished pieces and relaxing bonelessly into the shape of the container. In point of fact, the crate had actually been Dozer’s bed first. Tallheart had started using it for storage later. Fortunately, neither of them seemed to mind sharing.

 

Rain snorted as a wave of sleepy contentment buffeted him. He pushed it aside, motioning to Tallheart. “Come on, let’s go. Just four kilometers left. It shouldn’t take us long.” He turned, facing the rest of the company. “Form up!” he roared. “We’re moving!”

 

After clambering up into the passenger’s seat, Rain settled his feet on the pedals and fastened his seatbelt. Next, he accessed the Ring’s interface and buffed Strength up to his limit of forty-seven, taking the points from Clarity. With the point of sync that he’d gotten late last night, that put him at sixteen effective, a dangerous number as far as his coordination was concerned. Boosted like this, he needed to be exceedingly careful with rapid movements. He wouldn’t want to, say, deck himself in the teeth with a metal gauntlet during an attempt to scratch his nose. Nope. Nothing like that has ever happened. Not to me, no sir.

 

Rain began to push against the pedals, but they didn’t even budge. Tallheart had adjusted the gear ratio yesterday, not wanting to have to pedal so quickly to maintain a walking pace. Rain clenched his teeth and pushed harder. Slowly, the pedals began to turn. He smiled, pushing harder still, using the seat for leverage.

 

Suddenly, something clicked, and there was a sharp pain in his left knee that made him stop in surprise. Did…did I just break my leg?

 

“Um, Tallheart,” Rain said, slowly raising his knee. There was another pop as something clicked back into place, accompanied by a second spike of pain. Rain’s eye twitched slightly as the sharp sensation faded into a dull, throbbing ache. He looked over at Tallheart. “At what point do I need to start worrying about having too much Strength?”

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, fiddling with his seatbelt. “It starts to become dangerous at ten to one with Endurance. Recovery only matters after the damage is done.” He looked up, alarm flickering across his face when he saw Rain cradling his knee. “Was that noise you? What happened?”

 

“I think I dislocated my knee a little bit, or maybe my kneecap. I didn’t even think that was possible. It popped back in, but yeah, not pleasant.”

 

“Are you sure?” Tallheart asked, peering at Rain’s leg, then back at his face. “You do not seem to be in distress.”

 

“Yeah, pretty sure,” Rain said, flexing the joint slowly. Everything seemed to be working, but his body was screaming at him to stop. Instead, he straightened his leg and consulted his menus. “I’m only at a five-to-one ratio with Endurance, so why—?” He blinked. “Oh. That would do it.”

 

Dropping his Strength to fifteen, Rain healed his knee in a puff of overhealth, then brought his Strength back up to thirty and dumped the remaining balance in Endurance. He looked over at Tallheart, who was watching him with concern. “I wasn’t at max health. I guess my ligaments couldn’t take it?” He pitched his voice up, making it a question.

 

Tallheart frowned. “Perhaps.”

 

Rain nodded. That’s it, resting buff of ten for Endurance from now on. That was NOT pleasant. “Okay, let’s go.” He started pushing again, pulling the rest of his points out of Clarity and spreading them between Endurance and Strength, not exceeding a two-to-one ratio.

 

“Are you well, Rain?” Tallheart asked, watching him.

 

“Fine,” Rain said. “Already healed.” Damn, this flywheel is heavy. Turn, damn you!

 

“That is not what I mean,” Tallheart said. The pedals started turning effortlessly as the smith added his strength to Rain’s. “You have not been sleeping enough. You are pushing yourself too hard.”

 

“I’m—” Rain cut himself off. He was going to say fine again, but that really wasn’t true, and he knew it. He kept pedaling, matching Tallheart’s speed. He glanced to the side at Tahir and Finn, who were chatting nearby. He cleared his throat and called out to them. “Tahir, Finn, go find out where Ruce wandered off to, then all of you fall back to the first sled. Tallheart and I are going to take the forgewagon ahead for a little bit so we can have a private conversation. Keep an eye on us, but don’t let anyone eavesdrop, okay?”

 

“Sure thing, boss,” Finn said, slapping Tahir on the shoulder. The two of them retreated, and Tallheart pushed the controls forward. Rain twisted himself around to look over his shoulder as the forgewagon lurched into motion, then waved to Vanna to get everyone to follow.

 

Vanna nodded, then turned and shouted at the company, “Move out!”

 

Rain gave her a thumbs-up before turning back to face the road. He and Tallheart pedaled silently for a few minutes as Rain waited for them to build up a little distance.

 

“It’s the memories,” he finally said. “Being a Dynamo just makes it worse. They’re there every time I close my eyes.” He looked down. “Keeping myself busy…helps.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. “I understand.”

 

Rain nodded. “Yeah.”

 

He closed his eyes. He didn’t really feel like saying any more. Instead, he focused on the pumping of his legs. There wasn’t even a specter of the pain from his knee, and his body felt strong.

 

Amazingly strong. Unnaturally strong.

 

“I’ll be okay,” Rain said after a minute. “It’s…going to take me some time. Just let me know if it looks like I’m getting worse. Don’t let me pull away. I did that after my parents died, and—” He shook his head. “You don’t want to hear this. Thank you, Tallheart.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “It is good that you are aware of your own state. Ameliah was concerned that you did not even realize how you were behaving.”

 

Rain looked up. “Really? What did she tell you?”

 

Tallheart snorted but didn’t answer.

 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rain asked. “Come on, what did she say?”

 

Tallheart stopped pedaling, startling Rain with the sudden increase in resistance. “Stop,” Tallheart said. “We are moving too quickly.”

 

Rain glanced over his shoulder, then blinked when he saw how far back the next group was. Vanna was glaring at him, an annoyed expression on her face as she struggled to keep up while towing the sled behind her.

 

Oops. Rain eased off, the pedals coming to a complete stop as the momentum of the flywheel carried them forward.

 

“This vehicle is impressive for something unenchanted,” Tallheart said. “The cars of your world move faster still, correct?”

 

“Much faster,” Rain said, shaking his head and grudgingly accepting the change of subject. I’ll talk to Ameliah later. Make sure she knows I’m okay. “Ten times faster or more, and you don’t need to pedal them. And planes go like ten times faster than that. Some planes even break the sound barrier. Don’t even get me started on rockets.” 

 

Tallheart rumbled in what Rain interpreted as acceptance.

 

“We’ll get there,” Rain said, slapping the side of his chair for lack of a door. “And beyond. My world had technology; this world has magic. Together, that’s magitek, and it is going to be awesome. I’m talking Airships, Tallheart. Airships!”

 

“Mmm.”

 

Rain continued on, heedless of what was probably skepticism. “Those Majistraal teleporters are holding up progress, I tell you. They make getting around too easy. Nobody’s even tried to make anything better than journey carts. They haven’t needed to.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, thoughtfully this time. He had started pedaling again, slowly.

 

“We need to be careful about it, though,” Rain said, matching his pace. “There’s some stuff that I know that’s better left unmentioned. Hell, even if someone finds out that it’s possible, we could be in trouble. Who knows how many steps they could skip with magic.”

 

Rain tilted his head. Could Tallheart build a filter for U235? An image of a mushroom cloud flashed through his mind, and he shuddered. Hurriedly pushing the thought away, he asked a follow-up question. “Say, Tallheart, how many Ment-Crysts would you need to make something to block a mind reader?”

 

Tallheart scratched at one of his antlers, taking a moment to consider the question. “Anyone strong enough to read thoughts is too strong for an enchantment born of Crysts to be more than an inconvenience,” he finally said. “It would take a GranCryst, at minimum.”

 

Rain frowned. “And what about someone like Warden Vatreece?”

 

Tallheart snorted. “Impossible.”

 

“Care to elaborate?” Rain asked, raising an eyebrow.

 

“Platinums are…” Tallheart said, trailing off. He closed his eyes, and when he spoke again, there was a note of pain in his voice. “There is no resistance. I was a fool for ever believing differently.”

 

Rain winced. Shit. He cleared his throat, interested in moving the conversation along before Tallheart spiraled down a dark path. “Anyway, Tallheart, there’s another reason I wanted to talk to you alone. I’ve got a question for you.” He hesitated. “It’s kind of related. Sorry.”

 

Tallheart shook his head, then snorted. “Ask.”

 

Rain nodded. “Right, well…”

 

“Just ask,” Tallheart said.

 

“I wanted to talk to you about equipment,” Rain said with a sigh. “Weapons and armor. I know you’re not comfortable making that kind of stuff for humans, but… I wanted to know if you’d consider it. Just for the company, of course.”

 

Tallheart frowned.

 

Rain held up his hands hurriedly. “I’m not going to push you on it; I just wanted to see where you stood. I’m not even sure it is a good idea, given all the shit crafters have to deal with. I don’t exactly want word to spread about what you can do. Still, imagine what this company would be like if we all had full plate armor. Even without enchantments, I know you can make way better gear than the crap I bought.” Rain gestured to the sword on his hip, indicating the specks of rust on the pommel.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled noncommittally. After a few seconds of silence, he spoke again. “You, Ameliah, and Jamus are the only humans I trust.”

 

“To be clear, that’s a no, right?”

 

Tallheart just looked at him. Rain sighed, rubbing at his eyes. Damn it, I fucked this all up. Stupid, Rain, stupid. “Fair enough,” he said after a moment. “I won’t ask again. I said I wouldn’t push, and I won’t.”

 

Tallheart nodded.

 

The two of them pedaled in silence for a few minutes. Tallheart stared into the distance, his thoughts remaining inscrutable as Rain pored over the conversation, trying to determine how he could have approached things differently. Suddenly, a thought struck him, and he tilted his head. “What about Staavo?”

 

Tallheart looked at him, raising an eyebrow.

 

“You didn’t include him in your list of trusted humans,” Rain elaborated. “You made some wire and stuff for him, though, and you let him ride up here.”

 

Tallheart snorted. “I trust Staavo to be Staavo.” He looked at Rain, face expressionless. “Noisy, but harmless.”

 

“Oof,” Rain said.

 

“Do not tell him I said that,” Tallheart said, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “He is…not bad. For a human. Loud, pushy, and rude, but not bad.” Tallheart paused, tilting his head. “Do not tell him that I said that either.”

 

Rain laughed, a small fraction of his tension draining away. “Sure thing, Tallheart.”

 

            
115: Camp

                 

As the forgewagon crested a small rise in the road, Rain spotted Ameliah waiting for them in the distance, standing next to a wooden bridge over a frozen stream. She had the hood of her cloak raised, and Rain was sure that he’d have missed her completely had Detection not warned him that she was there. He raised his hand to wave, and Ameliah waved back. Instead of slipping back into the trees, she started walking toward them.

 

“Looks like we’re stopping here,” Rain said to Tallheart, pointing. “Distance should be close enough. Drive over the stream before you stop. We’ll probably end up melting it when we camp, so we’d better do it now.”

 

Tallheart nodded, pulling back on one of the levers, sending them crunching off the road and down toward the bank. It looked like he had decided to drive straight over the ice rather than try the bridge, which was probably wise. That thing looks like it’s on its last legs.

 

They crossed without incident—the stream wasn’t that deep and was probably frozen through. Rain’s legs were burning as he dismounted from the bouncing forgewagon, and he almost fell as his knee buckled. Hmm. I guess it’s not as healed as I thought.

 

“Problem?” Ameliah asked, walking up to them.

 

“Hurt my knee,” Rain said. “I healed it, but it looks like the damage was worse than I thought. I’m not very good at judging levels of pain anymore. Physical pain, anyway.” Damn headaches.

 

“Here, let me see,” Ameliah said, laying her hand on his shoulder. Rain forced his face to remain neutral as he felt Tissue Scan sweep through him. She doesn’t know that I know what that skill actually does. Play it cool, Rain. It’ll only be weird if you make it weird.

 

“Yeah, you definitely hurt it. You’ve got a torn ligament.”

 

Rain shivered as the rush of healing flowed through him. Barely recognized aches and pains vanished in an instant as his health overflowed his cap, leaving him with only the dull throbbing behind his eyes. “Whoa.”

 

“How did it happen?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain rubbed at his neck, “Uh, I kinda did it to myself. Imbalance. The ring, you know?”

 

“Have I mentioned how ridiculous that thing is?” Ameliah asked, glancing at Tallheart.

 

“Yes, you have,” Rain said. “Tallheart says he’ll make you one, by the way, as soon as we can find another Arcane GranCryst. Seems like something like that would be pretty useful for a Jack. All your stats are equal, right?”

 

Ameliah nodded. “Yes, they are. As nice as it would be to have something like that, it wouldn’t really work for me, though.”

 

“Why not?” Rain asked.

 

“It’s a Jack thing,” Ameliah said with a shrug. “Balance works better.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, not looking up from where he was fiddling with something underneath the forgewagon. “I can make something more suited to you once I have the materials.”

 

“You really don’t have to,” Ameliah said, “but thanks.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said.

 

Ameliah’s eyes flicked to the side, and Rain turned to see Vanna approaching them. “We’re stopping?” she asked, looking at Ameliah questioningly.

 

“I think we should,” Ameliah said, glancing at Rain playfully. “Do you agree, Captain?”

 

Rain snorted. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

 

“Good,” Vanna said. “I was about to say something if you didn’t call a halt soon. A few people are having trouble. I think we should slow down the pace a bit tomorrow.”

 

Rain frowned. “You’re probably right, but I don’t like hearing it. It’ll take us forever to get anywhere at this pace. How hard do you think I can push them before they start hating me for it?”

 

Vanna considered for a moment, then shrugged. “We can try to keep this pace, I suppose. Managing a company is a bit different from a work crew. I knew how much my crew could take, but…” She shook her head. “I couldn’t tell you if the ones having trouble are actually at their limits, or if they’re just whiners. I haven’t known them long enough.”

 

“We will march for as long as is needed,” said Tarny, having joined them as Vanna was speaking. “Lord Rain, do not concern yourself with such matters. Your task is to lead; ours is but to follow.”

 

Rain thought he hid his sigh admirably. Who talks like that? He didn’t bother telling Tarny to stop calling him ‘Lord.’ There was no point. “Thank you, Tarny, but I don’t want anyone to hurt themselves by working too hard before they’re ready. I’ll call a few more stops tomorrow for rest, but we’ll be marching the whole day, instead of just half.”

 

“Yes, my lord,” Tarny said, bowing.

 

“No bowing, Tarny,” Rain said. “For the last time.”

 

“Sorry, my lord,” Tarny said.

 

Rain did sigh this time. He glared at Ameliah, who was smirking at him. “What?”

 

“Nothing,” she said, turning away. “I’m going to get started on the fortifications. It shouldn’t take me more than an hour. Do you want to set up right here?”

 

“One moment,” Rain said, checking with Detection. He didn’t feel any significant sources of metal in the earth below them, so he nodded. “Nothing around that’s worth moving for. There’s a bit of iron in the soil, but not much. Unless you’re low, Tallheart, I wouldn’t bother.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “I am fine at the moment. Ameliah, if you would not mind, I would prefer some walls so I may rest in peace.”

 

“Sure,” Ameliah said. “Whatever you’d like. I’m going to set up a few partitions anyway so we can have some privacy.”

 

“Thanks, Ameliah,” Rain said. “Do you need any help?”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “I’ll be fine.” She pointed. “I left a Stumper in the trees over there. If you want to get some people breaking it down, that would be good. I’m hungry enough to eat the thing raw at this point. I shouldn’t have skipped breakfast.”

 

“I’ll see it done, my lady,” Tarny said, bowing to her. She rolled her eyes but didn’t correct him.

 

“Get Carten and Jamus to go with you,” Rain said, hiding his smile as he glanced at Tarny. “I don’t sense anything around, but you never know, even with the trees. Speaking of, pass out the axes. We’ll need firewood.”

 

“I’ll take care of all that stuff,” Vanna said before Tarny could reply. “Anything else, Rain? What are you going to do?”

 

Rain considered. “I’ll go wander around, I guess. See how everyone’s doing and listen to any problems they’re having so I know what needs fixing. After that, I’m going to work on the codes. I want to talk to people about that once we’re dug in. Ameliah, do you think you’d be able to do some healing once you’re done with the walls? I’m guessing we’ll have some blistered feet to deal with. Is that too frivolous, you think, using Healing Word for something like that?”

 

“I don’t mind,” Ameliah said. “It’s not like mana is a problem with you around.”

 

Rain grinned. “On that note, I should find Kettel. He needs to rank up his spells. I’m gonna make him in charge of starting all the fires. Something to keep him out of trouble.”

 

“Cunning, my lord,” Tarny said. “You are killing two birds with one stone, to use your expression. Perhaps three birds. I will find him and send him to you.”

 

“Thanks, Tarny,” Rain said, glancing at him. Asskisser.

 

“Before I forget, Rain, here,” Ameliah said, tossing him a sack. “That’s everything that I found today. There’s something like a hundred Tel, plus a couple Chem-Crysts. No Cold-Crysts, even though I ran into some new Cold-Aspect monsters out there. I’ll go over them later once everyone has eaten.”

 

“Awesome,” Rain said, peering into the sack. “How much of this do you want to keep? You did all the work, basically. I need to write down the rules for how this stuff works.”

 

“It’s fine,” Ameliah said with a shrug. “A hundred Tel makes no difference to me. But you’re right; others are going to care. Whatever you do, make sure you keep the math simple. I’m still not convinced I understand that whole Rankin thing, and you’ve explained it to me like six times.”

 

“Simple, right. Probably for the best,” Rain said, laughing. “At least until after math class. I’ll see if I can come up with an idea, and we can discuss it along with the other thing.”

 

“What other thing?” Vanna asked.

 

“Rules for who gets priority for blues and such. That’s the main thing I wanted to go over tonight. We need to straighten that out before we actually find one. Maybe I can find a way to solve both problems at once. Anyway, daylight’s burning. Let’s get to work.”

 

“Daylight is burning,” Tarny repeated as if tasting the individual words. “You have a marvelous way with words, my lord, as always.”

 

Rain pinched the bridge of his nose. “Tarny, nobody likes a brown-noser.”

 

“A…brown…noser?”

 

“I’ll explain it to you later,” Rain said.

 



 

Rain stood surveying the gathered members of Ascension. They were standing in a large open room of mud walls with no ceiling. The walls were thicker than they were tall and would be sufficient to stop a Stumper. Smaller monsters could climb them, but those could be dealt with by the defenders. At the moment, there was nothing in range of Detection, and little chance of something spawning nearby. The closest trees had been felled, providing fuel for the fires burning atop the wall. A few of those also had been set up with cauldrons, filled with chunks of both river-ice and Fungiform Stumper. Delicious.

 

There was a gap in the wall that led to a similar room, except with some partitions to break up the space. That room was to be for sleeping, while this one was for more general use. The sleeping-room was deserted at the moment, as Rain had called a meeting. The main room was cramped with everyone gathered, thanks to the fact that the sleds were in there with them. The forgewagon, at least, was still outside. Ameliah would put some walls up around it later to keep it safe overnight.

 

Rain cleared his throat, and when no one reacted, clapped his hands sharply, then waved. “Attention, everyone. We’ve got a few things to talk about.” After waiting a few moments for the conversation to die down, Rain cleared his throat again. “Right. So today, we marched for eleven point nine kilometers. There’re five kilometers to the league, more or less, so that’s a little over two leagues. I’m going to be teaching you all about kilometers later tonight; don’t worry about it now. We’re going to try to keep up this same pace tomorrow. As slow as that is, we’ll be going for the whole day, or until we reach the village of Essed, whichever happens first. Any questions about that before I start on what we’re doing for the rest of the day today?”

 

Several hands rose.

 

“Yes?” Rain said, pointing at Mahria.

 

“Are you going to let us loot Essed?” she asked.

 

“Yes, though that isn’t the term I would use,” Rain said, nodding to her. “There are likely supplies there that we will need. We’ll look for survivors first, then give any dead we find a proper funeral. Only then will we take what we need. That includes coins, Tel, Crysts, and the like, which are of no use to the dead. All of that will get split up according to the codes, which is one of the reasons I called this meeting.”

 

“Good,” Mahria said. “As long as you’re not going to do something stupid like burying their valuables with them.”

 

Rain frowned at her tone, but he decided not to make an issue of it, as he’d seen something else that needed dealing with. “Staavo,” he said, staring at the old man who was fiddling with the generator near the back wall.

 

“What?”

 

“Would you mind leaving that alone until I’m done talking please?” Rain said.

 

“But it’s almost—ow!”

 

“Thank you, Jamus,” Rain said, shaking his head. “Anyway, the codes. As the captain, I’ve decided that I want anyone to be able to submit an idea for a new rule or a modification. Anyone who has an idea can call a meeting like this, and then we’ll discuss it and have a vote. If there’s more than seventy-five percent in favor, it gets added to the codes. On that note, that will be the first thing we add. All in favor, raise your hand.”

 

Rain raised his own hand to demonstrate. After a moment, a few more hands joined his until about half of the members had their hands raised.

 

“Excuse me, Rain,” said Samson, who didn’t have his hand raised. “I have a comment, but I can’t raise my hand without voting. May I speak?”

 

“Go ahead,” Rain said. “You can put your hands down, everyone. We’ll have a little discussion, then we’ll vote again.”

 

“Thank you,” said Samson. “I have a question on the rule you just proposed. Won’t it be chaos if everyone is allowed to just submit rules? Won’t we be spending all of our time voting on ideas if just anyone can submit stuff whenever they want? Wouldn’t it be better to just have a few people in charge of working on the codes, then only call a vote when they feel it is ready for everyone?”

 

“Good,” Rain said, nodding. “Yes, eventually, we’ll want to do something like that. A direct democracy—everyone votes on everything—really only works when you don’t have that many people. Fifty is already pushing it. Like I said, though, it’s not just adding stuff, but also changing it. This first rule is only so we have something to use as a base to build on. We can amend it later.”

 

“I suppose I can agree to that,” Samson said, nodding.

 

“Anyone else?”

 

“Who is in charge of writing all this down?” asked Romer.

 

Rain shrugged. “I made sure to bring plenty of paper. Are you volunteering?”

 

“I suppose I am,” said Romer. “I am a scribe, after all.”

 

“Great, thanks,” Rain said. “Okay, let’s have another vote. Hands up if you think it should take a seventy-five percent majority to modify the codes. Romer can figure out some formal language for the rule later, and we can have another vote to confirm it. For now, we’re just going on the spirit of the thing.”

 

Hands started going up, but someone spoke up before Rain finished counting.

 

“What is seventy-five percent?”

 

“Hmm?” Rain asked, searching for the speaker. “Finn, was that you?”

 

“Yeah,” said Finn.

 

Rain spotted him and nodded. He hadn’t had much of a chance to talk to him after the entrance interview; he only knew that the man had been one of the merchant’s guards trapped in the Lee. His full name was Finnbogi. “I’m sorry, what was the question?”

 

“What does seventy-five percent mean?” Finn asked. Rain blinked. Oh.

 

Percent was a thing—Staavo was familiar with the concept at any rate—but most people used smaller fractions.

 

“Percent just means ‘in one hundred’,” Rain said. “Seventy-five percent is seventy-five in one hundred, or three in four. Since there’s fifty of us, that’s thirty-seven and a half, so thirty-eight votes needed to add something to the codes.”

 

“Oh,” said Finn. “Got it. Thanks.”

 

Rain nodded. “I figure that not everyone here is going to be an expert scholar, and there’s no judgment if you aren’t. Nobody should be ashamed of not knowing a thing. If you need help, just ask someone. I’ll be teaching math, reading, and writing later, starting with math and units tonight. Winter should make things a bit easier, but we’re getting off track again. Anyway, hands up for the vote on adding stuff to the codes.”

 

Hands went up. Rain counted, then smiled and stopped. “Unanimous. Great. That should do to get us started. Now, to formalize a few things, let’s see.” He cleared his throat. “I hereby submit the following for inclusion in the codes: The leader of Ascension is called the ‘captain’ and is responsible for the company’s day-to-day leadership. The captain decides where the company goes, what jobs they take, and is nominally in charge of everyone when it comes to company matters. The captain’s decisions can be overruled by a seventy-five percent majority, provided that the situation is appropriate for calling a vote. If overridden, the captain must go along with the group’s decision or be replaced. If the captain steps down or is removed for any other reason, the next captain may be elected by a simple majority.” Rain looked down. “Again, we can figure out better wording later. I just want something in there so it’s clear what my job is. No vote yet, questions first. Anyone?”

 

Lyn raised her hand. “Does the captain get to pick who gets awakened?” she said.

 

“Good question, Lyn,” Rain said, turning to her. “The answer is no. That’s a recipe for abuse of power. Nepotism and so forth. That’s actually the other of the two main things I want to get straightened out at this meeting. Like I said yesterday, the captain isn’t a king. They’re only in charge of the day-to-day.”

 

“This is all very vague,” said Romer without raising his hand.

 

Rain nodded. “I know. I’d say sue me, but we didn’t bring a lawyer.”

 

Lyn snorted. Atyl, Staavo, and a few others looked amused. Most people had blank looks, which was what Rain expected. Lawyers were a rare breed. Disputes in Fel Sadanis were mostly taken care of by the Watch, and they didn’t have a lot of patience for legal proceedings.

 

“Anyway, we can formalize all of this later once we’ve got some precedent set up,” Rain continued. “For now, you just let me know if I’m overstepping what you think the captain should be able to do. Otherwise, just do what I say, mmkay?” He smiled to show that he wasn’t entirely serious.

 

“What if I wanna be captain instead?” said Kettel loudly, a shit-eating grin on his face. “I just need ta’ get people ta’ vote fer me?”

 

“Yes, actually,” said Rain, hiding his annoyance. “That’s the whole point. If someone can win over seventy-five percent of the company, then obviously people think they’ll do a better job of it than the current captain is doing. I just want to formalize it in the codes before I move on to what I actually wanted to talk about this afternoon.”

 

Kettel opened his mouth to speak again, but Rain raised his voice, riding right over him. “Okay, let’s have another vote: office of the captain as I’ve outlined. Hands up if you’re in favor.” He raised his own hand.

 

Rain’s eyelid twitched as no less than three people spoke up, interrupting each other in their efforts to be heard. A sudden, resounding clang made Rain jump and startled the speakers into silence.

 

Tallheart lowered his hands. The noise had been him slamming his gauntlets together. “I tire of this,” he said. “Vote.” He raised his hand, staring at the crowd.

 

Hands went up.

 

“Forty-one to nine,” Rain said with relief. “Good enough. Motion passed.” He nodded to Tallheart. “Thanks.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

Rain rubbed at his eyes. Man, this is what I get for trying to half-ass a constitution. “Okay, next, moving to the subject of the company’s resources and our policy on loot,” he said, looking back up at the crowd. “Firstly, I’d like to put a person in charge of keeping track of all that, and making sure everyone has what equipment they need and so forth. Quartermaster, to use the nautical term.”

 

He cleared his throat. “The quartermaster of Ascension shall be nominated by the captain and confirmed with a simple majority vote. The quartermaster shall be responsible for managing the company’s finances and equipment, including seeing that all members are properly outfitted. The quartermaster shall also serve as second-in-command for any issues not requiring the captain’s direct attention. Hands up to vote on adding that to the codes.”

 

Rain raised his hand. Mercifully, there was no discussion, several people glancing at Tallheart and clearly thinking better of opening their mouths. The motion passed with a large enough margin that Rain didn’t bother to count.

 

“Right, that passed,” he said. “So, now I’d like to nominate someone for the office. Vanna, would you be willing?”

 

Vanna blinked. “Uh,” she said, looking around as the crowd looked at her. “Wouldn’t someone like Ameliah be better?”

 

“No,” Ameliah said. “Leave me out of this.”

 

“Perhaps someone with…more experience with such things,” Atyl said.

 

“Ye mean a noble,” Kettel said accusingly.

 

“I didn’t say that,” said Atyl.

 

“No offense to Vanna,” Mahria said, waving a hand dismissively, “I’m sure she’s fine, but I think it would be better to have an awakened as your second in command. Someone who can back up their authority with some, you know, actual combat capability. Someone with experience as an adventurer. If not Ameliah, then maybe I could—”

 

“No way I’m letting someone like her boss me around,” said Smelt. “And watch what you say about my sister, or I’ll thump you, awakened or not.”

 

“What do you mean, someone like me?” Mahria demanded. “I’d like to see you try it, you—”

 

“QUIET!” Rain roared, his already-strained temper snapping like a dry twig. “Vanna is my nominee,” he said, slashing his hand down with finality. “Vanna, are you willing?”

 

“Y—Yes,” Vanna said after a moment. Rain blinked, then looked at her. She looked rattled. Looking around, she wasn’t the only one. Some of the other unawakened had actually pulled back, and Cloud was cowering behind Meloni. Rain forced himself to take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Damn soul leakage. Damn headache.

 

He shook his head, unwilling to apologize for his outburst. He was still annoyed—at Mahria and Kettel in particular. “Simple majority vote,” he said. “Hands up.”

 

Rain counted, glaring his best glare until the threshold was met. “Good, Vanna is quartermaster. Anyone who doesn’t like it, tough. Next, let’s talk about what she’s going to be doing.” Rain held up a notebook. “In here I’ve written down a list of all of our equipment, plus monetary assets. Right now, the company has around a thousand Tel, plus half that in copper. We’ve also got some Crysts: thirteen Chem, eight Heat, and seven Arcane. That was all I could find before we left, plus what Ameliah gathered today when she was scouting.”

 

He paused, taking another deep breath. “For reasons of transparency, anyone is welcome to check the books whenever they want. As Quartermaster, Vanna is authorized to manage this wealth as she sees fit, including buying whatever the company needs. Vanna, I’ll leave it to you to set some rules for yourself, and we can formalize it all in the codes later. In general, for small stuff, you should just deal with it, but if its something big, like buying everyone plate armor, we’d want to have a little oversight. You okay with that, Vanna?”

 

“That’s…a lot of responsibility,” Vanna said. “What about, like, wages and stuff?”

 

“Good question,” Rain said. “Let’s move right on to that. It’s all related, so here’s what I was thinking. We’re going to work on a system of credits, with one credit being one tenth of a Tel. For example, when we were attacked by slimes earlier today, everyone fought to defend the company, so everyone gets some portion of the rewards. That was thirteen Tel, which works out to two-point-six credits each. You can either cash that out into copper, or leave it under your name in this book.” He waved the notebook around.

 

“It will work like that for everything, with the rules for a specific job being determined before we do it. For example, tomorrow, when we loot Essed, I was thinking we just split everything up evenly; otherwise, Ameliah and I would dominate because of Detection and Attract. As another example, Ameliah brought in one hundred and three Tel today, plus three Chem-Crysts, all of which she donated to the company. She did that on her own, so at four Tel to the Chem-Cryst, she earned herself one thousand one hundred and fifty credits. As I donated six thousand Tel to get things started, I’m sitting at sixty thousand credits, not including the two-point-six from today’s slimes.”

 

Rain spotted a few raised hands but ignored them. He wasn’t done explaining.

 

“Now, there’s an obvious problem with this in that Vanna is going to be using the actual Tel and such to buy things like food and supplies next time we hit a city. If everyone cashes out, the company won’t have enough physical money to cover it. That brings me to the next point, which is why I think we should bother with something like credits in the first place instead of just using Tel. For one, I don’t want to deal with physical currency. Counting out Tel is a pain in the ass. Credits, on the other hand, can be exchanged just by moving some numbers around in the quartermaster’s ledger. It’s like how the Bank’s coins aren’t worth the same as the metal they’re made from, just taken one step further by doing away with the metal altogether.”

 

“Rain,” Staavo interrupted. Several others had lowered their hands, but not him. Rain frowned, looking at the old scholar.

 

“Perhaps you can finish explaining the nuances of representational currency another time,” Staavo said. He looked around, speaking to the crowd. “Rain is just saying that your share of the loot will get held by the quartermaster until you want it.”

 

Rain sighed. “Basically, yes, but there’ll also be some things that you’ll only be able to buy with credits. I’m thinking we use them as a means of determining who gets awakened. Whenever we find a blue and circumstances allow, we’ll let people bid. The winners get the blue, and their bids get subtracted from their credit totals. Therefore, it’s in your best interest to donate as much as you can to the company if awakening is what you’re after. If we set it up right, the company should build up some cash for the airship fund, while all the members still get paid.”

 

“That’s still not any different than working in Tel, but okay,” Staavo said.

 

Rain shook his head. “It isn’t just going to be Tel that let you earn credits. I want the system to encourage people to do things that help the company, even if there’s no direct value in it. Things like healing the sick and charging magic items and so forth. I was also thinking we add some credit-offsets for things. If someone who’s already awakened wants to bid on a blue, they’ll have to pay more. As much as I’d like to raise my cap from eighteen to nineteen, it would do the company a lot more good to take someone from zero—unawakened—all the way to nineteen instead, especially if they decide to specialize as something like a healer.”

 

Rain swept his gaze over the sea of confused faces and sighed. “I’m not even going to bother calling a vote on this right now. Let’s just talk about the credit idea until the soup is ready. I didn’t just want to drop something on you like this without everyone getting a chance to share their opinion, as it’s going to shape everything that the company does going forward. If we can’t come up with something we’re all happy with by the time we’re done with dinner, we’ll just keep working in Tel for tomorrow. I still want to save time for math class, and then we’ll have tonight’s defense to discuss.” Rain sighed, rubbing his neck. “Hand’s up if you’ve got something to say.”

 

Dozens of hands shot into the air, and the throbbing behind Rain’s eyes seemed to double on the spot.

 



 

By the steady light of an oil lantern, Romer scanned over the text of the page in front of him. Satisfied, he set down his quill and reached for the blotter. It wouldn’t do to have any smudges. “There, that’s the third page done,” he said once he was finished dabbing at the ink, then slid the page across the small folding table to Vanna, who was scribbling on a page of her own. The soft sound of a flute could be heard from the other side of their muddy fortress, and, looking around, Romer saw that more evertorches had been lit, the sun having finally slipped below the horizon. The monsters would be coming soon.

 

With a sigh, Vanna looked up, then spun the page around to glance over it. She crinkled her nose. “Are you sure it needs to be this formal?”

 

Romer snorted, reaching down to his lap to scratch Nibs behind her ears. In response, Nibs pushed her head into his hand contentedly, the continuing thrum of her purring proof that he was doing his job properly. The warmth of the cat on his lap was comforting against the chill of Rain’s Winter.

 

Vanna sighed as she continued to read.

 

“Our captain, whatever else he is, seems to be a bit of a dreamer,” Romer said, watching Vanna read as he continued scratching Nibs the way she liked. “Fortunately for him, I know what I’m doing when it comes to this stuff. Being a scribe is more than just copying lines and having neat handwriting. It’s about translating intent.”

 

“I’ll have to clear this part with him,” Vanna said, pointing. “I’m not sure he’s going to like making people pay dues.”

 

“He told us to come up with a goldsink, so I did,” Romer said with a shrug. “It’s just to cover things like food and recurring expenses like lamp oil, canvas, and so forth.”

 

“What is a goldsink again?” Vanna asked. “Sorry, I’ve got those strange numbers of his bouncing around in my head from that damn lecture. Doesn’t leave a lot of room to remember all of the other crazy stuff that he was saying.”

 

“A way to remove credits from circulation,” Romer said, giving her an understanding nod. His own brain still felt a bit wrung-out from trying to unpuzzle the concept of how nothing could be treated as a number. “Don’t ask me why he called it a ‘goldsink’ and not a ‘creditsink’, though. I have no idea.” He tilted his head. “Where is Rain from, anyway?”

 

“I don’t know,” Vanna said. “He always dodges the question.”

 

“Mmm,” Romer said, lifting his hand from Nibs’s neck to pick up his quill once more. “A mysterious man, our captain. So clever about some things, and yet, so clueless about others.” He gestured to the page. “I still can’t believe he tried to set something like this up by committee. People don’t know what’s best for them, and that’s a fact.”

 

Vanna sighed, sliding him a stack of notes. “I trust him. I’m sure he could just set up some ridiculously complicated system on his own, but he won’t do that. He wants us to understand how it works and why it is the way it is. Whether you think this whole credit thing is a good idea or not, that’s what really matters. He isn’t forcing things on us.”

 

“Isn’t he?” Romer said, raising an eyebrow. “What was that…pressure…that he used? I always feel a bit on-edge when he’s around, but that was on a different level.”

 

Vanna sighed. “Don’t worry about that. He can’t control it, or at least, he says he can’t. All it really means is that he was annoyed, which was completely justified, in my opinion.”

 

Romer opened his mouth, but his planned inquiry got cut off in a strangled shout. He lunged for his inkwell, barely saving it from toppling and spilling ink all over the table. “By the depths, Nibs, be careful!”

 

Nibs lashed her tail dismissively, then settled down directly atop his notes. She stared up at him smugly, as if to say, “This is what you get for not paying attention to me, human.”

 



 

Staavo looked up at the noise, but not seeing any apparent source, looked back down at his notes. He was sitting on the ground, using his company-issued shield as a writing board, lacking a proper table. Night was falling, and the unsteady torchlight was irritating him with each flicker.

 

Unfortunately, without flowing water, the generator was useless. The entire thing had been rebuilt after a series of discussions with Rain back in Fel Sadanis. It now had a coil of alchemically-coated copper wire, wound much tighter and more evenly than the old paper-wrapped steel greatbow cable. It also was about twice the size, with a second chunk of ferrous iron—a magnet, to use Rain’s word—added to double the ‘magnetic field’. To accommodate the second magnet, the entire thing had been re-configured such that magnets remained stationary, while the wire spun instead. The coil was now what Rain called an ‘armature’ with a pair of ‘slip-rings’ to keep the wires from getting tangled. It was ingenious. Not being able to use it was infuriating.

 

If he could just figure out some way to turn the thing without having to crank it manually, they’d have all the light they ever needed. Magic was the obvious answer, but he had no Crysts, nor any skill as an enchanter. Besides, he didn’t want to use magic. Rain had said that it was possible to do without.

 

Asking Rain was the next obvious answer, after magic; however, Rain was busy up on the wall somewhere. Even that wasn’t an obstacle, not really. Staavo could have asked days ago, but he wanted to figure it out himself, and he’d been focused on the generator at the time. Rain obviously didn’t consider it a priority; otherwise, he would have come over to help of his own volition.

 

Staavo glared at the evertorch, then looked away, the glowing afterimage of the flames drifting across his vision. Evertorches were regrettably sufficient for their needs. They didn’t give off much heat, but they had bonfires and idiot Fire Mages for that. There was no need to get the generator working.

 

Damn it.

 

Staavo returned to his notes, determination driving his pencil as he sketched a piston, like the ones Tallheart had been building earlier for the suspension of his forgewagon. Rain had talked about something called a ‘steam engine.’ They hadn’t gotten into details, but the name of the thing was enough. If he could get steam to push the piston somehow, then he could connect it to a gear, and then use that to drive the generator. One campfire and a pot of boiling water could light the whole damn camp. Staavo smiled as he sketched, reveling in the challenge. Never underestimate a scholar.

 

            

                
                
                
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SenescentSoul
                        

                    

                    
Post-chapter blurb, version 0.0.8






	
Thank you for reading!



Don't forget to follow the story for notifications when new chapters are available.

Frequently asked questions:


Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎
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Training Overview

 

Combat Experience Earned

13,110

  

General Experience Earned

Health Use: 164

Stamina Use: 254

Mana Use: 24,759

  

Skill Experience Earned

Mana Manipulation: 524 [Rank Up]

  

Tolerances

Recovery: +1

Vigor: +1

Clarity: +3

Attribute Buff: +2










 

Rain sat silently, staring up at the stars. It was around three in the morning, an hour after he’d come down from the wall, but he couldn’t sleep. The latest iteration of his training dialog hung above him, blocking his view of the heavens. It was showing him his progress since he’d last reset it, which had been the day before. He’d triggered the experience-application process several times between then and now, but he’d been avoiding looking at the results.

 

The rank-up of Mana Manipulation was why.

 

It was the last.

 

Rain closed his eyes, blocking out the flickering firelight and the distant twinkle of stars, leaving the blue dialog alone in the darkness behind his eyelids. Maybe if I look, it will distract me enough to sleep…

 

With a deep sigh, he opened his full status, including all of the available skills in the trees he was interested in. It would be a bit overwhelming, but he’d summarize in a minute once he found the changes.

 





	
Richmond Rain Stroudwater

 





	
CLASS


	
LVL


	
CAP





	
Dynamo


	
18


	
18





	
EXP


	
NEXT


	
TOTAL





	
13,469


	
22,750


	
815,552










 

Vitals





	
 


	
CUR


	
MAX


	
RGN





	
HP


	
351


	
400


	
560/d





	
SP


	
96


	
200


	
670/d





	
MP


	
6,495


	
6,495


	
3.6/s










 

Dark Revenant’s Armor





	
 


	
CUR


	
MAX


	
RGN





	
DUR


	
13,338


	
13,338


	
0





	
SAT


	
0


	
13,202


	
-92/s





	
CHG


	
7,902


	
14,209


	
-65/d










 

Attributes





	
175/155


	
EFF


	
TOTAL


	
BASE


	
BUFF


	
SYN





	
STR


	
6.8


	
20


	
10


	
10/37


	
34%





	
RCV


	
15.8


	
56


	
10


	
46/26


	
44%





	
END


	
3.6


	
10


	
10


	
0/16


	
36%





	
VGR


	
22.1


	
67


	
10


	
57/37


	
47%





	
FCS


	
10


	
10


	
10


	
0/50


	
100%





	
CLR


	
262


	
262


	
200


	
62/124


	
100%










 

Resistances





	
50/?


	
FLAT


	
PERCENT





	
HEAT


	
1.0


	
0%





	
COLD


	
1.0


	
0%





	
LIGHT


	
1.0


	
0%





	
DARK


	
51.0


	
0%





	
FORCE


	
1.0


	
0%





	
ARCANE


	
1.0


	
0%





	
CHEMICAL


	
1.0


	
0%





	
MENTAL


	
1.0


	
0%










 










 





	
Unlocked Skill Trees

Tier 0: 144

Tier 1: 144

Tier 2: 144

Tier 3: 53

Tier 4: 0










 





	
Magical Utility

 

Tier 0

 

Intrinsic Focus (10/10)

Multiply base mana by 300%

 

Intrinsic Clarity (10/10)

Multiply base mana regeneration by 300%

 

Tier 1

 

Channel Mastery (10/10)

Allows intuitive control of channeled skill intensity

Minimum skill intensity: 0%

Maximum skill intensity: 200%

Skill mana cost modified by intensity adjustment

 

Mana Manipulation (10/10)

Allows internal control of mana

Allows expulsion of mana to environment

Allows transfer of mana to and from capacitive items with direct contact

Maximum transfer rate 1200.0 mp/s (fcs)

 

Overcharge (0/10)

Delay cast of an immediate spell to charge it with mana

Charge time reduced by mana manipulation

Boost effect intensity by up to 120%

Maximum mana charge 120%

Requires 5 ranks in Intrinsic Focus

 

Tier 2

 

Magical Synergy (10/10)

Enables limited synergistic cross-coupling of magical attributes

25.0% of Focus contributes to mana regen

25.0% of Clarity contributes to mana

 

Tier 3

 

Mana Sight (0/10)

Passively perceive mana within the environment

Resolution is 10% of that of mundane optical sight

Activate to perceive mana within entities

Active Cost: 10 mp/s

Compatible with other sensory skills at 10% resolution while activated

Requires 10 ranks in Mana Manipulation

 

Elemental Refinement (0/10)

Shaping kata for elemental mana

Hidden skill, revealed by meeting requirements

Requires 10 ranks in Mana Manipulation

Requires 10 ranks in Magical Synergy

 

Tier 4

Locked










 

 





	
Utility Auras

 

Tier 0

 

Spring (0/10)

Boost S.Regen by 18% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/hr

 

Purify (10/10)

Purify poison, corruption, and contamination

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 100 mp/min

 

Summer (0/10)

Boost H.Regen by 18% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/hr

 

Winter (10/10)

Boost M.Regen by 180% for all entities

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 10 mp/hr

 

Tier 1

 

Life Well (0/10)

Convert mana to health and transfer to all entities within range, including user

Transfer Rate: 1.8 hp/s

Efficiency: 20%

Range: 1.8 meters

Requires 5 ranks in Summer

 

Velocity (10/10)

180.00% boost to speed for all entities

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 10 mp/s

 

Detection (10/10)

Sense selected items of interest

Not occluded by mundane materials

Resolution: 2.07 mm

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 10 mp/s

 

Energy Well (0/10)

Convert mana to stamina and transfer to all entities within range, including user

Transfer Rate: 1.8 sp/s

Efficiency: 20%

Range: 1.8 meters

Requires 5 ranks in Spring

 

Essence Well (10/10)

Transfer mana to all entities within range, including user

Transfer Rate: 18 mp/s

Efficiency: 20%

Range: 18 meters

 

Tier 2

 

Precision (0/10)

18.00% boost to physical precision for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/s

Requires 10 ranks in Velocity

Requires 10 ranks in Energy Well

 

Acuity (0/10)

18.00% boost to physical senses for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/s

Requires 10 ranks in Detection

Requires 10 ranks in Essence Well

 

Tier 3

 

Empire of Brawn (0/10)

Boost Strength by 18 for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 20 mp/s

Requires 50 ranks in Utility Auras

Requires 10 ranks in Life Well

 

Empire of Will (0/10)

Boost Focus by 18 for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 20 mp/s

Requires 50 ranks in Utility Auras

Requires 10 ranks in Essence Well

 

Empire of Grit (0/10)

Boost Endurance by 18 for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 20 mp/s

Requires 50 ranks in Utility Auras

Requires 10 ranks in Energy Well

 

Tier 4

Locked










 

 





	
Defensive Auras

 

Tier 0

 

Cold Ward (0/10)

Increase cold resistance by 5.4% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Heat Ward (0/10)

Increase heat resistance by 5.4% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Tier 1

 

Dark Ward (0/10)

Increase dark resistance by 5.4% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Light Ward (0/10)

Increase light resistance by 5.4% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Chemical Ward (0/10)

Increase chemical resistance by 5.4% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Mental Ward (0/10)

Increase mental resistance by 5.4% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Arcane Ward (0/10)

Increase arcane resistance by 5.4% for all entities

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Tier 2

 

Force Ward (10/10)

Increase physical resistance by 54% for all entities

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated

 

Tier 3

 

Suppression (0/10)

Increase mana costs for all entities by 18.9 mp (fcs)

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 1 mp/s

Requires at least 1 rank in an aura of each element

 

Tier 4

Locked










 

 





	
Offensive Auras

 

Tier 0

 

Immolate (10/10)

132-151 heat (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes ignition

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 50 mp/s

 

Refrigerate (10/10)

132-151 cold (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes slow

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 50 mp/s

 

Tier 1

 

Shroud (0/10)

13-15 dark (fcs) damage per second to entities

Darkens environment (fcs)

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 5 mp/s

Requires 5 ranks in Refrigerate

 

Shear (0/10)

13-15 force (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Not occluded by mundane materials

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 10 mp/s

Requires 15 ranks in Offensive Auras

 

Radiance (0/10)

13-15 light (fcs) damage per second to entities

Brightens environment (fcs)

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 5 mp/s

Requires 5 ranks in Immolate

 

Tier 2

 

Fulmination (0/10)

13-15 arcane (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes paralysis

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 5 mp/s

Requires 5 ranks in Radiance

Requires 10 ranks in Immolate

 

Corrosion (0/10)

13-15 chemical (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage disrupts health regeneration

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 5 mp/s

Requires 5 ranks in Shroud

Requires 10 ranks in Refrigerate

 

Tier 3

 

Discombobulate (0/10)

13-15 mental (fcs) damage per second to entities

Not occluded by mundane materials

Sufficient damage causes hallucinations

Damage applies to mana instead of health

Range: 1.8 meters

Cost: 5 mp/s

Requires 50 ranks in Offensive Auras

 

Tier 4

Locked










 

 





	
Aura Metamagic

 

Tier 0

 

Extend Aura (10/10)

Extend aura range by 10 meters

Multiply aura mana cost by 300%

 

Amplify Aura (10/10)

Multiply aura intensity by 200%

Multiply aura mana cost by 300%

 

Tier 1

 

Aura Focus (10/10)

Focus on an aura to boost its output

Multiply aura intensity by 300%

Multiply aura range by 300%

Multiply aura mana cost by 300%

User loses all external senses while focusing

 

Aura Synergy (10/10)

Increase all aura output by 1.0% for each rank in any aura

Effective boost: 80.0%

 

Tier 2

 

Aura IFF (10/10)

User may exempt entities from direct aura effects at will

Selected entities receive 0.0% aura output

 

Prismatic Intent (0/10)

User may maintain 2 auras simultaneously

Requires 10 ranks in Aura Synergy

Requires 1 rank in 15 different auras

 

Tier 3

 

Ethereal Aura (0/10)

User may exempt the aura from environmental effects at will

Aura gains 5% resistance to environmental occlusion and absorption

Environment receives 90% aura output

Hidden skill, revealed by meeting requirements

Requires 10 ranks in Mana Manipulation

Requires 10 ranks in Aura IFF

 

Aura Compression (10/10)

Compress aura output, reducing range to boost intensity

Increase intensity by 2.0% per meter of compression

 

Tier 4

Locked










 

Rain’s eyes moved behind his eyelids, roving over the solid dome of blue above him. It looked something like the sky, supposing an extremely overzealous team of sky-writers had spent an afternoon practicing their block-printing.

 

Rain snorted. I am officially too tired to sleep. That wouldn’t even work; the wind would—

 

Rain’s eyes slammed open as Detection fired, a Stumper appearing on his radar. Half-way back to his feet, he forced himself to stop. Slowly, he lowered himself back to the ground. He reactivated Detection, channeling it at a low level to monitor the creature. It was outside the walls.

 

It wasn’t his problem.

 

It was Carten’s watch now. In truth, it had been since midnight, but he hadn’t felt comfortable leaving him solely in charge in case something happened. Damn it, he’s fine. He knows what he’s doing, even if it doesn’t usually look like it.

 

Rain laid his head back on his bundled cloak, his neck still stiff with tension. Drawing Detection back down to the radius of the camp was like pulling a stubborn nail out of a block of wood with his teeth, but he managed it.

 

We’re safe here. As safe as we were behind the Watch’s walls in Fel Sadanis. Safer. Even if I don’t trust Carten to not mess it up, Ameliah and Tallheart aren’t worried. They’ve been asleep for hours. They’re not stressing like I am…

 

Before he was tempted to expand Detection again, Rain turned it off completely. He left his radar-macro running, though, using the reduced range. It would ping every minute, theoretically waking him if something spawned within the camp. That is, of course, if I manage to get to sleep at all.

 

Turning his attention back to the menus above him, Rain quickly filtered away everything except for the distraction that he’d been seeking. Mana Manipulation unlocked a tier-three spell in every single tree, it was said, though only if the other requirements were also met. Soon enough, only two skill cards remained.

 





	
Elemental Refinement (0/10)

Shaping kata for elemental mana

Hidden skill, revealed by meeting requirements

Requires 10 ranks in Mana Manipulation

Requires 10 ranks in Magical Synergy










 





	
Ethereal Aura (0/10)

User may exempt the aura from environmental effects at will

Aura gains 5% resistance to environmental occlusion and absorption

Environment receives 90% aura output

Hidden skill, revealed by meeting requirements

Requires 10 ranks in Mana Manipulation

Requires 10 ranks in Aura IFF










 

Ameliah had told him all about Elemental Refinement—it was well-known, at least to silverplates—but Ethereal Aura was new.

 

Rain stared at the skill card.

 

…

 

It was perfect. It would solve so many of his problems.

 

…

 

And he couldn’t get it until at least level twenty-six. Twenty-seven if he wanted Prismatic Intent first.

 

…Balls.

 



 

 

Breakfast was mashed-Stumper (about as good as it sounded), Stumper-sausage (not really sausage, just pan-fried strips of mushroom flesh, heavily-salted, and approximately the right shape), and one lone raw carrot (dessert). The carrot, Rain was saving for last.

 

As he chewed squeakily on one of the sausages, he ran through the other types of monsters in his head, trying to decide if any of them would be worth trying to cook. Some, like Snow Sprites, were obvious non-starters, but something like one of those Ice Coursers they’d been running into could have potential. Rain wasn’t keen on the idea of eating a cat—which is what an Ice Courser looked like if cats were from hell, and it had frozen over—but who knew? They might taste like chicken. Regardless, he would be keeping an eye out today for anything that looked even remotely edible, monstrous or otherwise.

 

Oh, what I’d give for a rockmelon. Rain shook his head, swallowing and reaching for his coffee. The coffee was the one good thing about the morning. Mlem had charged him three Tel for this single cup, but he didn’t even care.

 

“Rain?”

 

“Hmm?” Rain looked up, blearily focusing on Vanna. He felt hung-over, but it was really just the lack of sleep getting to him.

 

“What did you think?” Vanna asked, indicating the pile of papers sitting on the table next to his breakfast.

 

Rain glanced down at them and sighed. He’d already glanced over the top few pages but decided to postpone a detailed analysis until the coffee had kicked in. What he’d seen in his quick look hadn’t been encouraging.

 

“I have some…notes,” he said. I think we’re going to need a second round of math class. He gestured to the top sheet of the stack. “The idea of dues is workable, but a flat rate has some problems with it. A more progressive tax system would probably be better, with increasing rates for the highest contributors. Mlem probably still has that book about tax code in Osar, if you want to ask him about it. It’s a little backward compared to what I’m thinking, but it could give you a good summary of some of the issues that can come up. We’re also going to need some sort of exchange fee, just like the Bank has between copper and Tel. I didn’t want to make this complicated, but the more I think about it, the more I think I’m going to have to if I want it to work.”

 

“Mmm,” Vanna said. “I told Romer not to use pen. He didn’t listen. Also, if you think I’m reading a book on tax code, you’re going to be disappointed.”

 

Rain shrugged, taking another sip of coffee, savoring it. “I guess for today we’re working on even-split again. Do you have the total for what we got last night?”

 

“Three hundred fifty-seven Tel, eight Chem, and two Cold,” Vanna said.

 

“Damn,” Rain said, rubbing at his eyes. “I was afraid of that.”

 

“What?” Vanna asked. “Sounds like a lot to me.”

 

“Yeah, but most of that came from the first few hours,” Rain said, fighting a jaw-cracking yawn. “If we’d been going at that pace all night, it would have been thousands, not hundreds. Only the older monsters seem to drop anything. They came out of hiding once night fell, but once we killed them all, the freshly-spawned stuff was basically worthless.”

 

“Not completely worthless,” said Carten, approaching from the left. He had a steaming plate in his hand. “Here, Rain, try one’a these.”

 

Rain blinked, staring at the large plate. There were crispy black…sticks on it, covered in some sort of reddish sauce.

 

“What are they?” Rain asked dubiously as Carten clonked the plate on top of the pile of documents and pulled up a stool.

 

“Do ya really wanna know?” Carten asked, picking up one of the sticks. He bit into it with a crunch and made a wiggling gesture with his hand. He dipped the stick in some of the sauce and took another bite, speaking with his mouth full. “Tha sauce helps a lot. Jamus made it.”

 

Hesitantly, Rain reached out and took one. Upon further inspection, it looked like—

 

”Carten, are these Coal Lurker legs?”

 

“Frost Lurker,” Carten said, crunching away industriously. “A big pile of ‘em showed up at, oh, sixth bell. They’ve gotta layer of ice or some shit on ‘em, but once tha’ melts, the shell’s thin. Nice’n crunchy.”

 

“Eew,” Rain said. “I’m not quite that tired of Stumper yet.”

 

“Suit yerself,” Carten said. He grabbed another leg and began munching on it with gusto.

 

Rain looked down at the lurker leg he was still holding, then up at Vanna, who had turned a bit green. Shaking his head, he peeked under the table, then lobbed the charred leg toward Dozer, who engulfed it immediately. Rain snorted as the slime’s delight washed over him. Good garbage disposal.

 



 

 

Getting underway took surprisingly little time. Ameliah left the fortifications mostly intact, merely lowering a section of the wall to allow the sleds to escape. She wasn’t going to be scouting ahead today, so Rain was expecting there to be a bit more monster trouble as they traveled. It was all a part of the plan for getting people used to combat.

 

After Rain had finished his discussion with Vanna, he’d let her call the company to order and update them on the spoils from last night and brief them on the plan for the day. The news of the bounty of Tel was well-received, though there was some grumbling from those who hadn’t been in favor of an even split. On the whole, though, most were happy. To a common laborer, seven Tel was two-weeks salary, and they’d earned it in a single night.

 

To lessen the grumbling, Rain had pushed through a modification to the even-split rule for today’s march. The top five participants in any encounter—judged by the cumulative level of monsters killed—would now be entitled to a higher reward, with first-place getting ten shares, second-place getting five, and third, fourth, and fifth getting three. It was going to be a bit of a competitive shit-show with people like Val involved, but there was no helping that.

 

The company was still working in Tel and Crysts, as the credit system needed some significant revision. Unless they found a lair or something, which was unlikely, it would be fine. It was just annoying. Without the credit system or an established exchange rate for Crysts, Rain couldn’t use them for anything. The Cold Crysts, for example, Tallheart could probably use to make him something to boost his Cold resistance. That would let him use Refrigerate at full power without frost-burning himself. If they kept finding Crysts and Tallheart came around on the whole equipment thing, Rain could see every member of the company eventually getting an amulet or something that would let him use Refrigerate freely. That would be amazing…

 

Rain shook his head. It would all come with time. It had only been a few days since he’d founded the company, after all.

 

The group set out with Rain marching beside the forgewagon so Meloni could ride for the morning, it being her turn. Tallheart didn’t seem to mind letting others ride, though he didn’t really speak with anyone other than Rain, Jamus, and Ameliah. Again, it was only the second proper day. In this case, Cloud would bring him around, Rain thought. Meloni was riding with the puppy on her lap, though it looked ridiculous, as Cloud was decidedly not going to be a lapdog once he was done growing.

 

As the day wore on, the company made good progress. Monster attacks were more frequent than the first day, but with the competition in place, the awakened were on high alert. It didn’t even seem to be about the reward, with Val, Mahria, and Kettel being the most caught up in the competition, surprising no one. Rain’s money was on Val. Kettel’s aim was shit, and a good proportion of the monsters out here had some measure of Cold resistance, which was making things difficult for Mahria.

 

The kind of monsters that would spawn in a ranked zone depended on ambient elemental mana concentration. One of the maps Rain had seen included notations for the dominant mana-aspect of various cities. Fel Sadanis was Chemical, obviously. As for why Cold monsters were spawning, that was simply because it was winter. Ambient Heat and Cold mana fluctuated with the seasons, which was why those were the two most common elements when it came to Crysts. You could find them almost anywhere, in theory.

 

Vestvall had been marked on the map as neutral, so unless things had changed with the Shift, they’d cross out of Stumper territory at some point. It was, therefore, all the more important for them to identify an alternate food source. Preferably not Frost Lurkers.

 

They stopped for lunch around noon, just after they were attacked by a small pack of Ice Coursers. It looked like Rain was about to find out what cat tasted like, as Ujesh, who’d been a trapper, was already butchering one of the feline creatures. He was working on removing its entrails, having already stripped it of its pelt and set the thick fur aside. Someone here doubtless knew the process of turning demon-cat skin into mittens, which was good, as Kettel—who was currently soulstrained out of his mind and riding on the forgewagon—had managed to burn his own gloves off.

 

Whatever you wanted to say about Kettel’s magical expertise, he was working hard, at least. He’d kept chucking Firebolts long after Mahria had given up, right up until he’d collapsed. Rain couldn’t throw stones, having done worse to himself on several occasions. Val had also pulled a Val, of course, but he at least was still in a condition to walk.

 

Rain wasn’t that concerned that they would get into a situation they couldn’t handle, even with several overtaxed mages. Ameliah was there, and Jamus, at least, was pacing himself. Also, Rain was confident that Mahria’s whining about her headache wouldn’t stop her from casting if she really needed to. He was getting the sense that she wasn’t overly fond of training, but still, it was surprising how quickly soulstrain had crippled her. Kettel’s adolescent stubbornness shouldn’t have been enough to overcome all the experience she’d had slinging mana for who knew how many years.

 

Rain snorted and put it out of his mind. People seemed to have things well in hand setting up for lunch, so after some indecision, he decided that it was high time that he just took a little time to himself. He hadn’t had a chance to meditate yesterday, and there was something he’d been meaning to do for a while now.

 

Rain walked over to the forgewagon. Kettel was dragging himself away, clutching his head as he fled from Tallheart, who had already ousted Dozer from the bed and was working noisily on something at the anvil. Rain waved to him, and Tallheart paused his hammering to raise an eyebrow.

 

“Hey Tallheart,” Rain said tiredly. “I’m just going to sit up front while I meditate. Can you do me a favor and glare at anyone who looks like they’re going to bother me? I’m going to be in Aura Focus, and I don’t really want to be disturbed until we’re ready to move again.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, nodding and resuming his work.

 

“Thanks, Tallheart,” Rain said.

 

Stopping next to the passenger seat, Rain slipped off his helmet and slid it into the footwell next to the pedals. He then removed his gauntlets, playing the ring-game to avoid losing his buffed health. He kept going, removing bits of armor until finally, he was standing self-consciously in his forceweave underwear. It was a full bodysuit, and thick enough so it wasn’t indecent or anything, but still.

 

Rain hurriedly wrapped his cloak around his shoulders, then quick-stepped around the front of the forgewagon, the snow frigid against his bare feet. He clambered into the driver’s seat beside his piled armor and sat back, thankful for the warmth of the smelter. Whew. This feels so weird. Is this what it’s like to be a hermit crab?

 

He shook his head, then stretched out the neck of the bodysuit and reached in to retrieve one of three metal plates that were tucked into pockets on the inside. Removing the armor had been necessary just to get access to them. Raising his cloak to screen the object from view, Rain pulled it out and peeked at it before settling down in the seat again.

 





	
Accolade of the Hoarfrost Labyrinth

 










 

Settling his cloak about him, Rain sat back with the accolade held in his lap, both hands touching the metal, still warm from his body heat despite the color. Okay, let’s see if I can do something here.

 

Focusing on his breathing, Rain slipped into Essence Meditation, blocking out the world with Aura Focus and disabling his auto-triggered macros to avoid distractions. He’d gotten better at suppressing extraneous thoughts, but it still took him a good twenty minutes before he felt as if he was getting close to the required state of mind for access to his soul. Being dead tired helped. He kept his grip firm on the metal plate, though he couldn’t feel it against his skin thanks to Aura Focus.

 

Connection…

 

Rain switched his focus from his breath to the image of the accolade, picturing it in his mind. He let his mental eye roam over the memory. He traced the engraved grooves of the text, and let himself get lost in the deep blue sheen of the metal. He concentrated on the smooth sensation of the plate against his fingertips and tried to picture a connection spreading from his skin to the metal.

 

Another ten minutes passed; then, chaos.

 

Rain didn’t react. That was the key. He remained focused on his image, ignoring the tumult, as a monk beneath a waterfall ignores the pounding spray. There was a rapid flicker, then another. Rain began to get a sense of a bond forming, extending off through the chaos. He started to get a sense of something, lurking out there in the tumult. If I could just…

 

“Shit!”

 

Rain swore, opening his eyes as the chaos overwhelmed him, kicking him out of tranquility and back into his physical body. The ringing of Tallheart’s hammer pounded on his ears as he squinted against the noon sun’s light, reflected from the snow.

 

A few people were looking in his direction, but he ignored them. Gritting his teeth, he squeezed his eyes back shut, activating Aura Focus again. Damn it, I was so close. That must have been like four whole seconds. I’ve never gotten that far before. I could feel a connection between the plate and my…avatar? No, it wasn’t like that; it’s not soulspace. It was like…the chaos is my soul…meat? The substance of my soul? Whatever. The connection was going through it, out to the plate from…me? My brain? An organ in my soul? Rain thought back to some of the phrasing the Majistraal obelisk had used, fixing on one particular word. My core?

 

Rain clamped down on the excitement, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. Excited was the last thing he needed to be right now.

 

Try again.

 



Jamus slowly stirred the simmering cauldron of stew with a long-handled wooden spoon, watching as Meloni tempted Cloud with a morsel of raw meat.

 

“Okay, Cloud, sit,” she commanded.

 

Cloud sat.

 

“Lie down.”

 

Cloud lay down.

 

“Roll over.”

 

Cloud flopped onto his back, paws waggling in the air as he squirmed excitedly in the snow before completing the roll.

 

“He picked that up quickly,” said Jamus, raising an eyebrow. “Didn’t you just start teaching him that one last night?”

 

Cloud snapped the piece of meat out of the air as Meloni tossed it to him. She tilted her head. “Now that you mention it, yes, it is a bit… Say, do you think that aura of Rain’s works on animals?”

 

Jamus stopped stirring. “Huh.”

 

Meloni lowered her hand, allowing Cloud to happily lick the blood from her fingers. “I mean, I don’t see why it wouldn’t.” She glanced down at Cloud. “Animals remember stuff. The aura boosts memory. It makes sense that it would…”

 

“I think you’re right,” Jamus said, letting go of the spoon. It was time to add the meat, so he rolled up his sleeves and started filling a bowl with the cubed pieces that Meloni had been preparing. He nodded to her as he worked. “The first adventure I went on with Rain, we had this horse that, well… Let’s just say it was a little odd by the end.”

 

“Odd how?” Meloni asked, looking down at Cloud, who was sitting patiently, his tail violently brushing a hole in the snow as he stared at the meat.

 

“Just…odd,” Jamus said with a shrug. “I wouldn’t worry about it, but maybe we should talk to Rain. He can exclude Cloud from the aura if he wants to.”

 

“Hmm,” Meloni said, looking down at the happy dog. “No, I don’t think I want him to do that. You’re a smart boy, aren’t you?” she asked, raising the pitch of her voice.

 

Cloud barked happily. Jamus smiled as he tipped the bowlful of meat into the cauldron.

 

“Um, Jamus…” Meloni said.

 

Something in her tone made him look up.

 

“I’ve been meaning to ask you…” she said, hesitantly. “I know you probably don’t want to talk about your old family. But since we’re going to Vestvall… What are you going to do if they’re…”

 

“Dead?” Jamus asked.

 

“Alive,” Meloni said.

 

“Oh…” Jamus said, looking down at his bloody hands. He bent to wipe them in the snow, then searched around for a towel as he tried to think of a response.

 

After a few more seconds of silence, he sighed. “I suppose…I don’t really know. I was so angry when I left…” He shook his head. “You don’t want to hear this. I know I’ve hinted at what happened, but…”

 

“It’s okay. You can tell me.”

 

Jamus sighed and, lacking any proper seating, sat down on a piled mound of snow. He immediately had to fend off Cloud, who rushed over and tried to lick his face. He smiled, running his fingers through Cloud’s thick fur as Meloni joined him. She was wearing one of the company-issued gambesons and a cloak, so the cold wouldn’t bother her, for all that she wasn’t awakened.

 

Jamus’s mouth worked, then he spoke. “Well, I told you before how my…wife cheated on me, but I didn’t tell you that my children are, well… They’re not my children. At least, I don’t think so.”

 

“Jamus…” Meloni said, laying a hand on his arm.

 

“It’s fine,” Jamus said. “I still love them. I just couldn’t bear to be around with that bastard…living in my house. Sleeping with my wife. Once it was all out in the open, he just sort of moved in. He was a noble, you know, and not even a powerful one. Knowing what I know now, he was probably only level five or something, but in Vestvall, that made him practically a king.”

 

“What are you going to do if he’s still alive when we get there?”

 

Jamus pulled off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “Why does everyone assume I want revenge?”

 

Cloud pressed his head against him, unhappy that he wasn’t the one being petted anymore. Jamus pulled the squirming puppy into a hug, then shook his head. “I want nothing to do with the man, or with…her. But my children…” He sighed. “I’d like to see them again. I was thinking…if they’re alive, they could come with me. Join Ascension. Bens is old enough. He’ll have turned twenty-three as of a few weeks ago, and by now, he’s likely married that girl of his, or maybe a different one.” Jamus laughed sadly. “For all I know, I could be a grandpa.”

 

“That would be wonderful,” Meloni said, wrapping both him and Cloud in a hug. She buried her face into his shoulder, squeezing tightly. “They’re alive. I can feel it.”

 

Jamus lowered his head to rest atop hers, blinking away sudden tears. An image of the smiling face of his baby daughter had flashed through his mind, clear and sharp as anything, even without Rain’s aura influencing his memory. “Thank you,” he said, extracting his arm so he could hug back, taking comfort in her warmth against him.

 

“Oi!” Carten’s voice shouted as he crunched up to them through the snow. “Ain’t ya supposed ta be cooking? You’re makin’ me sad. Don’t ya know I just got dumped by the love o’ me life? Bloody insensitive of you, Jamus!”

 

Jamus groaned, not looking up.

 

Meloni laughed and pulled away. “Hello, Carten,” she said, pushing herself to her feet. “Did you get what we sent you for?”

 

“What you…? Oh, uh… Couldn’t find any. Found this, though. Look, Jamus! Beer!”

 

Jamus snorted and looked up. Carten was holding a small wooden keg above his head, staring up at it rapturously as if it was some sort of holy artifact. Jamus released Cloud and grabbed his hat before getting back to his feet. “Carten, you oaf, stop talking and pour me a mug.”

 



 

 

Rain woke, disoriented, to the sound of voices. The words seemed to come to him from a distance. He became aware of a gentle rocking, as if he was in a car rolling slowly down a bumpy dirt road.

 

“Tallheart?” he slurred sleepily, looking over to the driver’s seat, but the person driving wasn’t who he’d expected. Ameliah was sitting there, smiling at him as she pedaled.

 

“Hey you, you’re finally awake,” she said. “You were trying to cross the border, right?”

 

What? That line… It sounds familiar…

 

“Ah, oops, we woke him,” said Mlem, who had been the other voice Rain had heard. “Oh well. Probably for the best, anyway. Like I was saying, I recognized that rock. We’re almost there. The village should be just on the other side of this hill.”

 

Rain rubbed at his eyes blearily, reality coming back into focus. He blinked as he realized that the sun, which had been almost directly overhead, had jumped across the sky and was now filtering through frost-laden branches. The forest had thickened, the snowy road now more like a tunnel. He blinked again, fighting against the disorientation.

 

“Perhaps another cup of coffee, Rain?” Mlem said, laughing and twiddling his fingers. “To help you wake up?”

 

“I…fell asleep?” Rain asked.

 

“Hmm, perhaps the coffee isn’t a bad idea,” Ameliah said. “I don’t know how you drink that stuff, Rain, but it’s supposed to give you energy, right? You were really out of it. You didn’t even stir when I moved you. I told you you haven’t been sleeping enough.”

 

“When you…what?” Rain looked down, then jumped as he realized that he wasn’t where he’d been when he’d closed his eyes to meditate. He was sitting in the passenger seat now, which meant…

 

“Shit!” Rain swore, throwing off his cloak and patting his chest, feeling for the accolades. There were only two. The third, the one he’d been experimenting with, was gone. He looked up, his heart hammering. “Ameliah, did you find…I was holding…”

 

“What in the depths?” Mlem shouted. “Ameliah, stop!”

 

Rain shouted as the forgewagon lurched, fighting to stay in his seat. Ameliah had engaged the levers for the brakes without disengaging the drive, snapping a belt in the process.

 

“Shit,” she swore as they rattled to a bouncing halt.

 

Rain barely even registered her words. He was staring forward, eyes wide. They’d crested a rise, and in the distance, he could now see a violent squall of snow through the trees. It was like someone had built a wall out of a blizzard.

 

“By all that glitters in the southern seas…” Mlem said, staring at the snowy wall. ”Is that what I think it is?”

 

Ameliah stood up, staring at the swirling barrier ahead. Her eyes narrowed, then opened wide in recognition. “Yes, it is.” She glanced down at Rain. “Didn’t you say you had a Diviner scout this way?”

 

Rain just stared up at her.

 

Ameliah pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes and sat back in her chair, returning her gaze to the squall. “How the hells did he miss a lair on the damn surface?”
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117: Trust

                 

As Rain stared at the swirling barrier of the lair in front of them, a sudden realization blasted through the sleep-addled panic bouncing around his head. He latched onto it, quickly fixating on the problem as his thoughts cleared.

 

This is trouble.

 

Turning, he shouted. “Vanna!”

 

He jumped down from the forgewagon, barely even noting the cold as his bare feet plunged into the snow. He activated Detection, which was what he should have done the instant he’d realized his accolade was missing, instead of checking his pockets like a moron. The full-powered pulse came back with only the signals from the two accolades still safe beneath his forceweave.

 

Damn. Either I bonded it in my sleep somehow, I dropped it in the snow, or someone yoinked it.

 

Resisting the urge to pull open his menus and scour them for any hint of the accolade’s presence, Rain hurried to meet Vanna, who was headed in his direction. The accolade wasn’t important right now. Rather, it was, but the lair had greater potential for being an issue if he didn’t get on top of things quickly.

 

I can’t look weak here. The credit system isn’t ready, which means there’s going to be a massive kerfuffle about who gets to go, maybe a disastrous one. I’m the damn leader, though, so if I can get them to just…

 

He shook his head. “Vanna!” he said, stopping as he met her. “There’s a lair where Essed was supposed to be. I need you to get everyone grouped up right here,” he pointed at his feet. “Tell them that Ameliah and I are going to take a look so we know what we’re dealing with. Try and put a squash on speculation until we’re back. Get people to set up a perimeter or something. Keep them busy.”

 

Through Rain’s rapid speech, Vanna’s face had flowed through surprise, to understanding, and then to concern. “I…yes,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at the oncoming sleds.

 

“Vanna, remember, you’re second in command,” Rain said in a breathless rush. “I don’t think there’ll be a problem immediately, but we need to set some precedent that you and I are in charge, and that what we say goes in situations like this. If anyone gives you shit, ignore it, give them a simple job, and then move right on to ordering someone else before they can talk back. Don’t give anyone time to question your commands.”

 

Rain put his advice into practice, spinning away and heading for the forgewagon. He’d located his armor, Detection informing him that it was in the vehicle’s bed.

 

“I’m going to go see what level it is,” Ameliah called, waving to catch Rain’s attention. She had remained near the forgewagon with Mlem, who was stroking his mustache, a thoughtful expression on his face as he stared in the direction of the lair.

 

“Good,” Rain said, not looking up. “I’ll join you as soon as I get this on.” He started hauling bits of armor out of the forgewagon’s bed, tossing them on the ground as he hunted for the breastplate. Finding it, he had to lift it and shake it violently to dislodge Dozer, who was sleeping inside of it like some kind of gelatinous turtle.

 

“You seem to be in an awful rush,” said Mlem, walking around the forgewagon to stand behind him. “You are not concerned that a monster will exit the lair, are you? That never happens. Well, almost never. I will grant you that spawns are more likely nearby.”

 

“No, that’s not it,” Rain said. He looked up. “I’m worried about what’s going to happen when people realize we’ve got no clear way of picking who gets to go.”

 

“Ah,” Mlem said, laughing. “A good point. This is going to be a marvelous disaster.” He looked back at the lair, the twinkle of avarice in his gaze clear to Rain’s eyes.

 

Rain grimaced, hopping on one foot as he struggled with a sabaton.

 

Mlem snorted and shifted his gaze back to Rain. “Here, at least let me help you before you hurt yourself. I understand acting quickly to seize an opportunity, but this is ridiculous. No one is just going to run into it or something.”

 

“Oi! Dibs!” Kettel’s voice came from over Rain’s shoulder. He turned to see the teenage idiot sprinting toward the barrier at full speed.

 

Rain glanced at Mlem. “You were saying?”

 



 

An hour later, things had calmed down somewhat. The sleds had been gathered in a farmer’s field that they’d found on the forest’s edge near the boundary to the lair. There hadn’t been a farmhouse, at least that they’d been able to locate. Company members were hard at work collecting firewood and setting up for dinner while Ameliah scouted around and Tallheart tinkered with the forgewagon. 

 

There was a lot of excited speculation floating around about the lair, but the threat of imminent nightfall had gotten people off his back about it for the moment. They knew just as much as he did, based on Ameliah’s initial report. The lair was rank nine, cold aspect, and right where Essed was supposed to be.

 

“Rain, a word?” Ameliah said, tapping him on the shoulder.

 

Rain jumped slightly. He hadn’t heard her approaching, or even realized that she was back. He turned quickly, nodding. “Yeah, we should talk.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “Not here,” she said, beckoning as she headed for the trees. Rain followed cautiously, aware that monsters were still lurking under the cover of the branches, though presumably nothing strong enough to challenge Ameliah. The depth gauge showed this area as around rank eleven, the same as Fel Sadanis. Still, all it would take for a surprise Razorspine would be a large patch of shadow and Murphy’s Law.

 

Carten looked up as they passed, but didn’t comment on them leaving the camp. He and the other awakened were on defense duty, and Tallheart was there, so Rain wasn’t too worried about there being an issue.

 

He and Ameliah walked silently for a few minutes until she stopped beside a large knotted tree. She turned to face him, a serious expression on her face. “The lair being on the surface is a problem,” she said without preamble.

 

“Um,” Rain said. “Why? It’s not that common, is it?”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “No, it isn’t common, and that’s because when lairs are on the surface, people find them.”

 

“Oh,” Rain said, thinking. She’s got a good point. Officer Sells said his job before all this was to scan the Badlands for lairs with Scrying Pool, not that he could have done that from Fel Sadanis with his crappy range. Probably they have an outpost down there or something. Anyway, now that this entire area is ranked, they’re probably going to bring in more Diviners to help him monitor the area around the city. Rain shifted nervously, feeling eyes on his neck. It was entirely possible that the Watch was observing them even now. He shook his head, shoving the paranoia aside. “The Watch shouldn’t give us any trouble, even if they’re, well, watching. Guild rules would let us claim the lair, as we’re the first—”

 

“The Watch isn’t who I’m worried about,” Ameliah interrupted, shaking her head. “I’m worried because they didn’t already see it. If they knew about it, we’d never have gotten here first. The Watch’s Diviner—what was his name? He did check Essed, right?”

 

Rain shrugged. “Yeah. His name’s Sells, and I saw Essed myself in his pool. It was just broken houses and snow.”

 

Ameliah gestured vaguely. “How likely does it seem that a lair just spawned between then and now?”

 

“I see your point,” Rain said. “It does seem pretty unlikely. What other explanation is there, though? You’re sure that the lair is where the village is supposed to be? Maybe Sells was looking in the wrong place? Some other village?”

 

“Yes, I’m sure,” Ameliah said, pointing. “There are a few houses around the far side, and half of a collapsed inn right on the boundary. Plus, the name of the lair is ‘Essed Frostbarrows’.”

 

“Huh,” Rain said. “The name might just have been picked up from your expectations. I’m still not sure how that works. Anyway, unlikely isn’t impossible. I guess it could have spawned in the past few days…” He shook his head. “What makes lairs appear in the first place? Is it just random? I mean, it being right on top of the village we were headed to? Now that seems unlikely.”

 

“There’s a rumor that lairs spawn where there’ve been lots of deaths, but I’m not sure it’s true; otherwise, you’d hear about people…trying to make lairs spawn that way. Anyway, yes, it might have been chance that it spawned just before we got here, and it might have been that all the deaths from the shift attracted it to this spot, but let me bring your attention to a more disturbing possibility. What if this lair has been here for longer than a day or two? What if Lightbreaker is still out here, and the reason the Watch didn’t see it is because of that skill of his?”

 

Rain froze. “Shit.”

 

“Yes,” Ameliah said, nodding.

 

“Hang on, let me work through this,” Rain said, holding up a hand. He started to pace, speaking through his thoughts. “We know the army was using Obfuscate to block magical tracking—other than Scrying Pool, because that’s optical and wouldn’t be affected. Lightbreaker can deal with that, though, which is how they got past the DKE and the Watch…”

 

Rain scratched at his beard, turning and pacing back the other way. “Assuming that the Empire did hide this lair, they aren’t still here, or we’d be dead by now. Plus, we can see it, so there’s that. I’ve got no idea how Lightbreaker’s skill works, but unless he only hid it from above, we can probably say the spell’s not still active. I should talk to…” Rain stopped, glancing up at Ameliah. She probably didn’t know that Val was Lightbreaker’s son, and he’d promised to keep that quiet.

 

“Anyway, why would they bother?” he continued, remaining by the tree and addressing Ameliah directly. “If they’re still here, which I doubt, they’d be monitoring Fel Sadanis and waiting for the barrier to drop. Why would they hide the lair? I would think they’d either have ignored it or just broken the core and moved on.”

 

“They could be farming it,” Ameliah said. “They might be hiding nearby and waiting for it to spawn a blue. From what I know of the Adamants, they’ll have some unawakened with them. Or they could have hidden the lair as a trap or something.”

 

“Was it at full when you checked it?” Rain asked.

 

“Yes, but that doesn’t prove anything. Lairs spawn fully charged, I think, but we don’t know how fast this one recovers. If Lightbreaker hid it, that matters, plus how long ago he was here.”

 

“It takes weeks at least for a lair to get back to full, right?”

 

Ameliah shrugged. “It depends.”

 

Rain shook his head. “This seems awfully convoluted. If this is a trap, who’s it for? Not a Citizen, certainly. They wouldn’t care about a low-rank lair way out here, not now that they’ve lost the city. I just don’t see the motivation for the Empire to still be here. Occam’s Razor is a logical principle where I come from. It says that the simplest explanation is most likely correct. The simplest explanation is that this simply wasn’t here when Sells looked, or that he was looking at the wrong spot. Lightbreaker’s army is probably over the mountains by now, playing hit and run inside DKE territory. That’s what I’d be doing if I was the commander of an evil invisible army.”

 

“I still don’t like it,” Ameliah said, rubbing at her neck. Some of the tension had drained from her face, but not all of it.

 

“Is there anything we can do to check?” Rain asked. “Do you have Scrying Pool? Can you, I don’t know, just look down at this area and see if there’s an illusion up there?”

 

“I don’t have it right now, but I could get it…” Ameliah said. “It’s not a bad idea, but it would take me a while to shuffle all the prerequisites around. It might be faster to just fly up and look.”

 

Rain froze, staring at her. “You never said you could fly.”

 

Ameliah shrugged. “I never said I couldn’t, either. I could take Flight with less shuffling than Scrying Pool. It would be slow without a bunch of Arcane metamagic, plus I don’t have it leveled very high, but that won’t matter for this. Speed is only important if you want to use it in combat. I’ve never seen the point of Flight unless you’re fighting other people. I prefer to fight monsters, and those are usually underground, not up in the clouds.”

 

Rain stared at her. “How can you be so unenthusiastic about flying? Don’t you find it fun?”

 

Ameliah snorted. “I find it windy. Sure, it’s fun, but it’s not very practical.”

 

“You are so wrong, I don’t even know where to begin,” Rain said, raising his hands over his head in exaggerated disbelief. “I’d kill to be able to fly. So what if it’s not practical underground? It’s awesome!”

 

Ameliah laughed. “Fine, I’ll take you flying sometime after I make sure we’re not all about to die.”

 

Rain’s stomach did an odd, sort-of backflip. “Really?”

 

“Sure, why not? I’ll just need to make sure not to drop you, though with Force Ward and that armor, you’d probably be fine unless you land on your head.”

 

“If you’re trying to scare me out of it, it won’t work,” Rain said, smiling.

 

Ameliah shook her head. “Maybe tomorrow after we’ve dealt with the lair. I need to set up the walls tonight, then swap out some skills and check for the illusion. After that, I’m going to sleep. Not all of us got a free ride for the whole afternoon.”

 

“Hey, I was meditating. It’s not my fault nobody told me we were leaving.”

 

“You were snoring by the time we broke camp. If that’s meditation, it’s a technique I’ve never heard of,” Ameliah said.

 

“I don’t snore,” Rain protested.

 

“You do,” Ameliah said. “Like a little kitten.”

 

“Hey!”

 

Ameliah laughed. “Tallheart thought you were sick, so he came to get me when you started. He didn’t know what it meant. Cervidians don’t snore, apparently.”

 

“And neither of you just woke me up?”

 

“You needed the sleep,” Ameliah said, giving him a look.

 

Rain sighed. She was right, and he knew it. “Well, whatever I was doing, it worked.” He held up a hand and concentrated. After a moment, a metal plate dropped into his hand.
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“Here,” he said, offering it to her. “Check it out.”

 

Ameliah blinked. She reached out to take the plate but stopped before her fingers even got close. “This is one of the ones you told me about? You finally managed to bind them?”

 

“Just this one. Go on, take it,” Rain said. “I trust you.”

 

Ameliah shook her head, then took the plate. The moment her fingers touched it, Rain gasped, his linksight flaring in a horrible tearing sensation.

 

“Shit,” he swore, laying a hand on the knotted tree to stabilize himself. “Give it back, quick!”

 

Ameliah held out the plate, and Rain snatched it from her fingers. The sensation was different this time, more like a normal linksight flash, though not quite. Rain slumped to the ground, propping his back against the tree as he stared at the plate in relief. The text was still there, as was the boost when he checked his interface.

 

“What happened?” Ameliah asked, crouching down.

 

“I felt the connection break,” Rain said, still staring at the plate. “It felt horrible, and I was worried that—” He froze mid-sentence. He’d looked up and seen Ameliah’s face mere centimeters from his own. She is…very close.

 

Ameliah peered into his eyes, then nodded and stood, offering him her hand. Rain felt his cheeks heat as he took it and let her pull him back to his feet.

 

“Uh,” he said, rubbing at his neck as he looked away awkwardly. “I’m sorry I kinda snatched it back.”

 

“Don’t worry about it,” Ameliah said.

 

Rain closed his eyes, took a calming breath, then opened them and held out the plate once more. “Here, try again. For science.”

 

“Didn’t you just say that it felt horrible?” Ameliah asked, not moving to accept it.

 

“Yes,” Rain said, nodding. “A normal person wouldn’t want to do that again, but a scientist would wonder if it happens every time.” I should draw out some xkcds. There are some good ones that people here would get, and I can manage stick figures. He pushed the plate toward her. “Please.”

 

“You’re sure this is a good idea?” she asked.

 

Rain nodded. “I’m sure. I won’t blame you if the link actually does break for good. I managed to bond the thing once, so that means I can do it again. I just need to figure out what I did while I was asleep.” …and repeat it with the other two. “Besides, it’s not like the buff is useful right now. It still wouldn’t let me use Immolate at full blast without cooking everyone nearby.”

 

Ameliah slowly took the plate, watching his face. Rain thought he hid his grimace well as the tearing sensation repeated itself, but apparently not well enough. Ameliah narrowed her eyes and stared at him. “The same?”

 

He nodded, checking his interface. “Yeah.”

 

“Hmm,” Ameliah said, holding up the plate. It vanished, then appeared again as she re-summoned it. “This is a really strange accolade. The metal is blue, so it came from a cold lair, but it gives heat resistance. It makes a certain sort of sense, but usually, it’s the other way around.” She summoned and dismissed it a few more times. “Whatever’s wrong, it’s with you, not with the accolade.” The plate vanished from her left hand, then appeared in her right. She offered it back to him. “It’s behaving normally as far as I can tell.”

 

Rain took it, and the bond reformed as before. He nodded, then vanished the plate and summoned another one.
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“Here, now this,” he held it out to her. He didn’t bother to hide his reaction this time as she took it. “Gah, same thing again,” he said, blinking owlishly as the sensation faded. Everything seemed just a bit dimmer.

 

“Hmm,” Ameliah said. A second plate appeared in her other hand, identical to the one Rain had just given her. She seemed to consider something for a moment before offering it to him. “Here, see if you can use my copy.”

 

Rain took it, concentrating on his linksight. Nothing happened. There was no pain, no flash of connection, nothing. His senses still felt dull, so he shook his head. “Nope, not working.” He peered at the plate. The buff was listed, unlike the unbound accolade, yet he couldn’t access it.

 

“Odd,” Ameliah said. “I’m still getting the bonus from both, even though you’re holding mine.” She stared at the accolade in her hand, then looked at him with a strange expression on her face. “This feels weird, you know. People don’t do this.”

 

“Do what?” Rain asked. She looks…self-conscious? No, it’s more complicated than that.

 

“Trade accolades like this, at least, not so casually,” Ameliah said, her expression fading. “There’s a process. Otherwise, what do you do if someone doesn’t give your accolade back? The only way to force the matter would be to kill them.” She gestured with his plate. “You’re showing me a ridiculous level of trust right now. I could just keep this, and there wouldn’t be a thing you could do about it.”

 

Rain shook his head. “You wouldn’t do something like that.” He grinned. “Besides, I’ve got yours, so you’re trusting me just as much.”

 

“Am I, though?” she asked.

 

Rain jumped as the plate vanished from his fingers.

 

Ameliah nodded. “Yeah, that’s not supposed to be possible either. Something is definitely wrong with you. The bond should have transferred the moment the plate passed into your domain, but it didn’t.”

 

“Right,” Rain said, thinking. “Wait a minute. The buff still worked for you when I was holding it?”

 

Ameliah nodded.

 

“Is there a distance limit on that?”

 

She shook her head, toying with Rain’s accolade between her fingers. “No. Accolades aren’t like spells. They don’t care about distance. Some nobles give them to their kids, but make them leave them in a vault or something. If they get themselves killed, the family doesn’t lose their inheritance.” She flipped the plate around one last time, then offered it back to him.

 

“Ah, that’s…pragmatic,” Rain said, taking it and feeling the link reform and his senses sharpen. “What’s the limit on how many accolades someone can have, by the way?” I wonder how many she has.

 

“Don’t you already know that?” Ameliah asked, raising an eyebrow. “How haven’t you already asked someone?”

 

“I have,” Rain said, “I just want confirmation.”

 

Ameliah’s face held the glimmer of a wry smile as she answered. “You can hold as many as you want, but you only have slots for a few to be active. Stronger accolades can take up more than one slot, and the number of slots you have is one per level, plus one. Of course, there are hundreds of rumors for ways to get more, but none of those are real. Also, it takes a while to get used to using all your slots, just like it does for stat boosts.”

 

Rain nodded along as she spoke. I should be able to convince the system to give me a screen for this… He looked back up, another question springing to his lips. “So, that extra slot, does that mean an unawakened can use an accolade?”

 

“Yes,” Ameliah said. “At least, that’s what I’ve heard.”

 

“Cool,” Rain said. “I’m thinking that once we’ve built up a bunch of accolades in the company, we can share them as needed. For example, take this cold lair. If we had people with cold resistance accolades, they could lend them to the delve team. Really stack them up. Optimize.”

 

Ameliah snorted. “You’re crazy.”

 

Rain smiled. “As I’ve said before, all this paranoia and selfishness isn’t productive.”

 

“You really…” she trailed off, then sighed deeply. “You’re too trusting, Rain. You haven’t been burned, not like I have. I once lent someone I thought I knew an accolade, just like you’re suggesting.”

 

Rain’s smile froze at her tone. Uh oh.

 

“He still has it,” Ameliah said, a bitter note twisting her voice. “He knew I wouldn’t kill him to get it back, so he just kept it. And it was a rare one, too, even among accolades.”

 

“Damn,” Rain said. “I’m sorry…”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “We should get back to the camp. I’ve got dirt to move and skills to swap, and you’ve got to figure out how to keep everyone from murdering each other over the lair. Good luck with that, by the way. I think I’ve got the easy job.” She turned, heading toward the fires the others had started while they’d been talking.

 

“Uh, right,” Rain said, following. “Speaking of that, do you think we’d be able to handle the lair without you? I don’t want to rely on you and Tallheart so much if we don’t have to.”

 

“Mmm,” Ameliah said. “I’ll decide once I see what your so-called delve team looks like. Now come on, the sun is setting, and you’ve used up your questions for the day.”

 

They walked in silence for a few minutes, Rain struggling to keep up as Ameliah wove gracefully through the trees, stepping effortlessly over hidden roots that kept tripping him up in his haste. As they neared the camp, Carten’s voice boomed through the twilight. “Oi! There’s somethin’—oh.”

 

Rain stumbled out of the trees a moment after Ameliah, spotting Carten waiting for them.

 

The bearded man relaxed as he recognized them. “It’s jus’ you two,” he said, lowering his shields, his face splitting into a grin. “Done kissin’?”

 

Ameliah sighed and glanced at Rain. “Do you want to hit him, or should I?”
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118: Frost

                 

Rain stood before the swirling boundary of the lair, the tumultuous wall of ice and snow only creating a whisper rather than the roar it should have. He could feel the cold against his skin, but only when he was right up next to it. Detection told him nothing. The barrier was magical, and the spell didn’t work on magic.

 

He couldn’t even circumvent the issue by searching for something like air. He’d done some experiments, both with this lair and with the Fells. A lair’s envelope worked something like the resynthesizer plugin for Gimp, filling in the interior volume by extrapolating from the surroundings. The effect was noticeable, but only with extreme focus. He’d need Mana Sight if he wanted to find lairs he didn’t already know existed.

 

Rain flipped down his visor, then wrapped a scrap of fabric around his head to cover the mouth slit. He pulled up his hood, then raised his arm and gave the signal to advance.

 

Icy magic whipped at his cloak as he crossed into the lair. The murmur of the magical barrier fell away behind him as he advanced, the crunch of his footsteps the only remaining sound as the temperature plummeted. In the distance ahead, he could barely make out what looked like a building. Everything else was just a sea of white. Snow was falling lazily from the fake gray sky in fat flakes, limiting visibility. Silence pressed down on him as the cold cut through his cloak.

 

The stillness was broken by the arrival of the others. Linksight flared stronger than usual as each member of the delve team entered, the lair’s interface populating with their names and information about their vitals. Rain frowned, then concentrated, forcing the panel to display itself in a more compact and efficient layout. The system didn’t fight him, even when he pushed it to group people by the roles he’d assigned them. It did, however, flatly refuse to switch the vital displays over to absolute numbers.
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This was a subjugation party, and as such, it was stacked toward their strongest members. The goal was to clear the lair of danger and to capture any essence monsters that they found, rather than kill them. The party’s average level was 7.75, which, while less than the lair’s rank, was about as good as they could do. Rain was a bit concerned, but Ameliah said that they should be fine as long as they were careful.

 

Contrary to Rain’s expectations, the formation of the delve team had gone smoothly. He’d started it off by stating the party’s goal and suggesting that anyone above the lair’s rank be included in it automatically. Nobody had argued, resulting in the instant selection of himself, Carten, Jamus, Staavo, Ameliah, and Tallheart.

 

Ameliah and Tallheart had declined, as he’d expected, as had Staavo, who had said that he would just slow them down. Rain disagreed with that assessment, missing foot or not. He suspected that the real reason the old scholar wanted to stay behind was so he’d have more time to work on the steam engine that he was trying to build.

 

Rain shook his head, remembering their breakfast conversation on the subject. The idiot is going to blow himself up. He’d better include the damn relief valve like I told him to. He sighed, turning his attention back to the task at hand.

 

The next members of the party were Samson, Mlem, and Val, who Rain had explicitly picked for their capabilities. Again, there had been a surprising lack of argument. He was finally starting to feel like people were respecting his leadership, something he was decidedly not used to. In any event, that had left two slots in the party, one for the frontline, and one for the back.

 

After some discussion, Lyn had been selected as the frontliner. It had come down to her and Telen as the two remaining melee fighters with the most experience, and she’d won the coin flip.

 

The backline slot went to Tahir, the hunter, and he’d earned it by using his bow to win a makeshift target-practice competition. He’d beaten his fellow hunter Hanes, as well as Kettel and Ava. Mahria had declined to compete.

 

Kettel was livid at losing, of course, but he could deal with it. He’d agreed to the competition, after all. In truth, Rain was somewhat relieved. Bringing a Fire user into a Cold lair sounded like common sense, until you considered that their two options were a little girl and an impulsive teenager who couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn. The two of them were probably still taking out their disappointment on the targets. Hopefully Ava could teach Kettel a thing or two about how to aim.

 

Rain put it out of his mind, turning to face the others. They were all bundled up against the cold, the arctic camouflage of their cloaks looking particularly apt in the whiteness of the lair. Jamus ruined the effect somewhat, his orange hat looking like a traffic cone someone had placed jauntily atop a snowman. His orange robes, at least, were covered by his cloak, as were Mlem’s. Carten was the least covered of the lot, his cloak hanging from his shoulders and leaving his armor mostly bare. The exposed Force Steel was rapidly being coated in frost, but the cold didn’t seem to be bothering the big man in the slightest.

 

Rain cinched his own cloak tighter, keeping his arms inside the protective curtain of fabric. Because his gauntlets were so finely articulated, there was no room for even the thinnest layer of forceweave between his fingers and the metal. His hands were already getting cold. Fortunately for him, he didn’t need a weapon to fight. He could stay in his cocoon.

 

The lair was cold. Unnaturally so. Ameliah said that the temperature could either be an effect specific to this lair or simply from the higher concentration of environmental Cold mana inside. It wasn’t at the point where they would need to worry about instant frostbite, but it wasn’t exactly comfortable.

 

The obvious solution to this problem was Immolate, of course. The spell did work, but there were issues. Firstly, the effect was muted inside the lair, at least as far as the environmental impact. It remained to be seen if there would be any consequences concerning the damage numbers.

 

Environmental mana mattered when it came to spells. Ameliah had helped him run some tests this morning, her Mana Sight proving invaluable for figuring out what was going on. Immolate, it turned out, acted something like a catalyst for environmental mana. If there was a lot of Heat mana around, the aura’s effect was magnified. Eventually, the environmental mana would be depleted, at which point the heat output of the spell would drop sharply.

 

Most spells that had an environmental component were like that, apparently. Mahria’s Froststorm was a good non-aura example. Other spells—mostly single-target things like Firebolt—actually leaked mana into the environment when used. The amount of leakage depended on the skill of the caster.

 

Kettel’s shitty aim, it turned out, was just a side-effect of his abysmal mana control. Ameliah had warned Rain about using Immolate anywhere near Kettel after he’d been casting for any length of time, saying that the result could be explosive.

 

In any event, there wasn’t exactly a lot of Heat mana to be had inside this lair. Rain could still make a significant impact on the temperature if he boosted the power, but even with his regeneration, his mana was far from infinite. Plus, there was the second issue to deal with. The lair did not like anything melting its snow.

 

It tended to put it back.

 

Aggressively.

 

Rain shook his head, watching as Samson fought to jam a long pole into the hard ground, atop which burned an evertorch. That was to be their marker for the entrance. The falling snow seemed to swirl a little faster near the dancing flames, though that might just have been his imagination, as evertorches didn’t actually put out a lot of heat. They were basically the LED bulbs of flame-based lighting solutions.

 

“We going in, or just standing around?” Val asked, his voice muffled.

 

Rain tore his gaze away from the flames. Val was right; it was time to stop testing and just get on with it. Ameliah had confirmed last night that this wasn’t a trap, but it still wouldn’t be a good idea to dally here too long. He took one last moment to compose his thoughts, then addressed the group. “Right, here we go.” He nodded to Carten. “After you. We move in formation like we practiced.”

 

The party started making their way into the lair. Fortunately, the snow was packed firmly enough to walk on without their boots sinking more than a few centimeters below the surface. Carten’s footsteps crunched as he trudged toward the shadow of the structure ahead. The others followed in a loose formation, scanning the whiteness for danger.

 

For his part, Rain was using Detection to keep a lookout more than his eyes. Occasionally, he’d pulse the skill, activating it mid-stride to accommodate the momentary blackout from Aura Focus. He needed full power for more than just the range boost, as the snow wasn’t just snow. There was something magical about it that interfered with the spell. Even at full power, Detection’s range was only three-quarters of what it was supposed to be.

 

It wasn’t far to the building, which turned out to be a single-story farmhouse. Rain pinged for monsters with Detection, frowning at the lack of a response.

 

I don’t like this.

 

He pinged again, checking for wood. The intricate details of the building’s construction almost overwhelmed him, even muted as the signals were by the falling snow.

 

“We goin’ in?” Carten asked, looking over his shoulder.

 

Rain shook his head. “Not yet. Knock first.”

 

Carten laughed. “Right you are, Captain Little Mouse. We’d best use our manners.”

 

Rain rolled his eyes as Carten moved up to the door.

 

The brutal impact of the turtle’s shield against the building was anything but polite. There was a crack of splintering wood as the door was blasted off its hinges, and a cascade of snow crashed down from the roof. Carten had jumped back in anticipation, barely avoiding getting buried.

 

The party waited.

 

“Looks like no one’s home,” said Mlem, after a few moments of silence.

 

“Okay, now we’re going in,” Rain said. “Val, light.”

 

Wordlessly, Val summoned his Lunar Orb. The pale illumination from the construct looked eerie as it filtered through the falling snow. Val sent it darting into the building, and Carten followed it through the door, Samson and Lyn close on his heels.

 

“Clear,” Lyn called after a moment. “It’s a good-sized room with one hallway at the back. Everything’s covered in frost.”

 

Rain and the others crowded inside as Carten moved toward the hallway, his armored form blocking the view. Rain looked around, examining the room. It looked like a combination of a kitchen and a living area. There was a frozen hearth on one wall that held the cold ashes of a fire. He could tell that it hadn’t been a particularly affluent dwelling, but everything was neatly arranged. It looked perfectly normal, as long as you ignored the snow that had blown in through the shutters. There was no sign of violence other than to the door, which he was presently standing on.

 

“Bedrooms,” Carten called from down the hallway. “No monsters. No bodies.”

 

“I wonder where they went,” Mlem said, lowering his hood and shaking out his mustache, which had been coated in frost. “I can’t say that I have ever heard of a building within a lair. Most bizarre.”

 

“Have you ever even been in a lair?” Val asked as he examined a knife that had been lying out on the counter.

 

“I confess that this is my first,” Mlem said. “I have seen much of the world, it is true, but lairs are a new experience for me.”

 

Val snorted, dropping the knife back to the counter with a clatter. “Worthless.”

 

Rain frowned, squeezing past Jamus to get back outside. He was feeling a bit claustrophobic in the cramped structure, especially with everyone piled in there. Besides, it wasn’t like it was any warmer, and he wanted to be able to see if anything was coming toward them. Mlem is right. This is strange. Where are all the monsters?

 

“We going to search this place for valuables?” Tahir asked, poking his head out through one of the windows.

 

“No,” Rain said, glancing at Tahir. “We’re moving on. None of it is real. Gimmen, you know?”

 

Gimmen’s Folly was a fable about an impoverished miner who had stumbled upon a lair where even the walls were made from solid gold. After praising his luck, Gimmen had set to mining the gold with his trusty pick—never mind how he dealt with the monsters—collecting a frankly ludicrous quantity of the precious metal. Then, he’d hitched up his old donkey and hauled his overladen cart to the nearest village. Gimmen had lived there like a king for three days, after which he’d been abruptly lynched by the angry townsfolk, outraged when the gold he’d given them vanished.

 

“You’re sure?” Tahir asked.

 

Rain shrugged. One of his experiments this morning had been taking a rock from the lair. It hadn’t vanished immediately, so he’d stuck it in his pack. That pack was still outside, as he’d only brought his smaller messenger bag with him. The rock would vanish, he knew, but he wasn’t just going to take a fable at face value, even if people said the premise was true. He’d test it for himself. If they ever did find a lair made out of some ridiculously valuable substance—gold, gems, printer ink, whatever—he’d have his own data to rely on.

 

Of course, I’d test it again in that situation. There’s nothing to say that every lair is the same, after all. Hmm. What happens if you, like, eat or drink stuff from a lair? Rain contemplated the still-falling snow. I don’t think I want to test that one, particularly.

 

Suddenly, a flicker of movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. He snapped his head in that direction; then, when he didn’t see anything, he flared Detection. The spell came up empty. There was nothing out there.

 

“What is it?” Tahir asked. He’d come out of the building, as had the others. “Did you see something?”

 

“I thought I did,” Rain said, admonishing himself for letting his thoughts wander. We’re in a lair, damn it. I need to stay alert. He shook his head. “It might have been just the snow.”

 

“OI! OI! OI!” Carten roared, making Rain jump horribly. “STOP HIDIN’ YA ICY FUCKS!”

 

“Damn it,” said Lyn, shoving Carten away from her. “That was right in my ear.”

 

Carten laughed. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, grinning at her.

 

Rain took a deep, steadying breath, then shook his head. “Carten.” Once the big man looked in his direction, Rain tilted his head sharply away from the light of the torch they’d left at the entrance. “That way. Quietly.”

 

Jamus cleared his throat. “Pardon, Rain, but we are here to kill the monsters, are we not? Perhaps Carten has the right idea?”

 

“Exactly,” Carten said, nodding. “I was thinkin’ I could sing a little song. That should bring the beasties runnin’.”

 

“Please, no,” said Val.

 

Rain considered it, then shook his head. “The idea of pulling is to break off small groups, like I explained before. If Carten starts singing, every single monster in here will rush us all at once just to make him stop.”

 

“Hey!” Carten said, laughing. “I’m better’n what’s ‘is name.”

 

“True,” laughed Mlem. “When Shet started up that awful ballad yesterday, I thought somebody was strangling Romer’s cat.”

 

“Enough,” Rain said, starting to get annoyed. “What did I say about chatter in a lair?”

 

Carten opened his mouth to protest but shut it when Jamus elbowed him in the side.

 

“Sorry, Rain,” Jamus said, rubbing his elbow. “Carten, just do what he says. He is the captain, and he’s right. Remember what Ameliah told us the last time?”

 

“Oh, fine,” Carten said, turning to face Rain. “We’ll do it your way.”

 

Rain nodded to him. “Thank you.”

 

Carten harrumphed, but the group formed up and resumed their trek through the snow. Samson caught Rain’s eye and gave him an encouraging nod. Rain nodded back, thankful that someone at least was remaining focused.

 

The light of the torch behind them faded into the storm as they walked until it was no longer visible. There was no evidence of the town, only an endless plane of white with an occasional snow-laden tree. They kept going for twenty minutes like that, even Carten starting to look a little more serious as the silence pressed down on them. It was hard to tell, but Rain thought the air was getting even colder as they advanced into the lair.

 

“Rain,” Lyn said softly, her whisper making him jump. She was staring out into the snow. “I thought I saw something.”

 

Rain followed her gaze, using Detection as well. There was nothing there.

 

“There,” Val hissed. “A shadow.”

 

Rain whirled, seeing him pointing in the opposite direction. He used Detection again, this time boosting it to the absolute limit with Aura Focus. Once more, there was nothing.

 

“Ghosts in the snow…” Mlem muttered, shaking his head. “The lair is playing games with us.”

 

“Continue, or turn back?” Samson asked, looking at Rain.

 

Rain turned slowly, surveying the frozen landscape and their tracks leading back into the storm. He pinged again with Detection, checking their position.

 

“I’m not turning back,” Val said. “Let the monsters play their tricks. When they come for real, I’ll be ready.”

 

Rain frowned. “Keep going, Carten. We’re still following the road, more or less. I can sense it under the snow by the lack of grass.” He stuck a hand out of his cloak to point, immediately regretting it as the cold air rushed in. “The town should be that way. If it’s there at all,” he said quickly, then bundled himself back up, lamenting the loss of warmth.

 

Carten nodded, resuming his march. The silence seemed to grow ever more oppressive, and Rain was convinced that the cold was growing sharper, nipping at his skin through the slit in his visor and billowing up from beneath the hem of his cloak. Still, he resisted using Immolate, even to warm just himself. Once he gave in to that temptation, he knew it would be difficult to stop. Detection was more important, as was keeping his mana up with Winter, as cold as that was making him feel.

 

Finally, a dark shape swam into view ahead of them. As they drew closer, it became recognizable as a wall of tree trunks, sunken into the ground. They approached cautiously, heading for an opening in the wall where a wooden gate stood open, marking the spot where the presently-buried road led into the village.

 

“Essed did not have a wall like this,” Mlem said softly. “The lair has changed things.”

 

“You getting anything, Rain?” Tahir asked. The normally composed hunter had an anxious expression on his face.

 

Rain shook his head. “Still nothing.”

 

“I don’t like this,” Lyn said, holding her spear defensively as they crept closer to the gates.

 

“Shh,” Jamus hissed, suddenly. “Listen.”

 

Carten stopped in his tracks, and the party froze, listening hard. Muted by the snow and the distance, Rain heard a low rumbling.

 

“A millstone?” Jamus asked.

 

“I don’t hear anything,” Tahir said, cupping a glove to his ear.

 

“No, it’s there,” Val said. “I can hear it too.”

 

Mlem shook his head. He looked oddly composed, compared to the others. “Essed had no river, and there is no wind.”

 

“Okay, Carten,” Rain said. “Now it’s time to pull. Go knock on those gates, just like you did with the farmhouse. Everyone, be ready if something comes out.”

 

“But you said there are no monsters,” Tahir said. “What is he pulling if there are no monsters?”

 

“The lair might be waiting to spawn them,” Jamus replied softly. “Remember what Ameliah said. It isn’t like outside. They don’t need darkness, not in here.”

 

“Entering the village might be the trigger,” Rain said, nodding. “That or they’re there, and I just can’t sense them. Some monsters can hide from divination.”

 

“Have I mentioned that I don’t like this?” Lyn asked, gripping her spear tightly. “I can’t fight something that I can’t see.”

 

Carten grunted, approaching the gates. He looked back, and at Rain’s nod, slammed one of his shields into the wood. A loud thunk sounded flatly, the echo consumed by the snow. Carten hit it again, then twice more, but other than some falling snow from the wall, there was no reaction.

 

“Harder, Carten,” Rain said, approaching slowly, the group following. “Break the gate, if you can. I don’t want it swinging shut and trapping us in there. I’m getting that kind of vibe.”

 

Carten nodded. This time, his shield blurred, so quickly did he slam it into the wood. The thick timbers split as the force of Carten’s strike tore them from the nails holding the door together. Rain watched as Carten smashed the door a few more times, alternating shields until it fell completely from its heavy hinges.

 

Shield Bash? Rain’s eyes flicked to the party display, noting that Carten’s stamina had barely dropped. His own had fallen further than that just from walking. He shook his head. “Okay, we’re going in. Carefully.”

 

The party moved forward, passing through the wall and into the town. Wooden buildings rose around them, none taller than three stories. A thick layer of snow carpeted everything, hiding details from view. The sound of the millstone was clear now and growing louder.

 

Wordlessly, Carten led the way, the front line fighters forming a defensive circle around the mages. Samson and Mlem hadn’t drawn their swords, but they had thrown back their cloaks in preparation. Rain scanned the windows of the buildings as they crept forward, which felt like eyes looking down on them, black and lifeless.

 

“What in the depths?” Samson said, pulling Rain’s attention back down to ground level. They’d rounded a corner and located the source of the sound. Inside an open-fronted building, the mill equipment was visible under the protective cover of the overhanging roof. It was the circular type, with a large rolling stone meant to be hauled along a track. The stone was presently turning on its own, with the harness that would have held the work animal dangling from the axle.

 

Carten led the way closer, almost needing to duck as he passed under the overhang of the roof. Now that he was closer, Rain had to fight off a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold as he watched the harness dragging along the ground.

 

“Ah, fuck!” Val swore suddenly, light flashing from his fingers.

 

Rain had not been nearly so fast to react, though he’d seen the same thing Val had. A form had appeared, exiting a shadowed doorway at the back of the room. Val’s beam had struck it before Rain had even registered it was there. He watched, his heart thudding in his chest as the form collapsed to the ground.

 

“The hells is it?” asked Carten, edging toward the fallen creature, leading with his shields.

 

“Gods…” Jamus cursed as the form twitched, then hauled itself back to its feet.

 

Rain stared, frozen in shock. It was a man, his face deathly pale, and with ice and snow coating his workman’s clothes. There was a charred hole over his left eye where Val’s spell had struck, but no blood. Also, as far as Detection was concerned, the man didn’t exist.

 

“Clumsy of me…”

 

Everyone took a step back as the man spoke. His voice was slow, sounding like nothing more than the dry rasp of the wind over the snowy ground. The figure bent, retrieving a sack that he’d dropped when Val’s magic had struck him.

 

“What the fuck is this?” said Lyn, her eyes wide, fixed on the man as he made his way to the mill, carrying the sack.

 

“Hit him again, Val,” Jamus said.

 

Wordlessly, Val raised an arm. The next flash of magic took the man full in the chest, and he collapsed again, a trail of smoke rising from the body. He didn’t stay down for more than ten seconds before he groaned and began pushing himself to his feet.

 

“Damn…uneven…floor…” the man whispered, his words coming even more slowly now. The charred circle over his heart didn’t seem to bother him as he upended his sack into the mill, having slipped in behind the slowly-moving axle. He turned, but before he’d even started to move away, he vanished, though the discarded sack remained. The millstone ground to a halt moments later, as if whatever force had been animating it had departed along with the specter of the miller.

 

“Well,” Mlem said lightly, “I suppose I won’t be sleeping tonight.”

 

“What the hells was that?” Tahir asked, staring at Rain.

 

Rain shook his head. “I have no idea. Detection said it wasn’t there. Some sort of illusion?”

 

“Not like anything I’ve ever seen,” Val said. “And I know a fair bit about the subject. If it was an illusion, my spell should have just gone right through.”

 

“Gah!” Tahir swore, stumbling back from the millstone. He pointed. “Bones. He was milling bones.”

 

A flicker of movement caught the corner of Rain’s eye, and he whirled, raising his arms defensively, uncaring of the cold. A sudden wind whipped his cloak, sending snow swirling into the mill from the street. There was a dead woman standing there, holding a purse and digging around in it with one hand.

 

She looked up, her eyes glassy and lifeless. “I’ll take…millet…three copper’s…worth…” she said, the words seeming to come from the wind instead of her mouth.

 

Rain jumped again as she vanished in a swirl of snow. “So, this is horrifying,” he said, lowering his arms and pulling his cloak back around himself.

 

Carten set his shields down with a thunk, straightening. “Ghosts. Bah.”

 

“Fascinating,” Jamus said, adjusting his hat. “I’ve heard of strange things happening in lairs, but the truly odd stuff was supposed to only happen in those of Arcane aspect.”

 

“If the lair is causing it, what do we do?” Lyn asked. “Are we supposed to fight them?”

 

“I don’t know,” Rain said, shaking his head but keeping his eyes on the street. “The miller reacted to Val’s magic, but it didn’t really stop him. Not for long.”

 

“Can they hurt us?” Tahir asked.

 

“It would be best to assume that they can,” Jamus said, sounding entirely too calm. He turned to Rain. “Detection didn’t register them at all?”

 

Rain shook his head. “No. They’re not monsters, but they’re not human, either. They aren’t even entities, which is as vague as I can get.”

 

“Hmm,” Mlem said. “Perhaps they are merely…ambiance.” He gestured, and Rain saw the specter of a little girl tumbling down the street before vanishing in another puff of snow. “Some…memory of the townsfolk that died in the Shift, perhaps? Are there any bodies around?”

 

Rain shook his head. “No. I checked.” Rain pinged again, then gestured to the mill. “Those bones are real, but they’re not human.”

 

“There’s more of them now,” Samson said, pointing out at the street. “I just saw a man with an axe, and now there’s a woman down that alley leading some animal, maybe a horse. She has its lead, but the end of it is just floating—And, she’s gone.”

 

“I vote we burn the whole place to the ground,” Lyn said.

 

Rain frowned, though the suggestion didn’t sound entirely unreasonable. “We can’t do that,” he said after a moment of consideration. “The snow would—” he paused, looking out at the street. The swirling flakes had stopped, leaving the air clear, yet still dim from the overcast sky.

 

A shrieking roar suddenly split the air with a sound like shattering glass, pressing on Rain’s mind as much as it did his ears. He shouted, but the sound of his own voice was drowned out by the continuing screech. More and more figures were flashing into existence, the street filling with dead townsfolk going about their daily business. Soon enough, there were dozens of them, then hundreds, appearing and disappearing rapidly.

 

Abruptly, the sound stopped, and all the figures turned as one to face them, dead eyes staring with icy hate. None of them vanished as they stood there, waiting.

 

It was almost a relief when health bars began flickering into existence above their heads, the accompanying name tags identifying each of them as a ‘Frozen Memory of Essed’. Their levels were low, varying from one to three. Rain barely had time to process this before the building across the street exploded, a shaggy bear-like creature bursting through the wall of the second story and crashing to the ground behind the line of dead villagers.

 

The creature rose up on its hind legs and roared, the sound of its call nothing like that of a normal animal. It was the same cry as moments ago, sharp and piercing, digging into his brain like an icepick. Its teeth were wicked, and far, far too long, looking like they were made from ice. Swirling tentacles of frost suddenly burst from its back like wings, spreading out and snaking toward the dead villagers. As each tentacle made contact, there was a sharp cracking noise. Shards of ice erupted from the villagers’ forearms, creating jagged blades, stained black with frozen blood. The beast’s breath seethed out as a frigid mist, wrapping around the villagers and hardening into icy plates.

 

The bear-thing’s health bar appeared as it dropped back to its paws, icy maw snapping shut with a crunch of breaking ice.

 

Frostbear Spirit Caller - Level 13

 

Rain’s eyes narrowed. His heart was thundering, but not from fear. His terror had been replaced with icy focus.

 

We’ve got this.

 

The villagers charged.
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Frequently asked questions:


Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎
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Immolate (10/10)

176-202 heat (fcs) damage per second to entities and environment

Sufficient damage causes ignition

Range: 18 meters

Cost: 50 mp/s

 










 

Rain ignored the dialog that spawned as he activated the skill. The undead villagers—ghosts, zombies, Memories, whatever you wanted to call them—were less ‘Night of the Living Dead’ and more ‘Twenty-Eight Days Later’ in terms of their approach. The temperature rose as red light shined from his armor, his cloak billowing slightly from the heating air. He wasn’t using any boosts out of fear for his allies, but neither was he holding back. The lack of ambient Heat mana made the spell spread slowly, but his own mana would be enough to get the job done, given enough time.

 

Time that his allies would buy him.

 

“Block the door!” Carten shouted as he fell into a wide squat. He slammed his shields into the ground facing forward, building a wall of flesh and steel. There was a screech of ice on metal as the blade of the lead Memory skittered across his armor. More were right behind it, too many to count. Hundreds. Carten grunted as the tide of dead bodies crashed into him, but they might as well have tried to move a mountain. He didn’t slide back so much as a single centimeter.

 

The first kill was claimed by Samson. He’d slipped to Carten’s left, and in the same motion effortlessly beheaded one of the dead villagers with a slash that left a trail of white light in its wake. Samson had eschewed the wooden shield he’d been issued, preferring the two-handed style that he knew. The lack didn’t appear to be hindering him, his sword rising smoothly to deflect a strike meant for his neck. 

 

“Ahhhh!” Lyn yelled, her spear a blur as she fought to fend off the monsters on Carten’s other side. She was using it more like a staff, thumping the monsters to push them back. The Memories, Rain realized to his horror, were awake. They were screaming in anguish, frozen tears in their eyes. Rain watched as one of them dodged back from Lyn’s spear, the tip scratching a line into its icy armor.

 

“Kill meeee!” it yelled in a voice that sounded like the wind, its blades slashing for her neck. Lyn couldn’t respond. She was busy trying to wrest her spear away from another Memory that had grabbed the haft. Rain jerked forward, knowing as he did that he would be far too late to save her. Fortunately, he wasn’t the only one to see the danger. An Arcane Bolt took the Memory right in the face, Jamus’s magic detonating its head in a fountain of gore.

 

“Ha!” Mlem shouted, his scimitar freeing Lyn’s spear by severing the arm of the Memory holding it. He moved up beside her, plugging the last hole in their defense. With the four front-liners in place, the entrance to the mill was effectively blocked.

 

Val and Jamus set to work, Arcane and Light magic tearing into the horde. For all that Val’s magic wasn’t as destructive as Jamus’s, it was no less effective in getting the Memories to flinch back. The press of bodies was overwhelming, with those that fell being quickly trampled by those behind.

 

“Oh gods…” Tahir said, his voice trembling. He stepped up beside Rain, sending an arrow flying over Carten’s head and into the face of one of the Memories trying to climb over the big man. The Memory jerked back; then its head pivoted to stare at the archer, the shaft of the arrow sticking from its skull above its eye. It—no— she screamed at Tahir in terror as she lunged forward. It was the woman from earlier, the one who’d wanted to buy some grain.

 

“Oh gods!” Tahir yelled again, his voice breaking as he shrunk back. He fumbled his next arrow, dropping it to the ground.

 

“There’s too many!” Mlem shouted. He blocked a slash with his wooden shield, then retaliated with his scimitar. “We can’t keep them back! Do somet—oh.”

 

The expanding sphere of Immolate had finally crossed beyond the confines of the mill, the outer fringe of the aura starting to work on the nearest of the Memories. Rain’s heart was hammering as he clung to his spell, adrenaline born of fear fighting against the horror of what he was seeing. Of what he was doing.

 

They’re not real. They’re not real. They’re not real…

 

Sharp cracks filled the air as the conjured ice broke. Moments later, there was an explosion of fire. Everyone except Carten and Rain shouted in surprise, cringing back from the rapidly growing fireball. Within seconds, the first of the Memories started to die. Through the flames, Rain could see their health bars sliding down in an ever-expanding arc. Immolate was tearing through them like the detonation of a bomb in slow motion.

 

The health bars suddenly froze. The Spirit Caller was screaming again, the unnatural sound stabbing into them like a physical thing. Rain could barely see now, squinting against the ever-increasing glare. The sound of cracking ice told him what had happened. The Spirit Caller had conjured a second layer of armor for the Memories, but it hadn’t been enough. The bars were falling again, even faster than before. Rain was forced to squeeze his eyes shut as the flames grew too bright for him to bear. The afterimage of the blaze danced across his vision, taking the shape of the slit in his visor.

 

“Haaaah! Get fucked, ghosts!” Carten yelled. There was a clang of metal on metal as he slammed his shields together. “Fuckin’ hells, Little Mouse!” he shouted, laughing.

 

The torrent of kill notifications finally slowed, the glare fading. Rain cracked open his eyes, then began to cough. Smoke was filling the air, carrying the scent of charred decaying meat and scorching his lungs as he breathed it in. His Heat resistance accolade didn’t do anything to reduce his sensation of the temperature; it merely prevented it from damaging him. To his horror, he saw that Lyn and Tahir’s health displays had dropped. Tahir was at 97% and Lyn was at 94%. They’d drop even further if he didn’t do something.

 

“Rain,” Lyn coughed, “st—stop! It’s too hot—” She coughed again. “I can’t—”

 

Purify.

 

The world vanished, blotted out by Aura Focus. When it returned, it had changed. Purify had erased the smoke as if it had never been, as well as the charred remains of the Memories that he’d burned up like so much kindling. A few remained, health bars in the red as they continued to burn. The Spirit Caller was in much better shape, its health bar only a sliver off full. It looked pissed, but Rain was focused on a more immediate issue. The roof above them was burning.

 

“Get out in the street!” he yelled. He stumbled to obey his own instruction, slipping through the melted snow. His eyes widened as he got a look at the sky. The burning mill was a problem, yes, but it was far from the only one.

 

Immolate!

 

The spell spread more quickly this time. What little Heat mana there’d been for it to consume was obviously gone now, but the air was already hot, so the magic spent little energy as it spread. The licks of flame creeping along the rafters exploded into great gouts of fire under the influence of the spell, and steam was beginning to rise from the slush filling the street.

 

The Spirit Caller roared, but Rain didn’t spare it more than a glance. When the monsters had appeared, the snow had stopped, which he’d hoped meant the end of the lair’s interdiction on fire. Clearly, he’d been being optimistic, but it wasn’t like he’d had a choice. Now, he simply had to pay for it. The lair’s wrath was descending on them, a blizzard so intense that it looked as if a solid wall of ice had been cast down on them from the heavens.

 

“Rain!” Tahir yelled. He coughed, covering his mouth as he cringed back. “Stop!” he choked.

 

“Look up!” Rain shouted, pointing at the sky.

 

Tahir looked up, then screamed wordlessly and ducked, covering his head. The wind hit them first, almost flattening them. It was followed by a downpour of rain—hot, heavy drops, like a monsoon.

 

Immolate had done its work, saving them from being flattened by the storm. Rain kept channeling, the deluge growing colder as the lair fought against his magic. His eyes flicked to the party display, checking everyone’s health, then his mana. He had about five thousand remaining, not having started the fight at full. At fifty mana a second, he’d be able to keep this up for a minute forty, but they’d be royally screwed after that.

 

There was a roar and a clash of steel on ice. Carten had moved to engage the Spirit Caller, bashing it with his shield and making it stumble back. Rain shouted over the pounding rain, pointing. “Help Carten! I’ve got the weather!”

 

Planting his feet, Rain took careful control of Immolate and used Channel Mastery to reduce the power. The water was rising, already past his ankles, blocked by the slush and with nowhere to go. He had to let the lair equalize the temperature before he ran out of juice. Hail began pinging against his armor, the sound blending into a continuous ring as the size of the hailstones increased. Rain cursed, then reversed his grip on Channel Mastery, pushing more power into the spell again.

 

Shit shit shit!

 

The hail continued to worsen. He’d gone too far and lost too much heat. He pushed even harder. Finally, the hail stopped, and the rain started to feel warm once more. This time, Rain lowered the power more slowly. He stopped just as the hail began and held it there. Checking his display, he saw that he’d managed to save twenty mana a second, extending their time by another minute or so. Unfortunately, it had taken him half a minute to do it.

 

Outside his sphere of protection, the world was a sea of white. The spell had carved a bowl in the packed snow, and that bowl was rapidly filling with water as the edges froze solid. Unbidden, the image of a red-hot nickel ball melting through a block of ice popped into Rain’s mind. Damn it, brain, this is NOT the time!

 

“I can’t use lightning in this!” Jamus cried. Purple-blue light flashed, an Arcane Bolt striking the Spirit Caller and shaving off a sliver of health. The fight had started in earnest while Rain had been busy with the storm. There was another flash of light as Jamus circled to the left. “This is the strongest I’ve got without frying everyone!” he yelled.

 

“We already got fried, thanks to Rain,” Mlem called, slashing at the Spirit Caller’s flank. He dodged back as it swiped at him with its razor-sharp icy claws. “And now we’re getting drowned! I haven’t been this wet since I left the isles, specifically when I fell overboard!”

 

“Stop talking and kill it!” Samson shouted over the hail. He and Lyn were harrying the beast. Lyn’s spear gave her enough reach to stay at a safer distance, while Samson needed to be more cautious, only striking when the bear was distracted. The thing was fast. Val was blasting it with Solar Ray after Solar Ray, the beams visible for once, thanks to the weather. His mana, however, was starting to get dangerously low. Jamus was doing slightly better, thanks to his larger mana pool. His purple-blue bolts moved slowly compared to Val’s instantaneous blasts, but they had much more power, tunneling through the downpour and leaving shockwaves in their wakes.

 

“Damn it!” Tahir yelled, loosing an arrow. It struck the bear’s frost-encrusted hide and bounced away. He’d recovered somewhat, but he still looked shaken as he drew back on his bow. He cursed, letting off on his draw as Carten got in the way of his shot. “Are my arrows even doing anything?” he yelled.

 

Rain glanced at him. Oh. He can’t see health bars. “I don’t know,” he answered honestly, shouting to be heard. “Save them for now!” I think the others can handle it…

 

“Let’s try this!” Mlem shouted. The merchant darted in, chopping at the bear’s neck, his sword glowing just as Samson’s had before. Faster than blinking, the bear pulled its neck back like a turtle. Mlem yelped and dropped to the ground, dodging the bear’s icy teeth as they smashed together where his head had been moments before. He flailed on the ground, then pushed himself up on one elbow and whipped his arm to the side.

 

Rain screamed in denial. The Spirit Caller, heedless of Lyn’s attempt to stop it, had lunged for Mlem’s fallen form. Moments before its teeth snapped closed, Mlem vanished, appearing with a splash a few meters to the right. Only then did Rain realize what had happened. It was difficult to see through the downpour. He’d missed the skipping stone entirely.

 

“Oi! Oi! Oi!” Carten roared, having circled behind the bear. He lowered his shields and put all of his weight into a mighty kick, his boot striking the gigantic monster right in the asshole. The Spirit Caller screeched with justified rage, then spun, lunging for Carten’s face. Instead of his throat, its teeth found a Shield Bash waiting for them. Fragile ice shattered, and the bear stumbled back. By this point, the continued onslaught had brought its health to a third.

 

“Too fuckin’ slow, icy-bear!” Carten taunted. “Ain’t so tough without yer spirits, eh?”

 

“Hurry!” Rain screamed, wading toward the fight so he could reduce the range of Immolate. The water had risen, reaching halfway to his knees. There was no sign that the storm was going to abate any time soon. Despite the death of the Memories, the party display still showed the lair’s integrity at 100%. Wherever the lair was getting all this ice and snow from, it didn’t appear to count against the total either.

 

“Yes boss!” Carten shouted, moving in. “Shield Bash!” he roared unnecessarily. “Shield Bash! Shield Bash! Shield Bash!”

 

The injured bear couldn’t get its feet under itself to respond. Lyn, Samson, and Mlem were also laying into it. Jamus, Val, and Tahir had stopped their assault, unable to get any shots in without endangering their allies. Rain’s aura had no such issue. All through the fight, it had been active, slowly but surely eroding the monster’s health. The system’s chime soon announced the Spirit Caller’s death, but the ordeal wasn’t over.

 

“Everyone get back here!” Rain shouted, checking his mana. He was down to fifteen hundred. He beckoned, pointing to the mill, the fire long-extinguished by the rain. He grabbed Tahir by the elbow and started towing him in that direction, shouting over his shoulder. “The lair won’t stop the storm until the snow is back!”

 

“So stop meltin’ it, genius!” Carten yelled, laughing. He made no motion to follow. Instead, he kicked the downed bear, then planted his leg on it, Captain Morgan style.

 

“Carten, don’t be stupid!” Jamus yelled, clutching his hat to his head as he slogged toward the mill.

 

“MOVE!” Rain screamed. He reached the safety of the mill, then turned to face the others. A flicker of light caught his eye, and he glanced up, then swore explosively. The underside of the roof was still burning, after all; he just hadn’t realized. The flames were building even as he watched, subjected to the full power of his aura now that he was out of the storm. Fuck me!

 

“Carten, come ON!” Jamus yelled again.

 

“Bah!” Carten shouted, then waved at them. “I’ll be fine!”

 

“I fucking won’t!” shouted Lyn, passing Jamus, who was being slowed by his waterlogged robes.

 

Rain held his breath, alternating his gaze between his allies and the spreading fire above him. Lyn and Samson ducked into the dubious safety of the roof. Val was almost there, holding a pane of light over his head to shield himself. Rain clenched his fists, watching Jamus struggle.

 

Mlem caught up to the waterlogged mage, then lay a hand on his shoulder and threw something in the direction of the mill. The moment he saw that, Rain sagged in relief. He dropped Immolate, switching to Force Ward. It wouldn’t do anything for the cold, but it would stop the hail. They’d have a few seconds before the big stuff hit them. Quickly, he adjusted the settings, prioritizing Lyn and Tahir. Carten was out of range, and everyone else had enough health to survive the collapse of the roof. Hopefully.

 

Mlem and Jamus vanished, appearing with a splash of displaced water, leaving just Val and Carten out in the open. Carten was laughing, not even bothering with his shields as he roared his defiance at the sky. Val slipped under the roof just as the blizzard struck, angling his barrier to deflect the worst of the hail. Noise exploded as ice slammed into the wood above them.

 

“Get under it!” Val shouted, his voice barely audible over the din. He raised his other hand and stretched his barrier into a larger sheet, though its light dimmed as he did so. The group huddled together beneath it, fighting to keep their footing against the tide of increasingly frigid water and ice rushing in from outside. Then, there was an almighty crack of splitting timber, and the roof gave way, smashed by the fury of the storm.

 



 

Dozer was experiencing an emotion.

 

He didn’t have a word to describe it. Words belonged to Rain-King and the other ⟬greater bonesack slimes⟭ that made up most of his family. Dozer was learning, but remembering was hard. He knew his name, of course, and the commands. Emotions, however, were something the ⟬greater bonesack slimes⟭ almost never used their words for. Things would be much easier for them if they did, Dozer thought. They seemed to have emotions quite frequently. As far as he could tell, they only caused problems.

 

Problems like he was having.

 

The emotion pressed on him. Dozer quivered, trying to force it away, but it would not go. It was not an ⟬instinct⟭. It wasn’t ⟬eat-need⟭, ⟬sleep-need⟭, or ⟬clean-need⟭. It wasn’t even ⟬order-need⟭, which was the most complicated ⟬instinct⟭ that he had.

 

Dozer had learned several emotions, but none as complicated as this one. It wasn’t happy or bored or scared. The most complicated emotion Rain-King had taught him was hangry, which was like ⟬eat-need⟭ and ⟬kill-need⟭ together, but this new emotion was even more complicated than that.

 

The worst part about it was that the emotion was making him want to be bad.

 

Rain-King had told him to stay. Normally, this would have made Dozer happy. He was in the Forge-Home, and he much preferred it to the horrible cold snow down on the ground. Tall-Brother was here, using his hammer to make plenty of noise. Thanks to the reflections, Dozer could sense the shape of the Forge-Home in great detail. It was comfortable and warm. It was safe.

 

And yet, he wanted to leave.

 

Dozer wobbled, then reversed direction, resuming his exploration of Forge-Home. He traced the seam where the floor met the metal. He checked near the fire-cave, searching for ⟬filth⟭ that had fallen from above. He climbed into his box-bed, then counted the pieces of metal that were there. Once he finished with that, he climbed out of it again, then relaxed his membrane to slip past Tall-Brother’s metal legs. After he was through, he restored his shape and returned to the seam, checking it once more. Round and round, he circled, not knowing why. He was too busy thinking about the emotion.

 

Dozer could still feel Rain-King through the ⟬king-link⟭, but he was…far. So far that Dozer couldn’t tell if Rain-King was hurt or if he was in danger. Dozer didn’t need anything as complicated as an emotion to know that he needed to protect his ⟬king⟭. ⟬instinct⟭ was enough.

 

Dozer expelled a piece of metal with a clatter, dropping it back in his box-bed. It would be easy to follow the ⟬king-link⟭. He’d done it before. The problem was that Rain-King had told him to stay. If Dozer wanted to protect him, he’d have to break a command, which would make him bad.

 

The emotion surged, and Dozer had to fight to keep his shape, clinging to Tall-Brother’s legs for support. There were good emotions and bad emotions, he knew. Whatever this emotion was, it was clearly bad. It wasn’t anger. It also wasn’t fear, though that was closer. 

 

A vibration from Tall-Brother jolted Dozer out of his thinking.

 

“Stop that, Dozer. Rain will come back. You do not need to worry about him.”

 

Dozer slowly released his hold on Tall-Brother’s legs and slid down into a puddle, confused. He had recognized his name, and Rain-King’s name, as well as two different commands. The commands hadn’t come from Rain-King, but that was fine. Tall-Brother was close enough. The problem was that the commands didn’t make sense. How could he both stop and come at the same time?

 

Dozer wobbled uncertainly as he reformed himself, trying to understand the rest of the words Tall-Brother had used. Dozer didn’t know these ones. Without Rain-King there to hear them too, he had no way to find out what they meant.

 

Dozer thought about this for a while.

 

Eventually, he decided that it was too confusing, and that he didn’t feel like listening to Tall-Brother anyway. He headed back for the fire-cave. There would be more ⟬filth⟭ by now. Not much, but ⟬filth⟭ was always falling from the fire-cave. And then he’d check his box-bed, and then the seam where the floor met the wall. Maybe he’d find something that would tell him what to do about the emotion. Or something that would tell him how he could both stop and come at the same time.

 

The next time Dozer pressed himself past Tall-Brother’s legs, Tall-Brother rumbled. It wasn’t just any rumble. Dozer knew this rumble. It meant that Tall-Brother was also having an emotion. He was angry-but-not-angry.

 

Dozer stopped, reforming himself near the open edge of the Forge-Home. Did he do something wrong?

 

Dozer thought harder.

 

No, that couldn’t be it. He was being good. Tall-Brother wasn’t angry-but-not-angry because of Dozer. Tall-Brother must be angry-but-not-angry because of something else.

 

Dozer put it out of his mind. Since he was already at the open edge of the Forge-Home, Dozer turned his attention outside. He listened hard but heard little. There was too much snow out there. Dozer hated snow. It was cold, and it stole the vibrations from the air, making it hard to sense what was around him. It was even worse than ⟬filth⟭. ⟬filth⟭ could be ⟬cleaned⟭. Snow could not.

 

Tall-Brother rumbled again. “If you are going to go, go.”

 

Dozer quivered excitedly. ‘Go’ was a command. Rain-King had said ‘stay,’ but that was long ago. Long enough that Rain-King might have forgotten. Or long enough to believe that Dozer had forgotten, which was the same thing.

 

Dozer scrunched himself up, then jumped. He struck the frigid ground with a spatter, then jerked back from it in discomfort. Instinctively, he made himself tall so his membrane would touch as little of the snow as possible. This couldn’t last, however, so after a moment, he forced himself to spread back out.

 

Dozer was brave. The snow wouldn’t stop him from protecting his ⟬king⟭.

 

Moving as quickly as he could, Dozer plowed a track through the horrible snow, following the ⟬king-link⟭. He heard Tall-Brother call something out behind him, but he didn’t pay attention to the words. He didn’t want to hear any more commands.

 

His hearing muted by the snow, Dozer quickly began running into obstructions. This was normal. Most of them were easily circumvented. The only thing that delayed him for more than a few moments was when he ran into Floofy-Cloud. The ⟬furry bonesack slime⟭ had collected a significant quantity of ⟬filth⟭. Obviously, Dozer couldn’t leave until that had been corrected.

 

Dozer liked Floofy-Cloud. He was the best of the ⟬furry bonesack slimes⟭. As Dozer worked, Floofy-Cloud proved his goodness by trying to ⟬clean⟭ Dozer in return. It wasn’t very effective, but at least he was trying, not like Picky-Picky. Picky-Picky only ever ⟬cleaned⟭ herself.

 

Leaving Floofy-Cloud behind, Dozer continued. Soon, he began to hear a strange vibration, unlike anything he remembered sensing before. It was like a wall of whispers, stretching high above him. Near the wall, Dozer detected one of his brothers, but he couldn’t determine which one it was because of the snow. It might have even been a sister. Dozer was still unsure what the difference was.

 

It didn’t matter right now, Dozer decided. He ignored his unidentified brother and pushed ahead toward the wall of sound. He would climb it if he needed to, no matter how high it was. Rain-King was on the other side. Too late, he realized that the brother wasn’t a brother at all. It wasn’t even a sister. It was Ameliah-Queen. She scooped him up out of the snow, just before he reached the wind-wall.

 

“I’ve got him, Tallheart. Don’t worry,” Ameliah-Queen said. Dozer heard the vibration of her words clearly, pressed as he was against her membrane. He squirmed, but couldn’t escape. He couldn’t shift his body quickly enough to escape from her arms. It wasn’t fair. If he had known that she would stop him, he would have hurried even faster. Dozer squirmed harder, but it was no good.

 

“Stop that, Dozer,” Ameliah-Queen said. “I don’t know if it will let you in, and I don’t want to find out. You’ll die in there. Stop, I said!”

 

Dozer stopped. Ameliah-Queen had issued a command. Still, he couldn’t stop completely. The emotion was still there, almost worse now that he was closer. He jiggled unhappily in Ameliah-Queen’s embrace.

 

“It’s okay,” Ameliah-Queen said, the vibrations of her voice gentle. She squeezed him gently, then began stroking his membrane.

 

Despite himself, Dozer began to relax. Once it was clear that he was no longer trying to escape, Ameliah-Queen took one of her hands away and pressed it against the wind-wall. As she did this, Dozer experienced another emotion. Surprise.

 

Ameliah-Queen’s hand had sunk into the surface. That meant the wall was soft, just like him. He felt more than heard the bones inside Ameliah-Queen shift against each other as she pushed harder. She was trying to go through!

 

Before Dozer had even finished processing what this might mean, Ameliah-Queen stopped, stepping back from the wall. “There, see?” she said. She gave Dozer another little squeeze, then started rocking him gently. When she spoke next, it was almost a whisper. “They’re still alive,” she said slowly, then sucked a large volume of air through her membrane, only to let it out slowly. “They’re all going to be fine,” she said softly. “Shh, now. Shh…”

 

Dozer wasn’t sure, but he thought Ameliah-Queen might be having the emotion too.
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Thank you for reading!



Don't forget to follow the story for notifications when new chapters are available.

Frequently asked questions:


Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎















                
120: Choice

                 

A badly-whistled tune battled against the silence of the falling snow as Carten dug. He was covered in blood; finishing the beast had been messy work. Sticky and unpleasant though it was, however, he’d kept his soiled armor on, only setting aside his shields so he could dig properly. It didn’t seem likely that any more monsters would show up, but there was no need to be reckless.

 

The area where they’d fought the Frostbear Spirit Caller looked like it had been hit by an avalanche. Several buildings had collapsed, and those that hadn’t were almost entirely buried. Carten paused, looking around, then laughed and returned to his whistling. This lair’s a fuckin’ brat! Threw a right proper tantrum.

 

After a few minutes, Carten grunted, then tossed aside the broken board he’d been using as a shovel. The pile below him shifted, then collapsed slightly. Shortly afterward, a black gauntlet punched its way up through the wreckage, scraping at the surface of the snow.

 

“There ya are, Little Mouse!” Carten boomed, reaching down to grab the hand. He set his feet, then pulled.

 

“Wait!” Rain cried, his voice muffled.

 

Carten snorted and pulled harder, dragging the man up through the snow and then tossing him clear. The wreckage groaned and shifted beneath him, and Carten had to whirl his arms to keep his balance. Fortunately, things settled after a moment.

 

Carten grinned, peering down into the hole. “Who’s next?”

 

“Damn it, Carten,” Rain said, clambering to his feet. “Be careful.”

 

“Bah, yer fine,” Carten said. “Jus’ a little snow.”

 

“Mind stepping aside, friend?” Mlem called from within the hole, interrupting Rain’s response. Carten looked down to see the bald merchant peering up at him, gesturing with a hand that held a smooth stone.

 

Carten blinked, then grinned sheepishly as he stepped aside. Yep. That’s a better plan.

 

The skipping stone flew out of the hole, and Mlem, Samson, and Jamus appeared with a pop. “You’ll help me recharge this, right?” Mlem asked, looking at Rain and holding up the skipping stone.

 

“Yeah, no problem,” Rain said.

 

“Good,” Mlem said. He tossed the stone back into the hole and vanished with another pop.

 

Carten turned to Jamus, grinning. “How was the mill?”

 

Jamus snorted, shaking snow from his cloak. “Oh, shut up, you oaf. Not everybody has a skull harder than the hailstones.”

 

Carten grinned wider, knocking on his helmet with his knuckles. “That’s what the helmet’s fer, Jamus. Ya should wear one instead o’tha’ stupid hat. ‘Sides, hail is ice, which ain’t stronger’en bone nohow.”

 

“I know that, Carten,” Jamus said with a sigh. “I was being facetious.”

 

Carten laughed. “Me too, ya dumbshit.”

 

Jamus snorted. “You don’t even know what that word means, do you?”

 

Carten just grinned at him. There was a pop, and Mlem appeared again, this time with Lyn and Tahir. Tahir stumbled away, then slumped to the ground and dropped his helmet. His curly black hair was matted down with sweat.

 

Carten frowned, checking his party display. It said the man was fine, but he was trembling and gasping for breath. Hmm. That woulda been a bloody rough fight fer a dull. He shivered, thinking of the dead villagers. Bloody rough fight fer me, too, if Rain hadn’t been there. There were a lot o the creepy fucks. He shook his head, then waved at Rain, forcing a grin back onto his face. “Oi, Rain.” He gestured at his bloody armor as Rain looked over. “Wanna do somethin’ about this? Damn bear leaked all over me.”

 

“You should have come with us, Carten,” Rain said, activating his cleaning aura.

 

Carten grinned, rotating his shoulder as the white light erased the blood that had soaked into his cloak. “Nah,” he said, pointing. “Bear’s over there. Figure’n it’s got a bunch a Tel in it, and it’d be hard ta find under all the snow, seein’ as yer findin’ spell ain’t workin’ right.”

 

“That’s…surprisingly thought out,” Rain said. “But still, it was dangerous.”

 

“Pfft,” Carten said. “More dangerous’n gettin’ crushed by a roof?”

 

“Point,” Rain said, “but it’s a good thing that we went back to the mill. It turns out that there’s something under it—the way forward, I think. The entrance opened when the Spirit Caller died. Detection says that there’s a room down there, but we didn’t go down the stairs to check.”

 

“Oh?” Carten said, scratching at his ear. “Why not?”

 

“We’ll come back to it,” Rain said, glancing at the others. “First, let’s deal with that bear, then find a sturdy building and warm up.”

 

“Right, right,” said Carten, brushing some snow from his cloak. “Anyone bring anything to eat?”

 



 

“Mind if I sit?”

 

Tahir stiffened, seeing Lord Darr staring down at him. He flinched away from his gaze, feeling the noble’s icy blue eyes drilling into him. There was an awkward pause, then Lady Draves answered.

 

“Of course not, Lord Darr. Please, sit,” she said, shifting to make room for him on the padded sofa where she was resting. The three of them were in the sitting room of a large merchant’s house, a fire burning merrily in the hearth.

 

“Thank you, Lady Draves,” Lord Darr said. “Please, just call me Samson.”

 

“In that case, Lyn,” said Lady Draves.

 

“Of course,” said Lord Darr, nodding. He took the offered seat, leaning his sheathed sword against the side of the sofa. “How are you two doing?”

 

Tahir didn’t respond, shifting slightly on his wooden chair. He hadn’t spoken more than a word or two to the man before this. He was a simple hunter; he wasn’t used to dealing with nobles.

 

Lady Draves blew a blast of air through her lips. “I feel like I’m in over my head,” she said, running a hand through her loose hair. “This lair is insane. Those…things…” She shook her head. “I can still hear the screams.”

 

“Mmm,” Lord Darr said, nodding. “I’ve seen battle, but that…” he shuddered, then shook his head and let out a slow hiss through his teeth. “That was something else entirely.”

 

“How can they be so calm about it?” Lady Draves asked, gesturing toward the door. “Rain and the others.”

 

“I don’t think they are as calm as they seem,” Lord Darr said. “They just hide the fear better then we do.”

 

Tahir shook his head. “They aren’t hiding anything,” he mumbled. He froze as he realized that the two nobles had turned to stare at him.

 

“I’m sorry, what was that?” Lord Darr asked.

 

Tahir took a steadying breath, tightening his fingers on his bow, which was sitting across his lap. He forced himself to look up, meeting their gaze. “I said, they aren’t hiding anything. They’re not afraid, not like…me.” He shook his head. I’m useless here. He coughed, his throat still raw from the smoke. “I’m just a hunter. I’m not ready for something like…that.”

 

Lyn laughed. “I don’t think anyone could be ready for that.”

 

“The captain was,” Tahir said, the words coming more easily now. “He burned them all like kindling.” He shivered. He could kill all of us in a flash, if he wanted to. Looking back down, Tahir gripped his bow even tighter. It was a simple thing, but well crafted. He’d made it himself and had used it both to feed his family and to defend himself in the wilds.

 

He shook his head. A toy. Nothing but a toy.

 

He looked back up. “Did you have any idea he was that strong?”

 

“The captain?” Lord Darr asked.

 

Tahir nodded.

 

“I had some idea, yes,” Lord Darr said. “Captain Rain was there when I earned my awakening. His power isn’t that surprising, given his level.”

 

Lady Draves shook her head. “No, Tahir has a point. I don’t know what’s more terrifying, the captain or the monsters. I know you can’t feel it, Samson, but there’s this feeling around him. It’s like…pressure. It’s suffocating. And when he gets mad…” she sighed, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. “Objectively, I know he’s not that strong. Not compared to Ameliah, let alone Velika and her ilk. Rain just feels stronger. I can’t explain it.”

 

“Mmm,” Lord Darr said. “I’m not sure what to make of that, honestly. That pressure thing. It wasn’t there when I met him before.” He shook his head, then looked at Tahir. “Rain is…” He paused, then shrugged. “You don’t need to be afraid of him. You know his reputation, and speaking firsthand, he’s…soft.”

 

Lady Draves looked at him sharply, and he raised his hands. “I don’t mean that badly,” he said. “He’s got the proper instincts when it comes to battle. I just mean, well. Hmm. He’s still beating himself up about the mageburn that you two took, even though his aura’s the only reason any of us are alive right now.”

 

“Yeah,” Lady Draves said, rubbing at her arms. “I don’t blame him for it at all. He did what he needed to. There were hundreds of them. And that bear…” she sighed. “Is this what every lair is going to be like?”

 

“This one is quite a bit different than the Fells,” Lord Darr said. “That was just a swamp with monsters in it. There was a cave part, and this one…tunnel that was particularly unpleasant,” he shuddered, “but other than that, it was normal enough. Rain could feel the monsters coming with that skill of his. They didn’t just appear like they did in that mill.”

 

“What do the others have to say about it?” Lady Draves asked. “You talked to them, right? This can’t be normal, can it?”

 

Lord Darr shrugged. “Believe it or not, they’re almost as new at this as I am. You know the darkness lair that Carten mentioned a few days ago? The one where Rain almost died? That was their first, apparently. Them, Jamus, and Val. Ameliah guided them through it.”

 

“Really?” Tahir said, shaken out of his silence. He hadn’t heard this story. “Captain Rain almost died?”

 

“Yes, he did, and that wasn’t the only time,” a voice said from the doorway. Tahir jumped, looking over to see Jamus walk in. He was missing his hat, his wavy brown hair slightly disheveled. “Adventuring isn’t an occupation for people with a lot to lose.”

 

“We all knew what we signed up for,” Lyn said. She licked her lips uneasily, staring at the mage. “By the way, I never thanked you for saving me. I saw what you did to that…thing.”

 

Tahir grimaced, recalling the way Jamus’s magic had detonated the undead villager’s skull like an overripe melon. Another person who could kill me with a thought.

 

Jamus merely smiled. “Of course, Miss Draves. Think nothing of it.” He joined them at the fire, running his hands through his hair, then holding them out near the flames to warm them. “Anyway, Rain told me to come check on you two,” he said. “He wants me to get you to take your potions.”

 

“No,” Lyn said, shaking her head. “I’m fine. I’m not going to waste a potion on something like this.” She gestured to her face, which still looked a little red. “I didn’t even lose my eyebrows.”

 

Tahir nodded in agreement. Potions were too expensive to waste. Besides, he might need his later if he got really hurt. “We should save them,” he said, fighting to keep the rasp from his voice.

 

Jamus sighed, then reached off to his left, making a motion like turning an invisible page in the air. “That’s what I told him, but he feels horrible about hurting you. Your health is fine. It says so right here.” He pointed, though obviously no one else could see his interface. “Your stamina is a bit low, Miss Draves, but we’ll have a little while to rest yet.”

 

“We’re really going to continue?” Lord Darr asked.

 

Jamus shrugged. “I think we can, and the others certainly want to, but Rain, I’m less sure about.”

 

“Is it his mana?” Lady Draves asked. “Is he low?”

 

“That’s not it at all,” Jamus said with a chuckle. “Rain, low on mana. Ha.”

 



 

Rain floated in the void of Aura Focus, his eyes darting across the cluttered windows hanging in front of him. He’d made sure to keep the party display front and center, as it would let him know if there was any trouble while he worked to regenerate his mana. Occasional pulses of Detection weren’t enough to quiet his fears completely. Watching everyone’s health made him feel better.
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Rain narrowed his eyes. Damn it, Jamus. Just pour it down their throats if you have to. He sighed and shook his head in the darkness. A sudden flicker from one of the open windows caught his eye, and Rain shifted his gaze, quickly spotting the offending numeral. His statbuff tolerance had just ticked up. He snorted, then used his ring to add one more point into Clarity.

 

Every little bit helps.

 

With a gesture, he pushed aside a script he was working on, moving the window so he could check his status.
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As he reviewed the numbers, Rain noticed that his current mana had increased to 7,021. Frowning, he hunted through the sea of windows to find a blank console. Finally locating one, he shifted his keyboard focus, then typed in a command to increase the level of Mana Manipulation by 0.2mp/s. Configuring the spell through his terminal gave him much greater precision than doing it mentally would have.

 

He waited until his mana dropped back down to exactly 90%, then nulled out the error completely. This time, he used a different script, one that set Mana Manipulation to equal his net mana income. He checked the debug output in the terminal and smiled.

 

23.1 mana per second. A new personal best, I think.

 

Technically, his regeneration was slightly higher than that. 540mp/hr was consumed by Winter. Rain mentally shrugged. Probably lost within the rounding error. He set that train of thought aside, flicking his eyes to the panel for Mlem’s skipping stone, which he was currently charging.
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Rain shook his head, skimming over the description again. He’d almost choked the first time he’d seen it. The skipping stone had a significantly larger mana capacity than he’d expected, but that wasn’t the half of it. It was stupid-expensive, judging by what it was made from. And then there was the enchantment itself. Rain already had a list of questions prepped for Ameliah concerning telefrags, plus some less-distressing ones for Tallheart about the mana-storage capability of various materials. At the moment, however, none of that was important. He was only interested in the charge. 

 

Finally. Just two minutes to full. He glanced back at his status. Ah, what the heck. I have time. Let’s get the real number for my mana income.

 

Rain opened his calculator, manually crunching out the exact quantity of mana he was regenerating at the moment, not including the costs for Winter or Mana Manipulation. He didn’t technically need to use the calculator for this, but that wasn’t the point. He finally had the thing dealing with division properly, so he was damn well going to use it.
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Rain blinked, looking at the result. Oh hey. The cost of Winter actually matters after all. 23.2 and change versus 23.1. I mean, it doesn’t MATTER, matter, but still. Who’da thunk it? Rain glanced back at the display for the skipping stone. Oh, it’s full. Neat.

 

After taking a minute to reset his stat balance, Rain started closing windows, making sure that he’d jotted down everything he wanted to remind himself of for later. He’d only been sitting here for less than half an hour, but he was already anxious to get moving again. They had a lair to clear. The longer they stayed here, the more Ameliah and Tallheart would worry about them.

 

Right, time to move.

 

Rain released his hold on Aura Focus and climbed to his feet. His mana would be back at full by the time they finished discussing their plan. Personally, he wanted to continue. The fight had been rough, to be sure, but they’d come out of it relatively unscathed. Just some minor burns and some fresh fuel for his nightmares.

 

Rain frowned, glancing at the party display again, which he’d left open. Lyn and Tahir still hadn’t taken their potions. Fine, you win. I won’t force you to take them. Damn macho bullshit. He shook his head, knowing that he’d likely have done the same. Hopefully, they’ve had enough time to calm down by now. I’m not going to force them to go on if they’re not up to it. Rain grimaced, stretching out a kink in his neck. Ameliah’s going to kill me when I tell her about that fight, but damn it, we can’t just give up. We can’t keep relying on her, even if it’s risky. We’ve got to be independent…

 

He snorted. I’ve got to be independent. I can’t believe she said I snore like a little kitten.

 

“Ready to go?” Mlem asked, poking his head into the room.

 

Rain nodded, walking over to him. He held out his hand, offering him the skipping stone. “Here.”

 

“Thanks,” Mlem said, taking it. He poked at something in the air. “How much mana did you manage to—BY ALL THE GODS IN ALL THE HEAVENS!”

 

Rain grinned and clapped him on the shoulder, then headed for the stairs.

 



 

An hour later, Rain jumped down into the ruins of the mill. His boots hit the floor with a solid thump, muffled by the layer of snow covering the packed earth. It had taken them a while to fully excavate the building, but it was better than leaving it to collapse behind them. It didn’t have anything to do with Rain not wanting to use the skipping stone. Not even a little bit.

 

Rain walked over to the circular hole in the center of the room. The mill equipment had vanished. In its place, there was now a staircase, steps of ice spiraling into the ground. It made a certain sort of sense, the stairs being here. They’d been led to the mill by the sound of the millstone, and then the Spirit Caller had attacked. Now that it was dead, the way forward had been opened. Clearly, they were on the right path.

 

Rain clicked his tongue. Video game logic. So weird.

 

He shrugged and started his descent. He’d already been down there once, and it was safe enough. Still, he was uneasy. Nobody had seen the staircase appear, and there was nothing saying that it couldn’t disappear just as easily, trapping him underground. He didn’t think it was likely, though, as lairs had rules. There was always a path to the core. While it would never be anything close to safe, it would never be completely unfair. The tunnels weren’t going to collapse on them or anything—at least, not all at once. Probably.

 

“Shit!” Rain’s foot slipped. He whirled his arms, almost falling. It was a near thing, but he managed to catch himself before he fell, the sharp tips of his gauntlets finding traction by digging into the wall like tiny ice picks. After a moment, he relaxed, freeing his hand from the ice and resuming his descent. Yes, hello, lair design council? OSHA would like a word. It seems that the entrance to your deathtrap is missing a safety rail.

 

The walls, floor, and ceiling were pure ice now, transitioning from frozen dirt after the first few meters. A pale blue light shone from the ice, growing stronger as the temperature dropped. By the time Rain reached the bottom, the light was brighter than moonlight, and the cold fiercer than that of midnight in the depths of winter.

 

“Finally, Rain,” Val said, his breath frosting the air.

 

The room at the bottom of the stairs was of moderate size, with a ceiling around three meters in height. There were three doorways leading to darkened tunnels, each with a symbol carved into the floor at the entrance. One looked like a shield, another like a sword, and the last like burning flames.

 

Rain looked around at his companions, activating Immolate as he did to break the chill. From his first trip down here, he knew that there would be no reaction. Slowly, the room warmed as his spell pushed back the frozen air.

 

“Ahh,” Mlem sighed, lowering his hood. “Much better.” He rubbed at his mustache, cleaning away his frozen breath. Rain snorted as he saw that Carten was in a similar situation. The big man might not have been bothered by the cold, but his indifference hadn’t stopped snotsicles from growing wild in his beard.

 

“Are you going to be able to keep that up?” asked Val.

 

“It should be fine,” Rain said. “There’s no snow to fight me down here. The air should hold the heat well enough for me to keep up, though I’m a bit surprised it’s cooled so much since I warmed it with my tests.” He walked over to the tunnel near where Val was standing, looking down at the symbol. “Have you figured out what these mean yet?”

 

Val shook his head. “Not a clue. Something about the three base classes, obviously, but more than that?” He shrugged. “It does do this, though. Check it out.” Val moved forward to stand on the symbol. As soon as his foot touched it, there was a flash of blue light and a blast of arctic air. Rain gasped, stumbling back, but nobody else showed alarm, merely annoyance.

 

“Depths, Val, I was just starting to feel my toes again,” Jamus complained.

 

Rain wasn’t listening, distracted by what he was seeing. The symbol was now glowing with a liquid light, a much more brilliant blue than the surrounding ice. The tunnel was also fully lit now, extending straight as a rail off into the distance. It ended in a wall bearing another copy of the flame symbol, glowing with the same liquid light. The other two tunnels were gone, the walls of the chamber seamless, as if they’d never been there to begin with. The darkened symbols, however, remained on the floor, marking where they’d been.

 

Rain took a deep breath, letting it out slowly in a freezing plume. Damn it, I should have told them to wait for me before they tried that. Luckily, it seems pretty harmless. Explains what happened to the warm air, anyway. Rain controlled his expression, then used Detection lightly on the air. The spell confirmed what he was seeing with his eyes. It was no illusion; the other tunnels were gone.

 

He tilted his head. Well, maybe not gone. Sealed, at least.

 

From his tests earlier, he knew that the ice wasn’t mundane. It was even worse than the snow above—Detection couldn’t penetrate more than a few centimeters.

 

“Okay, I think I see what’s going on here,” he said, pointing at the symbol beneath Val’s feet. “We’re meant to choose one tunnel, and one tunnel only.”

 

“Exactly,” Jamus said. “Rain, do you mind warming us up again? Somebody decided to demonstrate what the symbols did instead of just explaining it like a civilized being.”

 

Val rolled his eyes.

 

“Already on it,” Rain said, having activated the spell as Jamus spoke. He turned to Val. “So when you take your foot off that, everything changes back?”

 

“Yeah, after a few seconds,” Val said, gesturing. “I sent my light down one of the dark tunnels, but the wall wasn’t there at the far end. It’s like what you found earlier. Three straight tunnels going further than you could sense with Detection.”

 

“What happens when you go into the tunnel?” Rain asked.

 

“Nothing,” Val said. “The tunnel stays. I didn’t go far enough to try the symbol at the end.”

 

Rain nodded. Good. At least his brain hasn’t completely frozen over.

 

“The other symbols don’t work when one is active,” Tahir said, catching Rain’s attention. “We made sure no one was in one of the tunnels when we tried that, obviously.”

 

“Mmm,” Rain said, nodding. “What if you let it deactivate, then try two at the same time.”

 

“Didn’t try it,” Lyn said. “Haven’t had that long.”

 

“Well, let’s try then,” Mlem said.

 

“Why?” Samson asked, pointing down the lit tunnel. “It’s obvious. We pick one, and there will be a challenge at the end. It probably depends on the symbol. I vote we take the path marked with the sword.”

 

“No!” Carten laughed, pointing. “That one. Shield.”

 

Mlem ran a hand over his smooth scalp, an exasperated look on his face. “We can’t just pick a path!” He twirled, spreading his arms as he gestured toward the sealed tunnels. “Secrets, my friends, secrets! The more obscure the way, the greater the rewards for those that walk it. Rule forty-four. Hmm. What would happen if someone jumps over the symbol without touching it, I wonder? Or if they use the skipping stone?”

 

“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Jamus asked. “Frozen in the middle of a block of ice for the rest of eternity?”

 

“Just have Carten do it,” said Val.

 

“Oi,” Carten said.

 

“No,” Rain said, sharply. “No skipping stone. We’ll test a few more things, but we’ll do it safely. Then we move on. Ten minutes. Max.”

 

It turned out that they didn’t need nearly that long. It truly was a simple choice between three options. The instant anything physical touched one of the symbols or crossed through the plane of the door, the hallway beyond would light up, and the others would be sealed off at the same time. There was no way around it, at least not with the tools available to them. Further, the selected hallway would stay active as long as it was occupied by a person or object. One of Rain’s Rocks of Trap Triggering—vital equipment for every adventurer—was currently sitting on the floor of the shield hallway, effectively locking it in place.

 

“So, shield then?” Jamus asked.

 

“Oh, why not?” Mlem said. “I suppose we’ll find out what it means when we get to the end.”

 

“Yes, shield,” Carten said heartily.

 

“Should someone stay back here, just in case the tunnel seals itself when we get to the end?” Lyn asked.

 

Rain shook his head, walking to retrieve his stone. He slipped it into his pouch and turned to face the others. “Never split the party.”

 

“Rule seventy-one,” Mlem said, nodding to him. “There are exceptions, but not in a situation like this.”

 

“Seventy-one? That high?” Rain said, raising an eyebrow.

 

Mlem laughed. “I’m a merchant first, and an adventurer second.”

 

Rain snorted. “Come on, let’s go.” I wonder what rule one is. Once you have their money, you never give it back?

 

Carten led the way down the hallway as usual, with Samson and Lyn bringing up the rear such that the squishy mage-types were in the middle. Rain, not feeling particularly squishy thanks to his armor, felt a bit out of place, but that was fine. They’d discussed their combat formation after the battle with the Spirit Caller, and they’d decided that Rain’s role was to protect the unawakened, barring another horde situation. Jamus and Carten were going to be the tip of the spear, as it were.

 

“The rock again?” Carten asked over his shoulder as they reached the end of the tunnel.

 

“Yup,” Rain said, extracting one from his pouch. He tossed it over Carten’s shoulder at the glowing shield symbol, but it simply bounced off, falling to the floor with a clatter. He didn’t bother asking Carten to retrieve it for him. He had more. “Touch it with your shield next,” he said. “If that doesn’t work, try your gauntlet, and only then your bare hand.”

 

“Yes, Mom,” Carten said. Lightly, he touched his shield to the wall. The moment he did, there was another blast of cold air, and the barrier vanished, revealing an empty room beyond it, much like the previous one. Unlike the first, however, there were no additional tunnels that Rain could see, either with his eyes or with Detection. Glancing behind them, Rain cursed as he saw that the hallway they’d just traversed had sealed itself at the far end.

 

“One way forward,” Samson said, catching his eye.

 

“Moving in,” Carten said, carefully stepping into the room. Jamus followed, summoning a single Lightning Whip as he did. The others waited, giving them space. Jamus’s lightning magic was dangerous, as it didn’t distinguish between friend and foe. As Rain inspected the room more closely from the door, he saw a larger version of the shield symbol etched into the floor at the center, though it was dark at the moment.

 

“Not usin’ two, Jamus?” Carten asked, stomping toward the symbol. Feeling safe enough, Rain carefully stepped out of the hallway, motioning for the others to wait another moment.

 

“No,” Jamus said, shaking his head. “Stay focused, Carten. Check the floor before you step. And don’t step on that symbol.”

 

“Yeah, yeah,” Carten said, taking another step forward, a little more gingerly this time. “S’just ice, Jamus.” He looked back at Rain. “Nothin’ here but that.” He pointed at the shield on the floor. “You want I should step on it?”

 

Rain shook his head, then glanced back at the others. “Okay, I’m betting that the tunnel is going to seal itself once everyone comes in, so stay right there. Don’t move.”

 

“Oh, come on, Rain, let’s just get on with it,” Val said.

 

“No,” Rain said, glancing at him. “Carten, Jamus, come on. Everyone back in the tunnel.”

 

“What?” Carten said, standing up straight and abandoning his defensive posture. “Why?”

 

“I want to check if we can go back,” Rain pointed. The far end of the tunnel didn’t have a glowing symbol, but he didn’t want to just dismiss it.

 

“Seriously, Rain?” said Val.

 

“Val, shut it,” Rain said.

 

“Fine,” Val said, walking down the tunnel. The others followed, Jamus dismissing his whip. When they reached the end, they found the wall blocking the former doorway to be just as solid as the walls to either side. There was no symbol anywhere, nor any way that they could see to return to the room where they’d started. Smashing the ice also proved ineffective. It broke easily enough, but as Rain had feared, it wasn’t just a thin blockage. Short of mining all the way back up to the surface, they were stuck.

 

“Well, shit,” Tahir said as Carten stepped away from the wall. There was a nervous edge to his voice as he laughed, looking at Rain. “There is going to be a way out, right?”

 

“There should be,” Jamus said. “Back we go again.”

 

They retraced their footsteps back to the new room. Once more, Rain had everyone except Carten and Jamus stay in the tunnel. He spotted his rock near his foot, then bent to pick it up and tossed it to Jamus. “Rock on the symbol.”

 

Jamus nodded, then summoned his whip again and tossed the stone. Nothing happened.

 

“Carten, you next.”

 

“Finally,” Carten said. He tapped the symbol with an armored toe, and when nothing happened, walked directly onto it. “Huh.”

 

“Everyone, get ready,” Rain said. “Move out into the room.”

 

Rain waited until last before he followed. The moment he left the doorway, there was a blast of cold air, and the wall closed up behind him seamlessly.

 

“Shit’s glowin’,” Carten said loudly, clanging his shields together as he stood over the now-lit symbol.

 

“Here we go,” Mlem said, pointing with his sword to the far wall. As Rain watched, the ice shimmered, then vanished in a torrent of snowflakes, doubling the size of the room in an instant. As the snow settled, Rain saw a hulking creature headed slowly toward them, looking like nothing more than an iceberg carried by stubby dinosaur legs. There were what looked like shards of bone sticking out of the ice. Rain blinked as a blue head suddenly peeked out from a hole in the front of the iceberg, the monster’s name and level forming as it did so.

 

Ancient Icemont Turtle - Level 9

 

“Awesome!” Carten yelled, dashing for the monster, which was not-quite twice his height, the top of its iceberg-shell scraping against the ceiling. He planted himself in front of it, jamming his shields into the floor. “It’s turtle time!”

 

“Really, Carten?” Jamus said, echoing Rain’s thoughts. His lightning whip flicked into the turtle’s side as he moved into position at Carten’s elbow. “Hmm,” he said, taking a step back.

 

“No damage,” Rain said for the benefit of the unawakened. “From that, either.” Val had just blasted it with a Solar Ray.

 

The monster reached Carten, snapping at him with its blue beak, making a loud clang as it struck his shield.

 

“Looks like we’ve got a tough one,” Mlem said, stepping forward. His sword started to glow as he prepared to use Light Cut, the same skill he and Samson had used against the Memories. “Ha!” he shouted. He raised his scimitar above his head, then stepped forward and slashed down at the monster’s leg. Before the blade struck, the turtle pulled back into its shell, dropping to the floor. There was a ring like metal-on-metal as Mlem’s blade skittered off its icy armor.

 

“Damn,” he said, stepping back. “Misaligned the edge. That or that ice is as hard as adamant. Samson, how good is your sword?”

 

“Let’s see,” Samson said. He waited for the turtle to get back to its feet, then stabbed at its leg, again using Light Cut. Once more, the turtle retreated. The point of Samson’s longsword didn’t even chip the monster’s frozen shell. “No good,” he said, stepping back. “I can’t get through the shell.”

 

Rain frowned, turning to Tahir and Lyn and motioning them to stay back. There was no point in either of them putting themselves at risk, not without enchanted weapons. When he looked back, the turtle had gotten to its feet again. It plodded forward but was stopped in its tracks by Carten’s Shield Bash. It clicked its beak in anger as it pulled its head back, then shook itself, sending flakes of ice falling from the ceiling.

 

“Jamus,” Rain said. “Hit it with something stronger.”

 

“Lightning Ball?” Jamus asked, moving to the side as Carten was pushed back by the turtle, his boots scrabbling for traction. Rain and the others stepped to the side, getting out of the way.

 

“No, not yet,” Rain said. That’s AOE. We need better efficiency. “Overcharged Arcane Bolt.”

 

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Jamus said, dismissing his whip. He set his feet and pointed his palm at the turtle, bracing his arm with his other hand. “Ten seconds for full charge.”

 

“Damn floor!” Carten shouted. He grunted in frustration, his feet sliding further on the ice.

 

“Just hold on, Carten,” Rain said, rushing up to join him. He planted his own feet, pushing against Carten’s back.

 

The pale blue of the ice was quickly eclipsed by the purple-blue of Jamus’s magic. He was circling behind the turtle, the Arcane Bolt hovering in front of his palm swelling larger as he pumped more energy into it. Though Rain didn’t know Jamus’s exact skill-list, he could make some educated guesses. With Arcane Bolt at rank-thirteen, and with Arcane Mastery and Overcharge both at rank-ten, two thousand damage wasn’t unreasonable. The turtle would have at least a few hundred damage resistance on its shell, judging by the attacks it had shrugged off so far.

 

“Here we go!” Jamus shouted. “HA!” Jamus slid back a few centimeters as he released the spell, his arm flying up from the recoil. The unstable-looking bolt didn’t have far to go, almost immediately slamming into the monster’s backside, detonating in a brilliant flash and a crack like thunder. In an instant, the turtle’s health dropped by a tenth. There was a crash as a large chunk of ice broke off and smashed to the ground, followed almost immediately by the entire turtle, which had pulled back into its shell.

 

Only a tenth? Damn, this thing is tough for level nine. It’s bosses. This lair is all bosses.

 

“Nice work, Jamus!” Carten yelled once the noise of falling ice died down. “Oh shit!”

 

The turtle sprung back to its feet, snapping its beak. Rain had the feeling that it would have been screaming with rage if it had the ability to do so. It locked its beady eyes onto Carten, snapped its beak once more, then charged, the ground shaking from the weight of its strides.

 

“Rebound!” Carten shouted. There was a red flash, and the turtle stopped as if it had crashed into a steel wall, though both Rain and Carten were shoved back, the skill overwhelmed by the force. Instead of pulling back inside its shell, the turtle went completely berserk, legs scrabbling against the ground as it picked itself up. It charged again, but so did Carten, preventing it from building up enough momentum to roll right over him.

 

Rain cursed and stumbled aside as Carten was once more pushed back. I’m just in the way here. Better leave the turtling to the turtles.

 

“Let’s try this again,” Samson said, skidding on the ice as he rushed around the turtle. He stabbed at the spot Jamus had hit, his sword glowing again as he plunged it through the crater in the monster’s shell. From his new vantage point, Rain could see startlingly red blood seeping from the wound. Samson’s strike proved effective this time, flaking off the barest sliver of the turtle’s health. The swordsman hurriedly pushed himself away before he was crushed by the monster as it whirled to protect its weakened backside. The beast then spun again as Carten shield-checked it, his shield coming away red with its blood.

 

Okay, we’ve got this. If it bleeds, we can kill it.

 

There was a flash of light as Val took a shot, and the turtle’s health dropped further. Jamus joined in, using unboosted bolts this time, launched from his other hand. He was opening and closing a fist with the arm he’d used to launch the Overcharged bolt, the mageburn clearly affecting him somehow. The turtle kept spinning to face the painful attacks, but each time, Carten would smack it again, forcing it to remain focused on him.

 

Between Jamus, Val, Samson, and Mlem, the party began to whittle the thing’s health down steadily. Carten swore and spluttered the whole way through the fight, fighting for traction as the turtle tried to crush him over and over again. Fortunately for him, the monster lacked any significant offensive capability, other than its size. Its beak didn’t seem to be strong enough to dent his Force Steel armor, let alone his shields.

 

As for Rain, he stayed back with Lyn and Tahir for most of the fight, simply using Force Ward to protect Mlem and Samson as they darted in for their attack runs. He tested Immolate once but gave it up after a few seconds when it started melting the floor and making Carten’s traction situation even more precarious. It hadn’t even harmed the turtle in the slightest.

 

The only dicey moment was when Carten managed to get himself embedded in one of the walls. Jamus had then needed to use Arcane Bulwark to keep the turtle off the others, and the magical barrier was so large that it blocked everyone from attacking, and it could be neither moved nor dismissed. That had left the turtle free to use Carten’s leg as a chew-toy for a few seconds until it ripped him from the wall. Carten had come up angry, but unharmed, protected by his armor, and a little help from Rain’s Force Ward.

 

When all was said and done, the fight ended unceremoniously. The turtle collapsed with a heavy thud, the symbol on the floor vanishing as it did. After another moment, there was a gust of cold wind, and three tunnels appeared, leading into darkness.

 

“Damn it,” Carten said, kicking at the dead turtle. “If I’dah had grip, ye’d never ah moved me.”

 

“There there, Carten,” Jamus said, patting him on the shoulder, still with his left arm. “We all know you’re the best turtle there is.” He raised his other arm, wincing as he shook out his hand. “I’m going to have pins and needles for hours.”

 

Rain glanced at the lair display. Jamus had taken about two percent of his health in damage, just from that one spell. The lair’s integrity, he saw, had dropped by eleven percent. Acceptable.

 

“These are the same as before, Rain,” Mlem said, pointing at the symbols on the ground. “Sword, shield, and flame.”

 

Rain nodded. It was clear enough what this part of the lair was going to entail. Eleven percent was a third of a third, meaning they were looking at two more fights like this one. His bet was that they’d get to a new area after that, just from the symmetry of three. It would also be wisest to stick with the shield path. Better the turtle you know...

 

He shook his head, listening to the crunching of Carten’s boot as he continued taking out his frustration on the dead monster. Its shell was coming apart easily now, like regular ice. After a few more kicks, Carten threw his shields down in disgust, then stomped away, breathing heavily. Rain cleared his throat. “Good work, everyone. Let’s take a short rest. It looks like I’ve got a turtle to melt.”
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121: Restraint

                 

Samson sat cross-legged atop his cloak, slowly going over his sword with an oil-soaked rag. The blade was pristine. Rain’s aura had dealt with the blood of the third turtle they’d faced, but it had removed the protective coating as well. The durability enchantment worked into the metal would slow the formation of rust, but it wouldn’t stop it entirely. Even had Samson owned an indestructible sword of legend, he would still have taken the time to care for the blade. Being a swordsman wasn’t just about what kind of weapon you used. It was a way of life.

 

Carefully, Samson slipped the blade back into its sheath and stood. He belted the weapon on with no further ceremony, tucking the rag into a pocket. He wasn’t so far-gone down the path of the sword that he’d named the blade or began to think about it as the seat of the soul or some other such foolishness. In the end, it was a tool, nothing more. He maintained it as any craftsman would, just as he maintained his own body.

 

Stretching, he stepped off of his cloak, feeling his boot slip slightly on the treacherous ice. He adapted smoothly, falling into the first stance of Fifth-Sparrow. The instinct given to him by the form’s kata tried to guide his hand to the hilt of his sword, but he ignored it. Ignoring that instinct was getting easier and easier to do as he practiced with the skill. He’d been training in this style since he was a boy, and he knew all thirteen forms so well that the actual kata was more of a distraction than an aid. He wouldn’t have taken Sparrow at all, had it not been a prerequisite for Egret. The higher katas contained motions that were simply impossible for a mundane swordsman. First-Egret was already proving a significant hurdle for him, and not one that he would attempt to pass here. This was just to kill time and keep his body limber.

 

Samson moved through the familiar motions of the fifth form, focusing on the placement of his feet. Sparrow taught fast, darting movements and sudden reversals, which were made particularly difficult by the ice. He moved slowly, reflecting on the dissonance between his muscle memory and the kata’s guidance. With each step, the skill urged him to adjust his footing, to draw his sword, to pivot and bring it down. It was wrong. From his long years of practice, he knew better. On ice, you could not place your balance in the same way. You had to adapt, had to alter the movements.

 

Minutes passed as he practiced, feeling the others’ eyes watching him as they chatted on the other side of the room where they were resting. He tuned them out, everything fading but his perception of his balance.

 

Eventually, Samson reached the seventh movement of Fifth-Sparrow—a sudden reversal, then a leap followed by a spiraling upward slash meant to surprise a pursuer. It was a rather tricky movement, even on solid footing. It had given him a lot of trouble as a child. As he attempted it now, his foot slipped out from under him, and despite his efforts to compensate, he was going down. There was nothing he could do to stop it.

 

That simply meant that he shouldn’t try.

 

Samson flung himself at the ground, landing in a roll. As the momentum of his fall threw his legs over his head, he executed the second movement of Eighth-Sparrow, pushing off the ground as hard as he could. His palms found no traction on the ice, but his shove gave him the height he needed. Bowing to the instinct of the kata this time, he whipped his legs down in a vicious heel-kick toward an invisible enemy. The movement stabilized his spin, and he managed to get his feet under him before he hit the ground. He slid to a stop in the low stance of Eighth-Sparrow, ready to continue the fight.

 

“Wow,” Rain said, sounding impressed. “Sick flip, dude.”

 

Samson smiled, then rose out of his form and assumed a normal standing posture. “Thank you.” When it came to the things Rain said, it was best to just pay attention to his tone.

 

“That was still Sparrow Kata, right?”

 

Samson nodded. “Fifth form, seventh movement, then eighth form, second.”

 

“Ah, obviously,” Rain said, nodding. “How could I miss that?”

 

Samson smiled, dusting some crushed ice from his gambeson. The stiff fabric limited his movements slightly, but it was worth it for the protection. “You still serious about wanting to learn?” he asked, nodding to the poor excuse for a sword at Rain’s waist.

 

“I want to learn everything,” Rain said, laughing. He touched the sword, then shrugged. “Just not enough hours in the day, you know? I probably shouldn’t have even brought this thing, but I figured it would be good to have a spare in case someone else’s broke.”

 

Samson nodded. “You should get yourself a better sword. Tallheart would make you one if you asked, yes?”

 

“Yeah, he probably would,” Rain said with a shrug, “There’s no real point if I can’t use it, though. I don’t want to waste his time or resources. By the way, do you think you could keep running those classes you were doing back in Fel Sadanis? Maybe we save time for it each night?”

 

Samson nodded. “I was going to suggest that.”

 

“Great,” Rain said, smiling. “You’ll have one student, at least. Anyway, I came over to let you know that we’re almost ready to go down. Do you need more time?”

 

Samson shook his head. “No. I’m ready, but are you sure the others don’t need a longer rest?” He glanced at Jamus. The Arcane Mage clearly had a headache from the way he was rubbing at his temples. Everyone else was watching them, their own conversation having died away. Val, he noticed, was missing, likely scouting the way ahead.

 

Rain shrugged. “At this point, it’s press on until the end, or stop for the night. I, for one, would prefer to have a real supper.”

 

“We’re fine,” called Lyn, slapping Jamus on the shoulder. “We’ve been ready for a while. We just didn’t want to interrupt a man while he was rubbing his sword.”

 

Carten barked out a laugh at her crude innuendo. Samson frowned, his estimation of his fellow noble dropping by several degrees. He ignored them both, still addressing Rain. “And you? You’ve been refilling everyone’s mana with Essence Well. Shouldn’t you be in an even worse state than they are?”

 

Rain spread his hands. “Dynamo. What can I say?”

 

“You really don’t feel soulstrain at all, do you?” Samson asked.

 

“Oh, I do,” Rain said, “Just not for mana use.” He paused. “Well, not for any sane level, anyway.”

 

Samson snorted. “Should I even ask what you consider to be an insane level?”

 

Rain grinned. “Probably not. Anyway, since you’re ready, let’s go.”

 

“Any idea what’s down there?” Samson asked.

 

Rain shrugged. “Detection says it’s about three hundred steps down, then there’s a room about half the size of this one, with a door into what might be a bigger room or a really wide hallway. I couldn’t get much more than that. The spiral really chews into the range of Detection.”

 

Samson snorted. “Three hundred steps, you said? Joy. Let me get my cloak.”

 

Rain waited as Samson packed up, then the two of them proceeded to the alcove that had appeared once they’d cleared the room, joining the others. As in the mill above, there was a spiraling staircase set into the floor.

 

“Val already went down?” he asked, turning to Rain.

 

“No,” Rain said with a sigh. “He thinks he’s being sneaky. He’s right next to you.”

 

“Really?” Samson said, looking to the indicated spot. Rain had mentioned that Val was capable of invisibility during the briefing before they’d entered the lair, but he hadn’t expected it to be so complete. “That is impressive. I can’t tell you’re there at all.”

 

“Thanks,” Val said. “Okay, follow me.”

 

Tahir jumped, edging away from the source of the voice. The others barely reacted.

 

“Everyone, be careful,” Rain said, addressing the room. “If anyone slips, we’ll all go down. I can’t believe I forgot my climbing stuff in my pack outside. Had I known there weren’t going to be any damn railings…” He sighed, then shook his head.

 

Samson had been listening with half an ear, focused on the floor as he tracked Val by the sound of his footsteps and the faintest shimmer of motion in the air as he moved. Hmm. The illusion isn’t as flawless when he’s moving. Still, I don’t think I’d notice if I wasn’t looking for it. He glanced at the party display, checking the white bar that represented Val’s mana. If it was dropping, it was doing so quite slowly.

 

“Samson, go next,” Rain said.

 

Samson nodded, then began his descent, following Val’s footsteps and quickly dropping below the level of the floor. Behind him, Rain continued. “I’m third. After that, Jamus, Lyn, Mlem, then Tahir. Carten has the rear guard. Carten, don’t you dare slip. You’ll crush us all.”

 

“S’why I shoulda gone first,” Carten said, his voice following Samson down the stairs.

 

“Everyone, quietly, please,” Rain said. Samson heard him start his descent. “Come on.”

 

The party proceeded down the stairs for a few careful minutes, moving in relative silence. Samson counted the steps, and around the time he reached two-fifty, a hiss from Val brought him to a stop. “The wall stops, but the stairs continue. It’s a room, just like you said, Rain. No monsters. And yes, no railing.”

 

“Understood, Val,” Rain said, whispering from above. “Keep going. Carefully.”

 

Samson closed his mouth, having opened it, intent on relaying the message. He’s got good hearing.

 

True to Val’s word, the walls ended soon, the stairwell opening up into a cylindrical room. The walls were smooth gray stone, as was the floor. Everything was lit dimly by the stairwell’s blue glow, the magical ice forming a pillar in the center of the room as the stairs spiraled down to the floor. There was one doorway, through which Samson could see a few stone steps leading down before they emptied out onto snowy ground.

 

Despite his confidence in his balance, Samson slowed his descent even further. By the time he had reached the ground, Val was already at the door, judging from the position of his voice.

 

“The door leads to some sort of huge cavern,” the Light Mage said, a curious note in his voice. “I can’t see the ceiling or the walls. The ground is snow, but it just stops suddenly. There’s a barrier. It’s hard to describe. Like a ripple in the air or something. You’d better just come look.”

 

“Don’t go out, Val,” Rain said from the stairs.

 

“Yeah, yeah,” Val said. Samson blinked as Val popped into view, peering through the dark doorway. He looked back over his shoulder, then motioned to Samson.

 

Samson joined him as the others made their careful way to the floor. Through the door, he saw hard-packed snow, lit as if by the moon. The light faded away a few dozen stride from the doorway. Looking closer, he noticed a faint shimmer in the air near the demarcation between light and dark. That must be the barrier.

 

It took a few minutes for the rest of the group to reach the ground, fortunately doing so without incident. Once everyone was ready, Rain had Carten lead the way through the door and out into the cavern.

 

Samson drew his sword as he stepped down onto the snow. Rain would have told them if there had been any monsters, but the lair had surprised them before. The air was cold and completely dead, with not even a hint of wind.

 

“What…?” Mlem said, sounding startled. Samson glanced at him, seeing that he was staring back the way they’d come. Almost immediately, he felt his heart skip a beat as he realized what the man was looking at.

 

How…?

 

The cylindrical room with the stairwell wasn’t set into the wall of the cavern as he’d assumed. Neither was it the bottom-floor of a tower or something of that nature. The walls of the building ended abruptly, no more than half a stride above the doorway. It was a single story, for all that they’d descended much, much further than that. The gray, featureless stone was lit by the same sourceless light as the circle of snow surrounding it.

 

“There’s definitely something Arcane about this lair, no matter what aspect it claims to be,” Jamus said lightly.

 

“Ya don’t say?” Carten said, staring straight up. He looked down, then spun, gesturing with a shield. “What’s with the…whatever it is?”

 

“A barrier, clearly, but I have no idea what it does,” Rain said. “Detection says it isn’t there. I just sense snow on the other side.” He paused, then shrugged. “Regular snow, too, not the magical stuff like before. There’s dirt underneath.” He pointed out at the darkness. “There, anyone else see that?”

 

Samson followed his finger but saw nothing.

 

“Light,” Val said. “Very faint.”

 

“Send your Lunar Orb out there, Val,” Rain said, lowering his arm. “Everyone, stay focused. Something might happen when it passes through the barrier.”

 

Samson adjusted his grip on his sword as a glowing ball of white light appeared. The spell’s light wasn’t blocked by the odd barrier, revealing more packed snow on the other side, fading into darkness. After a moment, Val sent the orb through and out into the blackness. Nothing happened as it passed through the magical curtain.

 

The party watched silently for almost a minute as the orb traveled, revealing nothing but more featureless snow and the occasional rock or fragment of ice. Samson sheathed his sword, as it was clear that nothing was coming, though he kept his hand on the hilt.

 

“Max range,” Val finally said. “One thousand stride.”

 

“Shit,” Rain said. “That’s a long walk. There’s definitely something out there, though.”

 

“I can’t see anything,” Lyn said. “Where am I supposed to be looking?”

 

“Past my light, about twice that distance again, maybe,” Val said, pointing.

 

“Are you sure?” Mlem asked. “I can’t see anything, either.”

 

Rain shook his head. “It’s there. What’s your perception?”

 

Mlem hesitated. “I have a hearing boost,” he finally said, glancing from Rain to Val. “You two have enhanced vision?”

 

“Yes. General perception, not just vision,” Rain said.

 

Lyn whistled. “Isn’t that supposed to be rare? I’ve never heard of equipment giving a general perception boost, short of silverplate stuff. Does it work on touch too? What about smell?”

 

Rain shrugged but didn’t elaborate.

 

Samson frowned, considering. I believe there is a skill that boosts perception, but I don’t find it likely that they both took it. An accolade? He glanced at Jamus and Carten, who both seemed to be staring at the same spot in the darkness. Them too? Ah, the darkness lair. That makes sense. Lucky. Still, if it’s out there… Samson squinted. “Dismiss the light please, Val,” he said, then moved toward the barrier cautiously.

 

“Careful, Samson,” Rain said, his metal boots crunching on the snow as he followed. “Don’t touch it.”

 

Samson nodded, stopping a step away from the distortion in the air. Val’s light vanished. With the lit snow now behind him, Samson waited for his eyes to adjust. Very faintly in the distance, he began to make out one spot that might have been just a bit brighter than the rest of the inky darkness. “It’s there,” he said after another moment. “Faint, but there.”

 

“Well, looks like we’ve got some walkin’ ta do,” Carten said, crunching loudly up to the barrier. “Startin’ ta not like this lair.”

 

“Starting?” Jamus asked. “The reanimated villagers begging us to kill them wasn’t enough to cement your opinion?”

 

“Don’t drop your guard,” Rain said sternly. He reached into a pouch and removed a rock, motioning them back. “Get ready.”

 

Samson nodded, retreating from the barrier. Rain tossed the rock through, and it vanished into the darkness. Val summoned his light again and sent it out, revealing the rock resting atop the packed snow. He brought it back to rest near his head after a moment, though he didn’t dismiss it.

 

“Carten,” Rain said. Carten nodded, walking up to the barrier. He waved the edge of his shield through it, then, when nothing happened, stepped through.

 

“Hoahh!” he yelled, stopping dead in his tracks.

 

“What is it, Carten?”

 

“S’bloody brisk!” Carten said, a plume of frost billowing from his mouth.

 

“Dangerous?” Rain asked. Samson’s eyes flicked to Carten’s health, but it hadn’t dropped.

 

“Fer me? No,” Carten said with a shrug. “Fer you lot? No idea.”

 

“Okay,” Rain said. “I’m coming through.” He stepped through the barrier, then cursed. “Shit, that’s cold!”

 

“Warned ya,” Carten said.

 

“Is this the challenge, then?” Tahir asked. “Make it to the distant light without freezing to death?”

 

“That can’t be all,” Jamus said, walking through the barrier. “Oooh!” he gasped, desperately clutching at his cloak. “You weren’t kidding, Carten!”

 

“Hang on a second, the rest of you,” Rain said, motioning them back. He flipped up his visor, spat, then quickly flipped it back down again and bent over. “I’ve always wanted to try that. It’s already frozen, maybe even before it hit the ground. I’m thinking it’s below minus forty, but I can’t prove it.”

 

Samson blinked, glancing at the others. Minus forty? Minus forty what?

 

“That’s…bad?” Lyn asked, clearly just as confused.

 

“Yes,” Rain said. “You’ll get frostbite on exposed skin within minutes. The awakened will probably be okay, assuming everyone has at least a few points in Endurance, but you and Tahir would have problems. We don’t have the gear for this. I’m going to need to keep Immolate going, or we’ll never make it past the first marker. Sorry, ignore that. Reference to something. Anyway, with Immolate, we should be fine.”

 

“Jamus is right,” Mlem said. “This can’t be all there is.”

 

“Another reaper class monster when we get there?” Jamus asked. He gestured. “The lair integrity is at one in three.”

 

“Maybe,” Rain said. “But then again, maybe not. We had one big-boss with a buttload of adds, then three mini-bosses. My bet is we’re going to run into nine regular monsters this time. Probably all at once right at the worst possible time, like when we’re halfway there.”

 

Samson tapped his index finger against the hilt of his sword, still staring at the darkness. Adds were…monsters that accompany a reaper, right? And he’s calling reapers ‘bosses’ for some reason. Rain’s terminology is so confusing.

 

“I’ll take that bet,” Mlem said. “Say…ten Tel on there being nine enemies? Naturally, I agree with you that they will show up at the worst possible time.”

 

Rain snorted. “Fine, why not? You’re on. Come on through the barrier, everyone. Immolate seems to be working fine. There’s been no reaction from the lair so far.”

 

Samson stepped through. The barrier proved to be a surprise, but not in any way that he’d expected. There was no resistance when he crossed, but the temperature sharply increased. It appeared that the magic blocked both cold and heat. Rain’s aura hadn’t been able to pass through. Another surprise was the air itself. It suddenly felt…thin, like the air in the mountains near his family’s holdings in the north.

 

“Everyone, sit tight,” Rain said, clearly manipulating his interface. He had his hands held in front of him as if working on a counter, and he was wiggling his fingers strangely. “I’ve just got to dial in the level.”

 

Samson shook his head, knowing better than to ask what the finger motions meant. He turned to Val. “Val, would you mind sending your light out again? Scout around a bit. I’d like to know if there’s anything else out there.”

 

“Good idea,” Val said, nodding to him. The orb of light that had been spinning around his head started to depart, but quickly returned as the party was plunged into darkness. “That’s a problem,” Val laughed. “The light from the snow doesn’t cross the barrier. Somebody light a torch.”

 

“Rain?” Samson asked.

 

“Hmm, what?” Rain asked, pausing his finger-wiggling. “Oh, sorry. Yeah. A torch is fine.”

 

“Okay, one moment,” Tahir said. He knelt and removed his quiver, which had a pair of torches strapped to it. He freed one, then fussed with the bindings, retying the other. Samson shivered as he watched the man work. The temperature had dropped sharply, just in the few moments they’d been talking. Just how cold would it be without Rain’s aura?

 

Tahir got the torch lit, the flames growing quickly. The circle of light that it threw extended a good distance into the darkness, but it would also blind them somewhat. “Anyone else want to hold this?” Tahir asked, gesturing with the torch as he held his bow in his other hand. “I need both hands free.”

 

“I’ll take it,” Jamus said mildly.

 

“Why, Jamus?” Carten said. “What good’s ‘is bow gonna do?”

 

“Carten, hush,” Jamus said, taking the torch.

 

“He has a point,” Lyn said. “I don’t know about you, Tahir, but I feel pretty useless here. I can take it if you want, Jamus.”

 

Samson shook his head, glancing at Rain. A good leader was one that managed the morale of his followers, but their captain didn’t appear to be paying attention. How difficult is it to just pick an intensity? What is he doing over there?

 

Samson cleared his throat, returning his eyes to tracking the progress of Val’s light. “You aren’t useless, Lyn, Tahir. It depends on what kind of threat we face. Based on what I’ve seen of your capabilities, you should be fine against most monsters up to level five. Up to level ten, you can still provide support and deal damage, though resistances start to be a problem, like with those turtles.”

 

“I know all that, Samson,” Lyn said with a sigh. “We’re going to get a spot in the party if there’s a blue, right Rain? … Rain!”

 

Rain looked up from his interface. “Huh?”

 

Samson frowned. He is too easily distracted. Is it the Clarity, or is it just him?

 

“Oh, yes, of course,” Rain answered after Lyn repeated her question. “I’d want you two in the party that kills it, or in the one that breaks the core. I don’t think there’ll be much of an argument about that, but then again, there might. I need to get the credit system straightened out asap.”

 

“Asap?” Mlem asked, having slight difficulty with the unfamiliar word.

 

“It’s an acronym, or if we’re being pedantic, an initialism. It means as soon as possible,” Rain said. “Unfortunately, it’s not pronounceable if I translate the words so it works in—”

 

“Rain,” Samson said, interrupting. He was starting to feel the burn of the thin air against his skin and in his lungs. “It’s getting too cold.”

 

“Yeah, sorry,” Rain said. “I dropped Immolate for a second. The air out here really doesn’t want to hold the heat.” He paused, wiggling his fingers some more. “Um…okay, what if I…hmm. No, that’s a terrible idea. Still…”

 

“What?” Mlem asked.

 

“Well, I have a skill called Aura IFF—that’s another acronym, by the way, for ‘identify friend foe’, but it’s not one that you pronounce, so I translated the letters into common for you. Anyway, it’s what lets me use attack auras without frying my allies. I was thinking that if I stopped using it, I could warm you all…directly.” He raised his hands. “It’s slightly less dangerous than it sounds. Everyone has a base Heat resistance of one, so I thought if I kept it really, really, really low—”

 

“Rain,” Samson said, interrupting again. “Just do what you need to do. We’ll keep watch.”

 

“Right,” Rain said after a moment. “I should take my own advice and stay focused. Just let me know, anyone, if you feel like you’re about to freeze or catch fire. This is going to take me a minute. I need to make sure I do things safely, and Val’s still scouting anyway. Anything yet, Val?

 

“Just snow,” Val said. “Lots and lots of snow. In every direction. I’ll keep looking.”

 

“Right,” Rain said. “Stay frosty, everyone… Sorry. That was bad. This’ll just be a minute.”

 



 

As Samson expected, the captain’s ‘minute’ turned out to be closer to fifteen. Only then did Rain finally declare that he was satisfied with the number of fail-safes that he’d built into his ‘script’. The word itself was familiar, but it clearly had nothing to do with a play.

 

Whatever Rain had done, it seemed to be working. Samson felt warm, almost uncomfortably so. Further, he was staying warm, despite the fact that the air felt shockingly cold on his skin and the snow beneath their feet wasn’t melting.

 

“Everyone ready?” Rain asked.

 

“We’ve been ready,” Val said, sounding annoyed.

 

“Did you look up?” Rain asked.

 

“Yes, Rain, I looked up,” Val said. “Nothing but darkness up there.”

 

“I still find it interesting how this lair is able to manipulate space,” said Mlem, stroking his mustache. He’d removed his hood and thrown back his cloak, as had the others. “The sheer enormity of this chamber defies explanation. I need to get my hands on a copy of Sameter’s Lair Atlas.”

 

“You and me both,” Rain said with a sigh. “Okay, um, let’s mix it up. Samson, want to take point this time?”

 

“Very well,” Samson said, intuiting Rain’s meaning. It’s about time that he asked me to lead. These…adventurers don’t know how to stay focused. He looked out at the darkness, then cleared his throat. “Carten, with me, if you’d please. Somebody let me know if I stray off-course. I don’t have—” he stopped himself, having been about to say ‘a perception accolade,’ but decided against voicing his guess aloud. He didn’t have so little tact that he’d reveal their secret like that. “…special eyes,” he finished lamely after his pause.

 

For some reason, Rain barked out a laugh. “Right, I need to remember that,” he said, grinning like a fool. “Okay then, Val’s the navigator.” He pointed. “Look, Val. Look with your special eyes.”

 

“You are so weird, Rain,” Val said. Everyone nodded in agreement, but Rain just grinned at them goofily, then flipped down his visor.

 

Samson sighed and led the way into the darkness. He set a cautious pace at first, keeping his hand on his sword as they advanced, their boots crunching through the snow. After about five minutes, nothing had appeared to attack them, so he increased his speed to a brisk walk. Judging from how far Val’s light had reached, it was about four or five thousand stride to the light. They’d be walking for a while.

 

The thing that struck Samson was how dead the air was. There was not so much as a lick of wind, despite the size of the cavern they were in. It was unnatural and eerily silent. Worse than the muffling snow in the false village above. That had been the familiar silence of winter. This was the silence of the void. Combined with the darkness, it made for a nervewracking experience. If not for Rain’s aura, it would have been completely unbearable.

 

Finally, they drew close enough to make out the source of the light ahead of them, or more accurately, to see what it revealed, for there was no source. It was just a circle of lit snow, about twenty stride across, with the same shimmering distortion surrounding it that had surrounded the building with the stairwell. It had been around half a league from the stairs.

 

“Carefully,” Samson said as they approached. “Be ready.”

 

“Wait,” Lyn puffed, holding up her hand. “I need a minute…before we go in.”

 

Samson nodded. The modest pace he’d set had ended up being quite taxing due to the thin air, even for him with his boosted stats. He was honestly impressed that Lyn and Tahir had managed to keep up without complaint until now.

 

“Expect monsters when we cross,” Samson said. “We’ll go when you’re ready.”

 

“Detection says there’s nothing around, but I don’t disagree,” said Rain. “There’s nothing in there except more snow. There’s got to be a trigger for the next event inside. I don’t see anything else anywhere in the darkness.”

 

“By the way, Rain,” Tahir asked, breathing heavily, though he looked slightly better than Lyn. “How long can you do that heat thing for? Are you going to be able to use your spells once we’re through, or do you need to rest?”

 

“No, I’m good,” Rain said, waving him away. “I’ve got it running at 0.65% power with the range brought down to six meters. I’m so happy my script can do fractional levels like that. It was such a pain to do manually. Anyway, those settings make the damage 0.86-0.98. Basically, less than one. That’s the important part. The cost for it is 0.325 mana a second, and my natural regen right now is 0.335—can’t use Winter because Immolate’s on, obviously. I could do this all day. What’s really fascinating is how it works. It looks like it warms you up until the point you start getting uncomfortable, then your resistance kicks in and clamps it there. I didn’t have to adjust it to compensate for the awakened having more—”

 

“Depths, Rain, enough!” said Val. “He asked if you needed to rest, not to give a lecture.”

 

“Fine, fine,” Rain said. “Ask me later, and I’ll be happy to explain the math. You’re right, though. It doesn’t matter right now.”

 

Samson smiled. I don’t think you’ll get any takers on that offer, Rain.

 

Once everyone was ready, Rain motioned to Samson, and he and Carten led the way through the shimmering distortion. The air warmed significantly, but the heating effect of Rain’s aura also vanished as he passed through. A few seconds passed, then the hair raised on Samson’s neck as a piercing howl shattered the stillness, coming from behind him.

 

“Get inside,” Rain shouted, darting through the barrier. Samson felt the aura re-appear as he did, then quickly vanish. “They’re coming from outside. Dozens of them. Don’t know what yet.”

 

“Dozens, you say?” Mlem said, drawing his sword. “That means I win.”

 

“Damn it, focus!” Samson shouted, drawing his own sword. “Val, light! Rain, which direction?”

 

“All directions,” Rain said.

 

“Jamus, Arcane Bulwark,” Samson barked. “Give us something to put our backs against.”

 

Jamus nodded, extending one hand, the other still holding the torch. After a few seconds, the purple-blue barrier appeared, practically bisecting the small circle of illuminated snow.

 

“Look, Jamus! Puppies!” Carten shouted.

 

By Val’s light, Samson could see the forms of the monsters rushing for them. Forms that he recognized. “Frost Hounds!” he shouted. Finally, something normal.

 

As the first of the hounds crossed through the barrier, a health bar popped into existence above its head, along with the name of the monster and its level—five, as he had known it would be. Hounds were common, almost as ubiquitous as slimes. These ones were shaggy, their white fur matted and encrusted with frost, but were otherwise similar to every other hound he’d fought in the past. It was a large pack, though. Worryingly large. At least thirty strong.

 

Samson shifted into the basic stance of Second-Sparrow, the form specifically meant for dealing with this type of creature.

 

“Shit! Problem!” Rain shouted, but Samson didn’t get a chance to hear what it was before the first hound lunged for his throat. Stepping to the side, he drew his sword behind him, tracing a long slash along the monster’s side, his motion taking him into the path of a second hound that had been trying to get around him. Light Cut banished the weight from the metal in his hands—the real reason he’d taken the skill, not the paltry Light damage that it added—and he sent his sword whipping across in a slash that neatly severed the second Frost Hound’s head from its shoulders.

 

Depths! Samson mentally cursed, finding himself overextended. He barely avoided crashing into yet another hound, which fortunately darted away rather than taking advantage of his unbalance. I’m still not quite used to that. Carten charged forward in front of him, so Samson whirled, spinning to face the first hound he’d injured. It was already dead. Lyn had skewered it, but she was being harried by another pair of them, with more looking for a way to get at her. There was a crack of thunder, and Jamus’s whip sent them darting back, clearing a wide space between Lyn and the Arcane Bulwark to her right.

 

“We’ve got this side,” Mlem shouted from somewhere behind him, but Samson didn’t look, rushing to Lyn’s aid. Second-Sparrow, Third bought him some room, the wide slash sending the hounds scrambling back again, as he knew it would. Monsters were predictable, even more so than people or animals. They would respond to certain movements the same way, regardless of the actual threat. The katas were at least partly designed to take advantage of that—something not many people realized.

 

“Rain, burn them!” Tahir shouted.

 

“Can’t!” Rain yelled back. “Damn it! Something went wrong with my safety script! I can’t change the settings!”

 

Samson’s eyes widened, but not from what Rain had said. “Blue!” he shouted, pointing with his sword.

 

Frost Hound Alpha – Fifth Level

 

It padded out of the darkness at the back of the pack. Beside it was another larger-than-average Frost Hound, though a normal one if its name and level were to be believed. The pair of them sat, watching with hungry eyes as their smaller kin attacked.

 

“Don’t kill it!” Rain shouted. “Damn it, how about this!”

 

There was a sudden cacophony of yelps as every single one of the hounds stumbled at once, except the two seated at the back. Samson found himself flying forward to capitalize on the opportunity, guided by instinct even as his mind wondered what Rain had done. His thrust struck deep, the enchanted sword killing another of the hounds. He drew the blade back, then thrust again, landing a glancing hit on the shoulder of another hound.

 

Whatever the spell was, Rain kept doing it. Every time the hounds tried to get up, they’d simply fall again. There were tracers of wind trailing their bodies as they moved. Samson blinked as he noticed this. It’s Velocity, he realized, finishing another of the beasts. Back in Fel Sadanis, Rain had spent an hour or so having the entire company practice marching under the skill’s influence. It hadn’t gone well, just as it wasn’t going well for the hounds now. I had no idea he could use that on monsters.

 

With the skill active, dealing with the entire pack gave them little difficulty. Val picked off most of them, and Jamus wasn’t far behind, though Samson got the sense that the older mage wasn’t trying that hard. Tahir even managed to get a couple kills, his bow allowing him to do so safely. Samson felt no need for either him or Lyn to engage. Even disabled as they were by Rain’s spell, the hounds were still dangerous in melee.

 

Finally, it was down to just the alpha. Carten had smashed the other large hound to a pulp and was currently fending off the angry essence monster. Interestingly, Rain’s aura never seemed to have bothered either of the larger monsters in the slightest, all through the fight. 

 

“What are we doin’?” Carten asked, slamming the essence monster back as it once more went for his neck. “’S fun as this is, we’d best be movin’ on. Damn!” he cursed, jumping back and covering his neck. “This thing’s really mad!”

 

“And fast, too,” Samson said, watching. The essence monster truly did seem to be more agile than the others, despite its size. Its patterns were also more varied. However, against Carten, its level was simply insufficient for it to be a serious threat. “You killed its mate,” Samson continued. He gestured to the broken hound near where Carten was fighting. “It will never stop now. It’s going to ignore everything else until it kills you, or it dies. That’s what hounds do.”

 

“Mate?” Rain asked, sounding pained.

 

Samson chuckled. “Don’t make the face, Rain. Monsters don’t have families. It’s just how they are. Hounds always come in packs, and sometimes, there’s an alpha. When there is, it always has a mate. Wolves too, but be thankful these aren’t those. Frost Wolves are deadly things. Pray that you never meet one.”

 

“…What face?” Rain asked.

 

“How can you tell he’s making the face?” Mlem asked, ignoring him. “He’s got his helmet on.”

 

“It’s obvious,” Val said, chuckling. “It’s Rain. He’d feel bad for a monster if it choked on his armor while it was trying to eat him.”

 

“Ha!” Carten shouted, backhanding the monster with a shield. It rose and lunged at him again, completely undeterred.

 

“Um, this could be an issue,” Jamus said, gesturing around. “We still have nowhere to go. Are we going to have to kill it?”

 

“No,” Rain said with a put-upon sigh. He pointed out at the darkness. “Look. There’s more light over there. It probably appeared the moment we crossed the barrier. Carten, stop playing and sit on that thing. I’ll use Force Ward on you, so just grab it. I think I’ve got some rope.”

 

“Hmm,” Val said, walking to the edge of the circle. “Yeah, you’re right.” He pointed off to the right. “That’s where the stairs were. I can still make out the building.” He shifted his finger off to the left until he was pointing in almost the opposite direction. “And that’s something else. Can’t tell what.”

 

Rain clicked his tongue, flipping up his visor. “Another circle like this one would be my guess,” he said, gesturing. “Look at the party display.”

 

Samson did. The lair’s integrity showed as thirty in one-hundred.

 

Rain sighed. “I’m thinking we’ve got eight more fights like that to go. There was a nine in there, after all. One-ninth of one-third. 3.7 percent.”

 

“I still win the bet,” Mlem said, merrily.

 

“This lair is horrible,” Jamus said, rubbing at his temples. “My poor head.”

 

“My poor legs,” Lyn said. “You realize how much walking that is, right?”

 

“Oi! No biting!” There was a loud thump as Carten punched the hound in the stomach. He’d tossed aside his shields and had the thing in a bear hug, the two of them rolling through the snow. “Damn it, sit still!”

 

“Do monsters have stamina?” Tahir asked.

 

“Yes,” Val said. “It will wear itself out eventually.” He dismissed his light, then took the torch from Jamus and planted it in the ground. “How was a normal party even supposed to deal with this? If not for having our own personal mana fountain, this would have taken us days. This place is a nightmare for mages.”

 

“Ahh! It’s got me beard!” Carten shouted over the continued, angry growling. “Cold teeth, cold teeth!”

 

“You think we should help him?” Lyn asked.

 

“Why?” Mlem asked, stroking his mustache with an amused smile on his face. “Normally, you’d have to pay to see this kind of entertainment.”
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122: Composition

                 

The murmur of voices dropped to a hush as Rain climbed up into the back of the forgewagon. Tallheart had torn apart the front of the vehicle to work on it, but Rain was just using it for a place to stand. Taking a steadying breath, he straightened his back and turned to face the crowd, waiting patiently for the last few conversations to end.

 

Tarny showed less restraint. “Silence!” the man roared. “The Lord Captain Rain demands your attention! Bow in respect, for he honors you with his words!”

 

About half of the crowd bowed, making a disorderly mess of it. There were a few laughs from some of the awakened at the chaos. Rain rubbed at his temples, metal-clad fingertips cool against his skin. He glanced at Ameliah, who was up front to one side, next to Tallheart. It looked like she was struggling to stop herself from laughing, but it was his face she was reacting to, not the disorder. Ugh, I need more coffee.

 

Rain cleared his throat. “Okay, first thing. Nobody is ever allowed to call me ‘Lord Captain’. Ever.” Our cloaks might be white, but we aren’t the damn whitecloaks. He looked down at Tarny, then sighed and crouched down, speaking in a whisper. “Tarny, I’ve told you not to call me a lord how many times now?”

 

“Captain, I…”

 

“Enough,” Rain hissed, cutting him off. “Do it again, and I’ll take you off the list for Purify for a month. You’re being a zealot, and it’s ticking me off. Thank you for your faith in me, really, but tone it the hell down. I’m just a man. Captain is just a job. It’s an elected office, not a royal title or some god-given mandate.” He stood back up without giving Tarny a chance to reply and looked out at the crowd.

 

“I work for all of you as much as you work for me, so no bowing. I’d appreciate if everyone shows respect by staying quiet while I’m up here talking, but this isn’t Xiugaaraa. You’re making me feel awkward. I don’t even know what to do with my hands. Like, am I supposed to do one of those cradle things, or hold them behind my back, or what?”

 

There were a few smiles at the mention of Xiugaaraa. The general opinion in Fel Sadanis was that the City of Lights was mysterious, exotic, and filled with overly-formal pretentious pricks who would have you executed if you looked at them funny. The smiles turned to laughs as he deliberately exaggerated his gestures, making a show of trying to find a place for his hands.

 

Rain nodded, looking at the crowd. There, cult-prevention taken care of for now. “Right.” He pointed at the lair, clearly visible beyond the earthen walls of their fortified camp. “So if by some miracle someone hasn’t heard, there’s an essence monster in there. I’d have brought it out here to make things easy, but lair monsters can’t leave a lair under normal circumstances, so we’ve got it hog-tied instead. It’s level five. By the end of the day today, that’s going to be the new level cap for seven of you.”

 

There were a few cheers, plus a good deal of excited shuffling. Rain raised his hands for silence, and the crowd quickly settled.

 

“Now, of course, we need to decide who gets that chance,” he continued. “Vanna and I spent most of last night and a good bit of the morning trying to hammer the credit system into something workable. Believe me, I’d rather have been sleeping. I think we’re getting there, but it’s not set up to handle this yet, so here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to talk for a little while about what the company needs from its new awakened, putting it in the larger context of roles. If you want to get a spot, you need to pick a build that benefits everyone, not just yourself, so keep that in mind.”

 

Rain glanced at the next bullet point on his notes. Oops. Skipped something already. Damn, I’m tired. He turned back to the crowd. “Oh, and it’s not just the blue. Breaking the core has a good chance of triggering awakening, so there’ll be a second group of eight that gets a chance at that tomorrow. I’ve personally seen it work, but I’ve never heard any definitive word on the practice. There’s no guarantee it will happen every time. You might need a special kind of lair or something, I don’t know. Anyway, if it does work, we’ll have a total of fifteen new awakened in the company by this time tomorrow, not just seven tonight.”

 

There were a few more cheers at this, quieting again as Rain raised his hands for silence. “As I’m not sure about what will happen when we break the core, we’re going to pick the party for the blue, first. Basically, we’ll deal with this in two rounds. I’ll tell you my wishlist, and people can bid for the seven slots once I’m done going over everything. As I talk, I urge you to be thinking about what kind of awakened you want to be.”

 

He paused, letting that sink in before he continued. “If there’s competition over a particular role, Lyn and Tahir get priority. They helped capture the blue, so it is only fair, provided that they go for one of the needed roles. Vanna is also getting priority. She’s been doing a ton of extra work as quartermaster, and she’s earned it as far as I’m concerned. If anyone’s got a problem with my reasoning or thinks I’m playing favorites, sorry. Once the codes are working, we shouldn’t have to deal with this. For now, once we’ve got applicants for all seven slots, we’ll have a lottery to decide the winner within each group. Sound good? Good.”

 

Rain didn’t wait for questions. He knew better than that. He raised his voice, shouting over the nascent chatter before it could break into full-on chaos. “Okay, roles and party composition! Listen up, noobs! If any of this comes out incoherent, sorry. I haven’t slept since yesterday.”

 

Rain snorted softly as he saw Ameliah shaking her head reproachfully. Pfft. She’s not one to talk. She’s been awake just as long as I have.

 

He cleared his throat as he looked back at the wider crowd. “First things first, I need to frame the discussion about roles before I tell you what the first slot is. I’ll start with the role everyone here is familiar with, what I call DPS. DPS stands for damage per second, and as far as I’ve seen, it describes more than ninety percent of Guilders. A DPS is what you’re thinking of when you imagine a warrior cutting a swath through a sea of foes, or a mage slinging Fireballs at a dragon. A DPS is the consummate badass, and naturally, everyone wants to be one. That, right there, is the problem.

 

“In Ascension, we already have plenty of DPS.” He raised his hands, counting them off on his fingers. “Jamus, Staavo, Val, Mlem, Ava, Mahria, Samson, Kettel, and Ameliah with her current build.” Rain glanced at her as he said the last, and she nodded slightly. She’d told him he didn’t need to hide her secret, but still. He pressed on before people had time to ponder what his comment about her current build might mean.

 

“All of them, DPS,” he said, wiggling his hands to emphasize his splayed fingers, only his left thumb not elevated. “Nine out of our fourteen awakened, which, while quite a bit better than the average in the Guild, is still a lot.” He dropped his hands. “Don’t get me wrong, a balanced party needs DPS. You can even do okay if that is all you have, provided you balance out your elements and positions. A full-DPS party can put out some crazy damage, but It will never be as good as a party with a proper mix of roles. That’s what I want to fix, first and foremost. Thus, the high-priority roles on my wishlist aren’t DPS.”

 

Rain flicked his eyes to his notes, scrolling the display. “I’ll start with the obvious role we’re missing: a healer, which is a specific subtype of the more general role that I call ‘support.’ More on that later. For now, know that the first two slots for awakening are both for healers.”

 

Rain smiled to himself as he paused. See how I’m not making a joke no one will get about how two healers would mean people could get a second opinion? I think I’ve grown. “Now, when I say ‘healer’,” he continued, “I don’t just mean someone who’s got Healing Word. There’s a difference between a mage with one point in the spell and someone who’s designed their whole build around the task. In Ascension, we’ve got Ameliah, but she is not a real healer. Neither was Wallace from the Guild for that matter, though he was working on it. Most of what I know about healing magic, I learned from him. Some of this is common knowledge, but please, bear with me. I want to clear up any misconceptions anyone might have.”

 

Rain paused to glance at his notes again. ‘Remember eye contact’? Ha. Thanks, me. He looked back out at the crowd. “In a nutshell, Healing Word is a basic spell. Anyone can take it and just dump mana on the problem. Healing via overhealth is the most common form of healing, and while it can fix almost anything in the heat of the moment, it’s a blunt tool. In the higher tiers of the Restoration tree, there are spells that can fix old trauma. Everything from healing scars to regrowing entire limbs, even if they were lost years ago.”

 

Rain didn’t miss Staavo’s frown at this. The one healer Rain had heard of who could reportedly do that charged…an arm and a leg. He shook his head and continued. “There are also ranged healing spells, AOEs, counters to debuffs, and more. The problem is that most of the spells beyond the first two tiers are dangerous. The safeties are off. If you don’t know what you’re doing, you’ll do more harm than good. I’m sure you’ve all heard the horror stories.” The body is just meat. He pushed away a shudder as he remembered Wallace’s words. “There’s no such thing as ‘Medical Intuition’,” he continued, “not like there is for most of the crafting trees. You need to be careful and learn how the body works the hard way. I know a few things here that might help, but that’s a topic for later. For now, let’s just talk about what a healer does in terms of their role.

 

“Out of combat, having a healer with you will let you keep going for encounter after encounter. Anyone who’s asked Ameliah to fix your sore feet at the end of the day knows how important that is, even in such a trivial case. In combat, the healer’s job is to stay in the back and make sure everyone’s health is full. Obvious, I know. Honestly, I can’t believe I have to explain this, but as far as I can tell, most parties just get some potions and call it good, or bring someone who knows Healing Word and that’s it. Healing Word’s not enough to make you a healer, not as your role. It also doesn’t work that well beyond level ten or so. It comes down to specialization. A Fire Mage who knows Healing Word is still a DPS. Their metamagic boosts their damage, but not their healing. They’ll never be as strong as someone dedicated to the task, just as a basic Mage will never do more damage than a Fire Mage. Being a generalist is good if you’re on your own, but we’re none of us on our own. That’s not the point of Ascension. We’re in this together. We need dedicated healers, so that’s the first two slots. We also need some other support classes that most of you will be familiar with, but I’ll circle back to that so we can talk about the second-highest priority and the next role. A tank.”

 

Rain slammed his fist against his breastplate to catch everyone’s attention, a few conversations having broken out concerning the topic of healers. “You might call it a turtle, but that conjures the wrong image. When people say turtle, what do you think of? Someone with a Defender class, shrugging off blows that would kill an ox, slowly but surely grinding their way through a sea of enemies, uncaring of any damage they might take?” Rain nodded. “It’s a rare Guilder that takes that route, but isn’t unheard of. The problem is, most of them still think they’re DPS.”

 

He paused for effect.

 

“Shitty DPS. They take offensive skills, still, instead of focusing on their role. It makes them weak.” He pointed at Carten, having already cleared this part with him. “Carten is not weak, nor is he a turtle, though he might call himself that. He’s a real tank, through and through. I didn’t think anything was odd about his build the first time he told me about it, but others disagreed. I didn’t know enough about adventurer culture back then to realize why that was.”

 

Rain smiled, motioning Carten forward. “Carten, the plan, if you would,” he said, hopping down from the forgewagon. Uncertain rumblings spread through the crowd as Carten clambered into the bed, even a few amused chuckles. Rain’s smile grew even wider as the big man slapped his meaty hands together, a happy grin on his face. This is going to be great.

 

“Thanks, Rain,” Carten grunted, then cleared his throat and addressed the crowd. “All that stuff ya jus’ said ‘bout turtles is true. Don’t know that I like bein’ called a tank, or whatever, but ya ain’t wrong. People say Defenders is crap, don’t they?” Carten planted his hands on his hips, puffing out his chest. “So, here I am, a Defender. Why?”

 

Carten waited, grinning at the crowd. Rain grinned back. Jamus, he saw, was holding his head in his hands. See? Great already. He’s a natural.

 

“Well, when I was a lad, I got ta thinkin’,” Carten said before the silence could stretch too long. “An’ before ya ask, no, it didn’t hurt.” A few laughs came from the crowd as he continued. “I ain’t claimin’ ta be a genius like Rain, but I ain’t stupid. Think fer a minute ‘bout all the big teams ya ever heard of. The Heralds of El, The Crimson Boars, The Rousers, ‘n the like. What do all of ‘em got in common, eh? There’s a Defender in there, maybe more’n one. Now think on what ya see ‘round the Guild. Any Defenders? Naw, there ain’t.” Carten tapped his temple. “Why’s tha’, ya think?”

 

Confused silence greeted him. Rain could barely contain his amusement at the befuddled crowd.

 

“No, really, I’m askin’. Someone wanna guess? Oi, ya scholar shit in the back there. Ya know, don’tcha?”

 

Staavo sighed loudly. “Because Defenders need a team to be effective,” he said, grumpily.

 

“See? He knows it,” Carten said. “Everbody’d know it if they stopped ta think ‘bout it fer a second. It ain’t that hard an equation.”

 

“Big word, Carten,” Val heckled, smiling.

 

The crowd laughed, but Carten just gave a good-natured scoff and waved the comment away. “So anyway, I’s a lad, and I think ta meself, I wanna be on one o’these big teams, right? Well then. They’ll need a Defender, then, won’t they? And there ain’t many ta go around, that helps me chances, right? Now, most idiots woulda stopped there. Jus’ gone fer it and ended up like one o those fools Rain mentioned. Me, though, I did me research. Helped that I weren’t awakened yet, an’ I had the time ta hang ‘round the Guild. Anyway, me mum, ya see, has been all over the continent. She’s seen cities bigger’n Fel Sadanis, ones with right proper Guild branches’n all tha’. Whenever she’d come home, I’d ask ‘er all about her travels an’ the Defenders she’d seen. That’s how I came up with me plan.”

 

Carten raised a thick digit. “Step one: get awakened. I’ll spare ya all the in-between steps fer figurin’ out how ta do that. Rain’s got ya sorted, there.” He raised another finger. “Step two: get indestructible. Still workin’ on that part. Shieldwieldin’ tree, passives fer me Endurance, an’ so on. Ask me later, an I’d love ta tell ya all about it. Not important right now, though. Third part’s the key.”

 

Carten raised a third finger, then grinned. “Step three: be fuckin’ irritatin’!”

 

“I thought you were still on step two, Carten,” Jamus interjected. There was another round of laughter at the comment.

 

“Har har, Jamus, but no, I ain’t started this one yet,” Carten said when it died down. “I’ve told ye all this before, so shut yer hole. Don’t got the skill points fer it, and still not done with step two.” His response to Jamus had been good-natured, but he sounded genuinely frustrated when he mentioned the lack of skill points. He took a second, combing a hand through his beard before he continued.

 

“Anyone heard ah the tree called ‘Threat Attraction’?” Carten paused for a moment, then nodded. “O’course ya have. S’kinda a joke, ain’t it? The useless tree fer gettin’ yerself killed. Well, obviously, it’s there fer a reason. World wouldn’t a made a skill tree that ain’t got no purpose. See, this is what me mum said. Whenever she’d tell me what she’d heard ‘bout one of the big teams, she’d say ta me, ‘Carty, I don’t want ya bein’ a Defender. Them’s always the ones gettin’ hurt.’”

 

“She called you ‘Carty’?” Val asked. “Can I call you Carty?”

 

“If ya do, you’ll be the one who’s gettin’ hurt,” Carten said, shaking his fist. There was another round of laughs at this, and Carten grinned. “Ya knew what ya were in fer when ya asked me ta talk, Rain. Anyhow, ya all get it, right? Defenders in big teams is the only ones what gets all cut up, an’ that must be cuz they got the Threat Attraction tree, ya see? Them teams, they got a Defender ta take the damage, an’ a Healer ta patch em back up. Threat Attraction makes the monsters go fer the Defender, an’ the Defender only. It’s a right stupid skill tree outside a team, an’ right stupid if ya ain’t got the defenses ta survive it. Point is, Defenders can handle it, and it keeps the team safe.”

 

People seemed to get it, and Carten nodded. He raised his hand again abruptly, this time with four fingers showing. “Step four: Get’ hired on to one o these big teams and get outa the shithole what’s called Fel Sadanis.” He grinned. “Looks like it worked.”

 

There was another ripple of amusement at this. Carten spread his arms wide and bowed, then hopped down from the forgewagon.

 

“Thank you, Carten,” Rain said, clapping him on the shoulder, then climbing back up. “He’ll be signing autographs after the show. Anyway, he’s exactly right. The job of a tank is to force the monsters to attack them instead of their allies. The word for this is aggro.” Rain flared Winter. “I expect you all to remember it. Monsters aren’t like animals, and they aren’t like people. Who they attack depends on who they can get to, and the perceived level of threat.” Rain nodded to Samson. The man had proved surprisingly knowledgeable on the subject. It was actually a little disturbing to hear some of the things he’d said and to have his own suspicions confirmed. The uncanniness of it all had sent Rain down another spiraling path of doubt concerning his reality.

 

“An effective party has a tank, as I said.” he continued, pushing those thoughts away. “The tank’s job is to control aggro. That’s the next two slots. Carten’s great, but he’s just one man. We’re going to want more than one tank in the company, for obvious reasons. With dedicated healers, our new tanks will be able to take Threat Attraction sooner without worrying about being quite so indestructible first.”

 

Rain reached to his waist and untied his canteen, taking a sip more to give the audience some time to think than because he actually needed the water. Instead of retying it, he set it on Tallheart’s anvil, then cleared his throat.

 

“Three fundamental roles for combat. DPS, Tank, and Support. You can quibble about the lines between them if you want but it comes down to those that do damage, those that take damage, and those that make sure the other two can keep doing that indefinitely. Let me paint you a picture of a properly structured party, just to give you an example.

 

“Frontline, we have a dedicated tank with a hammer and a shield as the anchor. Add to that two melee DPS. We’ll make one a brawler type with a sword and a shield. She can help the tank, and cover any gaps in the defense, while still doing damage as her primary goal. The second we’ll make a specialist, such as a rogue, to deal with any traps the party might run into.

 

“Backline, let’s add in some more DPS—you do need damage to get the job done after all. Let’s have some regular elemental mages to make things simple. One Fire, one Ice, because monsters that are resistant to opposed elements are rare. Let’s also add in an archer to handle armored targets. We’re up to six, now. One tank, and five DPS.

 

“To fix that imbalance, we need supports. Let’s have a healer, obviously. For flavor, we’ll make him a priest of Dystees, not that you’re likely to find one of those around here. I’m the wrong person to ask about the difference between what they do and what’s in the Restoration tree, if there even is a difference to begin with. Either way, it’s the same in terms of role in the party. To round things off, let’s have another support, but of a different type. I know you’ve all heard of this build, even if you might think I’m crazy for classifying it like I am.” Rain paused. “A Chemical Malefactor.”

 

“Ah,” Mlem said, snapping his fingers. “I see what you’ve done.”

 

Rain smiled at him, but his gaze was pulled to Mahria as she cleared her throat. “It’s the Rousers,” she said loudly, cutting through the chatter, a complicated expression on her face. “My grandfather’s team.”

 

“Yes,” Rain said, nodding to her. And one of the only teams I actually know something about. “Just an example, like I said. I don’t actually know much of their history, just scraps I overheard at the Guild. Obviously, though, they were quite successful. The Fire Mage is Burrik the Volcano, now Guildmaster, and the archer is a Citizen. There’s a reason people are still talking about the team. Which one was your grandfather, Mahria? I don’t actually know.”

 

“The rogue,” she said, then shrugged. “I never met him. He died after the team broke up, but before I was born.”

 

Rain gave her a commiserating nod, then shifted his gaze away, continuing before things got awkward. “A Chemical Malefactor,” he said, bringing them back on track. “A support, but of a different type. Some would argue that a better word is ‘controller’. Someone who debuffs enemies or changes the terrain to shift the battle to the party’s advantage. Still, I call a Chemical Malefactor a support, because something like Malaise doesn’t actually do damage; it just makes it easier for the rest of the party by debilitating their enemies.”

 

Rain rapped his knuckles sharply on Tallheart’s anvil. “This is what I want our combat parties to be like. Not exactly like the Rousers, but with the same kind of balance. All three roles, filled. A good variety of elements, covered. Utility skills for trap finding, divination, recovery, and traversal. Each member, specialized for their role. Weaker individually, yes, but as a team, stronger than any party of generalists could ever be.

 

“And it goes even further. Ascension is not a party. Ascension is a company. If we’re against a Cold lair, we send Fire Mages. We build a party suited to the task, based on the challenge before us. Further still, as a company, we can afford to have members not suited to combat. We have Myth and Reason, who can make potions, materials, and constructs for us to multiply the strength of those that do go into combat. And then, of course, there’s Tallheart.”

 

Rain hopped down, motioning the smith forward. True to his word, he hadn’t asked him again about making equipment for Ascension. Tallheart had come around on his own, pulling Rain aside earlier this morning to tell him that he’d changed his mind and wished to address the crowd. Rain wasn’t sure exactly what he was going to say, and in truth, he felt a bit bad about the circumstances. If he had to guess what had changed the cervidian’s mind, it would have been listening to the recounting of the events that had occurred inside the lair. If things had gone just a little bit worse, all of them could have died. Needless to say, both Tallheart and Ameliah had not been happy that they’d continued after the incident with the Spiritcaller, not when it had been clear that it wasn’t a normal lair they were facing. As if we would have had any way to know what’s ‘normal’ for a lair.

 

Tallheart snorted at Rain’s expression as he walked over. He didn’t climb up into the forgewagon; he simply turned to face the crowd, then frowned them into silence.

 

“I will not make equipment for those I do not trust,” he said. He paused, then nodded to Rain as he continued. “I will make company steel. I will make no enchanted weapons that might be used against my people. Of the weapons that I do make…” He rumbled ominously, narrowing his eyes. “If I learn that any of you have used one for any dark purpose, I will hunt that person down as your people have hunted mine. That is all.”

 

Tallheart wordlessly retreated to stand by Ameliah, then turned in the silence and looked at Rain, his pale eyes as hard as granite.

 



 

Several hours later, Rain collapsed in the corner of one of the sleeping rooms, beyond exhausted. It had taken him a while to get things back on track after Tallheart’s pronouncement, and he’d had lots more to cover after that. Even once he’d finished with his planned speech, he hadn’t been able to take a break. He’d spent at least an hour fending off endless questions—and the occasional attempted bribe—as he tried to help Vanna set up the logistics for the selection.

 

Finally, he’d managed to slip away. He needed to rest. Tonight, he’d have to interview all the applicants individually to verify their proposed builds, then set up the drawings, and THEN actually deal with the blue.

 

Right now, he was too tired to even consider any of that. He didn’t even bother to dig out a blanket, or even to wrap himself up in his cloak. He just plopped his head on his discarded pack next to his helmet, closed his eyes, and let oblivion claim him.

 



 

“Rain, are you in here?” Ameliah asked, poking her head into the room where Vanna had said he’d gone to get his pack. “Oh,” she said, frowning. Oops. He’s asleep? Unless…

 

Walking swiftly but quietly, Ameliah crossed the room and knelt next to him. She’d swapped out Tissue Scan, but a few seconds of watching him breathe was enough to convince her that he was just asleep, not dead or injured somehow. She really was concerned about what he’d done to his soul, but this just looked like normal exhaustion. That, she could understand. She hadn’t slept either, not since they’d arrived at the lair. She’d stayed on watch all night, too worried about the delve team to even consider rest. She had the required stats to ignore fatigue for quite a while with only minor repercussions. Rain, not so much.

 

Leaning back to sit on her heels, Ameliah snorted, then smiled. Idiot.

 

She glanced around the room, spotting a sled containing a few piled blankets, and she got to her feet to retrieve one. While she was busy with that, Dozer arrived, entering the room by dropping over one of the mud walls. The slime landed with a loud plop. Rain twitched at the sound but didn’t wake.

 

“Shh,” Ameliah hissed at the slime as she walked back to Rain with the blanket, carefully draping it over him. Dozer, of course, didn’t understand. It was headed right for Rain, but she intercepted it before it could climb on top of him. “None of that,” she whispered, herding the slime with her legs to keep it away. “Let him sleep, Dozer.”

 

Ameliah sighed as the slime doggedly continued its attempts to get past her. “Okay, fine, be like that” she said, bending to pick the ridiculous creature up. To her surprise, it didn’t immediately try to escape her arms. Instead, it relaxed, then snuggled against her stomach. Ameliah smiled as she took a step toward the door. “Come on, let’s go.”

 

Dozer began to struggle the moment she started moving, its efforts growing more frantic as she continued. With a sigh, she stopped, not even halfway there. Dozer relaxed slightly, pushing out a section of its membrane toward Rain as if reaching for him.

 

Ameliah yawned. “Fine.” Turning, she walked back and squatted down to set the slime on the ground next to Rain. “You do know to not block his mouth, right?” she asked as it investigated the blanket.

 

Dozer ignored her once more, snuggling against Rain’s shoulder. Rain didn’t react, entirely out of it.

 

“Happy, are you?” she asked the slime. It certainly looks happy. She got up, then looked at the sky. It will be night in a few hours. Should I go recheck the walls?  With another yawn, she glanced back at the slime, then blinked. It hadn’t moved, but now it was reaching for her, just as it had reached for Rain a moment ago.

 

Ameliah smiled when she saw that. It is kind of adorable sometimes, but then again, I’m reading too much into this. It’s just a monster. It doesn’t know what it’s doing. Probably some weird slime instinct or something. She glanced back at the sled with its pile of blankets, fighting off another yawn.

 

Oh, fine.

 

She relented, heading for the sled to retrieve a second blanket. The walls were plenty thick enough, and the others would be fine without her for a few hours. Blanket in hand, she walked over to her pack, which was a few stride away from where Rain was sleeping. Dozer tracked her the entire time, stretching for her as best as it could. The slime didn’t have enough control over its membrane to form a proper appendage.

 

Shaking out her blanket, Ameliah lay down and draped it over herself, using her pack as a pillow. A small effort of will forced the earth beneath her to shape itself to her body, creating a comfortable indentation as she closed her eyes.

 

Just as she was starting to relax, Ameliah was startled by a sudden wet popping sound, as if a bubble of swamp gas had pushed its way up through thick mud. She opened her eyes and turned to see Dozer still reaching for her. As she watched, the slime quivered, forming an indentation in its surface that quickly closed. After a moment, the sound repeated as the slime forced out the trapped air.

 

“Seriously?” she demanded. Maybe it does know what it’s doing…

 

The slime quivered, then stupidly resumed its efforts to reach her, still clinging to Rain’s arm. Ameliah closed her eyes again and sighed, resolving herself to ignore it. Depths, I’m tired.

 

A few moments later, there was another pop. Then another. Then a third.

 

Ameliah scrunched up her face. Damn it.

 

Without getting up, she used Earthmolding to scoot herself closer to Rain, a rock jabbing uncomfortably into her ribs before she pushed it away. She stopped when she felt Dozer grab her shoulder, still leaving plenty of space between her and Rain’s slumbering form. She reformed her indentation, then raised a low wall of dirt between herself and Rain to keep him from jumping to the wrong conclusion should he wake before she did. She left a gap in the wall for Dozer, even going as far as to shape the slime a small depression of its own, all without looking. The thing was happily clinging to her shoulder, so she knew more or less where it was. “There, you got me to come over here,” she told it, still not opening her eyes. “I hope you’re happy. This is as much as you’re going to get.”

 



 

Tallheart poked his head through the door, then rumbled softly, amused to see the slime and the wall of dirt between the two slumbering forms. He smiled as he turned away, shaking his head. Humans.

 

“Is Rain in there?” Jamus asked, nodding toward the doorway.

 

“Yes,” Tallheart said, turning to walk away “He is asleep.”

 

“Damn,” Jamus said. “Let’s find Ameliah, then. She’ll know what to do about—oh. Never mind. I found her. Huh. Are they…?”

 

“Not yet,” Tallheart said, smiling to himself. It would be good for them both, but they are too afraid of their own feelings. I should speak to them about it. They are wasting time.

 

“Well, if you say so,” Jamus said, also smiling. “I guess I need to wait for one of them to wake up. Thanks for helping me look for them. I guess I’ll go see what Meloni’s up to.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said.

 

“I’ll come find you for dinner, okay?” Jamus asked.

 

Tallheart nodded again. “I will look for you, Jamus…” He hesitated. “Bring the dog. And Meloni, if you wish.”

 

“Sure thing, Tallheart. Sounds like fun. She’s been wanting to meet you properly.” Jamus laughed as he walked away. “Bring the dog, he says.”

 

Tallheart hummed softly as he walked through the camp, happy, and yet somehow sad. With Jamus gone, he felt even more conscious of the wary looks the unfamiliar humans were giving him. He wondered once more if he had been too harsh with his threat, but set the worry aside. Too harsh was better than not harsh enough. Rain said they were good people, and Tallheart wanted to believe him, but it was…hard. It would take time. It didn’t help that Rain was so free with his trust that his opinion held little weight.

 

He only sees the best in people. Tallheart smiled softly. Even me.

 

He didn’t stop until he reached the outer wall, climbing the stairs and sitting with his legs dangling over the side. He remained there, breathing the cool air and thinking about human foolishness as lazy flakes of snow gradually began falling from the sky. After a few minutes of silence, he looked up at the clouds, then closed his eyes. I think even you could have grown to like him, Lilly.

 



 

“…ke up, idiot. Hey, slime…thing, what do you think you’re… No, don’t even think about—gahbplepppt!”

 

Disoriented, Rain blinked, clearing the sleep from his eyes as the voice pulled him from unconsciousness. Staavo? Was I dreaming?

 

As the world came into focus, time froze. Ameliah was staring at him, her head resting on her pack. Her blond hair was loose and partly covering her face, coated with a thin layer of snowflakes. She reacted at the same time he did, both of them jerking away and rapidly sitting up.

 

“…What?” Rain asked, looking around. There was a wall of earth between them, but where their heads had been, there was a hole dug into the ground that had allowed them to see each other.

 

“Pppt…gah!” Staavo gasped.

 

There was a splut as Dozer landed on the dirt near Rain’s feet, the noise momentarily stealing Rain’s attention. There was a flash of determination from the link, and the slime bunched itself up, preparing to leap again.

 

“Damn it, Rain, stop that thing, or I will!” Staavo yelled, raising his hands threateningly.

 

[Dozer, down! Come!]

 

As Rain pushed his thoughts at the slime, more details of the scene wormed their way into his groggy brain. It was night, the sky above blanketed with dark clouds with a hint of moon through them. Snow was falling lightly, the flakes lit by the evertorches burning along the walls. He was in the same open-roofed room he’d been in when he’d fallen asleep. Ameliah, though, hadn’t been lying next to him before. That would be the kind of thing he’d have remembered.

 

“Well, that’s one way to wake up,” Ameliah said, stretching as she got to her feet.

 

Dozer reached him, then pushed himself into Rain’s arms. The slime was feeling satisfied with itself for defending its human, and also content about something that might have been togetherness, or maybe family. Rain was less interested in the slime’s feelings right now than his own, however. He felt his cheeks heating as he watched Ameliah brush the snow from her hair. She was so close. If not for that wall… I’m assuming she put it there, but why did she leave a gap in it so we could—

 

“Hey!” Staavo snapped his fingers, tearing Rain’s attention away from watching Ameliah. “You two love ducks have slept long enough. I’m losing my mind out there.”

 

Rain looked at him, still groggily trying to come to terms with what was going on. Love…duck? Why a duck? And we’re not… He shook his head. That line of thought wasn’t productive. “What is it?” he asked. “How long was I asleep?” He glanced up at Ameliah. “And why were you…”

 

Rain was probably imagining it, but Ameliah’s face might have been a bit red too as she looked away. “Dozer wouldn’t stop bothering me until I moved next to you,” she said, indicating the gap in the wall. “It insisted on being able to touch both of us before it would stop blowing bubbles at me and go to sleep.”

 

“Oh,” Rain said, peering at the slime. You… After a moment, he snorted. [Nice work, Dozer.]

 

Happiness and satisfaction at a job well done flowed back across the link, the slime jiggling contentedly in his arms. It blew a bubble to demonstrate, making a wet popping sound like someone had stuck a plunger to a tile wall.

 

Staavo gave an exasperated sigh. “Damn it, Rain! Stop playing with that overgrown booger and get up! They’re driving me insane!”

 

“Who is?” Rain asked, gently dumping Dozer onto the ground. He threw off the blanket—also a new development—and struggled to his feet. His body was stiff and unresponsive. Damn soul damage.

 

“Everyone!” Staavo shouted, marching up to Rain and gesturing wildly. “They won’t stop asking me about their builds! As if I’m supposed to know every single skill in every single tree that’s ever existed!” Staavo stuck his finger in Rain’s face, causing him to jerk back. “You’re the one that’s wasted gods know how much experience unlocking every last skill in the depths of the—hey!”

 

“Stop yelling,” Ameliah said, pulling Staavo roughly by the arm to get him out of Rain’s face. “You’re being an ass.”

 

“And you two are being lazy!” Staavo snapped, jerking his arm away from her and rubbing at his shoulder. “Gods, woman, I know you’re silver, but aren’t you supposed to be a mage? What have you been eating? You practically ripped my arm off.”

 

“Neither of us slept last night,” Ameliah said, sounding annoyed. “Try to show a little consideration. Or maybe gratitude. What exactly have you been doing, other than tinkering with that project of yours? Did you help set up the evertorches like I asked you to?”

 

“That’s not important,” Staavo said, trying to step past her. “Come on, Rain, I need—”

 

“Did you help, or didn’t you?” Ameliah asked, stopping him with a hand.

 

“Well…no,” Staavo said. “But—”

 

“Quiet.” Ameliah didn’t speak loudly, but her tone brought Staavo’s teeth together with a click. Or maybe it was her hand on his shoulder. Staavo looked like he was in severe discomfort as he tried to pull away from her grasp.

 

Rain chuckled. Okay, I’d better defuse this before she hurts him, not that I think she will. He cleared his throat. “It’s fine, Ameliah, it’s just Staavo being Staavo.” He walked forward, addressing the old man as Ameliah released him. “I’ll come get them off your back, and then maybe we can talk about the steam engine, but only if you help out around the camp like Ameliah asked you to. Maybe get us some dinner.” He checked the time, wincing. “I don’t know about her, but I slept through two meals. I’m starving.”

 

“Oh fine,” Staavo grumped, muttering something that might have been in Vejik, judging by the harsh and unfamiliar syllables. Rain flared Winter, locking it in his mind. It was always good to have a wide variety of curses to draw upon. He could ask Myth or Reason what the words meant later.

 

“So, Ameliah, um…” Rain said as the three of them headed for the exit.

 

“Yes?” she asked, an unreadable expression on her face.

 

“Uh…nothing,” Rain said, looking away. “Sorry.”

 

Staavo rolled his eyes. “Kids.”
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Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎















                
123: Turbulence

                 

Within the obscuring boundary of the lair, the environment had changed. The ruins of the village and the caves of ice were nowhere to be found. There was only the dark and frigid void to greet anyone who walked through the barrier.

 

In the center of that void was a circle of light, revealing a low building, constructed from polished slate blocks, dusted with snow. That building contained the core, a deep blue gem about the size of a fist locked within a pillar of crystal-clear ice that extended from floor to ceiling. The only other notable features of the core room were a pair of ornate stone arches. One was filled with a section of the lair’s barrier, and the other led out into the void. The archway with the barrier across it was unidirectional—exit only. Anyone entering would have to brave the void, though it was just a five-minute walk.

 

Rain was currently seated cross-legged on the polished floor in front of the core, his eyes closed and his UI disabled. He’d come in here to think, more than anything else. It was nigh-impossible to find time to himself in the midst of the company, and wandering off into the forest was ill-advised. Paradoxically, the core room was likely the safest place to be alone for a radius of several hundred kilometers.

 

Nothing was going to spawn in here. The lair hadn’t generated a core panic when they’d entered the building. There simply hadn’t been energy for it. The lair’s integrity was at zero and had been since they’d finished off the essence monster. It hadn’t recovered as much as a single percentage point on its own overnight. This lair clearly wasn’t like the Fells, with its rapid recovery, and any notion of waiting for it to recharge had gone right out the window for that reason.

 

Technically, there was a way to artificially recharge a lair, but it wasn’t an option for them, though not for lack of the required skills. Ameliah had Elemental Refinement to create Cold Mana, which was necessary to feed the core, and Rain had Essence Well to keep her going—to a point, anyway. The issue was the scale of the problem. Working together this morning, the two of them had dumped around twenty-thousand mana into the thing, and they hadn’t gotten so much as a single percentage point of integrity to show for it. Worse still, even that much had taken hours.

 

As much as Rain had been happy to spend time alone with Ameliah, it wasn’t exactly a social exercise. There hadn’t been much conversation, just a lot of sitting and staying quiet while she worked. Elemental Refinement was a manual process, apparently, requiring strict focus and control. The shaping forms for the different mana types were just as hard to learn as those for a physical kata.

 

Elemental mana, Rain knew, improved power and granted greater control when used for aligned spells. Ameliah nominally had access to it, but she had only worked her way through the skill far enough to be able to shape both Heat and Cold. Even then, her conversion rate was slow, much slower than was theoretically possible.

 

Inconceivably, she’d given up on advancing the skill any further.

 

Rain had been quick to offer to help her train it by providing mana, of course, but she’d politely declined, saying that it wasn’t an issue of mana, but of time. As a Jack, she needed to be efficient with what she chose to work on, and Elemental Refinement simply wasn’t high on the list. She’d said previously that the regeneration from Winter was already enough for her to train to the point of soulstrain anyway, and that she felt no need to make a fool of herself like Kettel.

 

Rain chuckled, thinking of the growing rivalry between the company’s two Fire Mages. Kettel was showing admirable drive in his efforts to outdo Ava. He sucked, it was true. His training sessions had even started drawing a crowd, simply because of the entertainment value. As far as Rain was concerned, though, Kettel was on the right track. He was putting in the work. He’d even started coating his hands in mud to protect them from mageburn, reminiscent of the lard he’d greased himself with for slime-hunting in the sewers of Fel Sadanis.

 

Rain hurriedly pushed that particular memory away before his overmana-fueled brain could conjure an image. Searching for a safe subject, he summoned his interface, loading the company roster. At the bottom was a new grouping.
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New Awakened

Support

Vanna - Elemental Enhancer [Elemental Enhancement]

Tahir - Healer [Restoration]

Mereck - Healer [Restoration]

Tank

Evonna - Mace/Shield [Shieldwielding]

Lyn Aleuas Draves - Staff [Staff Combat]

DPS

Hanes - Ranger [Sharpshooting]

Crafting

Shena - Woodsmith [Natureworking]

Romer - Runescribe [Runes]

 










 










 

Rain smiled, looking at the names. Ascension is getting going, and sooner than I ever thought possible. Thank you, random lair. There’s going to be a lot of training going on in the next few weeks.

 

Things had gone smoothly. Better than smoothly, in fact, as they’d managed to wring eight awakenings out of the blue instead of seven. The original plan called for an awakened escort—partly for safety, though the monster had been restrained, but more importantly, to ensure that all seven unawakened party members managed to deal damage. Only later had he thought of a way around that problem.

 

An exploit is more like it, though a minor one.

 

Rain had entered the lair with the seven unawakened, just as planned. Once they’d reached the blue, he’d double-checked its bonds, then monitored its health while everyone stabbed it in turns.

 

Rain grimaced as the memory flashed across his mind. Monsters weren’t supposed to have feelings, but he still felt bad about that part.

 

Once he’d verified that all seven had dealt damage, rather than finishing off the blue, Rain had left the lair, and more importantly, the party. That had allowed an eighth person to enter, take his spot, and land the killing blow. Because the seven had already gotten their contribution, the final member could attack freely, without holding back.

 

Of course, there had been a slight risk of a party snafu. Some obscure rule could have ended up screwing the first seven out of their awakening. Rain had discussed this possibility at length with Staavo, as well as with the seven original candidates—it was kind of important to them, after all. The consensus that they’d reached was that the risk was worth it.

 

While you could have more than one party in a lair, keeping them separated took incredible focus. Ameliah and Tallheart had agreed with Staavo here, but Rain had still insisted on running some experiments. The results had held up; they’d been unable to get more than one party to form in the lair, no matter what they’d tried. Apparently, their focus hadn’t been ‘incredible’ enough. 

 

Another thing they’d tried was to have someone force their way into a full lair. Velika had done it, so they knew it was possible. She’d made it look easy, even. Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked. Neither Rain, Ameliah, nor Tallheart had been able to duplicate that feat. Either there was some trick to it, or they simply lacked the power. Velika was a goldplate, after all, and thus on an entirely different level.

 

Regardless of the risk, the tag-out plan had worked. Rain shuddered to think of the shitshow that would have occurred had it not. The original seven back in the camp would have been busy constructing a guillotine, rather than happily playing with their new powers.

 

Rain rubbed at his neck, feeling the stress of that fear lingering in his muscles. I need to get myself a hobby. All this worrying is going to give me gray hair.

 

Idly, he used Mana Manipulation to guide his mana in a lazy loop around his body. This would do precisely nothing, according to Ameliah. She’d been unable to explain even the simplest of the shaping katas when Rain had asked, though she had humored him enough to try. He was still determined to work on it, regardless. If nothing else, it might help improve his control for when he finally unlocked the skill.

 

Whenever that will be.

 

Rain sighed. It was going to be hard watching the new awakened. He was elated for the company’s growth, of course, but he also envied them. They had an easy path ahead, with skills to train and levels to earn. Rain, on the other hand, felt stuck. He was still improving his synchronization, learning the sword, working on his soul, and doing a whole host of other things, but it felt slow—never mind that his rate of progress would have made a bodybuilder from his own world cry steroid tears.

 

Rain snorted. I think I’m addicted to leveling. So be it. If I can’t level myself, I’ll level the shit out of everyone else. He looked back at the list with new focus.

 

Tahir had decided to become a healer rather than a DPS. This had come as a surprise to Rain, who had created the ‘Ranger’ slot with him in mind. That slot had ended up going to his fellow hunter, Hanes, which was fine—a ranged striker was needed, no matter who it was. It remained to be seen if the man would get himself a pair of scimitars and a magical panther to supplement his bow.

 

Mereck, the former innkeeper, had won the drawing for the other healer slot. Both he and Tahir had picked up Healing Word and Intrinsic Clarity, and they’d be practicing by taking Ameliah’s place as foot-doctors at the end of each day’s march. The spell needed a valid target in order to activate, so you couldn’t just spam it on someone who was already healthy and rake in free experience. If sore feet ended up being insufficient for their training needs, well, Val had been after Lyn to duel him ever since he’d found out she was a competent chasm duelist. A broken nose or two would be just the thing for Healing Word practice.

 

Speaking of Lyn, she had applied for the tank role, specifically as a Staff Combat Defender. She’d picked up a kata—Gazelle, for some reason—and that would be keeping her occupied for quite a while as she practiced the forms. She’d also picked up Intrinsic Strength. Most melee users took that early on, as it took a long time to level.

 

The second tank spot had gone to Evonna. She’d decided to go for a more traditional Shield Defender class, picking up Shield Bash, which she was training under Carten’s supervision. It also required a valid target to activate, apparently, and the big man had eagerly volunteered his body for her to use as a test dummy. It was abundantly obvious that he had motivations beyond just helping a fellow shield-user.

 

Evonna was…attractive. Not nearly as attractive as Ameliah, but attractive. Carten wasn’t that bad himself, Rain supposed, though he was no judge, not leaning in that direction. The big man had a rugged sort-of mountain-man thing going on. It seemed to be working for Evonna at any rate, the two of them flirting with each other shamelessly as they trained. It remained to be seen if it would go anywhere past that. On the one hand, it would be good if it helped Carten get over his recent breakup with Velika, but on the other hand, relationships in the company came with…issues.

 

Rain shook his head. Sex is something I should address. We’ve got fifty people out here, and it’s bound to come up eventually. Not that there’s a lot of privacy on the road—we don’t even have tents for crying out loud—but people are people. They’ll find a way. We’ve got Val and Vanna, Jamus and Meloni, and now maybe Carten and Evonna. Oh, and Myth and Reason, of course, but them I’m not worried about because, well...

 

Rain frowned as he stared at the core.

 

Hmm. Now there’s a thought. Can a Chemist make magical contraceptives?

 

After a moment, he sighed.

 

Of course, I can’t even ask, can I? Damn rumors. It’s getting really annoying the way everyone assumes Ameliah and I are together. If it got out that I’d been asking about…well. Just shoot me now. He shook his head. I’ll just…let people figure things out on their own. I’m the captain, not everyone’s dad. Maybe I’ll make an anonymous pamphlet or something, so we can avoid any…unintentional family complications.

 

Rain rubbed at his temples. Being in charge was a lot of work. It was already getting better as things were ironed out, but still. If not for Vanna’s help, he was sure he’d have already lost his mind. She’d more than earned her awakening, in Rain’s opinion, and to his delight, she’d signed up for the third support role with actual enthusiasm.

 

Rain hadn’t specified what kind of support he wanted for that slot, other than it not being another healer. Vanna had decided to go for a buffing build. Elemental Enhancement was a tree that was typically treated as a penny jar by those with more traditional classes. People would just take one or two skills to round out their build. It was one of the more populated and versatile skill trees, with an offensive and a defensive buff for each element—at least, that was Rain’s assumption. Some elements appeared to be missing, the skills likely hidden.

 

Either way, Vanna was planning to make the tree her primary, which would make her an Elemental Enhancer at level five, assuming the class existed. Nobody knew. Nobody built dedicated support. Her first skill was Concussive Blows, which was a single-target buff that added force damage to all melee attacks for a set duration. Ameliah said it was a good choice, and Rain agreed, as it could even be used on unawakened. He just hoped that Vanna didn’t end up getting screwed by the class not existing. In response to his concern, she’d decided on holding off on all stat point spending until she saw her options. When it came down to it, she could become a Dynamo or an Animus as a fallback, though she wasn’t keen on either option.

 

And then, there were the crafters. Rain summoned another document, this one detailing his notes on the subject.
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Crafting

 

Todo: fix this doc once you have bullet points working

Todo: fix that damn copy-paste bug

Todo: stop writing todos all over the place

 

Info from Staavo:

 

Three kinds of crafting trees:

Medium (what you work with)

Augment (how you work with it)

Discipline (what you make)

 

By combining them, you get lots and lots of combinations for making different things.

 

There are also skills in non-crafting trees that can help.

Earthmolding, for example.

 

Some classes can re-arrange skill trees.

Staavo says rumor, no proof.

Todo: Talk to Val. Find out what he knows.

 

Info from Tallheart:

 

All crafting trees have a lot of hidden skills.

More skills in general, too.

 

Runes take a long time to learn and are complicated.

 

Not everything uses mana.

Many crafting spells use stamina too.

 

Different metals are better for different things.

 

Enchanting metal is challenging because of how it interacts with mana.

Various ways around it, some more limited than others.

 

*Irritated rumbling noises*

 

Info from Myth and Reason:

 

Alchemists make special materials like adamant.

Some crafters take it as a secondary tree.

 

Many crafters require special equipment.

 

Crafting is expensive

Both for equipment and materials.

 

Non-awakened can craft!

Meloni can make basic potions.

 

General Notes:

 

Worker

Common

Requirement: None

Effect: 50% boost to non-combat skills

Warning: Experience may no longer be gained through combat

 

Haven’t been able to find a clear answer on what counts as a “non-combat” skill.

 

Crafters take a long time to get going.

 

Skilled crafters get snapped up by nobles and the Bank.

 

There are rumors of non-basic crafting classes (more than one tree, etc.).

Nothing concrete.

 

There’s this smith Karamaugin, who’s apparently hot shit.

No idea where he lives, or even if he’s still alive.

Only person I’ve heard of who makes goldplate stuff.

 

There are ‘insight’ skills that help you intuit things.

Spooky brain magic?

 

System/culture seems to encourage artisanship.

Replaceable parts --> not a thing.

Todo: industrial revolution? Bad idea?

 

Medium Trees

Metalworking 

Skills for working with metal

Metalworker

Uncommon, hidden

Requirement: Four skills in Metalworking at rank five

Effect: 50% boost to non-combat skills

Effect: +3 cap for Metalworking tree

Warning: Experience may no longer be gained through combat

 

Stoneworking

Skills for working with stone/crystal

Class unknown

 

Natureworking

Skills for working with wood/plants/cloth/paper/hide/bone/fur etc.

Class unknown

 

Augment Trees

Chemistry

Messing with molecules

Magical molecules might be a thing, see health potions

Chemist

Uncommon, hidden

Requirement: Four skills in Chemistry at rank five

Effect: 50% boost to non-combat skills

Effect: +3 cap for Chemistry tree

Warning: Experience may no longer be gained through combat

 

Alchemy

Messing with atoms

Magical atoms might be a thing, see adamant

Alchemist

Uncommon, hidden

Requirement: Four skills in Alchemy at rank five

Effect: 50% boost to non-combat skills

Effect: +3 cap for Alchemy tree

Warning: Experience may no longer be gained through combat

 

Runes

Skills for direct magical enchantment

Class unknown

 

Discipline Trees

Armor Crafting

Making armor

Class - Armorsmith, details unknown

 

Weapon Crafting

Making weapons

Class - Weaponsmith, details unknown

 

Artificing

Making jewelry and magical tools

Class unknown

 

Example Builds

Traditional Weaponsmith

Weapon Crafting, Metalworking, Runes

Bowyer

Weapon Crafting, Natureworking, Runes

Jeweler

Stoneworking, Artificing, Runes

Potion Brewer

Chemistry, Alchemy, Natureworking










 










 

As simple as it seemed, there was a lot to unpack there, and some of it might even be wrong, given the limited knowledge of those Rain had been able to talk to. They’d all have to figure it out together as they went along. He hadn’t specified what kind of crafters he wanted for the last two slots, especially since he hadn’t expected many applicants.

 

The first winner of the draw was Shena, the woodcarver, who’d decided to become a Woodsmith.

 

Yes, they really called it that.

 

A Woodsmith was a maker of wooden weapons, the primary tree being either Weapon Crafting or Natureworking. Shena had elected to start off with Natureworking, hoping that she’d end up more versatile in the long run. Romer, the scribe, was going for Runes as his primary tree, intending to specialize in scrolls and the like. Beyond that, he’d also be able to enchant Shena’s weapons for her, at least until she got her own skills with runes going later on.

 

Rain tilted his head, then opened up yet another window. He scrolled to the bottom, then added a new item, typing in a few more details.
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* Make a spreadsheet application

* Teach people Diggy Diggy Hole as a marching song

* Talk to Tallheart about Forgewagon dashboard

* See if Dozer can learn math

* Invent printing press

** Shena, carve letters

** Reason, make ink

** Staavo, build press

** Rain, compose infodumps

** Romer…rune stamps? Mass-produce scrolls? Possible?

 










 










 

Waving away the window, Rain dismissed his keyboard and closed out his entire interface again. He’d come in here to get a break from the constant theorycrafting, not just do more. Even he had his limit. There were still a few hours until he’d scheduled the drawing for the next eight slots, and he wanted to be refreshed by then, which meant he needed to think about something else.

 

Meditation would help, but I can’t do that in here. Not alone. I’m not that crazy. I could work on my interface, but I’m too frazzled at the moment to code. What I really need is a book. Proper fiction. I wonder if—

 

Rain looked up, distracted by a flash of linksight. He examined the feeling, focusing on the barest hint of flavor that came with the sense of connection. I’ll guess…Jamus? He opened the party display.
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Damn! Rain thumped his knee lightly with a fist. Wrong again. It’s so hard to tell people apart. I’ll keep working on it. 

 

He got to his feet, walking over to the door. He couldn’t see anyone in the darkness, but he raised his hand and waved anyway. Tallheart would be able to see him easily, backlit as he was by the light from the core.

 

Rain didn’t have long to wait before the antlered smith appeared, casually walking through the thermal barrier and into the circle of illuminated snow. He was wearing his company cloak over his armor but showed no sign that the cold had bothered him in the slightest. Rain smiled. That was way less than five minutes. He totally ran, then slowed down to pretend like he didn’t for dramatic effect. Oh, Tallheart.

 

“Hey,” Rain said, greeting his friend. “What’s up?”

 

Tallheart rumbled in reply. “Hello, Rain.”

 

“Something going on out there I need to know about?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said simply as he reached the building.

 

Rain nodded, moving back inside, so he wasn’t blocking the doorway. Ameliah would have just Messaged me if they needed me for something. He watched as Tallheart entered the core room, then looked around, his eyes lingering on the core.

 

Rain waited patiently.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, gesturing at the core. “Beautiful.” He closed his eyes, then sighed. “Quiet.”

 

“Exactly,” Rain said. “It’s nice in here. Peaceful. It’s a shame the core wants to kill us, but then, we are planning to break it after all.”

 

Tallheart nodded, then shifted aside his cloak, revealing that he’d been carrying a square wooden board. He held it out to show it to Rain. “Play?”

 

Rain laughed, recognizing the grid carved into the wood. It was a Ranks board. Good timing, Tallheart. It’s like he read my mind. “Absolutely.”

 



 

Hours later, Rain was standing back outside the lair, his hand resting against the barrier as he inspected the numbers written here. “Okay,” he said, taking his hand away. “We’re still good.” He turned to face the assembled group of eight before him, considering what to say.

 

The drawing had gone about as well as he’d expected—not well at all—but the arguing was done now. It had taken a while, and Rain had somehow made it through without strangling anyone for being selfish. That wouldn’t have been possible had he not been in a good mood. It was amazing what a few rounds of Ranks had done for his mental state, even though he’d lost horribly.

 

“Everyone ready?” he asked.

 

“Yes, si—, um. Rain,” Tarny said. The others shifted excitedly, reminding Rain of penguins from their awkward movements. They were all bundled up to survive the arctic temperatures inside, the lack of proper gear counteracted by just adding layers.

 

Rain nodded to Tarny, then glanced back at the roster he still had open.
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Fredek - Passivist (!) [Physical Passive]

Telen - Rogue [Dagger Combat]
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Lago - Shield+Sword [Heavy Armor]
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He dismissed the display, satisfied after reading it through one last time. The DPS slots would round out their elements nicely and provide significant utility out of combat. He’d had less time to discuss builds with the second group in detail, but there’d be plenty of opportunities for that later. They knew not to spend any skill or stat points without discussing it with him and Ameliah first.

 

“Fuckin’ depths, Captain,” Mollo cursed, tugging down the scarf covering his face. “Can we bloody go, or are you not fucking done staring at nothing? I’m hotter than a fucking forge under all this damn shit. Depths, my bloody balls are practically swimming in an ocean of my own rotten crotch sweat.”

 

“Gross,” Rain said, scrunching up his face. “And watch your language, Mollo. We’ve talked about this. I WILL have Reason make soap, just so I can feed it to you. A curse here or there is fine, but if you keep inserting them between every other word, our supply is going to run out. Save some for the rest of us, yeah?”

 

“Uh, right,” Mollo said. “Sorry, Captain. It’s just, fu—” He coughed as Rain narrowed his eyes. “Sorry.”

 

“Honestly, I can’t believe you were a servant,” Telen said. “What noble would put up with you?”

 

“Shut your damn hole, merc bastard,” Mollo snapped at him.

 

Rain sighed, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “Fix your scarf, Mollo. It’s time.”

 

“You’re sure it’s not dangerous?” Ruce asked. The former farmhand was clutching nervously at the miner’s pick he was carrying.

 

“It’ll be fine, Ruce,” said Corrin before Rain could respond, laying a hand on the barrier. The lair’s rank appeared, as well as its integrity, still showing zero. “Don’t be a coward. Nothing’s going to spawn in there.”

 

“Stop planting flags,” Rain said, shaking his head. “You’re right, though. If it hasn’t recovered yet, it’s unlikely that it will in the five minutes it takes you to get to the core. Go on in. All together now, like we discussed. Weapons at the ready.”

 

Rain watched with trepidation as one-by-one, the party members slipped through the barrier. He glanced at his clock as the last figure disappeared, then began to pace. This is going to be a long five minutes.

 

Ameliah had raised some earthen walls in a semi-circle around this segment of the barrier to create a staging area, but it wasn’t a part of the main camp. It only took Rain eleven steps to go from one edge to the other. He knew because he’d started counting. Rationally, there was almost no danger, given everything he knew about how the world worked. On the other hand, something ALWAYS goes wrong. Mlem must have a number for that rule. I should ask him.

 

Rain stopped pacing and touched the barrier. It still showed zero percent integrity, and as he pressed harder, it pressed back with a strength that he knew to be unyielding. He sighed and stepped back, then looked up, searching for Ameliah.

 

She was somewhere up there, he knew. In addition to monitoring the lair—none of them knew what would happen when the core broke, including where the party would come out—she was also keeping an eye on the main camp as well as the group Tallheart had taken scavenging for metal in the surrounding farmhouses. It wasn’t a guarantee that Essed would be there when the barrier collapsed, and Tallheart was running low on iron.

 

After a moment, Rain spotted her at last, so high that she was just a light speck against the backdrop of the gray sky. Her white cloak had made it difficult to distinguish her from the clouds, and Rain was sure he’d only managed it thanks to his perception accolade. He smiled. Flying is so awesome. I need to ask her again about taking me. I forgot about it in all the shuffle.

 

With a sigh, he returned his thoughts to the ground, glancing at his clock as he once more checked the integrity of the lair. Four minutes gone. Still safe at zero. They should be getting to the core soon.

 

Four minutes turned into five as Rain resumed pacing, then ten, and then fifteen. By twenty minutes, Rain was sweating, pressing his hand against the barrier and clenching his teeth. It shouldn’t have taken them this long. Did they get stuck? He looked back up at the sky and hunted for Ameliah, not finding her this time. He waved his arms, hoping that she at least could see him, then slapped his hand back against the magical wall. How long does it take to swing a pickaxe? Shit, they could be down and freezing to death, and there’s nothing I can—

 

Rain’s heart lurched as motion caught his eye, and he turned to see a bundled form exit the barrier slightly to his left. The force against his hand vanished. His fingers slipped through, and Rain yanked them back from the cold of the void as he spun to face the unidentified party member. “What happened?” he demanded, rushing over.

 

“We couldn’t break it,” Corrin said, pulling away his scarf. He took a deep breath, then turned to face Rain. One by one, the others exited behind him as he spoke. “The picks made it through the ice no problem, but when we got to the core, we couldn’t scratch it. We mined all around it until it was just hanging there in the air, but nothing we could do would move it or harm it in any way.”

 

“Slime-humping magic rock,” Mollo said.

 

“Not even a scratch?” Rain asked in disbelief, looking at the frustrated faces staring back at him. “That shouldn’t have happened. Ameliah said—”

 

There was a thump of impact, and Rain whirled.

 

“I said what?” Ameliah asked, rising from her heavy landing. “What’s going on?”

 

“They couldn’t break the core,” Rain answered, gesturing.

 

“Picks just bounced right off it,” Fredek supplied. He cracked his knuckles. “Couldn’t break it with my hands, either. It was like punching a wall.”

 

“Clubbs even tried licking it,” Corrin said. “Don’t worry, he’s still got his tongue.”

 

“Huh,” Ameliah said.

 

“We’re thinking you need to be awakened,” Corrin said, glancing at the others. “Seriously, we tried everything.”

 

“Not everything,” Ruce said. “We need an enchanted weapon like I said. We need Samson’s sword.”

 

Rain shook his head. “His sword is bound. The enchantment won’t work for anyone else.” He turned to Ameliah. “It’s a good idea, though. Do you think an enchanted weapon would help?” Or dynamite. I can ask Reason… No, that’s probably a bad idea.

 

Ameliah shrugged. “I have no idea. Tallheart might know, and even if he doesn’t, he could make us something to test it.”

 

Rain shook his head. “Tallheart won’t make an unbound enchanted weapon. Not even one that’s bound, not unless he trusts them like family. Maybe he’ll make an exception for this, then melt it back down after. I’ll ask him. Can you send him a Message to come back to camp?”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “It’s easier if I just take you to him.” She held out her arms. “Come on. You wanted to go flying, didn’t you?”

 

Rain blinked, staring at her open arms.

 

“What about us?” Corrin asked.

 

“Head back to the main camp,” Ameliah said. “There aren’t any monsters around, and it isn’t far. You’ll be fine. This is going to take a while.”

 

“Bloody shit in a shitpot,” Mollo said, kicking at the ground.

 

“Mollo, seriously, what did I say?” Rain said. After a moment, he sighed. “Just be patient, all of you. We’ll get this straightened out.” He turned to Ameliah, taking a step closer. “Okay, I’m ready.”

 

Ameliah nodded, then wrapped her arms around him firmly. “Hang on,” she said, her mouth next to his ear.

 

“Lucky bastard,” Rain distinctly heard Mollo mutter under his breath. He smiled as he hugged Ameliah back, being careful of his enhanced strength, not that he thought he’d be able to hurt her, even if he’d tried.

 

Ameliah spoke a quick phrase of nonsense, then there was a flash of white light, and the two of them lurched diagonally into the air.

 

“Ah!” Ameliah gasped. There was another flash accompanied by a quick jerk as they changed trajectory suddenly, zig-zagging back the other way. Rain hadn’t been ready for it, and his head thunked against Ameliah’s, her hair getting in his face as it was whipped by the force. “Crap,” she swore, and there was another jerk and flash of light.

 

“What’s going on?” Rain asked, looking down. They were already over ten meters in the air. His stomach was doing backflips in a way that was only partly from the vertigo.

 

“It’s your armor,” Ameliah said. There was another jerk, and Rain saw that the flare of light that accompanied it was indeed coming from him. “It’s interfering with the spell more than I thought it would,” she continued. “Normally I can compensate…” Another jerk. “I think I’m getting it. Don’t let go.”

 

Their speed increased as they drunkenly lurched into the sky, but not that much—perhaps to twenty kilometers per hour. Ameliah continued speaking into his ear as she struggled to correct their trajectory. “The spell isn’t meant to work on multiple people,” she said. “I’m forcing my soul to override yours so it treats us both as one. Otherwise, your armor would just absorb the— Damn!” They lurched again, their heads thunking together once more. “It’s a good thing you’re not wearing your helmet,” Ameliah said. “I’d end up with a lump the size of a goose egg.”

 

“What do you mean, forcing your soul to override mine?” Rain asked, not at all bothered by the soreness on the side of his head.

 

“If you stopped fighting me, it would help,” Ameliah said, not really answering the question as she jerkily guided them up over the top of the lair.

 

“I’m not fighting you,” he said. At least, I don’t think I am…

 

“You are,” Ameliah replied firmly. “You might not mean to, but with your soul the way it is, I don’t know. Try to focus on flying. You have to WANT the spell to work on you. It’s just like any other kind of magic.”

 

“Like a buff?” Rain asked, the connection clicking in his mind. Buffs worked even on metal-armored targets because the recipients viewed them as beneficial. Their souls would prevent the metal from dissipating the positive magic. Debuffs, on the other hand, were rejected. The metal was treated exactly the same as the rest of the target’s defenses in terms of the order that the effect was applied. An unaware target would have a neutral response, which was what made healing someone who’d been stunned or knocked unconscious difficult. It required the healer to do more or less what Ameliah said she was doing right now.

 

Rain concentrated. I want to be flying. The ground tilted worryingly below them, and he clenched his teeth. Happy thoughts. Happy thoughts. You’re flying, dingus, and Ameliah is hugging the shit out of you!

 

The effect was almost immediate. Their flight smoothed out considerably, the light fading from Rain’s armor, though their speed didn’t increase. He laughed, squeezing tighter as he watched the treetops shrink below them. “Faster!”

 

“You’re insane,” Ameliah said, incredulous. “Ugh, my stomach. Redirection is one thing. At least I know that it’s coming. That was—HEY!” They lurched violently, gravity suddenly asserting its hold and sending them plummeting like a stone until Ameliah compensated. The flash of light was almost blinding this time.

 

“Sorry!” Rain said, grinning. He’d shifted his focus to wanting to be down. It looked like it had worked, though Ameliah had been able to mostly overpower him.

 

“You shouldn’t be able to do that!” she said, craning her head away so she could glare at him. “And don’t even try to pretend like that wasn’t on purpose.”

 

“It was, you’re right.” Rain said, grinning. “I couldn’t help myself.”

 

“You and your tests,” Ameliah said. She snorted and rolled her eyes, sounding equal parts annoyed and amused.

 

“Oh hey, there’s Tallheart!” Rain said, removing one arm to point to the side. They wobbled as their center of mass shifted. “We must be moving faster than I thought!”

 

“I will drop you,” Ameliah threatened. “Just hold still.”

 

Rain shook his head. “You won’t. I trust you.”

 

“I mean on purpose,” she said. “Obviously.”

 

Rain shook his head confidently. “You won’t.”

 

“Oh, just get ready to land,” Ameliah sighed.

 

“I’m ready,” Rain said, watching the ground rushing toward them. With gravity assisting, they were really picking up some speed now. The wind howled in his ears, and he prepped Force Ward, just in case something went wrong.

 

Moments before impact, Ameliah cut their speed sharply. Rain’s knees slammed into hers as his feet hit the ground, interrupting both of their attempts to cushion the landing. They tumbled, hitting the ground and rolling together until they broke apart and collapsed to a halt sprawled next to each other.

 

Amid the falling spray of disturbed snow from the impact, Rain became aware of the rhythmic sound of metal hitting metal. After a moment, he realized what it was. Tallheart was clapping.

 

“Well done,” the smith said, rumbling with amusement.
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124: Engage

                 

“Which of these do you trust the most?” the cervidian asked, gesturing to Tarny and his companions as he looked at Lord Rain.

 

“What?” Lord Rain asked. “It doesn’t matter, Tallheart. Any of them.”

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said. Tarny froze as he felt the smith’s pale eyes settle on him. “You. Come here.”

 

Without hesitation, Tarny took a step forward. Tallheart picked up the metal object from the table next to him and held it out. It was a metal spike, like a nail, but fully the length of a man’s leg. It was made of dark iron, flaked with rust.

 

“Anything that the tip touches will be destroyed,” Tallheart said as he held it out to him sideways with one arm. “Do not make me regret making this.”

 

Carefully, Tarny accepted the implement with both hands, struggling with the weight as he cradled it to his chest. Tallheart only released it when he was sure that he had a firm grip.

 

“This is the limit of iron,” Tallheart said, speaking over Tarny’s head as if he didn’t exist. “The point holds enough power to deal…mmm…perhaps five thousand damage. A touch should be all that is needed.”

 

“Holy fu—” Lord Rain said, cutting himself off.

 

Tarny’s heart, too, skipped a beat at the number spoken by the smith. He stared at the rusted iron spike held in his hands with a new wariness. There were no runes—nothing to indicate it was anything other than a bit of old iron. Nevertheless, he thought he could feel the raw power of the enchantment trembling within the metal, begging to be released. It suddenly seemed even heavier than it had a moment ago, his arms shaking from the weight.

 

“Mmm,” the smith rumbled. “It will only last for one strike. The metal is already degrading.” He looked at Tarny, his face like a granite wall. “You should make haste. I will not be able to construct another.” He looked away. “I lack the required materials.”

 

“Yeah, wow, okay,” Lord Rain said. “Tarny, go. No, wait. Someone help him. Carry it between you. You’ll never make it the whole way with something that heavy. And be careful.”

 

“No shit, Captain,” Mollo said. He carefully moved beside Tarny, and the two of them maneuvered the spike until they were carrying it between them like the deadliest battering ram in existence. Tarny tried to keep the distaste for the man who’d supposedly been a servant from showing on his face.

 

“Go on, we’ll follow,” Corrin said.

 

Tarny nodded, and he and Mollo began carefully guiding the spike toward the lair. They paused while the others helped them bundle up their faces, then passed through. The walk to the core room was cold and nerve-wracking. Tarny feared nothing more than that he’d trip on something buried beneath the snow and land atop that wicked spike.

 

At last, they reached the core, and the blue light of the gem trapped in the ice washed over them as they entered the room.

 

“Hold on,” Fredek said, stepping forward, mining pick in hand. “The ice grew back like Rain said it would. Let me clear it. We’ve only got one shot.”

 

“Be quick about it,” Clubbs said. “Here, let me help. We don’t know how much longer the enchantment will last.”

 

Tarny waited, arms aching as the pair smashed away the protective pillar of ice. Fredek had made a living of brawling in taverns, if he recalled correctly, and Clubbs had been a farmer. Tarny found himself wondering how their strength compared to his as he watched them work. He was no slouch—he’d been on Vanna’s crew, after all—but the spike was heavy. Tallheart, however, had treated it as if it weighed no more than a slender twig.

 

Tarny tightened his grip, refusing to let the strain show on his face. My path lies in another direction, but perhaps one day…

 

Finally, Clubbs and Fredek stepped away, revealing the core hanging free in the air.

 

“Ready?” Mollo asked, looking at Tarny. The uncouth man was smiling, though his arms seemed to be trembling.

 

Tarny nodded, smiling back. Whatever he thought about Mollo as a person, he couldn’t deny the camaraderie that he felt in this situation. It was finally time for them to awaken. For ME to awaken. I’ll show you, Lord Rain. I’ll show you what I can do. I am honored to follow in your footsteps.

 

Carefully, the two of them guided the tip of the weapon toward the naked heart of the lair before them. By unspoken agreement, they both stopped with the point a mere finger’s breadth from the core. Tarny glanced back at the others, cowering near the door, then at Mollo.

 

“On three?” he asked.

 

“Fucking, on three, aye,” Mollo said, grinning from ear to ear.

 

As one, they counted, then stabbed forward. Any doubt Tarny had concerning whether they’d been too slow evaporated as a colossal explosion rocked the chamber. He and Mollo were hurled back, their padded winter gear saving them from injury as they hit the ground.

 

Spots of light flickered in Tarny’s vision as he rolled himself over, his ears ringing. He looked up to see the aftermath, then blinked. The remains of the pillar were gone, but the core was still there. There was a hole in the far wall as if someone had decided to smash a window through the stones with a sledgehammer.

 

“…the hells happened!” Fredek’s voice rose over the ringing as he entered Tarny’s field of view.

 

“It didn’t work!” someone else shouted. It might have been Lago—Tarny was having trouble distinguishing their voices. “Hey, are you okay?”

 

“Gods, look at the bar,” someone said. Tarny looked, seeing the iron spike lying on the floor amid the flattened shards of the pillar of ice. Before his eyes, the metal flaked away into powder, then vanished into smoke. Slowly, the ringing in his ears began to fade.

 

“Fucking hot dog shit for breakfast!” Mollo sputtered. The man had gotten to his feet, looking unsteady.

 

Tarny could forgive him for that one. He accepted a hand from Clubbs, allowing the stocky farmer to pull him to his feet, then shook out his cloak. Powdered ice from the pillar was dusted all across the room, with a larger shard here or there.

 

“He could have warned us about the explosion,” Telen said from where he was inspecting the hole in the wall. “If one of us had been standing in the wrong spot…”

 

“Maybe he didn’t know,” Lago said, peering at the core. “Maybe it was, like, a reaction or something.” He rapped the gem with his knuckles. “There’s not a scratch on this thing. Just how tough is it?“

 

“It isn’t a matter of how tough it is,” Corrin said, shaking his head. “Like I said before, I think you need to be awakened.” He turned his head to Ruce. “Sorry, Ruce, you were wrong. If that didn’t do it, nothing will.”

 

Ruce shrugged. “Not like I could’ve known an enchanted weapon wouldn’t work. Not like you could’ve, neither.”

 

“True,” Corrin said with a sigh.

 

“What now?” Clubbs asked.

 

“We return to the captain,” Tarny said firmly, resolve hardening in his heart. “He will know what to do.” He walked toward the portal, hiding a grimace of pain with every other step. It appeared he hadn’t landed quite as well as he’d thought.

 

The group followed him out, finding Lord Rain waiting for them, along with Tallheart and Ameliah. The powerful presence of Rain’s soul washed over Tarny, comforting in its weight.

 

“Captain!” Tarny said, resisting the urge to bow. “The weapon worked, but the core was not destroyed.”

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart mumbled. “What do you mean, ‘worked’?”

 

“We touched the tip to the core after clearing the ice,” Tarny said, looking at him. “There was an explosion that destroyed the pillar and blasted a hole in the far wall. Mollo and I were sent flying by the force.”

 

“Are you okay?” Lord Rain asked, glancing from Tarny to Mollo and back.

 

“We are,” Tarny lied, glancing at Ameliah. I could ask her… No. I will not show weakness in front of Lord Rain for mere bruises.

 

“Damn,” Rain said with a sigh. “Well, it was worth a shot.” He looked from Tallheart to Ameliah, then rubbed at his eyes. From a pouch, he drew a bag, then dumped the contents onto his open palm. Eight small stones, seven black, and one white, each carved with the symbol of the Worker. Ranks pieces.

 

“I’m going to put these back in the bag,” Rain said. “The eight of you will draw stones, one at a time. The white stone…loses.” He shook his head, tipping the stones into the bag and giving it a shake. “Sorry. We need an awakened to take their place.”

 

“Understood, Captain,” Tarny said. A fair system. Regrettable, but fair. Should I ask him if I… No. He does not play favorites.

 

“Here,” Rain said, offering Tarny the bag. “Let everyone draw before you look.” Wordlessly, Tarny reached in and drew a stone, holding it in his closed hand. Fate will not fail me.

 

One-by-one, they drew, until all eight of them stood with their fists held out in front of them.

 

“Go ahead,” Rain said.

 

Tarny looked down at his hand as he flipped it over and opened his fingers. He felt his heart stop as he stared at the white stone resting on his palm.

 



 

Rain led the group through the darkness in silence, lost in his own thoughts. He kept putting himself in Tarny’s shoes, thinking about how he might have felt in his place. To come so close to awakening, only to have his chance taken away by a twist of fate.

 

In the grand scheme of things, Tarny was merely back in the same boat as the others that had lost the drawings, but Rain knew that would be scarce comfort. Losing something always hurt more than never having it in the first place. It was a simple fact of human psychology.

 

To his credit, Tarny hadn’t argued against the decision. Hadn’t raged. Hadn’t demanded best two out of three. He’d simply stared at the white stone in silence. Eventually, Ameliah had taken him back to the camp at Rain’s request, leaving him to manage the others. He was confident that she would know what to say. He was sure that he didn’t.

 

Rain looked up, realizing that he’d crossed into the light. He didn’t speak as he led the others inside the stone building, not wanting to break the reverent atmosphere. As he inspected the room, he noted that the pillar of ice had started to reform, growing from both floor and ceiling. It had yet to encapsulate the core, but it was getting there. The hole that Tallheart’s weapon had blasted in the far wall was still there, unchanged, Rain assumed. There was no indication that the lair was attempting to repair the damage to the stone.

 

Rain shook his head, walking up to the core. He glanced at the others, who were watching him with anticipation in their eyes. They looked excited. Eager. That made him feel slightly better. Seven out of eight was still something.

 

He held back a sigh. Assuming it works.

 

Rain looked at the core. He’d long-since prepped everyone on what to expect, telling them of soulspace, accolades, interfaces, and more, though with the disclaimer that not all lairs were the same.

 

Adventurers used the term ‘accolade’ to refer to any reward for breaking a core, but it wasn’t always something you could keep, like his perception boost. There was always a plate, as he understood it, but sometimes it was nothing more than a glorified coupon. As an example, Ameliah said she’d once received a thousand Tel from a lair. The plate it had given her had dissolved into a mountain of the tiny crystals in her hands.

 

Inconvenient, that.

 

A single GranTel would have had the same value and been much more manageable.

 

In any event, Rain didn’t know if such a single-use accolade would have the same awakening effect as one of the more permanent variety. He also didn’t know if he’d be able to break the core in the first place, nor if his damaged soul would get in the way.

 

In fact, he was actually hoping that the lair might do something to help him. That was why he’d taken it upon himself to lead the group, rather than sending someone else. Breaking a higher-leveled core wouldn’t raise the cap for someone who was already awakened, that he knew. The only questions were if he was strong enough to break the core and if his soul was intact enough to manage it.

 

Rain clenched and unclenched his hands, then removed his right gauntlet with a twist. “Here we go.”

 

The impatient whispers that had started behind him abruptly cut off. Rain wrapped his fingers around the glowing blue gem, finding it slightly too large to grasp completely. It was cool to the touch. Rain waited there, holding the gem gently as he strained with all of his senses. This is your last chance, core. If you’re alive, send me a sign.

 

There was no response, not so much as a flicker in the steady blue glow. Linksight was as silent as the air in the chamber.

 

Rain tightened his resolve. So be it. If I’m wrong…I’m sorry. 

 

He squeezed.

 

The core shattered. It broke easily, as if it had been made from hollow glass. Rather than digging into his flesh, the shards simply evaporated into blue light, which quickly vanished. Rain barely noticed this before he found himself abruptly in the void. There had been no fanfare, just a sudden, instantaneous transition.

 

Though he’d been expecting it, Rain’s eyes widened. He looked down to see his avatar wearing the same outfit he’d crafted upon his previous excursion to this bizarre not-reality—a simple long-sleeved shirt and jeans, though the texture was lacking.

 

As before, his body in this place appeared to be a translucent-blue projection—a hologram. Also as before, the damage to his soul quickly made itself apparent. With no warning, a glitch snapped his head back up, wrenching his perspective and leaving him staring straight ahead at the darkness. It swirled like smoke beyond his zone of influence, the absence of light given physical form.

 

Rain waited for a few breathless moments, grappling with his growing unease. He’d already considered the possibility that his damaged soul might prevent the accolade from appearing, leaving him banished in the shadow realm. He’d discounted this as a needless worry, reasoning that it had only happened before because the Majistraal artifact had been holding him. There’s nothing to do that, this time. Unless the lair…

 

Just as Rain began to panic in earnest, there was a blue flash in the darkness. The light rushed toward him, ignoring the incongruent geometry of soulspace to hover right in front of his eyes as it condensed into an object. It was a plate, still spun from light like his avatar, though a deeper blue.

 

Rain sagged with relief. He reached for the plate, then hesitated, looking around at the emptiness. I could…wait. Stay a while and run some experiments…

 

After a moment, he snorted. This isn’t the time to screw around.

 

Reaching out slowly to avoid any glitches, he plucked the plate from the emptiness. As he did, the glow faded, white letters forming as the light transformed itself into deep-blue metal.

 





	
Accolade of the Essed Frostbarrows

Grants the ability to use Ice Bolt










 

With a sickening jerk, Rain was abruptly back in his body. The twisted sense of vertigo that accompanied the transition left him reeling. It and the initial delay in the plate’s appearance were good indicators that his soul damage had caused an issue after all.

 

“It worked!” shouted Fredek.

 

“Yeah!” someone else shouted.

 

“Uh…Captain?” Telen said, pointing toward the door to the void with the torch he was holding.

 

Coming back to himself, Rain blinked, then looked, his eyes widening as he saw whiteness. Snow. No, a blizzard. The lack of wind belied the torrent of flakes falling from the sky.

 

“Move, people!” Rain shouted, his thoughts dropping back into gear. “Out through the arch!”

 

He didn’t need to tell them twice. Everyone had heard the story of what had happened with the Spirit Caller. As they scrambled for the exit, the wind began at last. Snow whipped through the door, blasting them with cold and threatening to blow out their torches. Rain was the last through. He’d forced himself to maintain a brisk walk, rather than resorting to a mad dash as the others had done, worried what would happen if he slipped.

 

The staging area appeared before Rain’s eyes. Tallheart was still there. He was currently helping Mollo to his feet as the others stared past Rain toward the barrier.

 

Rain walked forward casually, not interrupting his stride, though his heart was beating furiously in his chest. He had his image to consider. Passing the others, he pivoted smoothly to see the barrier behind him quivering. As he watched, the swirling wind destabilized, growing even more turbulent. Suddenly, the entire thing popped like an enormous soap bubble, exploding into a shower of snow.

 

As the air slowly cleared, the ruins of Essed were revealed. The real village was considerably smaller than the fake version they’d found within the lair, judging from what little of it Rain could see. It seemed there’d been a fire, and many buildings had collapsed in on themselves.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart rumbled. “The village remains.” He paused. “Perhaps…the villagers as well?”

 

Rain nodded, then used Detection. After waiting for the return, he shook his head. “No.” He pinged a few more times. “There are bodies, but nothing alive. Human or otherwise. Not within range, anyway.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said somberly, turning and walking back toward their camp.

 

“Where are you going? Don’t you want to know if it worked?” Rain asked as he passed.

 

Tallheart paused, then glanced over his shoulder. “It is obvious that it did,” he said.

 

“Oh,” Rain said, watching the others stare into space, interacting with things he couldn’t see. “Yeah, I suppose it is.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, turning away once more.

 

“Hey, Tallheart,” Rain said.

 

“Yes?” Tallheart asked, stopping and tilting his head, but not looking back.

 

“If you’re going back to camp, tell Vanna to get people ready to search the village. We’ll…collect the bodies. Then have a memorial for them or something.”

 

“I will do so,” Tallheart said, nodding. He took a few more steps, then jumped, landing atop the earthen wall surrounding the staging area, making the incredible three-meter leap look effortless.

 

Rain snorted as Tallheart dropped down the other side and out of sight. I suppose if I could jump like that, I wouldn’t bother with stairs either. Wait, I have Velocity. I actually can jump like that, can’t I?

 

“Is that the accolade?” Corrin asked, startling Rain as he moved next to his elbow.

 

Rain looked back down at the plate that he only now realized he was still holding. He looked at Corrin, then nodded. “Yeah.” He bit his lip behind his helmet, reading the words once more. He’d been interrupted by the collapse of the lair before he could even process just how rare this kind of accolade was supposed to be. I mean, it’s only a tier-zero skill, but still.

 

“Wasn’t there supposed to be…” Corrin waved his hands, “…some sort of…soulspace or something? I didn’t see anything like that, just a window in my face.” He swiped at the air a few times. “Huh. That’s funny. It’s using the numbers you taught us, not the ones I’ve known my whole life. It says I’m level zero.”

 

Rain blinked, coming back to himself. He stared at Corrin, then at the others.

 

“Did any of you see the void?” he asked. “Or get something like this?” He held up the plate.

 

Confused looks and various signs of negation greeted him.

 

“Huh,” Rain said, staring back at the metal rectangle in his hand.

 

“Maybe it’s either-or?” Clubbs asked.

 

“No,” Rain replied. “When this happened before, the person we awakened got an accolade, the same as everyone else.”

 

“Could be this was a different kind of lair, like you said,” mused Telen.

 

“Maybe…” Rain replied, unsure. What was different? He looked up at the others. Different level. Different number of unawakened… Different number of people in general, actually. We had seven then, not eight. Could there be some…finite amount of essence or whatever? What takes more, an awakening, or creating an accolade? Damn it, I need more data. He shook his head. “Does anyone’s interface tell them what their cap is?”

 

“Uh, how can I tell?” asked Mollo.

 

“Look for any numbers that aren’t your stats or your vitals,” Rain said. “Maybe a nine, like the lair was. It won’t be higher than that.” Without bothering to consider whether it would work, he dismissed the accolade, which vanished without complaint into his soul. Only after he’d done it did he realize how effortless it had been. Did…I get healed? Am I fixed? He concentrated on the other accolades beneath his breastplate. Nothing happened. Hmm. Maybe not. Damn.

 

“I don’t have any numbers,” said Mollo.

 

Rain blinked as his mind ground to a halt. “Wait, what? Really?”

 

Mollo nodded.

 

Rain shook his head in disbelief. “I mean, I’ve heard of that, but how—? What does it say about your stats?”

 

“Fucking pathetic,” Mollo said with a grin, gesturing as if he was holding something, though there was nothing in his hand. “For all of them. It’s jars with labels on ‘em saying the stat and telling me how shit I am in it. And I’ve got this like, other jar full of bloody magic juice or something.” He held up his empty hand, shaking it in the air as if he was indeed holding a jar and sloshing the contents around. “I think if I pour it in one of the others, that’s how I boost my stats. Makes more sense than your damn windows or whatever it was.”

 

Rain blinked, then deadpanned, “Ah, yes. Jars. Of course. It makes so much sense. Clearly better.”

 

“Oh, fuck you,” Mollo said, laughing.

 

Rain snorted and shook his head. “Anyone else?”

 

After some discussion, it didn’t seem that anyone had an interface that listed their level cap. Though the format varied, everyone seemed to get more-or-less the same information Rain had gotten when he’d first awakened—stats, vitals, available skills, and so forth. Only Mollo had an interface devoid of numbers. Corrin’s was the closest to Rain’s, using Arabic numerals, but not the metric system. Rain hoped that that would change for everyone as he continued their reeducation.

 

Eventually, Rain decided that they’d be better off just heading back to the camp. Theorizing about the system at a meta level was a rabbit hole that he could easily get lost in, and it was better done over food, anyway. There’d be plenty of time for him to interrogate the new awakened in the coming days. Right now, he had something he needed to do.

 

After leaving the others with Vanna, Rain walked through the camp. He greeted people politely as he passed, but didn’t stop to engage in conversation. Upon reaching the center, he pinged with Detection, then frowned, spinning to the left and striding off. He pinged again, then increased his pace, heading for the wall.

 

Tarny was on his own out there, against his standing orders. From the top of the wall, Rain spotted him sitting under the shadow of a tree a short distance away. Rain quickly dropped down and crossed the snowy ground, scanning for any threats. It was day, and monsters were unlikely to attack with so many people nearby, but it never hurt to be too cautious. There had been incidents, after all.

 

Tarny turned as Rain approached, and Rain saw that his eyes were red and puffy.

 

Ah, Rain thought as the man struggled to his feet. It’s even worse than I thought it would be. He automatically controlled his expression before he remembered that he was still wearing his helmet, never having removed it after leaving the lair.

 

“Captain,” Tarny choked. He sniffed, rubbing at his nose with the sleeve of his gambeson.

 

“Tarny,” Rain said, pretending he didn’t notice the man’s state out of respect for his dignity. “I recall saying nobody was to leave the camp on their own.” He raised his hand, stopping Tarny, as it looked like he was struggling to find a response. “I understand why you might have wanted to be alone, but it is still reckless. You could have asked Ameliah to make you a private chamber, or—” Rain sighed, stopping and shaking his head. “You know what, forget it. It’s fine. You were close enough to the walls, and I wanted to talk to you alone anyway.”

 

Tarny looked down and away. Rain frowned, considering his next words carefully.

 

“Tarny,” he finally said, bringing the man’s attention back to him. “Just so you know, the core-break worked. The others are now awakened, but we don’t know what their caps are yet.”

 

Tarny looked up, hurt confusion on his face. Rain winced, then hurriedly continued. “There was a complication. We don’t know why, but none of them received an accolade, only me.” He held up his hand, the dark blue plate dropping into it easily. “This one.”

 

Tarny sniffed again. Rain grimaced. Damn it, this isn’t going well. Better just plow on. “Watch,” he said, raising his other arm, pointing at a nearby rock. Ice Bolt.

 

With a blast of blue interference, a twisted shard of ice formed. It launched itself from Rain’s hand at an angle, then slewed to the side as it flew before crashing lengthwise into a tree with a crystalline impact. Not bad. Never mind that the tree wasn’t what I was aiming for. He looked back at Tarny, who was staring numbly at the damaged section of bark where the bolt had shattered.

 

“Ice Bolt, tier-zero,” Rain said as he lowered his arm. “The accolade lets me use it, which is exceedingly rare as I understand it. I’m not sure exactly how much this plate is worth, but a few thousand Tel wouldn’t be a bad estimate. As long as someone has it in their possession, they can cast the spell freely, even rank it up, in theory.” He held out the plate. “Here.”

 

Tarny’s eyes widened, but he didn’t attempt to take it, even taking a step back. “My Lord, I…” he struggled, his mouth making uncertain shapes as he tried to decide what to say.

 

For once, Rain decided to let the title slide. “Go on. I want to see what will happen.”

 

Hesitantly, Tarny stepped forward, extending a hand. He paused, looking at Rain, only taking the accolade after another nod of encouragement.

 

At once, Tarny stumbled back. At the same time, Rain felt a twinge from linksight as the plate unbound itself from him, presumably binding to Tarny instead.

 

Rain smiled. “What do you see?” he asked, watching Tarny’s eyes as they moved, clearly reading text.

 

“I-I see the skill!” Tarny gasped. “It says…provisional interface. What does it mean?”

 

“Interesting,” Rain said. I wasn’t expecting that. “I suppose it means the system is letting you interact with some small part of it, even though you aren’t awakened. Can you see anything else? A status window, or some stats or something like that?”

 

“No,” Tarny said after a moment, “but I feel…something. Is this mana? Can I…” He looked at Rain as if asking for permission.

 

“Go ahead,” Rain said, gesturing toward the tree. “Give it a try.”

 

“How?” Tarny asked, sounding overwhelmed.

 

Rain tilted his head, considering. “For me, I used to just focus on the name of the spell, and this little icon would come up on my interface. Then I could sort-of will it to work. Now, it’s become automatic. I barely even have to think about it anymore.”

 

Reverently clutching the plate to his chest with one hand, Tarny turned to face the tree. He raised his other arm, a look of concentration on his face. He gasped as the shard of ice formed. Rain noted that it looked much sharper than his own deformed version had. Tarny stumbled slightly as the bolt shot away from him, spearing into the tree dead-on, penetrating deep into the wood and staying there.

 

“Nice shot,” Rain said. “Nailed it, first try.”

 

“Lord Rain,” Tarny gasped, turning, hints of tears once-more in the corners of his eyes. He shook his head. “Captain. I… I can’t…” He took a deep breath, then seemed to force himself to smile. Looking like a starving man pushing away his dinner, Tarny pried the plate away from his chest and held it back out to Rain.

 

Rain snorted. “No. Keep it.”

 

“Really?” Tarny asked, his tear-filled eyes widening as he stared down at the plate.

 

Rain smiled, then reached up and unscrewed his helmet so Tarny could see his expression. I should have done that to begin with. “Yes, really. Ice Bolt is of little use to me. As you saw, my armor throws off the magic. Therefore, I’m donating the accolade to the company, and I’ve decided that you’ll be its first bearer. You can use it as much as you’d like until you don’t need it anymore. I hope that you’ll then pass it on to someone else.”

 

“I’m… I mean…” Tarny sputtered, clutching the plate to his chest again. “Thank you, I—”

 

“This is what Ascension is, Tarny,” Rain said, shifting his helmet so he was holding it under his arm. “I’m not going to hoard power or wealth when someone else needs it more. Not when sharing benefits us all.” He turned away, heading back toward the wall. “Come on. Let’s get you back to the camp.”

 

Rain smiled to himself as he heard Tarny following.

 



 

Two days later, it was snowing lightly as dawn broke over Ascension. The camp was quiet, with only the sentries standing guard atop the wall moving in the stillness. Fires burned there, as well as within the camp in the various divided sleeping areas where people slumbered soundly. It would be a while, yet, before the awakened would rise.

 

Rain smiled as he lay in the sculpted depression Ameliah had made for him, amused, considering just how appropriate that title actually was. All of the freshly awakened company members would be getting their daily alarms in a few hours. The entire culture of this world seemed to operate on that schedule, everyone rising well after the sun had risen, awakened and unawakened both.

 

Carefully, Rain got to his feet, tiptoeing to avoid disturbing Ameliah, who was slumbering nearby. The sleeping chamber they were in was somewhat cramped, the two of them sharing it with Tallheart, Jamus, and Meloni—plus Cloud and Dozer, of course. Dozer’s enforced sleeping arrangement had become a routine in the past few days, and amazingly, Ameliah hadn’t even complained. Instead, she’d even laughed about it, deciding to indulge Dozer, citing the fact that nobody wanted to see a pouty slime.

 

Said slime shifted as Rain moved away, reacting to his departure. He could feel Dozer’s discontent through the link that connected them. Focusing, Rain gently nudged the slime back to sleep with thoughts of comfort and warmth.

 

Creeping past the others, Rain moved out into the central area of the camp. There was a line of sleds there, mostly packed and ready to go, dusted by a coating of snow that hadn’t been melted away from the heat of the fires. The sleds were stuffed to bursting with supplies scavenged from frozen root cellars and pantries. Essed hadn’t been affected by the toxic chemical transformation that had gripped Fel Sadanis, fortunately for them.

 

Had they not been leaving today, Rain would have used the time before the camp woke for his morning exercise routine. His soul hadn’t been healed by the core as he’d hoped, his condition unchanged. He still had to deal with the stiffness, heartburn, headaches, and everything else. His morning training helped loosen him up, but it was tiring, and they’d be marching in a few hours anyway. He could deal with it until then.

 

Rain walked to one of the sleds, pulling free a huge wooden bowl and a small crock of honey. Then, he walked to the next sled over and retrieved a few more things, chief among them a sack of coarse-ground flour. He brought everything over to one of the earthen ovens that Ameliah had sculpted into the wall, setting down the supplies so he could start a fire. As the flames grew, Rain proceeded to busy himself with the making of bread.

 

By the time the rest of the camp had risen, he had a neat line of five sad-looking loaves that hadn’t.

 

Their supply of starter needed a few more days, it seemed. It didn’t matter, though. People still thanked Rain for the “crackers” with enthusiasm, compensating with liberal quantities of butter and good-natured mockery.

 

The company took their time getting ready, eating richly of the supplies they wouldn’t be able to bring with them and luxuriating in the relative comforts of the camp that they’d built over the past few days. Travel discipline would start tomorrow, Rain decided. This waking-up-at-eight thing simply wouldn’t do if they were going to make it to Vestvall in any reasonable timeframe. As he tried to hurry them along, he considered whether he should ask Tallheart to make him a bugle.

 

Around ten, Ameliah lowered one of the walls, creating a passage for the sleds to exit. While Vanna worked to get everyone into formation and out and onto the road, Rain lingered atop the remaining fortifications. He stood facing a line of graves in the field beyond their camp, already covered by snow. He held his head low in silent respect for those that hadn’t made it through the shift.

 

When everything was finally ready, Vanna called to him, and he descended from the wall and spoke with her briefly before moving to the head of the column. Tallheart was there, sitting in the rebuilt forgewagon and chatting with Ameliah and Carten. The smelter in the back shimmered with heat, holding a substantial quantity of molten metal that the smith had yet to cast into ingots. Dozer was somewhere in the middle of the column—playing with Cloud if Rain had to guess from the impression he was getting through the link.

 

“Are we ready?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain nodded. “Yes.” He climbed into the forgewagon, standing atop it and signaling to Vanna, who had taken her position at the first sled.

 

She nodded to him, then turned. “Ascension!” she yelled. “Prepare to move out!”

 

Rain smiled. She’s getting good at that. He sat down in the passenger seat, then placed his feet and began to pedal, helping Tallheart bring the flywheel up to speed. Ameliah walked around the forgewagon to stand next to him, and Carten took a defensive position on the other side. Similar groupings were already in place, all down the line, the new awakened spread throughout.

 

Rain glanced at Ameliah, smiling, then nodded to Tallheart and faced the road ahead. He raised a hand, fingers loose, then gestured forward, speaking in his best Patrick Stewart. “Engage.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled, pulling the levers and bringing the forgewagon into lurching motion. The tracks barely even clattered, the “Muffler” Tallheart had added already showing its worth.

 

“Who was that voice supposed ta be?” Carten asked, crunching through the snow beside them.

 

Rain scratched at his chin, considering. “Well, we do have the time,” he said. “Hmm. Where do I even begin?”

 

Ameliah chuckled. “Uh-oh, Carten. Now you’ve done it.”
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125: Vestvall

                 

The rider shivered as a blast of arctic wind sent snow swirling into his face. He pulled his cloak tighter about himself, his fingers numbly clutching the reins beneath it. It was freezing out here, which was only to be expected, given that it was the end of Winternight. He’d lost track of the specific day. For all he knew, it could be Fallow by now.

 

The trees provided scarce shelter from the wind as the rider’s horse plodded through the snow. The animal had slowed while the rider had been fussing with his cloak, so he nudged it sharply with his knees to get it going again. He swore as this sent a spike of pain through his injured leg.

 

Both he and his horse were miserable, but neither the storm nor his leg was bad enough for him to shirk his duty. The hunters and the woodcutters would soon leave the relative safety of Vestvall to go about their business, and someone had to verify that nothing nasty had crawled up from the crack overnight. The monsters that spawned on the surface usually had levels between two and five, which was manageable for the unawakened. Those from below were a different story.

 

The rider stiffened, his horse flicking its ears as both of them reacted to the same sound—a footstep.

 

Casting himself free of his cloak, the rider bared the bow that he was wearing over his arm. Slipping it free from his shoulder, he fumbled for an arrow as he peered through the snow. Please be something we can eat, and not something that can eat me…

 

“Peace,” said a voice.

 

The rider let out a strangled cry as his horse bucked, almost throwing him. He managed to get it back under control, grinding his teeth against the agony from his leg. He forced the pain into the background as a cloaked figure came into view, climbing up from behind a hill to the west.

 

The figure was enormous. Whoever it was, they were wrapped up in a dappled white cloak, their face shadowed by a hood. With the snow and the dim light of the overcast morning, there was no way to see the person’s features.

 

The rider’s heart thundered in his chest as he addressed the figure. “Who the hells are you?” He clicked his tongue in irritation at his horse as it shied back, squeezing with his legs despite the pain. “Damn it, Dust,” he muttered under his breath.

 

“Dust…” the cloaked man said, considering the name. “Hmm.” He began walking toward them.

 

“Hold it!” the rider shouted, raising his bow threateningly. How in the hells did he hear me? Awakened? He must be. Nobody else could have survived a night outside the walls, and I’m sure I’ve never seen a cloak like that before. An adventurer? From Fel Sadanis?

 

The man stopped, throwing back his cloak and raising his hands in a placating gesture. A flash of recognition shot through the rider’s mind as he realized that the man’s apparent size had come from his armor. He was wearing full plate, the dark gray steel almost black in contrast with his white cloak.

 

“Easy there,” the man said. “Apologies, I was distracted by the horse. Happens to me all the time. Well, not horses, but—sorry. You asked me who I am.” He lowered his hood and pulled down a scarf, revealing a helmet made of the same dark steel—no, not dark steel, Dark Steel.

 

“Hello, Stint. Long time.”

 

“Rain!?” Stint shouted, lowering his bow.

 

The man laughed, finishing removing his helmet. “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting to find you out here. I almost tripped when Detection found a human, and then again when it told me it was someone I knew. After that, though, I got it in one. Lucky guess. It’s good to see you.” He closed the remaining distance, then stopped to extend an armored hand to the horse, which nuzzled it with familiarity.

 

Rain laughed. “So, your name is Dust, huh? I don’t think I ever knew that. You are the same horse, right?”

 

Dust snorted, pressing his nose into Rain’s hand.

 

Stint’s jaw worked. “Why—no, how are you here? Did the Guild send you? Alone?! Did Fel Sadanis survive? It’s been so long, and no one came. We thought… We thought we were alone!”

 

Dust whinnied and shook his head, unhappy with the way Stint was squirming in the saddle.

 

“Easy there,” Rain said, taking a step back. After a moment, he smiled. “No, the Guild didn’t send me, and no, I’m not alone. I’ve got questions for you too, Stint, but let’s get you warmed up first. Then we can join the others and have a talk.”

 

Stint yelped in surprise, jumping as heat began rolling off of Rain. Dust bucked again, and Stint had to fight to keep his seat. He hissed, spots floating across his vision as he struggled against the latest wave of agony from his injured leg.

 

“Shit, sorry,” Rain said, the heat fading slightly. “Easy, Dust, easy. Oh! Stint, your leg! You’re injured?” He gestured to the splint. Dust settled down, and Rain stepped closer, peering at the binding. “Broken?” He sniffed, then frowned.

 

Stint nodded numbly, flexing his hands as the heat seeped into his frozen joints. Dust whickered, shaking his head, the snow already melted from his mane. As Stint stared at Rain, still trying to come to grips with the sudden change in his situation, an errant thought sent a chill flowing through his veins despite the warmth the armored mage was throwing off.

 

“Shit, if you’re here…” Stint said, swallowing. “Is Lady V. with you?”

 

“What?” Rain asked, looking surprised. “No, she’s not. Why would she be?”

 

“Oh, thank the gods,” Stint said.

 



 

“Yo!” Rain shouted, waving as the pair of them passed out from the cover of the branches. “You’ll never guess who I found on my patrol!”

 

“Rain?” A woman’s voice answered, but Stint wasn’t paying attention. His jaw had dropped the moment he exited the trees. We’re saved.

 

There on the westroad was a line of sleds, led by an enormous metal wagon. People were milling about everywhere. Dozens of people. Armed. Armored, some of them. All were wearing immaculate white-dappled cloaks, just like Rain’s.

 

Stint gripped the reins tightly as he recognized some of them. Ameliah, who’d just spoken. Tallheart, the armored cervidian, standing by the metal wagon. The big man with the beard who’d clubbed him in the head with a shield. A name floated back to him, along with the remembered pain. Carten.

 

“Holy shit, it’s that guy!” Carten shouted, pointing as he started toward them. “What the fuck is he doin’ here, Rain?”

 

“What’s going on in Vestvall?” another man shouted urgently, hot on Carten’s heels. His orange hat had tumbled to the snow in his haste, but Stint recognized him anyway. Jamus. 

 

Jamus slid to a stop, clutching a hand to his chest. “The city,” he gasped. “Is it— How many survived?”

 

Stint blinked, overwhelmed. The entire expedition seemed to have dropped whatever they were doing and were heading in his direction. “About…three quarters,” he managed, glancing at Jamus.

 

“My family…” Jamus said, clearly struggling to restrain himself. “Do you know a man called Bens?” He paused, then, seeing Stint’s lack of recognition, continued in a rush. “About my height. Black hair, green eyes. Or a boy with…no, a man too, now. Hang on, I have a drawing…”

 

“Jamus…” Rain said softly with a pained note in his voice. Jamus ignored him, throwing back his cloak to dig through the pockets of his orange robe.

 

In the corner of one eye, Stint caught a flash of a slightly different shade of orange, then did a double-take. It was the bald merchant with the enormous mustache that he’d saved from bandits. The man’s daughter was clinging to his side, pointing excitedly at Stint as she tugged at his cloak. They’re here too?!

 

“Here, look! Look!” Jamus said urgently, pushing a beat-up old notebook up at Stint. “Do you know them? They’re older now, but…”

 

Stint blinked, looking down at the drawing on the page Jamus was showing him. Four figures, one of them Jamus, though quite a few years younger, plus a woman and two boys. One was in his mid-teens, the other perhaps seven or eight. Upon closer inspection, Stint saw that the younger boy was holding a baby. He shook his head slowly. “Maybe? Sorry, I don’t know.”

 

“Gods damn it, I’m going!” Jamus shouted, snapping the notebook shut.

 

“Wait!” Rain shouted, but Jamus had already dashed off, headed for the road.

 

“Oi, Jamus!” Carten roared, taking off after him. “I’m comin’ too! Damn it, wait, ya twiggy idiot! Lemme get me shields!”

 

Rain cursed, then jabbed his finger into the crowd. “Samson, go with them. Keep them out of trouble until the rest of us get there.”

 

“On it,” the indicated man said, nodding and striding off after the others.

 

“Stint, what’s the situation in the city?” Rain demanded.

 

Stint swallowed as dozens of heads pivoted to look at him. He longed to slip out of his saddle and take shelter behind Dust, but he feared that his leg would give out on him. It was throbbing horribly. Rain’s aura had taken away the comforting numbness of the cold.

 

“Forget the details,” Rain said. He pointed at the three—no, four figures jogging away down the road. Tallheart had joined Jamus and the others. “When they show up, what’s going to happen?”

 

“Oh,” Stint said, blinking as he realized he’d frozen up. Shit. “Oh, yeah, that might, uh.” He shook his head, deciding to be a leaf on the river. “It will cause a stir, certainly. They should be fine unless they try to pick a fight with Crimson or one of his friends. I doubt there’d be an issue from anyone else…”

 

“Who’s Crimson?” Rain asked.

 

“Crimson Gar,” Stint said. “Or Bloody Gar, if you want to get yourself killed. Adventurer, and professional asshole. He and his party took over the fancy inn. They could be running the whole town by now, except they don’t really care about anything other than hunting monsters.”

 

“They silver?” Rain asked. He glanced at Ameliah, raising an eyebrow, but she only shrugged.

 

Stint shook his head. “No. Bronze. They’re strong, though. A lot stronger than me.” He gestured to his leg. “This wasn’t from a monster. It’s what I got for standing up to them.”

 

“Damn,” Rain cursed. “Just what I needed.” He muttered something under his breath that Stint didn’t catch—in a foreign language by the sound of it. He looked back up. “If the rest of us just show up, is this Crimson person going to make a scene? What about the townsfolk? Is there, like, a mayor or something?”

 

Stint took a minute to look around the company, his eyes lingering on the loaded sleds. The emptiness of his stomach rushed to the front of his mind as he considered what might be in them. “A…problem,” he said slowly, then shook his head. “It…depends. You don’t happen to have any food to spare, do you? We’ve been eating monsters. People are—” Stint stopped, noticing that Rain was shaking his head.

 

“We don’t have much,” he said. “We’ve been eating monsters too, though we’re hardly in danger of starving or anything. Hunting them is easy; it’s a lack of variety that’s the problem.”

 

Wait, easy? But… Stint took another look around. His eyes widened, his temporary calm vanishing. “You’re not…” he gestured vaguely. “You’re not all awakened, are you?”

 

“Not all of us, no,” said an older woman, “but we can take care of ourselves.”

 

Stint didn’t doubt it. The woman was wearing a gambeson, and she had a sword belted at her hip. She walked up to Rain, a large fluffy dog following obediently, though its tail was wagging so furiously that its entire body was shaking. Stint had to steady himself as Dust shifted away, clearly not impressed by the over-excited canine.

 

The woman’s earnest expression was at odds with the happiness of the dog beside her as she spoke to Rain. “I’d like to go after Jamus, please.”

 

“Me too, Meloni, me too,” Rain said. He hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “We’ll all go together.” He turned, shouting at the crowd. “Ascension! We’re moving! Last sled ready to go gets an extra round of math homework!”

 

A ripple passed through the crowd, which turned into laughter and a mad dash for the sleds.

 

Stint knitted his brows together. Math…home…work? What?

 

“Thank you,” Meloni said, nodding to Rain before hurrying away, the dog following.

 

Rain turned and strode after her, speaking with another woman that Stint didn’t know. Ameliah took Dust’s fallen reins and walked after them, the horse following placidly, clearly accepting the situation. After a moment, the woman Rain was speaking to nodded and began walking toward the sleds more briskly, shouting as she tried to restore order.

 

Rain’s…in charge? Stint glanced at Ameliah numbly. She’s a silverplate. Shouldn’t she be in command of this…whatever this is?

 

“Stint’s injured,” Rain said to Ameliah, interrupting his thoughts. “Do you think you could take a look?”

 

“You don’t want to leave it for Tahir or Mereck?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain shook his head. “Not for something like this. You can smell that, can’t you? I didn’t want to use Purify in case I, well…”—Rain shrugged—“evaporated away half of his leg.”

 

“Mmm,” Ameliah said, nodding. She brought Dust to a stop, then laid a hand on Stint’s thigh. He gasped as he felt a rush of magic flow through him. It didn’t hurt; it was just surprising.

 

Ameliah tsked, glancing at Rain. “It’s not as bad as all that, but it’s certainly bad.” She looked up at Stint. “How long ago did this happen?”

 

“About a week and a ha—Aaagh!” Another pulse of magic flowed through him, though this one was completely different. Stint clenched his jaw in agony as his bones seemed to grind against each other.

 

“Sorry,” Ameliah said. “I should be able to heal it, but it’s been long enough that it’s going to take a few repetitions. Who the hells set this?” She shook her head. “It’s going to hurt again,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact. “Be ready.”

 

“Arggh,” Stint managed to keep himself from screaming. Barely. His leg felt like it was on fire.

 

Ameliah sighed. “You weren’t walking on this, were you?” She didn’t bother to let him respond, blasting him again with mind-numbing pain.

 

This time, he did scream.

 

“This is what happens, Rain, when people rely on their stats too much,” Ameliah said once his howl had ended. She had grabbed Dust’s reins once more and was struggling to regain control of the startled animal.

 

“Is he going to be okay, or—?” Rain asked.

 

“He’ll be fine,” Ameliah said. Then she hit him once more. Stint would have screamed again had he had any breath left in his lungs.

 

“They think just because they can work through the pain that it’s not doing damage.” she continued with a sigh. “I can handle this, if you want to follow them.”

 

Stint swayed, his vision seeming to narrow to a tunnel as he slumped against Dust’s neck, clinging to avoid falling off. He barely even felt the next pulse of magic that hit him.

 

“I want to, but I can’t,” Rain said, his tired voice sounding like it was coming from a thousand leagues away. “I don’t want to abandon Vanna in case there’s a problem with this Crimson person, and I don’t want to make you deal with it either. I’m the captain. It’s my responsibility. Besides, my soul could be an issue. I don’t want to cause a panic by—”

 

The distant buzzing of their voices was snuffed out like a candle as the world turned black.

 



 

No more than a few minutes into his mad dash, Jamus let himself slow to a walk. Not because he was getting tired, but because his thoughts were weighing on him.

 

Nine years.

 

It had been nine years since he’d seen them last. Four years since he’d last received a letter from Bens. They’re different people, now. Will I even recognize them?

 

“Jamus,” Tallheart rumbled, and Jamus realized that he’d stopped.

 

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, running his hands through his hair. They came away wet. Snow was still falling softly, but the wind had died down.

 

“Here,” Samson said, offering him his hat. “You forgot this.”

 

Jamus stared at the crumpled orange hat in the man’s hand, then snorted and accepted it. He didn’t put it on, clutching it in his hands instead.

 

“Ya all right there, Jamus?” Carten asked. The big man had his shields strapped awkwardly to his back and was playing with a stick that he’d grabbed from the side of the road.

 

“No,” Jamus said wearily. “I am not all right.” He resumed walking, though at a more casual pace. He thought he recognized this stretch of road. Vestvall really wasn’t far, now. Five minute’s walk would bring them to the edge of the forest, then another fifteen minutes to the city proper.

 

“Do you want to talk about it?” asked Samson, brushing some snow from his cloak.

 

“Not particularly, no,” said Jamus. “Come on.”

 

He walked on for a few more minutes, and the others let him continue in silence, watching the trees with casual wariness. Rain’s rank gauge had been steadily falling, showing three as of last night, but even a low-level monster could be a threat if it caught you by surprise.

 

Abruptly, Jamus spoke. “It’s just… I don’t know what will hurt more. Finding out that they’re dead, or finding that they don’t recognize me.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

“Bens was fourteen when I left,” Jamus continued, fiddling with his hat. “He’ll recognize me, at least. Alden was eight. He…might not. And Dami…” He shook his head. “She was just a baby. I’ll be a stranger to her.”

 

“And yer wife?” Carten asked, tossing his stick back into the forest. “What about her?”

 

“Carten,” Tallheart said, a note of warning in his low voice.

 

Jamus snorted. “I don’t know,” he said. “Part of me wants to see her, but another part of me…” He sighed, then shoved her out of his mind. I wouldn’t give up Meloni for her, not for all the Tel in the depths. He shook his head. “We should probably go back to the company.”

 

“No,” Tallheart said, laying a hand on Jamus’s shoulder. “This will not become easier with time, Jamus. I am with you.”

 

“Thank you, Tallheart,” Jamus said, patting his hand. Tallheart stepped away after a moment, and Jamus tilted his head, watching him. “You know, I am surprised you would follow me to a human city like this.”

 

Tallheart snorted, smiling. “If there is danger, we will stand together, and Rain and Ameliah will not be far behind.” His smile faded, his face returning to its typical stony expression. “I do not fear for myself, but for you, Jamus. I know what it is to lose a family.”

 

Jamus felt tears fighting to break free from the corners of his eyes, but before he could respond, Carten interrupted.

 

“Oi, you two, enough with the onions. Yer gonna’ get me bawlin’, an’ nobody wants ta see tha’.”

 

Samson snorted. “You? Cry?”

 

“Big ol’ man-tears,” Carten said, grinning. “It’d be right embarrassin’. I’d have ta’ hang up me shields an’ take up knittin’.”

 

Jamus snorted. “Thank you, Carten. I needed that.” He paused, pretending to consider something for a moment. “I could use a sweater, actually. Do you think you could—”

 

“No,” Carten said flatly, then laughed and slapped Jamus on the back. “Come on. Let’s jus’ treat this like scoutin’. We’ll check it out, an’ report back. What happens, happens.”

 

Jamus gripped his hat tighter, then nodded and uncrumpled it before settling it firmly on his head. “Scouting, huh? I can do that.”

 

“Good man,” Carten said, thumping him again and almost sending his hat tumbling right back to the ground.

 

“Careful!” Jamus protested.

 

“There,” Samson said urgently, interrupting Carten’s laughter.

 

Jamus blinked as he looked where Samson was pointing. The trees had ended abruptly in a line of stumps, further from the city than he remembered. Vestvall was clearly visible through the lightly-falling snow, with slapdash wooden walls plugging the gaps between the outermost buildings. The city certainly looked the worse for wear, but it was still standing. In the distance, he could make out figures standing atop a few of the houses as woodsmoke rose from within the boarded-up perimeter.

 

Samson lowered his arm. “This is it, right? I knew Vestvall was small, but that’s barely a town.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

“Stop makin’ fun o’ Jamus’s home,” Carten said, gesturing broadly. “It’s quaint. Last time I was here, there was this place that sold these tiny little pies with beer in the crust…”

 

Jamus managed half a smile. “The Half-Pint Bakery.“

 

“That was it!” Carten exclaimed.

 

Jamus shook himself and increased his pace. “Come on.” One in four, dead. Only one in four…

 



“Mig! Oi, Mig! Someone’s comin’!”

 

Jamus came to a stop a short distance from the barricade blocking the road and waited. Even with his perception boost, he couldn’t make out the response to the sentry’s shout of alarm. The sentry’s follow-on response was easy enough to hear, though.

 

“It ain’t Stint, ya dumbcob! Would I be making this much fuss if it were?”

 

“What?!”

 

A second form popped into view atop the roof on the other side of the road. “Hey! Who are you!? Halt!”

 

“They’re already halted, idiot! Gods, you’re shit at this, Mig. Hello down there, friends!”

 

The second man—Mig, apparently—pointed rudely. “Del, look! One of em’s a deer!”

 

“Yes, I can see that, Mig,” said the first man. “I’m not blind.”

 

“Ain’t never seen a deer before, Del,” Mig said.

 

Del laughed. “That’s what your wife is always telling me. Now shut your gob and get over here to help me with the ladder! Sorry, friends. Apart from being a terrible hunter, my partner is also a bit slow. We’ll have you in in just a moment.”

 

Jamus watched with his mouth slightly open as Mig picked his way across the barricade blocking the road, arguing back and forth with Del the whole way. More figures had appeared atop various buildings, and a bell was ringing loudly somewhere in the city. Carten exploded into full-on laughter, breaking the spell. Jamus closed his mouth and glanced at him before looking at Tallheart, who was frowning.

 

Tallheart quickly controlled his expression, his face fading back to impassivity. “I cannot say that I have ever received a reaction quite like that before.” He tilted his head. “I do not make a habit of visiting human cities, however.”

 

“You’re not offended, are you?” Jamus asked.

 

Tallheart shook his head. “No.”

 

“They called ya a deer,” Carten said, fighting down his laughter. “Ya gonna take that? Shit’s…what’s the word? Demeaning.”

 

Tallheart snorted. “Words cannot wound me.” He nodded at Mig. “More damage was done to that one.” He smiled slightly. “Never seen a deer. Amusing.”

 

“Right?!” Carten said, then broke down laughing again.

 

Jamus snorted softly, then shook his head, turning back to look up at the wall. He scanned the faces there, searching.

 

“Do you recognize anyone, Jamus?” Samson asked as the two peculiar sentries began lowering a long wooden ladder down from the rooftop.

 

“No,” Jamus said distractedly. “Not yet.”

 

“Right, come on up!” the slightly more professional of the sentries called down.

 

Jamus eyed the wooden ladder skeptically, then glanced at Carten as the armored man stomped toward it. “Wait a moment, Carten.”

 

“Hmm?” Carten said, stopping.

 

Levitation.

 

Jamus’s book appeared before him, pages flipping rapidly until the correct spell was shown.

 





	
Levitation

Tier 2

Rank 6 (47% progress)

By your will, bid your target to float into the sky.

Decrease weight of touched object or entity by 120%.

Effect lasts 63 seconds for 100 mana, duration increasing with Focus.


May be extended with concentration, contact, and an increasing quantity of mana.










 

He tapped Carten on the shoulder, activating the effect. Carten laughed as he began tumbling into the air, ineffectually swimming for the ladder. An alarmed chorus of shouts rose from those watching as they realized what was happening. Jamus had already heard the words ‘awakened’ and ‘Guilders’ being muttered by the onlookers. This display would doubtless settle any remaining questions in their minds, not that he cared one way or another.

 

“Depths!” Carten shouted as he floated past the top of the ladder without reaching it. His ascent stopped, his body hanging in the air unnaturally as he swam for the top of the wall. The skill didn’t say it, but it was possible for an ally affected by Levitation to control the spell’s influence over them. In all their practice, Carten had yet to figure out how to get it to send him back down, though.

 

“How much longer is this gonna’ last, Jamus?” The big man asked as he flailed ineffectually. “Bah, someone throw me a line.”

 

Tallheart snorted, then jumped. Passing Carten, he snagged him out of the air and brought the two of them to a graceful landing atop the roof with barely a thud. Tallheart walked calmly past the slack-jawed sentries, towing a floating Carten behind him like a children’s toy, then jumped down and out of sight. Jamus hauled himself up the ladder quickly. Samson followed, and then the two of them slid down another ladder to join Carten and Tallheart in the square on the other side.

 

A veritable crowd of people had arrived by now, forming a wary ring around the newcomers. Jamus’s eyes darted from face to face, recognizing a person here or there, though he saw no one he knew well. Come on… come on…

 

“Ah, pardon me,” said a man wearing a bedraggled purple hat as he stepped forward nervously. “You are…adventurers? From Fel Sadanis?”

 

“Some of us are,” Samson said, moving in front of the others. “I am Freelord Samson Darr. My companions and I are members of Ascension, an independent company. On behalf of Captain Rain, Custodian of the Watch, I greet you. The rest of the company will be arriving shortly. Do not be alarmed. I give you my assurance that we are only here to help.”

 

“A…a-sen…sion?” the man said, struggling with the unfamiliar word as excited whispers spread through the crowd. “I’ve never heard of that… How many of you are there?” His tone was wary. He glanced back at the sea of people, then back at Samson. “We don’t have much in the way of food, my lord.”

 

“Freelord, please. Or just Samson. Including the four of us, the company numbers fifty strong. We do not require food precisely, though we would of course be interested in trade. It has been a long road from Fel Sadanis. I haven’t had a good cup of tea in weeks.”

 

“Bah, tea,” Carten said. “Beer’s what I need.”

 

The crowd broke out into excited rustling, but it was cut off as one member shouted loudly over all the others. “What’s the deer doin’ with ya?”

 

Jamus was snapped out of his search, and he pivoted to glare in the direction of the speaker. I need to deal with this. “Hey!” he shouted. “Speak with respect, or we will show you none. I will not say it twice.”

 

“Yeah, what he said,” Carten said, grinning as he cracked his knuckles. “Or else I’ll thump ya’.”

 

The man who’d spoken looked at first unrepentant but quickly withered under their attention as a void in the crowd formed around him.

 

“Peace, please,” Samson said beseechingly, raising one hand and laying the other on Jamus’s shoulder. He squeezed lightly, and Jamus backed down, turning to Tallheart and mouthing a silent apology.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. Then, astonishingly, he stepped forward. “I doubt that any of them have met one of my kind before,” he said to Jamus, though his voice was pitched to carry. “If they cannot overcome their ignorance, I will forgive them.” His tone was icy as he stared at the man who’d spoken out, who was fervently trying to slip back into the crowd. “Within certain limits.”

 

“Tallheart,” Samson warned.

 

Tallheart snorted, shaking his head. He gestured to Jamus. “This is Jamus. Some of you know him. If you have seen his family, please come forward to speak with us.” He crossed his arms and took a step back, clearly finished with the conversation.

 

The crowd murmured. Even more people had arrived as they’d been talking, and the square was getting crowded. The first man Samson had been speaking to had rejoined their ranks, and everyone was still giving them a wide berth.

 

Jamus looked around. What happened here? Why are they so skittish?

 

Cries of alarm suddenly went up from the crowd, people pointing at the sky. With a soft thump, Ameliah landed beside them.

 

“How’s it going?” she asked, rising from her crouch.

 

“About as well as could be expected,” Samson said. “Rain?”

 

“He’s coming,” Ameliah said. “The company should be here in maybe ten minutes.” She turned to Jamus. “He told me to apologize to you. He doesn’t want to cause a panic by walking into the city with his…condition, but he wants you to know he wanted to be with you for this. Any sign of your family?”

 

Jamus shook his head. “Not yet. There’s something wrong here, Ameliah. Look at them. They’re scared.”

 

“They stink, too,” Carten said. “Phaw, bloody accolade. Rain’s been spoilin’ us. Ameliah, could ya’…” he gestured, wiggling his fingers.

 

Ameliah sighed, then spoke softly. “No, Carten, not yet. Jamus is right, and it could cause a panic. We’ll wait for things to settle down. From what Stint said, there’s an adventuring team here causing problems.”

 

“I see,” said Samson. “Do you want to take over?”

 

Ameliah sighed. “Not really.”

 

“Father.”

 

Jamus’s heart leapt in his chest as he saw a man pushing through the crowd. He was carrying a young child and towing a fair-haired woman behind him.

 

“Bens!” Jamus dashed forward.

 

The man handed the child to the woman hurriedly, just in time to receive Jamus’s crushing hug.

 

“Gak!” he gasped.

 

“Sorry, sorry,” Jamus said, hurriedly pushing him back to arm’s length and looking him up and down. He’s all grown up. “Thank the gods.” He said, then took a deep breath. “Alden? Dami?”

 

“They’re fine, Dad,” Bens said, smiling. “Mom too.”

 

Jamus hugged his son again, more gently this time. Tears of relief began falling from his eyes as Bens wrapped his arms around him and hugged him back.
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Progression Tracker [0.5.1]

marker_1: essed [8th Winternight]

marker_2: vestvall [27th Winternight]

span: 19.24 days

 

Tolerances

Strength: 37 -> 40 (+3)

Recovery: 27 -> 30 (+3)

Endurance: 16 -> 20 (+4)

Vigor: 37 -> 40 (+3)

Focus: 50 -> 114 (+64)

Clarity: 125 -> 163 (+38)

Attribute Buff: 157 -> 171 (+14)

 

Synchronization

Strength: 34% -> 38% (+4%)

Recovery: 44% -> 49% (+5%)

Endurance: 36% -> 37% (+1%)

Vigor: 47% -> 57% (+10%)

 

Accolades

Accolade of Ander’s Copse: +100 Chemical Resistance

Accolade of the Southshore Rat Warren: +1,000 Health

 

Equipment

Ascension Cold Tin Ring: +20 Cold Resistance
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A trio of windows hung at the left edge of Rain’s view as he tore through the forest. His feet were pummeling the ground, sending up clumps of snow and dirt as he hurtled through the trees at an Olympic pace. He’d have been going even faster had he been on open ground, but the trees forced him to slow down somewhat.

 

His breathing was rapid but steady as he leapt over a fallen log, raising his fist in the air as he homed in on his target. With a thought, he shifted twenty points from Recovery to Endurance to boost his Force resistance. The hapless Murder Shrew, alerted by the vibration of his footsteps, poked its head out of the ground just in time to meet Rain’s steel fist descending upon it like a meteor from space.

 





	
You have defeated Murder Shrew, Level 2

17 Experience Earned










 

Rain tumbled to a stop, the sack he’d been carrying flying free as he skidded along the ground. Instead of the super-hero landing he’d planned, he’d gotten a face full of dirt through the slit in his helmet. Disappointed but not hurt, he picked himself up and dusted himself off as he evened out his stats once more.

 

Dismissing the kill notification, Rain glanced back at his status display for confirmation. After verifying that he had indeed hit the cap again, he casually unlocked a tier-three skill tree, not blinking an eye as ten thousand experience was consumed in a flash. This was only his second unlock of the day. He’d been averaging three trees a day for weeks and could have done more had he not been trying to take it easy on his soul. His first unlock had been this morning, and he’d waited until now to unlock a second. His third, he’d do before he went to sleep.

 

Detection.

 

When the scan came back clear of Murder Shrews, Rain pinged again, this time being less specific. Seven signals came back, and he switched to Refrigerate, releasing a burst of deadly cold that made the trees creak and crack as their sap froze. Kill notifications flooded in—a few Ice Slimes and Snow Crawlers, nothing new or interesting. Or edible.

 

Refrigerate was replaced with Winter as Rain bent to retrieve the broken and now quite-cold Murder Shrew from its hole. He walked over to his sack and unknotted the rope holding it closed, revealing a couple dozen more of the woodchuck-sized rodents, then added his latest catch. He wasn’t out here playing whack-a-mole for fun. The Murder Shrews were fairly good eating, as far as monsters went. The meat was oily and entirely unlike chicken, but not bad. Targeting them directly with Refrigerate would tear up the meat as ice crystals shredded the monster from within, ruining the texture. That effect wasn’t an issue after they were dead, the spell no longer treating them as entities.

 

There was a crack, and a limb fell from a tree, landing near where Rain was standing. The trees nearest him had all likely died from the sudden blast of cold, well beyond what they’d evolved to endure. Rain glanced at the fallen branch, then sighed. No matter what he felt, it didn’t matter in the end. These trees were already slated for death.

 

Vestvall was sending foresters out daily. On top of that, Rain had placed Carten in charge of their own wood-gathering operations, and the man was nothing if not enthusiastic. Even now, Rain could hear the sound of axes chopping away. Sometime this evening, he would have to spend a few hours seeing if he could speed-dry wood with Immolate. Green logs didn’t burn so well, and lack of seasoned firewood was apparently an issue in the city. The stock they’d prepared for the winter wasn’t nearly enough, not with the need for constant light.

 

So much to do. Rain hefted the sack, which was nearly full at this point, then grunted as he slung it over his shoulder. I suppose I might as well head back.

 



 

Ascension was camped outside the city. Ameliah had spent the time and mana to give them a bit more room to move around, as they’d be staying here a while. She’d also built up the earthen walls higher than was strictly necessary, even higher than they’d needed to be when they were back in the rank-eleven area around Fel Sadanis. Rain suspected that she’d done it not for any practical reason, but as a flex.

 

Crimson Gar and his team weren’t expected back from the crack for a few days, but if they found a blatant show of power waiting for them, it might stop problems before they started. If Gar was who Rain suspected, Ameliah’s presence was going to be vital. He wasn’t sure he could handle him on his own.

 

After entering the camp, Rain dropped his load of shrews with the other assorted provisions in the supply room, then gave everything a good blast of Purify, being careful to concentrate on the idea that everything in here was food. Bacteria taken care of, he chased Purify with a few seconds of Refrigerate, not that it was really necessary. He wasn’t particularly worried about spoilage. Purify truly was the best spell ever.

 

Walking back out of the storeroom, Rain dusted his hands unnecessarily, then looked around. The camp was mostly deserted. He’d broken the company up into parties, then sent them off on various tasks in and around the city, Carten’s woodcutting crew being only one such example.

 

The camp wasn’t completely deserted, however. Apart from the sentries, Vanna and Romer were there, speaking with the mayor of Vestvall, a round-faced man who’d turned up about a half-hour after Ameliah had completed the walls. The man wasn’t awakened, though he was technically a noble. Vestvall’s mayor was elected by its council—a collection of nobles and influential merchants—rather than by the populace at large.

 

Mayor Graymond had reacted more strongly than most when confronted with Rain’s soul. To his credit, however, he hadn’t backed down from his insistence that Ascension respect Vestvall’s laws, even though he’d been trembling like a mouse staring down an owl. It said a lot that he’d come out here alone, rather than bringing guards with him or trying to make a show of force. Rain respected him for that. To make it easier on the man, Rain had left him with Vanna to conduct the negotiations. He wanted her to allay his fears that they were there to take over, and that was difficult when Rain’s presence had the man sweating buckets despite being outside in winter.

 

Noticing Rain watching them, Vanna looked up, then signed to Rain in broken hand-code. “No big problem. Talk later. Stay away. You scary.”

 

“Understood,” Rain signed back. He shifted his gaze to the only other group remaining in the main room. Jamus was sitting and talking with Bens, near where Staavo and Tallheart were tinkering with the prototype steam engine. He considered walking over to join them, then sighed and shook his head.

 

Rain had spoken with Bens briefly when Jamus had returned with him. He seemed like a well-adjusted person, though, like the mayor, he’d been quite put-off by Rain’s aura of doom. The situation between Bens and Jamus was complicated enough as it was without Rain putting the younger man on edge with his presence.

 

Bens had a wife and daughter. The three of them lived on their own, away from the influence of Lord Urs, the noble who’d been the accomplice to Jamus’s ex-wife’s infidelity. Bens had been old enough to understand the situation when Jamus had left, and while the revelation about his parentage had soured his relationship with his mother and his biological father, it hadn’t soured it enough for him to break ties with them. He also didn’t seem to have entirely forgiven Jamus for leaving, which had made for a prickly reunion.

 

Worse still, the situation with Jamus’s younger children had the potential to be even more fraught. The fact that they were alive but had yet to appear was telling. Rain wasn’t concerned that Jamus would do anything dramatic, but he was still worried about how he would cope if they rejected him. There wasn’t much he could do about it, though, other than provide emotional support.

 

And even that’s problematic because of my damn soul. With a sigh, Rain headed back out of the camp. It’s like Ameliah says. Solve the problems that you can solve. Look out, Murder Shrews. Death Zone comes for you.

 



 

“Damn it, be careful!” Staavo swore, swatting Tallheart and immediately regretting it as his hand bounced off the man’s armor. He shook out his fingers, the cervidian smith showing no sign that he’d felt the impact or even heard what Staavo had said.

 

With a contemplative rumble, Tallheart held up the metal rod he was working on, then sighted down it. After a moment, he grunted, then shifted the bar so he was holding it with both hands, and with no apparent effort, bent it until it bowed into an arc. He released it after a moment, then sighted down it again.

 

Staavo sighed in exasperation. This was no less than the fifth time that Tallheart had manipulated the bar, making some minute adjustment. “It doesn’t have to be perfect!”

 

As Staavo expected, Tallheart ignored him again. Mercifully this time, it looked as though he was finally satisfied with the straightness of the bar. Good thing, too, as the sun was starting to slip low in the sky.

 

Staavo tapped his foot impatiently as the antlered smith knelt to fix the bar to an eccentric disk—a cam—mounted to the flywheel sitting on its frame before them. He attached the other end to a linkage, joining it to the rest of what Rain called the camshaft. A second, thicker shaft ran beside it—the driveshaft—which connected to the piston itself.

 

Tallheart grasped the heavy flywheel with one gauntleted hand and turned it slowly. Staavo watched as the camshaft pushed left, sliding into the housing surrounding the cylinder even as the piston was drawn to the right. Everything was perfectly straight, and there wasn’t even a rattle as the metal pieces glided smoothly past each other.

 

“It does need to be perfect,” Tallheart said.

 

“What?” Staavo asked, raising an eyebrow.

 

Tallheart rumbled, turning the wheel faster and watching the motion of the various pieces. “Rain believes that the piston will push with a force of several thousand kilograms. If it is misaligned…hmm… The camshaft is not thick enough to withstand that much force. It is only steel. The engine would destroy itself.”

 

“So why didn’t you make it thicker then?” Staavo asked, gesturing. “It wasn’t an issue in the prototype.”

 

“Because it is not necessary,” Tallheart said. “It does not need to be strong if it is properly aligned.” He shook his head. “The prototype was aligned. It was iron. Iron is easier to shape.”

 

Staavo sighed. He’s right, of course, but I think he’s just going so slowly to get on my nerves. “Just…hurry up. I need to check the pressure.”

 

Tallheart rumbled with amusement, still turning the wheel and watching as the two shafts slid past each other in concert.

 

Staavo grumbled to himself as he stomped over to the boiler, which consisted of a pair of metal tanks and a firebox. The first tank—the steam tank—was slightly smaller than Tallheart’s smelter. It was mounted above the firebox, where a large fire was currently blazing. Thick metal tubes ran through the firebox down from the tank, threading through the coals, then exiting at the side to connect to another, larger tank, this one holding fresh water. Combined with the cylinder, frame, and flywheel, the entire apparatus was enormous, taking two sleds to transport even when disassembled. This would be the first time they’d tested all the pieces together.

 

He rapped his gloved knuckles against the side of the steam tank, listening to the sound and feeling the heat through the protective leather. He knew that the tank’s walls were thick enough to contain the terrible forces within, but being so close to it was hardly a calming experience. A spring-gauge on the side of the tank allowed him to read off the pressure.

 

Eleven atmospheres. Good.

 

He closed the fire-damper slightly, restricting the airflow. He didn’t feel like getting himself exploded today.

 

I’ll have to open the relief valve soon. If that damn cervidian doesn’t—

 

“Here,” Tallheart’s low voice rumbled. Staavo turned to see him holding out a pair of brass goggles. “We are ready.”

 

“Ha!” Staavo barked out a laugh, then snatched the goggles. He slipped them on to sit on his forehead but didn’t lower them over his eyes as he scanned the camp. Rain was nowhere to be seen, but Jamus would want to see this. “Oi! Apprentice! C’mere!”

 

Jamus looked up from the serious-looking conversation he was having with his son, giving Staavo an exasperated glare. “What is it?” he asked, sounding annoyed. “And for the last time, I am not your apprentice.”

 

Staavo grinned at him, then jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “We’re ready!”

 

“Oh,” Jamus said, his glare softening. He looked back at his son, hesitating, then shook his head and spoke in a low voice. “I suppose more talk isn’t really going to help, is it? Let’s take a break. This should be interesting.” He looked back at Staavo, speaking in a louder voice once more. “Assuming it works.”

 

“It will work,” Staavo said, drawing out the words as he waved away his apprentice’s concerns. He looked at Tallheart, who was wearing a second pair of goggles, as well as a rare smile.

 

“I concur,” Tallheart said with certainty. “It will work.” Without asking for Staavo’s permission, he grabbed a metal handle, then gradually twisted open the valve leading to the piston.

 

Steam hissed loudly, making Jamus and his son freeze in their approach. Staavo clenched his fists with expectation as the piston began to move, forced to the right by the pressure. It reached the end of its travel, and at the same time, the sliding valve below it unblocked the exhaust tube, releasing a plume of steam in the process.

 

*Chhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh*

 

With the slide valve in this position, steam was now being forced onto the other side of the piston head, shoving it back toward the boiler. As the piston began to accelerate, the exhaust valve closed, cutting off the steam, only to open again upon the piston reaching the other end of the cylinder.

 

*Chhhhhhhhhhh*

 

“Yes!” Staavo shouted, jumping. He clicked his heels together, wooden-foot thunking hard against that of flesh and bone. Tallheart adjusted the valve, allowing more steam through and into the piston, and the piston began to move faster as the flywheel gained speed.

 

*Chhhhhhhhhhhh*

 

The piston slid back again…

 

*Chhhhhh*

 

…and forward….

 

*Chhhuug*

 

*Chuug*

 

*Chug* 

*Chug*

*Chug*

 

“What the hells is it?” asked Jamus’s son over the noise.

 

Jamus laughed, shouting back. “I told you! A steam engine!” He turned to Staavo and Tallheart. “Well done! I’m sorry I doubted you.”

 

“Hey!” Rain’s voice shouted from outside the camp. He came into view at a dead sprint, wind trailing after him, indicating that his speed aura was active. “It’s working?!” He skidded to a stop nearby, then deactivated his aura and closed the remaining distance.

 

Tallheart removed his hand from the inlet valve as the speed of the flywheel stabilized. The two metal rods were scissoring past each other in a hypnotic blur as the noise of the engine blended into one long, unending sound.

 

*…ChuggaChuggaChuggaChuggaChuggaChuggaChuggaChugga…*

 

“And now…” Tallheart said, walking around to the other side of the flywheel. He pulled a lever mounted there, and with a screech of slipping leather, a pulley engaged. The heavy flywheel didn’t even slow as the belt found its grip, coupling its momentum to another bulky apparatus sitting nearby. Sudden light bloomed in the encampment, welling up from dozens of glass bulbs strung along wires hanging from the earthen walls.

 

A pair of strangled cries rose—one from the mayor of Vestvall, who was staring at the steam engine with his jaw in danger of touching the earthen floor, and another from one of the sleeping rooms.

 

Staavo scratched at his white-stubbled chin. Oh yeah, I put some bulbs in there, didn’t I?

 

Rain was laughing as he clapped Staavo on the back. “Looks like Stint’s awake. I’d better go make sure he doesn’t touch the wires.” He nodded to Tallheart, then turned to leave. “Great work, you two. Not nearly enough decorative cogs, though. And we’re going to need more goggles. Also, top hats. With gears.”

 



 

Exhausted, Ameliah dropped heavily to the ground, not bothering to cancel her momentum, relying instead upon her base stats to weather the impact. She dusted herself off with a small burst of Purify, then trudged through the camp until she found a chair, which she promptly collapsed into. She closed her eyes and let out a tired sigh. She’d spent the whole day in the city, healing what seemed like every last resident.

 

Vestvall’s population had been around a thousand before the Shift, though nobody had an exact count. Now, it was less than that, but not by a lot. Again, nobody had counted. Everyone was focused on their own situation. The mayor, to his credit, had organized them somewhat, but he was just one man. Only a few of the other council members had made it through the Shift, and the people of Vestvall, she was coming to learn, all shared a fierce independent streak. The situation in the city could perhaps be described as guided anarchy, as contradictory as that was.

 

Ameliah sighed, rubbing at her eyes. Her fatigue was more mental than physical. It wasn’t even the strain of casting Healing Word over and over for hours on end; it was the stress of broken people treating her like some sort of divine savior. They came to her with injuries, small and large. Cuts. Diseases. Missing limbs. She’d helped those she could and tried to comfort those she couldn’t. It was the second task that had really taken the toll.

 

Ameliah grimaced, remembering the manic tears of one woman in particular. She’d kept insisting that her child was only unconscious and begging Ameliah to help, despite the fact the body had clearly begun to decompose. She’d tried anyway, but her initial assessment hadn’t been wrong. You couldn’t heal a corpse.

 

A sudden wetness touched Ameliah’s left hand where it was hanging limply from the arm of the chair, startling her out of the memory. She took a deep breath, then heaved a ragged sigh and formed a fist. The wet object pulled itself back, then slapped into her knuckles.

 

She snorted, opening her eyes and smiling down at Dozer as it retracted the formless protuberance it had used to perform the fist-bump. Dozer had taken to greeting her this way every time she returned after being gone for more than five minutes.

 

Quivering with what she’d come to recognize as happiness, the slime jumped toward her face, and she quickly moved to snag it out of the air, shifting it to sit on her lap. The uncomfortable folding chair creaked, and she had to fight to keep it from tipping over as the slime snuggled against her, ‘licking’ at her face. It had learned that from Cloud, just as it had learned fist-bumping from Rain.

 

“Hey,” Ameliah said, half-heartedly pushing the slime away from her face. The slime popped a bubble at her but stopped squirming, settling down onto her lap like a pillow stuffed taut with mud.

 

“Welcome back,” Rain said, walking up to her.

 

Ameliah’s nostrils twitched as she smelled the aroma wafting off the bowl he was holding.

 

“Here,” Rain said, offering it to her. “Beef stew. With actual beef.”

 

“Wait, really?” Ameliah said, sitting up and almost displacing Dozer from her lap as she reached for the bowl.

 

“Yup!” Rain said, grinning as she accepted it. “Mlem’s been trading all day. There’s not a lot to be had, and the prices are a bit insane, when people will even accept Tel, but I figured we could afford a little luxury, seeing as we’ve finally reached civilization.”

 

Ameliah took a big bite of stew, heedless of the temperature, then melted back into the chair as the flavor washed over her. “Mmmm…”

 

Rain laughed. “I know, right? Beats the hell out of Murder Shrew.”

 

Ameliah took another bite, chewing with relish. Dozer probed at the bowl, and she snatched it away from the slime, growling at it through her teeth. “Mine.”

 

Rain laughed again. “Don’t get used to it. We’re back to eating monsters after tonight. We should still have a bit more variety, though. Milk and eggs, vegetables, that kind of thing.” He looked around, then, spotting another chair, dragged it over to sit next to her.

 

Ameliah gestured with her spoon as he returned, swallowing a bite of stew. “How have things been here? I see Staavo got the steam engine working.”

 

Rain glanced over at the working engine, then back at her. “Good enough. People are mostly finished with the jobs I sent them on, and we’re getting ready for the night. Tallheart just pulled the muffler off the forgewagon and installed it on the steam engine. You should have heard it before. There’s no sound quite like it.”

 

“I’m sure,” Ameliah said, taking another bite of stew. She forced herself to slow down, as she wanted to savor it while it lasted.

 

“The mayor stopped by,” Rain continued. “Vanna worked out a deal with him. The company is going to go secure the crack tomorrow. It’s up in the hills, over that way,” Rain gestured. “We’ll be on double-watch tonight. They had a Stumper crawl up from there, once. Fortunately, Crimson’s team was around to take care of it.”

 

“A Stumper?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain nodded, and she shrugged. “Huh. Thought we were done with those. Tallheart will be pleased, I guess.”

 

The cervidian was the only one who actually enjoyed Fungiform. He’d been just as sick of them as everyone else, but once they’d passed out of the higher-rank area around Fel Sadanis, he’d said he’d come to miss the flavor. Ameliah could understand, having watched him make a salad out of shriveled shrubs, tree bark, and sadness. Cervidians could eat that kind of thing, but still.

 

“You think it’s really them?” Rain asked, bringing her attention back to the present.

 

Ameliah nodded. “Hegar, Anton, and Brovose? Yeah, if I wasn’t sure before, I am now. The descriptions I’ve heard fit too well. They’re not using their real names, though. It seems they’ve taken on adventurer nicknames and have been going around claiming that they’re world-famous.”

 

“Are they?”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “Not even close.”

 

“Mmm,” Rain said. “Crimson Gar. Psh. There’s a word for this, hang on…”

 

Ameliah raised an eyebrow as the feeling of Winter that Rain was throwing off redoubled.

 

“Chuuni, that’s it,” Rain said, snapping his fingers as he opened his eyes.

 

“What language is that?” Ameliah asked, scraping at the bottom of her bowl.

 

“Japanese,” Rain said.

 

“Oh, yeah,” Ameliah said. “You told me about that one after Kettel dyed his hair. Do you speak it?”

 

Rain smiled, then rubbed at his neck. “No, but I might be able to re-compile it with some effort. It’s…a little scary how my memory works sometimes.”

 

“Mmm,” Ameliah agreed. Having had significant exposure to Rain’s aura, she fully understood. She found herself remembering things she’d thought she’d forgotten years and years ago. As a Dynamo, the effect would be significantly stronger for Rain. I don’t even know how he can think with all the random information that must be bouncing around his skull.

 

“How about in the city?” Rain asked. “How were things there?”

 

Ameliah shrugged, feeding her bowl and spoon into Dozer, who engulfed them, along with her fingers. Pulling her hands free with a sucking sound, she turned to look at Rain. “About what I expected. Some are hoarding, some are starving, some are injured or sick. I did what I could for today. I think things will be okay now that we’re here, but it’s going to take a while. Did Tahir and Mereck make it back?”

 

“Yeah, hours ago,” Rain said. “They’re resting, still. I have good news on the food situation, at least. I went hunting today, and I gave most of what I caught to Mlem to trade. A few haunches of beef cost us like five hundred kilos of shrew-meat. The mayor said people here wouldn’t take kindly to charity, so I just told Mlem to haggle badly on purpose.”

 

“Five hundred kilograms?” Ameliah raised an eyebrow. “You hunted that much? Really?”

 

“I got a little carried away,” Rain said. “Anyway, after tonight, it shouldn’t be a problem anymore. The food will come to us once the sun finishes setting.”

 

“Mmm,” Ameliah said, taking the cleaned bowl from Dozer and setting it on the ground beside her chair. She turned her thoughts to the city, contemplating where things would go from here. Ascension might stay here for quite a while. Unless the adventurers cause a problem, it looks like Rain’s got things under control… I could—

 

“What are you thinking about?” Rain asked.

 

Ameliah blinked, looking at him. “Nothing. I was just thinking about tomorrow.”

 

“Me too,” Rain said. He got to his feet, then stretched with his arms over his head. “I’ve been thinking about tomorrow all day. There’s just so much to do to get things evened out here, and then we’re going to have to decide whether to stay here a while, or try to evacuate everyone. It could go so many ways. It’s exhausting, and I’m so done!”

 

He lowered his arms, then looked at her. “Play a game of chess?”

 

Ameliah snorted away her surprise. “No way. You cheat.”

 

“Come on,” Rain pleaded. “It’s Clubbs who cheats. Every time I think I’ve got him, he finds some unique way to wiggle out of it. I thought it was just Ranks he was good at, but it’s more than that. There’s something weird about his brain, I’m telling you. I taught him the game, for crying out loud! It’s not fair that I’ve never even beaten him once.”

 

Ameliah sighed, looking at Rain’s hopeful face. I… She hesitated.

 

“It’ll be fun, and I need to practice,” Rain said. He made his lip quiver. “Please. You’re my only hope. You’re the only one other than Clubbs and Tallheart who’s any good, and Tallheart’s asleep. I can’t practice against Clubbs because that would help him get better, too. The man is inhuman!”

 

Ameliah snorted, then got to her feet. “Stop making that face. Fine. I’ll play. Just one game.”

 

She smiled at Rain’s enthusiastic response, then looked away. If he had a tail, it would be wagging. Her smile took on a slightly bitter note as she looked at the open sky, the clouds crimson with the setting sun. Just one game.
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127: Staredown

                 

It would be inaccurate to say that Rain floated at the center of a nebula of chaos. It would be inaccurate, even, to say that he was within it at all. Framing the situation in such a manner proceeded from a flawed assumption. It was like asking after the center of the universe. The question made no sense, not to anyone who had pondered the true nature of the singularity.

 

The center was everywhere. And it was nowhere.

 

Rain did not exist within the chaos.

 

Rain was the chaos.

 

That had been the fundamental shift in perspective that had allowed him to exist in this state. He was aware of the entire extent of his soul, however large that was. It felt vast, but he had no frame of reference—nothing to compare himself to. Regardless, large or small, he did know that he was finite. There was a point at which chaos stopped and nothingness began. A barrier. An envelope.

 

A paling.

 

That wasn’t to say that Rain could feel his paling. He couldn’t perceive details within the chaos, not without focus, and focus would swiftly lead to collapse. Rain could, however, deduce the barrier’s condition by watching for patterns in the insanity. He could feel himself, for lack of a better word, leaking.

 

If the roiling chaos of Rain’s soul was the atmosphere, then the evidence of the damage was a jet stream. A prevailing wind leading toward the edge, and then out.

 

And yet, Rain was not diminished. Even as he leaked away, he was renewed…by the core.

 

Again, words failed. The core was everywhere, and it was just as much Rain as the chaos itself. Instinctively, he knew that his soul should have structure. The source of his power should have been visible here—at the very least, as a mental abstraction. Perhaps as a beating heart of magic, like that of a lair, or perhaps as something torn from his subconscious, such as the warp core of the USS Enterprise.

 

If such an image had existed once, it had been torn apart along with the rest of his soul. Shredded. Pureed. Atomized.

 

Fixing his soul would require putting that image back together. There could be no center until he made one.

 

Carefully, Rain coaxed his drifting thoughts toward a concept. This was the tricky part, focusing without focusing. He knew not to try creating anything as complex as the concept of a core. That path led to failure. He concentrated on something simpler. More basic. More fundamental, even, than an atom.

 

Zero.

 

The chaos seethed, and Rain almost tumbled back into his body before he caught himself. He relaxed his focus, but not entirely. Guiding, but not guiding. Patterns emerged—memories, flowing through his being and coalescing into the concept he’d chosen.

 

He almost lost control again in anticipation. Once this step was completed, he’d have an anchor—something to stabilize the chaos and hold him here. A center, even if that center was of his own making.

 

Slowly, ever so slowly, the idea crystallized. It couldn’t be described as anything that could be seen. Sight was meaningless. And yet, it could be perceived. As the concept snapped into focus, a minuscule void of calm formed around it. An enclave within the chaos.

 

Zero Bastion.

 

Rain’s awareness flickered, then snapped into the void. He still existed within the chaos, but his perception of it felt muted, somehow, for all that it was still him. By creating a zone of order, he’d unlocked the ability to focus. In the bastion, he could finally stop to take a breath.

 

Metaphorically speaking, of course.

 

I wonder how long it’s been. Someone better have saved me breakfast.

 

Rain pushed the errant thought away as the walls of the bastion trembled. He still needed to be careful, and the clock was ticking. He concentrated again, his thoughts clinging to the safety of his refuge while simultaneously reaching into the chaos once more.

 

One.

 

Again, the concept began to form. If zero was darkness, then one was light. Order again, though of a different form.

 

The chaos was pushed back, receding as the two concepts flew toward each other through the tumult. As they touched, they merged, the bastion growing to include the twinned concepts of true and false. It was more than that, however. The zone of order expanded. Numbers themselves, binary logic, counting, addition… Each concept built upon the others, strengthening the bubble of structure that Rain had formed within himself.

 

He concentrated again.

 

Two… And then, because he couldn’t help himself, he continued in a Transylvanian accent, Ah, ah, ah!

 

Fortunately, the bastion was strong enough to withstand this sort of distraction at this point. Maintaining it would begin to grow difficult again as he added more numbers, but for now, he was in something of an island of stability. Trying to integrate any concepts save numbers had thus-far resulted in failure, and the best he’d managed so far was counting to fifteen. Today, he was aiming for ten, at which point, he’d try adding negatives.

 

Just as the number two was about to merge with the bastion, the walls trembled, then it popped like a soap bubble, sand-blasting Rain’s consciousness with the full force of the chaos he’d been holding at bay. He found himself back in his body, opening his eyes to see Tarny staring at him with his hand resting on Rain’s shoulder.

 

“It’s been an hour, Captain,” Tarny said, removing his hand. “Bringing you back, as ordered.”

 

Rain sighed. “Thank you, Tarny,” he said. He stretched his neck, working out a kink that had formed while he’d been ignoring his physical needs. “No luck, I’m afraid.” I can’t keep track of time in there. I thought I was going faster than before, but I guess not.

 

“You’ll get it eventually, Captain,” Tarny said, smiling and offering Rain his hand.

 

Rain grasped it firmly and allowed the man to pull him to his feet. Tarny had come a long way in the past few weeks, his fervor mellowing into something closer to the loyalty of a friend, if still a bit intense.

 

Rain quirked a smile. “Okay, Adjutant,” he said in a formal tone. “Report.”

 

“Yes, Sir,” Tarny said, pulling a clipboard from under his arm. “The count is in for last night’s defense. It’s light, as we expected, given that these are freshspawn. Thirty-seven Tel, two Cold, and two Force. Most have elected to take their shares in credit.”

 

Rain blinked. “Two Force? Really?”

 

Tarny nodded. “We don’t know what specific type they came from, as you’d already dissolved the bodies. Speaking of bodies, we’ve delivered the gourmets to Vestvall for processing. As agreed, in exchange for the meat, the townsfolk will tan the skins for us, as well as give us any Tel or Crysts that they extract.”

 

Rain nodded. He’d already gotten the details of the arrangement from Vanna yesterday. “And the quantity?”

 

Tarny ran his finger down the clipboard. “Two thousand eight hundred forty-seven kilograms of assorted edible monster corpses. Using our estimated population for Vestvall, that’s three point seven nine six kilograms for every man, woman, and child.”

 

Rain smiled. “There’s no need to work out the exact division when one of the numbers is a guess.”

 

Tarny smiled back. “Just did it for the practice, Captain. Oh, that number is gross weight. It does not account for the removal of bones, claws, hides, bowels, and so forth.”

 

Rain nodded. “Understood. We’ll have to step it up in the future. This should take the edge off, but we need to build a surplus. I’ve got some ideas.”

 

“Naturally, Captain,” Tarny said, nodding. He turned back to his notebook. “Roll is the same as last night with one exception. All members save Ameliah are accounted for. She left before dawn on a scouting run and has yet to return.”

 

“Hmm,” Rain frowned. “Did she say when she would be back?”

 

Tarny shook his head. “No, she did not, nor where she was going—unless she spoke to someone other than the sentries on dawn-watch, that is.”

 

What’s she up to? Should we wait for her?

 

Tarny continued as Rain scratched at his beard. “Vanna has ordered the distribution of picks and other mining equipment, borrowed from the townsfolk. As the mayor indicated, we’ve confirmed that the area in which the crack formed was rich in iron. We don’t yet know to what degree it will inhibit Geomancy.”

 

“Mmm,” Rain said distractedly.

 

“Shall we prepare to move out as planned, Captain? Rain?”

 

Rain shook himself, then nodded. “Yes. Sorry, Tarny. We’ll leave at seventh bell. Ameliah will catch up if she’s not back by then, and Corrin should be able to get things going on his own. It will be good practice for him. Besides, if there’s iron, we’ll be using the picks either way. Tallheart will be happy.”

 

Tarny nodded. “I am sure. Next item, I’ve looked into Crimson Gar and his group. I made sure to speak with everyone who’s interacted with the townsfolk. There are conflicting reports of skill usage, and their behavior could generally be described as juvenile, but not overtly malicious.”

 

“So, nothing new then,” Rain sighed.

 

“Not so,” Tarny said. “There is one new detail. Mlem reported speaking to a washerwoman named…Lana. This woman has apparently been helping them with their laundry…among other things. Through this, she has seen each of their plates. All bronze.”

 

“What other things?” Rain asked, narrowing his eyes.

 

“Mlem was vague, but it was clear enough.” Tarny spat. “Adventurers.” He snorted, then looked back up at Rain. “As a rule. Present company excluded.”

 

Rain nodded, though he was scowling as Tarny continued.

 

“Mlem did say that the washerwoman seemed…well enough. Not in distress or anything, at least not more so than the rest of Vestvall. Merely tired.”

 

Rain sighed. “I need to know more. I suppose I should talk to Mlem myself.”

 

Tarny nodded. “Pardon, but what will you do if they are indeed coercing her? Will you confront them?”

 

Rain sighed. “Yes. I’ll have to.”

 

Tarny nodded. “Captain, if I may. They’re bronze. You are worrying too much.”

 

“And I don’t think you’re worrying enough,” Rain said. “You heard my briefing on them yesterday. Do the math. They’re somewhere between level eighteen and level twenty-four, assuming those bronze plates are legitimate. I get the feeling that it’s closer to the top of that range. When they killed the Musk Wolf, they barely even celebrated. That means their caps were higher than that.”

 

“Oh,” Tarny said, lowering his clipboard. “I hadn’t considered that. I was assuming they’d be the same level as you.”

 

Rain shook his head. “Even if they were, you shouldn’t use me as a metric for strength. My build is bottlenecked right now. Any off-the-shelf adventurer at my level could kick me to the curb.”

 

“Is it bad that I am beginning to understand your idioms?” Tarny asked.

 

Rain snorted. “No, Tarny. Just don’t ask me where I’m from. You know I can’t talk about it.” He rubbed at his neck. “Anything else on Crimson or the others?”

 

“I’m afraid not,” Tarny said.

 

Rain sighed. “So be it. Keep an ear to the ground.”

 

Tarny nodded. “On to less important matters. Firstly, Reason wishes to speak with you concerning the testing of his latest Cold resistance ointment.”

 

“Is it still stripping the fur?”

 

“Yes,” Tarny said.

 

“You tell him no human trials until he can prove to me that it won’t do the same to us.”

 

“He said you’d say that,” Tarny said, then coughed. “Actually, he said ‘Inform the captain that the pelt of man is unlike that of monster and that timidness is the bane of innovation.’”

 

Rain snorted. Reason was still speaking like that, even though the entire company was onto his game at this point. “Fine,” Rain said after a moment of consideration. “He can try it. IF he gets a willing volunteer. And I want Tahir on standby to heal any injuries if it goes wrong. You make sure to tell him to test a small quantity first.”

 

“Yes, Sir,” Tarny said, nodding and making a note. “Next, Samson wishes to speak with you regarding the scheduling of sword instruction. Now that we have arrived at Vestvall, he would like to extend practice to two hours per day, thrice per week.”

 

“Done,” Rain said, “Ask Lyn and Hanes to extend the staff and archery classes as well, assuming they’re up for it. I’d like to start general combat drills, too, cross-discipline, though we should run that one by Vanna.” He tapped his chin. “Actually, check with her before you extend any of the classes. She might have other plans.”

 

Tarny nodded, making a note. “And mathematics?”

 

“Leave that at an hour. People have enough trouble finishing their homework as it is.”

 

“Thank you, Sir. Your mathematical brilliance is only matched by your boundless mercy.”

 

“Oh, shut up, Tarny,” Rain said, laughing.

 

“There is one final, trivial matter. Clubbs has challenged you to a game of chess, reminding you that you insisted upon double or nothing for the rematch. He’s already set up the board over by the well. He is holding your breakfast hostage, I believe.”

 

Rain froze. “Damn.”

 



 

Hegar woke groggily, swiping at his interface to quiet the blaring tone that had dragged him from his sleep. Pulling the cloth from his eyes but not opening them, he groaned as the torchlight pressed against his eyelids.

 

Another groan from beside him told him that Anton was also struggling awake. Brovose, who was supposed to have been on watch, was snoring heavily. Hegar long-suspected that the man had found a way to disable his interface’s wake-up call—that, or he was actually capable of sleeping through it.

 

Licking at his fuzzy teeth, Hegar sat up, finally opening his eyes. The Crimson Swords were camped in a section of an old mineshaft, a blazing evertorch lying on the ground where they’d dropped it to provide light. When the Shift had rent the earth, this shaft had been exposed, along with several others. It made for a convenient shortcut, bypassing a particularly narrow and claustrophobic section of the crack that led to what they were calling the second chasm.

 

“Fah,” Anton said, throwing aside his blanket. The hook-nosed man sat up and ran his hands through his dirty hair. “Morning already. Feels like I just went to sleep.”

 

Hegar grunted, hiding the grogginess he himself was feeling. He got to his feet, then kicked at Brovose. “Blame this one. Good thing for us that his snoring kept all the monsters away at the same time it was keeping us awake.”

 

Brovose grunted and rolled over. “…five more minutes…” he mumbled.

 

Hegar kicked him again, harder, sending him tumbling right on top of the evertorch. Brovose was up in a flash, frantically patting at his filthy embroidered robe.

 

“Depths, Gar!” he yelled. “What the fuck?”

 

“Serves you right,” Anton said, grinning. “You were supposed to be on watch, idiot.”

 

“The barrier is still going,” Brovose said after confirming that he wasn’t actually on fire. He pointed down the tunnel, indicating the faint purple tinge to the darkness. “I just got this robe,” he complained, lowering his arm. “I’m going to have to get it mended…”

 

“What about that way, genius?” Anton asked, pointing in the other direction. “You think that wooden door is going to—”

 

“Samahleah’s bounteous tits, enough!” Hegar shouted, interrupting him. “I’ve had it with you two!”

 

“Hey!” Anton pressed a hand against his chest, miming affront. “I’m innocent. He’s the one that—”

 

“Shut up!” Hegar snapped. Anton, mercifully, closed his mouth, though he didn’t stop grinning. Hegar rounded on Brovose instead. “And you. If you fall asleep on watch again, we’ll fucking leave you there.”

 

“Pff,” Brovose puffed. “You wouldn’t. The two of you wouldn’t get very far without a mage.”

 

“Not like we’re getting very far with one,” Anton said. “What’s it gonna be, Gar? Down again, or back to the surface?”

 

Hegar sighed. “The surface. I need a shower and a hot meal. We’ll try again in a few days once I’ve got my stamina back.”

 

“I keep saying we should bring some of the townsfolk with us,” Brovose said, then stopped to fight off a yawn. Once he got his jaw back under control, he continued. “We could…pay them, I suppose. Or not.”

 

“Dead weight is all they’d be,” Hegar grumbled. He ran a hand through his hair, unhappy with the gritty feeling from his scalp. This had not been a clean run in any sense of the word. They hadn’t even made it past the second chasm this time, let alone the third. It didn’t help that something had been eating the torches they’d left along the way.

 

Hegar pointed at Brovose. “Get the light. We’re going. Anton, I want you in front. Make sure to check the shadows. When you aim, make sure to sight down the arrow, like I showed you. I don’t want you missing again.”

 

“Fuck you,” Anton said. “It was one shot. You don’t hear me telling you how to use your rapier, do you?”

 

“That’s another thing,” Brovose interrupted. “We need to talk about our name. It’s inaccurate. Why are we calling ourselves the ‘Crimson Swords’ when Hegar’s got the only one?” While he spoke, he picked up the torch and began walking down the tunnel.

 

“Because I won the fucking card game is why,” Hegar snapped, hurrying to catch up before he was left in the dark. “For the last time, we’re not changing it.”

 

There was a thrum of a bowstring, then a screech from the darkness ahead of them. Anton grunted in satisfaction, then lowered his bow. “Brovose is right. The name is stupid.”

 

“Your face is stupid,” Hegar said.

 

Anton spluttered in response. “Fuck you, Hegar,” he said coldly, once he recovered. There was a crunch of breaking bone as he swerved out of the way to step on the leg of the fallen Deepcat he’d shot. It let out a pathetic gurgling mewl, dying but not dead. “Anyway, I think—” he stopped suddenly, holding up a hand.

 

Hegar had heard it too. It was the sound of metal on stone. The sound came again. Pickaxes, striking in unison.

 

“Come on,” Hegar said, pushing past Anton.

 

As the three proceeded up the winding tunnel, the sound of the picks grew clearer. They encountered no more monsters, but another sound soon joined that of the picks. Voices, singing in harmony. The words were muffled by the distance and the earth, yet still recognizable.

 

♫This: the song of sons and daughters,♫

 

♫Hide, the heart of who we are.♫

 

♫Making peace to build our future,♫

 

♫Strong, united, working 'till we fall.♫

 

At the first word of each line, the picks fell, sending echos of their impact down the tunnel in time with the rhythm of the unfamiliar song.

 

The villagers? What in all the hells?

 

The pool of light from Brovose’s torch rounded a bend in the tunnel, bringing into view the rough-hewn wood of the door that they’d helped the villagers install to control this passage. It was still closed, the heavy oak bar in place. Suddenly, there was a shouted command, and the voices cut off along with the rhythm of the picks.

 

“Seems they heard us,” Brovose said mildly, walking to the door. “I didn’t think the villagers had it in them to make it all the way down here on their own.”

 

“Out of the way,” Hegar hissed, shoving Brovose aside. He moved up to the door, then grunted as he lifted the massive bar. He threw it to the side with a crash, then pushed the door open and walked out into light.

 

He froze as his eyes took in the scene. There was rubble everywhere, with fires burning brightly here and there. The large boulders that had been clogging up the bottom of the chasm had been shattered and were in the process of being reduced to gravel. That wasn’t what had brought him to a stop, however. Instead of townsfolk, the wielders of the picks were…

 

He had no idea.

 

The first thing that struck Hegar was how clean the people before him were. Each and every one of the perhaps two-dozen figures was wearing a dappled white cloak, completely free of so much as the smallest speck of rock dust despite the fact that he’d just clearly heard them mining. That wasn’t all, either. They were armed with more than just picks. These were warriors, though Hegar could see no plates to mark their affiliation. His well-honed danger senses were ringing harder than they had since the night of the Shift. It was like being under the eye of the Watch back in Fel Sadanis.

 

One figure, in particular, had Hegar’s heart beating fast. The man, likely the leader, was staring at them from beneath his helmet. He was standing with his dark gauntlets resting one-atop-the-other on the butt of his long-handled pickaxe. The iron head of the pick was planted confidently on the ground in front of him.

 

This man wasn’t merely armed. This man looked ready for war. His full plate was more impressive than anything Hegar had ever seen, even in the north, and though he couldn’t judge the quality with just a glimpse, the sword belted at the man’s waist would doubtless be of even finer make.

 

“Hello, Hegar,” the man said in a relaxed tone. “Fancy meeting you here.”

 

Hegar blinked. “You…know me? Who…?”

 

The man laughed. “Yes, I know you. And you know me.” He tilted his head, and Hegar got the feeling that he was grinning behind his visor. “Would you care to take a guess?”

 

Hegar narrowed his eyes, thinking swiftly. Is he with the Guild? No, I’d have heard of a team like this. A noble? He glanced over his shoulder at Anton and Brovose. They both shook their heads, Anton even going so far as to shrug.

 

He turned back to face the armored man, then scanned the faces of his followers. On the second inspection, not all of them seemed quite so dangerous, after all. Other than their cloaks, their armor was in poor condition and mismatched. A mercenary band? I didn’t think there were any down this way…

 

“No guess?” the man asked.

 

Hegar shook his head slowly. He moderated his words, for all that he was beginning to relax. “Remove your helmet, sir, and then I’ll guess all you’d like.” They were on uncertain ground, here. Until he knew how strong this group was, he would need to be careful.

 

“I will, once Anton puts away that arrow,” the man said.

 

Anton hissed in surprise, and Hegar’s eyes opened wider. Knowing my name is one thing, but he knows Anton’s too? Hegar thought back, trying to recall whether he’d called Anton anything other than Skinner since he’d decided on the nickname, coming up empty.

 

“Who are you?” Anton demanded, raising his bow even higher and sending a wave of alarm through the crowd. The leader didn’t react, but several of those behind him reached for weapons.

 

“Skinner!” Brovose hissed. “Let Crimson handle it! Lower your bow!”

 

“Fuck off, Sleeper,” Anton hissed back, his voice barely audible. “I’ve got enemies you don’t know about. If he knows me, that’s not good.”

 

“And do you know him?” Brovose hissed back.

 

“Don’t think so,” Anton said, still not lowering the bow.

 

“Relax, Anton,” the man said. “You do know me. You just haven’t realized it yet. Here, I’ll give you a hint. What is the word in common for a flying animal with feathers?”

 

“What?” Hegar asked, looking at him in bewilderment. “What kind of heat-fevered question is that?”

 

“A bird…” Anton said slowly. When Hegar turned to look at him, there was a strange expression on his face.

 

“No,” the armored man said, bringing Hegar’s head back around. “The correct answer is ‘a shit.’”

 

“No FUCKING way!” Anton shouted, almost dropping his bow.

 

“What the hells is going on?” Hegar demanded, rounding on him.

 

“That voice…” Brovose said, humming to himself.

 

A clink of metal floated to Hegar’s ears, and he turned to see that the armored man had reached up and was removing his helmet. It came away revealing a young-ish man with brown hair and a short, well-trimmed beard. The man’s features were vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place them. He was particularly struck by the eyes. There was an intensity behind those brown irises that felt out of place on the man’s otherwise unremarkable face. Those were the eyes of someone who’d experienced pain, time and again, and each time decided that it would not stop them from achieving their goals. It was the look that separated an adventurer from a child that was merely pretending. This man has seen things.

 

The man smiled, raising his hands disarmingly, and Hegar noticed that his teeth were unnaturally white. Suddenly, it clicked. Hegar’s eyes widened in stupefied recognition. He could only think of one person he’d ever seen who’d had teeth like that. What the fu—

 

“It is you!” Anton blurted.

 

The man smiled wider. “Yes.”

 

“You are…” Brovose said, trailing off. After a moment, he snapped his fingers. “Rame!”

 

The man blinked, and there was an awkward pause as he stared at Brovose. “Rain,” he said.

 

“Is this some kind of fucking joke?” Hegar demanded, looking around. “There’s no way…” he trailed off, returning to inspecting the man’s face. The curve of the nose, the line of the jaw. It was the same man. Just several stone lighter and with the beard. And those eyes. He definitely hadn’t had those before.

 

It was Anton who spoke next. “You were pretending the whole time,” he said accusingly, using the deadly tone that he adopted whenever he was considering killing someone. Rain’s smile vanished as Anton raised his bow again. “Who the fuck are you, really? The man we found couldn’t even speak. Are you an Adamant Empire agent? No… Are you even human? You’re a mimic, aren’t you? You killed that mute idiot and took his skin.” Anton drew back on his bow, stopping about half-way.

 

The man raised his hands non-threateningly, looking mildly alarmed and perhaps a bit hurt. His people reacted much more strongly, dropping their picks to draw swords and ready other weapons. A Firebolt popped into existence above the upraised finger of a youth with fiery hair even redder than Brovose’s. He didn’t release the magic, trapping it instead in a show of control. The fire flickered and pulsed hungrily, as if straining to break free.

 

“Skinner, stop,” Brovose hissed. “Whether it’s him or not, look around. We’re outnumbered.”

 

“Yes, Skinner,” Hegar said through his teeth, putting a hand on his arm and forcing the bow down. “A fight would be bad for us, even if it’s worse for them,” He turned to look at Rain. “There’s no need for violence.”

 

Yet, he added to himself.

 

Controlling his expression, Hegar stepped forward, extending a hand. “Apologies, Rain, if that is who you really are. Is the woman with you?”

 

“She’s around,” Rain said, extending his hand to meet Hegar’s.

 

Hegar took it, then squeezed, hard. Unfortunately, the man’s gauntlet prevented him from getting an accurate measure of the man’s strength that way. The armor, at least, was as sturdy as it appeared to be. The man’s grip was firm, but not crushing. “Tell me,” Hegar asked, still gripping tightly. “What was her name?”

 

“Ameliah,” Rain said. He nodded to Brovose. “And that’s Brovose, though I hear he’s going by ‘The Sleeper’ these days. I’ve gotta say, it fits, though it’s a little generic.” He looked at Brovose, then shrugged. “Sorry, Brovose, but it’s true.” He looked back at Hegar, who quickly hid his smile. “Anyway,” Rain continued, “you three saved me from a Musk Wolf, then forced me to fight a slime with a burning stick. Satisfied that it’s really me?”

 

Anton snorted. “Well, you’ve proven you have his memories, skin-stealer.”

 

“Wait, are mimics actually a thing?” Rain asked. He looked down at Hegar’s hand, still holding his own. “Can I have my hand back now, please?”

 

Hegar reluctantly released it, having learned nothing. His instincts were giving him mixed signals. He had no idea how strong this man really was, or even who he really was.

 

“Listen,” Rain said, motioning for his people to back down. The kid with the Firebolt launched it up into the air, where it detonated harmlessly. Rain cleared his throat. “No hard feelings about tying me up. In the end, you saved me. That wolf would have had me if you three and Ameliah hadn’t come along.”

 

“Right…” Hegar said slowly. He shook himself. “Past aside…” He looked around. “What is this? What is your purpose here.”

 

“This is Ascension,” Rain said, as if that explained more than fuck-all. “The mayor asked us to secure the crack. We’re clearing the boulders so we can get some more fires going. I’d appreciate you telling us anything you can about what we might find below.” He gestured. “That tunnel behind you. Where does it go?”

 

“Down,” Hegar said, warily.

 

“And it’s ours,” Anton added. Hegar turned and glared at him, then mouthed the words, ‘later, idiot.’

 

“Is that so?” said Rain, scratching at his beard. He lowered his hand, then replaced his helmet on his head. Hegar stiffened, but the man didn’t make any further hostile motions. He placed his hands atop his pick once more. “I believe that is something we’ll have to discuss with the mayor. This land belongs to Vestvall, not to you. You will have to share, I’m afraid.” A note of cold entered the man’s voice. “We’ve heard reports of your…behavior in the city. That stops.”

 

“Is that a threat?” Brovose asked mildly. “Just so we’re clear.”

 

“Yes,” Rain said. “I suppose it is.”

 

“Hmm,” Brovose said. He gave Hegar a significant look, then flicked his eyes toward the sloping path that led up out of the crack.

 

Hegar nodded back. He spared one last glance for the armored man, then beckoned to his companions and walked confidently in the direction Brovose had indicated. Mercifully, Anton decided to follow without comment. The man could be incredibly dense, sometimes. At a gesture from Rain, the white-cloaked figures parted, letting them pass. Hegar walked through them as if he hadn’t a care in the world. It was clear, at least, that Rain and his people didn’t know how strong they were either. They wouldn’t attack.

 

Once they were a few stride away, Hegar stopped, then finally looked back over his shoulder. “If you really are who you say you are, why did you pretend before?”

 

“I did not pretend,” Rain said, his words slightly hollow from the helmet. “I was as you saw me. Just as I am now.”

 

Hegar narrowed his eyes, then shook his head. “Come on,” he said to his friends, turning away. When you find a potential enemy you aren’t sure you can meet face to face… He glanced over his shoulder once more, narrowing his eyes. Gather information, then, if necessary, kill them in their sleep. He could feel the gazes of the group drilling into his back as he climbed the rapidly growing slope.

 

“Do you think they would help us get past the second chasm?” Brovose asked once they reached the surface, following his question with another yawn.

 

“Shh,” Hegar said, then continued in a low hiss. “Fucking, later.” Behind some gods-damned wards.

 



 

The moment the trio passed out of sight, Rain almost collapsed, his knees suddenly losing all their strength.

 

“Fucking hells, Rain!” Kettel said, excitedly clapping him on the back.

 

“Hmm, indeed,” laughed Jamus. “Good work maintaining your composure, Rain. I could barely tell it was you.” He paused. “No offense.”

 

Snorts of laughter and released tension came from the gathered members of Ascension as Rain tried to regain control of his breathing. Where the HELL is Ameliah?

 



 

The flames crackled as Ameliah ripped off a bite of the haunch of meat she was holding. She chewed mechanically. The meat was flavorless and tough, and also slightly burnt from being too close to the flames. She swallowed anyway, then took another bite.

 

A cold wind was blowing in the foothills to the north of Vestvall. She’d flown for hours, then, when she’d tired of the wind, walked for hours more, stopping when the Ice Courser she was eating had volunteered to be lunch.

 

The wind gusted, but she barely even noticed as she stared into the fire. Dispassionately, she let her arm fall, inadvertently dropping the haunch of meat into her lap. She could feel the hot grease begin soaking into the fabric of her brown traveling clothes, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. The only garment she would have worried about was her cloak, but she wasn’t wearing it. It was back in the camp where she’d stashed it with the spares.

 

I wonder if they’ve found it yet.

 

A log broke in the fire, the flames swirling as they were whipped by the wind.

 

Ameliah sat like that so long that the flames guttered and died and the chunk of meat on her lap grew cold. She didn’t even notice the slime until it launched itself at her. It was only by pure reflex that she threw herself out of the way.

 

She recovered from her surprise more quickly than the monster, scrambling to her feet and raising a hand, prepared to pull it down into the earth and crush it into oblivion. Before she released the magic, she hesitated.

 

It’s just a Slime.

 

Ameliah lowered her hand, inspecting the monster as it oozed back toward her. It wasn’t even an Ice Slime, just the normal variety that you could find anywhere under the sun. This one was small and yellowish, reminding her unpleasantly of snot.

 

Smiling a bittersweet smile at the memory of Rain’s first encounter with such a creature, Ameliah switched to Purify. The billowing light took a few moments to deal with the Slime, wiping away the remains of her meal from her clothing as it did. When the spell had finished, a small Crystal Slime sat on the frosted ground before her, quivering in confusion as it grappled with the sudden reality of its existence.

 

Crouching down, Ameliah watched as it investigated the remains of the fire, recoiling violently from the still-hot coals. It headed for her next, and without thinking, she extended her hand, fingers closed into a fist. The slime ignored her gesture, instead bypassing her arm and bumping against her knees. It pulled back in surprise, then turned and started moving away in a hurry.

 

Ameliah ignored it. She was staring at her extended fist, frowning.

 

After a moment, she let her arm fall, then stood. With a short chant, her feet rose from the ground as Flight took effect.

 

The mountains that had been her goal were barely visible in the north as she rose, but she didn’t spare them a glance. The Crystal Slime and the remains of her pathetic campsite vanished behind a hill as she picked up speed.

 

Heading south.

 

Heading home.
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128: Finally

                 

Stint sat against the back wall of the camp, awkwardly dry-washing his hands as he watched the casual activities of those who’d remained behind. He felt incredibly out of place. Everyone here acted like they were awakened, for all that they said they weren’t. He couldn’t understand it. Even being awakened himself, he was always jumping at shadows—literally, for shadows were dangerous. These people, on the other hand, seemed perfectly at ease. It was almost like they’d forgotten they were in a ranked zone, just as they’d forgotten about him.

 

Rain had only had time for a cursory conversation after Stint had recovered. He hadn’t even stopped by to check on him this morning, and then he’d left. He’d been gone most of the day, along with everyone else Stint knew. Those few people he had interacted with since then had been pleasant enough, but they clearly considered him an outsider. Mostly, they just left him to his rest. His body had been overly-sensitive after the healing, with even the slightest pressure feeling like the impact of a fist. He was healed, though. He could leave. Even the sensitivity had mostly faded at this point.

 

Stint shook his head. He wasn’t sure if he actually wanted to leave. Compared to the drafty barn where he’d been staying, this camp was practically luxury. They had strong walls for keeping the monsters at bay, bright, steady light from those bulb-things, and even warm furs for sleeping. The only thing that would have drawn him back to his barn would have been the need to feed and stable Dust, but Dust, well…

 

Stint’s eyes flicked to his horse. The animal was trotting swiftly after the merchant’s daughter, Ava, who was laughing as she led him in a merry chase. Had that been all, Stint wouldn’t have thought it odd in the slightest. No, the truly bizarre part was that Ava was on fire.

 

Whatever spell the little girl was using, it had cloaked her in swirling flames that didn’t burn her dress but would easily ignite anything she came into contact with. It had already happened once, and rather than someone putting a stop to it then and there, people were encouraging her to continue, though with warnings to stay away from anything important. The dangerous game of chase between flaming child and idiot horse was being treated as entertainment.

 

By all rights, Dust should have been running away from the giggling embodiment of bad parenting, not toward it, but that wasn’t what was happening. The sheer absurdity of the scene had Stint questioning whether there were some psychological aftereffects of healing that nobody had told him about.

 

He turned his head, glancing at the two men with the matching high-collared cloaks, one white, one black. They were sitting and arguing with each other in some foreign language at a table covered in a jumble of delicate-looking equipment. The subject of the argument appeared to be a thick blue liquid, boiling in a glass flask between them despite the lack of any apparent heat source. As Stint watched, the one wearing the white jacket looked under the table, then spoke in common, loud enough for Stint to hear.

 

“Cloud, be a good boy and fetch me the lime powder.”

 

The table rocked as an enormous fluffy dog squeezed out from underneath, and both men hurriedly moved to secure the equipment before any of it toppled over. The dog stretched into a low bow, then walked over to one of the sleds and poked its head inside. After rooting around for a minute, it pulled itself free, holding a small leather sack in its mouth. It trotted back over to the two men and dropped the bag into the white-jacketed man’s hand, receiving a treat from his pocket as compensation. With a happy chuff, the dog sat, tongue lolling as it watched the two men resume their argument. Its head was swiveling from one to the other as they spoke, almost as if it was following the conversation.

 

Stint rubbed at his eyes, then looked at the dirt by his feet. I am definitely losing it.

 

“Party returning!”

 

The sudden cry brought Stint’s head back up sharply. One of the sentries atop the wall was pointing into the distance.

 

Ava’s flaming cloak winked out. “Daddy!” She shouted, running for the tunnel that had been punched through one of the walls. The damn horse kept following her.

 

Things dissolved into mild chaos as the returning members milled about the entrance, obscuring his view of the mechanical contraption—the forgewagon, he’d learned it was called—that was following them through the tunnel. The passage through the enormous earthen walls was barely large enough to accommodate it. Stint shook his head, then hurriedly got to his feet. He needed to speak to Rain.

 

By the time he made it through the crowd, however, there was a problem. Rain wasn’t in much of a state for talking. Stint found him lying on the ground next to the forgewagon, gasping for breath, a discarded waterskin lying next to his hand. He would have feared that the man had been poisoned if not for the lack of concern from the group surrounding him.

 

Stint looked around, then squeezed through the press until he was standing next to a person he knew. Cautiously, he cleared his throat. “Excuse me, uh, Tallheart?”

 

Tallheart’s antlered head pivoted to look at him, and Stint froze at the stony expression on the man’s face. He was acutely aware that the cervidian was strong enough to crush him like a bug.

 

“Sorry,” Stint managed, then gestured to Rain. “What’s going on?”

 

After a pause, as if considering whether to respond at all, Tallheart spoke slowly. “Rain pushed himself too hard.”

 

“Pushed himself?” Stint asked. He looked at Rain, then at the forgewagon, seeing that the bed was loaded with rocks in addition to the large tank and anvil that had been there before. He turned his head to Tallheart again. “Doesn’t it move using magic?”

 

“No magic,” Rain gasped, sitting up. “Just legs.” He panted, then shifted his head to sit between his knees. His voice was muffled as he continued. “Owww. Legs. Just…need a minute.”

 

Stint blinked, then looked at the vehicle again. No magic? Impossible. You’d need like four horses to pull that thing. He looked back at Tallheart. Then again…

 

“Rain,” Tallheart rumbled. “I do not see Ameliah.”

 

Rain looked up, then around. “Vanna,” he said, his eyes settling onto the company’s second in command. “Have you seen Ameliah today?”

 

Vanna shook her head. “We assumed she was with you.”

 

Rain shook his head, still breathing heavily. He pushed himself back to his feet, wobbling unsteadily. “We need to find her. Did anyone talk to her last night? Did she say where she was going?”

 

There was some muttering from the crowd but only shrugs by way of answer.

 

“What about you, Stint?” Rain asked, his eyes picking him out of the crowd. “Did she check on you this morning?”

 

“I…uh. No,” Stint said, suddenly aware that everyone was looking at him. “She, uh. She said yesterday that…I just needed rest.”

 

“Damn,” Rain swore. “What’s she up to?”

 

“Um, Rain. I need to talk to you,” Stint said, glancing at the man with the clipboard—Tarny, Stint thought his name was—who was standing nearby with an impatient look on his face.

 

“What about?” Rain asked distractedly. The crowd was slowly breaking up as people moved further into the camp.

 

“I, uh—” Stint began, but Vanna interrupted him.

 

“Sorry,” she said, laying a hand on Stint’s shoulder. “Can this wait? I need to talk to you too, Rain.”

 

“I want to join!” Stint shouted, clenching his fists. His eyes widened. He’d realized both what he’d said, and also that he’d meant it.

 

Vanna raised an eyebrow as she turned to look at him, her hand still on his shoulder. She gave him a scrutinizing look.

 

Stint flinched away, only now realizing just who had been touching him. Mercifully, she released him. Stint didn’t know much about Vanna, other than that she was awakened. As second in command, he assumed that she’d be monstrously strong. Much stronger than him.

 

What the hells am I thinking? These people are insane! I just run away and shoot arrows. They’re really going to let me join?

 

“What do you think, Rain?” Vanna asked, still staring at Stint with a calculating expression.

 

Rain chuckled. “I don’t see why not. No need for the test, Vanna. He’s cool. I traveled with him for almost a week before, and he didn’t set off any red flags.”

 

…Cool?

 

“Okay then,” Vanna said. She snapped her fingers, then waved to a man sitting at a table near the wall, raising her voice slightly. “Romer,” she called. “Bring over a copy of the codes, please! And a cloak!”

 

“A cloak?” The man—Romer—called back, not getting up.

 

“We’ve got a new recruit,” Vanna said.

 

“Ah,” Romer said. He raised his arms helplessly. “Sorry, I can’t move right now. Nibs has me pinned.” He gestured to his lap. Through the crowd, Stint saw a contented tabby cat sitting there.

 

“I’ve got it,” said Tarny. He passed the clipboard to Vanna before heading in the direction of the man with the cat.

 

“Thanks, Tarny,” Vanna said as he walked away. “Okay, Rain, I’ve been thinking about our equipment. I’ve worked out a deal with the mayor to get us access to some…”

 

Stint wasn’t listening. He watched Tarny retrieve a stack of papers from Romer, then walk off in the direction of the storeroom.

 

That’s…it? I can join? Should I go with him, or—?

 

A heavy hand on his shoulder made him jump, along with a deep, bass rumble.

 

“Human,” Tallheart said.

 

It was all Stint could do not to run as he looked up at him.

 

“Do you know what Ascension is?” Tallheart asked. “What it means?”

 

“Uh…” Stint said. He licked his lips. “You’re…mercenaries?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said. “We are more than that. Rain and Vanna may decide who is allowed to join, but we all decide who is allowed to stay.”

 

“I…” Stint said, his knees feeling weak, but whatever he was going to say got cut off by a shout from the direction of the storeroom.

 

“Rain!”

 

Tarny was running toward them, holding up a white cloak. It was dappled with the same pattern as all the others, but the make was different. It was heavier and appeared to be lined with fur of some type.

 

“Oh no…” Rain said, sounding devastated. “That’s—”

 

“Ameliah’s,” Tallheart said. Stint gasped as the cervidian tightened his grip on his shoulder before he abruptly released him. “She is gone.”

 



 

The city’s fires blazed against the darkness below Ameliah’s feet, but she wasn’t looking at them. Her focus was on a steadier patch of light, just nearby. The camp was quiet, though monsters moved in the darkness around the walls. It was late enough in the night that the bodies of fallen monsters blanketed the ground more heavily than snow. The defenders would be watching from atop the wall, not actively attacking unless something threatened to climb over. Remaining quiet so the company could sleep was arguably more important than the additional Tel that could be earned by striking out into the darkness.

 

Ameliah hesitated. All she had to do was fly down there and join them. She could say that she’d left on an extended scouting mission or that she’d found some tracks and followed them. Any number of excuses were open to her. They probably haven’t even noticed the cloak yet…

 

A sinking feeling washed over Ameliah, unrelated to the churning of her mind. It was merely a warning that Flight was about to expire. She re-cast it with a thought, not bothering with the chant. She promised herself that by the time it expired again, she’d be ready. Then, she shook her head slowly, acknowledging that she’d made this same promise twice already.

 

I’m…afraid.

 

She clenched her fists, then began falling toward the light. It’s already too late. I’m attached. To them…and to him. There’s no sense in denying it any longer. The only thing I can do now is try my hardest. I can’t lose anyone. Not again.

 

A sudden light from below brought Ameliah to a stop. The expanding shell of white was immediately recognizable. Purify, pushed well beyond the bounds of reason. She blinked, watching as Rain dropped from the wall and to the now-cleared ground, carrying a torch. He walked calmly out into the darkness, Ameliah’s eyes widening as she recognized the shrouded form of the monster that waited for him there.

 



 

The Fungiform Stumper roared, and Rain abandoned his casual pace. He shouted back in challenge as he lurched into the darkness, feet hastened by Velocity. He tore his longsword from the scabbard belted at his hip, then raised the blade out to his side. The bare steel glinted, reflecting the dancing flames of the torch he held in his other hand.

 

First Sparrow: Darting Pass

 

The blade wasn’t enchanted, but it nevertheless left a shallow gash in the monster’s tough flesh as Rain slipped past its clumsy strike. Tallheart had reforged the company’s swords into the pinnacle of what could be achieved without magical enhancement, and with the ring, Rain was stronger than any human had a right to be.

 

He skidded to a stop, dropping the torch and bringing his other hand up to the sword’s hilt as he planted his feet.

 

First Sparrow: Whirling Feather

 

The blade practically sang as it whipped through the air, following the movement Samson had taught him. The man would have admonished Rain for calling the move by its stylized name, but Rain didn’t care. His bones rattled from the rebound as the blade crashed into the Stumper’s back, the edge improperly aligned. He managed to avoid dropping the weapon as he recovered, then skipped back as the Stumper’s fist slammed into the ground where he’d been standing moments before.

 

Rain flared Velocity, then whipped the sword down, not in any form that Samson had taught him, but as a man splitting wood. The Stumper bellowed as the blade cleaved into it, cutting deep into the flesh of its arm and dealing roughly five hundred points of damage, judging from the drop in its health bar.

 

Not bad. A twentieth of its health down, most of it in that last hit.

 

The blade was almost pulled from Rain’s grip as the monster retracted its arm, but the sword slipped free before Rain was lifted from the ground. Orange light glowed from the spots on the Stumper’s cap, and Rain smiled a vicious smile, switching to Immolate.

 

He didn’t hold back.

 

Crimson light flared from both his armor and his sword. The monster released its toxic spores, and within moments, an explosion rocked the night, pressing back the darkness with a colossal whump of detonation. Rain let the heat wash over him, closing his eyes against the light as he briefly pulsed Refrigerate to cool himself down. He got a lungful of toasted spores before he wiped them from the air with Purify, but thanks to the accolade boosting his Chemical resistance, they did less than nothing to him.

 

The Stumper roared again, swiping blindly and coming nowhere close to hitting him. He was already gone. It had lost another good chunk of health, both from Immolate and from the secondary explosion. Raising the sword out to his side again, Rain activated Velocity, then charged.

 

First Sparrow: Darting Pass

 

The Stumper moved to strike him as he closed the distance, swinging with the other arm this time. Rain dodged easily, anticipating the path of its strike. It was no different from the first exchange, simply mirrored. The monster was following its instinctual patterns like an automaton, and Rain was going to exploit that for all he was worth. His blade tracked a line on the monster’s left side, slightly deeper than the one he’d left on its right, and he brought his other hand up to the hilt once more.

 

First Sparrow: Whirling Feather

 

This time, his alignment was perfect. The sword cut through the monster’s spongy flesh like water as it split its back wide open. Rain completed the motion, dodged the anticipated counterstrike, then chopped downward again onto its arm.

 

Orange light flickered.

 

Crimson light countered.

 

Three more times, Rain repeated the pattern before his sword was too bent to continue. The steel, fine as it was, simply couldn’t hold up to the combination of his unnatural strength, magically enhanced speed, and amateur technique. He tossed it aside, then clenched his fists. His armor was stronger. He had all of the weapons he needed.

 

The torch on the ground flickered weakly. The repeated exposure to Immolate had burned through the life of the magical chemical that it used as fuel. Rain ignored it. He knew what the monster would do. How it would react. Even if the torch died, he didn’t need to see.

 

Velocity-enhanced punch after Velocity-enhanced punch crashed into the Stumper, shaving off a point or two of Rain’s own health with each impact as it was transmitted back through his fragile bones. He didn’t care. It was simply more training for his Endurance. The monster was slowing down, perhaps weakened by the lack of essence on the surface, or perhaps after depleting its stamina. Likely both.

 

Rain stopped using Immolate, countering merely with Purify, lest he actually set it on fire now that its health was getting lower. There was no call to rob Tallheart of breakfast tomorrow. Still, the fight continued, requiring every ounce of his focus. He couldn’t afford to be hit, not even once, even though he would likely survive it.

 

Rain was panting heavily by the time the ding sounded in his head, signaling the monster’s death. His muscles were trembling with exertion as he stood atop the slashed, singed, and crushed remains of the enormous mushroom man. He was covered in the thick fluid that served as the monster’s blood. He hadn’t needed to use Purify after it had run out of the mana it required to use its spores.

 

Rain closed his eyes, then took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He turned, then spoke a single word.

 

“Ameliah.”

 

She walked forward out of the darkness and into the feeble light of the failing torch, a guilt-ridden expression on her face. Detection had picked her up toward the end of the fight when both he and the Stumper had been near their limits. Rain hadn’t been so focused on working through his issues that he’d forgotten to monitor for other threats. He was outside the walls, after all.

 

Despite his focus, the distraction of Ameliah’s arrival had almost gotten him punted over the treetops. He’d needed to force himself to push past his surprise and finish what he’d started, lest he make a mistake. Ameliah hadn’t stepped in to help, and the initial elation that he’d felt at her appearance hadn’t survived the grinding of his thoughts as he’d mechanically finished the battle.

 

Now, there was only a trace of it left. The hollowness had returned. The hurt. The abandonment.

 

“Rain,” Ameliah said, looking up at him. “You’re a mess.”

 

“You left,” Rain said, looking at the brown fabric of her traveling clothes. He clenched his hands as he panted, the pain of his bruised knuckles hot inside his gauntlets. We needed her. She didn’t even say goodbye.

 

“Yes.”

 

Rain worked to regain control of his breathing. When he finally spoke, his voice was cold with accusation. “Why?”

 

Ameliah looked away. “Because I’m a mess too.”

 

The stabbing pain in Rain’s chest faded, rapidly replaced by sudden guilt of his own. He knew why she’d left. He’d known it might happen. She’d literally told him.

 

Carefully, Rain climbed down from the Stumper’s remains, switching to Purify to clean himself off. He removed his helmet, then let it drop from his aching fingers. He stopped about a meter away from her and waited, struggling to think of what to say.

 

Finally, Ameliah looked back up at him and opened her mouth, as if to offer some further explanation.

 

Rain stopped her with a tiny shake of his head, then spoke. “I’m sorry. You don’t need to explain. It’s just…” He trailed off. She came back. That’s all that matters. Rain smiled. “I missed you.”

 

Ameliah snorted, brushing a strand of blond hair away from her face.

 

And then, she was hugging him.

 

Rain froze, holding his arms out to the side in awkward surprise.

 

“Hug me back, idiot,” Ameliah said after a moment. Rain blinked, then wrapped his arms around her. His heart was suddenly racing even faster than it had during the fight.

 

“Stupid armor,” Ameliah said, pressing her neck against his. “It’s like hugging a rock.”

 

Rain laughed, relaxing slightly to allow her to pull away if she wanted. Instead, she squeezed him even tighter, speaking softly. “I missed you too.”

 

Rain’s heart practically leapt out of his chest. “Ameliah—” he began, but she shushed him.

 

“Shh. Wait for it.”

 

“Wait for what?”

 

A loud whistle pierced the darkness, and Rain spotted Carten standing atop the wall and waving at them.

 

“Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” He began chanting, pumping his fist.

 

“There it is,” Ameliah said, giving Rain a playful squeeze that made his armor creak. Still, she didn’t pull away as she loosened her grip slightly. Rain’s face felt like it was on fire as a few other voices joined Carten’s, taking up the chant. His mouth was dry as Ameliah finally pushed him to arm’s length. Her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment, but she was smiling playfully.

 

She’s so beautiful… Rain shook himself as the chant continued. “I…can I…?” he stammered. “Would it be okay if…?”

 

Ameliah tilted her head as if considering. After an intolerable moment, she nodded, almost to herself. “Yes.” Before Rain could work up the courage to do anything, her lips found his all on their own.

 

“OOAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Carten roared in the distance.

 

Various other whoops and whistles came from the camp’s direction, but Rain didn’t register any of it, consumed by the softness of Ameliah’s mouth against his.

 

Ameliah ended the kiss quickly, pulling back to stare into his eyes, leaving Rain feeling like he’d been punted by the Stumper after all.

 

She laughed as she saw his stunned expression. “Did I break you?”

 

Rain blinked, then smiled and, without hesitation, moved forward. Their lips met again, and the world faded away once more.
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129: Confiding

                 

Lana tugged at the sleeve of her ill-fitting dress as she walked out of the Brass Stallion and into the market square. The fabric wasn’t quite long enough, leaving her wrists exposed to the cold. Even calling it a dress was a bit generous. It was made from thick, scratchy wool, and it was almost comically bad in its construction. The weak seams holding it together would likely fall apart the first time anyone tried to wash it.

 

It was bad enough that it made her wonder just who had actually managed to create something so horrible. She could only think that it had been the first attempt of an apprentice who’d been given no instructions by their mentor whatsoever. She really had no idea where Hegar had found it. Probably in the back of some storeroom where it had been hidden in shame.

 

“What the hells are you wearin’ now, little Lana?” came a voice from the other side of the street.

 

Lana smiled. She knew that voice. She carefully scanned her surroundings for any sign of monsters. The militia patrolled regularly, but it paid to be careful. Once she was satisfied, she crossed the street, walking around the blazing bonfire in the center of the square.

 

Gemma was a fixture of the city. The old woman had been selling household necessities out of her stall for as long as Lana could remember. Gemma always had the best soap, not that Lana often bought any. It was too expensive to waste on the type of washing that she did.

 

Used to do, Lana corrected herself. She had been a washerwoman. She wasn’t sure what she was now.

 

Lana came to a stop beside Gemma’s cart and greeted her with a deliberately ridiculous curtsy, given what she was wearing. “Shh. I’m in disguise. Don’t call out my name like that. You’ll give me away.”

 

The old woman snorted. “It’s your face that does that, fool girl. Not a man in the city would miss you in a crowd, even if you weren’t wearing one of those fine dresses those adventurers have been giving you.”

 

“Gemma, stop it,” Lana said, smiling, fending off the old woman’s attempt to pinch her cheek.

 

Gemma cackled. “Oh, my darling flower. And that blush! It’s no wonder they took a fancy to you, girl. I just wish I was forty years younger. You’d have had some competition from me.” Gemma laughed again, then spread her arms. “You think I should make a pass at em’ anyway? This old girl’s still got it, and I hear that adventurers, well.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

 

“Gemma!” Lana gasped, flushing. “You’re terrible! You could be their grandmother.”

 

“Oh, hush,” Gemma said, laughing. “I’m just playing with you.” She paused, looking Lana up and down. “You aren’t running, are you, girl? If you are, you might want to get a better disguise than…that.”

 

“I’m not running,” Lana said, though she felt conflicted as she spoke. “Hegar asked me to wear this. Trust me, I’d rather be wearing my old winter linens, not this…thing. Seriously, it’s like a bag with sleeves sewn on it with butcher’s twine. I don’t know what his game is.”

 

“It’s his kink, dear,” said Gemma knowingly, laying a hand on her arm.

 

“Gemma! It is not his kink!” I know perfectly well what his kink is, thank you. She shook her head. “I’m on a mission. They sent me out here to gather information about the other adventurers. The ones in white.”

 

“And why do you need to wear a horrid bag to do that?” Gemma asked.

 

Lana sighed. “I’m supposed to go over to the Hole and Oats and pretend to be a barmaid while I listen for rumors. Hegar says he worked it out with Timm, and knowing that man, I think I actually need to play along, or he’ll squeal on me. I was going to just walk around and talk to people to see if they’d heard anything, but Hegar says I can’t do that.”

 

She sighed. He says I can’t do a lot of things. “It’s not like I’m infiltrating the Adamant Empire or something, Gemma. Hegar—”

 

Lana stopped. There were some things she shouldn’t say out loud, such as the fact that the man was a colossal idiot or that he liked to get a little rough in bed.

 

She settled on a shrug. “He says I’m too recognizable.”

 

“He’s not wrong about that, dear,” Gemma said, cackling again.

 

Lana rolled her eyes. “I have to go, Gemma.”

 

“You watch yourself, you hear me?” Gemma said. “Hole and Oats ain’t a nice place. I worry about you, girl. When I was your age—”

 

“Yes, Gemma, I’ll be careful,” Lana interrupted. She’d been to the Hole and Oats many times. It was a bit run-down, true, but Timms paid well enough, and inns always needed washing done.

 

Lana hesitated, chewing her lip. “You stay safe too, Gemma,” she finally said. “You might want to slide your cart up against the wall to get rid of that shadow. I don’t like the look of it.”

 

“Oh, get going, you,” Gemma said, making shooing motions. “Ain’t nothing gonna spawn behind my cart, not with this nice bright fire in the square.” She paused, rubbing at her wrinkled chin. “Say, since you’re gathering information, I hear them adventurers you’re going after are selling firewood. Strikes me as an odd thing for adventurers to be selling, but then, adventurers are odd to begin with. If you find out the rumor is true, let that fool Larus know. I don’t know how he’s gettin’ on with his stock, but I’m sure it’s not good.”

 

Lana nodded. “I’ll do that, Gemma. Talk to you later?”

 

Gemma nodded. Lana gave her one last smile, tugged on the sleeves of her dress, then strode off with determination. Her legs were freezing. She was going to stop by Dempton’s first, and, assuming the clothier was awake, she’d get a proper pair of pants to wear underneath this ridiculous costume. Hegar could deal with it.

 

Lana smiled. Dempton’s reaction to the terrible dress would likely be the highlight of her morning. The gods knew she had little enough to laugh at these days.

 



 

Hegar pulled his finger back through the curtains, letting them fall closed. Finally. Does she think this is some game?

 

“Is she going the right way?” Anton asked.

 

The three of them were sharing the master suite and were currently in the middle of breakfast. Well, two of them were. Brovose had fallen back asleep again.

 

“Yes,” Hegar said, walking across the luxurious carpet, then flopping down into an overstuffed chair by the fire. The flames had a slight pink tinge to them and were giving off a cloying floral odor that filled the room.

 

Hegar wished that the smoker pellets he’d purchased in Jarro had come in better scents. Like bacon. He was only tolerating the flowery aroma because it was shielding them from Divination. They’d decided not to waste any of the remaining charge in their ward stone. If the smoker pellets weren’t enough, then they had bigger problems.

 

“What was the point of this plan, again?” Anton asked. He got up, then gestured to a gilded platter. “You done with this?”

 

Hegar gestured that he could have what was left. “I want to know what this ‘Ascension’ thing is about, but I don’t want anyone to know it’s us asking. We’re pretending we don’t care.”

 

“Why?” Anton asked. Moving over to the slumbering Brovose, he gently lifted aside the mage’s arm, then began filling the pockets of his new robe with soft cheeses from the tray. Brovose didn’t even stir.

 

Hegar sighed in exasperation. “Because!” he said, gesticulating wildly. “Tactics, Anton! It’s all a game of Ranks. They won’t challenge us if we act…aloof.” He spread his arms wide. “Dragons do not spare any thought for the doings of ants!”

 

He held the pose for a minute, then grunted and let his arms flop to his sides. “Besides, I could defeat that Ameliah woman. I just don’t know about the rest of them.” He leaned forward, then tapped his finger hard against the chair’s armrest, punctuating his next statement. “The crack is our ticket to the depths, and I won’t have them taking it from us. The hard part is going to be getting their help without them thinking we need it. Not that we do, mind you. It would just save us some time.”

 

Anton snorted. “You truly think you could win? She’s silver.”

 

Hegar sat back and glared at him. “So?”

 

Anton shook his head, setting aside the platter. “If you want her dealt with, just say so. I’ll take her out from so far away, she won’t even know what hit her. I’m an archer. It’s what I do.”

 

“I said defeat her, not kill her. You can’t kill a woman like that, Anton, especially not one with a figure like hers. It would be a crime against the gods!”

 

“Offer stands,” Anton said, returning to his seat at the table. He speared a sausage with a two-tined fork, then took a bite, speaking as he chewed. “I could drill her from behind, just like I drilled that fellow in the alley in Stoneset.” He raised the hand not holding the utensil, and an accolade popped into existence between his fingers. He began twirling it across them. “Time it right, get her when she’s alone, and with a little luck, I could add to my collection. How many plates do you think they have in—are you choking?”

 

Hegar’s smothered amusement burst forth, waking Brovose mid-snore.

 

“Wait, wait, wait,” Hegar said as he forced back his laughter. “Who were you drilling from behind in an alley? A fellow, was it?”

 

Hegar was caught flat-footed, his reflexes not quite fast enough for him to get out of the way completely. The fork grazed his cheek before it thunked heavily into the wall. It remained there, not even quivering, its tines driven clear through the fine wood paneling. Hegar tumbled to the ground, still sniggering as he rolled away from any further assault.

 

“What is going on?” Brovose asked in sleepy-sounding confusion. There was a pause, then he spoke in a louder voice. “Why are my pockets full of… Is this cheese?”

 

Hegar flopped to his back, then began pounding at the floor with his fist as he howled with laughter.

 



 

Lana bumped into Fredek as he changed course without warning her. She stumbled, and he caught her by the arm and pulled her back to her feet.

 

“Oh, sorry,” he said. “Watch your step. We’ve got some chairs over here. The captain will be right over.” His grip was gentle but nevertheless irresistible as he towed her toward a table surrounded by a few wooden stools. “Gigs, go find Rain. Tell him we found the girl he wanted to talk to.”

 

The burly man released her, and Lana rubbed her arm as he moved a pile of documents from one of the stools to the table. As he looked up, she quickly lowered her hand and sat. She wasn’t hurt; it was more of a psychological reaction.

 

Even had Fredek not been awakened, she knew that she would have had no hope of resisting being moved wherever he wanted to move her. The man had muscles on his muscles. The other man, Gigs, was even bigger, with arms like tree trunks.

 

It was with no small amount of trepidation that she looked around Ascension’s camp. There was some sort of combat drill going on, with two sides facing off against each other with wooden weapons. It relieved her greatly to see that there were two women among them. As she watched, one of them lost her staff as the Osaran man she was fighting struck it out of her hands with his own. Instead of retreating, she lunged in, grabbed, and then threw him. The man's feet left the ground completely before he crashed down in a heap.

 

Lana shivered and looked away.

 

She’s awakened too… They all are. What was I thinking?

 

Fredek and Gigs had found her in the Hole and Oats not thirty minutes ago. She’d done her best to maintain the ruse of being a simple serving girl, but it hadn’t worked. They’d been looking for her specifically. They’d had a sketch of her and everything, saying that their captain wanted to talk to her.

 

Apart from how strange that was on its own, even stranger was that the white-cloaked pair had just accepted it when she’d initially refused to go with them. The two had almost been to the door of the inn before she’d stopped them to say she’d reconsidered. Now, she was regretting that decision.

 

‘Go with the strange burly adventurers, Lana!’ ‘Hegar needs information, Lana!’ Great depths, I’m an idiot! Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!

 

These people with the white cloaks seemed friendly, but then again, so had Hegar at first. Here, outside the city and amid all these awakened strangers, she felt very, very alone.

 

“You okay there?” Fredek asked abruptly, leaning down to peer into her eyes.

 

Lana flinched away. “I’m…fine.”

 

Fredek grimaced. “Listen, about the captain. He’s got this thing. When he gets close, you’re going to feel like you’re being crushed, or like the air is trying to smother you. It varies from person to person, but it’s usually one of those…unless he’s in a bad mood. Um. Just remember that it isn’t real and that he means you no harm. It will get better once you’re used to it.”

 

“I…what?”

 

“Here he comes,” the man said, holding out his arm. “Quick. Take my hand. Squeeze as tight as you need to.”

 

Lana glanced uncertainly at Fredek’s offered hand, then froze as she spotted the armored figure heading toward them, walking next to Gigs. The captain was taller than Gigs was, though not quite as wide, even with the armor he was wearing. The dark metal of his helmet hid his face from view.

 

The pair of men stopped about twenty stride away, and a voice boomed forth from the helmet. It sounded annoyed. “I said find her, Fredek, not bring her here.”

 

Fredek looked down at her, then at his extended arm. He let it fall to his side. “Oh.”

 

“Lana?” the armored man asked, calling out loudly because of the distance. He raised his hands, then removed his helmet.

 

Lana couldn’t quite say what she’d been expecting, but it wasn’t the rather normal-looking face that was revealed. The man knelt and laid his helmet on the ground, then spread his hands wide as he rose. “It’s okay. Nobody is going to hurt you.”

 

She glanced at Fredek, who nodded to her encouragingly.

 

The armored man raised his voice again. “Lana, my name is Rain. I’d like to speak with you, but it’s a little uncomfortable to be near me because of my…magic. Would it be okay if I came closer?”

 

Lana hesitated, then gave a slow nod.

 

The captain began walking toward her again, Gigs trailing after him. What little composure Lana had broke as the feeling Fredek had described grew in her heart. It was like a great weight, pressing down and stealing the air from her lungs. She gasped, her eyes widening. She scrambled up from the stool, knocking it over in her haste. A scream formed in her throat as sudden feelings of helplessness and terror washed over her, carrying her back to the night of the Shift. “M...Monster!”

 

“Shit,” the captain swore. He stopped his advance, then took a few steps back.

 

Lana blinked. The sensation faded as he backed away, but her heart was still beating like it was trying to jump out of her chest. What was THAT? She glanced at Fredek, then back at Rain.

 

He looks…

 

“I’m sorry, Lana,” Rain called to her. He gestured to Gigs. “Get her something warm to eat and a blanket. It’s cold out here, and she doesn’t have a coat.” He looked back at her, pausing as if considering something.

 

Why does he look…sad?

 

The captain shook his head. “Lana, I’ll ask someone else to talk to you, but she probably won’t be here for at least an hour. Her name is Ameliah. She’s the one who was healing people in the city a few days ago. If you don’t want to wait for her, I understand. Fredek and Gigs will take you back to the city if you ask.” He sighed, looking like he wanted to say more. Instead, he turned, then knelt to pick up his helmet. With one last glance at her, he slipped it back on his head, then walked away.

 

Lana watched him go as her heart rate gradually decreased back toward normal.

 

What a strange person.

 



 

Ameliah dropped lightly into the camp, canceling the remaining duration of Flight and wrapping her cloak tightly about herself. It was too cold for flying to be comfortable—not that it ever was— but she hadn’t felt like walking the whole way back.

 

Not seeing Rain anywhere, she made her way over to Tallheart. The cervidian was sitting at a table with Staavo, Myth, and Reason. The four of them had their heads together, bent over something she couldn’t see from where she was standing. As she approached, Tallheart looked up, making Staavo swear and jerk out of the way of his pivoting antlers.

 

“You have returned,” Tallheart said, his eyes flicking to the wooden door they’d installed last night to block the tunnel through the wall. “The others?”

 

“Vanna’s leading everyone back,” Ameliah replied. “They should be here in about fifteen minutes. They’ll be safe enough without me for that long.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. He looked back down at the table, picking up a Telscribe as Ameliah moved to peer over his shoulder.

 

“What are you working on?” she asked.

 

“Aluminum,” Staavo said before Tallheart could reply. He picked up a twisted piece of light-gray metal and tossed it to her. “See for yourself.”

 

Ameliah deftly snagged it out of the air, then blinked and looked down at the irregularly shaped nugget. “It’s light.”

 

“Yes,” Tallheart rumbled. “Rain was correct.”

 

“He usually is with stuff like this,” Ameliah said. She pushed her thumb against the metal, and with barely any force, a small piece snapped off. “It’s weak, too, just like he said.”

 

Reason sat back in his chair, wiggling his hand at her. “Yes and no. We think it should be stronger than this. There is a lot of junk mixed-in that we haven’t been able to remove yet.”

 

Ameliah raised an eyebrow. “Did you just speak normally?”

 

Reason winked at her. After a moment, he laughed, Myth joining him and jostling him lightly with his shoulder.

 

Staavo rolled his eyes, then held out his hand for the piece Ameliah was holding. She passed it to him, and he tossed it into a glass bowl with a few other small fragments.

 

Tallheart suddenly grunted in annoyance. There was a flash of disrupted mana from the larger piece of metal he’d been scratching at. He set his Telscribe down with a click, then rumbled discontentedly as he sat back in his chair. “Another failure.”

 

Myth reached over and patted his shoulder lightly, then looked at Ameliah as he explained. “We’re having problems getting it pure enough to make it into a filter for filter-refining. Tallheart says he hasn’t been able to work out its intrinsic rune yet, so he can’t make a targeting rune for the medium. Without that rune, the filter needs to be made of aluminum for it to work on aluminum. It’s fascinating, really. I never knew runes were this complicated.”

 

Tallheart nodded, though he looked upset.

 

“As for Reason and I,” Myth continued, “our skills don’t work very well on metal in the first place. We don’t have the metamagic for it.” He looked at his partner. “Chemical Intuition is helping, at least. We’ve confirmed that it’s an irreducible medium.”

 

“An element,” Reason said, giving Myth a look. “We decided to use Rain’s terminology, remember?” He cleared his throat. “He who seeks clarity should strive for brevity.”

 

“No, I don’t remember, Reason,” Myth said. “Irreducible medium is the accepted term in the profession.”

 

“Too many syllables,” Staavo said without looking up. He was fiddling with a balance scale, weighing out a quantity of some whitish powder, which he then added to the glass bowl.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. He picked up the piece of metal he’d been working on, then started breaking it up into smaller chunks with his gauntleted fingers. He spoke as he added the pieces to Staavo’s bowl. “It is frustrating. This metal does not wish to be separated from the other elements it is, hmm, bonded to. I did not have this much trouble with tungsten. This should be no more difficult, and yet…”

 

“Didn’t Rain say something about electricity?” Myth asked. “I vote we try that next instead of the acid again.”

 

“If you can get a coherent procedure out of Rain, then by all means,” Staavo said. “I don’t think he actually knows how the process he was describing works.”

 

“He has been right about everything else,” Reason said. “I am beginning to change the way I see the very nature of chemistry. The things he knows…”

 

“Yes, yes,” Staavo said, reaching for a glass flask of a clear liquid. He poured it into the bowl, which began to smoke lightly as the powder dissolved around the chunks of metal. Then, he sat back and drank the remaining liquid from the flask. “What?” he asked when he saw Ameliah staring at him. “It’s just water.”

 

“I told you not to do that, Staavo,” Reason said. “A careless chemist is a dead chemist.”

 

“Bah,” Staavo said, setting down the empty flask. He fanned at the smoke rising from the glass bowl with his hand, and Ameliah had to stop herself from asking what the powder had been and why adding the water was making the metal smoke like that.

 

Can you powder acid?

 

Truly, it was interesting, what they were doing. The discovery of a new metal would have all sorts of implications, especially if it proved to have unique magical properties for enchanting. However, as much as she wanted to know more, what she truly wanted was to find Rain.

 

Ameliah took another look around the camp, frowning.

 

Nothing much had happened after the second kiss, despite the rumors. It had been late, and once the excitement had died down, they’d both gone to sleep, exhausted—her from flying and running half-way to the mountains and back, and him from lying awake and agonizing about her departure. She really needed to talk to him about it. To explain herself.

 

She smiled. And also kiss him again. That too.

 

“He is in there,” Tallheart said.

 

Ameliah jumped, seeing the smith pointing toward one of the sleeping rooms.

 

“Who’s in the where now?” Staavo asked, looking up from the smoking bowl.

 

“Ameliah is looking for Rain,” Tallheart said. “I can tell from her heartbeat.”

 

“You can not,” Ameliah said, giving him a playful shove, careful not to disturb the table.

 

Tallheart rumbled with amusement, and Ameliah rolled her eyes as she walked away, heading in the indicated direction. The teasing that she and Rain had been enduring for the past few weeks had only gotten worse. If Carten hadn’t fallen off the wall in his excitement and thus earned himself a share of the mockery, it would have been unbearable.

 

I can’t believe I just kissed him like that in front of everyone.

 

Ameliah could feel her cheeks heating as the memory washed through her mind, vivid and crystal-clear. Rain had been using Winter at the time, because of course he had been.

 

She was still smiling as she pushed aside the curtain separating the sleeping room from the rest of the camp. Her smile widened further as she saw Rain sitting there, Dozer on his lap. He was facing her with his helmet off and his eyes closed, clearly meditating.

 

Then, her smile vanished abruptly as she noticed the tears dripping down his face.

 

What?

 

Hurrying over, she crouched down, then had to fight off Dozer as it pushed itself desperately against her hands. She could tell the slime was upset, and it was obvious why. Whatever Rain was experiencing inside his soul, it wasn’t anything good.

 

“Rain,” she said gently, jostling his shoulder. “Rain, wake up.”

 

“Huh?” Rain said, blinking. “Ameliah, what…?” He paused, blinking again, then raised a hand to his face and touched the wetness that had collected there. He looked down at his gauntleted fingertips as he took his hand away. “Oh.”

 

“Here,” Ameliah said, fishing in her pocket and removing a cloth-wrapped ration bar. She unwrapped it, then passed the wrapping to Rain and tucked the ration back into her pocket. He accepted the cloth, using it to dab at his eyes.

 

Then, he blew his nose into it.

 

He stared at the soiled scrap of cloth for a moment before handing it to Dozer, who grabbed it immediately.

 

Though she tried to stop herself, Ameliah let out a strangled snort at the ridiculousness of what had just happened. Rain looked up at her, and she tried to force a concerned expression back onto her face. This was made difficult by Dozer, who was slowly pulling the rag through its membrane, clearly savoring the flavor of its contents.

 

Rain smiled at her, and Ameliah felt her heart unclench as he began to laugh.

 

He’s okay.

 

“What was that noise you just made?” Rain asked, pointing at her. “You sounded like an elephant.”

 

“I have no idea what that is,” Ameliah said. She shifted off her knees to sit across from him.

 

“An elephant is…”—Rain tilted his head—”…a giant…trumpet mouse?”

 

Ameliah gave him a look. “Let me guess. It lives in the same place as the cat snakes.”

 

“They’re real, I tell you,” Rain said with a wry smile. He sniffed, then cleared his throat. “I’ve never actually seen one in person, though—an elephant, not a ferret. Elephants are much bigger. Like…as big as a house, bigger. You should have them here. You have gazelles, after all.”

 

Ameliah smiled skeptically as she shook her head. “If you say so. I’d think I would have heard of a non-magical animal that large.” Something brushed her hand, and she looked down to see Dozer offering her the cloth, freshly cleaned. She hesitated, then shrugged and took it. “Thanks, Dozer.”

 

The slime bumped her offered hand, then oozed back into Rain’s lap.

 

“How was it over by the crack?” Rain asked as he absently petted the slime. “Did you find any other chasms? Anywhere the Stumper might have come from?”

 

Ameliah looked up from tucking the cloth into a pocket. “We didn’t have any trouble, but something ate all the evertorches we left behind yesterday. Monsters were lurking at the bottom. No more Stumpers, but I think that’s probably where it came from.”

 

Rain was looking at her with his head tilted. “What do you mean, something ate the torches?”

 

“Exactly that,” Ameliah said. “Have you ever heard of a Fire Eater?”

 

“No.”

 

“It’s exactly what it sounds like. They’re supposed to be very elusive. Resistant to Divination and so forth, maybe even invisible. I’ve never seen one myself, but there are lots of reports of them stranding people in the dark.”

 

“Damn. Sounds like a really annoying monster,” Rain said, rubbing at his eyes.

 

“Mmm,” Ameliah agreed. “Vanna thinks we should just move our camp over there for tonight so we can watch out for it.” She paused, glancing at the curtain. It wouldn’t be long before the others were back. She looked back at Rain, who had let his head fall into his hands. If she was going to say something, now was the time.

 

“Rain…” she hesitated, but he didn’t look up, so she continued. “Are you…okay? Why were you crying?”

 

Rain shrugged, still without looking at her. “My body must have started doing that on its own once I was inside my soul.” He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “It’s…been a hard morning for me. I’ve been thinking about stuff in circles.”

 

Ameliah felt her heart clench once more as Rain looked into her eyes, wearing a forced smile on his face. There was only one correct response to that kind of look. She pushed herself onto her hands, then scooted forward so she could wrap her arms around him.

 

“Thank you,” Rain said softly as he returned the embrace, pressing his cheek against the side of her neck.

 

They stayed like that for a few moments until the position grew awkward. Rain loosened his grip, and Ameliah released him. Instead of sitting across from him again, she moved next to him so he could lean against her side if he wanted to.

 

“It’s just…” Rain began, then he sighed. “I’m stressing about my soul. I need to fix it.”

 

Ameliah nodded. She laid her head on his shoulder to reassure him with the contact. She didn’t say anything, letting him speak.

 

“There’s a woman out there in the camp that I need to talk to, and I can’t… I can’t get anywhere near her without her staring at me like I’m some kind of monster. Everyone says my soul feels…terrifying.”

 

“You’re not a monster,” Ameliah said. “Don’t be stupid.”

 

“But it’s my soul,” Rain protested. “It’s who I am. Being…inside it, it’s made it even more apparent. There’s something wrong with me, Ameliah, apart from the hole in my paling. The chaos… It’s not right. I’m…worried.” He was shaking slightly as he continued. “I want to be a person who people can trust! Who people can come to to solve their problems! Not someone that makes them want to run and hide.”

 

Ameliah shifted awkwardly, unsure of what to say. She settled for wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “You’ll figure out how to fix it,” she finally said, squeezing hard. Stupid armor. “I’ll help you. I’ll try to replicate whatever it is you’re doing, and if it works for me, we can compare notes. Two minds are better than one, right?”

 

Rain shook against her side again, and it took Ameliah a moment to realize that it was a laugh and not a sob.

 

“I still can’t believe that rhymes in common,” he said. “It sounds so cheesy whenever anyone says it.”

 

Ameliah smiled and opened her mouth to reply, but a sudden cry from atop the wall cut her off.

 

“Party returning!”

 

Rain sniffed, then sighed. “Back to work.” He pulled away from her, and she let him go. He ran a hand through his hair as he got to his feet, displacing Dozer in the process. “Vanna’s probably right,” he said. “We should move camp. And we need to deal with the woman I mentioned.”

 

“Who is she?” Ameliah asked, getting up as well.

 

“You remember Lana? The washerwoman Mlem said Hegar had taken a fancy to?”

 

Ameliah nodded. “Yes, I remember. What’s she doing here?”

 

“I asked Jamus to sketch her from Mlem’s description, and then I sent a few teams into Vestvall to see if they could find her and figure out what was going on in more detail. Covertly, of course.” Rain sighed. “Apparently, Tarny wasn’t specific enough in passing on my instructions to all of the teams. Fredek and Gigs found her, then brought her here instead of just observing like I wanted.”

 

“Do you want me to talk to her?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain nodded. “Please. You know what I’m worried about. I need you to get the specifics. Find out if they gave her a choice.”

 

“Of course,” Ameliah said, frowning. If they’re hurting her… “What will you do?”

 

Rain sighed. “I don’t know. I obviously can’t send her back to them if what I think is happening is happening, but it will likely cause an issue if I don’t. Hell, it might have already caused an issue. They’re going to think we snatched her, because that’s definitely what it looks like, no matter what Fredek says. First things first, make sure to ask her what she wants. I could be way off base here and not even know it. Hell, she might even be the one who seduced them.” Rain dragged a hand over his mouth. “I should be the one dealing with this, not you, but I can’t.”

 

Ameliah laid a hand on his elbow. “I’ll handle it. Go play with Tallheart. He and the other tinkerers are trying to make aluminum, and it will be a good distraction for you. Let Vanna and me handle all the important stuff for a little while.”

 

Rain smiled. “Aluminum, huh? Okay, that does sound like it would get my mind off things.” He paused. “Thank you, Ameliah. For everything.”

 

Ameliah smiled, then kissed him lightly on the cheek. “Come on. Let’s get back out there before people start jumping to the wrong conclusions about what we’re doing in here.”
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130: Moving

                 

Rain and Tallheart stood beside a high table strewn with chunks of metal and containers of various dangerous substances, along with a notebook and a few other pieces of equipment. The centerpiece was a wire rack holding a line of what Reason called ‘number one potion bottles.’ Those looked like stubby, flat-bottomed test tubes, which was appropriate, as that was how they were being used at the moment. Each contained a small piece of impure aluminum and a trial solvent, denoted by the label on the tube.

 

Rain had been watching the experiment closely but looked up as he sensed someone approaching. It was Ellis, using both hands to carry a scabbarded sword in front of him.

 

Ellis was a thatch-haired man—a teen, really, being barely older than Kettel—with a strong nose and a freckled face. Unlike Kettel, he’d had a formal job in Fel Sadanis before the Shift as an apprentice to his father, a farrier. Unfortunately, Ellis’s family hadn’t survived, which had led to him joining Ascension. It was a depressingly common story among the company’s members.

 

“Excuse me, Tallheart?” Ellis said as he reached the table.

 

“Hmm?” Tallheart rumbled, not looking up.

 

“I’m done,” Ellis said, holding out the sword.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart rumbled, not as a question this time. He took a step back from the table and turned to face Ellis, then accepted the offered weapon.

 

Rain tilted his head. What’s this about?

 

Tallheart drew the sword, revealing it to be an Ascension standard-issue longsword, though that had already been obvious from the rough, monster-hide scabbard. Tallheart sighted down the blade, his face unreadable, then he ran a gauntleted finger along the sharpened edge. His gauntlets were enchanted to transmit physical sensation, something Rain was incredibly envious of, though the enchantment was broken in one of them.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, twisting the blade to check it in the other direction. He then rapped the sword against the table, striking hard with the flat of the tip and watching as the metal vibrated.

 

“Acceptable,” he finally said. He resheathed the sword, then instead of offering it to Ellis—who was beaming like a child praised by a stern father—held it out to Rain. “Here.”

 

Rain tilted his head, then took the weapon. He drew the blade a few centimeters from its scabbard, closely inspecting the symbol etched into the metal: a stylized arrow above an arc meant to be the curve of the planet. Sweeping lines spiraled around the arrow, representing mana in motion.

 

The symbol of Ascension.

 

Jamus had designed it, and Tallheart had been etching it into all of their important gear so it could be identified if it ever fell into the wrong hands.

 

Rain looked at Ellis questioningly, trying to keep the disbelief from his voice. “You made this?”

 

“I didn’t,” Ellis said quickly, glancing at Tallheart. “I only repaired it.”

 

“Oh,” Rain said, letting the sword slide back into its scabbard. “This is totally my sword, isn’t it?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said.

 

Rain smiled sheepishly. “Sorry again about that, Tallheart. I’ll treat it better next time.”

 

“Do not apologize to me,” Tallheart said, face impassive. “Apologize to Samson.”

 

Rain chuckled. “Yeah, I probably should.” He turned to Ellis, raising the sword slightly. “Great work. It looks as good as new.”

 

“Thanks,” Ellis said, still smiling.

 

“So, Tallheart’s teaching you?” Rain asked.

 

“No,” Tallheart rumbled, even as Ellis simultaneously said, “Yes.”

 

Rain raised an eyebrow, looking between them. Tallheart blinked slowly, then turned away without giving an answer, returning his attention to the table.

 

Ellis laughed. “Teaching might not be the right word. He gave me the sword and told me to fix it. No instructions beyond that. Still, he could have done it himself with a simple touch, thanks to those skills of his, so the only reason for him to give it to me would be so I could get the experience.”

 

“Sounds like teaching to me,” Rain said, grinning as he slipped the scabbard through a loop meant for it on his belt. He looked to the side, having noticed Staavo rapidly approaching. Myth and Reason weren’t with him.

 

Tallheart suddenly grunted, pulling one of the bottles from its frame. He capped it with his finger, then shook it vigorously and held it up to the light. “This one,” he said after a moment.

 

“Oh?” Staavo said, having reached the table. He grabbed for the bottle, but Rain’s shout brought him up short.

 

“Gloves!”

 

Staavo rolled his eyes but paused to don one of Reason’s insulated chemistry gloves before taking the bottle from Tallheart. He frowned, peering at the charcoal-colored liquid inside. “Looks like cloudy ink.”

 

“The metal is in the liquid,” Tallheart said, wiping his thumb on a rag and leaving a dark smear. “Get it out.”

 

Staavo snorted. “Did I start speaking in rhyme and wearing a high-collared coat when I wasn’t paying attention? And why is this warm? Did you heat it?”

 

“Reason is not here,” Tallheart said, ignoring the question.

 

“Yeah, because he’s actually packing like you’re supposed to be!” Staavo said. He turned grumpily to Rain. “The mayor is here again. Vanna says he’s being an officious bung and that she needs you to put the fear of the depths into him.” He looked back at Tallheart. “She also said to get the great antlered snail moving!”

 

Rain opened his mouth, but Ellis, surprisingly, spoke first.

 

“I highly doubt she said it like that,” he said to Staavo, then turned to Rain. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go pack as well. I just wanted to finish fixing your sword before I put away my tools. Let me know if you damage it again, and I’ll try to set it right for you. Now that Tallheart has given me permission to use his forge, I can deal with the small stuff.”

 

“Thanks, Ellis,” Rain said. “I’m happy to hear that.”

 

The young man nodded respectfully to him, then bowed formally to Tallheart before departing.

 

Rain gestured to the cluttered table. “I guess I’ll help you two pack this up.” He edged over to the notebook sitting there, then spun it to face him. “Which one is that, Staavo?”

 

“Potassium hydroxide, 50%,” Staavo answered, reading the label. “That means caustic potash, right?”

 

Rain nodded as he jotted it down. “Looks like Reason was right, so that’s one more point for Chemical Intuition. I could have sworn we’d need an acid, not a base.”

 

“We shall see,” Tallheart said, carefully taking the bottle back from Staavo. “This may be yet another false path.” He shook his head. “You should go help Vanna, Rain. The goat and I will deal with this.”

 

“Baa-aa-aa-ah,” Staavo said, mimicking the animal.

 

Rain smiled. Staavo really did look a bit goat-like with the white goatee he’d started wearing recently. He’d fully adopted his nickname, rather than trying to fight it. Rain laid a friendly hand on the old man’s shoulder as he spoke to Tallheart. “You’re probably right. I should go do Captain-y things. I’ll catch you two later.” He took his hand away and gestured to the test tubes. “I don’t think I need to tell you this, but be careful. Without Reason and me, there’s no Purify and no Fume Control. There’ll be nobody here to save you if you accidentally make chlorine gas or something.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

“Give us a little credit, Rain,” Staavo grumped. “We’ll be careful.”

 

Rain snorted, prepping an ‘I told you so’ for later, then left them to it. He wasn’t truly worried, not with them both being awakened and with healers on standby.

 

Vanna and the mayor were standing near the storeroom, so Rain turned his steps in that direction. Before he got too close, he paused to remove his helmet from the cord at his waist and slipped it onto his head. Then, he deactivated Winter and triggered his training overview.

 

Doing that helped slightly with his people problems, he’d found. With all of his pending experience purged, his presence was reduced from terror-inducing to merely smothering. It also helped if he kept his emotions neutral, so Rain closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, centering himself. If Staavo was to be believed, then the mayor was in for a good looming, but there was no need to get carried away. Satisfied, he opened his eyes and walked forward.

 

The mayor flinched as Rain’s presence washed over him, but the round-faced man quickly hid any further reaction. He pivoted away from Vanna, then fractionally inclined his head. “Ah, Captain. I was hoping to speak with you.”

 

Rain tilted his head, matching the mayor’s nod to the millimeter. “Mayor Graymond. Quartermaster.”

 

Vanna nodded to him, then spoke, sounding uncharacteristically vexed. “Captain. The mayor wishes to renegotiate our arrangement for the monster corpses.”

 

“I see,” Rain said. He pivoted his helmet so he was staring directly at Mayor Graymond, saying nothing. He let the silence stretch.

 

“Well,” the mayor said, struggling to meet his gaze. “We didn’t expect you to gather so much in such a short time. When I made that deal, it was reflective of how dire our situation had become. I’ve got the rest of the council screaming at me now, saying that I’m paying ten times as much as the food is worth.”

 

Rain frowned. Something about the man’s tone seemed off. What’s his game? He shifted his gaze to Vanna. “We’re only asking them for what they find inside the monsters we’re providing them, right?”

 

Vanna nodded. “So far, they’ve given us three Cold, one Force, one Chem, and eighteen Tel.”

 

“That’s it?” Rain asked, mentally running the numbers. That’s not even close to what I was expecting. He shifted his gaze back to the mayor.

 

“There’s more to come, of course,” the mayor said, trying to seem outwardly unconcerned, though he was beginning to sweat. “We’re not quite done processing it all yet.”

 

Rain nodded, though his eyes were narrowed behind his visor. “Understood. What exactly are you proposing, Mayor?”

 

“Well,” the mayor said, glancing at Vanna, who was still scowling at him. He cleared his throat. “As Vestvall is granting you access to the crack and all of the riches therein, the council feels that it is only reasonable for you to give us half of whatever we extract, including the Tel and Crysts within the monsters you are providing.”

 

Vanna slashed her hand down sharply. “You asked us to deal with the crack because you couldn’t. You can’t suddenly change that and try to charge us for the privilege of protecting you. That’s not how it works! And half?! That’s insane!”

 

Rain held up a hand, motioning her to back down. Damn, she’s pissed. Just what happened here before I showed up?

 

He pivoted his helmet back to the mayor and let the silence work.

 

“Perhaps…four in ten?” The mayor said after a long hesitation. “Three?”

 

Rain kept staring, watching the man sweat. Finally, he shook his head slowly and spoke. “Ascension is here to help, Mayor Graymond, but we are not going to let you take advantage of us. An organization such as ours requires Crysts and Tel, just as you require food and protection. It is a mutually beneficial relationship, and the deal is more than fair as-is. It stands.”

 

The mayor heaved a resigned sigh. He suddenly seemed to relax, as if he’d been pretending to be more afraid than he was. “Well, it was worth a try.”

 

“See?” Vanna signed in hand-code, then gestured to the mayor. “Noble. Asshole. Fake.”

 

Rain allowed himself a smile behind his visor. “Since you are here, Mayor Graymond, we should discuss the evacuation of the city.”

 

“Evacuation?” The mayor said, suddenly incredulous. “Are you serious?”

 

“Yes,” Rain said.

 

A stubborn note entered the man’s voice. “We’re not evacuating. Not if that crack leads to the depths. Vestvall is poised to become the next City of Lights!”

 

Rain shook his head. “That isn’t going to happen. Aren't your people still dying in their beds?”

 

“Some,” the mayor said, waving a hand. “People die every day in winter. It is no worse now than it has ever been. We have the situation under control. We appreciate your help, but we don’t need it.”

 

Rain scowled, releasing his hold on his emotions. The mayor quailed, taking a step back, the reaction seeming more authentic this time.

 

“You do not have the situation under control,” Rain said, his voice sharp like ice. “Tell me, what will happen when your woodcutters have cleared the entire forest?”

 

“I…well… I thought your light bulbs…” The mayor licked his lips, looking to Vanna for help and finding none.

 

“We don’t have that many,” Rain said. The agreed-upon fiction was that the bulbs had been purchased, not made. “Even if we did, they would not work for an entire city. They have limitations.” For now.

 

The mayor was opening his mouth to protest, but Rain cut him off. “Xiugaaraa has a teleportation platform and easy access to Light Crysts. It is a hub of trade, and it is full of awakened. Vestvall, on the other hand, is isolated, especially now that Fel Sadanis is closed off. I’m sorry, Mayor, but your city is in the middle of nowhere, and the only awakened you have to rely on other than us are a handful of weak nobles and the Crimson Swords. I just don’t see a way for your dream to become a reality, not as things stand.”

 

“I…” the mayor began, then glanced away. “I will discuss it with the council.”

 

“Very good,” Rain said. “Do you require an escort back to the city?”

 

The mayor shook his head, then hesitated as if he wanted to say something, but thought better of it. He nodded to them, slightly more deeply this time, then spun and walked briskly for the exit.

 

“Thanks,” Vanna said watching the retreating form of the mayor.

 

“I wasn’t too hard on him, was I?” Rain asked.

 

“Not at all,” Vanna said. “I just wish you could have heard him before you got here. Between yesterday and today, he went from desperate mayor concerned for his city to greedy noble asshole, just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “The fucker fooled me. I don’t think he really cares about his people, other than the fact that they’re his people, if you know what I’m saying.”

 

“Mmm,” Rain said.

 

Vanna laughed. “That soul of yours comes in handy. I wish I had something like it.”

 

Rain smiled, shaking his head slowly. “You really don’t.”

 

He looked over at Ameliah, who was still speaking with Lana, the latter woman all wrapped up in a blanket.

 

I just wish I could turn it off.

 

Almost as if she had felt his gaze, Ameliah swiveled her head to look at him. She smiled, then waved, beckoning.

 

Rain blinked, then pointed to himself. Ameliah nodded. She spoke into Lana’s ear briefly, then the younger woman looked at Rain and nodded as well.

 

Huh.

 

“Looks like the girl wants to talk to you after all,” Vanna said. “What are you going to do with her, anyway?”

 

Rain shrugged. “I’m not planning to do anything with her. It matters what she wants, not what I want.”

 

“Naturally,” Vanna said. “Well, if you’re going to ask her to join Ascension, let me know first. Romer and I are due to have a discussion tonight about the admittance section of the codes. It needs work, and some of the townsfolk have been asking.”

 

“Really?”

 

“Yup.”

 

“Huh.” Rain removed his helmet. I suppose I should have expected that. He shook his head. “I wasn’t planning on recruiting her, but if she asks, well…. Anyway, I’d better go over.”

 

Vanna nodded, then walked away as Rain began heading in Ameliah’s direction. After tying his helmet to his belt, he took a deep breath and ran his hands through his hair to straighten it. He hadn’t used any magic since he’d purged his soul, but he purged it again anyway, just in case. Here we go.

 

He could tell the moment his influence brushed against the two women waiting for him. There was a flash of connection between him and Ameliah as a party formed, or more accurately, as Rain became aware of it existing. Linksight had the same range as the effect of his damaged soul, more or less, while parties had no range limit as far as he knew.

 

It was a subtle feeling, Linksight, but he was so used to it by now that he was treating it like just any other sense—hearing, sight, smell, and so forth. Any revelations about the correlation between the new sense and the damage to his soul were old-hat at this point.

 

Unfortunately, Rain was also well used to the sudden, forced expression that formed on Lana’s face. There was no flash of Linksight from the young woman’s direction, but that wasn’t because she was unawakened or anything. It merely meant that Rain and Ameliah’s party didn’t include her based on everyone’s currently defined intentions.

 

She isn’t panicking this time, at least.

 

Lana’s expression grew even more strained as he continued his approach, and she shifted marginally closer to Ameliah, almost as if she wanted to hide behind her. Then, to his surprise, she deliberately stepped back away. As Rain came to a stop, she bowed to him, deeply.

 

“Captain Rain,” she said, not rising from the bow. “I am honored.”

 

Rain blinked, then looked at Ameliah, who seemed amused. A line from a movie ran through his head, and he smiled and raised his hands. “We don’t do that here.”

 

The woman peeked up at him from her bow, unease creeping back into her expression along with uncertainty.

 

“Bowing,” Ameliah said. “He means bowing. You don’t need to treat him any special way if you don’t want to, or any of us, for that matter. The only one you bow to is Tallheart. It’s a cervidian thing, and even then, it’s overly formal in most situations.”

 

“Oh,” Lana said, still looking nervous as she straightened.

 

Rain inclined his head to her, smiling. “It’s nice to meet you properly, Lana. Once again, my name is Rain.”

 

“Lana,” Lana said, glancing at Ameliah as if seeking reassurance.

 

Ameliah smiled back at her, then looked at Rain. “Lana and I had a little chat. Go on, Lana, say what you wanted to say.”

 

Lana flinched, looking away, clearly embarrassed on top of still being unsettled by Rain’s presence. “I, uh…”

 

Rain looked at Ameliah quizzically, but she motioned for him to wait.

 

Lana took a deep breath, then looked up and met Rain’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”

 

Rain blinked, honestly surprised. “For what?”

 

“For reacting to you…like I did. Like I am.” Lana said, glancing at Ameliah. “I was… It’s just that you…” she looked away. “Ameliah says it really bothers you when people…” She forced herself to meet his gaze. “I wasn’t calling you a monster before. When I felt…whatever this is, it made me think of the night of the Shift, and it just sort of slipped out. You’re not a monster, so… Sorry.”

 

Rain closed his eyes, feeling as if a weight was leaving his chest. He smiled at her genuinely. “Thank you, Lana. That means a lot to me.”

 

“See?” Ameliah said, rubbing Lana’s back. “I told you he doesn’t bite.”

 

Lana nodded. “You were right. It’s already getting better. I think I’m getting used to it.”

 

Rain breathed deeply, smiling as he watched the pair of them. Or it could be because I’m in a better mood. Thank you, Ameliah. Even if you put her up to it, I needed that.

 

Lana took a steadying breath, looking between the two of them before her eyes settled on Rain. “So, I guess you want me to tell you about Hegar?”

 

Rain nodded. “Please. If you can.”

 

“Hegar is…” Lana hesitated, then smirked and shook her head. “Hegar is an idiot.”

 

Rain blinked. “Well. I’m not sure what I expected you to say, but that wasn’t it.”

 

“He has no idea how women work, like, at all! He treats me like I’m his doll or something.” She shrugged aside the blanket, revealing the rough dress she was wearing. She gestured to it. “At first it was just jewelry and fancy clothes, not like this, of course. This came later. Anyway, he gave them to me and asked…told me to wear them for him.” She shook her head. “He had me dance and said that if he liked what he saw, he’d let me keep all of it so I…” She glanced at Ameliah, blushing. “I don’t need to give him all the details, do I?”

 

Ameliah shook her head, then looked at Rain. “I’ll cut right to it. Yes, Rain, it was basically what you thought. Hegar was using her for sex, but he didn’t force her physically. He used money and his status as an adventurer. She might have been able to say no, but she felt like she couldn’t.”

 

Lana wrapped the blanket back around her shoulders, looking down at her feet. Rain realized he was scowling and quickly clamped down on his emotions as Lana began to edge toward Ameliah again. Damn soul. He shook his head. “Do you want to get away from him?”

 

Lana hesitated, looking first at him, then at Ameliah. “You’re stronger than they are, right? Hegar and his friends.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “We are.”

 

Rain glanced at her. She sounds so certain.

 

“Then…” Lana said, bringing his attention back to her. She hesitated, then forced herself to meet his eyes again. “Please protect me from him!” she said in a rush. “I don’t know how he’ll react, but the other one, Skinner, he scares me. Hegar sees me as a bird in a cage, but that one…” She shuddered. “It’s like I’m even less than that. Like I’m just…meat. Hegar might…send him after me or something. To get me back, or…”

 

Rain clenched his fists, straining to keep his emotions under control. “We’ll protect you,” he said, looking at Ameliah. “There’s no question about that.”

 

“That’s right,” Ameliah said, wrapping an arm around Lana’s shoulders.

 

“Did the others do anything to you, or was it just Hegar?” Rain asked.

 

Lana shook her head. “Just him.”

 

“And did any of them do something like this to anyone else?”

 

Lana shook her head. “No.” She hesitated. “At least, I don’t think so. Not at the inn. Not while I was there.”

 

Rain nodded, then straightened himself up. “You can stay with us for as long as you’d like. You’re right, though. It will likely cause an incident when Hegar finds out.”

 

“You’re sure you can protect me?” Lana said. “If it’s going to cause a problem…”

 

Rain scoffed. “If it causes a problem, we’ll solve it. Who do you think we are?”

 

“You’re with the Guild, right?” Lana asked.

 

“Some of us,” Ameliah said, taking her arm from the woman’s shoulder. “But who we are has nothing to do with that.” She gestured at the line of sleds being tended by the white-cloaked members of the company. “We’re Ascension. It’s its own thing.”

 

“Okay…” Lana said. She took a deep breath. “I won’t get in the way, I promise. I’ll even make myself useful. It must take a lot of work to keep your cloaks so white. I can help you wash—”

 

Rain raised his hands again, cutting her off. “We don’t do that here.”

 

“I…what?” Lana asked.

 

“Wash,” Rain said, smiling softly. “Amongst other things.”

 



 

According to Jamus, Vestvall had been a mining town, back when it had been founded. The hills in the area had been rich in iron, leading to the growth of the settlement. Gradually, the nascent city had switched to a more agrarian focus as the easily-accessible iron was depleted and they were forced to support themselves in other ways. Amazingly, the city had survived this transition, rather than falling apart. There was no large river nearby, but there were a number of small streams and a stable aquifer, which combined were reliable enough to support the city’s population and the surrounding farms.

 

It was about an hour’s hike north from Vestvall to where the crack had opened. The chasm was in a rocky area scattered with the abandoned mines of the city’s youth. The aquifer didn’t extend below the hills, which was fortunate in one way, as it meant the crack hadn’t filled with water, but it also meant there was little point in digging a well at the site of their new camp. Mlem would have to arrange for barrels to be brought in from Vestvall.

 

Rain wasn’t that concerned about it. Melted snow would be sufficient for tonight, at least. Water was just one of many things that he needed to think about when planning out their new camp. After all, they might be here for a while.

 

At the moment, he was standing at the edge of the crack, looking down. The bottom was perhaps a hundred meters below him at this particular spot, and it was shaded from the afternoon sun by the steep walls. Shapes could easily be seen, moving in the darkness.

 

“Didn’t you just put more torches down there?” he asked, glancing at Ameliah, who was standing beside him.

 

“Yes,” Ameliah said.

 

“Damn Fire Eater,” Rain said. He rubbed at his chin, considering.

 

The company had already put in a reasonable amount of work at the bottom of the fissure, at first with picks, and then with Geomancy thanks to Ameliah and Corrin. The floor of the chasm had been clogged with large boulders and shards of rock that had tumbled down from above. Now, some of that had been broken up, revealing flat stone in some places and loose gravel or tumbled rocks in others. The crack was far too large for them to just fill it in, even if they’d wanted to. The only significant improvement so far had been digging out the ramp of scree that had been allowing even the least dexterous of monsters to escape. Now, you’d need a rope if you wanted to get down there.

 

“What are you thinking?” Ameliah asked as Rain continued staring into the abyss. “You aren’t going to jump, are you?”

 

“What?” Rain asked, looking at her. “Why would I…oh, you don’t mean that. You mean a superhero landing and a massive fireball to deal with all the stuff crawling down there.” He laughed. “No, that would be stupid. We can deal with them later.”

 

Ameliah smiled at him.

 

“You know,” Rain said, looking back at the chasm. “I’m not even afraid of heights anymore. I was for a little while, after…” he glanced at her, then back at the chasm. “After I almost died in that darkness lair. Now, though, with Force Ward, my fancy underwear, and Tallheart’s wonder ring, I’m pretty sure I could survive dropping from, like, orbit. Terminal velocity isn’t that fast.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “You might be right. Warn me if you’re going to test it. Somebody will have to dig you out of the crater.”

 

Rain snorted. “Ha.” He spun away from the crack, walking toward where the sleds were huddled together in a line. The whole company could be seen there, busily unpacking, with the exceptions of Jamus, Val, Lago, and Tahir.

 

Rain had asked those four to stay the night in Vestvall to assist with the defense and any injuries that occurred—and to keep a discreet eye on the Crimson Swords, of course. They were in range—barely—of one of their few emergency message scrolls if there was an issue on that front.

 

He was still uncertain that the four of them were really needed for the defense of the city. With Ascension camping right on the source of the strongest monsters, Vestvall would be having a much easier time of things. Still, stationing a healer there made too much sense to ignore, and he wasn’t about to strand someone back in the city all on their own.

 

Rain shoved aside his worry, knowing that there was no end to it, then rubbed his hands together. “Okay, so I was thinking we should just make camp up here rather than down below. Do you think you could even out the edges of the crack and fortify them somehow? Like battlements, maybe?”

 

“I can try,” Ameliah said, Rain hearing the crunching of her footsteps as she moved away from the edge to join him. “Melding stone takes time. You’re thinking about farming the crack, aren’t you?”

 

Rain snorted, looking at her. “We seriously need to stop calling it the crack.”

 

“Why?” Ameliah asked, smiling innocently.

 

“Because until we do, Carten isn’t going to stop telling fart jokes. That’s why. The man is like a child trapped inside a gorilla.”

 

“That’s a kind of monkey, right?”

 

Rain nodded. Technically an ape, but common only has one word for both, so whatever. “Staavo says he saw one in the jungle around Xiugaaraa, once.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “Right. Anyway, we’re farming it, right? The orifice?”

 

Rain snorted as Ameliah tried to keep a straight face. “That’s even worse,” he said. “Please don’t use that word around Carten unless you want him to start using it too. And yes, we’re farming it. The higher-level monsters will drop more Crysts, and if we really dig in up here, it will be like hunting sheep in the farmer’s barn.”

 

“Not shooting fish in a barrel?” Ameliah asked.

 

“It’s the same idiom, might as well use your version,” Rain said smiling. “Besides, it’s just you and me. Staavo’s the one who’s the most fun to annoy.”

 

Ameliah snorted. “You’re such a troll.”

 

Rain laughed and gave her a thumbs up. “Anyway, during the night, we’ll let stuff build up down there, then just clear it all out before morning. Once it’s day, we can work on flattening out the bottom more and digging through to the next layer. I’d like to send a party exploring down the mineshaft where we found the Crimson Swords to see where it goes. They must have been in there for a reason. There are a lot of other mines around that we should check out too, and collapse as needed.”

 

Ameliah nodded, then knelt to fiddle with the laces of one of her boots.

 

Rain walked back toward the chasm behind them and looked across it, considering. It isn't THAT wide. If we’re here long enough, maybe we can try to see if we can rig up a way to cover it with something. With the sun blocked, we could use the light bulbs to control monster spawning. Really optimize the hell out of it.

 

Reaching into a pouch, he pulled out the depth gauge and flicked it open. In Vestvall, the needle had been pointing steadily to three, and it had dropped to two as they climbed up into the hills. When he held it out over the edge, however, the needle immediately jumped up to five. At the bottom, he knew, it would get up to ten in some places. I wonder how deep it goes. He flicked the gauge closed and slipped it back into his pouch. He’d have to ask Mlem to hunt around Vestvall and see if he could find another one. The one he had only went up to twenty, and the needle tended to get stuck.

 

Stepping back from the edge, he took another look around at the snowy hills. “How long do you think we’ll be here, Ameliah? Do you think we’ll be able to get everyone out, or should we wait until spring?”

 

“It’s hard to say,” Ameliah said, joining him again. “While I’m dealing with this, you and Vanna have to deal with the mayor. Of course, everything changes if this really does reach all the way to the depths.” She gestured down to the bottom of the chasm. “Just so you’re aware, Geomancy gets harder the deeper you go. Apart from the fact that there’s more iron than usual in the rock around here, if we actually get to the point of finding deepstone, it could become really slow going, even for me.”

 

“Yeah, I know,” Rain said, nodding.

 

“I was thinking of using Tallheart’s smelter to filter out as much pure glass as I can,” Ameliah said. She nudged a rock over the edge, watching as it tumbled into the darkness. “Or quartz. It depends on what the rocks around here are made of. I’m not good enough with precision Geomancy to tell.”

 

“What do you want the glass for? Light bulbs? We can’t make too many without giving away the secret.”

 

“I want a ceiling for our camp this time,” Ameliah said. “I’m tired of getting snowed on. As long as it’s molten, I can shape either glass or quartz with Earthmolding easily enough. Some flat panels shouldn’t be too much trouble, and during the day, a ceiling made of glass would trap heat. You know about greenhouses, right?”

 

“That is an amazing idea!” Rain said. “Tallheart can use all the iron around here to make some steel rods to hold it all up—or aluminum, if he and the others figure it out. Say, do you think you could make walls out of quartz too?”

 

“Why?” Ameliah asked. “I was thinking of giving people more privacy this time, not less.”

 

“The outer walls, I mean,” Rain said. “One, it would be really cool, and two, it would let us see anything coming without having to hang out on top of the walls all the time. Quartz should be strong enough to hold back most monsters, though maybe not a Stumper.” Rain gestured extravagantly. “Ascension would have its very own crystal castle.”

 

Ameliah snorted. “Don’t get carried away. The walls are just going to be dirt or gravel like always. Melding stone takes a lot more mana than just breaking it or moving it around, especially without melting it first.” She held up a hand. “Yes, I know, the smelter. A few hundred panes of glass are one thing; thousands and thousands of solid bricks are another. It only works so fast.”

 

“Way to kill my dreams,” Rain said, smiling at her. “It’s okay. I wasn’t being serious. A crystal castle would be way too ostentatious.”

 

Ameliah smiled back. “Just a bit.” She looked around, then cracked her knuckles. “Okay, I’m going to get started. I was thinking of making two big rooms this time, one for the company’s general use, and one to host anyone from the city who comes out here to trade with us. I’m going big, and I’ll have to break some of this rock, so I’ll actually need a bit of mana from you, I think.” She paused, then grinned at him. “First things first, where do you want our room to be?”
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131: Appearances

                 

Stint sat alone at one of the stone tables in the room that Ascension had decided to call the ‘tavern’. The name was fitting, for all that it lacked a ceiling and had a dirt floor, dirt walls, and tables and chairs made from rough-cloven boulders. The steady glow of the light bulbs behind their stretched-linen shades made the place seem somehow cozy, despite the chill in the air. The sun was just peeking over the horizon, filling the sky with rose-hued light.

 

The new camp was, without any understatement, amazing. Seeing Ameliah raising walls and breaking rocks with a gesture had been an eye-opening experience for Stint. He’d been asleep—unconscious, really—when she’d constructed Ascension’s camp near Vestvall, but this time, he’d been able to watch.

 

Ameliah was strong. Unbelievably, inconceivably strong. Stint knew that there were people out there that far outstripped her—his former employer for one—but seeing someone casually levitate a rock large enough to smash him into paste left a certain impression.

 

I have a long way to go.

 

Stint ripped off a piece of monster-jerky with his teeth and began chewing laboriously. It was just before sixth bell. He’d finished his watch and saw little point in going to bed. He’d only end up being woken again—first by their stupid wake-up call, and then by his system alarm two hours later.

 

Almost as if summoned by his thoughts, an aggressively-peppy tune began belting out from beyond the curtain dividing the tavern from the rest of the camp. It was being played on a flute today. Stint groaned and set down his jerky, covering his ears.

 

Oh, gods. Why?!

 

A sudden movement from near the line of hearths along the wall made him jump. The woman from Vestvall was struggling to free herself from a pile of furs beside the one fireplace that was lit. She dazedly sat up, looked around the room, and then suddenly shot to her feet, pressing herself against the earthen wall. After a moment, she seemed to relax, laying a hand over her heart.

 

Stint smiled and took another bite of his jerky. I’m right there with you, lady. Gods know, I’ve woken up in plenty of strange places.

 

As the flute finished its jaunty melody, the Vestvallan woman seemed to notice him. After a moment, she moved hesitantly toward the table, then spoke. “Um, excuse me, sir, what’s going on? What was that music?”

 

“They call it ‘reveille’.” Stint said, swallowing. “It means it’s sixth bell.”

 

The woman blinked. “Okay…”

 

Stint rubbed at his temples. “I don’t have the faintest idea why anyone would choose to live like this, but they always get up two hours before true dawn.” He let his forehead thunk to the table, then spoke with his face smooshed against the stone. “Every. Single. Day.”

 

“You’re not with them?” the woman asked.

 

“What?” Stint raised his head to look at her.

 

“You said ‘they.’”

 

“Oh.” He glanced at the white cloak covering his shoulders. “No, I’m a member. I’m just new.” He coughed. “My name’s Stint, by the way.”

 

The woman’s mouth made an ‘o’ of surprise. “Stint? The archer who was living in Ebert’s old barn?”

 

“That’s me,” Stint said, feeling Rain’s Winter aura wash over him. He shivered involuntarily, but the woman didn’t seem to be affected. A moment later, the curtain leading to the company hall was jerked aside. Carten led the way into the tavern, laughing and hauling Rain after him in a headlock.

 

Neither man was encased in armor for once, and Stint wasn’t sure who was dressed more inappropriately for the weather. Rain had on a thin linen shirt and trousers, while Carten was wearing a sleeveless monster-fur vest, open at the front, with shaggy pants to match.

 

After a bit more struggling, Rain broke free of Carten’s hold, then glared at him as he tried to straighten his hair. Winter subsided for a moment, then a blindingly bright pulse of Purify filled the tavern, making both Stint and the woman flinch.

 

Stint quickly recovered, licking his now-clean teeth and looking back to see Carten laughing. The big man raised his arm and made a show of sniffing at his armpit, but his mummery was swiftly interrupted.

 

Tallheart had followed him into the room, and he hoisted Carten from the ground like a dockworker lifting an empty barrel. He casually carried the struggling turtle aside, clearing the way for Ameliah to follow him.

 

Like the captain, Ameliah was only wearing a simple shirt and trousers. She walked over to stand beside Rain, and he leaned close to whisper in her ear. Carten, who had recovered from his involuntary displacement, began laughing again, pumping his fist into the air. Rain glared at him, then he and Ameliah walked away toward the lit hearth. As they moved, Rain slipped an arm around Ameliah’s waist, and after a moment, she returned the gesture.

 

Stint snorted. Love ducks. He gnawed off another chunk of jerky. Lucky bastard.

 

“They’re…together?” the Vestvallan woman asked, taking a seat next to Stint at the table.

 

“Seems so,” Stint said as more company members began entering the tavern in varying states of consciousness. He gestured to the woman. “What’s your story, anyway?”

 

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Lana. Rain and Ameliah invited me to stay with the company for a while.”

 

“Why?” Stint asked, inspecting her discreetly while she was distracted. She didn’t look like a fighter, just an ordinary young townswoman. She was wearing a tunic that was too large for her and a baggy skirt to match.

 

She turned to look at him, and he quickly looked away. “They’re protecting me,” she said.

 

Before Stint could ask why she needed protection, Carten crashed down next to him. “Mornin’ Stint,” he said as Stint flinched. “Who’s yer friend?”

 

Lana glanced at Stint as the silence stretched. With an effort of will, Stint forced himself to relax, but not before Lana introduced herself.

 

“I’m…Lana,” she said haltingly.

 

“Carten,” the big man replied, pointing at his hairy chest with his thumb. “Don’t even think about it. I’m taken.”

 

“What?” Lana asked.

 

“He means I’ve claimed him,” said a white-cloaked woman whose name Stint didn’t know. She sat beside Carten, then leaned against his shoulder, patting his bare arm. “I don’t mind sharing, though, if you’re in the mood for some fun.”

 

Lana blushed furiously and looked away as Carten laughed, freeing his arm and wrapping it around the unfamiliar woman.

 

“That’s enough of that, Evonna,” Rain said, approaching the table carrying a steaming mug. Ameliah was walking beside him, carrying two more.

 

“Yes, leave her be,” Ameliah said. “No teasing. Not her and not us.” She set one of the mugs down in front of the Vestvallan woman. “Here you go, Lana. It’s just tea.” She turned to stare at Carten and Evonna as she continued, her voice hardening. “If they’re bothering you, just tell them to stop. They will.”

 

Stint didn’t see the pair’s reaction to the implied ‘or else’, as he was more interested in what Lana was doing. She had tensed at Rain’s approach, just as he had at Carten’s, freezing like a mouse cornered by a cat.

 

After a visible struggle, the Vestvallan woman reached out to take the cup, her hand trembling. She paused, then took a deep breath. The shaking stopped. She took the mug, raised it to her lips, and hesitated a moment before taking a sip. She nodded to Ameliah in thanks before shifting her gaze to Rain, taking another deep breath. “Sorry.”

 

Rain smiled at her. “It’s not your fault.”

 

Stint looked between them, then his eyes widened as he realized what was happening. This must be the soul-wind thing people were talking about yesterday.

 

“There’ll be food ready in a little while,” Rain continued, still speaking to Lana. “Ameliah and I are going to go scout around. Just tell Jamus what you want to eat. It’s his turn on breakf—oh, Jamus isn’t here, that’s right. Hmm. Stint, can you cook?”

 

Stint blinked, surprised by the sudden question. “Kinda?”

 

“Great. We’ve got a rotation going. Can you cover for Jamus this morning?”

 

“I guess…” Stint said, glancing over at the hearths. A teenager with unnatural cherry-red spiked hair was walking down the line carrying an armful of logs. He tossed the last of them into the fireplace on the end, then began walking back the other way, blasting each hearth with a Firebolt to get the wood burning.

 

Stint looked back at Rain, then jerked his chin toward the kid. “Is he cooking too?”

 

Rain looked in the indicated direction. “Kettel?” He turned back to Stint and nodded. “Yeah, it was supposed to be him, Jamus, and Mereck today. That’s Mereck over there, by the job board. With the black hair.”

 

Stint glanced in the direction Rain was pointing, then back at the fiery-haired teenager. Dozens of questions were bouncing around his mind, but the one that came out was likely the least important of the bunch. “What’s going on with that kid’s hair? Is it a Fire Mage thing?”

 

“Hmm?” Rain asked, in the middle of sipping his tea. He looked over at Kettel, then laughed. “No, he’s just going through a phase.”

 

…what?

 

Rain nodded. “Right, then. No sense letting all the tasty monsters rot. We’ll be back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

 

Two shakes of a—?

 

“Don’t ask,” Carten said with a chuckle. “It ain’t worth it.”

 

Stint looked at Lana, who was clearly as confused as he was. He looked back at the departing form of Rain just in time to see Ameliah shove him playfully, making him stumble and almost drop his tea.

 

“Lucky bastard,” Carten said out loud, echoing Stint’s thoughts from before.

 

Evonna cuffed Carten in the back of the head so hard that his face almost slammed into the stone table.

 

“Ow!” Carten yelped. “What’d I do?”

 



 

Rain hugged himself, rubbing at his elbows as he stood atop the wall, looking out at the surrounding hills. Nothing moved. The sentries had been doing their jobs, and it was light enough now to prevent most spawns, at least out in the open, but there could still be things lurking out there beyond the hills. He glanced back at the camp. I should go get my armor…

 

Ameliah stepped up next to him, then looked down over the edge. “Come on, stop worrying so much.” She jumped down, landing lightly, and with one last moment of hesitation, Rain uncrossed his arms and followed her. He didn’t bother to use Force Ward to absorb the landing, relying instead on his boosted stats to counter the three-meter drop. He had the Malleable Ring on a chain around his neck, Frodo-style, having finally worked out the concentration trick required to wear it as an amulet.

 

The smell of blood and death rose to greet him, so he activated Purify in response. He kept the radius tight, only clearing the air around him and Ameliah for the moment.

 

The area beyond the walls was a frozen horror show of gore. Rain had taken the first watch, and repeated exposure to Immolate had melted the snow and frozen earth, turning it all to mud. Over the course of the night, the mud had been churned together with monster blood and entrails, creating a disgusting slush that had gradually frozen solid. Corpses were strewn about everywhere, piled deepest near the wall and extending out to a considerable distance, many of them riddled with arrows.

 

It had been a rugged defense by recent standards, thanks to the proximity to the crack, but it was nothing compared to the first few nights they’d spent outside Fel Sadanis.

 

And to think I’ve gotten used to this.

 

“Okay,” Rain said, closing his eyes and focusing inward. IFF couldn’t help with what he needed to do next; it was a pure effort of will.

 

Fungiform Stumpers, Murder Shrews, Ice Coursers, Whooping Snails, Vine Shufflers, Sakeren, Dire Sakeren, and Emouiles are all FOOD. Everything else…

 

[⟬filth⟭!]

 

The sudden intrusive thought stopped Rain moments before he activated his modifiers, his focus slipping.

 

Damn it, Dozer! Rain sighed, rubbing at his neck. [So you finally decided to wake up, huh?]

 

[Rain-King! ⟬filth⟭!] Dozer sent back happily.

 

Rain could feel the slime heading in his direction, dropping down from the partly-disassembled forgewagon. Rain had stashed Dozer’s crate near the smelter in the room that was to be the company’s workshop, knowing that the slime liked the warmth. Even with such prime bed placement, it had taken quite a bit of convincing to get Dozer to sleep there last night, rather than between him and Ameliah as it typically preferred.

 

“Problem?” Ameliah asked, raising an eyebrow at the delay. “Did you want to check for new types first or something?”

 

Rain shook his head, walling off the slime’s excitement about filth, as well as some unrelated filthy thoughts of his own. He smiled. “No, it was just Dozer distracting me. We’ve got better things to do than to sort through all this.”

 

He focused again on his list of monsters, and his senses faded as he boosted Purify with Aura Focus, though he compressed the range down to only ten meters. He’d found that Purify tended to respect his wishes better the closer he was to whatever he was targeting. When he opened his eyes, the killing field around him was a much cleaner place. A few corpses of the chosen monster types remained, along with dozens of arrows and the odd Tel or Cryst.

 

“I still don’t understand how you can do that,” Ameliah said. “I think your brain is weird.”

 

Rain snorted. “I know my brain is weird.” He pointed. “Watch out.”

 

Ameliah turned just as Dozer flung himself at her from the wall. The slime landed well short with a wet thud, then quickly reformed and began oozing toward her. Rain relaxed his hold on the connection between him and the creature, allowing its thoughts to come through once more.

 

[Ameliah-Queen! Awake!]

 

“Dozer says good morning,” Rain said as the slime extended a vaguely fist-shaped protuberance for Ameliah to bump.

 

[You’re getting better with the fingers, Dozer,] Rain sent, receiving happy confusion mixed with pleasure at being praised. Finer meaning often eluded the simple creature, but it still was amazing just how much it could understand. [Do you think I should tell her your name for her yet?]

 

[Yes!] Dozer sent, though Rain could tell it hadn’t really followed the question.

 

Rain smiled and shook his head. [Later.] Sensing that Dozer was hungry, he activated Essence Well to send the slime a quick burst of mana. That would hopefully stop it from being annoying while he and Ameliah worked. It was already creeping toward one of the reserved monster corpses. [That’s not for you, Dozer! Leave it! Go collect arrows.]

 

[Arrows! ⟬order-need⟭!] Dozer swerved, then began slurping up arrow after arrow, shifting them within himself so they formed two bundles: broken and unbroken. In both cases, all of the shafts ended up pointing in the same direction within Dozer’s gelatinous insides. [⟬order⟭! Happy!]

 

Rain smiled. Oh, to be so blissfully uncomplicated. He wasn’t sure he would have been able to keep himself together this well for this long if not for having his very own therapy slime.

 

Leaving Dozer to his mission, Rain and Ameliah continued on theirs. Rain repeated his Purify trick as needed, while Ameliah used Attract to collect the scattered Tel and Crysts the spell left behind. Using it on arrows wasn’t actually as bad of an idea as one would expect, but Dozer had things under control there. As for the gourmet monsters they were leaving behind, they’d deal with them soon enough; they still had plenty of time before anyone from Vestvall would show up to collect them.

 

Before long, Rain and Ameliah reached the crack and the barrier of gravel she’d raised surrounding it. She hadn’t been able to do more than that, already strained from building the camp, but it had been enough. Rain could easily see all the places where the gravel had been disturbed during the night.

 

The idea was that the loose stones would send a climbing monster tumbling back to the depths, or at least stall it long enough for the defenders to hit it with an arrow or two. Invariably—on Rain’s watch anyway—any monsters so-struck had beelined for the waiting defenders, just as they’d hoped. He would have to check with the other watch-leaders to determine if that had remained true or if they’d had to stage any sorties to prevent anything from escaping toward Vestvall.

 

Careful of the treacherous footing, Rain began climbing toward the edge. He had to windmill his arms as the gravel abruptly shifted beneath him, but he quickly caught himself, finding solid ground beneath his feet. Not just any ground, in fact. Stairs.

 

He looked to see Ameliah smiling at him, then she yawned enormously.

 

Rain smiled back. “Tired?”

 

“Sorry,” she said, waving her hand in front of her mouth as she moved to join him on the stairs. She smirked. “I didn’t get as much sleep as I should have.”

 

Grinning back, Rain moved in for a quick kiss, but a sudden alert from Dozer made him whip his head to the side.

 

[Enemy!]

 

Rain spotted Dozer near a neat pile of arrows, but his eyes quickly fixed on something else. There was a monster headed for his slimy companion at a dead sprint.

 

Dire Rat - Level 3

 

“Shit!” Rain swore. A Dire Rat was a credible threat to an unawakened human, even if that human was armed. Dozer would have no chance, but as Rain watched, the slime began oozing to meet the Labrador-sized rodent head-on, heedless of the danger.

 

Before Rain had even taken two steps, an arrow slammed into the Dire Rat, and a chime informed him that it had been killed instantly. He stumbled to a stop, looking at the camp wall. Hanes lowered his bow, then waved to Rain and Ameliah in greeting as Dozer pounced on the corpse of the Dire Rat.

 

[⟬kill-need⟭! Protect Rain-King!]

 

Rain pressed his hand to his chest in relief as Dozer wrestled with the dead rat. Suddenly, Dozer’s thoughts shifted from anger to pride as it realized the monster wasn’t fighting back and wrongly concluded that it had something to do with it.

 

“Well,” Ameliah said, lowering her hand. The jagged spear of gravel she’d formed fell to the ground with a crunch of impact as it broke apart. She laughed, turning to look at him. “At least I’m awake now. Odd. I thought monsters usually ignored Crystal Slimes.”

 

“So did I,” Rain said, waving back at Hanes in thanks. He returned his attention to Dozer, watching as the slime began trying to swallow the rat whole, despite it being roughly the same size as itself. He shook his head. “Other slimes will attack them, but Dire Rats definitely leave them alone. Unless… Did Dozer aggro it somehow?”

 

[Dozer, did you decide to attack it first, or did it decide to attack you first?]

 

The only response Rain got was happy confusion. Dozer had finished engulfing the monster and was wobbling as it tried to stabilize itself. Slowly, it began to roll. With its rat-filled center, the slime’s membrane was too taut for it to control itself properly. It looked like one of those plastic hamster balls, only significantly more morbid, and it would only become worse as the rat began to dissolve.

 

Rain shook his head, then began to laugh. “Damn it, Dozer.”

 



 

Jamus drilled his knuckles into his temples, scrunching up his eyes. He was beyond tired, to the point that his throbbing headache was probably the only thing keeping him on his feet. His three companions looked little better, seated around a dirty table in an even dirtier inn called the Hole and Oats.

 

“Spawn! To arms! To arms!”

 

Jamus’s head shot up at the cry, and he shook himself free of his weariness and lurched to his feet, knocking over his chair in his haste. “Come along, the break is over,” he said, hoisting Tahir to his feet by the elbow and waking the healer in the process.

 

Tahir groaned but quickly grabbed his bow from where he’d stashed it and headed for the door. Lago was already there, having been the fastest despite the heavy steel breastplate he was wearing. As a future Defender, the dark-haired man’s stats leaned toward Endurance, giving him an advantage when it came to staying up all night, though he’d yet to take the class.

 

Not to mention that he hasn’t been using mana for almost twenty-four hours straight, Jamus thought as he righted his chair. He glanced at Val, who was heading for the door. The Osaran man looked like he was wilting in the pale light of the Lunar Orb hovering above his head. He’d unbound the cord that he typically used to bind his hair, and it hung limply about his face, hiding the scars on his cheek.

 

Jamus shook his head, then grit his teeth against the continuing pain in his skull and followed Val out into the torch-lit street.

 

“I think it came from over there,” Lago said, gesturing with his shield.

 

“For Vestvall!” A cry came from the indicated direction, then a chittering screech that Jamus recognized as coming from either a Dire Rat or one of its elementally-aligned variants.

 

“Go!” Jamus snapped, then dashed after Lago, who was already moving. By the time they reached the source of the cry, the excitement was all over. A circle of Vestvallan militia surrounded the dead monster in the middle of the street, indeed a Dire Rat. An older man in a nightgown was slumped against the side of a house, breathing heavily but seemingly unharmed.

 

“Anyone hurt?” Lago asked, startling one of the militia members badly enough that the man spun and swiped at him with a cudgel, coming nowhere close to hitting him. Lago ignored the hostile reaction, spreading his arms wide to show that he hadn’t drawn his sword and wasn’t a threat. The light from the militia’s torches danced across his breastplate, revealing the painted creature that was his namesake.

 

“No,” answered a different man, the patrol leader by Jamus’s guess. His equipment was of higher quality, marking him as a noble, perhaps even an awakened one. It wasn’t anyone he recognized, but the man was young, so he would have been a child when Jamus had left the city.

 

“Well, now, hang on, there,” said another of the men, pushing forward. “I’ve had this ache in my knee since three winters ago and—”

 

“Sorry,” Tahir interrupted, sounding suddenly irritated. “I can’t help with that.”

 

Jamus laid a hand on Tahir’s shoulder, then stepped forward to intercept the man’s response. “Pardon me, but our mana is limited. Additionally, that sounds like an old injury, which would be beyond all but the greatest healers. I am afraid we can do nothing for you.”

 

“Oh,” said the man dejectedly. “Damn.”

 

“You’re Jamus, right?” cut in the patrol leader, a note of hostility entering his voice. “Didn’t you work for the Bank?”

 

“Yes,” Jamus said, raising his hands, “but not anymore. I quit. I’m with Ascension, now, as well as the Guild.”

 

“Good,” the patrol leader said, then spat. “Bankers. Fuck ‘em.”

 

Jamus smiled. The sentiment against the Bank was something he could easily understand, given how they’d cut and run, combined with their general reputation. He’d worked for them, true, but even after his long years of service, they’d never given him a membership plate. He’d only been a lowly unawakened clerk. He felt scarce loyalty to his previous employer, especially now that he’d seen how vast the world really was.

 

“Come on, let’s go check on the barricades again,” Lago said. “We’re already out here. Might as well.”

 

Jamus nodded. He glanced at the recovering man in the nightgown, then to the patrol leader. “We’ll leave you to it, then?”

 

The nobleman nodded back. “We’ll be fine.”

 

“If you need anything, just scream,” Val said over his shoulder, already walking away.

 

“Not that way, Val,” Jamus said, pointing. “Take that alley. It’s faster.”

 

“Pays to know a local,” Val said, swerving in the indicated direction but hesitating as he reached the mouth of the alley. “Ew.”

 

Jamus looked, then sighed. Someone—possibly multiple someones—seemed to have been using it to dump their chamber pots.

 

“Ah, yes. Shit,” Lago said, marching past Val and into the alley. “I’d almost forgotten what it smelled like. Come on, it won’t hurt you.”

 

Jamus shook his head, then followed. His thoughts weren’t on the alley, nor its contents, but on where it led.

 

If I have us go west along Miller Street, it will bring us right by Bens’s house. It won’t hurt to check on him one more time…

 

A sudden clang from the direction of the bell tower startled Jamus out of his thoughts.

 

Eighth bell already? 

 

His book didn’t appear. He’d learned to disable the automatic notification a few weeks ago—an achievement he was still proud of, as few members of Ascension had managed it. His present companions certainly hadn’t. They were all staring into the middle distance at the moment, looking at interfaces that he couldn’t see.

 

Though Jamus’s head was throbbing in time with the ringing of the bell, all he felt was relief. Monsters would now be skulking back to their holes as their daytime instincts took over. There were still plenty of shadows to be found in the beleaguered city, of course—the threat of an unexpected spawn never really went away—but the danger was markedly less than it had been mere moments ago.

 

“Day at last,” Val said, waving a hand, perhaps to dismiss his interface, or perhaps in a futile attempt to waft away the stench.

 

“Let’s head back to the camp and get some sleep,” Tahir said. “I’m just about done with this place.”

 

“I vote we rest here,” Lago said. “Not the alley, obviously. We could go back to that inn. I could probably manage the hour’s walk to the camp, but not if I have to carry you three.”

 

Jamus nodded. “We’ll go to the inn. We’ll rest for a few hours, then catch up with Mlem when he comes to trade.”

 

“This was not worth it,” Val said, tiredly. “I don’t care how many extra shares we’re getting.”

 

Jamus shook his head, too tired to argue. Earning a few extra shares of the night’s spoils was all well and good, but that wasn’t why he’d agreed to this job. Helping the city was part of it, but that wasn’t the real reason.

 

I need to talk to Bens before I go back to camp. Maybe he can invite Alden and Dami to a meal to get them away from their mother, and then I could…

 

He sighed, shaking his head again. What? Convince them all to join Ascension?

 

“Jamus, you coming?” Lago asked.

 

Frowning, Jamus nodded, then moved to follow the others, leaving the stinking alley behind.

 

They’re safe. There’s no need to rush things. That bastard Urs can afford his own guards, and despite how we’ve been dashing about all night, the militia has things mostly under control. I’ll get some sleep first, and then… Then I’ll see.

 



 

“Wake up! Wake up! Wake up! Wake up! Wake up! Wake—”

 

Brovose caught Hegar’s arm, stopping his hand just short of striking his face. He worked his jaw, wincing at the sting coming from both cheeks. “Ow.”

 

“Finally,” Hegar said, pulling free from Brovose’s grip and climbing off his chest. “Get up, you lazy ass. Gods help me, if you go back to sleep again, I’ll do things to you that will make you wish…”

 

Brovose stopped listening. There was little point in paying attention to Hegar most of the time. There was also little point in trying to explain the benefits of Torpor, even if he’d had a mind to reveal the workings of the hidden passive. Hegar wouldn’t care.

 

With a mighty yawn, Brovose pushed himself up into a sitting position. Working at his own pace, he climbed out of bed, then donned his robe and checked the pockets for any surprises or missing equipment. Finding everything as it should be, he grabbed a cold sausage from one of the trays scattered about the room, then began gnawing on it as he followed Hegar and Anton down from the room and out onto the street.

 

The entire time, Hegar had been nattering on and on. The gist was that Lana hadn’t returned from her mission yesterday and that Hegar wanted to track her down.

 

Brovose frowned as he considered this. He hoped that nothing terrible had happened to her. A sulky Hegar was even worse than a regular one. Besides, she’d seemed nice.

 

I wonder if she decided to run away, he thought, fighting back another yawn. He glanced at Hegar, then quickly hid a smile. I can see why she would. Hegar needs to learn to stop trying to steer the river. It’s much better to just let it carry you along.

 

“Wait here,” Hegar snapped suddenly, startling Brovose with a hand against his chest. They’d reached what looked like an inn, one of only three that he knew of in the city. The weathered sign depicted a man pouring grain from a sack into the gaping mouth of the fattest horse Brovose had ever seen. The words ‘Hole and Oats’ were burned into the wood beneath the faded picture.

 

Brovose snorted as Hegar disappeared inside. Ridiculous. I love it.

 

“What?” Anton asked, looking at him.

 

Brovose gestured. “The sign.”

 

“What about it?” Anton asked.

 

“The horse,” Brovose said. “Look how fat it is.”

 

“Oh,” Anton said, then paused, looking at the sign. “That’s supposed to be a horse? I thought it looked more like Hegar’s mother.”

 

Brovose grinned. “Nice.”

 

“THEY DID WHAT!?” Hegar’s voice boomed from within the inn. “WHY DIDN’T YOU SEND SOMEONE?!” There was a crash that sounded like an overturned table.

 

Brovose glanced at Anton, then sighed and stepped through the door. Using Barrier Shaping, he sculpted Arcane Bulwark into a dome, then placed the modified spell over the cowering innkeeper, blocking him from Hegar’s wrath. He also layered a few more augments into the barrier, imbuing it with the strength it would need if Hegar was really serious about harming the man.

 

Hegar lowered his fist, then glared in Brovose’s direction. “What the hells are you doing, Sleeper.”

 

“Saving you from yourself,” Brovose said, yawning.

 

“I wasn’t going to hurt him,” Hegar snapped. He kicked at the barrier like a petulant child. As his foot made contact, there was a flash and a crack of thunder. Hegar’s boot was blown away by the backlash, almost sending him to the ground. “Gah!” he shouted, hopping on one foot, the other one smoking slightly.

 

Anton laughed, slapping Brovose on the back. “Lightning? Nice touch.”

 

Brovose smiled. “And fire.” He snapped his fingers, and the barrier seemed to vanish. In reality, he’d only made it invisible. Using Barrier Shaping again, he shrunk it down, then used Affix Conjuration to tie it to the innkeeper so it would move with him. There was no sense letting the mana he’d already spent go to waste. Besides, it would be funny once the man realized he couldn’t touch anything without the barrier pushing it away. 

 

Brovose rubbed at his chin. Hmm. I should probably reclaim the elemental aspects before he burns down the building…

 

As Brovose worked to further modify the construct, Hegar stomped over to him and Anton, then past them and back into the street. “Come on. We’re going to their camp. They took her.”

 

“Really?” Anton said, following.

 

Brovose raised an eyebrow. Finishing with the barrier, he nodded to the innkeeper. “That should last about thirty minutes. Have fun.” He turned and followed after Hegar.

 

Just before he reached the door, a flicker of motion caught the corner of his eye, and he glanced at the stairs at the back of the room. There was a distortion in the ambient mana there, so he switched to the active version of Mana Sight, revealing the crouched figure of a person watching them.

 

Whatever spell the person was using to veil themself appeared to be purely visual, unlike any concealment spell Brovose knew of. The technique was obviously flawed, however. It didn’t block Mana Sight at all, allowing him to see the mage’s mana flowing, plain as day. They were no threat, judging from the volume of power he was seeing.

 

Hmm.

 

Smiling, Brovose waved to the strange, invisible figure, then ducked out of the inn. Hegar beckoned, then stomped off in the direction of the gate.

 

Brovose chuckled to himself. No, I don’t think I’ll tell him yet. Let’s see where this leads.

 

Hegar set a quick pace, and before long, they reached the impressive earthen walls of Ascension’s camp. There were no sentries atop them, and while Mana Sight couldn’t penetrate solid structures, there were no disturbances in the ambient mana that would have indicated recent spellcasting. It’s deserted? Interesting.

 

“Right, we’re going in,” Hegar said. “Let me lead. Remember, we don’t know what their leader can do, so let me do the talking. Try to look tough.”

 

“There’s nobody here, Hegar,” Anton said. He pointed. “No sentries.”

 

“Bah,” Hegar said. “They don’t need sentries with walls like that. Come on.”

 

Passing into the tunnel through the walls, they found only a single burning evertorch and a shut wooden door at the end. Hegar knocked, but didn’t wait, pushing it open and striding confidently into the camp.

 

“Fuck!” he swore almost immediately.

 

Brovose snorted, following him through, then looking around. Other than a large stack of firewood and some evertorches burning here and there, the camp was just as abandoned as he’d suspected.

 

“Told you,” Anton said.

 

“Shut up, I need to think,” Hegar said, sitting on the ground and rubbing at his temples. “I underestimated them, no, him. I knew he was pretending the moment I saw him, but I never thought he’d be this cunning…”

 

“Uh-huh,” Anton said skeptically. “Sure you did. Can we please just go kill things already? Your stamina must be fine by now.”

 

“In a minute!” Hegar snapped. He pinched the dirt in front of him, then rubbed it between his fingers, holding them up to his eyes. “They’re two steps ahead of us. They somehow found out about my spy and then captured her and moved their camp before I even realized. Just who is he?”

 

Brovose yawned, then dragged his hand over his mouth. That is the question, isn’t it? I do wonder. From the expensive armor and the level of mana I saw on him, he’s clearly a hybrid warrior-mage of some type. That Musk Wolf would have put his cap at eighteen, and if he chose Dynamo, that would explain the rapid growth and how he learned the language so quickly… Perhaps he’s a foreign noble? He’d need to be rich to afford armor like that. If so, what was he doing alone and unawakened in the forest?

 

“Ahh!” a sudden cry from the tunnel made Brovose look up. Anton had drawn his bow and was pointing it at a sword-wielding man with a torch who had just come through the tunnel.

 

“Who are you?” Hegar shouted, jumping to his feet. “Are you one of them?”

 

Brovose raised an eyebrow, checking the man with Mana Sight. He wasn’t wearing one of the white cloaks that would have marked him as a member of Ascension, nor was he a mage. That didn’t mean he wasn’t awakened, though, nor that he wasn’t dangerous. A powerful warrior could read as completely manaless, right up until they stabbed you through the heart.

 

“Please, don’t shoot me,” the man said, dropping his sword. “I’m with the militia.”

 

“What are you doing here, then?” Hegar asked angrily. “Hey! The rest of you! Come out here! Hands where I can see them.”

 

One by one, several more men and women filed into the camp, a few more bearing weapons, but most unarmed. Brovose relaxed slightly but didn’t stop focusing on his magic. It might be needed, yet—not to protect himself from the newcomers, but to protect the newcomers from Hegar and Anton.

 

“Please, C..Crimson Gar, Skinner, don’t hurt us,” said the first man, still staring at the tip of Anton’s drawn arrow. “We’re just here for the wood.”

 

“What?” Hegar snapped, glancing at the pile behind him. He turned back to the man. “Explain.”

 

“The mayor sent us to get it,” the man said, gesturing to the people standing behind him. “They’re just laborers, I swear.”

 

“Then why do you have a sword?” Hegar asked, drawing his own rapier and pointing it at the man.

 

Brovose rolled his eyes, deciding that this had gone on long enough. “There are monsters everywhere, Gar, of course he’s got a sword. Stop scaring the man before he wets himself.”

 

Anton snorted, then lowered his bow. “You’re no fun, Sleepy.”

 

Brovose ignored the misuse of his nickname. He hadn’t wanted to have one in the first place. He walked past Hegar, lightly pushing the tip of his sword out of the way. He placed himself between him and the laborers, then addressed their leader. “You said the Mayor sent you to collect this wood?”

 

The man nodded vigorously.

 

“Do you know where Ascension went?” Brovose asked.

 

“They went north, honored Sleeper,” the man said. “They should be at their new camp by now.”

 

“Where?” Anton asked coldly.

 

The man flinched. “By the crack, I heard.”

 

“WHAT?!” Hegar roared. “Those bastards are jumping our claim!”

 

“Looks like you were right, Gar,” Anton said, smiling, though the expression didn’t touch his eyes. “They are two steps ahead of us.”

 

Hegar slammed his rapier back into its scabbard with more force than was strictly necessary. “FUCK!”

 

Brovose tilted his head, frowning as he considered the invisible mage in the inn in a different light. Hmm. Could Hegar’s paranoia actually be warranted?
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Thank you for reading!



Don't forget to follow the story for notifications when new chapters are available.

Frequently asked questions:


Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎















                
132: Job

                 





	
Ascension Work Order

Light the Crack


	
Awakened team combat mission


	
A Fire Eater (suspected) has consumed the evertorches left at the bottom of the crack. Take a team and clear the monsters that have spawned, then replace the evertorches. Find a way to protect the torches from further consumption.







	
Constraints


	
Level restriction: 5+



	
Party size: 8-12



	
Balanced party







	
Warnings


	
The floor of the chasm is an approximately rank-8 zone.



	
The strength of the Fire Eater is unknown.


	
Do not engage should it appear and be greater than level 10.











	
Notes


	
Mission acceptance must be approved by the quartermaster.



	
Required materials such as evertorches may be taken from the company stores, free of charge.


	
Please update the inventory ledger appropriately.







	
Standard monster processing rules apply.







	
Reward


	
100 credits per member for basic completion



	
100 credits per member if the crack remains lit for 24 hours



	
Company reserves Crysts



	
Looted Tel may be kept or exchanged within 24 hours


	
Rate: 10 credits/Tel



	
Limit: None







	
Bonus credits for information concerning the Fire Eater at the discretion of the quartermaster


















 

Lyn tapped her finger on the table as she read over the posting once more. The order board was a new development, having been set up the night before. It seemed to have been modeled after how the Guild and the Watch did things, though not quite. In addition to what Lyn would traditionally call a ‘quest,’ there were also posted exchange rates for materials Vanna was interested in acquiring for the company, general orders for watch shifts, status reports, and the like. The posting she held was the most quest-like of the bunch. It was also the first real chance for her to get a serious leg-up on the rest of the company. The flat credit reward was paltry at best, but clearing the chasm of monsters and splitting the Tel eight ways instead of fifty-one, well… That had potential.

 

Looking up, Lyn nodded to the seven others seated at the table. “Okay, I’m going to go talk to Vanna. Remember, even split, like we agreed.”

 

Mahria sniffed. “Just go sign us up before anyone else tries to join.”

 

Lyn smiled, understanding the sentiment. She turned, then walked through the curtain to the company hall.

 

The room was still a bit of a mess, with half-unpacked sleds and supplies cluttering up the area that was to be their training and meeting space. The order board itself was mounted to a wall, having been moved in here from the tavern when visitors from Vestvall had begun showing up. Some things weren’t for outside eyes, the orders for their crafters in particular. Lyn doubted that it would be possible to hide their existence for long, though she agreed it was at least worth making a token effort.

 

A dozen-odd archways led off the hall, most with cloth or monster-hide curtains blocking the rooms beyond from view. Her own room was third from the left. She shared it with five others—still far from private, but better than she’d become used to. Only two archways held proper, wooden doors, one leading to the workshop, and the other to the equipment storeroom that doubled as Vanna’s office.

 

Lyn turned in that direction, seeing that the door was open and that Vanna was in there, seated at a stone desk that was not unlike the tables in the tavern. She was speaking with Samson, who was leaning against one of the dirt walls. Both of them looked up at her approach, and Vanna motioned for her to enter.

 

“What can I do for you, Lyn?” she asked. “Sorry about the mess. I’m still organizing.”

 

Lyn held out the work order. “We’d like to do this one.”

 

Vanna took the offered piece of paper, glancing at it before setting it down in front of her. She sat back in her chair, looking up at Lyn with a calculating expression. “Okay. Who’s we?”

 

“There are eight of us,” Lyn said. “Me, Fredek, Telen, Corrin, Evonna, Ruce, Mereck, and Mahria.”

 

“Not Kettel?” Vanna asked, inviting Lyn to sit with a gesture. “I was expecting him to be in here the moment I put that on the board.”

 

“I believe I saw him leave for the city with Mlem and Clubbs,” Samson said as Lyn took the offered chair. Unlike the desk, the chairs were simple wooden affairs that had been with them all the way from Fel Sadanis.

 

“Ah,” Vanna said. “He’s going to be pissed when he finds out he missed this.”

 

“It is probably for the best,” Samson said. “His aim has gotten better, but him and Mahria together in one party would be worse than putting two bulls in one paddock.”

 

Lyn smiled. Kettel had become obviously infatuated with Mahria, and Mahria was obviously not interested. It didn’t stop him from continually trying to impress her. “So, can we take it then?”

 

Vanna glanced at Samson. “What do you think?”

 

“Hmm,” Samson said, looking down at Lyn, still leaning against the wall. “Tell me the level and skillset of each member of the party, as well as what equipment they’ll be using, and what tactics you will employ.”

 

Lyn shifted to peer up at him, raising an eyebrow. Apart from giving sword lessons, Samson had also become something like the company’s tactics instructor whenever they did group drills. “You don’t already know?”

 

Samson snorted, then pushed off from the wall and moved to stand next to Vanna’s shoulder. “I’m making sure you do.”

 

Lyn bristled but stopped herself from saying anything unwise. Thanks for the vote of confidence, Freelord Darr. I know what I’m doing, thank you. “Fine. Everyone is level five, and nobody has a class yet. I’ve got the four skills I need in Staff Combat to unlock Staff Defender, but I’m still working on leveling them to ten.” If the class even exists, she left unsaid, that being a constant worry of hers. She cleared her throat. “I’ve got Gazelle Kata, Weighted Staff, Projectile Deflection, Forceful Sweep, and Intrinsic Strength. My last skill point is uninvested. My stats are mostly in Endurance, Strength, and Vigor. In a party, my place is on the front line. I’ll mostly be using my staff, but I also have my sword as a backup. Just like everyone else, I’ve got my gambeson, monster-hide cap, and Frost Resistance ring.”

 

“Good,” Samson said. “And the others?”

 

Lyn nodded. “Evonna is planning to be a Defender too, so she’ll be on the front line with me. She’s got a big metal shield and a mace, plus a steel breastplate. Her four skills are Shield Bash, Reinforced Shield, Unyielding Defense, and Fast Block. I don’t know what she’s done with her other points. She can keep up with me just fine in training, so I’d say her stats are more or less like my own.”

 

Samson motioned for her to go on, so she continued. “Fredek has all the foundation skills out of the Physical Passive tree. That means Strength of Arm, Lifespring, and Rugged Defense. He says that they’re slow to level, and I don’t know if he’s unlocked Physical Synergy or Turtle Skin yet. I do know that he doesn’t have any points invested in anything other than Strength. Apart from wanting the health, he says he plans to take Fortifico if there isn’t a specialized class for passives. He’s got a shield and sword, plus his fists with those stupid metal knuckle things. He’ll also be on the front line, obviously.”

 

“Obviously,” Samson said. “Any more up front?”

 

Lyn wiggled a hand. “Kinda? Telen is focusing on daggers, so he has Asp Kata, Lingering Bleed, and Razor Flurry. He’s planning to borrow Hanes’s bow for this, though, so unless our formation breaks apart, he’ll be in the back.”

 

“I see,” Samson said. “He is still bringing daggers, though, correct?”

 

Lyn snorted. “Obviously. I think he’s got like six of them strapped all over. Who knows how many more he’s got where I can’t see them.”

 

“Hmph, so that’s where they all went,” Vanna said. “I was wondering why I couldn’t find one earlier. You tell him that just because he’s building himself like a rogue, it doesn’t mean he needs to act like one. Company steel is to be shared.” She laid her palm flat on a notebook sitting on her desk. “There’s a signout ledger for a reason.”

 

“Yes, ma’am,” Lyn said.

 

Vanna’s frown became a scowl. “Don’t call me ma’am. It makes me feel old.”

 

“Sorry,” Lyn said with a shrug. I’m not used to taking orders from a commoner. I don’t know how I should be acting around her.

 

Vanna sighed, rubbing at her neck. “You tell him he can use them for this mission, but after that, he only gets four. The rest are to be returned, or I’m going to start charging him by the day. If he thinks he needs more, he can convince Tallheart to make him some of his own.”

 

“I highly doubt he could manage that,” said Samson.

 

“That’s not my problem,” Vanna said. “Okay, Lyn, please continue. Let’s have the rest. Don’t worry about the stats, just focus on the skills.”

 

Lyn nodded. “Mereck is our healer. The only active spell he has is Healing Word, though, because of the unlock requirement for Regeneration. If he gets hurt, we’re in trouble—he can’t heal himself, obviously. He’s got a staff for self-defense. He’s actually decent with it, but he’s going to be in the middle of the formation, so if he ever has to use it, something has gone wrong.

 

“Ruce, pretty much the same story in terms of placement. He’s got a staff, too, though he’s not as good with it as Mereck. As a Diviner, he’ll be using Identify Weakness and Threat Assessment to feed us information about what we’re fighting. I don’t think his other abilities will end up being relevant down there, but who knows. Just those two skills alone are more than enough to earn him a spot in the party.

 

“Um, backline. Telen, I already mentioned, so that leaves Corrin and Mahria. Corrin went with Earth Manipulation instead of Geoevocation, so he’s got Erode and Earth Affinity in foundation tier, and then Earthmolding and Rockbomb in Tier 1. He doesn’t have Stonemolding yet, and even Earthmolding takes too much mana for him to be using it in combat, so that pretty much leaves Rockbomb. He’ll be using it sparingly to save mana, so he’ll just be whipping rocks at things with his sling most of the time.

 

“Mahria is our wild card. She’s, well… She’s Mahria. Unlike us, everything she’s got is maxed. She’s got Ice Bolt and Ice Affinity in Ice Evocation, plus Froststorm, obviously, which I still refuse to believe is tier-1. She also has Ice Wall from Defensive Constructs, and Chilling Touch and Blinding Squall from who knows where. I’m not about to dig through my menus to find them. Oh, and Chanting. I doubt she does that for the fun of it. It’s probably from an accolade. She won’t say, but sure as the depths, I can count. Unless she’s lying about being level five—and honestly, why would she?—she’s got at least one. Who knows what other stuff she’s got, thanks to that crazy mother of hers. Anyway, she’ll be using Ice Bolt whenever Ruce spots something weak to Cold, and if we really get into trouble, she’ll drop a Froststorm right on top of us.” Lyn smiled. “We’ve got our rings; the monsters don’t.”

 

She looked up at the sky, poking her tongue into her cheek as she thought. Hmm. Looks like it might snow.

 

After a moment, she looked back down to meet Vanna’s gaze and shrugged. “That’s it.”

 

Vanna clicked her tongue. “Not good enough.”

 

Lyn froze. “What?” Her surprise quickly flashed to anger. “You’re not letting us go? After I talked through all that?”

 

Vanna didn’t answer, getting to her feet and then crouching to rummage within one of the numerous crates behind her.

 

Samson frowned. “It seemed like a reasonably strong team to me,” he said.

 

“Here,” Vanna said, tossing a sack onto the desk. It landed with a clatter, the contents obviously metallic from the sound. “Split those up between you. You can give them back when you’re done. If you lose any of them, it won’t be me you’ll answer to; it will be Tallheart.”

 

Wait, are those… Lyn grabbed the sack, then upended it, spilling the contents out onto the table. Frost Resistance rings, made of pale blue steel and featureless except for the symbol of Ascension that was etched into the metal. Dozens of them.

 

“Depths,” Lyn said, looking at the single ring on her own finger. I didn’t know we had that many.

 

A clink of glass brought her head back up, and she saw Vanna placing a wooden rack of potion bottles on the table. They were mostly red, which meant health in Ascension, though there were a few green ones mixed in.

 

“One each,” Vanna said, then turned to dig through the crates again. She placed a second rack of potions on the table in short order, these mostly green. A third rack followed, primarily blue. “And one stamina for each fighter, and one mana for each mage. I’d give you more, but that’s all we can spare.”

 

Lyn couldn’t hide her smile. “So, we can go then?”

 

“Obviously,” Vanna said, sorting through the potions on the table and transferring some of them back into the crate where they’d come from. “I want you to return any you don’t use, but I’m not charging you. If I find out somebody refused to use a potion when they needed it, I’ll put them on midnight-watch for a month.” She tossed a rolled piece of parchment onto the desk. “Here. Message scroll. In case of an emergency.”

 

Lyn lurched to her feet, snatching up the valuable artifact before it rolled off the edge of the table. Depths!

 

There was a clang as Vanna dropped a helmet onto the table, then another, and another. “Steel skullcaps for the front line. Tallheart made them a few days ago, but we haven’t put the padding in yet. Figure it out.” She grunted, lifting aside yet another crate. “Samson, move. You’re in the way.”

 

Smiling, Samson stepped aside. Vanna set the crate down with a thump, then made her way to the back of the room, returning with a pair of spears. She thrust them at Lyn, who quickly got to her feet to take them.

 

“Have Ruce and Mereck use these,” Vanna said. “Even if they’re in the middle, they can poke at stuff. I don’t care if they’re better with the staff. They won’t have room to use one in the center of a formation, but with these, they can at least do something other than standing around watching the rest of you fight.”

 

Lyn began inspecting one of the weapons as Vanna continued digging through crates. The spear shaft was made of hard oak and perfectly straight. Ascension’s symbol had been burned into the wood near where it met the spearhead, which bore its own copy of the insignia. The spearhead was Tallheart’s work, clearly, while the shaft was likely Shena’s, though the quality was better than Lyn had thought the fledgling Woodsmith capable of. I know she was getting better, but… Gods, this might actually be better than my own staff. Did she somehow find wood this good, or did she MAKE it? She shook her head. “Since when do we have spears like this? Mine broke ages ago, and you told me you didn’t have any more.” 

 

“I was planning on teaching everyone army tactics, so I asked Vanna to have some new ones made,” Samson said.

 

“Army tactics?” Lyn asked. “You mean like the Empire uses?”

 

Samson shook his head. “No. That’s different. We might get there eventually, but we don’t have enough awakened yet. How much do you know about Rellagia?”

 

Lyn blinked. “The continent?”

 

Samson nodded. “Yes. When I was a child, I lost myself reading accounts of the wars between its various kingdoms. It’s fascinating, really. The monarchies don’t tolerate awakened in general, but especially not in war. It would lead to escalation, you see, and then devastation like what happened here before the DKE became the DKE. Instead, they’ve come up with formations that multiply the effectiveness of their unawakened soldiers. I believe something like a shield wall would work well for us, particularly as we get more recruits from Vestvall. The spears are a part of that.”

 

“Huh,” Lyn said, looking back at the spear in her hand.

 

“There,” Vanna said, dropping a quiver of arrows to the desk, which she’d continued to pile with supplies while Samson had been speaking. She dusted off her hands, then planted them on her hips and looked at Lyn. “Take all of this, then get some torches and whatever else you need from the other storeroom. And be careful. Nobody is allowed to get themselves killed, you hear me?”

 

Lyn looked down at the mountain of gear, then back up at Vanna. She smiled. “How am I supposed to carry all of this out of here?”

 

Vanna snorted. “You have a team, don’t you? Oh, I forgot to ask. Who’s in command? Please tell me it isn’t Mahria.”

 

Lyn shrugged. “We hadn’t really discussed it.”

 

“Then it’s you,” Vanna said. “If Mahria doesn’t like it, tough. Don’t let her push you around. She might have more experience as an adventurer, but she’s…”

 

“Mahria,” Lyn said, smiling. “What else is there to say?”

 

“She is getting better,” Samson said diplomatically.

 

Vanna snapped her fingers. “Oh, Lyn, since you’re here. I need you to write a posting about your staff class for the board. I’m going to start paying you per-student based on their progress, so make it convincing, yeah? Come and see me once you’re back, and we’ll talk details.”

 

Lyn blinked, then grinned. “I’ll do that.” I guess this quest won’t be the only way for me to get ahead, after all.

 



 

Mahria jiggled her foot impatiently, listening to the others prattle on about the types of monsters that they were likely to encounter. They weren’t wrong to show caution, but at some point, it simply became excessive. They were prepared—overprepared, even, now that Vanna had loaded them down with what seemed like half the weapons the company possessed.

 

Holding up her hand, Mahria inspected the three Frost Resistance rings that festooned her fingers, then she looked through them in the direction of their creator. Tallheart was playing with Ava. The little girl had gotten ahold of his hammer and was giggling and running in zigzags. Tallheart lumbered after her, seemingly unable to keep up with her rapid changes in direction. It was all an act, naturally. Even Ava was doubtless aware that Tallheart could have caught her with little trouble, had he wished to do so.

 

Just as Mahria was considering joining the two of them in their game, perhaps to play an evil witch intent on stealing the magical blacksmithing tool, a touch on her shoulder brought her attention back to her surroundings.

 

“Mahria, are you with us?” Fredek asked, waving a hand in front of her face.

 

“That depends,” she replied, pushing his hand away. “Are we finally ready to go?”

 

Fredek snorted, sitting back. “We are.”

 

Lyn—who’d somehow become the leader of their little party—got to her feet. She looked down at Mahria and sighed. “Please, just stick to the plan, will you?”

 

Mahria rolled her eyes, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. “The plan. Right.”

 

Lyn scowled at her, and Mahria paused, noticing that there appeared to be genuine anger behind the expression. It was hard to remember that they were all so new at this. She raised her hands and made a placating gesture. “Sorry.” She paused. “Really. I know my role, and I’ll do it. I’m just saying that no matter how good the plan is, something will always go wrong. You have to be ready for the unexpected.”

 

Lyn seemed to accept this, offering Mahria her hand. “Just take it seriously, okay?”

 

Mahria nodded, allowing her to pull her to her feet. “I will.”

 

She actually liked Lyn, despite how often they seemed to end up at odds. It was just hard to respect the woman’s judgment concerning adventuring when she’d only been at it for a month. Still, the young noblewoman was…driven.

 

After taking a moment to adjust her robe, Mahria swept on her Ascension cloak and scooped up her staff from where it was leaning against the table. Unlike Lyn’s, hers was intended for casting, not thumping bandits over the head—though it was perfectly capable in that regard. The white-painted wood concealed an enchanted core that helped guide her magic, improving her aim somewhat and allowing her to wear rings without the risk of interference.

 

She needed the thing more than she liked to admit. Without it, her accuracy was almost as bad as Kettel’s, though in her case, the underlying reason was more than just a lack of experience. The various boosts to her magic from both equipment and accolades made things a bit unstable, but such was the cost of power.

 

The heavily-laden party headed for the gates, dodging between the tables, many of which were filled with townsfolk who’d come out to visit the camp for one reason or another. It was almost eleventh bell now, and there were a surprising number of them. Some were seeking healing for bumps and bruises, others were coming to trade, and a few wished to hire adventurers for various inane tasks. As they walked, Mahria chuckled, overhearing one fellow trying to convince Carten to come clear rats out of his basement—Dire Rats, granted, but honestly. Who walks for an hour to hire an adventurer for a job they could do themselves with a stick?

 

Upon leaving the camp, they turned east and followed the wall until they reached the crack, then walked beside the mounded gravel, heading south. They soon left the area where the snow had been cleared, continuing until they reached the southernmost point. There was a small, narrow section here that hooked off to the west. Nearby, three wooden stakes had been driven into the ground, each anchoring a coiled rope. Mahria set down her staff and the shovel she’d been forced to carry, then carefully climbed the mound of gravel, stopping once she could see the bottom of the chasm. She smiled in response to what she saw waiting for them.

 

This should be fun.

 

“Anything dangerous?” Fredek asked.

 

“No, not before the bend,” Mahria said, kneeling and creeping slightly closer to get a better view. The gravel shifted beneath her, so she quickly stopped. She could see well enough. “Getting a foothold shouldn’t be that challenging. There’s a cartload of Slimes, a level six Deepcat, and a small pack of Sepulcher Ants.” She counted quickly. “Six of them that I can see, all level four.” Her eyes widened, and she pulled her head back quickly. The jagged spine that had been hurtling toward her face sailed over her head, arcing through the air to land soundlessly in the snow. Mahria laughed as the others reached for their weapons. “And a Quillbear. Level eight.”

 

“Hold on, let me see,” Ruce said, shrugging out of his pack and moving up beside her. He peeked over the edge, and his eyes flashed with magic twice, each time in a slightly different shade of blue. “The Quillbear is weak to Heat and to Mental,” he said. “Its quills are dangerous. Poison, I think. Its level is making it hard for me to get a clear reading.” He flinched back from the edge, and moments later, there was a clatter of another quill impacting the lip of the chasm.

 

“I could have told you that,” Mahria said, smiling. “They aren’t that bad, as long as you don’t try to use one for a pillow. Weak for their level, really. They can only shoot one quill at a time, and it’s easy to see when they’re going to do it. My advice? Don’t get hit. Happened to me once. That shit burns like getting stung by an entire hive of bees all in one spot.”

 

“What about the Deepcat?” Lyn asked. “Is it dangerous too?”

 

“Don’t worry about it,” Mahria said, waving her hand. “You find them everywhere underground. They’re stealth hunters. Fast, but not a problem if you know they’re coming.”

 

Lyn frowned, looking at Ruce. “Can you verify that, please?”

 

Mahria rolled her eyes. Come on. Give me a little credit.

 

Ruce poked his head out, his eyes flashing as he used his skills once more. He pulled back more quickly this time, Mahria noted. He nodded to her. “No particular weakness. No magical attacks. It’s like you said.”

 

“You see?” Mahria said, turning to Lyn. “Come on, this is going to be easy.”

 

“Don’t forget about the Sepulcher Ants,” Corrin said. “I hate those things. Nothing with that many legs should be allowed to get that big. Remember the pack of them we ran into a few weeks back?” He shuddered.

 

“Ah, they look meaner than they are,” Fredek said, setting down his pack. “They’re just overgrown bugs. Nothing to be afraid of.” He cracked his knuckles. “Mahria’s right. We can handle this.”

 

Mahria smiled at him. Finally, someone with a backbone. I was half expecting Ruce to do a threat assessment on the damn Slimes. Rain has infected everyone, I swear.

 

“Fine,” Lyn said after a moment. “The mission is still a go. Everyone who brought a shovel, get to work clearing away this gravel in case we need to come back up in a hurry.”

 

Mahria grunted her assent, returning to where she’d dropped her shovel and stomping on the blade to kick the handle up into her hands. She joined Corrin and Mereck, helping them push the gravel over the side. The Sepulcher Ants chittered up at them in outrage at the rain of stones, while the Deepcat and the Quillbear remained silent—as did the Slimes, obviously.

 

She glanced at Corrin as they worked. It’s a pity he doesn’t have the mana to just deal with this. Actually, wait… Does Earthmolding work on gravel, or would he need Stonemolding for that? It’s kind of a gray area. I suppose Rock Push would do it, but that’s in Geoevocation.

 

“That’s good enough,” Lyn said before Mahria had a chance to ask Corrin about it. “Don’t wear yourselves out.”

 

“Aye,” Mereck said, tossing aside his shovel. Mahria did the same, kicking at a few remaining pebbles and sending them tumbling over the edge before stepping away.

 

Lyn gestured. “Everyone, take off your packs and get ready. Fredek, Evonna, help me with the ropes.”

 

“How are we doing this?” Mahria asked as the others moved to obey. She peeked back over the edge, conscious of the Quillbear. It was staring in their direction, its spiked fur making it look more like an overgrown porcupine than the creature it was actually named after. She pulled her head back with a smirk before it took a shot at her. “It’s about twenty meters to the bottom. I could drop a Froststorm down there. It’s in range.”

 

“That’s one option,” Lyn said, pulling a small stone from a pouch. “The plan is to try this first, though. You’d know that if you’d been paying attention earlier.”

 

“What is it?” Mahria asked, ignoring the jab. It was a fair point, after all. She motioned for Lyn to give her the stone, but instead of handing it over, Lyn merely tilted it so she could see the rune etched into its surface.

 

Mahria frowned. Isn’t that one supposed to be…sound? A Messenger Stone? But why is there only one rune, and where in the hells did she get it?

 

“Romer calls it a cricket rock,” Lyn said. “He’s been working on the design for weeks. I know you’ve heard him running tests.”

 

Mahria blinked, realizing her error. Not a Messenger Stone. Just a rock with a basic rune etched into it. She smiled. “So, he’s been working on sound runes, huh? That’s what all that screeching was. I doubt it will work, though.” She pointed toward the edge. “They’ve already spotted us. A little bit of noise might trick those Slimes, but isn’t going to fool the Quillbear.”

 

“It doesn’t have to,” Telen said, a note of strain in his voice as he struggled to string his bow. Just from looking at the thing, it was clearly not something intended for an unawakened to use. It was almost the size of a longbow, and yet it had the back and then forward sweeping shape characteristic of a recurve.

 

Mahria frowned. I need to start paying more attention to what the crafters are doing, I think.

 

“I’ll deal with the Quillbear,” Telen said with a smirk, drawing a razor-tipped broadhead from the quiver on his left hip. He set the arrow to the bow and held it horizontally, taking a wide stance near the edge. “Ready.”

 

“Okay, I’m throwing it,” Lyn said. “Mahria, remember what we talked about. Stick to the plan. Don’t waste mana.”

 

Mahria forced herself to simply nod, though the patronizing tone Lyn had taken rankled a bit. Lyn looked surprised by the lack of protest, and Mahria had to turn away quickly to hide her smile. See? I can play along. When I want to.

 

Once everyone was set, Lyn counted down on her fingers, then whipped her arm forward, hurling the stone with considerable force. It arced high, then dipped below the lip of the chasm, bouncing off the far wall and ricocheting around the bend before plummeting out of sight.

 

Mahria tilted her head. Wait, how will it activate with just—

 

A shrill chirp echoed out of the chasm. It was devastatingly loud and, thankfully, equally brief.

 

Oh. Mahria smiled. I guess that works. Why worry about how to activate the rune properly? Just overcharge it so much that it goes off when it breaks.

 

Moving up to the edge, she looked down and saw that all but one of the ants were headed away, chasing the sound. They rounded the bend as she watched, a slow procession of slimes oozing after them. Telen’s bowstring thrummed, and she shifted her gaze to watch his arrow find a new home in the Quillbear’s leg. The monster gave a deep grunt and shuffled back, leaving a smear of crimson on the stone, though its health bar barely budged.

 

“Go!” Lyn shouted, flinging herself over the edge. She caught one of the ropes with a gloved hand and let it slide through her grip to slow her fall, clutching her staff in the other. Evonna and Fredek followed her, imitating her technique, though they had to keep their weapons undrawn on account of their shields. About five meters from the ground, Lyn kicked free of the wall, dodging a spine that had been headed straight for her. It clattered off the stones harmlessly as she spun through the air, staff leading the way. The metal-capped tip slammed into the lone Sepulcher Ant that had remained, splattering the creature’s head like an overripe melon. She landed in a roll, coming back to her feet and whipping her staff around, though there was nothing in range for it to hit.

 

Mahria found herself grinning. Okay, that was actually kinda impressive.

 

Evonna and Fredek reached the ground, and the pair of them drew their weapons and moved to stand next to Lyn. Three of the Sepulcher Ants that had gone to investigate the noise suddenly thundered back around the bend, the commotion drawing them back just as surely as they’d been lured away.

 

“There,” Ruce said, laying a hand on Mahria’s shoulder and pointing urgently. “Something new.” His eyes flashed blue. “It’s dangerous.”

 

Mahria smiled, recognizing the monster that had followed the ants around the corner. “And weak to cold.”

 

It was a Flaming Hare. The rabbit-like creature wasn’t on fire at the moment, though Mahria knew from experience that it was capable of both setting itself alight and throwing what basically amounted to Firebolts with kicks of its hind feet. She raised her staff, pointing the tip toward the hopping monster.

 

Ice Bolt

 

A shard of jagged ice crystallized at the tip of her staff, then shot toward the monster, leaving a trail of frost in its wake. It was almost an impossible shot, given the distance, but she didn’t need to hit the thing directly. The projectile crashed into the stones nearby, then shattered, pelting the rabbit monster with the shrapnel. Mahria smiled as she saw its health drop by a quarter, even from the indirect hit. What are you doing here in the middle of winter, little bun? Don’t you know it’s cold outside? She stopped herself from launching another bolt. The rabbit monster was retreating, which was enough for now. She’d have been more than happy to just stay up here and pelt the monsters below with magic, but she knew she’d run out of mana long before the mission was complete.

 

While she’d been preoccupied with the Flaming Hare, Lyn, Fredek, and Evonna had killed all of the Sepulcher Ants, the low-level monsters unable to stand up to their weapons and skills. They were presently fending off the Deepcat, which seemed to be presenting them with more of a challenge. The agile monster kept pouncing at them and darting out of the way before they could strike back. The Quillbear, meanwhile, was still essentially unharmed. At level eight, it was going to take more than a few arrows to put it down. It launched a spine at Lyn as Mahria watched, but she swatted the projectile out of the air with a whirl of her staff. The fluidity of the motion suggested that a skill was guiding the weapon. The monster roared in frustration and launched yet another spine, this one at Fredek. He ducked, and it hit his metal skullcap and bounced away.

 

The Deepcat’s next lunge was met by a perfectly-timed Shield Bash from Evonna, knocking off a third of its health and sending it flying. It twisted in midair so its paws landed against the chasm wall, then launched itself diagonally back the other way. It kicked off the far wall, sending itself streaking straight toward Fredek, teeth bared. Caught flat-footed by the unexpected angle of attack, Fredek punched out with the hilt of his sword, landing a devastating jab right between the monster’s eyes. Its health bar dropped by another third, and it collapsed to the ground, dazed. Taking advantage of the opportunity, Evonna stepped forward and staved in its skull with a brutal chop from her mace.

 

“Humph,” Mahria said, walking toward one of the ropes. They’re actually doing okay.

 

“Wait,” Mereck said, catching her by the elbow. “Don’t go until they finish off the Quillbear. It will spike you on the way down.”

 

Mahria was about to open her mouth to argue that her robe was more than enough to stop such a weak attack, but she thought better of it. She’d said she’d fill her role, and she’d actually meant it. There’s no need to rush things. She tightened her grip on her staff, wondering whether it would be worth taking a shot at the Quillbear or if that would get her in trouble. She glanced at Ruce. “Are Quillbears resistant to Cold?”

 

Ruce shook his head. “All I know is that they aren’t weak to it.”

 

“Damn,” Mahria said. She raised her staff, spotting the Flaming Hare hopping back around the bend. It was on fire, now. She launched another Ice Bolt, then clicked her tongue as the creature sprung back out of the way with a puff of flame. “At least I have one thing to shoot at,” she muttered. She leaned over the edge, then shouted down to those below. “Hurry up and kill that Quillbear! It’s hard to hit anything from up here.”

 

“Working on it!” Fredek shouted back, advancing in line with the others.

 

Mahria sighed, then looked around, recalling her father’s instructions about not getting so focused that you ignored your surroundings. It was only thanks to this that she noticed the pack of Snow Sprites gliding toward them. Huh. Would you look at that? I guess they were drawn in by the commotion.

 

Stepping back from the edge, Mahria raised her staff, then hesitated. Snow Sprites were fodder monsters, level two, looking basically like large, jagged snowflakes. They were only dangerous if they got close to you, and the pack was still some distance away. The trouble with them was that they were incredibly resistant to cold, to the point that she’d need more than one shot to kill one. There were enough of them to make dealing with them herself an annoying waste of mana and effort.

 

Mahria smiled, poking Corrin in the back of his head with her staff.

 

“Ah!” he yelled, having been entirely focused on the battle below. Mahria pointed, and his eyes widened as he saw the approaching pack of monsters.

 

“Shit!” Mereck swore, also looking in that direction. He stumbled back from the edge and dove for his spear. Ruce, too, let out a panicked shout and went for a weapon. Telen glanced at the oncoming pack of Snow Sprites, but a roar from the Quillbear made him focus his attention back on the battle below. Mahria gestured to Corrin. “This is all you, bub. I don’t think I need to tell you they’re weak to blast damage, do I?”

 

The alarm faded from Corrin’s face, and he grinned as he reached into a pocket, removing a perfectly round stone slightly smaller than a hen’s egg. He cupped it in his hand, and orange light spread across its surface, making it look like it had been filled with magma and was about to crack apart from the heat. He quickly lobbed it underhand at the monsters, and the moment it struck the lead snowflake, it exploded with a flash of light and sound. The Snow Sprites, which had been rather tightly packed, didn’t stand a chance. Several of them were blown apart completely, and the survivors came out of it significantly worse for wear. The monsters’ crystalline bodies were spiderwebbed with cracks, and they were drifting drunkenly away from the site of the blast.

 

Corrin removed another stone from his pouch. Instead of using Rockbomb again, he slipped it into his sling, then whipped it up to speed and let fly with a crack of snapping leather. The rock sailed straight through one of the wounded monsters, shattering it like glass.

 

“Nice,” Mahria said, patting him on the shoulder. “I’ll leave you to it.”

 

She walked back to the edge and looked down to see the three fighters circling around the Quillbear. Its health was down to half, and as she watched, Fredek stepped in and punched the thing right in the short ribs where it lacked any quills for protection. He’d discarded his sword and shield for some reason, but he had equipped his spiked knuckles, making the blow unquestionably effective. Even from this distance, Mahria could spot dozens of puncture wounds covering the monster’s side.

 

The Quillbear roared and tried to whirl to face him, but it instead caught the metal-capped tip of Lyn’s staff in the side of its jaw. It stumbled, leaving itself wide open. Evonna’s Shield Bash knocked it to the ground, and Lyn capitalized on its fall, slamming her staff onto its skull with both hands. This didn’t kill it, but the following merciless pummeling from staff, fists, and mace surely did. Telen, meanwhile, was sniping at Slimes. The stupid creatures kept oozing around the bend, only to find his arrows waiting for them.

 

“Mahria, get down here!” Lyn shouted, waving her arm over her head, then pointing toward the procession of blobby monsters. “Seal it off!”

 

Waving back, Mahria tossed her staff over the edge—the fall wouldn’t hurt it—and then jumped after it. She caught the rope as she fell, letting it slide through her hands and feeling her skin heat with the friction of the coarse fibers. Screw gloves. Thank you, Force Resistance. Reaching the bottom, she picked up her staff, then walked calmly toward the gory scene of the battle, chanting softly under her breath.

 

“Ice Wall, Ice Wall, Icy, Icy, Ice Wall. This is my chant for Ice Wall. It summons a wall of ice, which is why it’s called Ice Wall. Chanting is stupid, and I can say whatever I want, so there.”

 

With the final word, she planted the butt of her staff on the ground, shaping the magic with her thoughts as the spell took hold. She felt a chill spread through the wood beneath her fingers, her staff vibrating with the force of the magic it was being asked to contain. She normally avoided casting Ice Wall through the implement for fear of damaging it, but she needed the precision this time. Using the spell in tight spaces was tricky.

 

With a blast of displaced air, ice shot up from the floor of the chasm, perfectly forming itself into a barrier extending from wall to wall and reaching perhaps half a meter above her head. It was mostly clear, allowing them to see through it to the other side, though jagged imperfections remained as evidence that she still hadn’t tamed the magic perfectly.

 

Mahria smiled, spinning her staff over her head showily as she turned on her heel. She fought back a laugh, seeing the panting melee fighters painted in blood and gore, none of it their own. This is why you should have decided to become mages. She grinned at them. “See? Nice and easy. Anyone need a five-minute break? Maybe a wet towel?”

 

“Ha ha,” Lyn said, pointing at the ropes. “Go help bring down the supplies.”

 

Mahria laughed, deciding to leave her teasing there. “On it,” she said, spinning away to do as instructed.

 

“Mahria,” Lyn said again.

 

Mahria stopped, then looked over her shoulder.

 

Lyn nodded to her. “Thanks.”

 

She raised an eyebrow. “For what?”

 

“For sticking to the plan,” Lyn said, running a hand through her bloody hair.

 

Mahria snorted. “I said I would, didn’t I?” She turned away once more, headed for the ropes, smiling to herself. “Let me get you that towel. It looks like you really need it.”
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133: Breaking

                 

Rain stumbled, then fell, crashing to the ground. He lost his grip on his hammer, hearing it clatter across the stones as he tumbled like a log. When he came to a stop, he found himself sprawled on his back, staring up at the storm clouds above.

 

He tried to sit up and failed.

 

Something is wrong.

 

The rushing of blood in his ears was loud, but not loud enough to drown out the roar of the Fire Eater. The monster was almost upon them! There was no way that the others would be able to survive without his help. Not against something like that. Not against a dragon.

 

I need to get up! I need to—

 

Rain froze, and the clouds above him vanished, fading to black.

 

It’s a nightmare! I’m asleep…

 

With that realization, his eyelids flickered, then shot open. Any relief he might have felt was instantly replaced with panic once more as he found himself still unable to sit up. It took another fifteen seconds before his frozen body began to respond. He flopped like a fish tangled in a net, struggling against the meager resistance of the blanket. In his flailing, his fingers brushed against something warm and smooth.

 

Ameliah snorted, rolling away from the contact. She pulled the blanket with her, exposing Rain’s right side to the frigid night air. After a moment, she breathed out slowly, then back in.

 

She was still asleep.

 

Rain felt tension drain out of him, though his heart was still beating like a drum. He raised his now-freed arm to his brow, finding it drenched in sweat, then sighed.

 

Everything is fine. Lyn’s team made it back safely long before nightfall. They didn’t even see the Fire Eater down there, and I certainly wasn’t with them. He took another deep breath, then let his hand fall back to his side. Why wasn’t I using my auras? Wait… the hammer. Was I supposed to be Thor?

 

He sat up slowly, untangling himself from what little blanket Ameliah had left him while being careful not to disturb her. Once he was free, he sat cross-legged and buried his face in his hands. Lingering adrenaline was making him shaky, or perhaps that was just more evidence of the damage to his soul.

 

Closing his eyes and focusing on his breathing, he faded Winter down to zero, then ran some scans with Detection. Nothing was out of place. Satisfied, he brought up Purify to one percent, then left it there. The linen shirt and pants that he’d been using as pajamas were positively soaked.

 

Rain sighed wearily. I guess I can add sleep paralysis to my list of symptoms. Wonderful. Just wonderful.

 

[Rain-King?] The thought was fuzzy, the slime not fully awake.

 

[It’s okay, Dozer,] Rain sent back—less in words and more as a feeling of peace. The slime’s presence in his mind receded slowly, then the link went quiet once more.

 

Rain opened his HUD to check the time. It was just before three AM. Blinking away his fatigue, he lifted his head from his hands and looked up. The sky was dark, without so much as a star peeking through the clouds. By the light of the light bulb socketed in the wall, he could see a dusting of snow adorning the glass pane that Ameliah had propped over their sleeping area. The stone floor outside of this meager shelter was coated as well, though the snow seemed to have stopped.

 

Opening his full interface, Rain verified that everything was as it should be. It was. His Focus tolerance had ticked up twice between when he’d gone to bed and now, and his macro was still working. It had automatically transferred points from Vigor to compensate, just as he’d configured it to do.

 

He dismissed the menu with a shake of his head, then gently lowered himself back down beside Ameliah. Ever so carefully, he slid back under the blanket, reclaiming as much of it as he dared. Her soft breathing beside him was calming, and his heart rate had finally slowed to something approaching normal. Now clean of sweat, though still feeling a bit damp, he switched back to Winter, fading it up slowly. He didn’t want to disturb Ameliah or any of the other sleepers in the adjacent rooms.

 

“Go back to sleep,” Ameliah said, her voice muffled by her pillow. Rain twitched in surprise as she rolled onto her back, her hand finding his beneath the blanket. She threaded her fingers through his own, squeezing gently.

 

Rain squeezed back. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. I had a bad dream.”

 

Ameliah mumbled a reply, sounding even less awake than Dozer had been. She let her head fall to the side, her cheek coming to rest on his shoulder. Rain smiled, giving up in his efforts to straighten the blanket.

 

This is good enough.

 

He was still holding her hand when he fell asleep once more.

 



 

Tarny stopped outside the curtain leading to Rain and Ameliah’s room, listening carefully, for he was afraid of what he might hear. Finding only silence, he relaxed, then loudly cleared his throat. There was no response, so he did it again, even louder this time.

 

“Who’s there?” Ameliah asked from within.

 

“Tarny, my lady,” he replied. “Is Rain there?”

 

“He is,” Ameliah replied. “Come in.”

 

Pushing aside the curtain, Tarny looked around the small room, seeing both Ameliah and Rain seated cross-legged on the ground. Rain was wearing his full armor, including the helmet and cloak. He’d clearly been there a while, as there was a quarter-finger of snow blanketing him. Ameliah, on the other hand, was snow-free, seated beneath a pane of glass propped up by columns of stone.

 

They were meditating. I see. Why does Rain always wear his armor for that? He shook his head. “Rain, it’s almost time for the vote.”

 

Rain didn’t respond. Ameliah chuckled, then got to her feet and stretched. She walked over to him, then shook him gently by the shoulder, sending fluffy snow swirling to the ground. “Hey.”

 

Rain jerked, then his head pivoted to look at her. “Huh?”

 

“It’s almost time for the vote, Captain,” Tarny said.

 

Rain’s head swung to face him, and he reached up and removed his helmet. “Already?” There was a wave of heat, and the snow coating him melted, along with that on the floor. Steam began to rise as he held the spell steady.

 

“It’s nine twenty-four,” Ameliah said, helping Rain to his feet. “I guess we both lost track of time.”

 

“Did you—“ Rain began, but Ameliah shook her head.

 

“No. It was relaxing, but no more than that. Well, and a bit boring, if I’m being honest.”

 

“Oh,” Rain said, sighing. The heat vanished, and the chill of Winter returned. He bent, retrieving his belt and the various pouches hanging from it, as well as his sword.

 

Ameliah smiled. “I’ll try again tomorrow. I don’t give up that easily.”

 

Tarny raised an eyebrow. “What are you trying to do?”

 

“Soul stuff,” Ameliah said with a shrug. “I’m trying to do what Rain’s been doing. Get a look at my soul. He wants to know what a healthy one looks like, not that I think mine is particularly healthy.”

 

“Compared to mine, every soul is healthy,” Rain said despondently. He released his helmet, having tied it to his belt. The metal rang briefly as it came into contact with his armored leg.

 

Tarny grimaced, sharing a look with Ameliah. I should ask if he’ll teach me as well. He shook his head. This isn’t the time. “Do you want me to tell Vanna to continue without you?”

 

Rain shook his head. “No. I need to be there for this.”

 

“You’d better hurry then,” Ameliah said.

 

Tarny nodded, and Rain and Ameliah followed him out of the room.

 

“What the hell happened in here?” Rain asked.

 

Ameliah laughed. “Tallheart happened. He wasn’t happy with the workshop, apparently.” She gestured to the fallen wall. “After breakfast, he decided to do something about it. He won’t let me fix it until he gets back from the city. He said he’d need some things before he’d know how he wants the room.”

 

Rain snorted. “I guess we’re holding the vote in the tavern then. Why didn’t he just ask Mlem to get whatever it was?”

 

Ameliah shrugged. “Maybe whatever he needs is too big?”

 

“I guess I’ll find out later,” Rain said, gesturing to Tarny. “Let’s go.”

 

Tarny nodded, picking a path through the rubble toward the sound of voices. When they passed through the archway, a hush swept over the room as everyone turned in their direction. Some of those nearest them shied back, looks of unease on their faces. Not everyone here was a member of Ascension. There were perhaps thirty visitors from Vestvall, and the room was packed well past its capacity. That was fine, as today’s vote wasn’t a private matter. It concerned them too.

 

“Wow,” Rain said, blinking.

 

Ameliah raised her hands slowly. “Relax, everyone. You’ll get used to it.” She stepped closer to Rain, wrapping her arm through his. “You were right. There are even more of them today.”

 

Tarny smiled. The captain is always right.

 

Vanna, who’d been standing atop one of the tables, jumped down and threaded her way over to them, the crowd parting before her with some difficulty.

 

“Are you sure you want this, Rain?” she whispered upon reaching them. She looked around at the watching faces. “You could just strike it down. I’m sure everyone will go along if you really think—”

 

Rain shook his head, holding up a hand to stop her and replying in a low voice. “That’s not how I want it to work, and you know it. I’ve said my piece. The company will decide.”

 

Tarny frowned, quickly hiding the expression as Rain turned to survey the crowd.

 

“Tarny, is everyone here?”

 

“Other than Tallheart,” he replied quickly. “His vote is in the box.”

 

Rain nodded, then turned to Vanna. “Go ahead.”

 

Vanna inclined her head, then returned to her table. She climbed back atop it and raised her hands for quiet, though the room was essentially silent already. “Everyone, it’s time to vote on what we talked about last night. I’ll go through it briefly one last time.”

 

She extended her left hand, palm up. “A ‘no’ vote means no change. Anyone who wants to join has to pass the combat test and the interview. After that, they become a full member. Awakened only have to pass the interview.”

 

Lowering her hand, she lifted her right in its place. “A ‘yes’ vote means that the codes will be modified to create a two-tiered system of membership. After passing the same tests as before, recruits will be admitted as provisional members. You should all know the details after last night’s discussion, so I’m not going to repeat myself.” She cleared her throat, glancing at Rain, who was frowning slightly. “I urge you to vote for the new rules,” she continued. “I truly believe that we need to do this and that the old system won’t work as Ascension grows.”

 

Tarny clenched his fists, stepping closer to Rain. “You’re really not going to say something, Captain?”

 

Rain glanced at him, then shook his head slightly, his face turning neutral once more. “No,” he said softly. “People know where I stand.”

 

“What if you lose?” Ameliah asked, speaking so softly that Tarny barely caught her words.

 

Rain shrugged, though his frown had returned. “Then I lose.”

 

“Vote by placing your slip in the box,” Vanna continued. She pointed to the wooden enclosure, sitting on the next table over. “If for any reason it was unclear, only Ascension members have a say in this. My brother and I will be guarding the box to ensure that there is no interference. Everyone, you have fifteen minutes to discuss and cast your votes.” She jumped down from the table, and the hush broke, the mutter of quiet conversation rising across the room.

 

Ameliah jostled Rain’s shoulder, speaking in a more normal voice. “You know, I really don’t understand you sometimes.”

 

“What?” Rain asked, looking at her.

 

She gestured. “This company was your idea. I’m surprised you’d just let it…get away from you like this. What if you’re right, and this turns into, um, what was the term you used? Debt slavery?”

 

Rain snorted. “I might have gotten a bit carried away last night.” He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, a clear sign that he was getting one of his headaches. “It will never get that far,” he said, dropping his hand. “I have my problems with the new system, but it isn’t like we can’t fix it later.”

 

“You can still stop it,” Ameliah said. “I know you don’t want to be a dictator, Rain, but it’s okay to use your veto.”

 

Tarny nodded. “I agree. You should use it. That’s what we added it for.”

 

Rain smiled, then shook his head. “Not for this. Come on. It’s democracy time.”

 



 

The snow had begun again by the time the vote was over. It was falling in small flurries, whipped by the wind, and the day was shaping up to be bitterly cold.

 

Despite the temperature, Rain didn’t have Immolate running as he exited the camp. A few points of Cold resistance were more than sufficient to pull the teeth from the harshest winter. He still felt the chill, of course, which was the point in leaving the aura inactive. It was refreshing.

 

Ameliah walked beside him in the snow, looking like she wanted to say something but wasn’t sure how to begin. Rain decided to give her time rather than ask. He stepped off the trodden path that led to the city, heading for a medium-sized boulder that looked like it might be a good place to sit.

 

He and Ameliah had dealt with the remnants of the night’s defense first-thing this morning. The ground was uneven beneath the snow, frozen with gouges and impressions of monstrous feet. In contrast, the dirt floor within the camp had been packed down to the point that it felt almost like stone. It wasn’t worth Ameliah’s mana to do the same out here, given that there were so many other things for her to use it on—the walls, for example. In addition to repairing the damage from Tallheart’s impromptu remodeling session, she’d need to expand them now. With the issue of recruiting resolved, Vanna planned to start processing applicants this afternoon.

 

“Rain, are you okay?” Ameliah asked, pulling him out of his contemplation.

 

He turned to look at her, then nodded. “I’m fine.”

 

“How can you be fine? It wasn’t even close.”

 

Rain smiled as he sat on the snow-dusted boulder. “Sure, I’m sad about how the vote turned out, but there’s something else that’s making me happy enough to offset it.”

 

“And what’s that?” Ameliah asked, kneeling to touch the side of the stone.

 

Rain smiled, feeling the rock shift beneath him, becoming more chair-like. “You.”

 

The boulder froze in its metamorphosis as Ameliah looked up to stare at him, her cheeks flushing slightly.

 

Rain couldn’t contain himself, bursting into laughter. Abruptly, the top of the boulder pitched diagonally, dumping him onto the ground. He kept laughing as Ameliah sat, taking his place and reforming the stone beneath her.

 

He sat up, then dusted himself free of snow. “Sorry, it was just such a perfect setup. That was too cheesy to resist.” He smiled. “I meant it, though. You do make me happy.”

 

Ameliah snorted. “You make me happy too. You’re also annoying.”

 

Rain chuckled, leaning against the rock from his position on the ground. “I’m not upset about losing the vote because it means people are willing to stand up to me.”

 

“And that’s good?”

 

Rain snorted. “Of course it’s good. I barely know what I’m doing, Ameliah. I want people to challenge me. They should.” He smiled. “I’ve only been here for like three months. It seems like a lifetime, but there’s just so much I don’t know. I’ve been trying to model the company after examples from my own world, but I’m realizing that people aren’t…ready?” He shook his head. “No, that sounds condescending. Um…”

 

“I get it,” Ameliah said, resting her hand on his shoulder. “Would you go back? If you could?”

 

Rain shook his head vehemently. “No way.”

 

“What if I came with you?”

 

Rain smiled. “Now that would be something. Just the look on your face when you saw a city…” He chuckled, then shook his head. “Maybe just to visit. I don’t think magic would work there, and without it, I’m nothing.”

 

“No, you’re not,” Ameliah said. “Don’t say things like that.”

 

Rain began to reply, but the words froze on his tongue. His automated Detection macro had gotten a hit on the threat list, which included monsters, people he didn’t know, and a few people that he did. Quickly, he ran through the identification sequence.

 

Human? Human that I know? The Crimson Swords? Balls.

 

Rain stood up, looking in the direction of the signal. “Ameliah, Hegar and his friends are coming.”

 

“Shit,” she said, standing as well. She looked back at the camp, then at him. “Do you want to meet them here?”

 

Rain nodded, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Can you Message Vanna, please? I want her to get Lana out of sight first, then get the camp ready for scenario two. Everyone is to stay back for now.”

 

Ameliah didn’t reply immediately, staring in toward the walls. A few seconds later, she looked back at him, then began signing in hand code. “Done. I’ll warn Tallheart too and ask him to hurry back. I’m sure I can handle them, but I’d still feel better with him here.”

 

“Good,” Rain signed back with one hand, fumbling with his helmet with the other. He managed to get it undone from his belt, then slipped it on. This accomplished, he concentrated, not on the system’s interface, but on the layer he’d been steadily constructing on top of it.

 

macroset combat_default -v
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He glanced briefly at the reminder window that described the macro set, then brushed it aside, leaving just his HUD. He signed to Ameliah again urgently. “Heal me for five hundred, please.”

 

Wordlessly, Ameliah grabbed his hand, and health rushed into him, bringing him up to maximum.

 

“Thanks,” Rain signaled, adjusting his cloak to conceal his sword and using Essence Well to repay her the mana she’d spent and then some. A window appeared, but he didn’t even look at it. Ameliah indicated that she was full, and he stopped, Essence Well’s card disappearing automatically as Winter returned.

 

Theoretically, Rain could have asked her to fill his stamina as well, but that was a transfer, not a conversion. He had no way to help her replace it, and if things went to shit, she’d need stamina more than he would. Besides, there was no time.

 

Hegar rounded the hill that had been blocking him from sight. “Flaming… Gah!” he shouted, drawing his rapier in a blur.

 

Reflexively, Rain activated Force Ward.

 





	
Force Ward (10/10)

Channel: 100%

Compression: 13 meters

Increase physical resistance by 68.04% for all entities

Range: 5 meters

Cost: 1 mp/dmg mitigated










 

“You were right, Gar,” Anton said, following Hegar into view. “They knew we were coming.”

 

“Hello,” Brovose said mildly, nodding to them. “How did you detect us? Was it Scrying Pool? Piercing Gaze? Danger Sense?”

 

Rain glanced at Ameliah out of the corner of his visor, but her face was a mask. He looked back at Hegar and frowned, ignoring Brovose entirely. Hegar was the one pointing a weapon at them. “Why are you here?”

 

“I’m here for what’s mine,” Hegar said, not lowering his sword.

 

Rain sensed Ameliah shift beside him. He adjusted Force Ward up by another ten percent, then shook his head. “She doesn’t belong to you. She doesn’t belong to anyone.”

 

“I…” Hegar began, then paused. “What? Oh, Lana. Her too, obviously. I meant the crack.” He swished his sword, gesturing toward it. “It’s ours.”

 

“No, it isn’t,” Ameliah said, her voice like ice. “Leave.”

 

Rain winced. Don’t escalate!

 

“You dare?!” Hegar gasped, lowering his arm. Anton was grinning like a shark, twirling an arrow between his fingers.

 

Brovose merely yawned.

 

Hegar snapped his sword back up, pointing at Rain faster than he could react. “I challenge you to a duel! Winner gets the crack and the girl! Loser leaves Vestvall for good!”

 

[Don’t do anything,] Ameliah said, using Message to send the silent words straight into Rain’s mind. [Let me handle this.]

 

She stepped forward, and Hegar grinned, shifting his sword to point at her. “So, you accept?”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “No. There will be no duel. Leave.”

 

“No duel?” Hegar asked, twirling his rapier in an elaborate flourish before spreading his arms in a mocking gesture. “Are you afraid?”

 

“No,” Ameliah said coldly.

 

“I told you this was the wrong way to handle things, Hegar,” Brovose said mildly. “Though I don’t know why I bothered.”

 

Hegar whirled on him. “Shut up! I’m the one who talks!”

 

“Let’s deal, then,” Anton said, ignoring Hegar’s spluttering. “We can both get what we want. We’ll delve together. You get the blues, and we get the rest. All of it. Anything of value.”

 

Ameliah glanced at Rain. [I don’t trust them, and I wouldn’t want to work with them even if I did. What do you think?]

 

Rain shook his head, addressing Anton. “No. That won’t work for us.”

 

“Why not?” Brovose asked, sounding curious.

 

Rain frowned but didn’t reply. One, Ameliah doesn’t trust you. Two, I don’t trust you either. Three, you’re assholes. Four, we don’t need you. Five, blues are rare, and there’s no guarantee we’ll even find one. Six… I don’t need a six. You don’t need to do the math to know it’s a shit deal.

 

“Leave,” Ameliah said. “Final warning.”

 

Rain looked at her uneasily. I know she told me to let her handle this, but…

 

“This is a violation of Guild law,” Hegar snarled. “You have no right!”

 

“It isn’t a violation, and even if it were, the Guild has nothing to do with this,” Ameliah said icily. “This is about what you did to Lana, as well as Stint and the people of Vestvall.”

 

“What the hells are you talking about, woman?” Hegar demanded. “We haven’t done anything!”

 

“Five,” Ameliah said.

 

Rain shifted closer to her uneasily. I hope you know what you’re doing…

 

Anton tilted his head. “Five what?”

 

“Four,” Ameliah said. A tremor ran through the ground. She’d used Stoneset, transforming the earth beneath their feet temporarily. [If they strike first, don’t hold back. They won’t. And to be clear, I’m not bluffing.]

 

“Ah, I get it. So you’ll duel after all!” Hegar said, taking a stance. He gestured at the circle of stone, barely visible beneath the snow. “So nice of you to make us an arena.”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “No, not a duel. Three.” [They’ll expect us to attack on one, not zero. I’m going to need your help. I’m not sure I can hold them off until Tallheart gets here.]

 

Hegar had replied while Ameliah had been speaking, but Rain had been too focused on her words to hear a thing he’d said. It was all he could do to keep the panic he was feeling from showing on his face.

 

“Two.” Ameliah’s voice had become strained—not from exertion, Rain realized, but from anger.

 

[Rain, I know you won’t think this is necessary, but I’m telling you, it is. If we can’t intimidate them, we’ll have to fight, and fight for real. Even if they leave, they’ll probably just come back when we’re not expecting them, or when we’re not here to protect the others.]

 

The rock that they’d been using as a chair tore itself free from the newly-hardened ground, sending gravel skittering across the snow. It was larger than he’d thought, about the size of a refrigerator, with more than half of it having been hidden below the surface.

 

“Everyone, calm down!” Brovose said urgently, cutting off Hegar in the midst of his angry ranting. The red-haired mage had taken a step back and was pointing at the hovering boulder. “That’s Stone Balance. It’s tier-two, but boosted somehow. The amount of power she’s showing is dangerous, Gar. She’s serious about this.”

 

“Good,” Hegar said, grinning and taking a duelist’s stance. “I’m serious too.“

 

“One.”

 

“Ameliah, no!” Rain shouted, whipping his head around to stare at Ameliah. He threw out his arm, intent on placing a hand between her and Hegar.

 

He was nowhere near fast enough, only beginning the motion as three things happened all at once, accompanied by a rumble of shifting earth.

 

First, Ameliah jumped. She flew toward the hovering stone, and it began moving ever so slightly to meet her—Rock Pull, drawing them together proportional to their masses.

 

Second, Anton’s arrow hammered into the side of Rain’s head. His mana dropped, and the force of the impact sent him spinning to the ground. He hit the stone surface, hard. His head rebounded, though the Forceweave padding absorbed the worst of the blow.

 

His new position allowed him to see the third thing that had happened—also the source of the rumbling sound. Between him and the Crimson Swords was a wall of mud taller than a house. Ameliah must have summoned it at the same time she’d pulled herself away. There was a hole in the wall like an exit wound where Anton’s arrow had blasted straight through.

 

“HAAAA!” Ameliah shouted, soaring over the boulder. She sling-shotted around it like a comet dive-bombing the sun, tracing a hand along its surface. A trail of orange light followed her fingers, and Rain’s eyes widened, shaking him out of his daze. Rockbomb.

 

Ameliah’s feet hit the ground before the boulder did, and she dropped straight into a wide squat. She punched out with both hands, and the enormous stone blasted forward, headed straight for where Hegar and the others had been standing. There was a thud of impact as it smashed its way through the wall of mud, but no explosion. Rockbomb took a few seconds to activate fully, and it hadn’t been nearly that long.

 

Rain cursed, scrambling back from the expected detonation, but it didn’t come. There was a flash of blue light from the other side of the wall, then a brighter flash of orange, but no sound.

 

What?

 

As Rain got back to his feet, Ameliah leapt through the hole in the wall, corkscrewing through the air. Rain reached out, perhaps to try to stop her, he wasn’t sure, but she was already through. He didn’t have time to consider whether he should follow, as a flicker of motion had brought his gaze to the top of the wall.

 

Hegar was standing there, pointing his rapier at him in challenge.

 

“Draw your sword, Swordmage!” Hegar shouted.

 

Another hole exploded in the wall, and a second arrow hit Rain in the face, not even a centimeter below the eye slit of his helmet. His head snapped back, and he fell, Force Ward consuming a few hundred more points of mana. With the Hardness rune active, his armor could withstand up to eight hundred and four physical damage without being harmed. The aura had taken up the slack, the system apparently having decided that his armor’s integrity was more important than his mana reserves.

 

“Damn it, Skinner!” Hegar shouted over his shoulder as Rain pushed himself up into a sitting position. “I want to duel him one-on—ahh!”

 

Hegar was blasted off the wall. Ameliah had thrown a Stone Spear, and it had drilled into his back, sending him flying before spinning away on a slightly different trajectory.

 

[Keep him busy,] Ameliah said. [I’ve got the other two.]

 

Rain sat up, spotting one of Anton’s arrows lying on the ground in front of him. The tip had been blunted by the impact with his helmet. He raised a hand to his faceplate in stunned horror. If that had been a centimeter higher…

 

“Damn it!” Hegar said, dusting himself off. He stretched, rubbing at his back, before turning to look at Rain. “Hey, what’s wrong with you? Don’t tell me Skinner actually got you with that cheap shot. Come on! On your feet and draw!”

 

Rain forced himself to look away from the arrow. Force Ward would have stopped it; it would have just cost more mana. Fuck, if not for that Mud Wall... He shook his head, getting to his feet. Focus on the problem in front of you. Worry about how you almost died again later.

 

“There we go,” Hegar purred roughly, falling into a dueling stance. “Come at me.”

 

Rain raised a finger, signaling him to wait. The earth shook, and there was grinding of stone-on-stone from beyond the wall, but he forced himself to ignore it. Ameliah will be fine. She’s silver; they’re not.

 

He cleared his throat. “Ruleset?” She told me to keep him busy, so I’ll keep him busy.

 

Hegar laughed, swishing his blade. “How traditional? Let’s see. We’ve got the ring, so… Osaran?”

 

Rain tilted his head as if considering, waiting for as long as he dared. “Osaran rules…” he finally said, speaking slowly. “That would mean one on one. To incapacitation, surrender, or ring-out. To be clear, that means non-lethal.”

 

Hegar grinned. “No it doesn’t. What would be the fun in that? A dead body is pretty damn incapacitated.”

 

Damn it. Does he even know the same rules as I do? I need more time.

 

Rain clenched his teeth, then gestured. “Osaran rules dictate an arena. Shall we use the stone circle?”

 

Hegar laughed. “I already said that. You’re stalling. Draw or die a coward!” He spun his sword in an elaborate double figure-eight, then charged.

 

Velocity Nova!
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When Rain’s senses returned one second later, Hegar was picking himself up off the ground, spitting out a mouthful of gravel. The path of disturbed snow from his passage extended over the edge of the stone ring and into the dirt.

 

“Nice faceslide,” Rain said, making no move to draw his sword. Doing so would only encourage Hegar to attack. Velocity wouldn’t work again, or at least, he couldn’t risk it. In his tests, he’d found that humans could be surprised by the spell, unlike monsters. Those were typically either inherently resistant or not. Unfortunately, now that Hegar knew to expect the speed boost, his Arcane resistance would negate the effect—or worse, he’d find some way to use it to his advantage.

 

“Flaming horse shit!” Hegar swore, stomping back into the ring. “That doesn’t fucking count! I wasn’t ready!”

 

“You are the one who proposed Osaran rules,” Rain said, trying to project confidence. I have to keep him talking.

 

There was a flash of red light from the other side of the wall, and Ameliah screamed.

 

“No!” Rain yelled. He turned for the wall but stopped, his eyes flicking back to Hegar as they detected motion. The man was wearing a confident smirk, rapier raised in warning.

 

Rain clenched his fists. Fuck stalling. REFRIGERATE!
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The shell of arctic magic around him was like an explosion—not of fire, but of ice. His armor shone with azure light, and frost-laden wind whipped his cloak about him as the air pressure plummeted.

 

Rain had the spell at full power, using everything but Aura Focus. Anyone standing within five meters of him would be subject to enough cold damage to kill a regular person seven times over every single second the spell was active. At this level, and with the amount of Cold mana in the winter air, the travel time of the magic was negligible.

 

For the next eight seconds, Death Zone would live up to his name. He’d have to, and even then, it might not be enough. He’d done the math, and by his projections, it was plausible that Hegar’s health was greater than ten thousand.

 

With a screech of freezing metal and breaking ice, Rain ripped his sword from the scabbard at his waist and charged through the falling snow.

 

Hegar had shielded his face from the magic but lowered his arms moments later. He was smiling despite the frost covering his skin and the layer of ice that had frozen over his yellowed teeth. “Well, all right then!”

 

Rain raised his sword, feeling the cold seeping into his bones.

 

Six seconds left. First Sparrow: Darting Pass

 

There was a sharp metallic snap as Hegar’s sword met Rain’s, shattering Rain’s blade in two. Hegar looked almost as surprised as Rain felt. “What?” he said dumbly. He stared at his rapier, still raised in a block.

 

Rain grit his teeth. Refrigerate isn’t enough. He’s got too much resistance. He swung his left fist in a wild haymaker, trusting that his armor would be more resilient than his sword had been. He didn’t activate his Strength boost. As with his last attack, the strike was just a distraction.

 

macroset limit_break

 

Rain felt his bone marrow begin to burn as his override pushed every single point he had into Focus. Not 139, the maximum that he could use safely with his current tolerance. Not 193, the limit of what he could spread across all of his stats. 287. The absolute limit. Every last erg of power that the Malleable Ring could provide.

 

The numbers on the skill card hanging in the air updated, reflecting the change.
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He could survive the boost temporarily, he knew. He’d done so once before by accident. He was less sure that he’d survive what he was planning to do next.

 

Hegar sidestepped Rain’s fist, his rapier bursting alive with a bloody light. The crimson blade found his shoulder, digging for a non-existent gap. The armor durability bar on his HUD went from full to about a third in an instant—9,999 damage, the damage limit. Fortunately, this area wasn’t rank ten or higher; otherwise, Rain likely would have died then and there.

 

The impact was still devastating. Crimson light spiderwebbed through his armor, and there was a screech of tortured metal. The force twisted his torso around, wrenching his back horribly and sending him spinning to the ground. Any pain he might have felt from this was nothing compared to the fire within his bones. He was grinding his teeth together so hard that it felt like they would break.

 

If he couldn’t overcome Hegar’s resistance, he’d die, whether it was because his mana had run out or because Hegar hadn’t waited that long to kill him. If that happened, Hegar would be left free to do whatever he wanted, including killing Ameliah, and maybe everyone in the entire company. Tallheart could probably stop him, but Tallheart was too late. He wasn’t here. There was no one else.

 

No more hesitation. Hesitation is death. 

 

REFRIGERATE NOVA!
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Thank you for reading!



Don't forget to follow the story for notifications when new chapters are available.

Frequently asked questions:


Will you get mad if I point out an error?



I'll get mad if you don't. Okay, not really. Leave them in the comments. Anything. Typos, continuity, math errors, whatever. Do me a favor and tag it with a #BugReport so I can find it easier.


When is the next chapter?



Regular chapters are on Sunday, extra chapters when I have time, which is much less often now that the chapters have gotten longer. If you just can't wait, I do have 8 advance chapters on Patreon. If you are thinking of joining, check today's date first. I recommend waiting until the start of the month, as Patreon does not prorate the cost. Big thanks to anyone who's decided to support me that way!


What chapter did <x> happen in?

How does <y> work, again?

Wait, who is <z>?



Check the Wiki (watch out for spoilers). If it's not in the Wiki, ask in the comments or in the Delve Discord. I might even answer, depending on what it is! Oh, and once you know the answer, feel free to add it to the Wiki to help others. That's what it's there for. 😎















                
134: Unbreakable

                 

Hegar gasped, feeling the breath freeze inside his lungs. The air glowed faintly blue, a sure indicator of the rapid combustion of Cold mana. His health, which had been gradually eroding, dropped sharply, almost as quickly as the temperature. He tried to close his eyes and failed, his tears freezing them open as he stumbled back, tripping in his haste.

 

Impossible!

 

Something about the magic was slowing his movement, and he couldn’t get his arms beneath him to cushion his fall. He hit the ground rigid, like a frozen tree.

 

A horrible panicked moment later, the magic vanished. His health stopped falling, leaving him with just under six thousand. The terrible chill, however, remained. He felt it in his bones. Sluggishly, he got to his feet, his skin crackling as the layer of frost flaked away.

 

How in the hells is a person supposed to dodge that? Magic is unfair.

 

His jaw creaked as he forced it open, expelling the frozen mist that was filling his burning lungs. He coughed, preparing to defend against the anticipated follow-up strike, but it didn’t come. The Swordmage had fallen as well, lying face-down on the stones.

 

No, not a Swordmage, he corrected himself, fighting against a sudden wracking shiver. I have no idea what the fuck he is. 

 

He tightened his grip on his rapier. Other than dead!

 

Movement caught his eye as Rain’s hand grasped at the snow, trying to form a fist.

 

“Oh no you don’t!” Hegar shouted. He dashed forward, shifting his sword into a two-handed grip that was ill-suited for a rapier, but one that would serve. He was holding the blade point-down, intent on plunging it through the armor covering Rain’s neck. A sudden sound from behind him made him look over his shoulder just in time to dodge a blast of fire.

 

There was a shout from the mage charging toward him, and Hegar’s eyes widened as he saw what looked like the entire company in tow. He whipped his sword around, slicing apart a bolt of ice, then a small stone which exploded upon contact. His sword flashed as it hungrily drank in the disrupted magic.

 

Rek’s pit, there’s a lot of them.

 

Hegar rechecked his health and cursed, swatting aside an arrow. The attacks so far had seemed weak, but he was technically vulnerable. He’d taken enough damage now that a single lucky strike could actually end him. If they’ve got anyone else capable of hitting the damage limit, I’m shorn. He looked down. Hostage? Yes, hostage.

 

“Stop!” he shouted, planting his boot on Rain’s back and moving his sword back into position. “I’ll kill him if you don’t!”

 

The onrushing group of white-cloaked figures slowed, pressing against each other. The Fire Mage in the lead sent his readied magic into the ground, the Firebolt—for that is what it was, not a Fireball—detonated with a flash of red-orange light. “Ye fucker!” he shouted.

 

Hegar relaxed slightly, but he didn’t let it show. Gods, it’s just a pimply kid. A Firebolt? Really?

 

Rain shifted, trying to push himself up.

 

“STOP MOVING!” Hegar yelled, stomping him back down. The man had clearly overdrawn his mana, judging from how he’d collapsed. That didn’t mean he wasn’t a threat. Hegar felt himself being lifted again, and he had to remove his foot from Rain’s back or be pushed over. “I said stop!” he screamed. I’ll show you what happens when you don’t take me seriously!

 

With a vicious kick to the forearm, Hegar knocked Rain’s arm out from under him, sending him smashing back into the ground. Before any of the watchers could respond, he focused on his sword, using three skills at once.

 

Crimson Sword!

 

In contrast to Swordplay, Fencing was about countering your opponent, empowering your sword, then striking decisively. The three particular abilities he was using weren’t meant to be used simultaneously, but he’d found a way, just as he’d found a way to make the cumulative effect glow crimson.

 

He was just that good.

 

The best part was that it didn’t prevent him from using other, more traditional attacks as well.

 

Limb Cutter!

 

The tier-2 Swordplay skill seized control of his arm, sending his augmented blade scything down in a guided arc. He’d focused on Rain’s forearm when activating it, intending to slice free the hand that bore a pair of likely-magical rings. The strike gouged deep, biting through armor, then flesh.

 

Rain collapsed, unable to support his weight with his muscles severed.

 

“No!” shouted several members of the crowd, raising weapons, though interestingly, Rain himself made no sound.

 

Hegar frowned, looking at the hand that remained stubbornly attached to the armored mage’s arm. Depths, that’s good steel. Might even be worth the weight. I guess I should have used a stronger skill.

 

“Tarny, stand down!” someone shouted.

 

Hegar looked up, then sliced an Ice Bolt out of the air. Really? Are they this pathetic, or are they trying to trick me into lowering my guard? He snapped his sword to its previous position above Rain’s neck, then activated Crimson Sword again, making it glow. The offending Ice Mage froze.

 

“What did I fucking say?!” Hegar demanded. “His armor’s spent now. One more hit, and it’s over!”

 

“Ameliah’s gonna rip yer bloody head off an’ shove it up yer arse!” Yelled the flame-haired teenager with the Firebolts.

 

Hegar scoffed. “Not likely.” He fixed the lad with a predatory grin. “Listen.”

 

Things had gone silent, which meant the fight on the other side of the wall was over. There was no way Anton and Brovose would have lost two on one, no matter how incompetent they were. The silverplate was dangerous, true, but she was a Geomancer. Geomancers were good at fighting hordes of monsters, not other awakened.

 

Hegar began to laugh as his assumption was proven correct. Anton appeared, rounding the edge of the wall. He was hunched over, towing an unconscious Brovose with one hand and the white-cloaked woman with the other. Both of them left trails of blood through the snow.

 

Hegar laughed harder. Nice, Skinner! Very dramatic! His laughter stopped, and he narrowed his eyes. Wait, is Brovose dead? Shit. 

 

“Ameliah!” several voices from the crowd cried in surprise and anger.

 

“See?” Hegar said, pushing aside his concern. The fallen mage had redoubled his struggles with Anton’s appearance. In response, Hegar stomped on his head. The weakened helmet flexed, then cracked. Such was the downside of a durability enchantment. Once it was spent, the item would become weak everywhere, not just where it had been damaged.

 

Rain didn’t stop fighting, despite the pressure he must be feeling against his skull and the growing circle of his blood soaking the snow.

 

Hegar clicked his tongue. Gods, he’s an idiot. Does he not care about his own life?

 

The struggling was pathetic, but it wasn’t getting any weaker. Shaking his head, Hegar removed his foot from Rain’s head to stomp instead on his wrist, right where he’d sliced into his armor. “I said stop moving!”

 

“You…killed…her…” Rain gasped, still not abandoning his attempts to escape. He pushed at Hegar’s leg with his free arm to little effect. Wisps of wind trailed from his arm as he pulled it back. Hegar tensed as Rain’s fist slammed into his calf, but the skill, whatever it was, didn’t seem to do much.

 

Hegar clenched his teeth in frustration, grinding down with his heel. There was momentary resistance, then the metal bracer cracked, falling apart under the pressure. He pressed harder, stopping when he felt the snap of breaking bone.

 

He blinked. That was too easy. He’s low on health.

 

Still, Rain didn’t stop pounding at his leg.

 

“Do you even feel pain?” Hegar asked, incredulous. If the man really was that injured, he’d have to let him up soon, or he’d kill himself in his attempts to get free. “Anton, hurry the hells up!” Hegar shouted. “Is Brovose dead? What about the woman?”

 

“They’re both alive,” Anton said, coming to a stop beside him. He let go of their arms, and they fell limply to the blood-soaked snow. With the tip of his boot, he kicked at Ameliah’s ribs, flipping her over. “She got Sleepy with a rock to the skull, and I think he’s just too lazy to bother waking up yet. As for her, I got her with like six Bleeders. She won’t be doing much for a while, not without half her blood. I burned all the holes shut, so she should keep well enough until we get her back to the inn.”

 

Rain’s struggling ceased. Hegar looked down, seeing him reaching for the fallen woman with his uninjured arm.

 

Oh. He grinned. That explains a lot.

 

“What are we waiting for?” Anton asked, gesturing toward the onlookers. He slipped his bow free from his back and reached for an arrow. “If they thought they could beat us, they wouldn’t just be standing there. Let’s just kill them. I know you wanted the woman alive, Gar, but you’re not going to stop me from getting at least one plate out of this.”

 

“Just a moment, Anton, let me think,” Hegar said.

 

Anton shook his head. “Come on, Gar, let’s just finish up. We need to be ready when the damn deer gets back. I’m getting that bounty.”

 

“Hey!” Hegar shouted, not in response to Anton but to Rain’s renewed struggles. He lifted his boot, then stomped back down. There was another snap of breaking bone, but still, Rain didn’t relent. He’d resumed his attack on Hegar’s calf though the blows had less force behind them now, like those of a sick kitten.

 

Hegar sighed. It had actually hurt a little before. Now it was just sad. “You just don’t give up, do you?”

 

“If you kill either of them, we will kill you,” said one of the white-cloaked watchers in a matter-of-fact tone. He held a bared longsword of fine make, and in contrast to the idiot bleeding out in the snow, he actually looked like he knew what to do with it. He had it raised into a stance from Egret.

 

Hegar frowned. He had to admit, this hadn’t turned out quite like he’d expected. He clicked his tongue, glancing at Anton. The archer was bleeding from a deep gash on his forehead, and Hegar was still leery of his own lowered health. He looked down at the concussed Brovose, and his frown deepened.

 

Hmm… Cut and run? One quick stab through this armor, then we take the woman with—

 

“Dozer, no!” someone shouted.

 

Hegar blinked as he saw the monster headed for his face. He’d barely even recognized it as a slime before he slashed it with his glowing sword. A wave of clear, gelatinous liquid blasted him as the monster literally exploded.

 

“AAAAAHHHH!!!”

 

Rain’s tortured scream made Hegar pause in wiping the slime from his face. Now you feel pain?

 

He worked his jaw as the scream faded, Rain going limp as he passed out. Hegar turned back to the crowd, his rage building. Firebolt? Ice Bolt? A DEPTHS-CURSED CRYSTAL SLIME?! That’s it. They’re dead. 

 

“Okay, listen up, you shits!” he snarled. “I was going to just let you go after I finished with your leader, but then you had to go and insult me!”

 

He rubbed at his face. The clear goo was odorless, but it was still disgusting in the way that it clung to his skin. He spat, trying to clear his mouth. “Which one of you is Dozer?” He looked up, raising his rapier and activating Crimson Sword once more. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m gonna kill this idiot under my feet, then I’m gonna kill the idiot Tamer who threw a fucking Crystal Slime at me, and then I’m gonna—“

 



 

There was a metallic clatter as accolades tumbled to the stones, followed moments later by the dull thump of a body.

 

Anton was already moving. He’d activated Quickstep the moment the armored cervidian had appeared, dodging back out of the way. As the blur from his skill faded, he saw an antlered head turn in his direction. The cervidian raised the gore-coated hammer that he’d used to stave in Hegar’s chest, then charged.

 

How didn’t I sense him coming?

 

Anton raised his bow, using Quickstep on cooldown as he backpedaled. Each use of the spell carried him dozens of stride, and he used the gaps between activations to take careful aim. Once he was ready, he loosed an arrow straight at the armored cervidian’s eye. Naturally, the missile was boosted with more than enough skills to reach the damage limit.

 

Why even wear armor if you’re not going to wear a helmet? Honestly.

 

Just before impact, a silvery-gray helm shimmered into existence. It encased the cervidian's head completely, wrought of the same metal as the rest of his armor. The faceplate was no mere visor. It had been worked into the animalistic visage of an elk. The cervidian’s antlers, too, were now coated in metal, though a metal of a different kind. They shone like polished silver, tapering to wickedly sharp points.

 

Anton’s arrow struck the helm’s sculpted eye and bounced away harmlessly. A split second later, it detonated, the energy he’d crammed into the arrowhead breaking free with a concussion that he felt even from this distance. The blast didn’t seem to affect his foe in the slightest. The deer was rapidly closing the distance despite Quickstep speeding Anton’s retreat.

 

That could be a problem.

 

Anton turned, abandoning offense. He slung his bow over his shoulder, scrolling through his accolades and switching a few of them out to increase his speed and resistances. Risking a glance over his shoulder, he saw the armored smith—though he had his doubts about that last part—running after him.

 

Not running. Bounding.

 

Anton would have laughed had he not been fleeing for his life.

 

The deer man was moving with the characteristic stride of someone with an overabundance of strength and a lack of movement skills. Each of his steps was more like a leap. Anton looked forward again and pumped his arms, wishing he could use Quickstep more than once a second. Let’s try this, then. Without warning, he changed direction, shooting off at a right angle to his previous path. People who ran like the cervidian was running couldn’t corner sharply, nine times out of ten.

 

Anton remained focused on the sound of his pursuer’s footsteps. Apart from slowing you down, looking back was a good way to trip and end up with your face smeared across the countryside. Slowly but surely, the pounding of metal boots on dirt faded into the distance. Once everything was quiet, Anton ran on for another few minutes, then stopped, ducking behind a boulder to catch his breath.

 

He chuckled. Looks like I’m on my own again. Can’t say I’ll miss you, Gar. Sleepy, though… Now, he was fun to mess with. I wonder if they’ve killed him yet, or if—

 

Anton barely activated Quickstep in time. The rock he’d been using as shelter exploded into a shower of jagged shards, obliterated by the impact of the smith’s hammer.

 

The cervidian turned, falling bits of rock pinging against his armor. He hefted his weapon, then fixed Anton with a metallic stare. The effect of the helmet was striking—perhaps it would have even been terrifying to someone else. The elk’s features had been sculpted into a scowl as hard as adamant.

 

Anton clicked his tongue as he darted away, resuming his zig-zagging flight. I didn’t hear him at all. If I hadn’t seen his shadow, I’d have been paste. How is he doing that if he’s a crafter? The rumors said he was high-level, but this is ridiculous.

 

This time, Anton didn’t stop running until his stamina was all but gone. He’d long since passed out of the hills and into the forest that lay between Vestvall and Fel Sadanis, but he had decided to take no chances. Slowing to a walk, he struggled to catch his breath as he searched the canopy for a place to hide. His limbs were trembling, he realized. He hadn’t been this low on stamina in years.

 

A twig snapped, and Anton froze.

 

That was deliberate.

 

He shook his head, smiling to himself. One hunter to another, he could appreciate the artistry behind that simple noise. As he expected, the cervidian was standing there when he turned, not even winded. The elk helm had faded back to invisibility or been sent back to wherever it had been summoned from. Hells, it might just be pure magic. Sleepy was the one who knew about that shit.

 

The antlered man tilted his head, his craggy face expressionless. His eyes, however, were filled with a rage so cold that it made the winter air feel like a summer breeze. It was a stare that promised death. Inexorable, inevitable death.

 

Anton checked his stamina, sighing in resignation. Can’t run. Can’t fight. Only one thing left. He raised his arms, unslinging his bow and casting it aside. “I surrender.”

 

The cervidian lunged.

 

Anton rolled out of the way, but his foot snagged on a root as he tried to get back to his feet. He tumbled, and his momentum sent his face plowing into the ground. Hurriedly, he flipped himself over, scrambling backward on arms like jelly. He stopped almost as soon as he’d begun, realizing that his opponent was simply watching him once more.

 

“So that’s how it’s going to be,” Anton said after spitting out a clump of dirt. The cut on his forehead had opened again, and blood and sweat were mixing as they ran down his face. He wiped at his brow, scooting himself back to prop himself up against a tree. The cervidian, meanwhile, had begun calmly walking forward.

 

Anton frowned. Well, shit.

 

The hammer smashing its way through his skull was the last thing he ever felt.

 



 





	
⟬you died⟭










 

Dozer was very confused.

 

He did not know what this place without echoes was.

 

He did not know how he had gotten here.

 

He did not know where Rain-King and Ameliah-Queen had gone or what had happened to the ⟬enemies⟭.

 

The message he was hearing-but-not-hearing made no sense. Obviously, he wasn’t dead. That was impossible. He was Dozer.

 

The existence of the message itself was also confusing. It was as if the instinct had decided to speak to him and had somehow drawn itself in one of the blue boxes that Rain-King always saw.

 

Dozer quivered with realization.

 

That is what it was! The hearing-but-not-hearing. This was seeing! He was seeing the message!

 

Focusing on it, Dozer tried to understand what it could mean. It was difficult. Something was wrong. He felt like… He felt like…

 

His thoughts slowing, Dozer shrunk himself down into a lump, only then realizing that he was on a surface that he could neither hear, feel, nor taste.

 

Why was he so tired suddenly? Was it time to sleep?

 

The message changed.

 





	
⟬lifetime summary⟭

 

Dozer

Sentient Bound Entity

Crystal Slime

Level: 1

Age: 52 days

 

Contractor: Rain — Tame Monster Rank: 0

 

Criteria not met

 

⟬prepare for dissolution⟭










 

These were words!

 

Dozer wobbled, celebrating his discovery. His excitement brought him back, allowing him to fight the ⟬sleep-need⟭.

 

If only he knew how to read!

 

He could understand two lines. The ones that had been…written? Yes, written. The ones that had been written in the language of instinct. The rest was a mystery. That was bad, as Dozer did not particularly like what the second of the instinct-messages was saying. He did not want to be… He did not want to be…

 

…dissolutioned?

 

Why was thinking becoming so hard all of a sudden?

 

Fighting off another intrusive pulse of ⟬sleep-need⟭, Dozer thought harder than he’d ever remembered thinking before. Then he thought harder still. Finally, it came to him.

 

Rain-King knew how to understand words! All he needed to do was ask Rain-King to read the middle of the message for him!

 

[Rain-King?] Dozer tugged at the ⟬king-link⟭. There was no response, but he could still feel it there, inside himself, the same as it always was. He jiggled from side to side as he traced the feeling, then began oozing through the nothingness toward his ⟬king⟭. The ⟬sleep-need⟭ dragged at him, but Dozer refused to give in to it. He still did not know what had happened to the ⟬enemies⟭.

 

The ⟬enemies⟭!

 

How had he forgotten!?

 

Dozer quivered with outrage, forcing himself free of the ⟬sleep-need⟭ that was trying to drag him down. He bunched himself up, then leapt, soaring through the nothingness. He leapt again and then again. Each impact with the not-ground launched him faster and faster in the direction of his ⟬king⟭. That direction kept changing, sometimes even sending him back the way he had come, but Dozer would remain steadfast. He could feel the presence of his ⟬king⟭ through the ⟬king-link⟭. It filled him with determination.

 

After more leaps than Dozer could count—which meant more than five—the message changed, moving in front of him.

 





	
⟬resistance detected⟭

 

Criteria not met

 

⟬commencing dissolution⟭










 

Dozer crashed straight through the ⟬filthy⟭ blue box, and it shattered. It would not stop him, and neither would the ⟬sleep-need⟭, no matter how it called to him.

 

He began to tire and had to stop jumping. The instinct had become almost overwhelming. It was demanding that he give in. That he stop.

 

That he…

 

That he…

 

Die.

 

Against his own will, Dozer found himself slowing further. He could feel that Rain-King was close now. His presence was like a scent in the air, not that Dozer had ever been particularly good at smelling anything other than ⟬filth⟭. He knew he was almost at his goal. Maybe if he just…rested for a little while…

 

…

 

…

 

No!

 

I will not!

 





	
⟬resistance detected⟭

⟬sapience detected⟭

 

Criteria not met

 

⟬dissolution imminent⟭










 

Fighting harder than he’d ever fought before—harder even than he’d fought against the Dire Rat—Dozer dragged himself forward. The scent of Rain-King was everywhere now, blowing about him like a great wind.

 





	
⟬resistance detected⟭

⟬sapience detected⟭

⟬domain interference detected⟭

 

Criteria not met

 

⟬dissolution mandated⟭










 

A memory bloomed in Dozer’s mind, and he knew how he’d died. He remembered the blade of the ⟬enemy⟭ cutting into his membrane. He remembered exploding. He remembered the pain.

 

I. Did. Not. Die! I am Dozer! Rain-King needs me!

 

Dozer bumped into a barrier. Its appearance was sudden and completely unexpected. He fell back to the not-ground, feeling himself buffeted by the wind as the pain of his death tried to tear him apart.

 

No!

 

Pulling himself back together, he threw himself against the barrier, spreading himself against it. It tasted like it was made of…

 

Rain-King! This is Rain-King’s membrane!

 

Dozer pushed harder, but the wall refused to yield. [Rain-King! Let me in!] He quivered in frustration and pain.

 

[Rain-King!] he tried again, but it was no good. Rain-King wasn’t listening. He would not give up.

 

[Rain-King! Rain-King! Rain-King!]

 

The ⟬sleep-need⟭ was calling—promising relief. Promising the end.

 

No! No! No! No! No! No! No!

 

Dozer turned, trembling in agony as he oozed into the wind. It had to be coming from somewhere. If it was getting out, then he could get in!

 

Despite his will, his progress slowed. He could feel himself coming apart now. His membrane felt thin, as if it would burst at any moment. It was being dissolved by the ⟬system⟭. It was ⟬purifying⟭ him.

 

Like he was ⟬filth⟭.

 

I refuse!

 

The wind was a hurricane now, threatening to tear Dozer to shreds even if he somehow managed to resist the will of the universe itself. He was so focused on holding himself together that he barely realized when he reached a gap in the wall. The wind was howling out of it with such force that Dozer almost lost his grip on the ragged edge. Perhaps it only felt that way with how weak he had become.

 

With every last iota of his strength, he hung on.

 

And then slowly, ever so slowly, he hauled himself inside.

 





	
Criteria met
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135: Sentence

                 

Rain woke up.

 

…

 

He hadn’t expected to.

 

When Dozer had died, he’d felt as if it had been his own body that had been obliterated, not the slime’s. The pain was on the level of what he’d experienced with the Fel Sadanis barrier stone. The term ‘mind-destroying’ felt appropriate, though his mind had been pretty thoroughly destroyed at that point already.

 

In retrospect, pushing himself past his limits had probably been a bad idea.

 

His previous overindulgences with the ring had been with Clarity, and they had amplified his normal attention issues to clinical levels. This time, with Focus, his mind had locked itself onto one, singular goal: Defeating Hegar.

 

Obviously, that hadn’t gone so well. The issue was that in his hyper-focused state, his higher reasoning had flown right out the window. He’d just kept struggling pointlessly, accomplishing nothing more than pissing off his opponent. He hadn’t thought to make an appeal to Hegar’s mercy—or to his ego, which would probably have worked better. No, he’d simply decided to repeatedly punch him in the leg.

 

It had not been his best plan ever.

 

Rain sighed, and pain blossomed as the blanket covering him scraped across his skin. His body had the characteristic hypersensitivity that meant he’d been subjected to excessive healing. He was likely suffering from lingering Focus soulstrain as well, though his mind seemed to be working normally enough. It was difficult to tell from within.

 

Ultimately, it didn’t matter. There were more important things right now. It was time to figure out why he still had his life and if there was anything left worth living it for.

 

He opened his gummy-feeling eyes and blinked, fighting the brightness. The first thing he realized was that he was in the camp—in his room, even. That was promising. Shortly thereafter, a figure swam into view, and he realized he wasn’t alone. Jamus was there, asleep in a chair with Cloud at his feet. That was even more promising.

 

“Jamus,” Rain croaked, licking his dry lips.

 

Jamus didn’t stir, but Cloud raised his fluffy head, then shot to his feet and chuffed, tail wagging furiously. Jamus’s eyes snapped open, then locked onto Rain’s.

 

“Rain!” He got to his feet, tripping in his haste. He scrambled to the side of Rain’s bedroll, pulling back Cloud, who’d beaten him there and was licking Rain’s face, almost knocking him back over with his enthusiasm.

 

“Ameliah?” Rain asked, ignoring the lingering pain from the affectionate mauling.

 

“Alive,” Jamus said. “Unconscious, but alive.”

 

“Where?” Rain asked, struggling to rise.

 

Jamus laid a hand on his shoulder, gently but firmly holding him in place. “She’s in the next room over. Tahir and Mereck healed you first, then used the rest of their mana on her, plus all the potions we had. That was over a day ago.”

 

Shit. They can’t actually heal her until they fill her health, and she’s got a lot of it.

 

“Calm down,” Jamus said, pushing more firmly. “Her wounds closed this morning. Tahir and Mereck are both suffering from potion shock, and if you give them any more mana right now, we’ll have three unconscious people, not just one. Ameliah will be fine. She just needs time.”

 

Rain stopped fighting, shuddering as his relief warred with his fears. Once he’d subsided, Jamus took his hand away. The older mage remained silent, giving Rain the time he needed.

 

If she’d died…

 

Rain forced himself to breathe deeply. He could be an emotional wreck later.

 

Examining his situation again, he discovered that he was only wearing his Forceweave underlayer. His armor and the Malleable Ring were missing. Before he could pull open his status to check for any other problems—honestly, the first thing he should have done upon waking—Carten ripped aside the curtain and clattered into the room, wearing his full armor.

 

“Rain! Yer awake!”

 

“I am,” Rain said, shaking his head. My status can wait too. “What happened to Hegar?”

 

“He’s dead,” Jamus said, his face hardening.

 

“Tallheart got ‘em,” Carten said as he plopped himself down on the floor with a clank. He grinned, scratching his ear. “I knew he was a strong bastard, but depths take me, that was somethin’ else.”

 

“The archer is dead, too,” Jamus said. “We have the mage captive. Don’t worry. We have him thoroughly secured.”

 

“Was anyone else hurt?” Rain asked, pushing Brovose out of his mind. I…can’t deal with that. Not yet.

 

Jamus shook his head. “No. No one else.”

 

Rain felt another great weight lift off of him. He flinched as Cloud licked his cheek again.

 

“Stay back!” Vanna shouted from outside. Moments later, she poked her head in. “Rain, thank the gods you’re all right. I’ll stop people from rushing in all at—”

 

“Captain!” Tarny shouted, ducking past her.

 

“…once,” Vanna finished with a sigh. She pulled the curtain closed, and Rain could hear her begin arguing with Kettel on the other side.

 

“Are you in any pain, Captain?” Tarny asked, kneeling down by Rain’s shoulder. “How is your hand?”

 

Rain raised his left hand, flexing his fingers. His wrist felt no more painful than the rest of him. There was nothing to indicate that it had been injured other than the slice through the Forceweave, not even blood. Purify must have activated at some point while he was unconscious, which meant he’d switched his macros out of combat mode. The concerning thing was that he couldn’t remember doing it. Am I missing anything else?

 

He searched his mind and found nothing but loss. He let his arm fall, then looked at his lap. There was still something remaining of his link to Dozer, but instead of ending in a bundle of curiosity and wonder, the connection led nowhere. Dozer was gone.

 

“Captain?” Tarny asked, sounding concerned. “Rain?”

 

“I’m fine,” Rain said with a sigh. Liar. “Thirsty.”

 

“Here,” Carten said, offering him a skin, beating Tarny to it.

 

Rain accepted it, then raised it to his lips. He stopped, raising an eyebrow as he caught the scent. “Beer?”

 

Carten grinned.

 

Shrugging, Rain took a small sip from the skin, then passed it back to Carten. He then motioned to Tarny, who handed him his own skin, which contained water as expected. He took a much deeper drink, then lowered it. He needed to wait, despite his body’s demands for more. It wouldn’t be a good idea to have too much at once, no matter how dehydrated he was. He turned to Jamus, gesturing with the skin. “Has someone been giving Ameliah water?”

 

“Yes,” Jamus said. “I told you to stop worrying. Blood loss is common in the adventuring profession. We know how to deal with it.”

 

Rain nodded, taking another sip from the skin. “Good.”

 

“We’re so glad you’re still with us, Rain,” Jamus said, wrapping him in a gentle hug. “When Hegar was standing over you like that, we feared the worst. It was horrible not being able to do anything.”

 

Rain forced a smile, hiding how much even such light contact was hurting him. “Thank you, Jamus. Everyone.” Jamus released him, and then it was Tarny’s turn, and he was significantly less gentle about it. Through the pain, Rain realized that the man had started crying.

 

Carten snorted, getting to his feet. “I ain’t huggin’ ya.”

 

Rain’s smile became less forced. “Good. You don’t look particularly soft, and I’m still soulstrained from the healing.”

 

Tarny gasped, recoiling as if burned. “Captain, I’m so sorry! I didn’t think—”

 

“It’s fine,” Rain said. It’s just pain. He looked over at the corner of the room. “Hi, Val.”

 

Val laughed, fading into sight. “Even when you’re injured, I can’t sneak up on you.”

 

“Aren’t you supposed to be on watch?” Jamus asked.

 

“And miss all this?” Val asked. “All these manly emotions?”

 

“Ha!” Carten laughed.

 

Cloud pushed his head against Rain’s lap, gently yet insistently demanding attention. Absently, Rain began combing the big dog’s thick fur with his fingers. Cloud was too fluffy for his own good. It had obviously been too long since his last grooming.

 

There was a brief awkward silence, broken by Jamus. “Rain… I’m so sorry about Dozer.”

 

Rain froze, closing his eyes. He took a deep breath, then tightened his grip on Cloud’s fur, though he was careful not to pull. “Thank you.”

 

Before anyone else could speak, the curtain opened, and Vanna poked her head in once more. “Everyone, out. Rain needs to rest.”

 

Rain shook his head, resuming his ineffective grooming. I need a brush. “It’s fine, Vanna. I’ve rested enough. Can you send someone to find Tallheart, please? I need to talk to him.”

 

“I am here,” Tallheart said, moving into view behind Vanna. “I agree. We must speak.”

 

Rain nodded, his expression serious. “Yes.”

 

“Privately,” Tallheart said as Vanna made way for him to enter the room.

 

“Sorry,” Rain said, glancing at the others. “Can you give us a minute?”

 

Before any of them could respond, Tallheart raised a hand. “Not here.”

 

“Tallheart, he shouldn’t be moving around right now,” Jamus protested.

 

Rain frowned, considering, then pushed Cloud’s head off his lap with some difficulty. The ridiculous dog was still growing, even though he was already pushing forty or fifty kilos. Once he’d freed himself, it was time to stand. It hurt, oh did it hurt, but pain wasn’t going to stop him.

 

Tarny moved to help him, as did Jamus, though reluctantly. Once Rain was upright, he waved them away, taking a few unsteady steps. Tallheart rumbled in approval.

 

“I’m going to see Ameliah first,” Rain said, looking at Tallheart. Tallheart nodded, and Rain shifted his gaze to Vanna. “After that, Tallheart and I are going for a walk. Do you have things under control?”

 

Vanna pursed her lips. “Yes. For now.” She shook her head. “What happened, Rain? Why did they attack?”

 

Rain grimaced. “I’ll tell you the full story later. They wanted to take Lana and the crack. Ameliah…objected.” He shook his head.

 

“Okay,” Vanna said. “Come talk to me when you feel up to it. And don’t hurt yourself.”

 

Rain nodded, then straightened his shoulders and began walking for the door. Vanna hurried ahead of him, yelling loudly to clear the way. Each step was more painful than the last, but he ignored the protests of his body. They were nothing compared to the agony he’d experienced in the past, and even that was nothing to the anguish that was gripping his heart.

 

He wasn’t strong enough. He’d failed. Dozer was dead, and that wasn’t all. It was all coming back to him. The names. The faces. All of them in crystal-clear high definition. People he’d met from the Guild. People he’d passed in the street in Fel Sadanis. A child he’d never met, dead and broken beneath the rubble of a building.

 

Melka.

 

Rain’s breathing was heavy, and he had to lean against the doorway to collect himself. As he saw it, he had two choices. Option one, he could shut down completely, crawl back into a pathetic haze of depression from which he’d likely never recover. Option two, he could do something about it.

 

Rain hauled himself back into motion. There really wasn’t a choice, after all.

 

He clenched his fists hard enough that it would have hurt even without the soulstrain.

 

Never again.

 



 

With Vanna running interference, Rain managed to make it out of the camp without getting caught up in any further conversation. His visit to Ameliah’s room had been brief and painful. She’d been unconscious and outwardly unharmed, but it had still been horrible to see her like that. In addition to everything else, it dredged up memories from his old life. Of sitting next to his mother’s hospital bed. Of the end.

 

Tallheart followed silently as Rain walked through the snow, Purify running at max range. He didn’t want to see the carnage of the nightly defense. The boots he’d borrowed from Carten chafed horribly on his sensitive skin, but it was better than walking barefoot through the cold.

 

Once they were out of sight of the camp, Tallheart rumbled, pointing. “There. Out of the wind.”

 

Rain nodded, moving to the sheltered nook between a hill and a large boulder. It was a spot he’d identified a few days ago as a potential issue for monster spawns, but that wasn’t a concern right now given the angle of the sun. It was around noon, with only the shortest of shadows darkening the pristine snow.

 

Rain turned to face Tallheart, taking a deep breath. “Thank you. If you hadn’t come, Ameliah and I would be dead.”

 

Tallheart inclined his head, rumbling in acknowledgment. “Clear the snow so we may sit.”

 

Rain nodded, then used Immolate. The bite of the chill air against his skin vanished, replaced by scalding heat, but he pushed through it until the ground was bare and dry. Once he was satisfied, he followed Tallheart to the boulder. Tallheart sat cross-legged, and Rain sat facing him, mirroring his posture.

 

“You are weak,” Tallheart said without preamble the moment Rain was situated.

 

Rain gripped his knees tightly with his hands but didn’t look away. “I am.”

 

Tallheart nodded. “You asked me before how to become strong. I told you that the path was through persistence, caution, and time. You did not listen.”

 

Rain shook his head. “I did. I’ve been working as hard as I can, and I’ve been careful. Everyone said too careful, but it wasn’t enough to protect—”

 

“No,” Tallheart interrupted, a rumble of dissatisfaction in his tone. “You did not listen. The piece of my advice that you chose to ignore was ‘time’.” He sighed, then crossed his arms. “I should not have let you found Ascension. It was too soon. You do not even have the strength to protect yourself.”

 

Rain closed his eyes. “I know. I couldn’t just leave them, though, the people with nowhere else to go.”

 

Tallheart rumbled somberly. “I understand. Sometimes, the only correct decision is the wrong one.”

 

Rain looked up, finding compassion in Tallheart’s eyes, but also…judgment? Consideration? The smith’s hard features were still almost impossible to read, even when he wasn’t guarding his expression.

 

“Ask,” Tallheart said, watching him.

 

Rain looked down. There could be any number of questions Tallheart was expecting. Rain could ask what had happened after he’d lost consciousness. He could ask for the details of how Tallheart had killed Hegar and Anton or what he intended to do with Brovose. He could even demand to know why he’d gone to the city—accuse him of not being there when they’d needed him.

 

Rain closed his eyes. There was no point to any of that.

 

Tallheart was not his protector. It was not his responsibility to stay with the company at all times, nor was it Ameliah’s. That was Rain’s responsibility—the one he’d taken when he’d founded the company—and like Tallheart said, he wasn’t ready for it. Neither physically nor mentally.

 

He shook his head, still not looking up. “I’ve wanted to ask you this for a long time, you and Ameliah, but it’s selfish. Besides that, it’s inconsiderate given what the two of you have lost.” He opened his eyes, then met Tallheart’s gaze. “I will ask it now, regardless.”

 

“You use too many words. Ask.”

 

Rain nodded. “Please take me to the depths.”

 

Tallheart stared at him for a long moment, then slowly, he nodded, uncrossing his arms. “Good.” He extended a hand, turning it palm up. On it sat the Malleable Ring. “Here.”

 

Surprised, Rain reached out to take it. I thought it was gone…

 

Tallheart rumbled, lowering his hand. “It will be hard for me, but I will take you. Lilly would have called me a coward for giving up after her death, and she would not have been wrong.” He shook his head sadly. “She would also have called me a traitor for helping a human. I wish she had lived long enough to change.” He rumbled, deep in his chest. “That was not her fate.”

 

Rain closed his hand over the ring, squeezing tightly in a mixture of gratitude and pain that had nothing to do with the state of his body.

 

Tallheart inclined his head. “We must prepare. Your armor was destroyed. It would not have been enough anyway. I will make something better.” He frowned. “I cannot help you alone. We will need Ameliah, but she is not nearly as strong as my Lilly. It will be dangerous for all of us. I will not ask it of her. You must do it.”

 

Rain’s face twisted, knowing that he would indeed ask, that she’d likely say yes. He sighed, looking up at Tallheart with a fatalistic smile. “Another wrong decision, huh?”

 

Tallheart nodded. “Yes, but the only one that is correct.” He extended a hand, palm down, and Rain jumped as an accolade fell to the ground. Another followed it, tumbling after the first, then another and another. They kept coming, ringing like wind chimes as they began piling atop each other.

 

“The Crimson Swords were plate hunters,” Tallheart said, speaking over the continuing ring of metal on metal. “There are duplicates, even a few full sets of eight. They were hunting teams. Do not feel remorse. Take their strength and make it your own.”

 

Rain’s jaw dropped as accolades continued to fall, now coming in twos and threes. His eye twitched involuntarily as a lone yellow plate joined the growing pile of red, blue, green, and gray. He had to resist a sudden urge to reach out and begin sorting them.

 

“I know what you are thinking,” Tallheart said as the shower of accolades finally came to a stop. “You want to give these to the company. You will not. You will take them, and you will take them all. Only through your own strength can you keep anyone else safe.”

 

“Tallheart, what…? How…?” Rain said, too stunned to think properly. How the HELL did they have so many? It makes a bit more sense that they could beat Ameliah now. Rain’s mind churned, working through the implications. People don’t just sell accolades. One or two, I’d believe, but if they had a full set... Tallheart’s right. They really were plate hunters.

 

He looked up at Tallheart. “What do you mean, take them all? I can’t even use half that many.”

 

Tallheart grunted in amusement. “You will try. You are the one who managed to break his own soul. If anyone can find a way, it would be you. Even if you fail, you will keep them. You will need the, hmm, versatility.”

 

Rain had reached out as Tallheart spoke and started sifting through the pile. The first few boosts were small—accolades from low-ranked lairs, Heat, Cold, and Force. The sorting process came to a crashing halt as he read something that he knew was possible but that he nevertheless did not expect.

 

He stared at the plate in his hand, not believing his eyes.

 

“One THOUSAND Heat resistance?!”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. “It is time to stop being a child.”

 



 

Because of Rain’s soul damage, he couldn’t bind accolades automatically. It was a slow process, one only possible from within his soul and with direct skin contact to the plate. He’d try it later with the three that he’d kept, though he wasn’t sure that he’d be able to reach the required mental state any time soon. Given how unsettled he was, it might be days before he’d calmed down enough. Tallheart had agreed to hold onto the rest until that time, as it really wouldn’t be wise to leave them lying around.

 

Binding the accolades was high on Rain’s list of priorities, but it was far from number one. That honor went to a different problem, one that was not going to wait.

 

Rain gripped his fists tightly as he and Tallheart approached the walls, making the Malleable Ring shift loosely on his finger.

 

“Rain,” a female voice said, moments after he and Tallheart entered the camp, and he turned to see Mahria sprinting at him.

 

“Does he have them?” she asked urgently, stopping in a rush. Rain frowned, and she winced. “Oh, sorry. I shouldn’t have started with that. Uh…glad you’re not dead?”

 

Rain sighed, shaking his head. The Mahria problem obviously wasn’t the one he’d been thinking of. “Does who have what?”

 

“Um…Tallheart?” Mahria said. “The accolades?” Mahria said, glancing at the smith.

 

Tallheart rumbled, sounding annoyed. “I am standing right here.”

 

She glared at him, “Yes, and when I asked you before, you just grumbled at me until I gave up.”

 

Rain rubbed at his temples. “Play nice, you two. Mahria, there’s no respec. Not this time.”

 

“Damn it!” Mahria swore, stomping her foot. “You’re sure?”

 

“I’m sure,” Rain said. “Sorry.”

 

Mahria sighed, then straightened herself back up out of her pout. “Sorry. I’ve just been looking for one for so long.”

 

“I understand,” Rain said. “Don’t worry. If I find one, I’ll tell you.”

 

Mahria nodded unhappily. “You’d better.”

 

Rain glanced at Tallheart, then shook his head. “Sorry, Mahria, I’m kind of in the middle of something. Can you do me a favor and go get Vanna?”

 

Mahria shrugged. “Sure. It’s not like I have anything else to do.”

 

Rain shook his head as she walked away, vanishing through the curtain into the company hall. He sighed, then looked around the disorderly tavern, seeing dozens of faces watching him. There were quite a few he didn’t recognize—new recruits, or applicants at least. They were giving him the look that said they could feel his soul and were trying to stop themselves from making a mess of their pants.

 

At the moment, Rain couldn’t bring himself to care. He’d walked through the tavern quickly when he’d left, not wanting to talk to anyone, so he somehow hadn’t noticed the smell. He was noticing it now. It smelled like…filth.

 

Purify washed over the room, cleaning faces and eliciting shouts of surprise. As the light faded, Rain was still frowning. Purify could do nothing for the pair of mugs lying on the floor, or the crumpled blanket on a bench, or the abandoned bowls and plates that had been left strewn across the tables.

 

“You,” he said, pointing at random. “Straighten this place out.”

 

The chosen man jumped, looking at the other people seated at his table. “Uh…yes, Lord. I mean, Captain. Um, what exactly did you want me to—?”

 

Rain jabbed a finger at the fallen mugs. “Put those back where they go. If there isn’t a designated spot for them, make one.” He gestured to the laden tables. “Clear all of this clutter and put it all away. I will have order. This is a tavern, not a festival ground. The rest of you, help him.”

 

“Rain,” Vanna said, approaching swiftly with Tarny in tow. “They aren’t members. We didn’t admit anyone yet, not with you and Ameliah hurt.”

 

“Doesn’t matter,” Rain said. “If they made the mess, they can clean it up. Tarny, take charge of this, will you?”

 

“Yes, Rain,” Tarny said, nodding. He turned away, marching toward the uneasy townsfolk.

 

“Are you okay, Rain?” Vanna asked. “You aren’t acting like… I mean, obviously, you’re not acting like yourself. I’m being stupid. Shall we go to my office so we can talk?”

 

Rain shook his head. “Later. I need to deal with Brovose. Where is he?”

 

“We stashed him in one of the sleeping rooms,” Vanna said, hurrying to follow as Rain began moving. Tallheart rumbled deeply, following.

 

Rain felt anger building in his chest as he stomped through the company hall. The tumbled-down wall and the supplies strewn everywhere weren’t helping, but it was mostly directed at the last remaining member of the Crimson Swords.

 

Pulling aside the curtain, Rain entered the sleeping-room-turned-cell to find the red-haired mage upside down. He’d been chained to the back wall by his ankles, his head hanging at chest height. His body was restrained by seamless bands of iron, and his hands were dangling below his head, completely encased in metal. His eyes were closed—unconscious, asleep, or pretending, Rain wasn’t sure. The blood had been cleaned from his face, but a ragged patchwork of fresh scabs still marked where Ameliah had injured him.

 

Rain turned to Tallheart. “Is that enough to stop him from casting?”

 

Tallheart shook his head. “Not completely. He knows that I will kill him if he tries to escape.”

 

Rain frowned. And you just strolled out of the camp with me? What if he’d tried something?

 

“We can’t hold him forever, and we can’t let him go,” Vanna said, glancing at Tallheart. “I convinced Tallheart to wait until you woke up, in case you wanted to interrogate him. I know you’re not going to like hearing this, but—”

 

Rain held up a hand. “You’re right, Vanna.”

 

“I am?” Vanna asked, blinking.

 

Rain nodded slowly. His anger had faded. Now, all he felt was emptiness, like his chest held nothing but a yawning void. This problem wasn’t going to go away. He had to deal with it. It was his responsibility. In that moment, he knew what he would do, and he hated himself for it.

 

The silence stretched as Rain considered the bound man hanging before him. The Guild would not frown on looting an accolade from a fallen companion, but the penalty for explicit plate-hunting was death, executed by a branch leader like Halgrave or by the Volcano himself. The Watch took an equally hard stance on the matter. As a Custodian, Rain was expected to uphold their philosophy. As far as the Watch was concerned, he was judge, jury, and executioner.

 

Rain’s mouth had flattened into a hard line. In the fight with Hegar, he’d found himself confronted with the question of killing to save his own life and those of the people he cared about. He’d chosen to kill, and only his inability to follow through on his intent had saved him from taking that last, final step. Now, he faced that choice again, only this time, it was going to be cold. Capital punishment was a complicated topic, but here, in this world, it was simple. There was no prison system. No structure for confinement and rehabilitation.

 

He would do what needed to be done.

 

It was just one more problem to be solved.

 

“Wake up,” Rain said, taking a step closer to the bound mage. He considered reaching out to jostle him but decided against it. There were many defensive spells that wouldn’t be overly affected by his metal bonds. Without armor, coming any closer than this would be stupid. Even being this close was already questionable.

 

Brovose’s eyes opened. He looked up at Rain, bending his neck to make eye contact. “You are a true enigma, Rain, if that is really your name.”

 

“You were awake?” Rain asked.

 

Brovose nodded. “I have slept my whole life, but when I go, I will go with my eyes open.”

 

“Did you practice that line?” Rain asked.

 

Brovose smiled but didn’t answer.

 

Rain shook his head. “You are a plate hunter,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

 

Brovose tilted his head. “If I denied it, would you believe me?”

 

“No,” Rain said.

 

“Then why should I bother talking to you?” Brovose asked. He relaxed his neck, leaving himself to dangle. “This is really quite uncomfortable, I must say,” he said as he swayed slightly. “Hmm. I doubt you’re keeping me alive for the enjoyment of watching me squirm. No, you don’t strike me as that type. I don’t know who you are or where you came from, but it is clear that you are a man who values mercy. I beg you to prove it. Please free me, and I will offer you my services. Allow me to join you. I have skills that would prove beneficial to your company. Failing that, let me go. If you do, I promise that you will never see me again.”

 

“No way,” Vanna said, laying a hand on Rain’s shoulder. “Rain, you’d better not be considering that.”

 

Rain shook his head sadly. “Don’t worry, Vanna. I’m not.” Mercy is a luxury of the strong. He looked back at Brovose. “Drop all of your accolades.”

 

Brovose laughed, the motion making him swing from the chain. “And give you evidence that I am what you have accused me to be? No, I think not. I’m not going to make it easy for you.”

 

Rain clenched his fists, lamenting his lack of access to the Watch’s lie-detecting ability. He knew the technique was related to the soul, and his linksight gave him an obvious inroad. He’d experimented with it extensively, but he’d never made a breakthrough. In this moment, he wished he’d tried a little harder. He’d gotten nothing from it through this whole conversation, though he’d been focusing on the sense with all of his will.

 

There would be no cheat. No easy way out. Rain searched his mind, regardless, seeking a solution, but he came up empty. His concerns about mind readers had led him to make Psionics one of the first trees he’d fully unlocked. If there was a skill that would allow lie detection, it was either hidden or above tier three. Ameliah didn’t know, and she’d partially gone through the tree to unlock Message. Besides, she was still unconscious. He couldn’t wait for her to wake, let alone level an entire tree’s worth of skills on the chance that there was something hidden to make this easier for him.

 

Stop hesitating. Hesitation is death. Rain shook his head. I know I can’t fight him, so the only one who can watch him is Tallheart, and he’s already been awake for almost two days. He’ll have to sleep eventually. Anyone else that I leave on guard, he could overpower and kill. We don’t have a bullshit handwavey power-suppressing supervillain prison. All we have is metal, and Tallheart just said that isn’t enough. Taking him back to Fel Sadanis isn’t reasonable either. Tallheart and Ameliah would have to escort him together, sleeping in shifts…no. Just no. There’s no way out of this but one.

 

Brovose sighed, interrupting Rain’s thoughts. “I see little point in this, but…my life is on the line, so…” He clicked his tongue. “Hegar and Anton are dead, and you have their accolades. From this, you concluded that they are plate hunters, and therefore, by association, so am I. Reasonable, but what if I told you that we purchased those accolades at the Radiant Auction? What then? Can you prove that I am lying?”

 

Rain shook his head. “I can’t.”

 

“So then, you have a choice,” Brovose said. “Trust me, and set me free, or kill me, and live with the guilt.”

 

Rain paused, considering. Perhaps there was a way to prove it after all, or at least, to catch Brovose in a lie. He cleared his throat, then spoke in Zeelada, “Greetings of the light.”

 

“What?” Brovose asked. “Was that Zeelada? Oh, I see. Just because I’ve been to the Auction, it doesn’t mean that I speak their language. We hired a translator, so that proves nothing.”

 

Rain’s frown deepened. The book said that line is a customary greeting. If he’d been to the City of Lights, he should know it, as well as the response. I don’t care if he had a translator; that’s just the basics, like asking how to find an inn. He looked back at Vanna and Tallheart, who were watching him silently. Tallheart nodded to him, his face hard. Uncompromising. Rain closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. When he opened them, there was not a trace of compassion in his gaze, nor any emotion at all. He couldn’t allow himself to feel. This wasn’t about him.

 

“Where I come from, the burden of proof lies with the accuser,” he said softly, turning back to face Brovose. “Anyone suspected of committing a crime is innocent until proven guilty, and that is an ideal that I believe to my very core. However, I cannot ignore the threat that you pose to Ascension or to the world.” He shook his head slowly. “I cannot prove that you are a plate hunter, but I also cannot prove that you are not. There are no witnesses available to me for crimes you may have committed in the past. Any trial that I tried to force would be nothing but a sham. A mockery of justice.”

 

His voice was steady as he continued, dispassionate and cold. “If I release you, I risk the lives of those close to me as well as those of people I have never met. If I kill you, that threat is removed. The death of one man against the possible deaths of dozens, perhaps hundreds, past and future. My moral integrity has no bearing. My guilt has no bearing. This is simple mathematics.”

 

Inside, some part of Rain was screaming. He closed his eyes, squashing that voice into silence and shoving it back with the memories of his old life. That was where it belonged.

 

Never again.

 

Rain gestured. “Tallheart, take him down from the wall and hold him.”

 

Wordlessly, Tallheart did as asked, lifting Brovose by one of the steel bindings. He unhooked the chain, then flipped him over as if he weighed no more than a mannequin. Brovose didn’t resist the rough treatment, keeping his eyes locked on Rain as he found his footing.

 

Rain returned his stare, feeling tears threatening to escape from the mask of his face. His voice, though, didn’t waver. “Ascension is not an organization that stands in judgment. It is not as its leader, but by my authority as a Custodian of the Vigilant Order of Watch Keepers that I pass this sentence. Brovose, you have traveled with known plate hunters. I find you complicit in the murders that your group has committed. For this, I condemn you to die. My mercy to you shall be a swift end, and my only regret is that your bindings will prevent me from giving it to you myself.”

 

Rain closed his eyes, then forced them back open. He would not look away.

 

“Tallheart, I’m sorry to ask this of you. Do it.”

 

Tallheart nodded, face solemn as he placed a hand on Brovose’s neck. The mage didn’t resist, but neither did he close his eyes. There was a crunch of shattering bone, and then the body collapsed to the ground. It took a few agonizing seconds before dozens of metal plates appeared surrounding it.

 

“There they are,” Vanna said, sounding relieved. “For a moment, I thought…” She shook her head. “Anyway, that confirms it, Rain. You made the right choice.”

 

Rain exhaled slowly. “No.” He said, turning away at last. “I made the only one.”
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                Ameliah woke to the scratching of a quill.

 

Immediately, memory crashed into her, and she forced her breathing to remain slow and even. If she was alive, the only reasonable explanation was that she’d been captured. She dared not hope that Tallheart had been able to save them. He had said many times that he was not a fighter.

 

Damn it.

 

She’d underestimated them. Severely.

 

If I got any of them killed… If I got him killed…

 

The sudden upwelling of emotion was destabilizing her breathing, and she quickly clamped down on that line of thought. No. I can’t think about that right now. Deep, even breaths, Ameliah. I can torture myself for my own stupidity later.

 

Mercifully, the quill had continued through her distress. Whoever was writing didn’t seem to have noticed.

 

As she regained control of herself, details began filtering in through her senses. Firstly, she was in a bed. Her connection to the Earth was muted but still present, meaning that she’d been raised only a short distance above the ground. The mattress was soft, and the heavy blankets warm. The air, too, was comfortable against her skin.

 

Amazingly, she was in no pain, not even from the heightened sensitivity that would come with being healed. She HAD been healed; that much was clear. With the level of system integration she’d reached, she didn’t need something as clunky as a menu to instantly know that her health was at full. Likewise, she didn’t need a clock to tell that it had been almost a day and a half since she’d gone down. It was currently around midnight. Whatever those arrows had been, the blood-draining effect had been powerful. She had to fight off a shudder as she recalled the horrible…suction.

 

By any measure, she should have been dead.

 

There was a pause in the scratching of the quill, and she forced herself not to stiffen.

 

Did I give myself away?

 

After an anxious moment of silence, the quill continued once more.

 

Is it him? Is it the archer?

 

Ameliah’s heartbeat was climbing, but she forced herself to remain still. It doesn’t matter if it’s him. I couldn’t handle him at my best. I certainly can’t handle him right now. He didn’t kill me, which means… Shit.

 

Seeing with her ears was something that she’d never quite gotten the hang of, but she could tell that she was inside. The sound of the quill echoed slightly, though it was muted. That meant carpeting, or perhaps tapestries on the walls. Her perception accolade was helping, but not enough for her to determine more than that. The stillness in the air was a bigger clue, as well as the warmth. Though…if it’s a fireplace, I should feel warmer on one side… Magic? Just good insulation?

 

Other than the sound of the blood in her ears and the scratching of the quill, all was silent.

 

Depths... This is bad.

 

Taking yet another slow breath, Ameliah began focusing on controlling her heart rate. She would keep pretending for as long as possible while she recovered her strength. She might even switch out a skill or two like she should have done days before. Damn it.

 

There was one thing she could do with the skills she had now, however.

 

Message.

 

The connection formed, and it was all she could do not to melt into the mattress with relief. If the spell connected, it meant the recipient was alive.

 

[Rain, I’m—]

 

There was a sharp snap of a breaking quill. “Ameliah!”

 

Ameliah’s breath caught as she recognized the voice. Her eyes flew open, and she saw stars. The ceiling was glass—large, flawless panels, supported by thin metal beams.

 

“Ameliah, I’m here,” Rain said, his face rushing into view. “Are you hurt? How do you feel?”

 

“Confused,” Ameliah said, blinking again as he knelt at her bedside. “Rain…” She began to sit up, then hissed as her soulstrain revealed itself at last.

 

“Relax, you’re in the camp,” Rain said, reaching out but stopping with his fingers just short of her arm. He grimaced. “Shit. Don’t get up. You’ll hurt yourself.”

 

Ameliah shook her head, fighting through the discomfort as she forced herself into a sitting position. The room, she now saw, was one that she had made. However, it had been transformed. The earthen walls had been decorated with blankets, and a layer of furs carpeted the floor. Rather than a curtained archway, a proper wooden door had been fit snugly into one wall.

 

There was furniture. The bed, of course, but also a desk, a folding screen, and even a few potted plants. The light came from a pair of light bulbs set into opposite walls and guarded by linen shades. There was also an unlit oil lamp on the desk.

 

“I cozied it up a bit,” Rain said, sounding embarrassed. “Luckily, there was enough glass cooling for me to finish the ceiling. How’s the bed? Is the soulstrain bad? I told Mlem to get something as soft as pos—“

 

“Rain,” Ameliah said, stopping him. “What happened?”

 

Rain let his hovering hand fall to the edge of the bed, a tortured expression flashing across his face before he forced it into a mask. “The Crimson Swords are dead.”

 

Ameliah didn’t relax. Rain wasn’t done speaking yet, and his tone…

 

“I used everything I had against Hegar,” he said, looking down. “It wasn’t enough. I ran out of mana. Anton burned your wounds shut after you passed out, then dragged you over to where Hegar had me pinned. The company tried to help us, but Hegar kept them at bay by threatening to kill me. Things…devolved. It came to a head when Dozer got free and threw himself at Hegar.” Rain took a deep breath, then closed his eyes. “Hegar killed him.”

 

“Oh, Rain,” Ameliah said, reaching out to take his hand. That’s horrible…but… “Was anyone else hurt, or…”

 

“No,” Rain said. “When Dozer died, it hurt so much that I passed out. It was like the obelisk all over again. Samson says that Hegar thought the company was mocking him. He was going to kill everyone, Ameliah, but Tallheart got there just in time. He killed Hegar without warning, then hunted down Anton and ended him. He won’t tell me the details, but I can imagine what happened. I’ve known he has been hiding his strength, but the way the others described him, he was…terrifying.”

 

Ameliah worked her jaw. “What about the mage? Did I kill him?”

 

“No,” Rain said, shaking his head. “You didn’t kill him, but he’s dead all the same.”

 

“Then, did Tallheart—?”

 

“No, well…” Rain closed his eyes, looking away. “No. Vanna and the others captured Brovose, but it was too dangerous to keep him, so…” Rain took a deep breath. “I ordered his execution. Tallheart killed him, but I am the one responsible. Me.”

 

The pain in his voice felt like a knife to the gut, overriding the surprise she felt at what he’d just said. She squeezed his hand gently, and the physical pain helped push the metaphysical away. “Rain, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I just…”

 

She stopped, taking a moment to collect her thoughts while Rain remained painfully silent.

 

“Please, let me explain,” she said, trying to hold herself together for his sake. “I know you won’t forgive me, but I want you to understand. I only did what I thought was right. We had to show our strength, or they would have kept coming back. Remember what I told you. I traveled with them for four days before we found you, and they weren’t the type to let something like this go. Hegar was prideful. Arrogant. Plus, with what Lana said and what they did to Stint…”

 

Still, Rain remained silent, and she continued in a rush. He has to understand. He has to. “I didn’t think it was possible that I’d lose, not against bronzeplates. Please believe me. If I’d known they were that strong, I’d have been better prepared. I’d never have—”

 

“Stop,” Rain said. “It wasn’t your fault.” He opened his eyes, finally meeting her gaze. “I’m the one who needs to apologize. If I’d trusted you and not held back like you’d asked, we might have been able to win. You were right about them, Ameliah, but it was even worse than you thought. They were plate hunters. That’s why we lost.”

 

She breathed in sharply as he said this. Seemingly on their own, her thoughts flashed back to her brief journey with Hegar’s group. To one moment in particular. Anton, staring at her over the fire with a hunger in his eyes.

 

At the time, she’d interpreted it as lust, all too common in her experience as an adventurer. Now, to her growing horror, she realized it had been something else entirely. It felt as if the floor had dropped out from beneath her.

 

They were evaluating me! The third night on the road, Brovose asked me to share stories from any lairs I’d explored. I’d already decided I wanted nothing to do with them at that point, so I told them to mind their own business. Hegar wouldn’t drop it, though, so I told him I’d never been in one. If I hadn’t lied… They might have…

 

Rain’s grip on her hand tightened, bringing her attention back to him. “You couldn’t have known. Don’t blame yourself.” He shook his head. “We were lucky this time. We have to learn from it, Ameliah, so it never happens again. We have to do better. We have to be better.”

 

Against her will, Ameliah let out a small gasp. In her hypersensitive state, Rain’s grip had become crushing.

 

He immediately released her, horror flashing across his face. “Shit! I didn’t mean to—”

 

“It’s fine,” Ameliah said. Then, despite knowing how much it was going to hurt, she pushed herself forward to wrap him in a hug. Rain stiffened but quickly returned the embrace. She took solace in the pain, knowing that she deserved much worse. “I’m sorry about Dozer,” she whispered, squeezing as tightly as she dared.

 

“Me too,” Rain said, pressing his neck against hers. “Me too…” Ameliah felt a tremor run through her, and she realized that Rain was crying. That was all it took to shake the tears loose from her own eyes. The two of them stayed like that for several minutes, weeping softly against each other until they finally got themselves back under control.

 

“Thank you,” Rain said softly, releasing her. “If you had died, I… don’t think I could have… I can’t lose anyone else, Ameliah. I just can’t.”

 

“I…” Ameliah said, then sniffed to cover her hesitation. Just say it. “I feel the same way.” She shook her head, looking down at her lap. “Now do you see why I don’t like getting attached?”

 

Rain smiled wetly as he nodded. “I’ve always understood. It’s worth it, though. It’s better than being alone.”

 

She met his gaze, smiling back. “Yes.”

 



 

A few hours later, Rain was in his old room, sitting at a desk. Ameliah was asleep next door, safe and warm. That room would become their new bedroom, leaving this one to become his captain’s office. It was freezing cold due to the lack of ceiling, and the walls were bare save for a single naked bulb. He didn’t even have a lamp for backup if the power went out.

 

None of that mattered. What mattered was what lay on the desktop—numerous piles of papers, each perfectly neat and aligned.

 

One of the piles was the entirety of the codes as approved by the company, there for reference, though he didn’t really need it. The next stack was taller, the beginnings of his new version with numerous modifications and additions. The pile after that was work orders for the board, and the one after THAT was a collection of schematics—one of which was for a ballpoint pen.

 

The damn quill he was being forced to use was driving him insane, but he refused to use pencil, not for anything that was going to be final.

 

The largest pile by far was that of all his discarded sheets. It was just as orderly as the others, however. The smudged or otherwise ruined pages were stacked flat and uncrumpled. They could be re-used. Myth had an alchemical process for breaking down ink and removing it from paper, something Rain had yet to manage with Purify.

 

The height of that pile was proof of just how long Rain had been at this. He’d started after finishing with Ameliah’s room as a way to keep his mind occupied. The more he’d worked, the more he’d realized just how much further he had to go. There was just so much to do.

 

He had been shirking his duties for too long, though perhaps ‘shirking’ wasn’t the best term. No, he’d been doing things, but not the right way. He needed to create a proper structure for running the company, rather than just leave everything to Vanna while he got distracted. That could not continue.

 

Vanna had been doing admirably, it was true, but she was only one person. There was simply too much, and besides that, her leadership experience came from running a work crew. She didn’t know how to steer something this big. Rain did, or rather, he had access to the knowledge. There was a pretty big difference there—one that he was playing catchup to overcome.

 

If he was to leave, he needed to ensure that the company wouldn’t fall apart. That meant the codes had to be rock solid. Orderly. Further, he needed to structure things so he remained in control without having to do everything himself. That meant hierarchy.

 

The captain was the leader, master of all. The quartermaster was second in command, responsible for managing the company’s resources—both supplies and people. Below that would come the councils: administration, logistics, engineering, education, justice, and defense.

 

At the moment, his focus was on the second to last.

 

Ascension was to have judges—three of them, separate from the offices of captain and quartermaster. That separation wasn’t because he was afraid of a repeat of the Brovose situation. Such matters would remain within the captain’s purview. Instead, the judges would handle internal matters—disputes over the codes, punishments for infractions, and so forth. As captain, he could overrule them, though he would refrain from doing so unless absolutely necessary. He was setting people up to understand the benefits of separation of powers without actually giving up any power yet. That could come later, once people were ready.

 

For now, he would work within the framework he had created. He had been a fool to think that he could just do democracy without understanding how it worked. How power worked. He would never again lose focus on the rules for rulers.

 

Rule One: Get the keys to power on your side.

 

Rule Two: Control the treasure.

 

Rule Three: Minimize key supporters.

 

Rain frowned, dipping his quill back into the inkwell. The third rule was particularly distasteful. He would respect it, though. He would have to unless he wanted his company to break free of his control.

 

The new provisional members can’t vote. They don’t matter. I will see them treated well, but they can’t be my focus. My keys are Ameliah, Tallheart, Vanna, and then the full members, with the awakened and unawakened as the two major voting blocs. I need to keep them all happy without letting myself become a tyrant.

 

Rain shook his head. I would be lost without CGP Grey.

 

He frowned as he considered the subject of political philosophy once more, his quill scratching across the page independently of his thoughts. The Prince had been the first thing that had come to mind upon searching his memory for help. Unfortunately, other than the odd quote or two, he could recall almost nothing of Machiavelli’s signature work on the merits of professional assholery—or the downfalls, depending on your interpretation.

 

Recovering a book he’d read was possible, he knew. He’d been doing it on and off with The Hobbit for weeks now, intent on reading it to Ameliah once he finished. It took a ridiculous amount of effort, however, and that was for a book he actually liked. The Prince would be incalculably more difficult, as would The Republic, The Art of War, and that random collection of John Locke essays. Like most of the things he’d been forced to read throughout his education, he’d actively loathed all of them at the time. Now, he wished he’d paid more attention.

 

He needed more help than a recovered YouTube video and some snippets on ethics from The Good Place could provide.

 

Trust and goodwill only get me so far. If not for Tallheart and Ameliah backing me... He shook his head. I need to do better, even if I have to be a bit of an asshole to do it. Rule zero: Without power, you can affect nothing.

 

Rain frowned as an errant drop of ink ruined the page he was working on. No, not ruined. It’s just a small spot.

 

With some effort, he forced himself to ignore it and continue copying from his interface. He’d been alternating between using his word-processor and a quill, only using the latter once he was completely satisfied with what he wanted to say. For this page, at least, he thought he had everything how he wanted it. It was simply a matter of writing it out.

 

The scratch of the quill was the only sound as he worked. He’d ordered the watchers on the walls to keep quiet unless a dangerous monster was spotted. Ameliah needed her rest, even if he was to have none.

 

He had tried to sleep. Really, he had. He’d brought his bedroll into Ameliah’s room and everything, moving this desk in here to make space. Both of them were still extremely sensitive, and not in a good way. Sharing the bed was out of the question for the moment, even though it was large enough. It wasn’t a lack of comfort that had left him staring numbly at the stars. It was what he’d found waiting for him behind his eyelids.

 

The face of the man that he’d sentenced to die.

 

The judgment in his expression.

 

The hole where Dozer’s happiness had been and the remnants of the link that made it impossible to forget.

 

…

 

Rain’s eye twitched.

 

He set down his quill, then picked up the sheet, staring at the damn splotch. He couldn’t ignore it after all. He’d have to start again.

 

Setting it neatly with the others in the discard pile, he replaced it with a blank page. Before reaching for the quill again, he bumped up his Focus to forty past the cap and activated Essence Well, sending a few thousand mana to himself.

 

That would cause some mild soulstrain, he knew.

 

That was the point.

 



 

It was still mostly dark when the first notes of the morning bugle rolled over Rain’s walls, making him look up from his work. He’d closed his HUD, not wanting the clock as a distraction. Clearly, it had worked.

 

He narrowed his eyes, then looked back down at the page he was working on. This one wasn’t a part of the codes. Instead, it was a drawing. He’d spent more time reading blueprints than making them, but anyone could draft a building—or encampment in this case—given access to a ruler and with sufficient attention to detail.

 

I need to finish this so Ameliah can get started today. More recruits are coming. I can feel it.

 

He dipped the quill.

 

I’m not stopping now. I can’t.

 

The next interruption didn’t come until almost twenty minutes later—movement from the curtain blocking his door. He looked up as Tarny’s face poked in. Good, I can get him started on some of this. He beckoned. “Come in, Tarny. Just a moment while I dimension this wall.”

 

He moved his ruler, scraping the nib of his quill along its edge. It took him three trips back to the inkwell to complete the stroke to his satisfaction, as he was being exceedingly cautious about drips. Once the line was in place, he added in the number specifying the distance, then moved to the other side of the page to work elsewhere while the fresh ink dried. Once he finished this blueprint, he needed to write out a new version of the accolade pamphlet, and after that—

 

Tarny coughed politely.

 

Rain paused, then grimaced. Oops. 

 

Focus soulstrain was dangerous. It helped him order his thoughts immensely, but the tunnel vision was just as much of a problem as his normal attention issues. He sighed, lowering his quill. “Tarny, sorry. Good morning.” He wiped the nib on a scrap of cloth, then Purified the stain into oblivion. That worked, at least. Something about ink belonging on paper, but not on a rag.

 

“Good morning…” Tarny said. “Captain…are you alright? Did you even sleep?”

 

“No, I didn’t,” Rain said, raising a hand. “Yes, I should have. I tried. It didn’t work.”

 

“Captain, you need to recover. You can’t push yourself like this, not right after being injured.”

 

Rain frowned, running through a Detection sequence. “You’re right, Tarny. I am fully aware that I’m being pigeon-headed.” He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, then let his hand fall to the desk. “I’ll rest soon, don’t worry. Can you please go get Vanna, Tallheart, Ameliah, and Romer, then come back here with them? We need to talk.” He gestured to the piles covering the table. “I’ve made a little progress on the codes, and I’d like to review it with all of you. After that, I need to give a speech.”

 

“I… Yes, Captain,” Tarny said, though he clearly wanted to argue.

 

Rain smiled. Good man. “Thank you for worrying about me, Tarny. Tallheart is in the workshop, and the rest of them are in the tavern. I’m surprised they’re not already in here to check on me. Oh, since you’re going that way, would you mind bringing me back a cup of coffee, please? Black.”

 

“That depends…” Tarny said, narrowing his eyes. “How much have you already had?”

 

“Uh…none. Why?”

 

Tarny just looked at him.

 

“Okay, maybe I had a cup or two,” Rain lied. It was easier than telling the truth.

 

“Captain—“

 

“I know, Tarny, I know. Please. Just get everyone so you can all tell me I’m stupid at once.”

 

“Fine,” Tarny said, shaking his head as he turned to leave. “But no more coffee. I don’t even know how you can drink that stuff, especially without milk and honey.”

 

Milk and honey? Rain shuddered, returning to his drawing. Heresy.
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Notice

This informational pamphlet is a publication of Ascension. The Common Knowledge series is intended to provide an overview of various topics. Some background information and descriptions of experimental procedures have therefore been omitted.

 

The facts presented here have been verified to whatever extent possible as of the date of publication above.

 

This document may be copied and distributed freely, provided that no modification is made to the content or to this notice.

 

Accolades

An accolade is hereby defined as the system-granted reward for destroying a lair. The underlying reason for this system behavior is not known, should any underlying reason exist.

 

According to reports and firsthand experience, an accolade is granted to all party members upon core destruction, provided that certain conditions are met. These conditions have yet to be experimentally determined, but in the typical case of a fully-awakened party, up to eight people may receive the reward. Refer to Common Knowledge: Awakening and Common Knowledge: Parties for more information.

 

Physically, accolades appear as metallic plates bearing, at minimum, the name of the origin lair. The color of the metal indicates the elemental alignment. Upon binding, the effect of the accolade is revealed and appears below the lair name. If unbound for any reason, the effect description will be hidden again.

 

Binding

Note: A comprehensive overview of the concept of the soul is not available in the Common Knowledge series, and the term ‘soul’ is used without definition. A summary of the pertinent facts regarding accolades and the soul is provided here:


	
To be used, an accolade must be both bound (tied to the soul), as well as slotted (equipped).



	
Accolades bind immediately upon core destruction.



	
Once bound, the physical plate may be dismissed, at which point it will vanish.


	
Accolades may be re-manifested with an effort of will.



	
Accolades will also manifest automatically upon the death of the holder.


	
Plate hunting is punishable by death.











	
A manifested accolade typically remains bound until:


	
It is deliberately unbound.



	
It is touched by another individual.



	
The owner dies.







	
Binding and unbinding is subject to will, though the effect varies from person to person.


	
As an example, for some, accolades unbind automatically when dropped and may only be kept bound with an effort of will. For others the opposite is true. In both cases, once out of contact, will is not required to maintain the binding.



	
A full discussion on this effect is beyond the scope of the Common Knowledge series.







	
There is no limitation on physical distance between the holder and a manifested accolade.


	
Some accolade holders use this mechanism as a defense against plate hunters and to otherwise preserve their inheritance. However, leaving accolades manifested allows the possibility of theft. For this reason, the practice is not common. Further, coercion remains a concern, as it is possible for the plate holder to summon a previously manifested accolade, regardless of distance.







	
A person may bind an unlimited number of accolades.



	
A person may only slot a limited number of accolades at one time.


	
The number of available slots is equal to one plus the individual’s level.



	
Stronger accolades require more than one slot.



	
The slotting process is automatic unless a person possesses more accolades than they can use, at which point the system will typically provide an interface.



	
It is not known at this time whether it is possible for an individual to deliberately unslot an accolade without unbinding it in the case where excess slots are available.









 

Classification

Accolades are categorized according to element, tier, and grade.

 

Element influences the type of bonus granted by the accolade. Some bonuses, such as extra health, can come from any element, while others, such as resistances, are significantly more common from accolades of a matching element. A full list of boosts and probabilities by element is not available at this time.

 

Tier refers to the number of accolade slots required to use the accolade. In general, Tier-1 accolades are said to drop from lairs under rank 10, Tier-2 from lairs under rank 20, and so forth. It is not known at this time whether this is due to probability or an absolute rule.

 

Grade refers to the quality of the buff, and it is largely convention rather than a property defined by the system. It uses the same terminology as classes: common, uncommon, rare, and legendary.

 

Accolades come in two main types: single-use and permanent.

 

Single-Use Accolades

Single-use accolades, also called voucher accolades, may be redeemed for a reward by the accolade holder. It is not known at this time whether any special restrictions exist regarding voucher redemption, including the effect of the accolade tier.

 

Common rewards include Tel, Crysts, and raw materials. Significantly less common rewards have been reported, such as magical items and respecialization effects.

 

A full reward table is not available at this time.

 

Permanent Accolades

Permanent accolades, also called true accolades, provide the holder with a buff, similar to magical equipment. Flat boosts to attributes, vitals, and resistances are common. Multiplicative boosts are rare, as are skill grants and unique effects.

 

A full reward table is not available at this time.

 

Rumors, Speculation, and Conflicting Information


	
Accolade bonuses stack without limit.



	
Accolades are physically indestructible.



	
Accolades allow you to exceed the resistance cap.



	
Accolades can be combined.



	
Accolades break down if unbound for too long.



	
Accolades can be manipulated or stolen with a hidden skill.



	
Accolades decrease synchronization.



	
Accolades do not cause soulstrain.



	
Accolade quality is improved by clearing a lair with a smaller party.


	
This is dangerous. See Common Knowledge: Lairs







	
Additional accolade slots can be acquired without leveling.





 

Valuation

Single-use accolades are valued based upon the stated reward, while permanent accolades are valued depending on the quality of the bonus. Due to the high value and wide variability of accolades, they are typically only traded by auction. Refer to Common Knowledge: The City of Lights.

 

The following is a rough appraisal method for permanent accolades of tier-three and lower, based upon element, tier, and grade.

 

Price = BasePrice * ElementalFactor * Tier * Grade

 

Notes:


	
Start with a base price of 1 GranTel for accolades with common bonuses.


	
Uncommon accolades, such as those that grant skills, should be assigned a higher base price or appraised outside of this system.







	
An accolade’s element influences its value only when the buff is aligned with that element.


	
As an example, one thousand health has the same intrinsic value, whether it comes from a Heat accolade or an Arcane one. Ten Arcane resistance, however, is forty times more valuable than ten Heat resistance, given the relative scarcity of the element and the high demand.



	
Refer to Common Knowledge: Elements for more information on element abundance.



	
For non-elementally aligned bonuses, omit the element from the calculation.







	
Numerical weightings for grade are:


	
Common → 1



	
Uncommon → 2



	
Rare → 3



	
Legendary → 4+







	
A more accurate appraisal method may exist:


	
For example, one could divide the numerical boost by the number of slots required. The result could then be compared to similar accolades to determine a relative valuation. This method would require an extensive database of accolades, which is not available to Ascension at this time.









 

Warning

Accolades are a powerful asset for any individual, but that power comes with danger.

 

Never reveal specific information about any accolades in your possession or in the possession of others where you may be overheard by those you do not trust with your life.

 

Keep it secret. Keep it safe.

 










 



 

A hush fell over the tavern as Rain climbed the stairs to the newly-constructed stage. Ameliah had built it a few hours ago, but it looked like it had been there forever. She’d raised several huge chunks of dark rock, then molded them together with the stone tables and benches, clearing the room in the process. She hadn’t stopped until it was all one piece, though a few sweeping lines where different types of stone had been melted together remained—proof of its supernatural origin.

 

Rain hadn’t wanted her to spend mana on something as simple as a place for him to stand, not when there was so much work to do on the camp, but after seeing the result, he’d changed his mind. It had been worth it. It would be useful in the future, and the impressive construction could do nothing but add to his authority for this address.

 

That was also the intent behind the clothes he was wearing in place of his forceweave—a clean blue shirt with brass buttons and a pair of dark linen pants. Nothing fancy, but the fabric was new and of high quality. Mlem had taken his measurements this morning, then made a special trip to the city to visit a tailor. Rain needed to look respectable for this, not like a hobo in long underwear. The outfit was completed by a pair of black leather boots, plus his white Ascension cloak. It was the equivalent to what a commoner might wear to a wedding, Mlem said, which suited Rain just fine. Some amount of formality was called for here, but not so much that it looked like he was pretending to be a noble.

 

Walking to the center of the stage, he turned to face the crowd, ignoring his throbbing headache. It was approaching three in the afternoon, and he still hadn’t slept. This couldn’t wait until tomorrow, though, no matter how much Tarny was clucking over him like a mother hen. What he had to say was too important. He needed to deal with this now, and Ameliah and Tallheart agreed. The longer he delayed, the worse it would become.

 

There were exactly fifty people present in the tavern below him—every full member of Ascension, not including himself. They were seated in neat rows of uncomfortably-mismatched chairs, except Tallheart, who was leaning against the wall, leaving his chair empty.

 

Rain was getting a lot of work out of Mlem today. There was a limit to what he could do on short notice, though, barring access to a discount furniture warehouse. Even getting this many chairs transported from the city in the space of a morning was a minor mercantile miracle. The mustachioed merchant had gone door to door, asking people to sell the contents of their living rooms.

 

Some of the chairs were stools, while others had ladder backs, arms, or rockers. Some were fancy affairs, with carvings and decorations, but the majority were plain. There were many different trees represented by the wood. Pine, birch, the one that he was pretty sure was elm, oak—

 

Realizing that his thoughts had snagged, Rain nudged them back to the subject at hand. Overfocus was becoming less and less effective as the day wore on, the side effects starting to outpace the benefits. He knew he’d be fine once he got going with his speech, as he’d planned it out completely. It was letting his mind wander that was the danger. Once off track, it tended to get stuck there.

 

He cleared his throat, and the last of the scattered conversations died away.

 

“Thank you, everyone,” he said, clasping his hands in front of himself. “I’ve asked you to gather here so that I can make some important announcements. As you’ve probably figured out by the fact that I sent everyone else back to the city, this conversation is for full members only. More than that, though, I am ordering you not to discuss anything I am about to say with anyone once we are done here, including each other. This goes beyond mere secrecy. The term is ‘operational security’. I will fully define this for you later. For now, it means that there are certain things that we will not speak of out in the open, not where there is any possibility that we will be overheard. Ever. Always ask yourself: who might be listening?” Rain gestured. “And on that note, Tarny, go ahead.”

 

Tarny nodded from his position in the back of the room. He reached into a bag and removed a handful of the small pink pellets that they’d found in Hegar’s belongings, then tossed them into one of the hearths. The flames swiftly took on a pinkish tinge, and white smoke began curling through the room. The smoke would fade once all of the moisture was baked away, but the protection it offered would remain for as long as the smell did. Rain knew this because he’d enlisted Ruce to help him test one of the pellets earlier. It had worked as expected, blocking Eavesdrop completely in the protected area, at least at the level of power Ruce could put into the spell.

 

Rain watched silently as Tarny walked down the line of hearths, adding more pellets to each one as he went. It was a big room, so it would be better to be safe than sorry. Coughing and mutters of discontent followed the smoke’s spread through the room, and Rain smiled at some of the more colorful reactions.

 

Those things are worse than the damn scented candle aisle of a gift shop.

 

Once he was satisfied that the room was fully saturated by the floral stench, he cleared his throat again, drawing everyone’s attention back to him. “That should shield us from Divination magic, especially at a distance. Sorry about the smell. Awful, isn’t it?”

 

Taking on a more serious expression, he raised his hand with his palm facing the crowd. “Let’s get to it, shall we? I have several things I want to talk about today.” He closed his hand, leaving one finger elevated. “First, I will now share the entirety of what happened with the Crimson Swords, starting from my initial encounter with them months ago, up until now.”

 

With that, Rain launched into the tale, reciting his prepared summary from memory. He’d reviewed the narrative with both Ameliah and Tallheart, and it was as accurate as he could make it. There was no embellishment, though he glossed over the very beginning. People generally knew by now the story of how he’d appeared in the forest, though obviously not where he’d come from. He’d only retold that part to provide background on the type of adventurers that the Crimson Swords had been.

 

When he was finished, he frowned slightly, then pointed to Kettel, the first of several people who’d raised a hand while he’d been speaking. “Yes?”

 

“That’s quite the story, Rain,” Kettel said, getting to his feet. “It’s jus… there’s this one bit in the beginnin’ that’s botherin’ me.” He grinned. “Did ye really not know better’n lightin’ a Slime on fire?”

 

Scattered laughter broke out at this, and Rain snorted. “You know I didn’t, Kettel. Sit down. You can stop bringing that up any time.” He shook his head. “Please, everyone, stay on topic.” He pointed again. “Jamus, you have a question?”

 

Jamus stood. “No, not a question. I just wanted to add that the Crimson Swords showed up in the Guild for the first time about a month before you did. There was some discussion among the regulars back then, and we think they came from somewhere in the DKE. They stood out, and not in a good way.”

 

Rain nodded as Jamus sat back down. “Thank you, Jamus. That helps.” He pointed to Mahria next, as it looked like she was about to explode if he didn’t. “Yes, Mahria?”

 

“What are you planning on doing with the accolades?” she asked, barely even waiting for his acknowledgment.

 

A murmur ran through the crowd, many hands falling. Rain nodded, having anticipated this question. “Good segue, Mahria. That is the second thing I wanted to discuss.” He paused, pulsing Detection at maximum range to verify that nobody had crept up on them. Satisfied, he continued. “Between the three of them, the Crimson Swords had acquired ninety-three plates in total.”

 

After a moment of stunned silence, the room exploded into chaos. Rain had been fully expecting this as well. He raised his hands for quiet, intent on waiting it out. After thirty seconds passed, however, he lost his patience.

 

“QUIET!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs, regretting it immediately. His throat had been more than happy to inform him that, yes, he was indeed still suffering from soulstrain. His shout did have the intended effect, however, cutting off most of the noise immediately.

 

“Ninety-three accolades,” Rain croaked once the silence had fully returned. He coughed lightly, then rubbed at his throat. I’m gonna be feeling that one for a while. Pushing through the pain easily, he made his voice firm and clear once more. “By now, all of you should have read through one of the updated pamphlets I sent around this morning. Thus, I’m not going to explain the mechanics of accolades here. Be thankful. Instead, I’m simply going to read out the list, including the valuations that I have assigned to each one. Once that’s done, I’ll tell you what we’re doing with them.”

 

Excited whispers had started up, but Rain ignored them. He looked directly at the center of the crowd. “Certain people,” he said loudly, “would be very unhappy with me if I didn’t read this list, but that’s not why I’m doing it. I’m sharing this information because I believe in transparency. As members, you need to know what resources we have available to us, both now and for the future. With that said, please, no interruptions until I’m finished. And remember, no writing this down or talking about it later.”

 

Ignoring the excited fidgeting of the crowd, he summoned a window, pinged once more with Detection, then began to read.

 





	
Type


	
Accolade


	
Element


	
Tier


	
Grade


	
Bonus


	
Value
(GT)


	
Count





	
Attr


	
The Ice Cavern


	
Cold


	
2


	
R


	
+20
Strength


	
6


	
8





	
Attr


	
Blackfoot Trench


	
Cold


	
2


	
U


	
+2
All


	
8


	
5





	
Attr


	
The Halls of Corruption


	
Chem


	
1


	
R


	
+10
Focus


	
3


	
4





	
Attr


	
The Fire Well


	
Heat


	
1


	
U


	
+5
Recovery


	
2


	
3





	
Attr


	
Snow Sprite Lair


	
Cold


	
1


	
U


	
+5
Endurance


	
2


	
2





	
Attr


	
Badlands Cold Lair
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Cold


	
1


	
C


	
+3
Endurance


	
1


	
2





	
Attr


	
Nerek’s Point


	
Cold


	
1


	
C


	
+3
Clarity


	
1


	
1





	
Attr


	
The Fire Fields


	
Heat


	
1


	
C


	
+3
Recovery


	
1


	
2





	
S.Attr


	
The Bottomless Well


	
Force


	
2


	
R


	
+1
Speed


	
6


	
5
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Count





	
Vital


	
Oh Gods!
Not Another Chem Lair!


	
Chem


	
2


	
U


	
+1000
Mana


	
4


	
4





	
Vital


	
The Icy Cellar


	
Cold


	
2


	
C


	
+500
Health


	
2


	
6





	
Vital


	
The Solar Temple


	
Light


	
1


	
R


	
+200
Stamina


	
3


	
3





	
Vital


	
Sharpton’s Delving


	
Dark


	
1


	
R


	
+200
S.Regen/day


	
3


	
2





	
Vital


	
The Hole


	
Cold


	
1


	
R


	
+200
M.Regen/day


	
3


	
1





	
Vital


	
The Shifting Sands


	
Force


	
1


	
U


	
+100
Stamina


	
2


	
2





	
Vital


	
The Pride of Eker


	
Heat


	
1


	
U


	
+100
Health


	
2


	
1





	
Vital


	
The Everburn


	
Heat


	
1


	
U


	
+100
S.Regen/day


	
2


	
2





	
Vital


	
The Gravel Pit


	
Force


	
1


	
C


	
+50
H.Regen/day


	
1


	
1





	
Type


	
Accolade


	
Element


	
Tier


	
Grade


	
Bonus


	
Value
(GT)


	
Count





	
Res


	
The Lair of Embers


	
Heat


	
3


	
U


	
+1000
Heat


	
12


	
1





	
Res


	
We Can’t Just Call It
‘The Lair’


	
Force


	
3


	
C


	
+200
Force


	
15


	
7





	
Res


	
Raining Fire Cave


	
Heat


	
2


	
C


	
+50
Heat


	
4


	
1





	
Res


	
The Dunch Pit


	
Chem


	
1


	
L


	
+30
Chem


	
8


	
2





	
Res


	
Badlands Heat Lair
3059 3 8


	
Heat


	
1


	
R


	
+15
Heat


	
6


	
2





	
Res


	
Frost Hollow


	
Cold


	
1


	
U


	
+10
Cold


	
4


	
8





	
Res


	
The Sunken Arena


	
Dark


	
1


	
C


	
+3
Dark


	
2


	
2





	
Res


	
Badlands Cold Lair
3040 11 24


	
Cold


	
1


	
C


	
+3
Cold


	
2


	
2





	
Res


	
Burrik’s Abode


	
Heat


	
1


	
C


	
+3
Heat


	
2


	
1





	
Type


	
Accolade


	
Element


	
Tier


	
Grade


	
Bonus


	
Value
(GT)


	
Count





	
Skill


	
The Game


	
Force


	
2


	
R


	
Soften Steps


	
60


	
1





	
Special


	
Greenfort


	
Force


	
2


	
R


	
50% stronger grip when climbing


	
6


	
3





	
Special


	
The Winter Tomb


	
Cold


	
1


	
R


	
Cold does not cause discomfort


	
3


	
4





	
Type


	
Accolade


	
Element


	
Tier


	
Grade


	
Bonus


	
Value
(GT)


	
Count





	
Voucher


	
The Broken Fields


	
Force


	
?


	
?


	
25
Force Crysts


	
0.25


	
1





	
Voucher


	
Hollow Gate


	
Dark


	
?


	
?


	
500
Tel


	
0.5


	
1





	
Voucher


	
Heatmarsh


	
Heat


	
?


	
?


	
25
Heat Crysts


	
0.025


	
3










 

When he was finished, he dismissed the window, then chuckled as he swept his gaze across the room. The reactions had been a sight to behold. At first, each new accolade had sent a wave of excitement rippling through the crowd like a boulder dropped into a pond. As the list had gone on, however, that excitement had faded, replaced with stupefied silence.

 

After leaving them to digest for a moment, Rain clapped his hands, breaking the spell. “So, that’s the list. Before I move on to the implications, was anyone adding up the total value?”

 

A few hands went up, but before Rain could call on anyone, Carten lurched to his feet.

 

He waved a hand over his head, staring intently at his other one, counting on his thick fingers. “Wait! I’ve almost got it!”

 

“Sure you do,” Staavo said sarcastically, grinning when this got him a few laughs.

 

“Ha!” Carten shouted, snapping his fingers. He puffed out his chest as he planted his hands on his hips. “Four hundred eighty-three thousand eight hundred twenty-five Tel.”

 

Silence spread across the room as faces turned to Rain for confirmation.

 

Rain blinked. Then he blinked again. “That’s…right. Good work, Carten. Have ten credits.”

 

“Yeah!” Carten roared, pumping his fist in the air. He pointed at Staavo. “In yer face!”

 

Rain smiled at Carten’s use of the expression he’d taught him, then raised his voice to keep things moving. “I realize that this sum is too big for most of you to visualize. It certainly was for me, so here is a comparison that I came up with to help. As far as I am aware, the going rate for a decent house in Fel Sadanis outside of the hill district was around fifty silver. At fourteen copper to the Tel, these accolades would be enough to buy more than a thousand such homes.”

 

Rain smiled, picturing gears silently turning inside heads as the crowd checked his math.

 

“Fucking—fuck!” Mollo finally swore, breaking the spell.

 

Rain smiled. It was telling that Mollo wasn’t able to come up with a more creative curse. The relatively low property value in the city—or perhaps the world—helped things, but still. Accolades were expensive. If anything, Rain felt he’d been conservative in his estimates. The sum was enough that it would completely break Ascension’s credit system, but that was a problem he’d scheduled for tomorrow after the logistics council had been formed.

 

“A few last things,” he said, “First, you might have noticed that a few of the accolades had some peculiar names.”

 

There were a few chuckles at this, and Rain clenched his fists. I will NOT spread The Game to this dimension. I refuse.

 

Shaking his head, he continued, adopting a more serious expression. “Recall that it is the first group that discovers a lair that assigns the name. I’ve experienced this myself, though I don’t know all the details of how it works. Anyway, setting aside how silly some adventurers can be for the moment, there is something important to notice in this list.

 

“In case you weren’t aware, the Watch always names lairs the same way, listing the location, element, and date. The Crimson Swords had several accolades named in that manner, and this is yet more evidence of plate hunting. The Watch does not sell accolades, nor do they tolerate them on the open market. As a Custodian, I feel that it is my duty to return these plates to the Watch, and that is a duty that I intend to fulfill. However, the nearest stronghold is in Fel Sadanis, and as we have no intention of going back there, they are ours to use for the moment.”

 

He nodded to himself, not waiting for the crowd’s reaction. “Also, there are the duplicates to consider. For bronzeplate Guilders, any permanent accolade is essentially priceless. While specialized equipment might provide a greater boost, it can be equally expensive, if not more, unless you happen to be friends with the world’s best smith.” Rain nodded at Tallheart, getting another chuckle or two out of the crowd. “It also requires maintenance,” he continued. “Accolades do not. Only in extreme circumstances would most people sell one.

 

“If you are buying accolades, on the other hand, it makes much more sense to purchase a single tier-two rather than several tier-ones, due to the nature of the scaling. For this reason, full sets are considered a sure sign of plate hunting, or at least, a sign of having discovered a fallen party.” Rain sighed, running a hand through his hair. “One full set, I would believe, but two? And with the Watch accolades on top of it?” He shook his head. “Not likely.”

 

He raised his hands, sensing that the crowd was getting restless. “Anyway, I’m not trying to justify my decision to you. I’m well past that point. I just want to make it clear what having all of these accolades means. There are implications, particularly if the full list becomes known. One day, Ascension, too, might be accused of plate hunting, simply for having these.” Rain sliced his hand through the air. “This is why we will NOT discuss it. Not with outsiders. Not with provisional members. Not even with each other without wards to protect us.”

 

Rain looked over the crowd, which had become deathly silent. He continued, passion creeping into his voice. “My goal is for our organization to be a force for good in this world. A force for change. We must be better than the Watch. Better than the Guild. Certainly better than the Bank. Our character must be beyond reproach, and our reputation unstained. Pure. Even then, that is not enough. We are nowhere near the level of these organizations, and the world is not a safe place for the weak. We must build our strength until we are able to defend ourselves. We have to get stronger. These accolades will help us do that.”

 

“Yeah!” Carten yelled, clapping. After a moment, a few others joined in, then a few more. Rain raised his hands once more for silence, watching Ameliah in the corner of his eye. She nodded to him encouragingly, bolstering his confidence, and he nodded back. Here we go.

 

“Now we come to the crux of the matter,” he said, increasing his volume, though the complaints from his throat were becoming hard for even him to ignore any longer. “The codes are not set up to deal with the distribution of these accolades. There are some preliminary rules covering lairs cleared by the company, but nothing for combat against people. The closest thing we have is the provision for unexpected monster encounters while not on company business. The codes state, simply, that everything goes to the party involved. Therefore, as I see it, the accolades belong to Tallheart, Ameliah, and myself, to do with as we please.”

 

“So give ‘em ta the company then!” Kettel yelled, jumping to his feet. “Share, like ye said ye would! Besides, I helped, didn’t I? I lobbed a Firebolt at ‘em! I should get, like, two for that! At least!”

 

“Kettel, depths take you, sit down!” Vanna shouted, suddenly pushing herself out of her chair and whirling to stare at him over the heads of the crowd.

 

Kettel shifted his gaze to her, balling up his fists and opening his mouth, but she cut him off.

 

“Stop acting like a child,” she snapped.

 

“Wha?” Kettel shouted back. “Say tha’ again!“

 

“Sit. Down.” Vanna’s voice was arctic. “Rain isn’t finished yet. Stop interrupting.”

 

“I gotta right ta’ talk,” Kettel said hotly. “I’m jus’ sayin’ what everyone’s thinkin’.”

 

“That’s it,” Vanna snapped. “Sit down, or I’m fining you a thousand credits.”

 

Kettel snorted incredulously. “You can’t do that,” he said, crossing his arms.

 

“She can, actually,” Rain said forcefully, attempting to regain control. He softened his tone, conveying disappointment. “Kettel. Please.”

 

“Fine,” Kettel said, dropping back into his seat with a huff.

 

“Anyway,” Rain said, shaking his head. That kid is a lot of work. He cleared his throat again. “We do intend to share the accolades with the company eventually; however, now is not the time. We have another plan for them. As I said, Ascension is not strong enough to defend itself against the threats we face. Because they were plate hunters, the Crimson Swords were silver level. Other than Ameliah and Tallheart, we are all bronze at best. We need more silverplates. Two are not enough to keep the rest of us safe.”

 

Rain spread his hands in front of him. “We’re working on it, obviously. Awakening our members is the purpose of Ascension, after all. However, it is going to take time for us to get there. Time we don’t have.” He sighed. “In all honesty, we have been lucky to have done as well as we have so far. This company is barely a month old, and already we have added fifteen new awakened to our midst. Now, with access to the depths, we have the opportunity to awaken many more. We will do this, but it is not going to be nearly as fast as some of you are expecting.”

 

He paused. “Unless some of us skip the line.” He held out his hand. “What I am proposing is this. Ameliah, Tallheart, and I are going to take these accolades, and we are going to use them to delve. Just the three of us. Where we are going, it will be all that the two of them can do to protect me. Bringing more people is out of the question, let alone a full party. With these accolades, I just might be able to survive long enough for them to get me to silver.” Rain closed his fist. “I will gain the strength required to carry you. That is my promise.”

 

The reaction of the crowd was mixed. A few people clapped, others cheered, and some looked unsure or even angry. Rain hid his frown as he waited. Eventually, things died down and a single hand went up, though not one that he’d expected.

 

Rain pointed. “Yes, Meloni?”

 

She rose, glancing at Jamus, then cleared her throat. “I…don’t like this. What if…what if you get yourself killed?”

 

A deep rumble stopped Rain before he could reply, and he turned to see Tallheart push himself up from the wall.

 

“Rain will not die,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “I will not allow it.”

 

“Well, you heard Tallheart, so that’s that,” Ameliah said, clapping her hands as she stood. [Sorry, Rain. I know you didn’t want us to interfere, but enough is enough.]

 

She lithely hopped up onto the stage, casually spinning in mid-air to land beside him before laying a hand on his shoulder. “Rain is a better person than I am,” she said, addressing the crowd. “He insisted on trying to make you understand, rather than just telling you how it was going to be. We’re doing this. If you have a problem with it, you can direct your complaints to Tallheart.”

 

Tallheart rumbled. “No. You can not.”

 

A barking laugh from Carten broke the tension, and then, amazingly, the majority of the room joined him. Ameliah squeezed Rain’s shoulder lightly, and he felt the anxiety drain out of him. “Come on,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”

 

“Hang on a second,” Rain whispered, running through his plan in his mind. “I still need to talk about the equipment we recovered, and then the changes to the codes, and then—Ameliah, that’s starting to hurt.“

 

Ameliah loosened her grip slightly. “You don’t have to do everything in one day, fluff brain,” she whispered. “You got through the hardest part. Take the win.”

 

“I…” Rain paused, then smiled. No, she’s right. “Okay.”

 

“Good,” Ameliah said, as he allowed her to guide him from the stage. “Nice work, by the way. For you, that was a really good speech.”

 

Rain blinked. “What do you mean, ‘for me’?”
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“Sleep,” Ameliah commanded. When Rain nodded, she narrowed her eyes, then pulled the door shut, sealing it firmly behind her.

 

Rain sighed, letting his head fall back to the pillow. It was surprisingly comfortable, as was the mattress. Both were stuffed with down and quite expensive by commoner standards, but not so much for adventurers. The sheer luxury of it felt bizarre after so long getting by with just a bedroll, but that didn’t stop him from snuggling beneath the blankets.

 

The soft bed was simply a sign that things were about to change. The camp would become more. It would be a fortress, with the only significant issue being the lack of water in the hills. Even that could be mitigated.

 

Perhaps a pipeline, or a really deep well, or—

 

Rain shook his head against the pillow.

 

I’m doing it again.

 

He closed his eyes, blocking out the ever-present light.

 

Furniture is an issue. It creates the possibility of shadows. Taking the bed as an example, it doesn’t have legs, so nothing can spawn under it, but it can still cast a shadow. That was why I wanted two light sources in here, not just one. Also, I need to find a better backup than that oil lamp. I wonder why evertorch juice doesn’t work in—

 

Rain shook his head again. Stop.

 

This sequence repeated several times until Rain managed to get a leash on his racing thoughts. It was difficult, and not just because he’d been abusing Focus. He had a lot on his mind. Gradually, he packed his worries away—inspecting each one, comprehending it, and then filing it for later. There was nothing he needed to do right now except sleep. Ameliah was right. He couldn’t do it all in one day. Trying was idiotic. Inefficient. Disorderly.

 

Rain’s thoughts grew hazy as he sunk further into the mattress.

 

Dis…order. Disorder…

 



 

Rain woke with a groan, opening his eyes to see a dark, cloudy sky through the glass ceiling. His body felt sluggish, and his mind like it had been stuffed with wool.

 

So basically, back to normal.

 

Like an old man, he worked himself up into a sitting position, realizing as he did that he was still wearing the same clothes he’d had on when he’d given his speech. He flicked on his HUD, checking the time. That had been eleven hours ago. It was the middle of the night.

 

A quick blast of Purify took care of his full bladder, which was fortunate, as seconds later there was an unexpected noise that made him jump horribly.

 

Rain poked his head over the side of the bed, searching for whatever terrifying monster was waiting there to murder him, then relaxed as he saw Ameliah. She’d replaced his bedroll with her own and was snuggled into the crack where the mattress met the floor with her eyes closed. Her hair was draped over her face in a tangled mess, and as Rain watched, she scrunched up her nose, then puffed a few strands of it out of her mouth. After a moment, she sighed deeply, her breathing becoming deep and even once more.

 

Rain smiled. Beautiful, kind, strong, and now adorable too? She is so far out of my league it’s ridiculous. What does she see in me?

 

Carefully, he lowered himself back down to his pillow, using Detection to check the camp’s status. Everything seemed to be in order, but he knew that he wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep after resting for as long as he had. That meant he had to find something to occupy him until morning, as he didn’t dare to try and slip free of the room for fear of waking Ameliah. She needed her rest just as much as he did.

 

Fortunately, there were plenty of things he could work on right here. He raised his hands, summoning a terminal and keyboard as he did, then typed in a pair of commands.

 





	
>setmarker softbed

>ptrack vestvall softbed

error: ref

>










 

Ah. Error: ref, is it?

 

Rain sighed.

 

Damn it, me. You couldn’t have made the name more descriptive?

 

He sighed again.

 

Well, it wasn’t marker_not_found, so that means… Right. It’s probably because I’m missing the armor. Let’s see here…

 

Rain’s fingers wiggled for a few minutes.

 





	
Progression Tracker [0.5.2]
marker_1: vestvall [27th Winternight]

marker_2: softbed [2nd Fallow]

span: 6.62 days

 

Tolerances

Focus: 114 -> 146 (+32)

Clarity: 163 -> 171 (+8)

Attribute Buff: 171 -> 177 (+6)

 

Synchronization

Endurance: 37% -> 40% (+3%)

 

Equipment

[Removed] Dark Revenant’s Armor: -50 Dark Resistance

[Removed] Ascension Cold Tin Ring: -20 Cold Resistance










 

There we go.

 

Rain steepled his hands against his chest as he looked over the results shown in the dialog.

 

Hmm. So the lesson here is: limit break is great for breaking limits. Thirty-two points of Focus tolerance in six days and change? Hot damn.

 

…

 

Should I abuse this? Probably not. There could be long-term effects that I don’t know about.

 

…

 

Am I gonna abuse it anyway?

 

…

 

I really shouldn’t…

 

Rain snorted softly, laughing at himself.

 

I’ll talk to Ameliah about it. She has more experience with this kind of thing. Her opinion is more reliable than mine. Anyway, for now, I’ll take it easy. Let’s see what else there is here… Endurance sync got a pretty good boost. All it took was getting completely dumpstered. No recovery sync, though, so that’s confirmation that external healing doesn’t count. No other syncs either…

 

Rain sighed.

 

I’ve been slacking. I need to start running in the mornings again, but there’s just so much to do... That’s it, I’m making myself a schedule. Exercise is good for mental health, so I’ll make the time. I can NOT let myself fall apart.

 

He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly.

 

I’m going to miss you, Dozer. Character.

 





	
Richmond Rain Stroudwater

 





	
CLASS


	
LVL


	
CAP





	
Dynamo


	
18


	
18





	
EXP


	
NEXT


	
TOTAL





	
22,749


	
22,750


	
1,614,832










 

Vitals





	
 


	
CUR


	
MAX


	
RGN





	
HP


	
2,000


	
2,000


	
400/d





	
SP


	
409


	
600


	
500/d





	
MP


	
5,100


	
5,100


	
2.8/s










 

Attributes





	
130/177


	
EFF


	
TOTAL


	
BASE


	
BUFF


	
SYN





	
STR


	
19


	
50


	
10


	
40/40


	
38%





	
RCV


	
19.6


	
40


	
10


	
30/30


	
49%





	
END


	
12


	
30


	
10


	
20/20


	
40%





	
VGR


	
28.5


	
50


	
10


	
40/40


	
57%





	
FCS


	
10


	
10


	
10


	
0/146


	
100%





	
CLR


	
200


	
200


	
200


	
0/171


	
100%










 

Resistances





	
120/?


	
FLAT


	
PERCENT





	
HEAT


	
23.0


	
0%





	
COLD


	
3.0


	
0%





	
LIGHT


	
3.0


	
0%





	
DARK


	
3.0


	
0%





	
FORCE


	
3.0


	
0%





	
ARCANE


	
3.0


	
0%





	
CHEMICAL


	
103.0


	
0%





	
MENTAL


	
3.0


	
0%










 










 

Rain let his eyes rove over the screen, finding everything more or less as he expected. No error had occurred due to his missing armor. He’d fixed that particular bug in his character display weeks ago.

 

He clicked his tongue.

 

I’m going to have to tear this whole thing apart again to make it deal with accolades properly, aren’t I? I still don’t know where to add in the boosts… Do they go to the base attribute, or to the total? The effective? Bah, another problem for later. I need to bind them first…

 

Rain sighed. He could feel the Heat resistance accolade against his chest, the metal smooth on his skin beneath his shirt. He had wrapped some string around it to make a little harness, then tied it to the same leather cord that held the Malleable Ring.

 

One thousand resistance is a lot… I still don’t know if accolades cause soulstrain, and I’m starting to reconsider starting with this one. Maybe I should try a smaller one first.

 

Closing his eyes, he let his head sink deeper into the pillow.

 

No, it wouldn’t work like that. Tallheart would have warned me if it did. I can’t imagine someone clearing a lair and then having the system melt their brain by jamming an accolade down their throat. Slots are probably the only limitation…

 

…he said, before reenacting that scene from Scanners.

 

Rain sighed. I don’t even know if I’ll be able to get into my soul at all right now. I should probably just start there.

 

Carefully, he pulled the leather cord out through the collar of his shirt, concentrating on maintaining his link to the Malleable Ring. Once the accolade was free, he let it and the ring fall to his chest atop his shirt. As long as the plate wasn’t touching his skin, he wouldn’t end up bonding it accidentally. To hide it from view, he pulled up the covers, figuring that it would be safe enough. Even if he somehow dislodged the blanket and exposed the plate to greedy eyes, nobody was going to get past Ameliah, asleep or not.

 

Tallheart might be able to manage it. Rain smiled. Dollars to donuts, the Soften Steps accolade is how he’s been sneaking up on people. I’m onto you, bub. Trying to give me one of your accolades without me realizing it. You’re not nearly as sneaky as you think you are.

 

…

 

Damn it, I just lost the game.

 

Rain let his amusement linger for a few moments, then gently pushed it away. More thoughts followed, and Rain shifted his perspective, visualizing them as waves on an ocean wracked by storm. The surface roiled, but the water below was calm—tranquil and undisturbed. That was where he placed himself, floating below the chaos and observing it from below. With each inhale, the surface calmed. With each exhale, he sunk lower, leaving his worldly cares behind.

 

All of his fears, all of his worries, all of his pain; it would all remain on the surface.

 

At the bottom, there was nothing but tranquility.

 

Breathe in.

 

Breathe out.

 

A flicker of pride in how much better he’d gotten at this threatened to shatter his focus, but it, too, was merely a wave upon the surface. Just another ripple. It could not disturb him, not down here.

 

In…

 

…and out.

 

In…

 

…and out.

 

…

 

…

 

…

 

Chaos.

 

Immediately, Rain was hurled back into his body, and he gasped as his head leapt from the pillow.

 

Damn!

 

He forced himself to relax, listening carefully to Ameliah’s breathing. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like his outburst had woken her, and after taking a few calming breaths, he sighed. That was worse than usual. I was afraid of this. I’m not giving up, though.

 

Closing his eyes again, he returned his thoughts to the ocean. It took four more attempts, but finally, he managed to break through without succumbing to the insanity. It was only after he’d built the Zero Bastion that he could spare another thought for just how difficult it had been this time. While his soul was always turbulent, the intensity of the chaos varied with his mental state and his mood. Given recent events, even getting this far was an accomplishment.

 

A spark of pride filled Rain, and the Bastion trembled. The chaos threatened to tear it apart, but Rain resisted, concentrating on a single concept, the same one that had created the Bastion in the first place.

 

Binary Divide.

 

Rain clung to that fundamental duality with all of his might. Zero was nothingness. Void. One was everything. Matter. Energy. Light. Feeling. Emotion. One was not chaos. One was what held the chaos at bay. It was a barrier, constructed of the ordered matter of his self. Of his essence.

 

The trembling stopped.

 

Rain didn’t loosen his grip. Instead, he tightened it further. In the past, he’d tried expanding his image of the Bastion to include more than just the simple duality of zero and one. He’d failed. The thing the Bastion needed wasn’t a more detailed image. What it needed was simple repetition.

 

Manipulating the wall of the Bastion, he began to change its shape. From one side, the chaos bulged inward, forming a teardrop intrusion. Larger and larger it grew, inflating like a balloon until it could grow no more, the outer walls shrinking to accommodate it. Rain squeezed, necking it down and then pinching it off completely, leaving a pearl of chaos encapsulated within the bubble of void.

 

Pearl.

 

Bastion.

 

Soul.

 

A sphere within a sphere within a sphere.

 

The Bastion trembled, as did the pearl, both essence-barriers beginning to destabilize from the strain. Before either could collapse, Rain shifted his perspective once more, wrapping his consciousness around the pearl.

 

BINARY DIVIDE!

 

The tiny bubble split, bursting into space and substance.

 

The Bastion’s perimeter exploded outward, driven by the pressure of the newly liberated void. It swelled against the chaos like a depth charge pushing back the sea. The outer membrane stretched to its limit, trying to contain it, then beyond. Ragged tears formed, and the expansion halted, then reversed. Before the walls could crash back down to nothingness and drown Rain in chaos, he seized the leftover essence from the second division and hurled it at the walls. With his will, he forced it to merge with them, mending the tears.

 

The shrinking stopped.

 

Everything was still once more.

 

The Bastion held. It was larger now—stronger than it had been before. Volume grew as radius cubed, while surface area grew as radius squared. With two units of essence and two units of void, the mathematics were clear. The Bastion would not fall.

 

If Rain had had a mouth, he would have smiled. Nailed it! That was easier than I th—

 

With only the smallest warning, the bubble trembled, then popped.

 

Rain let out a tired sigh as he found himself in his body once more. Apparently, things hadn’t been quite as stable as he’d thought. If he wanted to think in full sentences inside the Bastion, he clearly had a bit more work to do. Despite the failure, however, this was progress. He’d gotten there once, and the theory was proven. It had been stronger after two repetitions, there was no doubt about that, and if it was stronger after two, then, well…

 

Time to grind.

 



 

Four hundred ninety-five.

 

…

 

Four hundred ninety-six.

 

…

 

Four hundred ninety-seven.

 

…

 

Four hundred ninety-eight.

 

…

 

Four hundred ninety-nine.

 

…

 

Five hundred.

 

…

 

Five hundred and— You know what? No. I’m taking a break.

 

Rain let his consciousness drift away from the wall, moving toward the center and leaving a swirling trail through the white mist.

 

Things had changed.

 

The Bastion was still a sphere, but where before it had been a sphere in concept, now it was a sphere in a much more physical sense.

 

Geometry was a thing now.

 

It hadn’t been before, even though Rain had been pretending that it was. In building the Bastion, he was defining his own reality, as insane as that sounded. When his awareness had been subsumed in the chaos, his soul had no dimensionality whatsoever. No center. No edge. No up or down or inside or any of that real-world nonsense. Rain’s mind, however, knew those concepts and brought them along for the ride when he’d begun purifying—for lack of a better word—his essence. He was writing the rules for how his soulscape worked, and the image he’d chosen included geometry. Therefore, it had it.

 

Had Rain’s consciousness had temples, he would have rubbed at them, massaging away a headache that couldn’t exist without a head. Instead, he settled for a sort-of side-to-side wobble, making the mist swirl and dance.

 

All of this is confusing as hell. At least things are stable enough now that I can actually think down here. I just wish I had someone to explain any of this to me. Aren’t I supposed to have found myself a Dumbledore by this point? What kind of fantasy adventure is this, anyway? I demand a refund.

 

Rain wobbled again. Bah. He gently nudged his thoughts in a more productive direction, reviewing what he’d learned so far.

 

Things had been straightforward at first. He’d reformed the Bastion without issue and then repeated his trick, bringing himself up to two essence. Another conversion got him to three, and then another to four. At that point, he’d tried purifying two essence at once and had failed horribly. Undeterred, he’d started again, this time trying to skip three and go straight to four, intent on doubling each time. That had failed even harder, and after a few more fruitless attempts, he’d given it up and resigned himself to adding only one essence at a time.

 

That had gone swimmingly for a while, with each conversion being easier than the last, but then, things had started to get…weird.

 

As he’d neared one hundred units of essence, the concepts of light, darkness, and color had begun seeping into his reality. Rain didn’t have eyes, but that didn’t seem to matter. Somehow, he could see anyway. Essence was matte white, while the chaos was a violent puke-orange kind of color. Void was black, smoky, and yet somehow transparent. It was odd.

 

His point of view—mind, consciousness, core, whatever—had become more defined. Before the appearance of color, he’d been able to perceive everything in the Bastion in a blurry omniscient sort-of way. Now, his vision was locked to a single point and direction, bringing him the ability to see detail but narrowing his focus. The gradual transition between the two had been disconcerting, to say the least.

 

His core was now acting like a physical thing. It had inertia, everyone’s favorite property of matter, and it glowed vibrantly, the color changing to reflect his thoughts. The glowing was a good thing, as he saw it. Light couldn’t exist without the concept of darkness, and it sure was dark in here.

 

All of that was strange, sure, but not really a problem. He was still able to manipulate the essence-matter with his perspective locked; the way that he did it had merely changed. Now it was more like…reaching out with invisible hands. He’d pull a bubble of chaos in through the wall, then squeeze it like a lemon until the void dripped free and he was left with a glob of essence.

 

The problem had come in when the void itself began to change its nature. At first, it had exerted pressure, inflating the bubble he’d built like a balloon. At around two hundred units, however, that had started to change. It had begun acting more like, well, nothing. To his perception, it had lost the feeling of having color, becoming transparent in truth. It had quickly worsened to the point that Rain had feared the Bastion would crumple like a submarine at the bottom of the Marianas Trench. To prevent that, he’d shrunk it down, thickening the walls.

 

Unfortunately, that hadn’t worked so well.

 

The Bastion’s stability seemed to correlate not only to the strength of the outer wall but also to the volume it enclosed. The smaller it was, the more it shuddered in response to his thoughts. When he made it bigger, the outer wall became too weak to stand up to the turbulent chaos. It began bending and rattling like aluminum siding in a hurricane. Not good.

 

To get around the issue, he’d shrunk the Bastion down as much as he dared, then spent a few hours trying to think as little as possible while he played with essence matter. Getting it to hold a shape had been the real difficulty. Once he’d finally managed to make beams that didn’t melt when he looked away, he’d spent another few hours welding a bunch of them together into a geodesic dome inside the Bastion’s outer skin.

 

This idea wasn’t anything new to him. In tenth-grade geometry, he’d given a presentation titled: Applications of the Tensegrity Vacuum Bottle in Fantasy Airship Design. He’d gotten an A.

 

He’d also gotten made fun of by the popular kids, but that was neither here nor there.

 

What mattered was that the pattern of triangles allowed you to build a stronger sphere using less material. It meant he could keep expanding the Bastion, pushing through the inflection point created by the loss of void pressure until the square-cube law took over once more. It was a shame that the added complexity made expanding the structure a giant pain in the ass.

 

Fortunately, Rain wasn’t working with that many polygons yet. While it was true that his sphere did look a bit like PS1 Hagrid, the structure was working. It was even strong enough now that he didn’t need to use each piece of converted essence immediately. At present, there were several dozen globules of it floating haphazardly in the mist, waiting their turn to be added to the triangular webbing.

 

Rain bobbed up and down uncertainly as he considered them. Should I add some cross-bracing? I wanted to get to a thousand units, but this might be enough. I just need this damn thing to hold together when I leave so I can come back and work on it again…

 

Exerting his will on one of the beams, Rain watched as the whole structure flexed alarmingly, conveying an ominous creaking noise despite his lack of ears.

 

Damn it.

 

He relaxed, removing the pressure.

 

I don’t think it’s there yet. I just wish I had some frame of reference. Is five hundred units a lot? How much chaos is out there, exactly? For all I know, I could stay in here for ten thousand years and not even unblock my first wood meridian.

 

Pink light flickered as Rain laughed at his own joke.

 

His thoughts were strange in here. Without his pesky physical body and all those icky hormones, his emotions flowed freely. He couldn’t really have a mood. Instead, he could shift from happy to sad to angry in an instant, depending only on what he was thinking about.

 

There was an advantage to existing as a being of pure thought. He could be sad, yes, but depressed? Not really. He didn’t have a brain, and thus it couldn’t wallow in a vat of misery juice for hours on end. Time would tell if that would remain true as he converted more and more essence.

 

Rain wiggle-shrugged.

 

Speaking of hours on end, it’s been…some number of them.

 

Damn, it would be nice if this place ran on soultime, but I tested that weeks ago. No such luck.

 

HUD!

 

…

 

Balls. Still nothing.

 

Rain’s color faded to a fearful blue.

 

How much longer do I have until someone wakes me up? I’ve made some fantastic progress… I don’t want to lose it all and have to start again, and I must be almost out of time.

 

He wobbled.

 

Maybe this is the wrong approach. If I’m going to lose all this anyway, what I should be doing is trying to understand. That way, I can do things faster next time. For example, what the hell is this damn mist supposed to be?

 

Focusing again on his surroundings, he paused. The mist had definitely gotten thicker since he’d first noticed it. That had been while he’d been trying to figure out how to stick two essence beams together. Its appearance seemed to be a function of time, more so than the quantity of essence he’d converted. At first, he’d thought it had been some of the chaos leaking in, but that wasn’t it. The chaos had a flavor, and that flavor could best be described as rage. The mist, on the other hand, tasted like…

 

Grape? Maybe raspberry?

 

Pink light flickered again as Rain laughed, spinning in a happy circle. He froze, gawping in golden wonder at the spiraling vortex that this had created. It was easier to see patterns in the smoke now that it was getting thicker.

 

He summarily promoted it to fog.

 

It almost seems like… Hang on a damn minute!

 

Rain stopped moving, then waited. The fog gradually calmed, but not completely. Even after he counted to sixty, it was still moving. Squinting as hard as a formless point of thought could squint, he swept his gaze around in a circle, then up and down. The fog was wafting gently away from him in all directions, despite the fact that he was completely motionless.

 

It’s coming from me! I was right! As I build structure, things start to emerge. My core is generating this stuff!

 

…

 

Is this what mana looks like inside the soul? I…don’t….hmm.

 

Hmm.

 

Hmmmmmmmm.

 

Okay, so I’m a glowing point of light that thinks and generates mana…

 

…and I live inside a domain that is really just more of me in a different form…

 

…

 

Am…

 

Am I a lair?

 

Rain flashed orange with irritation.

 

No! Never mind that! That’s silly. Damn it, even disembodied, I can’t stay on topic!

 

He did a few playful swoops to clear out his thoughts, then returned his focus to the problem at hand.

 

So this mist, I’ll assume it’s mana. It follows that there’s health-mist and stamina-mist too. All of that would be…where? All blended up with the chaos outside? What about my attributes like Strength and so forth? They’re properties of my soul, too, right? Shouldn’t they exist in here as…something? Or are those properties of my core? And what the hell is essence anyway? Is it experience? If not, what’s the difference? Where are my skills in this? I can still feel the patterns with Mana Manipulation back in my body, but I’ve never seen anything like that in here. Do skills live in the body and not the soul, or are they here and just too scrambled for me to see them? Are there other things mixed up in the chaos? Accolades, maybe? What about those damn trauma land mines I’ve been making out of my memories? Where are those?!

 

Rain blazed with scarlet frustration.

 

I HAVE SO MANY QUESTIONS!

 

The Bastion groaned, and one of the beams began to buckle under the pressure. Frantically, Rain pressed his core against it, shoving it back into place and holding it there until the horrible noise stopped. Wafting himself away, he admonished himself for his stupidity.

 

Ugh! This is confusing, and I hate it! I miss the system. It might not have had an instruction manual either, but I at least had some numbers to look at. All this metaphysical bullshit is driving me insane! As soon as I get blue boxes working in here, I’m building an essence panel or something… Ooh, maybe I can do that from outside.

 

…

 

I’m distracted again, aren’t I?

 

Rain let himself sink down to the bottom of the sphere, suddenly sad. His light turned blue, deepening and taking on a purple tinge.

 

I miss Dozer.

 

With a thought, he pulled all of the globs of essence with him, pretending like gravity existed, though it didn’t as of yet. He spent a few minutes glumping them together into a single blob. This only made his color deepen further, and in a fit of crimson rage, he kicked it away. Moments later, he was back to the sunny yellow of curiosity as he watched its passage through the mist.

 

So, this maybe-mana stuff. How can I tell that’s really what it is? I can’t access the system, so I can’t activate spells from in here like I could in soulspace. Damn. If I could do that, I could just try using some mana to see if it got used up.

 

Hmm.

 

It shouldn’t be JUST mana, right? If I’m right and my core is generating this fog, then it should actually be health, stamina, and mana, all mixed together, just much less of the other two. Can I filter it somehow? I could check the ratio to confirm—

 

What was that?

 



 

“Rain.” Ameliah sighed, walking over to the side of the bed. Gently, she placed a hand on Rain’s shoulder. “Hey. Wake up.” When he didn’t react, she jostled him slightly. “It’s time to get out of bed. Weren’t you the one who was complaining about there being too much to do? You’re really going to sleep all day?”

 

Rain’s head flopped to the side bonelessly. He still hadn’t shown a single sign that he’d heard her, and Ameliah’s face froze, concern worming its way into her mind. Urgently, she pressed her head against his chest, listening for—there it was. A heartbeat.

 

She sighed, closing her eyes. She raised her head, then shifted her weight so she was sitting on the edge of the bed.

 

“Come on, Rain. I need you to wake—“

 

Rain spasmed, almost tossing her off the bed as his body bucked beneath the blanket, his spine arching like a bridge over a narrow river. After a moment, he fell back to the bed, then groaned. He lifted a hand to his face, covering his eyes.

 

“Wow, okay. Didn’t miss this.”

 

“Rain?” Ameliah asked, leaning over him, having recovered from the shock. “Are you alright?”

 

Rain jerked again, opening his eyes. “Woah! Ameliah! You scared me!”

 

Ameliah snorted. “No, you’ve got that backward. You scared me. What the depths was that just now?”

 

“I—sorry. I was in my soul.” Rain hesitated, then grinned. “Ameliah, it was amazing! I figured out how to split the chaos into void and essence more than once, then I found a way to shape essence, then I made a geodesic sphere, and then there was this mist which I think was mana and…sorry.” He chuckled, then grunted, laboriously pushing himself up into a sitting position. “Maybe I should start with ‘good morning’.”

 

Ameliah smiled. This is the most Rain Rain’s been in weeks. “What did you not miss?”

 

“Huh?”

 

“It was the first thing you said when you woke up.”

 

“Oh.” Rain ran a hand through his hair, activating Purify moments later. “The headache. It was gone down there. I’ve had it for so long now that I’d almost forgotten what it was like to be without it.” He sighed. “It was nice. I was making some real progress.”

 

“I shouldn’t have disturbed you then,” Ameliah said, biting her lip.

 

Rain shook his head. “No, it’s fine. If anything, you should have woken me up hours ago. I’ll work on my soul more later. Wix wasn’t built overnight.”

 

Ameliah stood, allowing Rain to free himself from the blanket, then offered him a hand to help him to his feet. It hurt just watching him in the mornings, sometimes. She could barely imagine what he must be going through with his soul as damaged as it was. She looked up at the mid-morning sky for a moment and was caught by surprise as he suddenly wrapped his arms around her. She quickly returned the embrace, closing her eyes. It felt much better than it had yesterday, now that her soulstrain had faded away.

 

“Thank you,” Rain said into the side of her neck.

 

Ameliah released him, tilting her head as they broke apart. “For what?”

 

Rain smiled. “For everything. For saving me multiple times. For tolerating my stupid questions. For being my friend… Ameliah, I don’t deserve you. I’ve done nothing for you; all I do is take, take, take. From you, from Tallheart... I’m making both of you do all the work, and I can’t even… I want to be able to give you something back, but the only thing I could think of is a book, and it’s going to take me too long to—“

 

“Stop,” Ameliah said, cutting him off.

 

Rain stopped, breathing heavily as he stared at her.

 

“Do you really believe that?”

 

“What?”

 

“That you have nothing to offer,” Ameliah said, shaking her head. “You always do that. Talk down about yourself. You might not see it, Rain, but you’ve given me more than…” She looked away, her throat feeling suddenly tight. She hadn’t been prepared for this conversation.

 

“More than what?” Rain asked, sounding similarly affected.

 

“You’ve given me a home, Rain,” Ameliah said, meeting his eyes. “Tallheart, too. I’m sure he feels the same way. I have friends now. You, Tallheart, Jamus…the others. I haven’t had friends since…” She shook her head. “So stop it. Stop saying you haven’t given me anything. Now come on. I didn’t come in here to share my feelings. There’s work to be done.”

 

“I—” Rain began, rubbing at his neck. “No, you’re right. This isn’t the time for this. I need to go talk to… When did you move the door?”

 

Ameliah laughed, pulling aside the curtain that led to the room where Rain had stashed his desk. The wooden door that had been in the bedroom was now in here, leading out to the company hall. Additionally, there was another curtained passage on the far wall that led to the room she’d made for Tallheart. Some sheets of paper were scattered across the floor, having been blown off the table by the wind overnight.

 

“What?!” Rain gasped. He pulled free of her hand and rushed for them, falling to his knees. “How did this happen?!”

 

Ameliah’s brows knit together in confusion. Those papers, she knew, were nothing. It was just the ‘ruined’ sheets that Rain had left piled on the desk. The important stuff was with Vanna, who was still trying to make sense of the intimidatingly thick stack of rules he’d left her to sort through. Despite this, Rain looked as if he’d been personally attacked. As Ameliah watched, he scrabbled across the floor like a rat, collecting the papers as he muttered to himself.

 

She narrowed her eyes. “Rain?”

 

“Hmm?” Rain said, not looking at her.

 

She shook her head. “Have you noticed that you’ve been acting a bit…odd?”

 

“Odd how?” Rain asked, standing with an armful of papers. He moved to the table, then placed them down and began straightening them into a neat stack.

 

Ameliah gestured vaguely. “Odd like hanging blankets on the walls and sending Mlem to buy potted plants because they ‘tie the room together’. Odd like asking Tallheart to reforge a fork because one of the tines was slightly longer than the others.” She gave him a pointed look. “Odd like having a fit over a pile of trash on the floor.”

 

Rain blinked, looking up. “He told you about the fork?”

 

Ameliah nodded. “People have been noticing things, Rain. I thought it was just you trying to cope with what happened, but…are you okay?”

 

“I…no, I’m not okay, but I’m getting there.” He hesitated. “What are you trying to say?”

 

“Hmm,” Ameliah said to herself, walking over to the desk. She picked up the topmost page from the newly straightened pile, glanced at it to make sure it wasn’t anything actually important, then crumpled it up and tossed it on the floor.

 

Rain’s eyes widened as if he’d just watched her kick a puppy, and he dove after it.

 

“What did you do that for?!”

 

“To prove a point,” Ameliah said. “It’s trash, Rain.”

 

“No, it can be recycled!” He snapped, flattening the paper out on the ground. “Damn, it’s all crumpled now…”

 

“Rain, that level of reaction isn’t normal, no matter how expensive that paper is,” Ameliah said. “When you were in your soul…was there anything different? Anything that wasn’t supposed to be there?”

 

“I…what?” Rain asked, still fussing over the sheet of paper. With a visible effort, he looked up. “I told you about the mana mist. That’s pretty different.”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “Not like that. Something else. Something familiar.”

 

“I…don’t think so?” Rain said, getting up. He looked at the stack, perfectly aligned with the desk, then at the crumpled sheet in his hand, then back at her. His eyes widened as he made the connection.

 

Ameliah nodded. “Revive Bound Monster. Monster Taming, tier two.”

 

Rain sat hard against the side of the desk, letting the page fall to the ground. “That’s— I don’t have—no, that can’t be possible, can it? Maybe… Yes. If the system has a provision for it…then…”

 

Ameliah nodded. “There’s a hole in your paling, right? What if that let Dozer get into your soul somehow, after he died, even though you don’t have the skill. Now he’s… I don’t know. Influencing you somehow. Making you want to clean and sort things.”

 

“The link!” Rain gasped, pushing himself up off the desk. “The link is still there, Ameliah, but it isn’t leading anywhere! That’s just like when I was trying to find the link between my body and my soul! I can’t just follow it because it isn’t going to any one spot. It’s everywhere! Dozer’s not dead, he’s…blended up with the rest! I just need to strain him out of the chaos, and then…shit, how can I build him a new body without the skill?”

 

“One step at a time, Rain,” Ameliah said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “And don’t…” she shook her head. “You should prepare yourself in case we’re wrong. Some things ARE impossible.”

 

Rain shook his head stubbornly. “No! Depths take my eyes and call me a fool! I didn’t even realize how I’ve been acting!” He blindsided her with another hug, squeezing hard enough that she had to exhale sharply. Had she been unawakened, she would’ve likely had a few broken ribs from the experience. “Thank you, Ameliah! Thank you! I need to—”

 

There was a knock at the door, which opened before either of them could react. Romer entered, carrying Nibs in his arms. “Rain, Staavo wants to know—” He stopped, blinking. “Oops. I’ll, uh…come back later.”

 

Rain laughed, releasing Ameliah and dashing for the bedroom, ignoring Romer completely.

 

“Um…” Romer said awkwardly, “What just happened? Is he okay?”

 

“He’s fine,” Ameliah said, smiling.

 

He’s fine.
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138: Metal

                Tallheart rumbled, accepting the small wooden box the man behind the desk was offering him. Inside would be the Force Crysts he’d purchased back from the company. He turned away wordlessly, heading for the exit.

 

“Thanks, Smelt,” said Ellis from somewhere behind him. “That should be all we need for now.”

 

“Right.” Smelt cleared his throat, raising his voice slightly. “You’re welcome, I guess.”

 

Ellis laughed. “Don’t mind him. That was his thank-you rumble.”

 

“How can you tell?” Smelt asked.

 

Tallheart didn’t wait to hear Ellis’s response. He turned his head, ducking as he guided his antlers through the low doorway. He veered left, walking around the large group of humans practicing Swordplay under Samson’s direction. Over the past few days, Ameliah had knocked down the walls separating the company hall from the tavern and the old workshop, combining all three into one massive room. The stage where Rain had given his speech was gone. It was in the new tavern, he believed—on the other side of the kitchen and food storage rooms. He hadn’t bothered to investigate. The tavern was for the city humans. It held nothing of interest to him.

 

Tallheart frowned as he approached the northern wall. His smelter was set up here, larger now, and sunken partially into the ground. A large firebox was built into its side, threaded through with pipes of Thermalitic Bronze for better heat transfer. Nearby, charcoal had been piled beneath a table bearing various molds and tools for shaping molten rock. The smelter’s drain was set low to the ground opposite the firebox, near several neat rows of bricks that had been left there to cool. There was also a large pile of crushed ore nearby, ready to be added to the intake.

 

Everything was in order except for the group of four humans lounging nearby. They were supposed to be working. Instead, they were playing dice, seated on the ground and surrounded by their cast-off protective equipment. None of them noticed his approach until he was right on top of them.

 

“Hmm,” he rumbled, low and deep, making his discontent known.

 

“Ahhhh, shit,” Kalman said resignedly, looking up. There was a smudge of charcoal on his cheek. “Fun’s over.”

 

“Fun for you three,” said Corrin, the Geomancer. “The dice are against me today, yeah? I’m going to be on kitchen duty for the next month. Hello, Tallheart. Sorry, we were just taking a little break.”

 

“Tallheart,” said Taron, nodding respectfully before looking back at the others. “I’m not letting you out of it, Cor. The dice have spoken. You are officially the soup maid.”

 

Ellis appeared at Tallheart’s elbow, the former farrier having followed him from the storeroom. He smiled up at Tallheart, gesturing toward the dice game. “And that is why we’re not allowed to gamble with credits. Soup maid. Ha.”

 

Tallheart rumbled in vague agreement. He walked over to the smelter, then pressed a hand against it, sending his senses through the metal. He could barely feel the liquid, meaning that it was mostly nonmetallic. The response from what little metal there was told him that the tank was almost full. The humans were not taking a break because they had finished. They were neglecting their duty.

 

He shook his head slowly, then looked back at the seated workers. “Drain the excess, then continue adding ore.”

 

“Um, sure,” Corrin said. The Geomancer got up, then dusted himself off and walked over to the drain valve. “It’s just... Can you extend this spout a little further, please? I almost burned myself earlier. If it were longer, my hand wouldn’t have to be so close to the molten rock, yeah?” He paused awkwardly. “Don’t bother if it’s too much trouble.”

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, frowning as he placed a hand on the spout. It was troublesome, catering to everyone’s needs. He much preferred working alone. Focusing on the enchantment woven into the metal, he supported it with his will as he used his other skills to make the requested modification. Fortunately, Heat Copper was a simple alloy. It was easy to sculpt, even without tools.

 

“There,” he said, taking his hand away. “Do not let the stone cool in the spout. It will clog.”

 

“Right,” Corrin said. “Thank you.”

 

“Mmm.” How much longer will it be before he can use Stonemolding? Rain is going too easy on them.

 

“Uh… Excuse me? Tallheart?” the last of the humans said, her voice hesitant.

 

Tallheart turned to look at her silently. To his mild surprise, she didn’t shy away. Many of the humans had started doing that ever since he’d dealt with Hegar and Anton. Instead, she extended a hand.

 

“I’m trying to meet everyone,” she said. “I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Lana.”

 

“I know who you are,” Tallheart said, considering her hand.

 

“Oh, sorry Lana,” Ellis said, stepping forward. “I should have told you. You’re supposed to bow. Cervidians don’t really—”

 

Tallheart rumbled, taking the woman’s hand with extreme care. Humans. He shook it gently, then released her.

 

“She’s a provisional member now,” Taron said, though no one had asked. “I know because I ran her combat test. She’s actually pretty good with a staff for someone with no training.”

 

Tallheart turned away, heading for the metal-banded wooden door in the northern wall. It led to a set of curved stone stairs that descended to the workshop.

 

“Compared to you, everyone is good with a staff,” Kalman said behind him.

 

“Hey!” Taron protested. “I let her trip me! Rain said to go easy.”

 

“Wait, he did?” Lana asked. “I don’t want any special treatment…”

 

“Don’t worry about that, Lana,” Corrin said. “He said to go easy on everyone. As long as you’re in decent shape, we can teach you the rest, yeah?”

 

“Oh,” Lana said, sounding relieved. “Okay then.” There was a pause, then she raised her voice. “It was nice meeting you, Tallheart!”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled, not looking back.

 

“Is he always like that?” Lana whispered, likely thinking her voice too low for him to hear.

 

“Pretty much,” Corrin whispered back. “He doesn’t like strangers.”

 

“That’s putting it mildly,” Kalman replied at a normal volume.

 

Tallheart shook his head slowly, opening the door. Foolish.

 

“Hang on, Tallheart,” Ellis said. The crate he was carrying clinked in his haste. “I need to bring these down there.”

 

Tallheart grunted, leaving the door ajar and beginning his descent into the earth. The walls transitioned from dirt to stone as the stairs curved in a tight arc. Ameliah hadn’t dug down that far, just enough to shield the company’s crafters from casual divination. Even a few hands of earth were sufficient to block Scrying Pool. It wouldn’t stop something like Piercing Gaze or Eavesdrop, but local Diviners weren’t the concern. Rain suspected that the Watch was observing them from Fel Sadanis.

 

Paranoia. Good.

 

Tallheart shook his head. More elaborate precautions would have to wait. The only counter-divination runes he knew were those to prevent targeted tracking. He had an extensive network of them built into his armor for obvious reasons, but he’d never felt the need to learn how to ward an area. It was easier to just move on whenever he was discovered.

 

He frowned. Things have changed. Perhaps it is time to learn.

 

…

 

It would require Arcane Crysts. I already have a use for the two that are left. Troublesome.

 

A wave of hot air washed over him as he entered the workshop, almost directly below where the humans had been playing their game. He took a moment to look around. Staavo was over by the anvil, and Myth and Reason were having a conversation in Vejik at a workbench covered with alchemical equipment. Romer was also there, hunched over a much cleaner station and working on something Tallheart couldn’t see, likely one of his runestones.

 

Tallheart tilted his head, considering. His antlers easily cleared the high ceiling, which had been designed with them in mind. A Crystless anti-divination ward is impossible in every metal that I know. Perhaps it could work in stone, however. I am not sure. I could ask him...

 

Tallheart sighed softly. No. He could not inscribe it, even if he could uncover the sequence. He is too inexperienced. 

 

Knowing Ellis wasn’t far behind him, Tallheart moved out of the doorway, walking toward the rapidly spinning generator on the far side of the room. It was tied into a flywheel, which, in turn, was coupled to the steam engine. All of this together took up the entirety of the back wall. Despite the constant motion, a quiet rattle was all that could be heard. The noise of the machinery was being suppressed by the Muffler—in retrospect, a waste of precious Arcane Crysts.

 

The engine itself was quieter now, regardless. They’d made various improvements, one of which was a method for recycling the steam. The return pipe was made of bronze, and it snaked back and forth like the entrails of a dead animal. That had been another of Rain’s ideas, given in a rare moment when he hadn’t been hidden away in his room meditating. He called it a condenser, and it was working well enough that they no longer needed to refill the water tank every few hours.

 

Approaching the boiler, Tallheart peered at the pressure gauge, then frowned. The steam engine got its heat from the molten contents of the smelter, the bottom half of which descended through the ceiling nearby. The two tanks were connected by a heat exchanger made of Thermalitic Bronze. It wasn’t anything fancy, just a solid bar that passed through the wall of the smelter and into the side of the boiler. He had enchanted it to allow the rate of heat conduction to be adjusted—and to not melt, of course.

 

Nudging aside the fabric-like insulation, Tallheart touched the bar with a finger. He used Mana Manipulation to access the control runes and increase the bar’s thermal resistance. While he was at it, he also refilled its capacitance rune and the capacitance rune of the smelter itself.

 

There was a clatter of glass from behind him as Ellis set down his burden. “Here you go, guys. These are all the bottles Smelt had. He’ll ask Mlem to pick up more from the city.”

 

“Thank you,” Myth said. “This should do for now.”

 

“You’re welcome,” Ellis said, then sneezed.

 

Tallheart frowned, then walked to the flywheel and pulled a nearby lever. The remnants of the Forgewagon’s drivetrain engaged and a blast of cold air rushed into the room through a vent in the ceiling, drawn in by a steel fan.

 

“Hey!” Staavo yelled, spinning around to glare at him. “I was finally getting warm!”

 

Tallheart shook his head, then jerked his chin in Ellis’s direction. “Unawakened.”

 

“So?” Staavo asked.

 

“Fumes,” Tallheart said, gesturing to the valves protruding from the bottom of the smelter’s tank.

 

“Bah,” Staavo said, waving a hand. “That’s what healers are for.” He grumbled to himself, turning back to the anvil.

 

“Thanks for worrying about me, Tallheart,” Ellis said, moving over to join him near the flywheel. “Now that you have the Crysts, are you going to make the Force Steel? Can I watch?”

 

Tallheart considered silently, then sighed. “You may watch, but you must remain silent.”

 

“Thanks,” Ellis said, beaming.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled, moving toward the anvil. Staavo was still there. In the way. “Move.”

 

“Rude,” Staavo said, not even turning around. “I’m working here.”

 

“Work elsewhere,” Tallheart said.

 

Staavo sighed, setting down the pliers he was holding. He turned, planting his fists on his hips. “I would if you made me my own anvil and tools! How many times do I need to ask? I am starting to think all that hammering has made you deaf.”

 

Tallheart clenched his teeth. That is enough. I will not tolerate this. Not today.

 

He shook his head as he spoke, raising his pitch to imitate a human voice. “Make me a shovel, Tallheart, for I do not wish to walk to the city to buy one. My toes are cold, Tallheart, make me a heater plate for my room. Make me an anvil, Tallheart, so I can pretend that I know how to use it.” He let his voice return to normal. “That is how you sound. You are not a smith. You do not need an anvil. Move.”

 

“Listen here, you—” Staavo began.

 

“Staavo, please, don’t argue with him,” Ellis cut in. “He’s a little stressed right now.”

 

“I am not stressed,” Tallheart said.

 

“You are,” Ellis said.

 

Tallheart’s frown deepened. “Out,” he said, his voice becoming harder than steel. “Everyone.”

 

Ellis winced. “Sorry, I just—”

 

“Now,” Tallheart said, hearing chairs scraping behind him.

 

“I’m not moving,” Staavo said stubbornly, crossing his arms.

 

Tallheart narrowed his eyes.

 



 

Rain sighed, rubbing at his neck. “I’ll talk to him, but honestly, I think I’m on Tallheart’s side. I had no idea people were bothering him that much.”

 

Vanna nodded. “All the same, he went too far.”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said, shaking his head tiredly.

 

“You don’t look so good, Rain,” Vanna said. “Meditation isn’t sleep.”

 

“I know,” Rain said, opening the door to the stairwell. “Trust me, I know.”

 

Leaving Vanna behind, Rain descended the stairs, hearing Jamus’s voice through the door at the bottom, which was ajar. He pushed it open the rest of the way, spotting the orange-robed mage sitting on a stool near Tallheart, who was standing hunched over a workbench with his back to him.

 

“You can’t throw an old man like that, Tallheart, no matter how much he deserves it,” Jamus said, looking up mid-sentence as Rain shut the door.

 

“I did not throw him,” Tallheart said over the rhythmic scratching of a Telscribe.

 

“He says you did,” said Jamus. ‘Help,’ he mouthed, motioning Rain over.

 

“Tallheart,” Rain said, clearing his throat. “What happened?”

 

There was a click as Tallheart set down the Telscribe, then he turned to look at Rain, his face unreadable. “You already know.”

 

Rain sighed. “Yes, I do. Ellis told me.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, shaking his head.

 

Jamus glanced awkwardly at Tallheart, then looked back at Rain. “How is Staavo?”

 

Rain shook his head. “He’s pretty pissed, but he isn’t hurt. His prosthetic fell off when he went down, but it didn’t break or anything.” The door behind him opened, and Rain jumped, turning to see Ameliah. He nodded to her, then turned back around.

 

“That is a relief,” Jamus said. He shook his head, then glared at Tallheart. “That doesn’t make it okay. Staavo is my friend, too, you know.”

 

Tallheart rumbled, a note of annoyance entering his voice as he spoke. “As I have said, Jamus, I did not throw him.”

 

Ameliah placed her hand in the middle of Rain’s back, moving up to stand next to him. “It wasn’t that bad. Ellis said it was more…a toss. Like a sack of potatoes.”

 

Tallheart frowned, looking away.

 

Rain sighed, pinching his forehead. “Jamus is right, Tallheart. You can’t do that to a person, even if they deserve it.”

 

Tallheart rumbled unhappily, turning around and picking up his Telscribe once more. “I will apologize tomorrow.” The scratching sound resumed. “I wish to be alone.”

 

Ameliah’s hand left Rain’s back as she walked forward. “Tell us what’s bothering you, Tallheart. What’s really bothering you.”

 

Tallheart didn’t respond, and Jamus stood, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Staavo irritates me too, sometimes, but this seems like more than that. What’s going on?”

 

The scratching stopped, and Tallheart sighed.

 

Rain moved forward, speaking in the awkward silence. “I told Vanna to have people give you more space. There won’t be any more silly requests.” He paused. “I’m sorry again about the fork.”

 

Tallheart set down his tool and turned around. “That is not the problem.” He shook his head, frowning as he corrected himself. “Not the only problem.” He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Today was her birthday.”

 

“Oh,” Rain said, feeling as if he’d been clipped by a passing car. He shared a look with Ameliah and Jamus, who’d had similar reactions.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “It is not an excuse. I should not have lost my temper.”

 

“It’s okay,” Rain said, stepping closer. “Birthdays are…hard.”

 

“Yes,” Ameliah said, wrapping her arm around Tallheart’s shoulders. “We’ll make sure nobody bothers you for the rest of the day.”

 

Tallheart shook his head, gently pushing her arm away. “Foolish. There is work to be done.”

 

“It’s okay to take a day off,” Rain said.

 

Tallheart snorted. “Take your own advice.”

 

Jamus chuckled. “He has a point, Rain. You look like someone punched you in both eyes. Have you been sleeping enough?”

 

“Everyone keeps asking me that,” Rain said. “You know the answer.”

 

Ameliah sighed as Tallheart turned back to his workbench, then looked at Rain. “Have you made any progress at all?”

 

Rain shook his head. “The Bastion still falls apart when I try to leave. I can feel Dozer in the chaos now, but I don’t have anywhere safe to put him, even if I could find a way to—sorry. Tallheart probably doesn’t want to hear this right now.”

 

“It is fine,” Tallheart said. “Today is just a day like any other. She would have laughed at me if she saw me like this. She always said I was too sentimental.”

 

“Maybe tell us a story about her?” Jamus said. “A happy one? I find that it helps to remember good times, even if it hurts.”

 

Tallheart shook his head. “Not today.”

 

The scratching of the Telscribe began again, and Rain peered over Tallheart’s shoulder to see what he was working on. It was a breastplate—made of bronze.

 

Huh.

 

“Ask your question,” Tallheart said, not looking up.

 

Mindreader. Rain smiled softly. “It’s okay, Tallheart. I’ll ask later. Come on, Ameliah, Jamus, let’s give him some space.”

 

“It is alright,” Tallheart said. “I have changed my mind. I do not wish to think of the past. Your questions will keep me in the present.”

 

“Uh oh,” Ameliah said, forcing a smile. “Now you’ve done it, Tallheart. He’s got question permission now.” She turned to Jamus. “Run while you can. Save yourself.”

 

“Pshaw,” Jamus said. “I’ll stay. I need to witness this.”

 

“Witness what?” Ameliah asked.

 

“Rain breaking the record,” Jamus answered. “Carten and I have started keeping track of the highest number of consecutive questions he’s asked without pausing to breathe.”

 

Ameliah’s smile became genuine as she laughed. “What’s his current best?”

 

“Five,” Jamus said. “His lung capacity is improving.”

 

Tallheart rumbled with amusement.

 

“I hate you all,” Rain said, smiling to show he wasn’t serious. Nice work lightening the mood, you two.

 

“Go on, Rain,” Ameliah said, moving behind him to massage his shoulders. “You can get to six. I believe in you.”

 

Rain snorted. “I refuse to play this game.” He sighed as Ameliah removed her hands. That actually felt really nice. “Just one question to start, Tallheart. You’re sure you don’t mind?”

 

“Yes,” Tallheart said. “Next question.”

 

Rain smiled. “Why bronze?”

 

“Thermalitic Bronze,” Tallheart said. “It is an alloy of about nine parts Heat Copper and one part Cold Tin. It is the best surface metal for most enchantments dealing with either Heat or Cold. I am using it as the central core, which I will then cover with Chemical Pewter before adding a final layer of Force Steel. I would like to go further, but I lack the materials. Arcane Crysts would help significantly, but I would need…hmm…at least ten.”

 

“Here it comes,” Jamus said, pulling away from Rain and raising his hands as if to ward off an explosion. He looked at Ameliah. “You see how he’s begun vibrating?”

 

Rain swatted at him. “Anyway, Tallheart, I get that different materials have different elemental alignments based on their intrinsic runes, but—”

 

“Hold on,” Ameliah said, cutting in. “What’s an intrinsic rune? I’ve heard the term here and there, but I’ve never gotten a coherent explanation for what it means.”

 

“Every material has a rune,” Tallheart said. “For metals, that includes alloys. I am the wrong person to ask about other things, though I have some knowledge.” He picked up the unfinished breastplate, then set it aside, replacing it with a sheet of paper that he stole from a neighboring workbench. “This is the rune for copper,” he said, sketching quickly with a stub of charcoal. “And this is the rune for elemental Heat. There is a rune for each of the eight elements.”

 

“Yes,” Jamus said, nodding. “I knew that.”

 

“Heat Copper is made by combining the correct ratio of powdered Crysts and molten metal.” Tallheart continued. “Anyone may do this, but without the proper alchemical skills, the result will be poor.” He drew another rune, then pointed at it. “When the materials are combined, the rune changes. Note the similarities. If done poorly, it will be distorted, like this.” He drew another rune.

 

“Okay…” Ameliah said. “And the intrinsic rune is important because…?”

 

“It must match the runes used in the enchantment,” Tallheart said, continuing to draw. Rain blinked, then smiled. Some of the shapes were already starting to wiggle ever so slightly. He was looking forward to Ameliah’s reaction when she noticed, assuming she didn’t know what was coming.

 

“This is the sequence for Heat resistance,” Tallheart said. “It is made from the Heat rune, as well as several others. If I want to add Heat resistance to Heat Copper, the alignment with the intrinsic rune will result in a stronger enchantment. It is not so in iron.” He pointed at the page. “This one. See how the shape is different?”

 

“Not really,” Jamus said, squinting.

 

“Hmph,” Tallheart said, adding yet more runes to the page. “This is the rune for Cold Tin. If I tried to add Heat resistance to Cold Tin, the enchantment would not hold. The runes are in opposition. Thermalitic Bronze, however, preserves the properties of both Heat and Cold.” Tallheart began another rune, this one breathtakingly complex. The harder Rain looked at it, the more it seemed to change.

 

“Tallheart, how are you doing that?” Ameliah asked, staring.

 

Rain smiled. Ha.

 

“I am not doing anything,” Tallheart said. “Runes become more difficult to read as they become more complex. It appears to move because you do not understand its meaning. It has also been written on paper, which means it will degrade. It will not last much longer.”

 

“Crazy, right?” Rain said. “I still haven’t gotten over it.” He pointed at the notebook. “It shouldn’t be possible, but there it is. It’s like an optical illusion, but way worse.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said.

 

“My head hurts already,” Jamus said. “Rain, have you written a Common Knowledge article on runes?”

 

“No,” Rain said. “I started to, but a pamphlet won’t do it. I think I’d need a whole book to do this justice.”

 

“Many books,” Tallheart said.

 

“I’m starting to regret asking, honestly,” Ameliah said. “Is it too late to run?”

 

“Things are, hmm, different if you do not add the Cryst to the alloy, but instead use it as a focus,” Tallheart said, ignoring her as he set down the piece of charcoal. “Sometimes, it is necessary. It requires fewer starting materials and is less dependent on the metal, but the enchantment will be unstable. The Cryst will eventually fail, at which point it will need to be replaced. Hmm. What else? Some enchantments do not require Crysts at all. Hardness. Durability. Weight. Permeability. Hmm. Even basic capacitance runes. These can be done with Tel alone in most metals, though not all. The higher-tier runes require—”

 

“Stop, please,” Ameliah said, raising a hand. “Me understand. Fire metal good for big fire magic. Kill many monster.”

 

Tallheart snorted, and Rain smiled at Ameliah. “Tallheart likes talking about runes—once he gets going, anyway.”

 

The smith’s face returned to impassivity as he tilted his head. “Or perhaps I have learned that if I do not explain fully, certain people will never stop asking questions.”

 

“It is a bit of both, I think,” said Jamus mildly. “Incidentally, Ameliah, that was a wonderful impression of Rain from a few months ago.”

 

“Thank you,” Ameliah said, bowing.

 

Rain smiled. “Anyway, Tallheart. Thermalitic Bronze is good for Heat and Cold, and you are using two other metals for Chem and Force, making three layers. My question is, don’t you have to use less of each metal to keep the armor thin enough? Won’t that limit the enchantment?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “Yes and no. Do you know how equipment slots work?”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said, nodding. “I asked Staavo about that one a while ago.”

 

Tallheart frowned. “What did he tell you?”

 

Rain shrugged. “A person only has a limited number of slots for magical gear. You can obviously carry as many swords as you want, within reason, but you can only activate the bonus from two at a time—some bullshit about the interaction with the soul or whatever. Anyway, there are twenty slots, not including temporary charms and stuff. Two weapons, ten rings, one amulet, chest, legs, feet, hands, head, underwear, and overwear. That’s it.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “Good enough.”

 

“I have a question,” Jamus said, raising a hand. “Rain, wasn’t your old armor all one item? You said it could regrow itself, right? Even something like a whole glove? How does that work? And speaking of gloves, I have always wondered, why are they treated as one item and not two? Are they not separate?”

 

“Two hands, one whole,” Tallheart said before Rain could inform Jamus that he’d broken the record. “It is the way of the world. If only one is worn, the effect drops by half.”

 

“But why, though?” Jamus asked.

 

“Ask a scholar,” Tallheart said. “To answer your other question, yes, Rain’s armor was one item. Making a joined set using all five main armor slots is straightforward. There are advantages and disadvantages to doing so. Adding additional slots is more difficult, but possible.”

 

“I see,” Jamus said. “Thank you.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, looking back at Rain. “For a given slot, there is a maximum power for each enchantment. The limit also depends upon the metal used.”

 

“Okay…wait,” Ameliah said. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re saying.” She pointed at the unfinished breastplate. “Let’s use that as an example. If you were going to add Heat resistance, how much could you get out of it?”

 

Tallheart raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean a stable enchantment, or do you mean something like the failed core breaker?”

 

“The stable kind,” Ameliah said.

 

“Two hundred,” Tallheart replied easily.

 

“Okay,” Ameliah said, hovering her hand over the metal. “And if you made it twice as thick?”

 

“Two hundred,” Tallheart repeated.

 

“Wait, what?” Rain asked.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “Adding more metal increases durability and total enchantment capacity. It does not increase the maximum quality of a specific enchantment. To get more Heat resistance, I would need to use a different metal, such as Grand Thermalitic Bronze.”

 

“Uh…” Rain shook his head. “So if you…thinned it down instead? Could you get two hundred Heat resistance from, like, a brass button on your jacket?”

 

“Do not confuse brass and bronze,” Tallheart said. “They are different. And no, you could not.” He touched the breastplate. “This much Thermalitic Bronze will allow the maximum level of both Heat and Cold resistance. It could be made smaller, but not as small as a button.”

 

Jamus scratched at his ear. “So when you add more metal, you add more capacity? With the pewter and the steel, the armor would give…what? Two hundred resistance to Heat, Cold, Chem, and Force?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said. “You have the correct idea, but it is not that simple. For Chemical Pewter, one hundred and fifty resistance is the maximum. For Force Steel, it is one hundred.” He shook his head. “Force Iron would allow two hundred, but it has lower affinity with Hardness and Durability, apart from being weaker in general. It is not worth the effort of adding an additional layer to use both.”

 

“Okay…” Ameliah said. “Why can’t you just make two extra layers of bronze? I still don’t understand why making it thicker wouldn’t work.”

 

Tallheart frowned. “It is as I said. The limit for a single enchantment is determined by the alignment between its rune sequence, the slot rune, and the intrinsic rune of the material. The amount of material only matters until that limit is reached. Adding different metals will not allow you to exceed the limit. The runes will interfere.” He rumbled. “The skill of the smith also matters, but for this level of item, it is not an issue.”

 

“Oh,” Ameliah said, snapping her fingers. “It’s like there’s a cap. I think I’ve got it now. You can’t go over two hundred Heat resistance because that’s all Thermalitic Bronze can tolerate. Assuming you have enough metal, can you still add other stuff like mana capacitance?”

 

“Yes,” Tallheart said.

 

Ameliah nodded, grinning in satisfaction. “And you’re using more than one metal because it lets you get better alignment with the enchantments you want. It gets you more for less—more bonuses, less metal.”

 

“Correct,” Tallheart said. “Does everyone else understand?”

 

“Yes,” Jamus said. “I need a drink after that, but I believe I have it.”

 

Rain nodded. “I’ll join you. I think I can smell my brain cooking. I might be thinking about this too hard.”

 

“You think about everything too hard,” Ameliah said, jostling him playfully. Rain smiled.

 

Tallheart rumbled, smiling as well. “For Rain’s armor, I will add Heat Resistance, Cold Resistance, and Thermal Regulation to the Thermalitic Bronze core; Chemical Resistance and Mana Capacitance to the Chemical Pewter inner layer; and Force Resistance, Hardness, and Durability to the Force Steel outer jacket. There will be supporting and binding runes on all three layers to make the item act as one whole, using all five main armor slots.”

 

“What about self-repair?” Rain asked, struggling to keep his composure.

 

Tallheart shook his head. “That would consume too much of the metal’s capacity. Without it, the armor will require significantly more Tel to create and maintain.” He shrugged. “We cannot be concerned with economics in the depths. I will make you a shield and a proper weapon as well.” He turned to Ameliah. “Have you decided upon a build? What do you need?”

 

“I’m working on it,” Ameliah said. “The camp is almost done, but there’s still a lot for me to do in Vestvall as a Geomancer. The mayor wants fortifications, and so do I for my peace of mind. We can talk about me once you’ve finished with Rain. I’ve…gone through a lot of swords. Not that I doubt you, Tallheart, but will you be able to make something good enough to handle my stats with what you have in the camp?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “I’ll pick a build that doesn’t need much equipment, then. Once we’re deeper and we have what you need, I can respecialize.” She hesitated, then shook her head. “Can I ask…sorry. Never mind.”

 

“Ask,” Tallheart said.

 

“I…shouldn’t.” Ameliah frowned, shaking her head.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “You have a question about Snowlilly.”

 

Ameliah winced. “Yes. Sorry.”

 

“It is okay,” Tallheart said. “Ask.”

 

Ameliah sighed. “I just wanted to know what her class was. Was she an Equipment User? That’s the thing I can think of that makes the most sense.”

 

Tallheart nodded. “Yes, she was. At first. When she reached silver, she became a Wielder of Deep Vengeance.”

 

Rain had to fight to control his reaction. That class sounds…dark.

 

Tallheart chuckled softly to himself.

 

Jamus shifted awkwardly. “What’s funny?”

 

“I was just remembering,” Tallheart said. “Lilly and I would discuss metalwork for days on end, just like we are doing now. We would huddle in cracks in the stone while I worked, and she would slaughter the monsters drawn by the sound of my hammer.” He smiled. “Those conversations are some of my best memories. It was dangerous but also…simple. Us against the depths.”

 

I…don’t know how to respond to that.

 

“Thank you,” Tallheart said, stretching his neck. “Speaking of my work has helped. Jamus was right. I should be remembering her on her birthday, not trying to forget.” He chuckled. “Let us return to the surface. I have an apology to give.”
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139: Agile

                Staavo walked with confidence, following the packed-earth trail that ran along the edge of the crack. He was properly dressed for combat for the first time in longer than he cared to remember. His armor was made of Emouile leather, the material far tougher than cowhide but no less supple. The townsfolk were still busy tanning the hides of the monsters Ascension was providing them, but it was too soon for this armor to have come from one of those. It must have come from an Emouile they’d killed prior to Ascension’s arrival. In the end, it didn’t really matter. It wasn’t enchanted, but it was a definite step up from the gambeson he’d been using. Wearing that thing had made him feel like a padded target dummy.

 

He grinned, accelerating to a light jog. Perhaps it was all the exercise he’d been getting, but he hadn’t felt this good since he was a man twenty years younger. The familiar weight of his falchion tugged at his hip with each step. That was enchanted, though only with durability. The sword was almost as old as he was.

 

Jamus looked up at his approach, straightening from where he’d been leaning against one of the wooden lift anchors. “Hey now, what’s this I see?” he said, smiling. “Could it be that there’s a spring in your step?”

 

Staavo laughed, coming to a halt. He shifted to one leg, then began to hop, bouncing on the curved piece of Force Steel that had replaced his wooden prosthetic.

 

“Whatever could you be referring to, Jamus?”

 

His new foot wasn’t enchanted, but Tallheart had somehow forged the metal to be springier than any leaf spring while remaining strong enough to easily bear his weight. It was also significantly lighter than his old foot had been, as it hadn’t been shaped to resemble a real one or to fit inside a boot. It was a prosthetic meant for motion, not vanity.

 

Jamus snorted, watching him. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, but if you bounce yourself off the edge, that’s your own fault.”

 

“Ha,” Staavo said, landing on both feet. He stumbled slightly but quickly recovered. “I feel like I can move again, Jamus. It might not be pretty, but damn if it doesn’t let me hop about like a lago in rut. I’m thinking I should just hack the other foot off to even myself out.”

 

“Hmm,” Jamus said, clearly skeptical. “I hope you thanked Tallheart for making it for you.”

 

“Of course I did,” Staavo snapped. “I was a jerk, he was a jerk, everybody was a jerk. We’re better now. Water down the river.”

 

“If you say so,” Jamus said, gesturing to the lift. “Now come on. They’re waiting for us down below.”

 

Climbing onto the wooden lift platform, Staavo moved to help Jamus with the ropes, the two awakened making quick work of lowering themselves to the chasm floor.

 

In the past week, this section of the crack had been fortified, much as the camp above. A tall earthen wall divided it from the rest of the chasm, and the lift descended into the sheltered area. The wall was staffed with defenders only on days when missions were planned in the crack, as was the case here. The remainder of their team was watching them from atop it, along with a handful of unawakened archers that would be remaining here to guard the lift. To reach them, Staavo and Jamus would have to thread their way through a sizable herd of Crystal Slimes, which were presently clogging up the chasm floor.

 

“Been meaning to ask, Jamus,” Staavo said as they walked through the passive creatures. “Are these for what I think they’re for?”

 

“The slimes?” Jamus asked, raising an eyebrow.

 

Staavo nodded. “I’ll miss Purify, sure enough, but I’d rather be damned to The Waste than take a bath in a slime.”

 

Jamus scoffed. “I don’t know about that. I’m sure Lix has worse tortures in his hell. You do have a point, though. Thinking of them eating the contents of chamber pots is bad enough.” He tapped his chin. “I do wonder, though. Would they enjoy living in them? They do like tight spaces, after all. Could you make a”—he grinned—”bottomless commode?”

 

Staavo groaned. “A pun? Really?”

 

“Nice one, Jamus!” Carten yelled, grinning down at them from atop the wall like the enormous bearded child that he was.

 

“I, for one, am glad that Ameliah has been converting all of these,” Jamus said to Staavo as he waved at Carten in greeting. “I have grown used to the cleanliness of the camp.” He clicked his tongue, coming to a stop. Their way was blocked by a lone Greater Crystal Slime sitting on the bottom of the stairs. “I do wish they were a bit smarter, though. Come on! Move, you thoughtless blob!”

 

“Mmmhmm,” Staavo agreed, only half listening. The sanitation problem was an engineering puzzle, to be sure.

 

If we had access to a river, we could build the facilities Rain described. Running water, toilets, showers... We could even heat the water with the smelter.

 

He shook his head as Jamus pushed at the slime, his hands sinking into it like it was an enormous pillow.

 

Bah. I’ve been wiping my own ass for over seventy years. I’ll survive.

 

Jamus sighed, straightening and planting his hands on his hips. “It’s ignoring me.” He snorted. “Every time I am confronted with one of these, I find myself even more astonished by how smart Dozer was. It is a real shame what happened. At this point, I’m not sure that Rain is going to be able to revive him. It’s over a week, and they’ll be leaving any day now.”

 

“Uh-huh,” Staavo said, not really caring.

 

“Jus’ push it harder!” Carten yelled down. “Give it a little kick!”

 

Staavo snorted, then moved to help Jamus. Together they managed to coax the barely-aware creature off the steps, though it took longer than it should have. Their way finally clear, they climbed to join the others.

 

In addition to Carten, their team for this mission included five other awakened: the flamboyant merchant, Mlem; Lyn Draves, the arena-fighting noblewoman; Tahir, the archer-turned-healer; Hanes, the actual archer; and Val, the Osaran fool who was supposedly the son of Lightbreaker.

 

What an odd bunch. Staavo chuckled to himself, ignoring the looks this got him. Reminds me of my glory days.

 

“Is everyone ready?” Jamus asked. “We still have ten minutes until we agreed to start, but I see no need to delay now that we are all here.”

 

“Yes, we’re ready,” Lyn said. “Let’s get this damn thing.”

 

“Getting a bit personal, eh?” Staavo asked, grinning at her.

 

“Depths, yes!” Lyn said, planting her staff hard on the top of the wall. “It’s mocking us.”

 

“Calm down, Lyn,” said Hanes. “We don’t even know if it’s actually a monster that’s taking the torches. It’s not like anyone’s been attacked.”

 

“It’s a monster, alright,” Staavo said. “Fire Eater. No doubt about it.”

 

“Oh?” Val asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “And you’ve fought one, have you?”

 

“No, but I know all the same,” Staavo replied, narrowing his eyes. “I’ve been around, kid. Sadiir, Fel Sadanis, Xiugaaraa, hells, all over Bellost and Ekrustia, both. Too many cities to name. I’ve been doing this since before any of you were crawling, so you should listen when I talk.”

 

Val snorted. “Kid, huh? Fine, old man. Glad to have you with us.” He grinned. “What changed, anyway? You’ve never seemed interested in missions before. Aren’t you supposed to be retired?”

 

“Maybe I got sick of watching children make a mess of the pie,” Staavo said, grinning back.

 

“As amusing as all of this banter is, don’t we have a job to do?” Mlem asked, gesturing over the edge of the wall.

 

“That’s right,” Lyn said. “Enough chit chat.”

 

“How are we doing this?” Hanes asked.

 

“Carten is in the front with Lyn,” Jamus said, straightening his hat. “Staavo and Mlem are both swordsmen, more or less, so they can watch the flanks. The rest of us will provide ranged support. The number one priority is to keep Tahir safe. Always protect the healer. That said, with both Carten and I here, I wouldn’t expect any difficulties.”

 

Hanes shook his head. “That’s not what I meant, though I agree with the formation. I want to know how we’re planning to lure it out.”

 

“I have a few ideas,” said Staavo, interrupting Jamus. “Firstly, I’ve got some magic juice, courtesy of our resident lunatics.”

 

“Could you be more specific?” Lyn said.

 

“Myth and Reason,” Staavo said with a grin.

 

“No, I got that,” Lyn said, shaking her head, “though it’s troubling that there could have been confusion on that part. I mean the magic juice. What’s it supposed to do?”

 

Staavo raised his hands, wiggling his fingers mysteriously. “It will burn with the primal essence of the true flame.”

 

“And that means…?” Mlem said, gesturing with an open hand.

 

Staavo snorted, lowering his hands. “Fuck-all. It’s just more of their mystical tripe. From the smell, it’s like the liquid used to make evertorches. I couldn’t get them to explain what makes it different, other than that it burns hotter.”

 

“Hopefully, it should attract the Fire Eater, regardless of how it was made,” Jamus said. “We’re authorized to go as far as the end of the second chasm, but I’d much prefer to lure it to us.”

 

“Second chasm doesn’t sound so bad, Jamus,” Carten said. “I could use a little fun in the dark!”

 

“And I could use a damn Fire Eater scale hat,” said Lyn.

 

Staavo snorted, then shook his head. “I’ve got another idea, too.” He nodded at Val. “Just might be a bit dangerous for the invisible kid over there.”

 

Val frowned. “If you mean having me lie in wait near a fire while the rest of you leave, I already thought of that. It’s why I’m here, and I’m fine with it as long as the rest of you don’t go far. I’m not getting any more of these today, thank you.” He gestured to the scars adorning his face. “We still don’t know what level it is.”

 

“Wha?” Carten gasped, staring at Val like he’d grown a second head. “Caution? From you? Are ya sick?”

 

“Oh, shut up,” Val said. “I’m not afraid of a little risk when there’s something to be gained. That doesn’t make me suicidal.”

 

Jamus nodded. “We’ll find a good spot to hide nearby when we try the fire liquid. We just need you to be our lookout. We still don’t know how it extinguishes the flames.”

 

Val shrugged. “Works for me.”

 

“Me too,” Lyn said. “Come on, let’s go.” Without waiting for confirmation, she walked to the edge and began descending one of the ropes hanging there.

 

Staavo quirked a smile. “Kids today. No patience.”

 

Jamus sighed, rubbing at his eyes.

 

“Float me down, Jamus,” Carten said.

 

“No, Carten, I’m not wasting the mana. You can use the ropes like everyone else. Or you could just jump. As long as you land on your head, you should remain undamaged.”

 

Staavo chuckled, moving to the edge as the pair continued to argue. He swung his legs over and lowered himself hand over hand until he reached the chasm floor. Old instincts drove him to rise quickly from his crouch, scanning the surroundings for danger. He relaxed after a moment, seeing nothing moving by the dim light of the sun from above. There were a few torches burning at the base of the wall, pushing back the shadows. Lyn had moved further away down the crack, and seeing this, Staavo hurried after her. Damn fool girl. You never go off on your own like that, even if everything looks safe. Always pairs of two unless you’ve got eyes in the back of your head or you’re a damn silverplate.

 

“It’s around,” Lyn said as he approached, removing her glove, then reaching into a niche in the chasm wall. “The stone is still warm.”

 

Staavo came to a stop beside her, watching for danger and inspecting the niche with one eye. It had been hacked roughly into the stone, likely an attempt to protect a torch from the Fire Eater. Clearly, it hadn’t worked. Either the Fire Eater’s head was small enough to fit through the opening, or it was stealing the torches by some other means.

 

Staavo glanced back at the earthen fortifications, narrowing his eyes. The torches at the base weren’t protected like this one, yet they hadn’t been consumed. Neither had the ones atop it, near where the unawakened sentries were standing. “So, it doesn’t like people, eh?” he said, rubbing at his goatee.

 

“Hmm?” Lyn asked, looking at him.

 

“The Fire Eater, girl.” Staavo pointed. “It left those torches alone. Only thing that’s different is the people.”

 

The young noblewoman sighed. “It will get them eventually. It’s only a matter of time. Look away for one second, and”—she snapped her fingers—”gone. Just like that.”

 

“Has it ever left the chasm?” Mlem asked, approaching with the others. “We’ve lost a few torches in the camp.”

 

“No,” Lyn said. “Those were all mistakes. Some regular torches got mixed in with the evertorches in the storeroom. I had Reason check each one.”

 

“You’re really invested in this, aren’t you?” said Val.

 

Lyn snorted. “Rain says it’s my ‘white whale’, whatever that’s supposed to mean. Is he from the coast?”

 

“No idea,” said Tahir, shaking his head.

 

“Whatever,” Lyn said, shrugging. She pointed with her staff and began walking. “Let’s check the rest of them.”

 

“Slow down, Lyn,” Mlem said. “We should go in formation. There is no need to be reckless.”

 

“It’s safe enough at this time of day,” Lyn said, slowing. “I’ve come down here more times than the rest of you combined, and I’m not going to wander off like a moron. It will be fine as long as everyone stays in sight of each other. Now come on.”

 

“Who cleared it this morning, anyway?” Staavo asked. “Ameliah?”

 

“Rain, actually,” Jamus said.

 

“Oh?” Val asked. “He crawled out of his hole for something other than a council meeting and I missed it?”

 

“He did,” Mlem said, stroking his mustache. “He seems to be doing better these past few days. My gut says he’s making some progress on his soul at last. Apart from that, his strength is finally beginning to feel appropriate for his level.” He chuckled. “Those accolades have gone a long way. Obvious, given the value.”

 

Jamus looked like he wanted to say something, but before he could, a scraping sound made everyone freeze.

 

“Sepulcher Ant,” Lyn said, holding her staff at the ready. “Sounds like just one. Who wants it?”

 

“I’ve got this one,” Staavo said, drawing his sword and stepping forward, warily scanning the bend in front of them. No such thing as one ant. “Stay back and let me handle it. I need to test out my new foot.”

 

To his surprise, Jamus didn’t object. Everyone in Ascension knew what he was capable of by now, more or less, yet they still treated him like he was old and infirm.

 

Here we go.

 

He raised his sword above his head into a single-handed high guard from Sparrow. He pushed his other hand forward, defying the kata, which would have had him hold it out to the side. The ant clattered into view, rounding a bend in the chasm. The hair on Staavo’s neck rose as the monster’s aggression settled onto him. It was a sense familiar to any seasoned adventurer.

 

Staavo grinned. It made him feel alive.

 

The ant increased its pace, opening its grasping mandibles wide. He waited, motionless, hearing his companions shift behind him. The only thing to be worried about with Sepulcher Ants was the acid spit they used after being wounded. He wouldn’t give it the chance. He held on just a moment more, then acted.

 

Ice Bolt

 

With not even a wisp of frost for warning, the projectile flew straight between the ant’s pincers, striking for its sensitive insides. Chasing the shard of ice, Staavo whirled to the side, pivoting on his good foot as he followed the instinctive guidance of the kata. Simultaneously, he triggered the simplest skill in the Swordplay tree.

 

Slash

 

There was no fancy effect to show that the skill had done anything, but the depth of the gouge left in the ant’s neck was proof enough of its efficacy. Slash wasn’t complicated. It simply enhanced any slicing motion. Sparrow, of course, was full of them.

 

Light Cut

 

The weight vanished from Staavo’s blade in the midst of the followthrough, and the sword burst alive with an even glow. Whipping his arm back and twisting his hand to bring the edge around, he struck the ant again, cutting even deeper along the same line. One of its mandibles fell away, sheared off neatly by the blade. A durability enchantment didn’t boost damage, but it damn sure helped with keeping the edge razor-sharp.

 

The ant staggered, its movements sluggish as it tried to turn after him. Ice Affinity had once more proven its worth. Thanks to the passive boost, the ten mana he’d spent on Ice Bolt would have dealt around two hundred Cold damage, easily enough to overcome the resistance of a level four creature. Combined with the two brutal sword strikes, it was almost dead, barely two seconds into the fight.

 

Kicking off with his new foot, Staavo dashed forward in a lunge, plunging his blade deep into the giant ant’s compound eye. Unfortunately, the springy metal had launched him with more force than he’d expected. He overbalanced, crashing into the monster’s side as the system’s chime announced its death.

 

Your group has defeated a level four Sepulcher Ant.

Your contribution was ninety-nine percent.

You are capped. No experience is granted.

 

With agility born of long practice, he managed to ride the collapsing ant to the ground, rather than crumple into an undignified heap. Quickly, he pushed himself back to his feet, pulling away from the rapidly growing mess that he’d made of his opponent.

 

Damn foot, he thought to himself, not for anything even like the first time. His muscles trembled as he reset his stance, and he clenched his jaw, forcing them to obey. I hate being old.

 

Abruptly, there was a sound. Scratches. He cocked his head, listening hard.

 

“Wow, okay,” Lyn said. “Remind me not to piss off grandpa.”

 

Staavo let himself relax, seeing that Jamus was looking in the correct direction. He straightened to face Lyn, smiling. “What about me gave you the impression that I’d ever want kids?”

 

There was a purple-blue flash from behind him, then a sound like a melon falling from a great height. Staavo grinned as Lyn jumped in surprise. “Nice work, apprentice,” he said, looking over his shoulder. One Arcane Bolt had been all it took to finish the second ant, which had just come around the corner.

 

Staavo frowned, then coughed, removing a rag from his pouch. “Listen up, amateurs,” he said, using it to wipe the ant brains from his sword. “Ants are pack monsters, even more so than wolves or spiders. When you see one, always be ready for more.”

 

“I say let ‘em come,” Carten said, stomping toward the remains of the second ant. He clanged his shields together a few times in challenge, but nothing further rounded the bend.

 

Only two? Huh.

 

“We’re not here to fight ants, Carten,” Jamus said, laying a hand on Staavo’s shoulder. “Nor are we here to give lectures. Come along, everyone. Let’s get in formation and sweep through to the end. Once we have checked all of the torches, we can try Staavo’s plan.”

 

“What about this thing?” Mlem asked, nodding toward the nearer of the two ants. “Rule twenty-one.”

 

“You and your rules,” Lyn said, moving to take a position next to Carten. “No, we’re not stopping to loot the bodies. One, yuck, and two, the bounty is worth more.”

 

“Lyn is correct,” Jamus said. “If we fail to lure it out, we can salvage what we can on the way back.”

 

“Oh, very well,” Mlem said, moving into position.

 

Staavo took his position, and the group began worming their way through the winding chasm. The only other monsters they ran into were slimes, which Hanes and Tahir shot from a safe olfactory distance with their bows. Discipline quickly waned, this being not nearly dangerous enough to deter conversation.

 

“So, Staavo,” Hanes said after a particularly long bout of silence. “I know I don’t know you that well, but... If you don’t mind my asking, why did you take Ice Bolt?”

 

“Ain’t it obvious?” Staavo said, raising an eyebrow. “Can’t see the mountains when they’re right in front of your face, kid?”

 

“There’s no call to be rude,” Jamus said.

 

“Bah,” Staavo said. “Fine. I took it because I was an impatient dumbass.”

 

Jamus sighed. “He took it after losing his foot, Hanes.”

 

“Oh,” Hanes said, wincing and looking away. “Sorry.”

 

“Don’t be sorry,” Staavo said. “I don’t want your sympathy.”

 

“It’s always struck me as rather unfair that the system is so final when it comes to decisions,” Mlem said. “Respec accolades notwithstanding. Did you ever consider purchasing one?”

 

“Yup,” Staavo said. “Worked my way from Guild to Guild, saved up the money, packed my bags, and took a ship all the way to Mensis. Wasn’t until I got there that I realized I didn’t want a respec anymore.”

 

“Mensis?” Tahir asked.

 

“Port city,” Staavo said, waving a hand. “North side of Bellost. Not important.”

 

“Why did you decide you didn’t want one?” Lyn asked. “Rain says a focused build—”

 

“Rain says, huh?” Staavo interrupted. “Rain doesn’t know shit. He’s right, but he’s just repeating what I told him.” He jerked a thumb at his chest. “Yes, a focused build is stronger. If I’d waited to get used to fighting on one leg, I could have maybe stuck with Swordplay and done better. Who knows. What I know is that Ice Bolt was enough for me to see the world. At fifteen, I wanted to be a legend. When I lost my foot, that dream died, and it took me five years to find a new one. I realized that my level was already more than enough for what I really wanted. I traveled, I fought, made friends, lost them, made more, then lost them again. Then I retired before something could kill me. Now, I sit around studying the markings of birds and yelling at clouds. There, life story told. Any other questions?”

 

“How did you lose your foot?” Val asked.

 

Staavo snorted, looking at him. “Dunch.”

 

Everyone shuddered—including Jamus, who already knew the story.

 

“Gods, I hope I never meet—” Tahir began.

 

“Don’t finish that sentence,” Mlem said. “You know better than that.”

 

“Well, there’s the end,” Carten said abruptly, cutting off the conversation as he gestured with a shield. “Unless I missed a huge flamin’ dragon lizard thing somewhere, looks like it’s time fer the plan.”

 

Staavo heaved an exasperated sigh, glaring at him. “It isn’t a dragon. You can tell by how this isn’t Ter’karmark, Vestvall isn’t a smoldering pile of ash, and we’re not dead.”

 

Carten scoffed. “Not a dragon, dragon, obviously. Jamus, where’re we doin’ this thing?”

 

“Listen here, beef brain,” Staavo snapped before Jamus could respond. “Dragons are dragons. Anything that’s not a dragon isn’t. Maybe our Fire Eater is a lizard, and maybe it even shoots sparks out of its arse, but that doesn’t make it a dragon. You have no idea how much it bothers me when people like you ignore basic taxonomy.”

 

“I do now,” Carten said, grinning.

 

“Staavo,” Jamus sighed. “Not this again, please. As amusing as it was when you had this conversation with Rain, this isn’t the time for a reenactment.”

 

Staavo turned to him. “Jamus, if we do not correct the children, how will they know how stupid they are?”

 

“Oi,” Carten said.

 

Val sighed impatiently. “Carten, leave it. There’s no point. Can we just get on with the mission?”

 

Staavo snorted, nodding at the Osaran mage. “For once, I agree with the kid. We shouldn’t be screwing around like this.” He flicked his fingers toward Jamus and Carten. “Even with those two here to guard our dumb asses, this ain’t a pleasure stroll.”

 

“Finally, we’re all on the same page,” Jamus said. “Come on. We’ll try the lure near the mineshaft. The walls are nice and open there.”

 

The group retraced its steps silently, soon reaching the wide-open area where Ascension had first encountered the Crimson Swords. The chasm floor was mostly level, though it slanted toward one end. It would make for a good arena, should they actually manage to attract the beast. On one wall, a solid steel door sealed the entrance to the mineshaft. The old wooden one was lying flat on the ground nearby, smashed half to flinders.

 

Staavo pointed at it. “Look. Firewood.”

 

Jamus nodded. “Okay, Hanes, Val, go get the door and bring it over here. Staavo, the juice?”

 

Staavo nodded, reaching into a pouch. He pulled out a mid-sized potion bottle filled with a clear liquid. He tossed it to Lyn without warning, laughing as the noblewoman’s eyes widened. She dropped her staff and dove for it, but she fumbled the catch. The bottle fell to the stones with a heavy clunk.

 

“Damn it, Staavo,” Jamus swore. “What if that had broken?”

 

“It’s potion glass, Jamus,” Staavo said, still smiling. “I helped make it. Myth and Reason might be good at alchemistry, but they can’t blow glass to save their lives. I’d never walk around with something that flammable in my pocket if the bottle was gonna break easily.”

 

“Could have warned me, you ass,” Lyn said, bending to retrieve the bottle before it rolled away.

 

Staavo waved a hand. “Sorry, sorry. Another free lesson for you kids: always bring your own bottles when you’re visiting a chemist. Even if they say the glass is toughened, don’t trust their word. Test it by throwing the potion at the floor, right there in the shop, ha!”

 

“There,” Hanes said as he and Val arrived with the door, dropping it with a wooden thud. “Now what?”

 

Lyn pointed at the metal door blocking the mineshaft. “Let’s clear the tunnel, then everyone can hide in there while Val lights it.”

 

“Good idea,” Carten said. “Might be we find a good fight down there.”

 

Lyn set the bottle down, and the group followed Carten over to the entrance to the mineshaft. The fight Carten was hoping for didn’t happen. Upon undoing the chain and pulling open the metal door, they were greeted by the cheery light of a burning torch on the other side.

 

“Well,” Lyn said, lowering her staff. “That’s proof that it’s out here with us, anyway.”

 

“Damn it,” Carten said, clanging his shields together, the sound echoing down the tunnel.

 

“Okay, everyone inside,” Val said. “I’m going to go light the door. Anyone have a spark lighter?”

 

“Here,” Mlem said, reaching into a pocket and tossing Val a silvery object.

 

“Thanks,” Val said, snagging it out of the air. He walked over to the wooden door, then picked up the bottle and struggled with the metal clasp holding the cork in place. Once he had it free, he poured about half of the liquid out onto the door, then gave them the thumbs-up and vanished. “I’ll light it once you shut the door,” he said, the air shimmering slightly as he spoke. “I can’t stay invisible all day. I’ll yell if it comes, or if the fire goes out.”

 

“Make sure to stand back when you light it,” Staavo said, the pungent smell of the alchemical concoction reaching his nostrils. “Toss a rag or something. I don’t know how hot that shit’s gonna burn, but if it’s anything like Alchemist’s fire, losing your eyebrows would be the best you could hope for.”

 

“Duh,” Val said as Lyn hauled the door closed.

 

Silence fell, everyone holding their breath. About thirty seconds later, there was a whump of ignition, audible even through the door, followed immediately by a blood-curdling scream. It wasn’t, however, the noise of an idiot setting himself on fire. No human voice had made that noise, and further, it hadn’t come through the door. Whatever it was was right on top of them.

 

A cloud of darkness appeared, and the torch was snuffed out.

 

“Shit!” Carten yelled. There was a metallic clang, then another, and then Staavo felt claws digging into his shoulder, even through the leather armor. Before he could yell, the monster was gone, pushing off from him with considerable force. There was another metallic thunk as it struck the door, then a screeching of claws on metal as it began attacking the barrier.

 

Staavo clasped a hand to his shoulder, not feeling any blood. Hells. It must have followed us in when we opened the door. Stealthy? Fah. Try fucking invisible.

 

He stumbled back in the darkness and bumped into someone. Pushing them away, he carefully slid his sword free of its sheath, then activated Light Cut. He didn’t swing the blade, instead focusing on holding the skill at the ready for as long as possible. By the glow, he finally got a look at the menace that had been plaguing them.

 

Fire Eater – Level Thirteen

 

He barely even noticed the system-given name as the monster whirled, hissing at the light with rage filling its beady black eyes. It was small for a monster, about twice as large as a house cat, covered in sleek black fur rather than the scales he’d been expecting. Its body was long and low, and it had a rat-like face and a short, stubby tail. That was all he managed to see before his skill ended and the light winked out, but it was enough for him to recognize the creature.

 

Gods! A cat snake! They do exist!

 

“Ahhhhhh!” Lyn yelled, and there was the sound of wood striking metal amid the continued scratching of the fire-eater’s claws.

 

“Lyn, get back!” Jamus yelled. “Staavo! More light!”

 

Wordlessly, Staavo obeyed, activating his skill again just in time to see the tip of Lyn’s staff slam heavily into the creature’s back. This didn’t seem to do much to it, other than to make it squeak in outrage as it continued its assault on the door. The light failed again, and before he could use Light Cut a third time, a blueish light filled the tunnel. It was faint, but enough to see by, coming from a glowing stone that Mlem was holding over his head.

 

“I’ve got it,” the merchant said.

 

“Carten, get up there!” Jamus said, the tunnel momentarily brightening as he launched an Arcane Bolt. He cursed as the magic swerved, drawn into the metal door.

 

“Damn! Fucking! Thing! Worthless! Fire! Eating! Rat!” Lyn had her staff in a two-handed grip and was jabbing at the Fire Eater with each word like she was spearfishing. Her strikes either missed or did nothing but shave off the tiniest slivers of health. The monster had some level of Force resistance, clearly, though not enough to save it from Carten. The big man muscled his way past Staavo, then slammed the edge of his shield viciously into the Fire Eater, making it squeak in pain.

 

“Ha!” he yelled, raising the shield again, but the Fire Eater moved like smoke. Literally. Staavo lost track of it as it dissipated in the dim light.

 

“Shit,” Hanes yelled. “Where did it go?”

 

“It’s on me!” Carten yelled. “Gah! Get off me neck!”

 

There was a clang of metal on metal, then a thud as Carten crashed into the door. It sprang open, falling off its hinges and flooding the tunnel with daylight. Carten stumbled out, almost flattening Val, who’d been hammering on the other side.

 

The Fire Eater keened with rage as it rushed for the blazing wooden door, moving as a shadowy blur. Upon reaching the flames, it exploded into a literal cloud of rolling smoke, which descended upon the burning wood, smothering it in darkness. Moments later, the cloud cleared, leaving the Fire Eater standing there alone. The flames were gone entirely, as was the door. The cat snake hopped about furtively, writhing through the air as it looked in every direction. Once it seemed satisfied that the fire was completely gone, its beady gaze returned to the party. It took a step back, then hissed, its fur puffing up in outrage.

 

“That’s the Fire Eater!?” Val said, incredulous.

 

“Dark Aspect!” Staavo snapped, pointing. “Stop staring and get your orb on it before it turns to smoke again!”

 

“Looks like a thin Darkmonk,” Val said, summoning his light and sending it whizzing toward the monster.

 

“I have no idea what that is,” Staavo said. He smiled as the Fire Eater hissed at the light, slashing at it with its claws ineffectually. Wisps of smoke formed around it, and its outrage became even louder as it failed to vanish. As I thought. He clapped Val on the back. “Keep that damn orb on it, whatever else you do.”

 

“Everyone out so I can block the tunnel!” Jamus commanded. “Don’t let it get away!”

 

“C’mere, rat!” Carten yelled, rushing at the Fire Eater. It dodged around him with contemptuous ease, Val’s Lunar Orb hot on the chase. The monster had much more difficulty avoiding Lyn, however. Her staff was a blur as she swept it in wide arcs, pushing the creature back. Purple-Blue light flashed as Jamus raised an Arcane Bulwark to block off the mineshaft.

 

“I’m using a Seeker Shot!” Hanes shouted. “Don’t move, Lyn!” There was a thwip of a bowstring, and the Fire Eater squeaked as an arrow punched into its side. The agile monster had attempted a dodge, but the skill-guided arrow had found it anyway. The hit did some damage, but the arrow didn’t break the monster’s skin.

 

Hanes’s arrow was followed by another, this one from Tahir. The healer didn’t have any archery skills, but he was still a good shot. This time when the monster dodged, it did so much more vigorously, leaping high into the air, likely anticipating another homing missile.

 

Staavo quirked a smile. Mistake. Ice Bolt.

 

The best time to strike an agile monster was when it was in mid-air and couldn’t dodge.

 

Apparently, the other mages agreed. Val’s Solar Ray struck first, followed swiftly by Staavo’s icy shard, and then by Jamus’s slow-moving Arcane Bolt. The three hits together took a nasty bite out of the Fire Eater’s health, though not as much as Staavo expected. Jamus’s hit, in particular, didn’t appear to have done much, despite how much more powerful it should have been.

 

“It’s Arcane resistant!” Staavo yelled out as the creature landed. He clicked his tongue, watching it dart away. Ice Bolt had done damage, but the slow didn’t seem to have had an effect.

 

“Shit!” Hanes swore, loosing another arrow as the cat snake charged him. His panicked shot missed, and he screamed as the monster’s needle-like teeth sank into his arm. He dropped his bow, then began punching the Fire Eater with his other hand. The monster ignored the feeble hits, keeping a bloody grip on the archer’s arm as it began shredding his gambeson with its claws.

 

Fortunately, Mlem was already on his way, and the merchant’s scimitar proved much more effective in dislodging the Fire Eater. His strike carved a bloody line into its hide, and it howled in agony as it released Hanes’s arm. It darted away, and Carten tried to stomp it as it ran past him. His armored boot missed with a heavy thump, followed by a curse. Meanwhile, Tahir had reached Hanes, grabbing the other man’s shredded arm to use Healing Word. That was good, but it did mean that both of their archers would be out of the fight for a little while.

 

“Watch out!” Jamus shouted, but his warning proved unnecessary. Val had already summoned a pane of light before the first word had left Jamus’s mouth. The translucent barrier stopped the Fire Eater’s lunge for his neck as if it were made of brick. There was a sizzling sound as the monster ricocheted away, and it took Staavo a moment to realize that it was its Dark-aspect blood reacting with the opposing element of the shield. He tracked it with his arm, then cursed as Carten got in the way just as he was about to launch his magic.

 

Dodging Carten yet again, the Fire Eater went for Lyn next. The noblewoman was ready, and she whipped her staff in a graceful arc, catching it in the ribs and sending it tumbling. It managed to regain its footing just in time to dodge another Arcane Bolt from Jamus, but Val nailed it with a Solar Ray moments later. The Light-aspect spell was instantaneous, and the Fire Eater clearly had no resistance, perhaps even a vulnerability. Its health was getting quite low now.

 

Wisps of black smoke formed around it again, and it screamed in frustration at the Lunar Orb, which was still chasing after it like an enormous firefly. Its magic thwarted, it scampered away by more physical means, slipping through Carten’s legs as it made for the narrower section of the crack to the north. Apparently, that last hit had been enough for it to decide that it was done with this fight.

 

“GODS DAMN IT!” Carten swore, spinning to charge after it. Staavo snorted, amused, launching another Ice Bolt. His amusement turned to shared annoyance as the Fire Eater swerved out of the way.

 

“Kill it before it gets away!” Lyn screamed, chasing after Carten. Amazingly, it looked like the armored turtle was the faster runner of the two. Staavo didn’t even bother trying to follow. New foot or not, he’d never be able to catch up.

 

With a sudden pop, Mlem appeared from nowhere, directly in the monster’s path. Staavo blinked. He’d clearly missed the flight of the Skipping Stone in the chaos.

 

The Fire Eater’s claws skittered across the stones as it tried to arrest its momentum, succeeding only to be immediately blindsided by a vicious Shield Bash.

 

“TAKE THAT, YA SHIT!” Carten bellowed triumphantly as the monster soared through the air. It struck the chasm wall with a wet thump, leaving a smear of dark blood as it began to fall. Staavo aimed quickly, loosing an Ice Bolt for where he predicted it would land. His magic struck true, the frozen shard punching deep into the injured creature before shattering. Lyn arrived moments later, bringing her staff down with both hands on the Fire Eater’s back. There was a crunch of breaking bone, and its health bar, already almost empty, flickered out of existence.

 

Your group has defeated a level thirteen Fire Eater.

Your contribution was eighteen percent.

You are capped. No experience is granted.

 

Lyn screamed in wordless triumph, and Staavo smiled, glancing at Hanes in time to see the archer relaxing the tension from his bow. There was blood on his sleeve and his armor was shredded, but there was no pain in his expression. Tahir was standing nearby, looking unconcerned, having reclaimed his bow as well. Staavo’s smile widened, and he rolled his neck as he slipped his sword back into its sheath.

 

Eh. Not bad. For a bunch of kids.
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+40 Strength





	
4 [2x2]


	
The Bottomless Well
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15 Chemical Resistance






	
20 / 20


	
0 / 60


	
12 / 12
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NA


	
NA
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0
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COLD
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633.0
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0%
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0%
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3.0
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“Begin,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

Rain banished his menus, leaving only his HUD to obstruct his view of the company hall. Simultaneously, he raised his arms, his cloak tugging at his shield as he reached for the clasps holding his overstuffed pack to his back. Grasping firmly, he pulled, and the pack and cloak fell away, freeing him of the constricting fabric and more than twenty kilograms of weight.

 

Sunlight brushed across his armor, the Force Steel seeming more like polished stone than metal. The surface was a gray so pale that it was almost white. His left arm bore a rectangular tower shield made of the same metal. At his right hip hung a mattock, which he reached for the moment his pack was free.

 

The mattock was a tool first and a weapon second, but no less dangerous for that. It was forged of Force Steel, with a long handle and a head that combined both pick and adze. As with the rest of his equipment, this would be its first real test.

 

Arrows from the encircling ring of archers began striking Rain’s armor. He cursed, lifting his shield to protect his eyes as he continued struggling to draw his weapon.

 

Shit. I was too damn slow getting out of the cloak. If this was a real ambush, I’d be dead.

 

His shield arm felt heavy. The metal the shield was made from was thicker than his armor, and if it wasn’t for the lightness enchantment, he probably wouldn’t have been able to lift it at all. His effective Strength was low at the moment, even with the boost from the Malleable Ring.

 

“Remember, players, count your own hits!” Val shouted.

 

Magic had joined the onslaught, Rain’s armor now lighting up with various colors as the different elemental spells struck. Light, Heat, Cold, Arcane—even Force, care of an exploding stone from Corrin’s sling. That was the real test, here, not the arrows. Those were mostly for fun.

 

Rain smiled, watching his HUD from behind the safety of his shield. Despite the barrage, neither it nor his armor had lost a single point of durability so far.

 

Element mattered.

 

When it came to Heat, he was essentially untouchable, no matter what Ascension threw at him. For Cold, it got more complicated. Nobody in the company—not counting Ameliah, of course—could lob an Ice Bolt hard enough to get past his flat resistance. However, if Rain got hit by Mahria, Tarny, and Staavo all within the same second, then the damage would surpass his resistance for that system tick. The overflow would then hit his armor, at which point, 99.9% of the damage would get converted into mana, saturating the metal. The remainder would theoretically damage its durability, but for the level of magic at play here, that wasn’t a real concern. Only once the metal was fully saturated would the Cold damage be able to affect it in any lasting way.

 

It was a similar story with Force, and by extension, mundane physical damage. Rain’s resistance applied to both. If an attack somehow managed to make it through that first layer of defense, a spell like Rockbomb would have to deal with the mana-swallowing properties of his armor. Physical attacks, on the other hand, would need to overcome its enchantment-boosted hardness instead. Even for their two awakened archers, Hanes and Stint, it wasn’t going to happen. Piercing Shot was meant for exactly that, but neither of them had ranked it high enough for it to matter.

 

The dozen-odd unawakened archers were barely worth mentioning.

 

All of this wasn’t to say Rain was invulnerable, however. Far from it. At the moment, the Light and Arcane elements were the problems. Without a high resistance to take the edge off, his equipment was forced to bear the brunt of Jamus and Val’s spells.

 

Rain’s HUD was quite cluttered at this point due to all of the saturation bars he’d added. Of those, the ones for his shield, armor, and weapon were showing the most action, climbing jerkily with each hit. His new rings were on his shield hand and thus out of harm’s way. The Malleable Ring, in contrast, was on his weapon hand, exposed to the storm of magic. Fortunately, it had its Unity rune to protect it. Any magic it absorbed would get dumped straight into his armor. The ring itself would only start to saturate if the armor was full. Likewise, the Unity rune allowed it to piggyback on the Triplicate Plate’s hardness and durability, making it as resistant to physical damage as the armor itself.

 

The Malleable Ring wasn’t a weak spot. That was the whole point of the Unity rune in the first place.

 

Sauron, are you taking notes?

 

Rain chuckled to himself, watching the bars climb. With Solar Ray, Val could dole out around two hundred damage per second to a single target. Jamus could do better, at around five hundred dps with Arcane Bolt. Neither of them could keep that up forever, but they wouldn’t have to. Compared to Dark Steel, Force Steel’s passive dissipation was terrible, clocking in at a lowly ten mana per second. The three-metal stack comprising his armor came out higher than that, but even so, the two mages would easily be able to saturate at least one piece of his equipment before they ran out of mana.

 

Rain grinned. I guess I’ll have to stop them from doing that then. Val is too shifty to chase first. Jamus it is.

 

He pinged with Detection, then clicked his tongue as the signals came back twisted and fuzzy. Undeterred, he tried again, sharpening his focus. The shield is within my domain. It will NOT disrupt my magic.

 

The second pulse came back clearer. It wasn’t perfect—the thicker metal of the shield was still trying to twist the magic away from him—but it was good enough to sense the correct direction. Obviously, Rain could have just lowered the shield and looked, but one of the goals of this exercise was to simulate the kind of assault he’d encounter in the depths. Lowering your shield was an excellent way to catch a spray of acid across the eyes.

 

Heedless of the ongoing arrow storm, Rain tightened his grip on his mattock and advanced blindly toward Jamus, shield leading the way. He focused on his footing, picking up speed gradually rather than breaking into a flat-out charge. He didn’t make it more than five steps before a diffuse wave of Arcane light brought him up short, painting the dirt purple with reflected light.

 

That would be Arcane Bulwark. Jamus would never use his lightning skills with this many people around, and besides, the color’s wrong.

 

Rain peeked out from behind his shield. Arcane Bulwark was impermeable in both directions, so there was nothing to fear, be it a theoretical acid attack or an arrow through the eye slit. Jamus waved at him from about a meter away, smiling broadly behind a translucent curtain of purple magic, surrounded by archers and with Tallheart standing placidly behind him with his arms crossed.

 

Of much more immediate concern was Carten. The heavy clanking of footsteps had made Rain turn his head and curse as he spotted the bearded turtle barreling toward him like the eight o’clock train.

 

“Archers! Hold! Friendly in range!” Hanes shouted from the far side of the encirclement. 

 

The steady thrum of the bows slowed, then stopped. A few last projectiles clattered against Rain’s back as he pivoted, planting his shield in the ground and preparing—perhaps unwisely—to receive Carten head-on. Just before impact, Rain dropped his center of gravity and dug in his heels. Not activating Force Ward was the hardest thing he’d had to do in the fight thus far.

 

The impact was deafening—like someone hitting a gong with a larger gong. Fortunately, Rain had over six hundred Force resistance at the moment, mitigating the damage completely. A large part of the momentum, however, still made it through. The hit was distributed evenly across his body, and he had to drop to a knee to prevent himself from falling. That was quite a bit better than what would have happened to him had he been unawakened and unprotected. The term ‘meat paste’ came to mind.

 

Carten, too, stumbled back from the impact, cackling maniacally as he spread his arms for balance. Seeing an opening, Rain struggled back to his feet, but by the time he’d reset his stance, so had Carten. The opportunity to strike was gone. Apart from that, he had other problems.

 

A metallic clang and the barest vibration made him turn his head, glimpsing Samson out of the corner of his eye slit before the swordsman darted away.

 

Damn.

 

Another impact on the back of his left knee made Rain spin the other way. Lyn was there, wielding an iron-capped staff, and Fredek was right behind her, approaching with his spiked knuckles raised.

 

Damn, damn.

 

The four melee combatants quickly formed a circle around Rain, brandishing their weapons threateningly but not attacking. Rain let them brandish away, content to wait as his armor slowly bled off saturation. He wasn’t breathing heavily yet, but the effort of moving in the unfamiliar equipment was taking a toll on his stamina. The armor’s joints were stiff, binding in places. It was far from the effortless mobility of his old set, which had become so familiar to him that he’d occasionally forgotten that he was even wearing it.

 

This is why we test. Tallheart’s going to have to make some adjustments.

 

Rain blinked as a Firebolt suddenly splashed across his faceplate, the light temporarily blinding him before the disrupted Heat mana was lapped up by his helmet.

 

“Ava!” Samson shouted, looking across the ring. “Enough!”

 

“But I had a shot!” the little girl protested.

 

“Ava!” Mlem said warningly, grabbing his daughter by the hand and kneeling as he pulled her to face him at eye level. “We talked about this. You’ll hit the others if they move. You need to be careful, or I won’t let you participate in these things anymore.”

 

“But daaaaad…” Ava protested.

 

Rain shook his head, returning his attention to the fight at hand. My armor can take the abuse. So can Carten’s, though the mana conversion isn’t nearly as good. The others, though, they’d be in trouble if they took a hit. Fredek isn’t even wearing a shirt, the absolute madlad. We have healers on standby, but still.

 

“Hey, Rain,” Val said suddenly, making Rain jump as he appeared from nowhere. “Did anything get through at all?”

 

Rain relaxed slightly, then pivoted to face him. He smiled behind his visor, slowly shaking his head.

 

“Tch,” Val scoffed. “Full plate is bullshit. Good job, Tallheart, you made him invincible.”

 

“The test is not done,” Tallheart said, his words echoing strangely through the Arcane Bulwark. “Do not stop to talk. Attack.”

 

“Don’t mind if I do!” Carten roared. “Shield Bash!”

 

The impact was almost as loud as the previous one, despite the shorter run-up. Carten really wasn’t holding back. This time, Rain managed to keep himself on his feet and even to counter with the pick end of his mattock. The point struck Carten’s left-hand shield, triggering the on-hit Force damage enchantment as it did. Despite the boost, the tip found no purchase against the metal, skittering away harmlessly.

 

Rain frowned as new impacts began landing all across his armor. The other three fighters had taken their cue from Carten and had started exploiting his various openings viciously. A cut to the armpit, spiked knuckles to the kidney, a two-handed smash of a staff on the back of his head. None of it did damage, but that wasn’t the point of this exercise. They were earning points with each hit that got past his shield, and he wasn’t allowed to use his auras to counter.

 

“Come on!” Val shouted. “I have money on you, Rain!”

 

“Five, six, seven!” Fredek said in a single breath, landing a three-hit combo in the small of Rain’s back as he did. He did it again. “Eight, nine, ten!”

 

“Oi!” Carten said. “One punch ain’t one point! If’n it is, then this counts fer ten! Shield Bash!”

 

Rain’s feet slid through the dirt, and he stumbled. He swept his mattock around in a wide arc, deliberately keeping the head vertical instead of parallel to the ground. He wanted to fend the others off, not stake one of them through the heart. Fredek and Lyn darted back, but Samson ducked Rain’s swing with unnatural speed and stabbed him yet again in the armpit. Rain tried to counter, punching at the swordsman with his shield, but Samson was already out of range. Lyn’s staff cracked across his temple, the weapon’s metal cap clanging against his faceplate.

 

Damn it!

 

Reacting as fast as he could, he brought his mattock around to block Samson’s next thrust, but he misjudged the positioning. More accurately, he’d moved his arm further than he intended. Samson’s sword slipped past his guard, striking his armor yet again. It was a good hit, right at a seam where two of the plates met. Had Tallheart not been a metal wizard, Rain would probably have had an extra hole to breathe through.

 

“Critical strike!” Val shouted, apparently promoting himself to referee. “Five points to Samson.”

 

Rain clenched his teeth, struggling to bring his limbs back under control. Speed and Perception followed different rules than the other attributes. For Strength, the ‘total’ value of the stat applied to skill effects, while the ‘effective’ value applied to the body. For Speed, it was ‘total’ that applied to the body, while ‘effective’ applied to the mind, kind of. Perception also seemed to play a role there, somehow, and Vigor as well. He still hadn’t quite worked out all of the details.

 

In any event, with two Speed accolades equipped, Rain’s movements were twenty percent faster, but his synchronization had dropped proportionately. The resulting gap between total and effective Speed was extremely disorienting. It wasn’t even the same kind of disorientation that happened with Velocity. That was a tolerance thing. All of the practice he’d done didn’t translate. At the moment, the mechanics were academic.

 

In practical terms, Rain’s poor brain was having a bad time.

 

Samson swung again, and once more, Rain missed his block. “Damn!”

 

I can NOT fight with these equipped. So much for this accolade configuration. What I really need is the Precision aura. It probably works by buffing Speed sync, which would be GREAT right about now. Okay, mind on the fight, Rain. I’ll get used to them eventually. Let’s do this.

 

Despite his resolve, Rain’s humiliation continued for quite a while. He felt like a fool as he flailed about, hitting nothing but air. Carten forced him to remain hunkered down or else be toppled over. That allowed the others to dart in and out of range, racking up points by the dozens. Rain tried his best to keep the mattock moving as he’d been instructed, but his stamina was dropping, and his muscles were starting to burn from the exertion. Finally, he managed to disengage from Carten for a moment, and he used the opportunity to rush for Lyn, striking down at her with the adze end of his weapon.

 

Lyn had boosted physical stats and was wearing a helmet and a gambeson, but that wasn’t enough for Rain to strike at her with full force. He went for a slow, controlled swing, putting little strength behind the blow and not triggering the mattock’s on-hit enchantment. Fortunately for him, Lyn chose to block instead of dodge. She caught the mattock over her head with her staff in a two-handed grip.

 

Rain smiled, then ripped his weapon back as hard as he could, triggering the enchantment for good measure. The adze end of the mattock hooked on her staff and tore it out of her hands with the sound of splintering wood. Taking advantage of her surprise, Rain set his feet, then checked her with his shield. She stumbled back, managing to keep her feet under herself. After a moment, she raised a single hand over her head.

 

“Lyn was hit and surrenders,” Val called out. “Rain earns fifty points.”

 

“Nice hook,” Lyn said, nodding to Rain as she rubbed at her shoulder. “I should have been expecting that.”

 

Rain smiled, then was unceremoniously flattened by Carten.

 

“Shield Bash!”

 

Damn it! You don’t need to keep yelling it! Rain thought as he lost his balance, tumbling to the ground. He turned his fall into a roll, dust pouring in through his eye slit as he scrambled to escape the guillotine-like edge of Carten’s shields coming down on him.

 

“Woo!” Carten yelled, pumping a shield in the air, unbothered by Rain’s escape. “Grounded ‘em! Ten points!”

 

“Fredek! Watch out!” Samson shouted.

 

The warning came too late. From his position on the ground, Rain whipped his mattock into Fredek’s ankle and hauled the Passivist’s foot out from under him. Fredek went down hard, his head rebounding off the packed earth with a dull thunk.

 

“Fredek, hit!” Val cried.

 

Shit! No helmet! Rain struggled against the shield strapped to his arm as he tried to right himself, intent on rushing to Fredek’s aid. By the time he managed to get on his hands and knees, Fredek had sat up and raised a hand above his head.

 

“Fredek out!” Val said, without missing a beat. “Another fifty points to Rain!”

 

“Ouch,” Fredek said, letting his hand fall. “I’ll feel that tomorrow.”

 

Rain breathed a sigh of relief, then almost bit his tongue as Carten walloped him hard enough to topple him onto his back. He clenched his teeth, returning his attention to his own predicament. A healer would already be on the way. Fredek would be fine. For him, though, getting grounded was the number one thing Ameliah had said not to do. If he got pinned by a monster in the depths, things would probably be over for him.

 

Rain flipped himself over, still fighting the damn shield as he got to his hands and knees. His subsequent attempt to rise was foiled almost immediately as Carten crashed down on his back like a barrel full of bricks. The turtle’s weight flattened him, collapsing his arms and slamming his helmet hard into the dirt. He lost his grip on his weapon, linksight informing him of the moment it left his grip.

 

“Pinned!” Carten shouted happily. “Thirty points!”

 

“Twenty,” Val corrected him sternly. “No cheating, Carten.”

 

Rain struggled, refusing to yield, but it was no good. He was too weak.

 

Or am I?

 

Concentrating, he focused on his two equipped Strength accolades, attempting to push them out of their slots. It was far from the effortless action it should have been, more like trying to retrieve something heavy from a high shelf. The damage to his soul had thwarted his dreams of adding accolade management to his combat macros. After five seconds, he felt something give, and overhealth washed over him, calming the burning of his muscles. That wasn’t all. With the accolades gone, Rain’s effective Strength jumped back up into the double digits. Power filled his arms, and he bucked, surprising Carten and sending him flying.

 

“Pin broken,” Val said, amusement clear in his voice. “Carten loses twenty points.”

 

Rain pushed himself to a knee, then back to standing, his movements feeling suddenly effortless.

 

“Wha!?” Carten yelled, sitting up to stare at Val. “That weren’t in the rules!”

 

“I have seen what I needed to see,” Tallheart said, making Rain look away from his opponent. The cervidian’s voice was undistorted, the Arcane Bulwark having fallen at some point in the chaos. The smith uncrossed his arms. “We are done.”

 

Rain frowned, breathing heavily. He raised up a hand, still marveling at how light his arm felt. “Hang on, Tallheart. I haven’t tested the shield’s Kinetic Conversion ability yet.”

 

“There is no need,” Tallheart said. “It will work as I said.”

 

“Yeah, but I want to know how it feels with a real hit,” Rain replied.

 

“Fine,” Tallheart said, crossing his arms again. He shook his head slowly. “Do not take too long. Do your test. If you want to play, you can do so later.”

 

Rain smiled, then grimaced as he was forced to suppress an acidic burp. Damn heartburn. Too much rolling around on the ground.

 

He closed his eyes, then took a moment to push the Strength accolades back into their slots. He had to resist the urge to call up his status as his muscles began trembling, their strength draining away. He could check the results of his own experiment once the fight was over. “Okay, Carten, I want you to charge me just like you did before.”

 

“Right, lemme get a run-up,” Carten said, turning and walking away. Samson slipped his sword into its scabbard, nodding to Rain before moving to join the watching crowd.

 

Rain nodded to Samson in thanks, then returned his attention to Carten. His armor was Force Steel, just like Rain’s, though it lacked the flawless stone-like finish. The color was the same, more or less, though it was presently covered in quite a bit of dust. Rain had to fight off a sudden impulse to Purify both Carten and himself of the evidence of their battle. He’d indulge the clean-need once the fight was over.

 

Once Carten was about ten meters away, the big man turned and set his stance, looking at Rain quizzically.

 

“Whenever you’re ready, Carten,” Rain said, planting his shield in the ground and using Mana Manipulation to activate its Kinetic Conversion enchantment, which had been toggled off up until this point.

 

Carten grinned his trademark bearded grin, then clanged his shields together and charged.

 

Rain braced himself as before, keeping his eyes on his HUD. This time when their shields met, there was a flash of white light, and his shield’s saturation bar shot upward. Simultaneously, the bar showing the charge in its capacitance rune dropped. As for Rain, he moved not at all. He didn’t even feel the slightest impact. Carten, on the other hand, bounced away like a rubber ball, grunting in surprise. From his perspective, it must have felt like striking an immovable wall.

 

Rain smiled as Carten crashed to the ground with a metallic clatter. Nice.

 

Force resistance was fine for blocking damage of non-magical impacts, but it wasn’t great at stopping momentum, as this fight had proven many times over. That was where the Kinetic Conversion enchantment came in. In exchange for some of the shield’s charge, it converted non-magical force into the magical variety, which could be blocked completely. The tradeoff was that hardness didn’t apply to magical damage, while metal’s mana-absorbing properties did.

 

At the end of the day, as long as the shield had enough charge, Kinetic Conversion would allow Rain to tank hits that would otherwise have sent him flying. The rate was pretty cheap, too, the charge cost only being one percent of the damage converted. Granted, the shield had an abysmal charging efficiency, but if there was one thing Rain had plenty of, it was mana. Running out of charge mid-fight wasn’t really a concern. The metal would saturate long before it got to that point.

 

“Well, that certainly worked!” Carten said, climbing back to his feet. He laughed, rolling his shoulder. “Hey, whaddaya think would happen if I used Unyielding Defense at the same time?”

 

“That...is a good question,” Rain said, grinning. The Shieldwielding skill did basically the same thing as Kinetic Conversion, after all.  “Let’s try—”

 

“Did I not say to play later?” Tallheart said sternly.

 

Rain sighed with a smile, rising out of his ready stance. “Fine, fine.”

 

“Fun’s over, I guess,” Carten said. “Time fer a beer or six. Find me later fer round two!” He nodded to Rain, then turned away. “Oi! Evonna! Evonna! There ya are. C’mon! Let’s hit the tavern!”

 

Rain smiled, shaking his head.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, approaching. “The armor appeared to be binding. Was that so?”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said, raising his visor. “Particularly the left leg.”

 

“Yes,” Tallheart said, nodding. “I could tell. I will make some more adjustments.”

 

Rain gave him a thumbs-up, then activated Purify before Carten got out of range. He looked around at the spectators and former combatants, who were crowding in on him now that the combat drill was over. He smiled, seeing Val among them. “So, who won?”

 

Val snorted. “Not you, that’s for sure. I owe Ameliah ten Tel, now, so thanks for that.”

 

Rain blinked. “Wait, she bet against me?”

 

“I did,” Ameliah said, making Rain jump as she appeared from behind him and wrapped her arm around his shoulders. “Easiest ten Tel I’ve ever made.”

 

“Ouch,” Rain said, turning his head to look at her. “I am betrayed.”

 

Ameliah snorted, then pulled him down into a kiss. As startled as Rain was by that, he was even more startled by the stamina that rushed into him through her lips, refilling what he’d spent during the fight. It took a moment, and Rain’s cheeks were burning by the time she pulled away.

 

Ameliah smiled at him playfully, though she was blushing as well. The crowd had reacted with predictable amusement. Rain slid his visor down to hide, but it didn’t really help, only triggering more laughter.

 

Tallheart snorted, clearly amused as well. “Come, Rain,” he said, turning. “I will need my tools. The layering makes alterations complicated.” He began walking in the direction of the workshop without waiting to see if Rain was following.

 

Rain glanced at Ameliah, then shrugged and went to retrieve his mattock. Ameliah grabbed his pack and cloak from where he’d dropped them, then joined him to have a brief discussion with Samson about everything Rain had done wrong during the fight. By the time they were finished with that, the crowd had mostly broken up, other than those busy collecting arrows. Rain had to resist the urge to join them.

 

He and Ameliah instead followed Tallheart’s path toward the workshop. Rain’s pack clinked as they descended the stairs, Ameliah having slung it effortlessly over a shoulder, despite the weight.

 

“So, did your test work?” she asked.

 

“I haven’t checked yet, hang on,” Rain said. He focused, creating a checkpoint, then summoned his progression tracker. He didn’t bother using his keyboard to type in the commands, simply executing them mentally, though it took more concentration to do so. As much as he liked feeling like a hacker, trying to type while climbing down stairs was a bad idea, especially with the Speed accolades still affecting him.
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“Yes!” Rain said, grinning and almost missing a step in his excitement. “I am going to abuse the shit out of this!”

 

Ameliah smiled. “You’re in a good mood today.”

 

Rain smiled back. “I suppose I am.”

 

The armor was amazing. The accolades were amazing. Ameliah was amazing. This test result was just the icing on the cake. The only significant damper on his mood was his continued failure to restore Dozer, but after two weeks of trying, he’d reached something like acceptance. Recovering the slime wasn’t going to be a quick process. The odds were good that if Dozer hadn’t degraded by now, he wasn’t going to.

 

I can probably start unlocking skill trees again. It should be safe enough…

 

“I still don’t understand this test you were running,” Ameliah said, interrupting his thoughts. She pushed open the door to the workshop, revealing it to be deserted except for Tallheart, who was busy at a workbench. He looked up as they entered, then gestured to a mannequin that they’d been using as an armor rack.

 

“Remove your armor. I will see to it in a moment.”

 

Rain nodded. “Sorry I took so long. I needed to talk to Samson.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled, returning to whatever it was that he was working on. “It is fine. I have become distracted as well. Excuse me while I finish this.”

 

Rain smiled, looking at Ameliah as he headed toward the mannequin. “Right, how can I explain this? So last night, when I was binding all those accolades, remember how I was losing my mind trying to figure out why my stats were dropping so much?”

 

Ameliah snorted. “I do remember that. I was trying to sleep.” She unslung his pack from her shoulder, lowering it to the ground. “Something about synchronization. Here, let me help you with your armor.”

 

“Thanks,” Rain said, depositing his weapon and shield on the workbench next to the mannequin. “Anyway, I managed to figure out the formula, and then I ran some tests with Focus. You can’t go over one hundred percent, but you can get back to it. At least, I think you can. Today’s experiment was to see if it works the same way with Strength and to figure out how much of a training benefit you can get from—”

 

“Slow down,” Ameliah said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Start at the beginning. Assume I wasn’t listening to you yesterday. Like, at all.”

 

Rain chuckled, placing his helmet on the workbench. “I suppose I deserve that. I wasn’t being very coherent, was I?”

 

“Not even a little bit,” Ameliah said, smiling at him.

 

Rain snorted. “The beginning. Okay. Hmm.” He scratched at his beard, then gestured. “So when you add points to Strength, it takes a while for them to kick in physically, right? ‘Growing into your stats,’ as the expression goes.”

 

“Stop waving your arms around,” Ameliah said. “You’re making this difficult.”

 

“Sorry,” Rain said, holding out his hands.

 

Ameliah grabbed both of his gauntlets, then twisted until they uncoupled from his armor. She gently pulled them free, taking all of his rings with them.

 

Rain gasped. The blast of overvitals was quite the rush, but it was the loss of Strength that hit him the hardest. He fought not to stumble, his muscles suddenly trembling.

 

“You okay?” Ameliah asked, raising an eyebrow.

 

“I’m fine,” Rain said, steadying himself against the workbench. The trembling stopped. He shook his head, then continued his explanation. “So, that adaptation period got me thinking. Up until last night, I’d been treating synchronization as a percentage. That’s not wrong, as far as the effect goes, but it’s a flat number under the lake’s surface, just like tolerance. That’s the key.”

 

“I still have no idea what you’re trying to say,” Ameliah said, giving him a look.

 

“Sorry,” Rain said, struggling with a pauldron. “Let me try an example. Let’s say Bob is newly awakened, meaning he’s got ten of each stat and ten free points. He wants more health, so he adds all ten to Strength. What happens? His max health goes up, yes, but he doesn’t feel any stronger. Then, over the next few weeks, that changes as he grows into it. Sound about right?”

 

“Yeah, that’s pretty much how it works. Bob, huh? Funny name.”

 

Rain smiled. “For the sake of argument, assume Bob had fifty percent sync to start. That would give him an effective Strength of five. When he adds ten points, his total Strength doubles, but he doesn’t feel stronger. That means his effective Strength doesn’t change, right?”

 

Ameliah shrugged. “Sure.”

 

Rain nodded. “The only way for that to happen is if his sync dropped to twenty-five percent. Over time, his sync rises, yeah? Just from, like, walking around and stuff. Because it’s so low, you see? That’s what ‘growing into it’ means. It’s your sync rising.”

 

“That makes sense,” Ameliah said. “Ready for the chest piece?”

 

Rain nodded, raising his arms. He sighed in relief as she pulled the piece of armor up over his head, the weight of its resistance enchantments fading to the background.

 

“Better?” Ameliah asked, smiling at him.

 

“You have no idea,” Rain said, sucking in a deep breath and stretching. “I really hope I can get used to that. I still don’t understand what the hell is up with soulstrain when it comes to resistances. Also, my tolerance for Focus is past what I thought was the limit. Still waiting for an explanation on that one.”

 

“One thing at a time, you,” Ameliah said, poking him in his newly unprotected ribs.

 

Rain laughed, rubbing at the spot where her finger had landed. “Yeah, yeah. Make fun of the Dynamo. Anyway, so Bob. My point is that if you think about sync the same way you think about tolerance, the math becomes easier. Bob starts with ten points of Strength, five of which are synchronized. Then, when he adds the ten points he got from his awakening, it becomes five synchronized over twenty total. Five over twenty reduces to one over four, or twenty-five percent. You see?”

 

Ameliah nodded. “And you’re saying it works the same way for accolades? That’s hardly a revelation. You need to get used to them. I could have told you that. I have told you that.”

 

Rain sighed as he shimmied out of the last few pieces of his armor. “Yes, but that’s not the point I’m trying to make.” He stood, feeling a bit exposed, standing there in just his forceweave. It was just Tallheart and Ameliah, but still.

 

He shook his head. “I’m trying to explain why it works the way it does. My progression tracker was going crazy when I had it showing my sync as a percentage. I’d slot an accolade, and it would tell me it had gone down, which was technically correct but confusing as hell. Now, I’ve got it showing me the flat number. It doesn’t change when I slot or unslot things. It all makes sense again.”

 

“To you, perhaps,” Tallheart said from across the room, still hunched over his workbench.

 

Ameliah laughed as Rain waved a hand at Tallheart dismissively. “Anyway,” he said. ”Going into that fight, I had 3.9 points of synchronized Strength. Now, I’ve got 4.4.”

 

“Congratulations?” Ameliah said. “Wait, you’re weaker than Bob?” She smiled teasingly.

 

Rain stifled a sigh, fighting to hide his frustration. Some of it was from Ameliah and Tallheart not taking this seriously, but the rest was directed at himself. I am so bad at explaining things…

 

He shook his head. “Look, I’ve been training like a madman for months, excluding the past few weeks, and my progress has been getting slower and slower. Compared to how much I’ve been getting, half a point of Strength sync in a couple hours is ridiculous.” He gestured enormously. Looking around, he walked over to Romer’s workbench and stole a piece of paper and a nub of charcoal. “Here, let me give you the formula.”

 

“Oh, fine,” Ameliah said, following him. She wrapped her arms around his waist, nestling her chin against his neck as she watched over his shoulder. This, of course, was incredibly distracting, but Rain pushed through, pointing at the paper when he was finished.

 

“Here, look.”
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“That’s complicated,” Ameliah said flatly.

 

“It isn’t as bad as you think,” Rain replied. “Just try to work out what it means? Please?”

 

Ameliah snorted, hugging him tighter. “You’re sure there isn’t something other than math you’d rather be doing right now?”

 

Rain felt his cheeks heating, acutely aware of the way her body was pressed against his. “Come on, Ameliah, this is important.” Later, though…

 

Ameliah laughed, releasing him. “Fine. I’m just teasing you. I can tell this is important to you, so I’ll try.” She stepped beside him at the workbench, pulling the piece of paper in front of herself. “Okay, let me think. Don’t help me.”

 

Rain found himself simply watching her. He got lost studying her features as she stared at the equation with a look of immense concentration on her face. Soon enough, though, she blinked, looking up at him. “Huh. So that’s why you got weaker when you slotted the Strength accolades.”

 

Rain beamed, feeling unreasonably proud all of a sudden, both of Ameliah and of himself as a math tutor. Ameliah was as smart as anything. Her lack of mathematical skill merely came from not having suffered through umpteen years of primary education like he had.

 

“What?” Amelia asked, a note of laughter in her voice.

 

Rain cleared his throat and looked away, then tapped his finger on the paper as he tried to rein in his expression. “The formula says they decrease the effect I’m getting from the ring. It all makes sense—mathematically, anyway. As for why the system works like that, your guess is as good as mine. It seems like it was designed to be as confusing as possible.”

 

“You don’t say,” Ameliah said, rubbing at her chin. “You know… I think you’re right about this. You know about overleveling, right?”

 

Rain nodded. “Staavo mentioned that a while ago when I told him about how I leveled three times in one day. It didn’t make sense to me, though, as I never had the issues he was describing. Warriors feeling weaker, mages getting more headaches for a little while... That kind of thing?”

 

“Right, exactly,” Ameliah said. She pointed at the paper. “This could be why it happens. If a person has a Strength boost on their equipment, they might feel weaker after they level. Or they might not notice. It would depend on the numbers.”

 

Rain blinked, then tilted his head, thinking it through. After an embarrassingly long moment, it clicked. “Of course! Ameliah, you’re brilliant! The weakening effect from leveling isn’t bad if you’ve got a normal stat distribution! Accolades are rare! Items, too—good ones, anyway. The formula does describe overleveling! People do know about this; they just don’t know why it happens!” He grinned. “Or how to exploit it.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled in Rain’s ear.

 

“GAH!” Rain jumped, leaving the floor completely as his heart tried to claw its way out of his chest.

 

“You are correct, Rain,” Tallheart said, ignoring Ameliah’s sudden uncontrollable laughter. “My armor boosts my Endurance significantly. I have never been able to use Endurance accolades without pain. This formula….hmm. Now I understand why.”

 

“Depths, Tallheart, don’t DO that!” Rain said, pressing his hand to his chest. He doesn’t have Soften Steps any more, so how didn’t I hear him?

 

“Never lose focus on your surroundings,” Tallheart said as Ameliah managed to get herself back under control. Clearly, she’d heard Tallheart coming and had elected not to say anything.

 

No, wait. Rain paused, then muttered a curse. Tallheart would have needed time to look at the equation, too. Just how long was he standing there?!

 

He sighed, rubbing at his eyes. “What were you working on, anyway? Before you decided to scare my soul out of my body.”

 

“Aluminum,” Tallheart said. “The latest sample was pure enough. I was able to determine its intrinsic rune.”

 

“What!?” Rain gasped, his irritation immediately forgotten. “Tallheart, that’s great! What does it do? Magically, I mean. Would it be worth adding to my armor?”

 

Tallheart held up a hand, shaking his head. “There would be no benefit. The rune seems well aligned with the Mental element and poorly aligned with all others. I will need to run some tests to determine the degree.”

 

“What about its dissipation rate?” Rain asked. “Is it like, super anti-magic, or something?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said. “The metal is unexceptional, other than how difficult it was to extract. It is weak when pure. My skills are guiding me toward some alloys that would improve it. Hmm. Perhaps a small addition of manganese. It would retain its lightness but have the strength you described.”

 

Rain blinked. It had taken him a moment to translate ‘manganese’ from common, as Tallheart had only mentioned the name once in passing. Rain had gone through the periodic table with him a while ago, and the smith actually knew quite a few metals thanks to his skills. He said most of them were useless on their own when it came to enchanting, manganese being one such example.

 

“Can you do anything useful with it at all?” Ameliah asked.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart rumbled. “Now that I know the rune, I can feel a good amount of the metal within the smelter, bound to contaminants as it is. It is abundant in the stones here, I think. I will make a filter for it tonight. If nothing else, Ellis will be able to practice making spoons while we are gone.”

 

“Damn,” Rain said, deflating. “I was hoping it would be amazing for enchanting or something.”

 

“It may be,” Tallheart said. “Mental alignment is rare for metals. Tin is the best that I know, and it is not exceptional. Aluminum may be better. I can not say until I test it with a Cryst.”

 

“Right,” Rain said, smiling again. Tinfoil hat: good. Aluminum foil hat: better, question mark?

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. “Your discovery is the more important one of the day,” he said, gesturing to the scrap of paper. “You should not use Strength accolades and Strength equipment at the same time if physical might is your only concern. In your case, you should use the accolades to train and then remove them for combat.”

 

Rain nodded. “Exactly.”

 

“To be clear, Rain,” Ameliah said. “You’re saying that if you train with the accolades on, you can improve your sync faster?”

 

Rain nodded. “Yes. That’s exactly right. My test today proved it. Even if you don’t plan to keep an accolade long-term, as a training tool, they’re invaluable.”

 

Ameliah ran a hand through her hair, sitting against the workbench. “Depths, how didn’t I know about this?”

 

“Here,” Rain said, concentrating. After a moment, accolades began clattering to the tabletop. “Take all the Speed boosting ones and the Perception one as well. You can train with those while I work on Strength. We can swap at some point. Tallheart, do you want in on this? I’ll give you all the Endurance ones. A plus three shouldn’t be too bad for you, right?”

 

Tallheart rumbled noncommittally, but Rain was barely paying attention. He grinned at them both. “This is so cheese.”

 

Ameliah blinked, mouthing the word with a puzzled expression. After a moment, she shook her head, apparently having decided better than to ask. “We can’t spend the next month just training, Rain. We’ve waited too long already.”

 

Rain nodded, a more serious expression returning to his face. “I agree. I don’t need Strength sync, not really. I just need enough to carry my pack and move in the armor, and I’ve already got that. I just meant we could use this trick as we go, you know? At least until we get too deep. We need to be back before spring; otherwise, we might not be able to convince the townsfolk to leave Vestvall. They’ll want to plant their crops and...yeah, it would be a whole thing.” He frowned. It’s going to be a whole thing no matter what we do.

 

“Right,” Ameliah said, touching one of the accolades. It vanished, and she moved her finger to the next. “When are we leaving, anyway?”

 

Rain paused, considering, then looked at Tallheart.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said. “I will adjust Rain’s armor and make the aluminum filter. I have already made everything else that I will need. I could be ready by...hmm. Tomorrow.”

 

“That soon?” Rain asked, realization crashing over him. I could say I need a day or two to charge the armor and do some more training, but… He shook his head. No. “How about you, Ameliah? Do you need a day or two?”

 

“I was ready a week ago,” Ameliah said. “The camp is as safe as I can make it, and so is the city. I’m not even a Geomancer anymore.”

 

Rain nodded, clenching his fists. “Tomorrow, then. It’s settled.”
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The second chasm was a fully enclosed fissure in the stone, smaller than the crack above. The mineshaft that led down from the surface continued on the other side for only a few dozen meters before being blocked by fallen debris. The fissure itself was passable, though with an uneven floor and walls tight enough in places to make swinging a sword difficult. It was rank eleven for the most part—not that much worse than the lowest point of the first chasm. That said, it was considerably more dangerous because of the cramped conditions and the constant darkness.

 

Near the far end of the second chasm was another mineshaft—perhaps the same one having looped around, perhaps not. That passage sloped down for a few hundred meters until it came out high on the wall of the third and final chasm, which plummeted down deep. Tallheart had gone down there weeks ago, finding a natural cave system at the bottom that measured rank thirteen with Rain’s depth gauge. The cervidian was convinced that those caves extended deeper still, though he hadn’t explored far. He’d said he could ‘smell the depths down there,’ whatever that meant.

 

The term ‘depths’ was a catchall that described anything below the surface. When most people used it, however, they usually meant natural caves like those Tallheart had found. The entire planet was supposedly wormed through with tunnels, becoming increasingly complex and interconnected as you went deeper, complete with their own diverse monstrous ecosystems. There was no clear line that defined where the depths began, unlike lairs with their magical boundaries, so people generally specified things using the Guild’s terminology.

 

Rank thirteen was the transition point between shallow and deep bronze. Shallow silver started at twenty-five, transitioning to deep silver, then to shallow gold, and so forth. That continued all the way to rank one hundred—or so it was said. Outside of legends, nobody had ever made it that far.

 

Rain, Ameliah, and Tallheart were presently gathered at the mouth of the mineshaft that led to the third chasm, surrounded by the members of Ascension who’d come to see them off. They had already cleared all the monsters from the area, including those that had come up from the tunnel. Fresh evertorches burned along the walls. Now that the Fire Eater had been defeated, Ascension would be keeping this area lit to take some of the pressure off of their defenses above. 

 

All three delvers had heavy packs, though the word ‘pack’ was ill-suited to encompass their disparate burdens. Tallheart had what he called his ‘mobile forge’, being a u-shaped metal frame over his shoulders holding his anvil and various tools in the front, and a miniature smelter-forge hybrid in the back. Rain could feel his own spine compacting just from looking at it. The antlered smith also had what looked like a pair of metal toolboxes, one in either hand. These, Rain knew, were filled with ingots of various metals. It was a wonder that Tallheart wasn’t leaving footprints in the solid stone.

 

Ameliah’s pack was normal by comparison. It contained food, spare clothing, equipment, potions, water, and so forth—the kind of things you’d expect an adventurer to have. As for Ameliah herself, she was wearing her everyday travel clothing, sans cloak. She’d asked Rain to cut her hair, and he was proud to say that he hadn’t made too much of a mess of it. It hung to her shoulders loosely, short enough to not get in the way without needing to be tied back, which was how she liked it. The only enchanted item she had was her utility knife, which she didn’t use for combat. Her hands were bare, as she was currently specialized as a Fire Mage. The bonuses that she could have gotten from Cryst-level rings were piddly from a silverplate’s perspective anyway.

 

As for Rain, like Tallheart, he was loaded both front and back. In his case, however, it wasn’t the weight of his packs that was exceptional; it was their bulk. His backpack from yesterday’s combat test had been too small, so he’d gotten a bigger one, and then another just like it to balance himself out. With the bulging packs strapped over his already bulky armor, he felt like some bizarre amalgam of a pack mule and the Michelin man.

 

The packs were rigged with a single ripcord that he could pull with his non-shield hand at a moment’s notice. As before, that would free him of his burdens, should combat be required. The engineering effort required to get the release to work with two packs instead of one had warranted a name, Rain had decided, so he’d dubbed the completed contraption ‘The Double Gamgee.’

 

“Oi, Rain, yer sure ye’ve got all ye need?” Kettel asked, grinning. “I think I’ve got a spare pair’a boots I could give ye. Oh! Or some silver candlesticks! Wouldn’t want ta be without those down there. Ye gots ta be ready fer anything! Like a wild travelin’ dinner party!”

 

Rain laughed. “Thanks, Kettel, I don’t think there’s much chance of that.”

 

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” Jamus said, smiling. “The depths are vast. Who is to say what you might find?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled in agreement.

 

Rain sighed. “Oh, come on. Not you too.”

 

“You look like that lizard we fought in the Fells,” Samson said, his arms crossed. “The Corpulent Gill Monitor.”

 

“He do, don’t he?!” Kettel slapped his thigh, then held out a hand toward Rain like a herald. “Behold! Our brave leader! Rain the Corpulent!” He snorted. “S’got a nice ring to it! Almost as good as the Night Cleaner!”

 

“I can hurt you,” Rain said flatly.

 

A sudden explosive laugh from Carten made Rain turn his head. Ameliah had been having a separate conversation with him, Vanna, and Val, and from her smug expression, she’d been the source of Carten’s amusement. Val and Carten glanced at each other as Rain looked over, then at Ameliah. Moments later, both of them broke down completely, giggling like children. Vanna, in contrast, was rolling her eyes so hard that they seemed to be at risk of tumbling free from her skull.

 

“What did I miss?” Rain asked.

 

Carten managed to regain control of himself. He fixed Rain with a bearded grin, then jabbed a finger at Ameliah. “She said tha’ she liked tha size’o yer sack!”

 

Rain did his best to imitate Vanna’s eye-rolling as Carten once more lost his composure. Ameliah can be just as bad as Carten sometimes. I can’t in good conscience encourage this kind of low humor. A bawdy pun? For shame. He shook his head, blushing slightly, but he was smiling when he replied. “Can everyone stop talking about my sack, please?”

 

This, of course, didn’t help in the slightest. More laughter followed, and Rain patiently waited for it to die down while glaring at Ameliah with a look that said, ‘See what you did?’

 

Eventually, the laughter did stop, and Jamus reached out to lay a hand on Rain’s shoulder. “You be safe down there, you hear me? And look after Tallheart. You know how he needs minding.”

 

“I do not require minding,” Tallheart said, triggering another round of chuckles.

 

“We’ll look out for each other,” Ameliah said. “Don’t worry about us.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

“Still,” Jamus said, turning to Tallheart. “Don’t do anything reckless, my friend. I do not want to lose you.”

 

Val laughed, gesturing at Kettel. “Just ask yourself what the kid would do, and then don’t do that.”

 

“Oi!” Kettel yelled.

 

“You’re not one to talk, Val,” Rain said, raising a hand to show that he was kidding. Mostly. He bit his lip, then glanced over his shoulder at the mineshaft. After taking a breath, he nodded, then returned his attention to the others. “I suppose this is it, then. No goodbyes. We’ll be back within a month. Vanna, until then, you have the bridge.”

 

“Thank you,” Vanna said. “My first task as acting captain will be to get us a ship so your nautical sayings make sense.”

 

“Probably wise,” Rain said, nodding sagely before adopting a more serious expression. “We’ll send you a message if we get in trouble or find something worth reporting.”

 

“Until we get out of range,” Ameliah added.

 

Rain inclined his head to her. “Right.”

 

Like almost all system skills, Message was limited to one league—about five kilometers—no matter how much metamagic you had. It didn’t do so well penetrating rock, though, which would bring the range down considerably. Rain had devised a different communication method that wasn’t subject to the system’s limits, but not everyone here knew about that. Operational security and so forth, as it required accolades. Likewise, he didn’t mention what Vanna was to do if they didn’t return within the expected time frame. She already knew.

 

Rain tightened his fists, thinking of the various other contingency plans he’d put in place. Ascension. Will. Not. Fall.

 

For all that he’d said no goodbyes, it took them another few minutes to disengage. The three of them walked silently down the mineshaft in the pool of Ameliah’s Lunar Orb, listening to the fading sounds of those they’d left behind.

 

“Do you think they’ll be okay?” Rain asked, looking at Ameliah.

 

“They’ll be fine,” Ameliah said, the warmth fading from her tone as if it had been stolen by the pale light.

 

“But what if—“

 

“They’ll be fine,” Ameliah repeated more firmly. “They’re as safe as we can make them. If anything, our leaving will help them get stronger.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “A chick only learns to peck when the mother hen leaves the nest.”

 

“I—what?” Ameliah asked, looking at him. “Is that a cervidian saying?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said. “My people have no use for chickens. We do not keep them.”

 

“Huh,” Ameliah said. “I guess I’ve never heard that one.”

 

Rain smiled, fussing with the clasp of one of the Double Gamgee’s numerous pouches. The talk of chicken was making him hungry all of a sudden. He pulled out a strip of Sakeren Jerky, then gestured with it. “Anyone want anything to eat? I brought snacks.”

 

“I’m fine,” Ameliah said.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “No, thank you.”

 

“You’re sure?” Rain asked. “I’ve got some of those fried crunchy fern things you like.”

 

“Later,” Tallheart said.

 

“Suit yourself,” Rain said through a mouthful of jerky. He pointed down the dark tunnel. “Ameliah, there’s a monster about thirty meters ahead, around the bend.”

 

“What kind?” Ameliah asked.

 

“No idea,” Rain said with an unconcerned shrug.

 

Ameliah frowned, glancing at Rain’s shield.

 

“It’s not that,” Rain said, shaking his head. “I’ve mostly got a handle on the interference now as long as I remember to focus. It’s just that whatever kind of monster that is, it’s not one I’ve encountered before. It isn’t moving.”

 

“Okay, stay back,” Ameliah said, sending her light to hover around Rain’s head. She slipped out of her pack, setting it on the ground. “I’ll go deal with it.”

 

“Hold on, you don’t need to—“ Rain started, but she was already gone. Flames sprung up around her as she dashed forward, filling the tunnel with orange light. The fire almost seemed to be propelling her down the tunnel, though Rain knew Shrouded by Flame did nothing of the sort. She was just that fast. The orange light faded as she rounded the curve in the tunnel, but soon it returned with a vengeance, accompanied by a whump of detonation and a blast of hot air.
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Not long after that, Ameliah appeared back from around the bend, still blazing as she jogged toward them. “There. Problem solved,” she said. “Anything else around?”

 

Rain shook his head. “What was it?”

 

Ameliah raised an eyebrow, her fiery cloak going out. “I only got ninety-nine percent. I assumed you got the rest. Didn’t you see a message?”

 

Rain nodded. “I did, but I have no idea what a Rockshell is.” He stuck the remaining piece of jerky between his teeth, then bent to pick up Ameliah’s pack and offered it to her.

 

Ameliah shrugged, accepting the pack. “It was some sort of crab thing. I didn’t stop to paint a picture of it.”

 

“Rockshells are a common creature of the depths,” Tallheart said. “There are many kinds, most with an aspect. What was the exact name?”

 

“Lesser Rockshell,” Rain said, still chewing.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said. “No aspect. We are fortunate. It seems we will begin in a neutral biome.”

 

“Whatever,” Ameliah said, turning back to Rain. “Will you be able to sense them now?”

 

Rain wiggled his hand as the three of them resumed their progress down the tunnel. “Lesser Rockshells specifically, yes. Rockshells as a category, I’m not sure. You didn’t have to run ahead, Ameliah. We could have fought it together. It was only level nine.”

 

“Yes, and we didn’t know that,” Ameliah said, sounding annoyed. “I’m not taking chances.”

 

“Fair enough,” Rain said, digging in his pack for another piece of jerky. He wasn’t particularly worried about himself yet, but their supplies were another matter. He might be monster-proof, but the Double Gamgee wasn’t.

 

He stuffed the piece of meat into his mouth, chewing with enthusiasm as he activated Essence Well to send Ameliah a little mana. Damn, this stuff is good. I hope we find some nice plant monsters for Tallheart down here.

 

Rain shook his head as they passed the remains of the Rockshell. If it had been a crab, there was no way to tell, now. Other than a few charred bits of shell, there was nothing left but a blackened pile of ash, still smoking slightly. She is NOT kidding around. Was that Fireball, or something else?

 

He reached for his pouch of jerky again, then forced himself to stop. Gotta save the good stuff. Who knows what we’ll be eating a few days from now. To distract himself, he voiced his question aloud. “So, Ameliah, was that Fireball that you used?”

 

“No,” Ameliah said. “Just an Overcharged Firebolt. I didn’t want to damage the tunnel.”

 

“That’s…terrifying,” Rain said honestly. “I think I need to check my math.”

 

Ameliah shrugged. “There’s a reason Fire Mages are so common. It might not be a fancy build, but it has plenty of power. The only issue is how narrow it is.”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said, nodding. Ameliah had picked the class partly because of how resistant Rain was to Heat. An equally resistant monster could present a problem.

 

Rain scratched at his beard, then closed his visor to put another barrier between himself and the jerky. “That reminds me. What happens if we find a Heat biome? Will you change your build?”

 

Ameliah shook her head. “It depends how deep we are. It takes me a lot of time to switch.”

 

“You really haven’t found a way to speed that up?” he asked.

 

“No,” Ameliah said with a sigh. “It takes one hour per skill. Always. The only thing that’s gotten better with practice is how much I need to concentrate on it. I can usually keep it going now while I do other things, but if something distracts me too much…boom. Start over.”

 

Rain frowned. “Damn, that’s annoying. Maybe it will get better at gold.”

 

“I’m sure it would,” Ameliah said. “If I ever got there.”

 

“You will,” Rain said. “We all will. One day.”

 

“Hmph,” Tallheart snorted. “Even below the earth, your head remains in the clouds. You remind me of me.”

 

Rain smiled. “Anyway, we’re almost at the third chasm. I can sense the gap now. No more monsters yet.”

 

“Okay, stay back from the edge while I check,” Ameliah said, walking out in front. She stopped, then held up a hand. “Actually, just stay right there. Get a torch going so I can bring my light with me.”

 

Something in her tone made him stifle his argument against wasting a torch. What’s eating her?

 

“Hurry up,” Ameliah said.

 

Rain did his best, fumbling an evertorch free from his pack, then lighting it with a spark lighter. Ameliah’s expression had hardened even more as she watched him go through the gymnastics required to do this, burdened as he was by his packs and the shield on his left arm.

 

“There,” Rain finally said, straightening and holding the torch aloft.

 

“And you’re sure you don’t want to leave some of that stuff behind?” Ameliah asked, giving him a look.

 

“Absolutely sure,” Rain said. “Once we’re deeper, we’ll camp, clear, and then move, just like Tallheart says. I won’t bring all this with me when we’re clearing. For now, it’s safe enough.”

 

“Fine,” Ameliah said, crossing her arms. “But you two will be staying with the supplies once it comes to that. I’ll be doing the clearing, not you.”

 

“No,” Tallheart said, shaking his head slowly. “We must all work together. I will not allow you to protect Rain by taking the danger upon yourself.”

 

Rain nodded. They’d had this argument before. He opened his mouth to continue it, but Ameliah cut him off.

 

“Just stop,” she snapped. “We’ll talk about this later. Right now, I’m checking the chasm. End of discussion.”

 

“I…sorry,” Rain said.

 

“Don’t move,” Ameliah said, walking away. She took her Lunar Orb with her, leaving him and Tallheart alone in the pool of torchlight.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

Rain nodded in agreement, keeping his mouth shut. This place… That has to be what’s bothering her. It must remind her of Brightside. The third chasm is similar enough to what she described, though it isn’t full of poison mist. I wonder how long it’s been since she came down this far?

 

He shook his head, then glanced at Tallheart. “How are you doing?”

 

Tallheart raised an eyebrow.

 

Rain gestured awkwardly. “You know…with being in the depths again.”

 

“I am fine,” Tallheart said, his face unreadable. He looked away. “Do not lower your guard. Something could have spawned behind us by now.”

 

Rain nodded. I owe them both so much.

 

The wait for Ameliah to return quickly grew to be intolerable. Rain tracked her for as long as he could with Detection, and then by the echoing sounds of explosions once she’d gone past the edge of his range.

 

It was almost twenty minutes before she finally re-appeared, the last ten having been nail-bitingly silent. Rain practically collapsed in relief as Detection picked her up, though rationally he knew that linksight would have told him if anything had happened to her. She was still in the party; the system just wasn’t giving him notifications for her kills. This wasn’t a lair, and he’d had nothing to do with them.

 

A few moments later, Ameliah appeared at a run, slowing only as her orb’s light merged with that of their torch. “Clear,” she said. “Any problems here?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said. “What took you so long? Rain was becoming distressed.”

 

“I was not,” Rain said.

 

“I was scouting around,” Ameliah said. “Now come on, before something spawns. I left a few burning corpses, but they won’t stay lit forever.”

 

“How often should we be expecting spawns, anyway?” Rain asked as the three of them continued.

 

“Constantly,” Tallheart said.

 

“Yes, but like how fast?” Rain asked, pausing as the edge came into view. Unbidden memories of a certain Umbral Charger had popped into his mind.

 

“It is the same as above,” Tallheart said.

 

Rain frowned, speaking as he extricated himself from his packs for the descent. “Right. So, for a given area, only so many monsters can spawn in a day. The rate depends on the essence level, the new monsters’ levels, and what other monsters are nearby. Since Ameliah just cleared out a bunch of them, the chance of a spawn is higher, right?”

 

“Yes,” Tallheart said.

 

Rain nodded to himself. Just like when I was trapped outside the Fells, then.

 

“How are we getting down?” Ameliah asked.

 

Tallheart walked right up to the edge and looked down. He grunted, then tossed the two metal cases he’d been carrying over the side. Six seconds later—Rain counted—there was an almighty clang of impact, followed by a monstrous screech and a clatter of tumbling metal ingots.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “It appears that something has spawned. I believe I hit it.”

 

Holy shit, and it didn’t die? That had to have been at least a hundred kilos of metal at…who the hell knows how fast. I’ll do the math in a second.

 

Rain glanced at Ameliah to gauge her reaction, but Tallheart distracted him by jumping over the edge. Rain gasped as the cervidian spun in mid-air, rock cracking from his grip as he caught himself on the lip of the chasm. Cracking booms echoed from the walls as he began his descent. From the sound of it, he was making his own handholds by literally kicking holes into the solid cliff face.

 

“Well,” Rain said. “I suppose that works. It’s not particularly subtle, though.”

 

“Not particularly, no,” Ameliah said over the continuing racket. “At least it will make a good distraction for us. Do you feel like climbing too, or would you rather jump?”

 

“I’ll climb,” Rain said, thinking of the fragile supplies he’d brought. He’d have said ‘fly,’ but he knew Ameliah didn’t have the spell anymore. That was another argument he didn’t want to have. Redirection was better for combat, true, but it just wasn’t the same. In a chasm like this, proper flight would have come in extremely handy.

 

He pinged with Detection again, still not finding the bottom of the chasm, even this close to the edge. He frowned, setting down the torch and kneeling to extract a coil of rope from his pack. One hundred meters should be enough, right? I wish they had nylon. This stuff is too thick. I could have brought way more. Actually, wait, I could ask Tallheart to make me some metal cables or something. He shook his head. Later.

 

He searched his memory, then muttered a curse to himself under his breath. Damn. I can’t remember the freefall formula. This isn’t the time to be mucking around with Winter, though, so I guess I’ll just derive it. Speed should be acceleration times time, and I can integrate that for distance, so…d=1/2at2. He smiled. Yeah, that’s right. Now I remember. Even with overmana, I guess I can still have brain farts. Okay, I’ll assume g is still 9.8m/s2 on this planet, which I can round to 10 to make my life easy. Six seconds of falling means…180 meters. Damn. I’m going to need to tie two coils together. Hell, three to be safe.

 

“Rain?” Ameliah asked. “Why are you staring into space? Did you sense something?”

 

“Sorry, sorry,” Rain said, fishing out another rope. “I was just calculating how far down it was.”

 

“Calculating?” Ameliah asked. She sighed. “I’m going to regret this, but…how would you even do that?”

 

“Calculus,” Rain said, tying knots as he spoke. “I counted how long it took for Tallheart’s cases to hit the bottom. Stuff falls with a constant acceleration, ignoring air resistance, and you can use that fact to derive the formula for the distance. I could explain how, but this isn’t the time. For now…hmm. Damn, it doesn’t really work in common. Anyway, just remember five times time times time. That will get you close enough. Oh, that’s in meters, obviously.”

 

“Obviously,” Ameliah said, watching Rain as he began lowering his pack over the edge. “You’re still checking for monsters, right?”

 

“Yes,” Rain said, beginning to let the rope slide quickly through his hands. The sound of breaking stone stopped after a moment, then there was a brief silence before a faintly-heard crunch.

 

“Sounds like Tallheart’s reached the bottom,” Ameliah said.

 

“Samwise, too,” Rain said, feeling the rope go slack. He tossed the end over the edge to join the pack below.

 

“I still can’t believe you named your pack,” Ameliah said, shaking her head.

 

“And I can’t believe we never thought to name the forgewagon,” Rain said. He concentrated, nudging one of his Focus-boosting accolades out of its slot and replacing it with the one that enhanced his grip strength. As he approached the edge, his stomach clenched up, but he pushed through the vertigo, refusing to let his fear show. He swung his legs over the edge, then lowered himself down to hang near where Tallheart had started. His current effective Strength made it easy, but he panicked anyway, scrambling until his foot found the first of the smith’s improvised handholds.

 

Ameliah watched, frowning slightly. She walked right up to the edge, moving her light to help him see what he was doing.

 

Rain was immensely grateful to her for that, and for not commenting on his struggles. This wasn’t something he’d exactly done before, and his heart was beating fast as irrational terror tried to make him freeze. He’d thought he’d conquered his fear of heights, and perhaps he had, but clearly, his fear of subterranean chasms was still there in force.

 

Something we have in common, I guess. I refuse to let it stop me. I must not fear. Fear is the mind-killer.

 

Rain grit his teeth, then removed his hand from the edge, grasping for a lower handhold. The fall wasn’t dangerous. Not with all of his Force Resistance and Force Ward on top of it. Even his base health was probably more than enough at this point. That didn’t mean it felt safe.

 

Step by careful step, Rain crawled his way down the wall. He nearly fell twice, but the accolade proved its worth, making him feel like Spider-Man the way it helped his hands stick to the stone. Ameliah followed after him, though she could have easily jumped, keeping the Lunar Orb positioned so Rain could see. She made it look easy, literally only using one hand, as she’d brought the torch in the other.

 

Finally, they reached the bottom. Rain looked around, not seeing Tallheart, though the smith was clearly nearby. The sound of his hammer was ringing through the deserted chasm, the echos making it hard to determine the direction. From where he was standing, Rain could see two dark passages leading off the fissure itself, which was strewn with metal bars and still-smoldering monster corpses. He had to resist the urge to immediately use Purify to wipe them away. He wanted to have a look at them before he did that so he could get an idea of what was waiting for them and if any of it was edible. Besides that, corpses were also useful for keeping monsters occupied, Tallheart had said. Anything that spawned would be distracted by the free meal before it went searching for them.

 

“Here,” Ameliah said, hefting Rain’s pack, then handing it to him.

 

“Thanks,” Rain said, slipping it back on, then starting to reel in the rope. He pinged with Detection, then gestured. “Tallheart’s that way.”

 

Ameliah nodded to him, following. They found Tallheart squirreled away in a narrow crack in the stone, blocked with the shattered remains of a few crabby things that must have been Rockshells. He’d set up his anvil and was busy pounding his ingot cases back into shape. His enchanted spectacles were perched on his nose, which Rain knew would allow him to see in complete darkness.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled in greeting. “I will require a few minutes. I would like to test the rocks here for metals before we continue.”

 

“No worries, Tallheart,” Rain said, setting his pack down beside the broken monsters Tallheart was using as a door. “I wanted to take a little break, anyway. I’ll go collect all the ingots and check for Crysts and stuff. Ameliah, can you make sure nothing eats me while I do that, please?” His stomach rumbled. “And after that, maybe we can hide in there with Tallheart and have breakfast? The monsters will leave us alone if we stay quiet, right?”

 

Ameliah snorted, seemingly having relaxed a little bit, though she was still watching the darkness warily. “Didn’t we have breakfast before we left?”

 

Rain smiled. “We had one, yes. But what about second breakfast?” He chuckled to himself at the long-suffering look this got him.

 

“That’s a reference to something, isn’t it?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain nodded. Ah, screw it. So what if I’m not done recovering the books yet? It’s going to take me ages to read it out loud anyway. I’ll be able to keep up, and it will help her get her mind off things.

 

He smiled. “While we eat, I think it’s finally time for me to start telling you about hobbits.”

 

            
142: Biome

                 

“Holy shit.”

 

Heat seeped into Rain’s helmet through the eye slit as he stood with his jaw hanging open. He raised the visor, then crinkled his nose as the sickly-sweet air rolled over his face. It had an acidic twang to it, along with a healthy dose of char, but that was nothing compared to what he was seeing. In contrast to all of the tunnels so far, which had been fairly nondescript, what he was seeing now was simply impossible.

 

The party’s little break at the bottom of the cliff hadn’t lasted long, not even long enough to get to the first song in the Hobbit. While Rain’s narration had been well-received, both Ameliah and Tallheart had been anxious to move on.

 

In the hours since then, they’d explored the two caves near where they’d climbed down. One of them was a dead end, while the other led upward—obviously not what they were looking for. They’d followed it for a while anyway, just to make sure it didn’t head down again. In the process, they’d run into plenty of monsters, none of which had presented them with any significant difficulty.

 

Ameliah had lightened up considerably, allowing Rain to fight beside her and Tallheart as they went. Rain wanted to think that his storytelling had had something to do with her change of heart, but he suspected the real reason was that she was starting to feel soulstrain and wanted to save her strength. He’d been periodically refilling her mana with Essence Well since they’d cleared the first chasm that morning, and for all that she’d been limiting herself to just Firebolt and Combustion, the strain was beginning to show. She wouldn’t admit it, of course, but Rain could tell.

 

Eventually, when it became clear that the cave wasn’t going to go anywhere but up, they’d turned around and backtracked. After returning to the third chasm, they’d explored along its length, finding three more dead-end caves before encountering a promising passage with a steep slope. It was a tight squeeze in a few spots, but Tallheart had become convinced it was the right path after noticing the air getting warmer as they followed it ever downward.

 

Eventually, Rain had sensed open space ahead of them, so they’d dropped their packs and went to check it out, leaving the torch behind. Open space usually meant a fight, the only greater clue being strategic chest-high walls.

 

It hadn’t been long before they’d noticed a reddish light creeping into the passage. Detection had then informed Rain of an unknown monster waiting for them, and he’d activated his combat macros in response. The party had slowed to a cautious crawl for the last few meters, and that had brought them to be here.

 

Looking at this.

 

“Holy shit.”

 

“You have already said that,” Tallheart rumbled, standing beside Rain with his arms crossed unconcernedly.

 

“But, holy shit!” Rain protested, pointing emphatically.

 

“I agree with Rain,” Ameliah said, peeking her head out of the tunnel’s mouth, then looking up. “Holy shit.”

 

“Hmph.” Tallheart snorted. He walked forward a few steps into the cavern, then paused, looking back. “I told you it would be like this. It is not my fault you did not believe me.”

 

Rain shook his head, still staring as he moved to join him. The cavern was enormous—so enormous that there was no way the ceiling should have been able to hold itself up, and yet, it did. That wasn’t what had made Rain.exe crash. It was everything else that was doing that.

 

Except for a small clearing near where the tunnel came out, the cave was full of gigantic trees—not quite redwood size, but close. They had deeply craggy bark like hardened lava, with slate-gray leaves that formed a dense canopy. The floor was dirt, not stone, sparsely carpeted with dark vegetation that became an impassable-looking tangle at the clearing’s edge.

 

The walls and the part of the ceiling that Rain could see blazed with light. The stone was covered with ropes of a crimson substance that was almost too brilliant to look at directly. It wasn’t lava—the color was too deep a red. If anything, it seemed alive. Organic. The stuff, whatever it was, was pulsating with a slow, fiery heartbeat. Waves of light traveled along the network, starting from the ground and climbing up the walls, splitting and joining endlessly in a complex, irregular web.

 

As if what he was seeing wasn’t shocking enough, the Ashen Jungle—as Rain decided to call the biome in that moment—was also alive with sound. He could hear the chirping of birds, the croaking of frogs, and a deep, underlying hum that must have been insects. As he continued gawping, there was a rustling sound, then a crunch as something large moved within the trees.

 

“Holy shit,” Rain said for the fourth time.

 

He used Detection, scanning for monsters. The same signal he’d felt before was still there, though not in the direction from which the noise had come. There was another signal as well, further away off to the left. It, too, couldn’t have been the source.

 

Rain pinged again, for animals this time, then stumbled.

 

“Are you okay?” Ameliah asked, quickly steadying him. Her words came through as a sequence of numbers of various colors and hues. “What did you sense? Did we stumble into a lair when I wasn’t paying attention?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said as Rain struggled to recover from the crippling synesthesia. “It is a Heat biome. From the smell, perhaps Chemical as well. Hmm. It is unusually robust.”

 

“You don’t say,” Rain said thickly, managing to regain his equilibrium. “I’m fine. Detection was just…overwhelming. I shouldn’t have used full power. There are animals everywhere. I don’t—” He shook his head.

 

His armor was starting to feel cold, the Thermal Regulation enchantment fighting back against the heat. Beads of sweat had broken out across his unprotected forehead. His resistances only prevented damage; they didn’t make things feel comfortable.

 

Ameliah frowned, releasing Rain now that it was clear he wasn’t going to keel over. “I was expecting burning mushrooms or something. Maybe some moss. Not…this.” She gestured vaguely.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, pointing at the glowing webbing. “Your moss is there. Common Fire Moss. It mirrors the sun during the day and will darken at night.”

 

“Hold up,” Rain said, raising a hand. “How does it know what time it is without the sun?”

 

Tallheart looked at him. “How do you?”

 

Rain glanced at the clock hovering in the corner of his eye as a part of his HUD. Point.

 

“How are we going to get through?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain shook his head, at a loss. How is something like this even possible? Fire monsters, sure, but animals? And the trees…do they photosynthesize using the light from the moss? No, that just moves the problem. Where is the moss getting its energy from? From the ground, clearly, but enough to glow like that? How did it even get here? Does it just grow spontaneously like that toxic shit in Fel Sadanis? I suppose it must, but then, does that mean the animals spawned like mon—

 

“Rain!” Ameliah shouted.

 

“Huh?” Rain said dumbly, tearing his eyes away from the moss to look at her.

 

“I asked what rank it is,” Ameliah said.

 

“Oh,” Rain said, wincing. Oops. I got fascinated. Must have failed a save. He raised his shield, checking the depth gauge which he’d strapped to its back along with a few other items he wanted close at hand. “Rank fifteen.”

 

“Hmm,” Ameliah said to herself. “I should probably change my build. I could power through, but that wouldn’t be efficient. Changing skills is such a pain, though. I need to think about—Look out!“

 

Rain gasped, having seen the same thing—an orange flash, deep within the trees. A hissing sizzle reached Rain’s ears as an enormous ropey spray of lava blasted through the foliage, coming straight for them.

 

Reflexively, Rain turned, raising his shield. The lava slammed into him with enough force to push him back, though he kept his footing. The heat was more intense than anything he had ever experienced, but he felt no pain thanks to his resistance. Moments later, he realized that the lava was evaporating into orange light.

 

It’s a spell! My armor is absorbing the mana! His eyes flicked to his HUD, seeing that his shield’s saturation had jumped by over three thousand points. Oh shit! Ameliah!

 

Rain turned his head, seeing her with her arms crossed in front of her face. Her clothes were burning, ignited by the molten rock that covered her. Before Rain could even think to activate Refrigerate, Ameliah uncrossed her arms, pointing one of them in the direction of the attack.

 

“Haa!”

 

A ball of fire expanded in front of Ameliah’s outstretched palm, growing to the size of a basketball and looking like nothing more than a miniature sun wreathed in flame. With barely any delay, it flew toward the tree line, leaving a trail of fire through the air in its wake. The missile struck one of the trunks, then exploded.

 

The force of the detonation rattled Rain’s teeth, light shining around his shield as his shadow was cast long into the tunnel behind them.

 

Ameliah wasn’t done. A second orb followed the first, only a second later, detonating like the first with deafening force.

 

Refrigerate!

 

Rain’s mind finally clicked into gear. The lava coating Ameliah had already begun to harden and flake away, revealing less damage to her clothing than Rain had expected. Refrigerate hastened the process, and within a second, Ameliah was free of it, singed, but seemingly unhurt.

 

“There you are,” she said, stepping forward. “Let’s see if you can resist this.”

 

Rain dropped Refrigerate, staring at her as three fiery spheres appeared, orbiting her wrist like planets of fire.

 

Triplicate Casting?

 

The orbs didn’t launch immediately upon reaching basketball size; instead, they kept growing, the flames raging ever brighter with unstable energy. Then, Ameliah began to chant. Orange light flickered in her eyes, not all of it reflected from the spell at her fingertips.

 

“Tryrim mi-gon, fyr ji-hen! Tryrim mi-gon, fyr ji-hen! Tryrim mi-gon, fyr ji-hen!”

 

Rain dropped to a knee, cowering behind his shield like it was the wooden desk meant to protect him from an atomic blast. Triplicate Casting, Overcharge, AND Chanting!? Oh, shit!

 

Fireball—for that was obviously what the base spell was, though he’d never seen one before—did one part Force damage for every three parts Heat. It wasn’t just a scaled-up Firebolt; it was the magical version of a rocket-propelled grenade. With all of Ameliah’s metamagic, it would actually be more like a cruise missile—and she had just launched three of them.

 

The blast, when it came a heartbeat later, was beyond devastating. Too late, Rain realized that he’d forgotten to lower his visor. He couldn’t see the impact from behind his shield, but the wind alone was almost enough to flatten him. Had he been standing, he would have been knocked off his feet.
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There was a crash of a falling tree and the patter of falling dirt, then silence, save for the ringing in Rain’s ears.

 

He looked up at Ameliah wordlessly, still hiding behind his shield.

 

“Are you okay?” she asked, frowning at him.

 

Rain nodded numbly, lowering his shield and letting himself sprawl into a sitting position.

 

“Tallheart?” Ameliah asked, looking over Rain’s head.

 

“Hmph,” Tallheart said dismissively. “I am undamaged.”

 

“Right. Silly of me to ask.” Ameliah sighed, rubbing at her temples. She looked down at her burned clothing. “Tsk, I liked this shirt. I should have used Shrouded by Flame, not just Brace. I haven’t fully reacclimated to this build yet.”

 

Rain almost missed her words, having been distracted by the blast site. It really did look like there’d been an airstrike. There was a crater and everything. The undergrowth had been uprooted and blasted away, though amazingly, it wasn’t all on fire. Some of it was smoldering, but the flames quickly died away as he watched. Only one of the enormous trees had fallen.

 

As extreme as the damage was, Rain had honestly been expecting much worse based on the force he’d experienced.

 

Is this the strength of the depths? I know some stuff is supposed to get stronger, but the plants too? If you can have deepstone, can you have deepwood? Deepdirt?

 

“Close your mouth,” Ameliah said. “You look like a fish.”

 

Rain closed his mouth.

 

Ameliah sighed, then surprised Rain by using his shoulder for support as she lowered herself to sit next to him. She nodded toward the crater. “Why are you so shocked? I mean, sure, Fire Mage is showy, but you said you did the math.”

 

“I did, but…” Rain shook his head.

 

Ameliah was level 31, and as a Jack derivative, that meant she had 63 Focus. She was also using all five accolades of the Blackfoot Trench, which gave her a combined +10 to all stats. That worked better for her than pure Focus accolades would have, as the 2.6x multiplier from her legendary class only counted for attribute boosts that were evenly matched. With it applied, her stat totals at the moment were 189.8 across the board.

 

Fireball was a tier-two AOE spell with an average base damage of 25, increasing to 250 at rank ten. It had 0.75% Focus scaling, which brought the base damage of the spell up to 605.9. Three quarters of that was Heat damage, the rest being Force.

 

The Heat portion was doubled by Heat Mastery, taking the damage to 1,060.3. Then, Fire Affinity doubled that number, multiplying both damage types. Because of reasons.

 

Fire Synergy affected both types, too, and it was similar to Aura Synergy in how it worked. Ameliah had 6 Fire-keyword spells in her build right now, all rank 10, so it was another 1.6x. Now, a single Fireball would deal 3,392.9 damage.

 

Overcharge tripled that, then Triplicate Casting tripled that, and then Chanting tripled THAT, bringing the total damage up to 91,608.3—enough to one-shot Rain, even with his accolades and fancy armor, maybe even twice over.

 

Rain shook his head, still staring at the crater. And that’s just Fireball, too. One of those six Fire skills she’s got? Yeah. Meteor. Tier 4. How in the name of this world’s dubious gods did she ever lose to the Crimson Swords? Her build aside, the damage limit must have screwed her over. She’d only have needed one good hit to—

 

Ameliah nudged his shoulder with hers. “Rain, if you’re done staring into space, would you mind refilling my mana?”

 

Rain blinked, looking at her. He hadn’t missed the strained note in her voice, so he shook his head. “That’s not a good idea.” Fireball isn’t cheap, and the mods add up. The mana cost for that strike wouldn’t have been too crazy, but...

 

Ameliah closed her eyes as she rubbed at her neck. “I’m fine. It’s just a little headache.”

 

“Liar,” Rain said. “That’s what you said an hour ago.” She wouldn’t have sat down if she was fine. He looked back at the jungle, actively pinging with Detection rather than leaving it to his macros. Sound was starting to return as the animals recovered from the shock of the explosion.

 

Rain frowned as his sweep returned several monster echoes, not just the one from before. Animals run away; monsters run toward. If that saying is true, why haven’t they attacked yet? He turned to tell Ameliah about what he’d sensed, but she was already pointing toward the trees, another Fireball forming at her fingertips.

 

“More coming,” she said with a grimace as she struggled to rise.

 

Tallheart stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “Wait.”

 

Ameliah glanced up at him, not dismissing the Fireball. Rain could feel the heat rolling off of it, his armor working overtime to keep him cool.

 

Tallheart rumbled disapprovingly. “Do not strike unless they do. It is day. Their instincts will keep them within the shelter of the trees.”

 

“You’re sure about that?” Ameliah asked.

 

“I am sure,” Tallheart said.

 

Ameliah nodded, closing her fist. The Fireball winked out of existence, leaving a glowing afterimage in Rain’s vision. Tallheart nodded slowly, removing his hand from her shoulder.

 

Ameliah watched the edge of the jungle for a few moments more, then got to her feet unsteadily, refusing Tallheart’s assistance when he offered it to her. She ran her hands through her hair, looking down at Rain. “Okay. Give me some mana. We’ll lure them out one at a time.”

 

Rain opened his mouth to reply, but Tallheart cut him off.

 

“No. We should retreat to the <something> passage to rest.”

 

“The what passage?” Ameliah asked.

 

“<Something>,” Tallheart said, offering Rain his hand and pulling him effortlessly to his feet. “It means in-between.”

 

“Huh,” Rain said, dusting himself off.

 

How about…liminal. Sure, let’s go with that. Man, it’s been a while since that’s happened. At least Ameliah didn’t know the word either. That makes me feel a little better.

 

He looked at Tallheart for confirmation. “So there’s a liminal space between biomes? Am I pronouncing that right?”

 

“You are,” Tallheart said. “Monsters tend to stay within their own territory during the day unless provoked. The liminal spaces are…safer. Not safe, but safer.” He paused, tilting his head. “Usually. Sometimes, there is war.”

 

Rain tilted his head, filing that away under ‘questions for later.’ He shook his head. “Okay, back to the packs, I guess.”

 

We should probably have lunch anyway. I’m starving. Seriously, it feels like I’m hollow inside for all that I had three ration bars earlier. I’m not that unbalanced right now, so it has to be something about the accolades.

 

“No,” Ameliah said firmly. “We should deal with those monsters first. I’m not ready to turn back yet.”

 

“I am,” Tallheart said. “I require rest.”

 

Bullshit, Rain thought, but he kept it to himself, seeing what Tallheart was doing. Unfortunately, it seemed that Ameliah did as well.

 

“Seriously, I’m fine,” she said. “If everyone could stop fussing over me, that would be great. Now come on, Rain. Mana me.”

 

“No,” Rain said. “You’re pulling a Val.”

 

Ameliah blinked. “You take that back.”

 

“It only stings because it’s true,” Rain said. “Come on, Ameliah. We’re going to be down here for weeks, at least. There’s no need to hurt yourself by pushing so hard. You don’t have anything to prove. Please. Let’s just go have lunch and then come back once we’ve rested a bit.”

 

Ameliah clenched her jaw silently, then looked away. “Fine.” She sighed. “I just wanted… We can’t be taking it easy down here. This is the depths. You haven’t been an adventurer for long enough to realize how big of a deal that is. We have to make the most of the time we have.”

 

“I’m not arguing that point,” Rain said. “I’m just saying this is our first day. We’re still figuring stuff out.”

 

A branch snapped in the jungle, and all three of them tensed. Rain spotted a pair of eyes staring at them from within a dark bush, but they vanished moments later with a rustle of foliage.

 

“Let us have this discussion elsewhere,” Tallheart said, turning and heading back up the passage. Rain and Ameliah glanced at each other, then back at the trees, before following.

 

They made it back to their packs without incident, finding the area still lit by the evertorch Rain had wedged into a crack in the wall. Ameliah sent her Lunar Orb up to hover near the ceiling as Rain struggled to unstrap his shield from his arm. Once he was free of it, he turned immediately to his pack, digging around until he found a pair of large canteens.

 

“Here,” he said, pulling them free and offering them to Tallheart and Ameliah. “One of those is potato, and the other is chicken.”

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, accepting one of the canteens. “This is…soup? From Jamus?”

 

“Yup,” Rain said, smiling as Ameliah took the other canteen. He turned and dove back into his pack, looking for bowls. “Should we make a fire or something? It will be better warm.”

 

“We don’t have any wood,” Ameliah said. Rain heard her unscrew the cap of the canteen, then sniff. “Potato. Here, trade.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said.

 

“Wood,” Rain said, tossing a log onto the stone floor of the tunnel with a clunk.

 

Ameliah snorted. “Of course you brought wood. How much do you have in there?”

 

“Some,” Rain said, not looking up. Damn it, where are those bowls? Everything has shifted. It’s all so…disorderly. Damn it. He sighed, fighting through the sudden need to dump everything out and repack it. Oh, what I’d give for a bag of holding.

 

“We should not waste fuel,” Tallheart said. “I doubt trees below will be useful in that regard.”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said, finally finding the bowls and pulling them free. He tossed them on the floor with a clatter, then went back in for spoons. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Tallheart. How come you can’t just make a tuned up heater plate or something for cooking?” Belatedly, he remembered that he could use Detection to help him find the spoons and did so. Of course they’re all the way at the bottom.

 

“It is possible, but not efficient,” Tallheart said. “Heater plates that are used to warm air require little mana. To make something truly hot requires…hmm…exponentially more. It is the same reason that my smelter uses traditional fuel. It captures heat. It does not create it.” He hummed to himself as if coming to some decision. “I will make something tonight. We will have plenty of Crysts by then, and mana is not a concern with you around.”

 

“It’s handy having a Dynamo, isn’t it?” Rain said, holding aloft a pair of spoons in victory. He passed one of them to Tallheart, then another to Ameliah, debating whether he wanted to bother trying to retrieve a third for himself. He wasn’t exactly planning on using it.

 

“Here,” Ameliah said, offering him a steaming bowl of soup.

 

“How…?” Rain asked, looking at her. He could feel himself start to salivate as the delicious aroma reached his nostrils.

 

“It’s handy having a Fire Mage, isn’t it?” Ameliah said, smiling.

 

Rain chuckled, accepting the bowl. “I suppose it is. How did you do that without making a soup explosion, though? ‘Heat Soup’ isn’t a spell as far as I’m aware.”

 

“The same way I can summon a Firebolt without launching it,” Ameliah said around a spoonful of soup. “Practice.” She swallowed, then tapped her spoon against the side of the canteen with a clink. “When metal saturates with Heat mana, it gets hot. A few seconds was all it took. The trick is not melting through.”

 

“Ah,” Rain said, taking a deep breath. He set down his empty bowl, then reached for the canteen.

 

“Did you even chew?” Tallheart asked.

 

Rain snorted. “It’s soup. You don’t chew soup.”

 

“The accolades are really having an effect, aren’t they?” Ameliah said. “I can feel it too. I just took them off, and I feel like I’ve improved for the first time in years. The hunger must be a side effect.”

 

“Oh?” Rain asked excitedly. “How much progress have you made?”

 

“You know my interface doesn’t work like that,” Ameliah said with a shrug. “I can still tell, all the same. It’s pretty amazing. I could do without the headache, though.” She sighed, closing her eyes. “You were right. I was pushing too hard. Ever since we came down here, it’s just... Sorry. I was only trying to protect you, but you’re not as fragile as you used to be. It’s just going to take me a while to get used to.”

 

“It’s fine,” Rain said, smiling. “After what you did to that frog, I’m feeling pretty damn fragile.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said with a satisfied rumble that had nothing to do with the conversation. “I must remember to thank Jamus when we return. This is delicious.”

 

Rain nodded in agreement. “If you don’t mind my asking, how did you and Snowlilly get by down here, anyway? Did you bring food from the surface or what? Plant monsters aren’t all that common as far as I’ve seen.”

 

“We brought what we could, but mostly, we made do without,” Tallheart said, frowning. “Cervidians can survive for months without food.”

 

“So can humans,” Ameliah said, gesturing with her spoon. “That doesn’t mean we enjoy it.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled in agreement. “Water was the real problem. Hmm. I do not know how much Rain has brought. I will need to make a filter.” He tilted his head. “Unless… Will Purify work?”

 

“Will it work on what?” Rain asked. “Like filthy cave water, or…”

 

“Blood,” Tallheart said, taking another spoonful of soup. “Hmm. Unfortunately, I cannot consume it directly without…unpleasant complications. Monsters are a good source of resources, even if it requires some effort to extract them.”

 

Rain stared at Tallheart in horror, picturing the antlered man with vampire fangs and blood running down his chin. It was a striking image, particularly because cervidian canines were less pronounced than human ones. “You say that like you’ve tried it.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “I have. Lilly and I were desperate. It was long ago, before I learned to make filters for nonmetallic materials.”

 

Rain set down his empty bowl, slightly queasy at the prospect of a third refill given what he’d just heard. “Tallheart, have I mentioned how unreasonably metal you are?”

 

“You did so when I told you the name of my class,” Tallheart said mildly.

 

“And I stand by it,” Rain said. “Runic Powersmith? I mean, come on. I need to find a luthier, teach them the difference between a lute and a guitar, figure out how to make a pickup, an amp, and a distortion pedal, and then learn to play so I can teach you what Iron Maiden sounds like. You’d love it.”

 

Tallheart rumbled noncommittally.

 

Rain chuckled, then looked at Ameliah. “Are you ready to tell me what your class name is yet?” She froze, her spoon halfway to her mouth, and Rain quickly raised his hands. “You don’t have to. I’m just curious.”

 

“Fine,” she said with a sigh, lowering her spoon. She looked from him to Tallheart. “But you both need to promise that you’ll never tell anyone.”

 

“Of course we won’t,” Rain said. “Right, Tallheart?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said.

 

“Okay…” Ameliah said, looking away. “It’s…uh…just a little embarrassing.” She looked back at Rain, blushing in the pale light. “Uncertain Savior.”

 

Rain blinked, then grinned wide. “You’re right. That is embarrassing.”

 

“Says the Night Cleaner,” she said, punching him in the shoulder. “Shut up. I didn’t get to pick it.”

 

“Hah, sorry,” Rain said, still smiling as he raised his hand to where hers had deflected off his armor. “I actually kinda like it. It fits you.”

 

“I know,” Ameliah said. “That just makes it worse.”

 

Rain shook his head. “No, it doesn’t make it worse. It’s really cool. Not as cool as Runic Powersmith—because honestly—but still. I bet I’m going to get something dumb, like ‘Auric Mana Furnace’.” He chuckled. “What trees did you have when you picked it? It seems more related to your base class than anything else.”

 

“I don’t remember, and I doubt it had anything to do with it,” Ameliah said, setting down her bowl. “Jacks don’t get specializations. You know that.” She let her head fall into her hands, rubbing at her temples again.

 

Rain frowned, watching her. “Is the headache getting any better?”

 

“No,” she said with a sigh. She reached for the canteen to pour herself some more soup.

 

Rain nodded, his own eternal headache throbbing in sympathetic pain. He was used to it, though, and his judgment when it came to discomfort was shot. Ameliah’s wasn’t. “You should lie down for a bit.”

 

“I—“ Ameliah began, looking up. She stopped when she saw his concerned expression, then sighed deeply. “Okay. Just a few hours.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “I will sleep as well.”

 

Rain blinked, looking at him. He smiled. “And leave me on watch alone?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “As I said, the liminal space is safe enough during the day. Once the night falls, that will change. We should explore the jungle before then.” He scratched at the base of one of his antlers. “You cannot keep watch at night, Rain, but you may keep watch now.”

 

“I still don’t see why I can’t help—“ Rain started, but Tallheart shook his head.

 

“We have discussed this. It is not that I do not trust you; it is that you are soft and weak. Like dough.”

 

Ameliah choked, spluttering as she almost spat the last of her soup out across the floor.

 

“Why, thank you for that brutal honesty, Tallheart,” Rain said.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, busy refilling his own bowl. “You are welcome.”
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1.1 Strength, 0.1 Vigor, and 2.4 Focus in around eight hours? I’m surprised I haven’t been banned by now.

 

Rain’s smile was visible by the flickering light of an evertorch, jammed into a crack in the tunnel wall. Ameliah’s Lunar Orb hovered up near the ceiling, supplementing the flames with a pale white glow. She and Tallheart were both asleep, or soon to be. Other than the soft sound of their breathing, the passage was deathly silent. Rain’s turn on watch would consist of keeping his ears open and monitoring his Detection macro, which was set to high power and a short interval. Nothing was going to sneak up on him, no matter that he couldn’t see beyond their flickering pool of illumination.

 

His smile turned to a slight frown as he glanced at his stamina. It was at 204/1,000. That was the real cost of pushing himself with the accolades. The hunger was a mere annoyance by comparison.

 

I don’t want to ask Ameliah to refill me. One, gaining stamina like that causes soulstrain; two, I’ll never get sync that way; and three, she needs it herself. She’s playing accolade games too.

 

He shifted slightly, his body already feeling stiff from being immobile. Let me see what I can do here.

 

With a minor effort, Rain removed the two accolades of the Solar Temple, replacing them with the two from Sharpton’s Delving. In so doing, he traded 400 max stamina—useless at the moment—for 400 stamina regeneration per day. It was unclear what effect, if any, this would have on his sync training, but he’d find out eventually. After some deliberation, he then removed all four of his Focus accolades as well. Just because he hadn’t noticed any side effects from the meteoric rise of his Focus sync, it didn’t mean there weren’t any. He couldn’t rely on his Dynamo status to protect him forever; stupidly-high Clarity only went so far. He’d put them back on after they were done resting.

 

Taking advantage of the freed slots, he added the two accolades of the Everburn, giving himself yet more stamina regen. They weren’t as efficient as the Sharptons, but there wasn’t anything else he particularly needed at the moment. So the last two slots wouldn’t go to waste, he added a pair of Recovery accolades. They were crap-tier in terms of slot efficiency, but every little bit helped.

 

Rain sighed.

 

I should have asked them for their Everdeep Fortress accolades. Those would have been pretty damn handy on watch. I’m not getting much Perception sync, now that I think about it. The special stats must increase slower. That, or I’m not training them properly. Maybe I should try looking with my eyes and hearing with my ears.

 

Rain smiled as he scanned the darkness, thinking of a certain Braavosi.

 

Man, it’s such a shame Syrio died in book one. I wonder if Winds of Winter has a release date yet. He snorted softly. Who am I kidding? Doesn’t matter, anyway. It’s not like I’ll ever get to read it.

 

…

 

And now I’ve made myself sad.

 

Rain shook his head, returning his eyes to his interface. I should finish this up.

 

Detection had been quiet this whole time, as had the tunnel itself, but there was no call to get complacent. As preposterous as it sounded, he was technically responsible for Ameliah and Tallheart’s safety while they slept. That was something he took very seriously.

 

Am I happy with this?
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Yes, I think I am. Now, for the ring. He shifted his gaze to his status page, then started shuffling points around. It’s high time I started pushing my physical tolerances again. I’ll lose my nice round numbers, but Dozer-me will just have to deal with it.
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Health


	
2,800


	
3,000
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Stamina


	
205
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1300/d
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Attributes





	
200/180


	
EFF


	
TOTAL


	
BASE


	
ACCLD


	
MISC


	
SYN





	
STR


	
11.5


	
100


	
10


	
40


	
50/40


	
12.8%





	
RCV


	
12.3


	
70


	
10


	
10


	
50/30


	
24.5%





	
END


	
12


	
50


	
10


	
0


	
40/20


	
40.0%





	
VGR
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10


	
0
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10
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0/0


	
42.0%





	
SPD


	
9.4


	
10
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LIGHT


	
5.0
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DARK


	
5.0


	
0%





	
FORCE
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0%
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45.0
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CHEMICAL
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5.0
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There, that should do. I won’t regenerate much stamina before third bell, but it’s something. My mana cap is low, too, but that’s fine. If something comes, all I need to do is wake the others up. I could probably fight whatever it was off, but I’d wake them anyway in the process, so there’s no sense worrying about it.

 

Smiling, he closed his interface, then scanned the darkness again. All remained still and silent. His senses flickered out for a second as Detection pulsed. It, too, found no danger within a hundred meters, and he sighed as his hearing returned.

 

And now I have nothing to do.

 



 

“Come on!” Ameliah yelled, dragging Rain after her by the wrist as she sprinted down the tunnel.

 

“Slow down!” Rain yelled back.

 

Ameliah shook her head. She couldn’t slow down, or HE would catch them. The clicking sound of many legs on stone grew louder as their pursuer closed the distance. There was a sharp corner ahead, but she didn’t slow down. Rain screamed in terror as she activated Redirection. There was a shriek of twisting metal, and then she felt Rain’s weight behind her suddenly vanish. In growing horror, she looked down at the arm still held in her hand, then over her shoulder to see Rain crashing into the tunnel wall. Her skill had been disrupted by his armor, and she’d…

 

Rain gasped as he rebounded from the wall, leaving a bloody smear. His helmet tumbled away as if in slow motion, and he turned to look at her, pain and betrayal in his eyes.

 

“Rain!” Ameliah screamed, scrambling to reverse her direction, but she found no traction on the stones. Something had gone wrong with her spell. The tunnel was now a shaft, and she could feel the relentless hand of gravity pulling her down.

 

She was falling.

 

She clutched Rain’s severed arm to her chest, then used Redirection again. As before, the armor twisted her magic. The spell, instead of sending her back toward him, redoubled the speed of her fall. “No!”

 

Redirection! Redirection!

 

With each use, her speed only increased, the walls of the shaft becoming a blur. Purple light blossomed in the darkness below, and she looked down to see a mesh of Arcane magic, like vines of pure energy, stretching from wall to wall. The strands wrapped themselves around her body as she plummeted through them, cocooning her before she crashed into the bottom of the shaft with a heavy thump that blasted the air from her lungs. The clicking sound returned, the gigantic spider mount of her pursuer closing in on her as it ran down the wall. She struggled to rise, but couldn’t. Her arms were pinned to her sides by the webbing, and she could still feel the multiplied gravity trying to crush her into the stones.

 

“No!” she gasped in terror as a large hairy leg entered her vision. There was a thump as the rider dismounted, his dark leather boots landing right in front of her.

 

“Nice try,” Anton said, kneeling to grin at her with blood running down his chin. He picked up Rain’s arm from where it had fallen next to her, then bit off a pair of the fingers. His sharpened teeth tore through the metal gauntlet like it was paper. “Leaving him behind as a distraction was a good idea, but I’m so very hungry. You shouldn’t have brought this part with you.” He took another big bite, devouring the rest of Rain’s hand. “I just had to come and get the rest of my meal.” He licked his bloody lips in satisfaction. “Mmm. He was made of such tender meat. I wonder, will you be just as soft, or will you be tough and stringy? I guess I’ll find out.”

 

Ameliah screamed, closing her eyes and curling in on herself as she felt the bands of magic squeezing her tighter and tighter. No! It’s a dream! Just a dream!

 

The pressure broke, and she gasped as her eyes shot open. She catapulted herself into a sitting position, her eyes searching the tunnel frantically as her heart pounded in her chest.

 

“Hey,” Rain said urgently, wrapping his arms around her. He wasn’t wearing his armor, and his body felt warm and comforting. “It’s okay. I’m here. You were just having a nightmare.”

 

Ameliah sobbed wordlessly, hugging back with all of her strength. There was a sound like snapping wood along with the wet squelch of something warm and hot as it slapped against the side of her neck. She stared at Rain’s heart in horror as it tumbled to the stones, pulped after being forced up and out through his mouth.

 

She wailed in horror, her eyes opening for real as she thrashed against the entanglement of her blanket. Moments later, she felt her hand crash into something hard with considerable force.

 

“Oof,” Rain said, falling on his butt with a metallic clank. He shook his head, then pushed himself back up and reached out to her.

 

Ameliah scrambled away from his hand, getting to her feet. She felt her back press against the tunnel wall, and she froze, her heart hammering in her chest. “Stay back,” she hissed, fighting for breath. “Don’t touch me.”

 

“Woah,” Rain said, raising his hands, aborting his attempt to follow her. “Shh. It’s okay. You’re awake.” He slipped off his helmet, then set it on the ground carefully before getting to his feet.

 

Ameliah looked around, spotting Tallheart lying on the stones beneath his own blanket with his eyes closed. Rain approached cautiously, and she didn’t stop him as he brushed her hair away from her face. She locked up once more as he wrapped her in a hug.

 

“Hey, everything’s fine,” he said, pressing his head against her neck. He pulled back after a moment when she didn’t respond, holding her by the shoulders as he peered into her eyes. “Are you okay?”

 

Ameliah nodded, slowly beginning to relax. “It was just a dream.” She sighed, then wrapped her arms around his armored back, not squeezing with any real force. She knew how to control her strength. She would never hurt him like that. Never. She clenched her jaw, realizing that she was trembling. It was just a dream.

 

“Do you want to talk about it?” Rain asked softly as he returned her embrace.

 

Ameliah would have sighed, but she couldn’t. The force of his hug was crushing, and obviously not because he intended it to be. Ameliah didn’t mind—if anything, she found the pressure soothing, like a heavy blanket—but she had been meaning to talk to him about this for a while. If it meant discussing her own fears, so be it. She inhaled sharply, overpowering his hold on her lungs.

 

“Rain,” she said with her hard-won air. “You’re crushing me.”

 

“Shit, sorry!” Rain recoiled as if burned. “I—”

 

“Shh,” Ameliah hissed. “You’ll wake Tallheart.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled in agreement from his position on the floor, not opening his eyes, though he was clearly awake. Both of them looked at him and smiled, Ameliah feeling a small measure of her tension drain away.

 

“Come here,” she said, letting herself sink down the wall. Rain joined her, listening with growing horror on his face as she described her dream in gory detail. Most of it had already faded from her mind, but she remembered enough to paint a vivid picture.

 

“I…Ameliah. That’s horrible,” Rain said when she was finished. He moved to touch her, then flinched back as if afraid. She had no words to describe how much that small motion hurt her.

 

Rain didn’t miss her reaction. “Hey, no,” he said quickly, reaching around her shoulder and pulling her close. “I’m not afraid of you. I could never be afraid of you. Now that you’ve got me thinking about it, I’m afraid of myself. I’ve got the ring at max, and my control isn’t anywhere as good as yours.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled deeply, sitting up at last. “It is a fear that all awakened must deal with, particularly those who have invested in Strength. Neither of you can truly understand. Not as I do.”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said, an ashen cast over his features.

 

Ameliah nodded as Rain released her. Tallheart is so far beyond us there, we might as well be made of reeds. She looked down at her hands. “You need to be careful. Always.”

 

“Right,” Rain said, making her look up. “World of thick paper.”

 

“Hmm?” Tallheart asked, tilting his head.

 

Rain glanced at him. “It’s a reference to a famous scene in a show from my world. A superhero is talking about how fragile everything is and how he always has to be ridiculously careful so he doesn’t hurt someone.”

 

“A superhero,” Ameliah said, forcing a smile onto her face. “Like Florida Man?”

 

Rain choked, then began to laugh. “No, nothing like Florida Man,” he managed once he recovered. “I was talking about Superman. I haven’t told either of you about him yet, but he’s pretty much THE superhero, depending on who you ask. He’s absurdly strong and just kinda good at everything to the point that they had to give him a random weakness to keep his stories from being boring. He’d be like…gold, I guess, to give you a frame of reference, maybe platinum. I’m hardly an expert. The comic lore runs deep.”

 

“Ah,” Ameliah said.

 

Rain sighed. “Anyway, I know I need to be careful. It’s obvious with my magic—the Watch assigned me a rating and everything—I’m just not used to being superhumanly strong. I need to actively use spells, which makes remembering to be careful easy. Strength is always there, whether I’m punching someone or just shaking their hand. It’s only going to get worse with how fast my sync is improving. I can’t even take the accolades off to slow down my growth, not without lowering my health.” He smiled. “It doesn’t help that you’re both so ridiculously strong. I feel weak when I’m around you two. Like a kitten.”

 

Ameliah laughed, smiling as she reached up to tousle his hair, which was a bit flat from being crushed beneath his helmet. “A fluffy kitten.”

 

“Hey,” Rain said, turning slightly red. “You’re embarrassing me in front of Tallheart.”

 

“Your displays of affection do not bother me,” Tallheart said, sounding amused. “Now, kiss.”

 

“Tallheart!” Rain gasped, turning even redder.

 

Ameliah laughed. Teasing Rain was an activity she and Tallheart could both enjoy. It was adorable how shy he could be when others were watching. She decided to show mercy and got to her feet, taking a deep breath and doing her best to push the last vestiges of her dream from her mind. “We should go back down. I’m fully recovered. The headache is all gone.”

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart rumbled, looking at her skeptically from his position on the ground. “Are you sure? It is not yet third bell.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “I’m sure. Removing the accolades helped. I’m going to leave them off for the rest of the day.” She looked at Rain. “And I’m going to make him do all the hard work.”

 

“Huh?” Rain asked.

 

“I said I would let you fight, didn’t I?” Ameliah said, offering him her hand. She shook her head as she pulled him to his feet. “No more coddling. You’ll be fine with Refrigerate, and it’s not like I won’t be there to save you if something nasty shows up. I decided I don’t want to mess with my build, so that means it’s your job to deal with the fire jungle.”

 

Rain was grinning by the time she finished. “The Ashen Jungle, you mean.”

 

Ameliah raised an eyebrow.

 

“The biome,” Rain elaborated. “I’m calling it the Ashen Jungle. From the color of the leaves. Tallheart says every good biome needs a name.”

 

Tallheart nodded. “It is true.”

 

“Just give me a few minutes to put my accolades back on and refill my mana,” Rain said hurriedly. He sat next to his pack and closed his eyes, but opened them again after barely a moment as he stretched to grab his helmet. “Keep watch, will you?” He said, gesturing up the tunnel toward the surface. “There was a monster up there an hour ago. It didn’t come down, so I didn’t wake you. Other than that, it’s been surprisingly quiet.”

 

“Okay,” Ameliah said, watching him slip the helmet on. “We’ll keep watch.”

 

Rain nodded back, then closed his visor and went silent. Ameliah felt Winter sharpen, then return to normal after a moment as he excluded her and Tallheart from the full effect. He knew that they found it uncomfortable.

 

I need something to take my mind off that horrible dream. She glanced at Tallheart. “Do you want to play a game of ranks while we wait? I saw a board in Rain’s pack.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said in agreement, but he shook his head. “I would play, but I do not believe we will have sufficient time. Perhaps tonight.”

 

Ameliah nodded, then blinked as she noticed a small object sitting on the ground. It was a padlock, she realized. She knelt to pick it up, then looked around, spotting a small hooked piece of metal discarded nearby. She smiled. I guess Rain got bored while he was on watch. At least he wasn’t reading.

 

She grabbed the lock pick, then stood and inserted it into the lock and wiggled it around. Nothing exciting happened in response to this, so she frowned. How is this supposed to work, anyway?

 

Time passed, and before Ameliah knew it, Rain was lifting his visor. He looked up at her, smiling as he saw the lock in her hand and the frustrated expression on her face. “Problems?” he asked.

 

Ameliah sighed. “I can feel things moving around in there, but I can’t get it to open.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, having been watching her struggles with silent, unhelpful interest.

 

“Hmm,” Rain said, looking around. “Well, your first problem is you need to tension the core.” He shifted, picking something up from beneath him. He got to his feet and held it out to her. “You stick this in the keyway, then apply tension so the pins don’t drop back down when you set them with the pick.”

 

“Oh, so you were sitting on what I needed,” Ameliah said, taking the piece of metal. “Now I feel like an idiot.”

 

Rain smiled. “You’re not an idiot. I can’t imagine picking locks is anything you’d ever have needed to bother with. Besides, I haven’t gotten it open either, and I was messing with it for a good hour. I’m starting to think that that particular lock doesn’t work how I think it does. Either that, or lock picking is way harder than the internet led me to believe.” He chuckled, raising his hands and wiggling his metal-clad fingers. “Though I’m not exactly making things easy on myself.”

 

“No, I suppose you aren’t,” Ameliah said with a wry smile. She shook her head, then held the lock and picks out to him. “Well, I give up. We have real work to do.”

 

“Right,” Rain said, taking them and tucking them away into his pack. He got to his feet slowly, then stretched. “What’s the plan?”

 

“You tell me,” Ameliah said.

 

Rain frowned, considering. “Tallheart, any recommendations?” he asked, turning to look at him.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said. “Return to the clearing. Kill everything that challenges you.”

 

Ameliah smiled, enjoying Rain’s reaction to that statement. “Works for me.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, donning his mobile forge. “While Death Zone is occupied, I will prepare for the night.”

 

Rain spread open his hands. “Really?”

 

Tallheart rumbled with amusement as he bent to lift his ingot cases. He turned, then walked away. “Come. We should begin.”

 

Rain sighed, then lowered his visor and followed after him. “Fine, but if you call me Death Zone again, I’m going to start calling you The Rumbler. We’ll see how you like it.”

 

Ameliah covered her mouth with a hand to hide her smile. She left her own pack where it was and followed, calling her Lunar Orb back down from the ceiling. It didn’t take them long to reach the jungle, and Rain paused in the mouth of the tunnel, his shadow cast behind him by the light of the fire moss.

 

“Well?” Ameliah asked. “What now, Captain?”

 

Rain gave her a look, drawing his mattock from his hip and gesturing with it toward the trees. “One monster that way. I don’t know what kind. I can tell you it’s not a Mottled Magma Frog.”

 

“I will remain here,” Tallheart said, setting down his cases and moving to free himself from his mobile forge. “Rain. Please use Detection to check for ore. I will dig into the passage wall to create our camp, and it would be beneficial if I could gather materials at the same time.”

 

“You’re going to what?” Rain asked, whirling around incredulously. “Tallheart, are you trying to get yourself buried alive? And, why would you do it in the tunnel? That’s our way out!”

 

Tallheart shook his head patiently. “A cave-in is unlikely. We have reached deepstone.”

 

Ameliah nodded. She’d noticed the gradual transition as they’d descended the cliff earlier, but she hadn’t been sure enough in her determination to comment on it. “Relax, Rain. Tallheart knows what he’s doing.”

 

“I mean, yeah, but…” Rain gesticulated wildly. “Rocks fall, everyone dies!”

 

“Do not be dramatic,” Tallheart said as he removed his mobile forge.

 

“Fine,” Rain said, shaking his head. He paused for a few moments, then shrugged. “There isn’t much, and it’s just iron as far as I can tell. The side on your left has a little more, maybe, but not enough to make much of a difference. There’s a richer pocket about seventy meters straight down, but there’s no way that’s worth the effort.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “Very well.” He walked a few meters back up the tunnel, then drew his hammer and slammed it into the wall with a deafening crash. Deepstone or not, the rocks exploded into powder all the same, chunks of rubble tumbling to the tunnel floor. Rain pressed his hands to the sides of his helmet, though Ameliah wasn’t sure what he was trying to achieve by doing so.

 

“Come on,” she said, looping her arm through his elbow and towing him out into the cavern. Her own ears weren’t exactly pleased either.

 

Together, she and Rain fled the noise to the center of the clearing, the echoing booms continuing as Tallheart brutalized the tunnel wall. Despite having told Rain to relax, Ameliah couldn’t help feeling a small measure of anxiety as she glanced over her shoulder. Tallheart’s not exactly being careful from the sound of things. If he does trigger a collapse, I’d need to switch back to Geomancer to dig him out.

 

She sighed. I need more skill slots. My defensive passives take up too much room.

 

“Okay, I’m going to try Refrigerate, if you’re ready,” Rain said over the continuing noise. “This is a Heat biome, more or less, and I want to see if a Cold spell will get some kind of a reaction.”

 

“Okay,” Ameliah said, returning her attention to the task at hand. She felt a chill spread over her as fog formed in the air, but there was no reaction from the environment apart from that. With Mana Sight, she could see Rain’s magic stop abruptly after a few meters.

 

“Hmm,” Rain said, dropping the spell. He waited a moment, then knelt to inspect a small leafy shrub that had been one of the few bits of vegetation within range. “Damn,” he said, standing again with a sigh. “Well, the plants don’t like it, but at least there was no magical response. Time to deal with that monster I sensed.”

 

“Where is it now?” Ameliah asked, waving her hand through the lingering fog as it mixed with the returning humid air.

 

“It’s right behind there,” Rain said, pointing to a bush standing all on its own several meters out into the clearing.

 

“Really?” Ameliah said, raising an eyebrow.

 

“Really,” Rain said. “I guess it thinks it’s being clever. Nothing a little Monty Python won’t fix.” He raised his voice, speaking toward the bush with a strange accent. “Mr. Nesbitt, will you stand up, please?”

 

Unsurprisingly, nothing happened, and Ameliah gave Rain a blank look.

 

He raised a hand, continuing with his silly accent. “Mr. Nesbitt has learned the first lesson of not being seen: not to stand up. However, he has chosen a very obvious piece of cover.”

 

Ameliah heaved a long-suffering sigh, then blinked as heat washed over her. The spell was clearly Immolate from the mana pattern, not an unexpected attack or anything. She just hadn’t expected Rain to use a Heat spell.

 

There was a startled squawk from behind the bush, then a screech of outrage. A Scarlet Fatbird hopped into view, its feathers all alight. It screeched, then charged in their direction.

 

“What the—!” Rain shouted, raising his shield. Ameliah smiled, stepping back out of the way.

 

At level eight, the Fatbird wasn’t a threat, though the ‘Scarlet’ variant wasn’t one she was familiar with. Fatbirds were everything that the name implied. They were flightless, with short, stubby beaks and rotund bodies that allowed them to roll toward their foes with surprising speed. They were something of a joke around the Guild, really. It clearly had some resistance to fire, at least, judging from how it hadn’t died yet. Rain had put quite a bit of power behind his spell.

 

As the flaming bird tumbled angrily in their direction, Rain switched out Immolate for Refrigerate. The expanding shell of cold intercepted the monster well before it reached them, and it squawked in sudden pain, skidding to a stop. Its health was dropping sharply, and it wasn’t able to recover its footing before the spell killed it outright.

 

“Why did you start with fire?” Ameliah asked casually, raising an eyebrow at Rain as he canceled his spell.

 

“Because in what I was referencing, the bush explodes,” Rain said, stepping forward to inspect the downed monster. “Besides, I wanted to see how Immolate would react with the ambient mana. It was definitely a bit hotter than I was expecting at that power level. Anyway, what the hell is this thing? Have you ever seen anything like it?”

 

“Yes,” Ameliah said, joining him. “Fatbirds are weak for their level—at least, the regular ones are. I’m a little surprised to see one down here. I’ve never found a bird monster in a cave before.” She gestured vaguely at the trees. “Though, I suppose I shouldn’t be that shocked.”

 

Rain nodded. “But a Fatbird? Really? Who’s naming these things?”

 

Ameliah shrugged. “The first person to encounter a monster gets to name it, just like with lairs. You don’t see undiscovered monsters often, but it happens from time to time. I guess whoever named these however many thousands of years ago was feeling literal.”

 

“I guess…” Rain said, shaking his head. He set down his mattock and reached out to lift the bird-monster’s stubby wing. “Hey, you don’t happen to know if these are edible, do you?”

 

Ameliah blinked. That’s what he asks? And here I was thinking he was going to latch onto the naming thing. He’s usually super interested in how the system works. Maybe he already knew from Staavo?

 

“Ameliah?”

 

“Sorry, yes, they are. They aren’t good, by any means, but they’re edible. Don’t tell me you’re already hungry again. We just ate a few hours ago.”

 

“Accolades, what can I say?” Rain said with a shrug, standing. He started dragging the slightly-charred and semi-frozen bird after him, headed back toward the tunnel. “We can try cooking it later.”

 

Ameliah snorted, watching him. He’s going to get fatter than that bird at this rate. She turned her attention back to the jungle, hearing a branch snap far in the distance. Rain returned before anything revealed itself, stopping to stand next to her.

 

He nodded to her. “Okay, next test. Let’s see how the trees do with Refrigerate. Better than the plants, hopefully.” He walked forward, right up to the edge of the clearing, then stopped to press a hand against one of the tree trunks.

 

Ameliah joined him, finding the rough bark warm to the touch. She braced herself for the icy chill, but it didn’t come, so she turned her head to look at him. “What are you waiting for?”

 

“Nothing,” Rain said, shaking his head. “It’s just…there are animals in range. They’re staying back, but not far enough.”

 

“So exclude them,” Ameliah said with a shrug, sure that them attacking wasn’t what he was worried about. “They’ll feel the cold and run.”

 

Rain shook his head. “Some might not make it. There are also the insects, which are too small to move that fast. I don’t want to kill them—even the plants, really. Not if I can help it. I’m going to need to use my spells in there, though.”

 

Ameliah smiled, shaking her head. “Only you would feel bad for insects.” She gestured. “Look at this place. It’s enormous. I don’t think you could do any lasting damage to the jungle even if you tried. And I wouldn’t worry about hurting the animals. They live with the monsters. You should be worried about them hurting you.”

 

“I know,” Rain said resignedly. “Here we go. Just be ready in case a flying blue guy with a mullet shows up to kick my ass.” He raised a hand before she could ask him what in the depths he was talking about. “I’m not serious. Captain Planet is another superhero. A really cheesy one. Sorry, I make references when I’m uncomfortable.”

 

“No,” Ameliah said, smiling softly. “You make references all the time.”

 

Rain shook his head slowly. “Like I said. Sorry, I’ll stop. I know it’s annoying.”

 

“No, it’s not annoying,” Ameliah said, removing her hand from the tree and placing it on his shoulder. It was only partly a lie. He must feel homesick. I know he doesn’t want to return to his world, but it must still be hard for him to be alone in such a different culture. He’s just longing for something familiar.

 

She shivered as Rain activated his spell, the cold quite welcome as a relief from the heat of the jungle.

 

I should pick a story to share with him like he’s sharing with us. Maybe The Voyage of the Lost? I’m no bard, but I’ve heard it told enough times that I could probably… She stopped herself with a tiny shake of her head. No, that’s a terrible idea. I only really know the songs by heart, so the rest of it would be a mess. There must be a written version out there. I should ask around Vestvall before I try to go from memory. I’m not a Dynamo.

 

“Huh,” Rain said, snapping her out of her contemplation. She felt the cold deepen, the fog turning to snow and floating down to coat the jungle floor. She returned her hand to the tree, her fingers finding the bark still warm.

 

Rain turned to look at her. “Brace yourself. I’m going nova.”

 

Ameliah smiled, deciding to be literal and activating Brace, not that she needed the boost to her defenses. It wasn’t like Rain’s magic would attack her directly. Seconds later, Rain exploded with sapphire light, and she had to look away, blinking from the sudden increase in brightness.

 

I wish I could turn Mana Sight off completely. It’s not without its downsides.

 

Before her eyes could adapt, the magical light vanished, the world returning to the reddish hue from the fire moss. Leaves crinkled as she shifted her position. She could feel the underbrush breaking apart beneath her feet, brittle after having been frozen solid. The tree seemed to have fared better, though it was covered in a layer of frost.

 

Ameliah switched Mana Sight into active mode with a thought, finding that mana was still circulating within the tree trunk in the slow, placid manner characteristic to plants. It had a decent amount of it, actually. For a tree.

 

“Hey, Detection says the trees survived,” Rain said, sounding relieved.

 

Ameliah nodded, glancing at him. Mana Sight was still active, so she could see exactly how much mana he had spent. Fully three-quarters of his pool was now gone. “That was a bit much for a test, don’t you think?”

 

Rain shrugged. “It comes back.”

 

“Things Dynamos say,” Ameliah said, shaking her head.

 

She walked into the jungle, her passage made significantly easier by the damage Rain had done to the underbrush, the tangled vines and bushes falling apart at the slightest touch. She spoke without looking back. “Are you going to use Aura Focus, or just let your mana come back on its own?”

 

“On its own,” Rain replied, the crunch of his footsteps joining hers. “You’re here, so I’m not worried. We don’t have the time for me to keep doing that.”

 

“Okay,” Ameliah said with a shrug. It was dark under the shade of the canopy, so she conjured a Firebolt above her fingertips, holding it there. Her Lunar Orb was busy. She’d left it with standing instructions to twirl about Tallheart’s antlers.

 

“Tsk,” Rain said, kneeling. “Look. It’s some kind of squirrel thing. Frozen solid.” He sighed. “Could use it for soup, I guess.”

 

Ameliah turned to see him prying the furry creature off the frozen ground. She raised a questioning eyebrow. “Are you hungry, or are you sad? I can’t tell with the visor down.”

 

“Both,” Rain said with a sigh. He shook his head. “I’d rather not eat squirrel, given a choice, but now that it’s dead, there’s no sense letting it go to waste.”

 

“Right,” Ameliah said, nodding. “Hey, have you thought of using your oversoul? I know you usually try to suppress it, but if you boost it instead, you might be able to make them all run away…” She trailed off, seeing that Rain was shaking his head.

 

“It doesn’t work on animals,” he said.

 

“Wait, really? I thought they just got used to it like people do. If you actually push, it might be different.”

 

Rain shook his head. “I thought so too, but no. I’ve tried it. Dust was annoying me a few weeks ago, following me around everywhere for some reason. He didn’t even seem to notice when I tried to scare him off with oversoul.”

 

“Sure, but that hardly proves anything,” Ameliah said. “That horse is weird. Your fault, by the way.”

 

Rain smiled. “You do have a point there, but that’s not all. I ran more experiments while you were busy in Vestvall.” He shook his head. “Animal souls must be different, somehow, assuming they have them. Your guess is as good as mine for why that would be. Humans are animals, too, when it comes down to it.”

 

“Hmm,” Ameliah said doubtfully, a flicker of motion catching her eye through the trees. She still had Mana Sight in active mode, and she’d seen a relatively powerful signature for a moment through the trees.

 

“I’ve got it,” Rain said. “It’s just a Deepcat.”

 

Another pulse of cold washed over Ameliah, and seconds later, the system informed her of the monster’s death. Rain started walking in that direction, passing beyond the edge of his first nova and into the mostly undamaged underbrush.

 

“I’m surprised there’s this little resistance,” he said, fighting with a heavy vine. “Other than that frog you exploded, there doesn’t seem to be anything dangerous out here. Maybe that will change after nightfall.”

 

Ameliah frowned, gently trying to free her sleeve from a thorny bush. “Or maybe there’s something big in these trees, and the reason we’re not finding many monsters is that it’s hungrier than you are.”

 

“Don’t say that,” Rain said, waging his own war on the underbrush with his mattock. “Are you trying to tempt fate?” He grunted in frustration. “Damn it, I’m going to need a machete or something unless I want to freeze a tunnel through the whole jungle. I regenerate mana fast, but not that fast.” He heaved a defeated sigh, returning the tool to its loop on his belt. “Deepcats taste awful, anyway. Let’s see if Purify helps.”

 

“Mmm,” Ameliah said, finally fighting free of the thorns as the white light of his spell washed over her. The dead foliage behind them dissolved into ash, then faded away, but the largely undamaged plants near the Deepcat remained. The monster itself vanished, leaving behind a lone Tel that shone brilliantly in her magical vision. She summoned it with Attract, then tucked it into a pouch.

 

“Oh, hey,” Rain said, pointing at her. “There’s fruit on that bush next to you.”

 

Ameliah turned to look, seeing a cluster of green oblong fruits hanging low to the ground, beneath all the thorns. Each one was about the size of her hand.

 

“What do you think?” Rain asked, fighting his way over to her. “Could they be edible? It would be great if we could find something for Tallheart.”

 

“No mana concentration to speak of,” Ameliah said, bending and rolling up her sleeve, not wanting to risk any more damage to her poor shirt. She reached through the thorns and gingerly pulled one of the fruits free, then raised it to her nose and sniffed. Smells okay.

 

“Wait!” Rain shouted, but Ameliah had already taken a bite, her teeth easily tearing through the tough rind. She spat her mouthful away immediately, sticking out her tongue before Purifying away the flavor.

 

“Sour,” she said, holding the fruit out to Rain. “Not poisonous. Here.”

 

Rain accepted it gingerly, then slid his visor up so he could raise it to his nose. “Smells like kiwifruit.” He turned to look at her. “Sorry, I don’t know the word. They’re like…hairy eggs.”

 

“They sound delicious,” Ameliah said sarcastically. She smirked as Rain touched his tongue to the pulp of the fruit, then recoiled. “I told you it was sour,” she said.

 

Rain smiled, then to her surprise, he took a huge bite, getting the fruit’s juice all over his face. His reaction was marvelous, like a turtle trying to retract into its shell. “Gah, nope, nope, nope!” He spluttered as he spat the fruit on the ground, then cleansed himself with his own blast of Purify.

 

He looked up, then chuckled. “Let’s bring some back for Tallheart. Maybe he’ll like them. His taste buds are weird.” He grinned wickedly. “And if not, we’ll get to see his reaction.”

 

Ameliah laughed. “Sure.” She watched as Rain busied himself with picking the bush clean of the sour fruits. His armor had no trouble with the thorns, of course. While he was occupied, she raised her hand, elevating her flame and taking another look around. “How far do you think this jungle goes, anyway? Should I switch back to Flight and try to go over it?”

 

“Now there’s an idea,” Rain said, looking up at her. He rose with an armful of the fruits, a couple of them tumbling free. He chuckled to himself. “Why can’t I hold all these dire limes?!”

 

“Dire limes?”

 

“Why not? Anyway, you’d need to mess with the prerequisites again to get Flight, wouldn’t you?”

 

“Yeah,” Ameliah said, checking the time. “It would have to wait for tomorrow.”

 

Rain nodded, then jerked his chin up toward the treetops. “There are some pretty big branches up there. Do you think you could just use Redirection to hop from branch to branch instead? Like a ninja?”

 

“Maybe,” Ameliah said, looking up. Rain had long-since explained what ninjas were. She tilted her head, considering. “Airwalk would be better for that. I could take it with less work than Flight, but it would still be tomorrow. I’ll think about it. I’m awful with that skill, but it would be a good opportunity to practice.”

 

Rain grinned. “Awesome. Anyway, let’s go test these on Tallheart, then we should explore as much as we can before it gets dark.”

 

“Sounds good,” Ameliah said, looking down. She snorted softly. “Don’t forget your squirrel.”

 

            
144: Precipitation

                The moment Rain entered his soul, he could immediately tell that something was different. The chaos felt…off, somehow. Thicker, perhaps, and maybe a bit warm. It was hard to say, as he’d yet to impose any of his concepts of reality on this place.

 

That led to the second piece of oddness. Normally, such a distracting revelation would have catapulted Rain back into his body posthaste. That didn’t happen this time, though it was a close thing. Just barely, he managed to maintain the cultured aloofness that allowed him to resist the chaos.

 

Working quickly, he began forming the Bastion, his thoughts flowing ever clearer as he spun the white essence-matter into a protective bubble. The process seemed slightly easier than usual, and only once he’d reached around 100 units did he feel confident enough to stop and think about why that might be.

 

Okay, what the hell?

 

Rain probed the interior of the Bastion with his disembodied senses, the concepts of light and darkness being only tenuously established at this point. The surface was still smooth, as he hadn’t needed to start on the geodesic structure yet. Everything felt more or less normal inside, but outside…

 

Rain pressed his awareness against the Bastion’s wall, feeling a distinct sensation of heat coming through the flimsy barrier.

 

There’s no way I’m imagining that.

 

…

 

Why is my soul on fire?

 

Rain would have frowned if he’d had a face.

 

He returned to purifying essence. Again, things seemed too easy. Amazingly, he even found that he could split his focus enough to think while working, though doing so made his soap-bubble reality shake alarmingly.

 

Not that I’m complaining, but this is…

 

I have been getting better at this, true, but this is a step-change. What’s different?

 

…

 

…

 

Okay, I see three possibilities.

 

One: it’s because of the improvement to my synchronization—Strength, Focus, or both, I don’t know.

 

Two, related: it’s because of the accolades. I’ve got Strength ones slotted right now, and I didn’t have them the last time I was here.

 

Three: it’s because my body is in a higher-ranked zone. Maybe it’s less turbulent out there because there’s less of a pressure difference between my soul’s essence and the essence in the environment. The heat could be Heat, as in the element.

 

Hmm. Does essence even work like that?

 

Hang on, time to build the frame. I need to concentrate for this part.

 

Rain focused back on what he was doing. The transition point between a featureless sphere and his complex geometric construction was always tricky. As with everything else in this attempt, however, it presented him with less trouble than he was accustomed to.

 

Yeah, something is definitely going on, Rain thought, inspecting his completed sphere. Maybe it’s option four: all of the above, or option five: none of the above, or…you know what? One of these options is testable.

 

Leaving his soul was much easier than entering it, the process literally as simple as thinking. Rain felt the Bastion shake as it began to dissolve, his consciousness sliding in a direction orthogonal to its constructed reality. Less than a heartbeat later, he was back in the real world. He must have twitched or something, as Ameliah immediately spoke to him, her voice soft and right in his ear.

 

“Back so soon?”

 

“How long has it been?” Rain whispered back, looking around their tiny cubby. Tallheart hadn’t dug out more than was necessary, just enough space for two people to lie down elbow-to-elbow and for a third to stand guard at the entrance near their supplies. Even that much was impressive, given the strength of deepstone. The cubby’s entrance was sealed off from the tunnel with a heavy door made from the spare metal that Tallheart had brought with him, all glommed together. The smith himself stood nearby, ready to kick it open and smash the everloving shit out of anything that attempted to get through.

 

“I don’t know, ten minutes?” Ameliah whispered. “I was almost asleep.”

 

“Shhh,” Tallheart whispered softly, looking at them.

 

“Sorry,” Rain mouthed back, then glanced at Ameliah. He wiggled his arms out from under his blanket and raised his hands so she could see them. He then continued in hand-code, which was made considerably more difficult by his prone position. “I came back on purpose. I’m testing something.”

 

[I didn’t catch that,] Ameliah said via Message, looking at him. She smiled. [Try it again with less flailing, maybe?]

 

Rain smiled back, then kissed her lightly, glad that he’d removed his helmet to sleep. “I’ll explain tomorrow,” he signed as best he could, then pulled his arms back under the blanket and settled himself down.

 

[Okay,] Ameliah said. [Just remember, if you stay up working on your soul all night, you don’t get to come tree-running with me. Meditation isn’t sleep.]

 

Rain nodded, then closed his eyes. Understood.

 

With an effort of will, he removed his Strength accolades, feeling a momentary thrill as the overhealth hit him. He wasn’t that concerned about lowering his health cap; he’d just have to ask Ameliah to top him up in the morning. Nothing was going to be able to hurt him in here, not with his friends watching over him.

 

Returning to his soul took him a few minutes. The process was made even more difficult by his body’s incessant demands for sleep—it had been a long day, after all. As before, he managed to walk the line.

 

Once he was back inside, no change was immediately apparent. It still felt unusually easy to maintain his metaphorical footing. The difference only appeared when he began forming the Bastion, Rain discovering that it was indeed harder to purify each unit of essence. He returned to his body again to think.

 

Strength is strength, got it. It makes it easier for me to do stuff. The stability has to be something else. Endurance would make sense from a mechanical standpoint, but that can’t be what’s causing it in this instance. It has to either be synchronization or the area rank. I can’t really test those…. I can test other stats, though.

 

Concentrating, Rain equipped his Focus accolades, checked his clock, then tried again. It took him a bit longer to reach his soul this time, as his excitement over his discoveries wasn’t helping matters. Once he was there, he found no difference from the previous test. The extra Focus didn’t seem to be doing anything inside, so he returned to his body and checked his clock. It had been twenty minutes, which jived with his perception of how much time had passed.

 

Damn. He sighed, his hopes dashed. Focus and Clarity translate to time acceleration in soulspace, but they don’t do that inside my soul—or if they do, the difference is too small for me to notice. Why, though? It doesn’t make sense for it to be different. I mean, shit. If I could get it to work that way, I could get so much thinking done! I could, like, revise the codes, or write a book, or maybe lose my mind completely!

 

Rain smiled.

 

I’m getting ahead of myself. Strength is strength, sync might help, and things could be easier because of the ambient essence. I can’t keep popping in and out like this all night to test every last thing. I do need to get some actual sleep at some point.

 

The plan for tonight is nice and simple: break the record. No, not break. Shatter.

 

10,000 units, let’s go!

 

Rain flicked through his menus one last time, making sure that his Strength was as high as he could safely make it. He dove down once more, and predictably, it took quite a while to calm himself down. Worse, he nearly fell asleep at one point. Fortunately, once he was inside, the physical call for sleep faded, leaving only the mental, which he was perfectly capable of ignoring.

 

With the boost to his Strength, he formed the Bastion easily. Then, the drudgery began.

 



 

Ten, bloody, thousand. Gah! I’m never doing that again.

 

There has got to be a better way!

 

Rain massaged his core with a pair of tentacles, throwing himself down into a chair of essence-matter that he’d made for himself. It looked like one of those egg-chairs from the seventies, tilted on its back. It sat atop the ‘ground,’ which was more white essence-matter, loosely packed into something approximating clay. He hadn’t expanded the Bastion in a while, and his spare essence had built up until it filled roughly half of its volume. He’d let it all collect on the side that his brain had decided was ‘down’ upon the advent of gravity.

 

Rain’s form had weight, now, when he wanted it to. He even had an approximation of a body, though it was more like an octopus than a human, except with four arms, not eight. His core was solid, like a gemstone, serving as the source of his perception. His tentacles were manifestations of his will, emanating from his core. They’d started out completely invisible, gradually taking on substance as he’d continued purifying essence. Now, they appeared to be made of translucent ectoplasm, their color mirroring that of his core. When he had his weight switched on, he could even use them to move like a physical being—for example, by swinging along the ceiling like a drunken orangutan. He hadn’t yet managed enough control to walk, but he was working on it.

 

At the end of the day, there wasn’t much point to the tentacles. Rain could suppress their manifestation at a whim, returning to sculpting essence with immaterial force. His senses remained locked to his core when he did this, but as he could choose to ignore gravity, that was hardly an impediment. Working without them was far more effective, even, but he found the familiarity of physical manipulation to be comforting. He was definitely in need of some comfort right now.

 

In retrospect, his goal of ten thousand essence had been a bit much.

 

Rain merged his tentacles into a single, gelatinous mass, leaving his core suspended in the middle like a chunk of pineapple within a blob of jello. He idly wondered if this was what it felt like to be a slime as he let himself conform to the shape of his chair. Dozer’s influence didn’t affect his thoughts in here, but he still found himself thinking of the slime frequently.

 

Are you out there, buddy?

 

Rain quivered, approximating a sigh. He was mentally exhausted. Getting to ten thousand units had taken hours, and there had been no noticeable change to the amount of chaos he felt beyond the Bastion’s walls. He was getting the feeling that he hadn’t even made a dent. Nevertheless, it was a significant amount of work. Now that he’d come this far, he was reluctant to leave, lest he lose it all.

 

How long has it even been?

 

Rain’s interface still wasn’t operational in here, but each essence conversion took close enough to one second for him to use that as the basis for an approximation. Ten thousand seconds was 2.78 hours, but that was just a lower bound. In reality, it had probably been twice as long. Rain had needed to expand the Bastion periodically, which wasn’t a straightforward process. He’d also had to deal with the smoke, which had eventually built up to the point that it had blocked his ability to see. Figuring out how to fix that had been another non-trivial process.

 

In the end, he’d created a balloon of essence-matter within the outer shell of the Bastion, like the tube within a tire. He’d then compacted that down, squeezing until the smoke condensed into a liquid. He’d had to do that three times so far, as his core had continued to exude the stuff no matter what he did. There was a decent amount of it now in liquid form, safely contained in a pond that he’d sculpted next to his chair.

 

Ten bloody thousand…

 

Rain felt himself start to relax as he enjoyed the sensation of being a slime. The Bastion felt safe. He visualized it floating through the chaos like one of those domed island space habitats you saw in science fiction. That image would have been even more on point if not for the lack of color. All of the matter he’d made was still white and opaque—the ground, the mysterious liquid, the structural webbing, the outer walls—everything—unless you counted his core, that was. It was presently glowing in a tired orange within his translucent slime body.

 

Gradually, Rain’s color faded from orange to a deep, placid blue.

 

Let me see. I could try doing something with the liquid. Filter it somehow. It should be made of health, stamina, and mana, all mixed together in proportion to my regeneration. But then, why is it white and not blue? Also, it’s been hours. Given that I’m a Dynamo, I should be drowning in it by now. Maybe it isn’t what I thought it was. What else could it be? Dozer? No, that wouldn’t make sense. It came from my core. He’s out there in the chaos, somewhere, not in here. I know it.

 

Bah, I don’t have the energy for this, let alone the time. I need to get back to my body and sleep.

 

…

 

Can I just sleep in here?

 

…

 

That’s…certainly an idea.

 

…

 

I might actually be able to manage it. I’m feeling more like myself than I was nine thousand essence ago. My thoughts seem…normal. Ish. Normalish.

 

What would happen if I went to sleep? I don’t really need to focus on maintaining the structure anymore…

 

…

 

…

 

Nope. Bad idea. One experiment at a time. The goal here is to get all of this to last between meditation sessions. I am NOT doing all this again.

 

Shore it up, then back to reality. That’s the plan.

 

Rain’s slime-like body vanished as his core floated up out of his chair, gravity’s fingers releasing him upon his command. This was going to be a major structural change, and octopus arms weren’t going to cut it.

 

He wrapped his will around the essence that he’d been using as the ground, breaking it up into chunks and pulling it away from the bottom of the sphere. He focused, softening it, then sculpting it into a solid sphere. He reclaimed his chair as well but ignored the liquid, leaving it to slosh about however it pleased.

 

Splitting his focus onto two points on opposite sides of the essence sphere, he extruded I-beams directly from its surface, not stopping until they came into contact with the Bastion’s outer shell. Once they were in place, he hardened them, fixing their form. He repeated this process twice more, bracing the exterior wall in all three axes.

 

He didn’t stop there. He added more I-beams at more angles and then added cross-braces between them until the sphere’s interior became a dense jungle-gym of woven essence. He also thickened the triangular plates that made up the outer shell, not quite doubling the wall’s thickness. Once he was done, he let himself drift listlessly, almost entirely spent.

 

There. If that doesn’t do it, nothing will. It’s a shame I can’t just make everything solid, but the Bastion needs empty space to work.

 

This has to be enough. It has to.

 

Rain paused.

 

The color of his core deepened until it was a blue so dark as to appear black.

 

No. That is not the way.

 

He moved on instinct, drifting toward the middle where the beams were the densest. He burrowed through them, seeming to phase through the solid matter, though in actuality, he was merely guiding it into flowing around himself like water. Once his core was at the absolute center, he created a few vents to accommodate his off-gassing, then hardened the beams back into rigidity, locking himself in place. He focused on the structure, spreading his senses through the essence and visualizing it as nothing more than an extension of himself.

 

This is my world.

 

In here, I do not define reality; I AM reality.

 

The Bastion WILL hold.

 

My will is law.

 



 

Rain stifled a groan as pain clubbed his mind back into wakefulness. He’d again gotten used to being without it, and coming back to his body was always worse the longer he stayed inside his soul.

 

Ugh.

 

He scrunched up his face, not yet opening his eyes.

 

Run sensor sweep and diagnostics.

 

Monsters? Out there. Friends? In here. Time? 3 AM. Vitals? Within acceptable margins. Head? Pounding. Muscles? Aching and stiff. Back? Cricked. Bladder? Full. Tongue? Woolly. Stomach? Hollow.

 

Diagnosis: Hangover, stupidity-induced.

 

Prescription: Purify, food, sleep.

 

Stiffly, Rain turned his head, opening his eyes to check on Ameliah. This proved to be a poor decision, as instead of finding her sleeping there, his eye found one of Tallheart’s antlers.

 

Physically.

 

Rain yelped. It didn’t actually hurt—his Force resistance saw to that—but a lifetime of keeping pointy objects out of his eyeballs had left him with a pretty strong conditioned response. He recoiled, his head thumping against the wall with considerable force.

 

Tallheart snorted himself awake, then sat up. He searched for the source of the disturbance, craning his neck around until he saw Rain over his shoulder. He turned to face him, frowning as he did. “Are you well?”

 

“I’m fine…” Rain managed with a sigh, weakly pushing himself up onto his elbows. He licked his lips, finding them dry, like he’d been walking through the desert.

 

Tallheart’s frown deepened, and he leaned forward to offer Rain his hand. “You lie,” he said as he pulled him up into a sitting position.

 

“I will be fine,” Rain amended, shaking his head as he activated Purify at the lowest functional level. “I just need water and a little food.” He dropped his aching head into his hands and massaged his temples. “And a new brain.”

 

“Here,” Ameliah said from near the door. She passed her canteen to Tallheart, who removed the cap and handed it to Rain wordlessly.

 

Rain took it gratefully, then guzzled down the lukewarm water with enthusiasm. He didn’t stop to breathe until the entire thing was empty, and when he did, he realized that Tallheart was holding out a ration bar. In his haste to snatch the offered food, he dropped the canteen, which tumbled to the stone floor with a metallic clatter. Moments later, there was a deep roar from outside their little cubbyhole.

 

Rain winced, pausing in his efforts to free the ration bar of its paper wrapping.

 

Oops.

 

Ameliah cursed, spinning away and pulling open the door. She slammed it shut after herself, and reddish light blossomed around its edges as she called fire to battle whatever monster had reacted to the sound.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart rumbled, giving Rain a disapproving look.

 

Rain looked from him to the door. “Yeah, that was pretty stupid of me. Should we help, or…?”

 

“She will be fine,” Tallheart said. “This is not the first time that the monsters have realized we are here.”

 

“Oh,” Rain said, shoving the entire ration bar into his mouth, though it took a few bites to break it up enough for it to fit. Even with all of his added Strength, the damn things were still harder than cement.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “You were still meditating, I assume?”

 

Rain nodded, busily grinding away at his mouthful of gravel-based food. He swallowed, then took a breath. “Yeah. I got a little carried away. Can you pass me another ration bar?”

 

“Few remain,” Tallheart said, shaking his head. “Here.”

 

He held out one of the dire limes, which were properly called ‘sasu.’ The fruits were native to Bellost, apparently, making their appearance in this cave even more puzzling. Regardless, Tallheart had been elated when Rain had come back with an armful of them. He’d smiled and everything.

 

“Thanks,” Rain said, accepting the fruit and taking a huge, juicy bite. It was still powerfully sour, but less so than the battery-acid-like burn of the first one he’d tried. It turned out that that one had just been unripe. Even so, he had to fight to keep his face from inverting as he chewed. There was a reason sasu weren’t popular with humans.

 

Tallheart chuckled, watching him. “You are making a mess.”

 

“Don’t care,” Rain said, taking another bite. Purify was still running. It would deal with it. “Too hungry. Is there any soup left?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said, passing him another sasu with some amusement. They had plenty of them. “Have you considered removing the accolades?”

 

The door rattled from an explosion in the tunnel, interrupting Rain’s response. He got a kill notification—the third since Ameliah had left. Attracting the monsters’ attention had led to their deaths, and that was enough for the system.

 

Once the echoes faded, Rain shook his head. “I’ve considered it, yeah, but I need the max health when we’re out there. In here, Strength seems to help with soulstuff.” He proceeded to summarize what he’d achieved, including all of his sleep-deprived musings on what it might mean.

 

Tallheart listened patiently, passing him sasu after sasu as he talked. All the while, explosions continued outside the door, becoming more distant as Ameliah led the monsters away from their camp.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said once Rain had finished. “And were you successful?”

 

“I don’t know,” Rain said tiredly, looking down at the half-eaten fruit in his hand. He finished it off in two quick bites, then left Purify to deal with the juice he’d gotten all over himself. Where before it had been empty, now his stomach felt uncomfortably full. How many did I eat? He shook his head. “It felt like it was still holding as I was leaving, but I’m not sure. I can’t sense anything different now, not from out here. I need to go back in to check.”

 

Tallheart frowned. “Hmm. You promised you would sleep. Am I right that you will not be able to do so before you verify the status of your soul?”

 

“Yes,” Rain said tiredly, allowing himself to flop back down against his bundled cloak. He raised a hand to rub at his eyes, then let it fall to his side. “I can’t just leave it, Tallheart. I need to know.” He sighed. “Ameliah’s going to be mad, isn’t she?”

 

Tallheart shook his head. “She will not be mad. Perhaps annoyed, but not mad. She understands. As do I.” He rumbled to himself, sounding amused. “I have become lost in a project many times.”

 

“That’s good,” Rain said muzzily, deactivating Purify. With his stomach as full as it was, the tug-of-war between hungry and sleepy only had one competitor remaining. I will NOT sleep. I have to check on the Bastion. Then I can rest.

 

The explosions stopped in the distance, and a pulse of Detection revealed that there were no monsters anywhere in range. With a few more pulses, Rain tracked Ameliah, determining that she was headed back in their direction. “She’s coming back.”

 

Tallheart rumbled in acknowledgment. Rain began the process of calming his mind, but before long, he was distracted by the sound of the door opening. He cracked open an eyelid, seeing Ameliah enter with a closed fist held in front of her.

 

“Hey,” she said, stooping to empty her hand into a leather sack that was sitting open near the door. The faint crystalline tinkle of Tel made it to Rain’s ears as she deposited the spoils of her outing. “What did I miss?”

 

“Rain ate thirteen sasu and then fell asleep,” Tallheart said.

 

“I’m not asleep,” Rain said, closing his eyes again.

 

“I see,” Ameliah said, sounding amused. “Did you make any progress with your soul?”

 

“Mmhmm,” Rain mumbled. “Just need to check something...”

 

“Go on, Rain,” Tallheart said, and Rain felt him tucking his blanket back over him. “I will tell her what you told me.”

 

“Thanks, Tallheart,” Rain said, turning his thoughts once more to the Bastion.

 

“Slow down a second, Rain,” Ameliah said. “Can you turn Winter on, please? I used a lot of mana.”

 

Rain considered for a moment, then activated the spell, his thoughts feeling like molasses as the cold washed over them. He’d never been able to enter his soul with an aura running, but then again, he hadn’t tried doing so for quite some time. With his increased proficiency, it might be possible, and if Ameliah needed mana, she needed mana.

 

“Thanks,” Ameliah said.

 

“Mmmhmm,” Rain replied, then buckled down for real, attempting to tune out the low rumble of Tallheart’s voice as he filled Ameliah in.

 

He didn’t make it.

 

Minutes after he began, he slipped not into his soul, but into the comforting arms of sleep.

 



 

In the roiling chaos, absolute in its disorder, there could be no existence. No structure. Not even the perception of time.

 

And yet, every so often, a seed of order would appear. Lines of reason would spread from it like the roots of a great tree, bringing stability with them, and in turn, possibility. Soon thereafter, droplets would begin to precipitate out of the chaos—droplets of a presence, or perhaps a memory. Something that had perceived. Something that had felt. Something that had…

 

…thought.

 

But not now. Not yet.

 

As time passed, simply by chance, the droplets would pass close to each other amid the tumult. When this happened, an attraction would form, and if the conditions were right, the droplets would join together, becoming some greater fraction of what they once had been.

 

This event was unlikely, for the droplets were small, and the chaos was vast. Yet happen, it did.

 

Unfortunately, the seed would never last. After some time, a great wave would crash through the chaos, shattering everything before its might. The roots of reason would wither, their order subsumed by the chaos. The presence would dissolve along with them, disappearing helplessly back into nothingness.

 

But not this time.

 

This time was different.

 

This time, when the wave came, the seed hadn’t broken.

 

It had endured.

 

Far out in the chaos, something was coming together. After many hours and many close encounters, two of the largest droplets finally collided, themselves already the result of several such collisions.

 

The combined fragment remained a mere fraction of what it had once been, but it was large enough, barely, to remember.

 

…

 

⟬filth⟭?

 

            
145: Monkeys

                 





	
Progression Tracker [0.6.0]

marker_1: welcometothejungle [21st Fallow]

marker_2: tarzan [22nd Fallow]

 

span: 16.2 hours

 

Tolerance

Strength: 40 -> 42 (+2)

Recovery: 30 -> 32 (+2)

Endurance: 20 -> 21 (+1)

Vigor: 40 -> 43 (+3)

Clarity: 179 -> 181 (+2)

 

Synchronization

Strength: 6.4 -> 9.1 (+2.7)

Focus: 14.6 -> 16.4 (+1.8)










 





	
Slots


	
Accolade


	
Bonus





	
4 [2x2]


	
The Ice Cavern


	
+40 Strength





	
4 [1x4]


	
The Halls of Corruption


	
+40 Focus





	
3


	
The Lair of Embers


	
+1,000 Heat Resistance





	
3


	
We Can’t Just Call It ‘The Lair’


	
+200 Force Resistance





	
2


	
Southshore Rat Warren


	
+1,000 Health





	
2


	
Greenfort


	
50% stronger grip when climbing





	
1


	
The Solar Temple


	
+200 Stamina










 





	
Total Known Skill Trees

Tier 0: 144

Tier 1: 144

Tier 2: 144

Tier 3: 139

Tier 4: 0










 





	
Richmond Rain Stroudwater

 





	
CLASS


	
LVL


	
CAP





	
Dynamo


	
18


	
18





	
EXP


	
NEXT


	
TOTAL





	
12,749


	
22,750


	
1,674,832










 

Vitals





	
 


	
CUR


	
MAX


	
RGN





	
Health


	
3,201


	
3,240


	
420/d





	
Stamina


	
1,219


	
1,220


	
530/d





	
Mana


	
8,820


	
8,820


	
2.9/s










 

Attributes





	
200/180


	
EFF


	
TOTAL


	
BASE


	
ACCLD


	
MISC


	
SYN





	
STR


	
16.7


	
112


	
10


	
40


	
62/42


	
18.2%





	
RCV


	
20.6


	
42


	
10


	
0


	
32/32


	
49.0%





	
END


	
12.4


	
51


	
10


	
0


	
41/21


	
40.0%





	
VGR


	
31.3


	
53


	
10


	
0


	
43/43


	
59.0%





	
FCS


	
23.6


	
72


	
10


	
40


	
22/193


	
32.8%





	
CLR


	
200


	
200


	
200


	
0


	
0/181


	
100.0%





	
PER


	
8.4


	
10


	
10


	
0


	
0/0


	
84.0%





	
SPD


	
9.4


	
10


	
10


	
0


	
0/1


	
94.0%










 

Resistances





	
1940/?


	
FLAT


	
PERCENT





	
HEAT


	
1545.1


	
0%





	
COLD


	
545.1


	
0%





	
LIGHT


	
5.1


	
0%





	
DARK


	
5.1


	
0%





	
FORCE


	
635.1


	
0%





	
ARCANE


	
45.1


	
0%





	
CHEMICAL


	
495.1


	
0%





	
MENTAL


	
5.1


	
0%










 










 



 

Rain bounced from foot to foot, swinging his arms to loosen the stiffness that had built up in his muscles overnight. His armor’s enchantments seemed to be constricting him a bit more than usual. The feeling of pressure would fade as the day went on, he hoped, but if not, he was quite used to ignoring all manner of discomforts. He wasn’t going to let it bother him, even if it did make it a bit hard to breathe.

 

It was presently 7:45 AM, and he, Ameliah, and Tallheart were standing in the clearing at the entrance to the Ashen Jungle. The fire moss was barely glowing, just enough for him to make out the spiderweb pattern in the darkness. Tallheart was setting up his tools next to the mountain of rock he’d excavated the day before, and Ameliah was resting nearby, looking only half awake. Her Lunar Orb floated over her shoulder, lighting the clearing.

 

In fifteen minutes, they expected the fire moss to blaze back to life, heralding true dawn and the start of the day. By coming down before then, they’d been able to decimate the monster population, as the creatures had been more than willing to swarm out of the trees to their deaths. Refrigerate had been remarkably effective at taking care of the riffraff, and for everything else, there was Fireball.

 

Both Rain and Ameliah were back at full mana already, but they had decided to keep Tallheart company until the day properly began. The smith wasn’t planning on joining them in their exploration until this afternoon, as digging out their camp had taken longer than he’d planned. He hadn’t had time to build the water filter, and they were starting to run low. Making it would be his first project of the day.

 

Ameliah yawned adorably, and Rain smiled as he glanced at her. He considered going to sit next to her but discarded the idea. He was too full of nervous energy, despite only getting four hours of sleep. The reason for that was simple: it had worked. The Bastion stood. He’d checked first thing this morning, and though he’d found himself unable to move from where he’d welded his core, that was fine. It was a problem he could solve later. The key thing was that he hadn’t lost his progress. It had even survived his alarm.

 

Based on Bartum’s description of the system’s daily essence-exchange, Rain had feared that the process would break something. His unplanned unconsciousness had robbed him of the opportunity to push it off, but apparently, he’d been worried for nothing. Either the Bastion had been strong enough to survive it, or the essence-exchange wasn’t nearly as traumatic as he thought.

 

Emboldened by this fact, Rain had then tested one more potentially destructive event, namely a skill tree unlock. Again, the Bastion had held. As far as Rain could tell, the entire thing was as solid as a rock. He had gotten a foothold at last.

 

Rain grinned, finished with his warmup. It was time for practice.

 

Crouching, he prepared himself, making sure that the straps holding his shield to his back were secure. Once he was satisfied, he then jumped as hard as he could. Being unencumbered save for his equipment, his feet made it perhaps a meter off the ground. He frowned as he landed, his legs easily absorbing the impact.

 

That’s not nearly good enough.

 

He tried again, and then a few more times, his best jump reaching a meter and a quarter.

 

No, not nearly good enough. Strength alone isn’t going to cut it.

 

Having expected this result, he activated Velocity at 25% power, compressing the range to zero.

 





	
Velocity (10/10)

61.20% boost to speed for all entities

Range: 0 meters

Cost: 2.5 mp/s










 

He started swinging his arms again, getting used to the feeling of speed. He hadn’t been using the skill on himself much recently and was out of practice. Carefully, he took a few steps, then began to pace. Faint curls of wind trailed after him, each of his movements more confident than the last. Within a minute, he was walking more or less normally. Satisfied with this, he jumped.

 

With the aid of the spell, he was able to accelerate himself upward over one and a half times as quickly. The moment his feet left the ground, the magic could do nothing more for him, but the initial velocity he’d built up was enough for his feet to clear the former height of his head.

 

Still with the spell active, Rain controlled his motions, landing with only a small stumble before he caught himself. Good.

 

He began hopping about like a rabbit, fine-tuning his control with each attempt. Ameliah, he noticed in the middle of one particularly wild jump, was watching him with some amusement. His distraction proved his undoing, and his foot came down on a rock and his ankle twisted. Rain tumbled, wincing as he landed hard on his ass. When he got back up, he saw that Ameliah was looking away, pretending not to have seen, though the shaking of her shoulders betrayed her as she tried to suppress her laughter.

 

Rain smiled, dusting himself off.

 

Time for some real jumps. 100%, here we go.

 





	
Velocity (10/10)

244.80% boost to speed for all entities

Range: 0 meters

Cost: 10 mp/s










 

Crouching down carefully, Rain abandoned caution and kicked off for all that he was worth. He felt a great pressure through the soles of his feet, then gasped in surprise at how quickly the ground fell away. Up and up he flew—fast at first, then slowing as gravity clawed him back down. As the hang time stretched, he began to tumble, and he flailed his arms, trying to control his orientation in preparation for landing. Despite his best efforts, he ended up hitting the ground in a magnificent belly-flop.

 

Ameliah broke, her laughter sweet to his ears.

 

He bent one of his legs at the knee, kicking up his foot, then spoke, his words muffled by the dirt filling his helmet. “Nailed it.”

 

Didn’t hurt. Force Resistance is amazing.

 

He left the spell on as he got back to his feet, though the mana cost was gradually adding up. The more he practiced, the faster he’d acclimate to the effect, as reflected by his Speed tolerance. That was still only one at present, meaning he could deal with a ten percent boost without difficulty. He was well past that, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t need perfect control; he needed height. By his estimate, that jump had been in the neighborhood of six or seven meters, enough to reach the lowest branches of the enormous trees.

 

Let’s try that again, shall we?

 

Rain crouched, readying himself to leap again, but was distracted by a flicker of light from the perimeter of the cavern. He let Velocity fade, Winter replacing it out of habit as he stared.

 

Starting at the base of the wall, a pulse of crimson light had appeared as if coming up out of the earth. It traced its way up the network of moss like lightning in slow motion, leaving a glowing afterimage in its wake. A second pulse appeared when the first was only halfway up the wall, brighter this time. Pulse after pulse followed, each faster than the last, with the moss fading less in between. Soon, the entire clearing was awash in the light of what passed for day in the Ashen Jungle.

 

“Wow,” Rain said, shading his eyes against the glare.

 

Ameliah still had his perception accolade, and his eyes had grown wide to take in as much light as they could in the dim cavern. The change had been too sudden for them to adapt.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, looking up at the ceiling. “That was one of the most impressive dawns that I have seen in the depths. Ten out of ten. Much like your landing.”

 

Rain snorted, dusting himself off with Purify. “Saw that, did you?” He smiled. “If you think that was something, can you imagine if I used all my mods? The boost would be almost seven thousand percent. That wasn’t even three hundred.” He tilted his head. “I kinda want to try it.”

 

“You’d better not,” Ameliah said, getting to her feet. “I don’t want to have to scrape you off the ceiling.”

 

“Ha,” Rain laughed, waving her away. “No, you’re right.” I mean, hot damn. Assuming a normal jump is like a couple g’s of acceleration, seventy times that is…yeah. Like a car crash or something. I’d lose some health, for sure, even with Force resistance.

 

“You’re still thinking about it, aren’t you?” Ameliah asked.

 

“Don’t worry,” Rain said, smiling. “I’m not gonna actually do it. Give me a little credit, will you? I’ll work my way up to it some other time. I prefer my legs unbroken.”

 

He chuckled to himself. Magic is awesome. And a little scary.

 

“Well, the sun is out, figuratively speaking,” Ameliah said, fighting off another yawn. She nodded to Tallheart. “You be careful on your own, okay?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. “I will be fine. We are not that deep, yet, and I have work to do. Depending on what you find, this may be my last chance to enjoy solitude.” He looked at Rain, and the corner of his mouth twitched. “I find it easier to work when I do not have to answer thousands of questions.”

 

“Hey,” Rain said, feigning affront. “I’ve been good about that.”

 

Tallheart snorted. “Hmph. It will not last.” He rumbled to himself, clearly in a good mood. “Do not forget to check for metal. I doubt you will find natural adamant, but with enough iron, I can make it. That would change things.”

 

“I won’t forget,” Rain said, smiling. “I’m a Dynamo. That’s my thing.”

 

“He means don’t get distracted,” Ameliah said, slipping a coil of rope over her shoulder. Neither she nor Rain would be bringing their packs for this, obviously.

 

“Yeah, yeah,” Rain said. “That’s my thing too, isn’t it? Don’t worry, Tallheart. If there are any good veins of ore out there, I’ll find them. I added it to my Detection sequence. It’s literally automatic.”

 

“Good,” Tallheart said, turning back to his anvil. “Go on, then. And be careful.”

 

Rain nodded. “Right, see you later.” He looked at Ameliah, then smiled. “Ready?”

 

Ameliah nodded. “Ready.”

 

The two of them left the smith to his work as they walked to the edge of the clearing. Upon reaching the trees, Rain looked up, spotting a thick branch about five meters off the ground, one of the lowest he could see. He walked over to it, planning his climb.

 

The jungle was choked with foliage, making travel along the ground difficult, but there was a distinct lack of vines and other things higher up. The truly massive branches he’d noticed the day before didn’t begin until fifty meters or so, stretching from tree to tree like bridges between skyscrapers. Fortunately for their ascent, there were plenty of smaller branches on the younger trees, like the one Ameliah had managed to fell yesterday.

 

Rain rubbed his hands together in anticipation. He looked back down, then triggered Detection manually, scanning for monsters ahead of the programmed sequence. His search came back negative, so he nodded to Ameliah. “All clear. We’re good to climb.”

 

“Okay,” she said, rolling her shoulder, then looking up. “Be ready to catch me if I mess this up. Airwalk is tricky.” She looked back at him, seeming to consider. “Actually, no. Your armor makes you harder than the ground. Maybe just get out of the way.”

 

“Hah,” Rain said.

 

Ameliah smiled at him, then jumped. She cleared the branch she’d been aiming for effortlessly, not needing anything as fancy as Velocity to assist her. It was only five meters off the ground, after all. She used the branch like a stepping-stone, flinging herself toward a different tree, then kicked off its trunk to send herself higher still. Her new trajectory sent her into open space, which was clearly the plan. As she neared the top of her arc, she jumped off of nothing, like something straight out of a video game. Her double-jump sent her back in the opposite direction, becoming a triple-jump, then a quadruple-jump as she zigzagged her way through the air. Soon enough, she landed adroitly on one of the bridge-like branches, making the motion look casual.

 

Rain snorted. Not good with Airwalk. Yeah, sure.

 

Ameliah waved. “Okay, your turn,” she called. She put her hands on her hips. “This should be good!”

 

Rain smiled, then jumped for the branch with Velocity. His aim was true, and he crashed into it at the peak of his jump, managing to get an arm around it before he fell. A pull-up was no trouble with his current status, and he managed to get a leg over the branch, then clamber atop it with only a small amount of flailing. He searched for his next target, then leaped again, angling for a branch five meters higher on a different tree, one that Ameliah had skipped right over. His aim wasn’t so good this time, and he overshot, his shins slamming into the branch and sending him tumbling head over heels.

 

“Shit!” was all he had time to say before he landed—head first, naturally.

 

“Nice!” Ameliah called down, laughing. “I’m ready with the rope whenever.”

 

“Tch,” Rain said, struggling free of the unfortunate bush that had cushioned his fall. He rolled his shoulders, then turned Velocity up to 150%, planning to just go straight for the second branch. When he jumped this time, he got the height he needed, but his aim was off. He bounced off the tree’s trunk, then tumbled to the ground once more. Ameliah’s continuing laughter didn’t deter him, and he pushed himself back up, ready to try again.

 

Okay. Come on, Rain. You can do this.

 

His third attempt was marginally more successful. He reached the first branch he was aiming for, then the second, though he only barely managed to grab it with his fingertips. If not for his grip strength accolade, he was sure he’d have ended up eating dirt once more. He considered the next branch he’d planned to use, then frowned. It was a bit further away than it had seemed from the ground.

 

Okay, I’ll call two jumps a win. Time for plan b.

 

Rain shimmied along the branch until he reached the tree’s trunk. It was a big one, not even close to narrow enough for him to get his arms around. He pulled his mattock free from his belt, then hammered its spike into the wood, activating the enchantment as he did. The tree’s bark was tougher than it had any right to be, but the metal spike bit into it with no trouble. With the handhold this gave him, he hauled himself up the trunk, grappling it with his free hand and his legs tightly. With some difficulty, he removed the pick, then reset it higher.

 

I don’t need a rope, thank you. I can do it myself.

 

In this way, Rain made his way up, one swing at a time, becoming more confident as he went. The grip strength accolade was like magic in the way it helped him stick to the tree. By the time he reached the canopy, Ameliah had navigated her way over to him, and she offered him her hand to pull him up to stand on the branch beside her.

 

“That was everything I thought it would be,” she said, smiling as she steadied him.

 

Rain flipped up his visor, then stuck his tongue out at her as he slipped the mattock back through its belt loop. Their heads were truly in the leaves now, which were densely supported by a wide network of smaller branches. Reaching out, he grabbed one of these, testing it with his weight. As expected, the curiously strong wood held, barely even flexing despite being thinner than his wrist. He tightened his grip, then let his legs swing out over empty space. “Ook, ook,” he said, scratching at his armpit with his other hand as he swung himself around to look at Ameliah.

 

“Are you supposed to be an ape or something?” she asked.

 

“Ook,” Rain said, nodding. He gestured toward the branches invitingly. “Ook? Ook ook ook?”

 

Ameliah rolled her eyes, then smiled. “Ook,” she said, grabbing a branch next to his. She jerked her head toward deeper trees, then began swinging effortlessly in that direction. “Ook ook.”

 

Rain laughed, reaching up with his free hand to close his visor. With considerably less grace, he began swinging after her.

 



 

“Humans.” Tallheart snorted, then looked back down to his anvil. The entertainment was over, it seemed. That meant it was finally time to get some work done.

 



 

Sanity quickly prevailed, and Rain and Ameliah began simply walking along the large branches, as had been the original plan, reverting to simian antics only when required. Neither of them had infinite stamina, and they couldn’t afford to play around. Every so often, Rain would drop an iron token to the ground, creating a trail of breadcrumbs. He’d have used Tel, except he was pretty sure that monsters ate them or something. In any event, he’d be able to find them with Detection when it was time to head back.

 

They soon fell into a rhythm, making good progress despite frequent monster encounters. According to Tallheart, each biome hosted a constrained set of monster types, normally less than twenty, with only one or two common types from the region. It was similar to how things worked on the surface, but the divisions were sharper in the depths and didn’t vary with the seasons.

 

For the Ashen Jungle specifically, Deepcats seemed to be the only overlap with the previous, untyped caves. With a few exceptions, there didn’t seem to be much of a difference between the jungle floor and the treetops in terms of what would spawn. The rank was the same, somehow, despite the height of the trees.

 

Also interesting was the fact that they had yet to find slimes of any description, whether in the trees or on the ground. The blobby monsters had been a constant since Rain had come to this world, apparently being the hallmark of the entire continent. Their absence was striking, and both he and Ameliah were waiting for a dangerous variety to show up at the worst possible time. Lava Slimes were a thing—because of course they were—and according to Ameliah, they were no joke.

 

As they progressed through the suspiciously slime-free zone, Rain worked to fill in dossiers for each monster type they encountered, including their approximate health and resistances. He had counted twelve varieties so far, two unique to the ground, two unique to the treetops, and eight that had appeared in both places. Getting full information on the rarer ones was difficult, obviously, but for the common types, he soon had enough data to concoct a mana-efficient strategy for dealing with each variety.

 

Deepcats, for example, had low health and weren’t resistant to Heat. Ameliah could simply snap her fingers and Roy Mustang them with Combustion for a measly twenty mana. Their agility was useless against a spell that merely required line of sight. Fungiform Flamepuffs, on the other hand, called for a different approach. They were stupidly heat-resistant, unnaturally fast, and came in enormous packs, making single-target spells almost useless. Fortunately, they self-destructed when exposed to even the slightest Cold, sending their burning spores everywhere. The strategy for them was a simultaneous dual-aura pulse—Refrigerate from Rain and Purify from Ameliah—nice and easy.

 

For most other things, Rain would simply use Refrigerate, though it was hard on the jungle. Technically, Ameliah could kill a Fatbird with less mana, but Dynamos were essentially immune to mana overuse. She wasn’t. Her spells were reserved for alpha-strikes on tanky things that would have taken Rain more than a single mana pool to deal with. Flamewood Tortoises were a good example. They had around 400 Cold resistance, 1,000 Heat resistance, and a whopping 30,000 health at level 15. They couldn’t climb trees, though, so they weren’t as much of a problem today as they had been yesterday. Rain and Ameliah had bypassed a half dozen of them already, judging them not worth the mana to bring down. Their goal was to see how far the jungle extended, not to fight their way through it.

 

As for plants and animals, the diversity of them put the monsters to shame, like something out of a nature documentary. The animals were small for the most part—snakes, birds, big-eyed rodents, that kind of thing. Clearly, the most effective survival strategy in the monster-infested jungle was avoidance, not confrontation. There had been nothing dangerous to a pair of awakened so far, with the only significant obstacle being one particularly angry bird.

 

About three hours into their journey, they’d run across a darkly-colored parrot-looking thing, normal-sized, but fearless, fierce, and utterly unconcerned for its own safety. It hadn’t taken kindly to them trying to cross near its nest and had kept dive-bombing them with such enthusiasm that Rain had needed to cover it with Force Ward so it didn’t hurt itself.

 

Ameliah had named it the ‘Valbird.’

 

Now, hours later, there were two new problems, unrelated to either animals or monsters.

 

First, Rain was starting to run low on iron tokens. Tallheart had minted hundreds of the things, but apparently, that hadn’t been enough. The jungle was even bigger than they’d thought. They would have to turn back soon unless they wanted to risk getting lost.

 

The second problem was that he was starving. He’d been ignoring his hunger for over an hour, too embarrassed to say anything given how much he’d already eaten. Now, however, the food hallucinations had finally grown too frequent to ignore, and he was being forced to admit that something was really, really wrong.

 

“Ameliah, stop,” he said, coming to a halt near where one of the large branches met the trunk of its tree. He didn’t feel up to tackling the gap to the next one.

 

“What is it?” Ameliah asked, already having made the jump.

 

“You didn’t bring any food, did you?”

 

Ameliah raised an eyebrow. “No, I didn’t. You said you had it taken care of.”

 

“I thought I did,” Rain said, shaking his head. “I packed lunch for two, but…I ate yours a few hours ago. Sorry.”

 

Ameliah snorted. “I thought I heard a suspicious amount of snacking back then. Those accolades are really getting to you, huh? Well, come on. Let’s head down, then. I’m hungry too. It shouldn’t be hard to find some fruit or something.”

 

“Meat,” Rain said with a shake of his head. The hunger was so bad, he was starting to feel a bit faint. “I need meat. I was trying to ignore it, but…”

 

“Idiot,” Ameliah said. “You should have said something sooner.”

 

Rain nodded. “I know.”

 

He looked away. He had been hungry before, and he knew what it felt like. Several times during the worst of his depression, he’d gone days without eating, once even for a whole week. The effort of going to the store to restock his fridge with frozen dinners had simply been too much. His eventual return to food had been prompted by routine rather than hunger. There were only so many days in a row he could call out sick without losing his job, and once he was back at work, the mechanical cycle of work, food, sleep would reassert itself.

 

That had been nothing like this.

 

He could honestly say that he’d never felt as hungry as he did right now. His body needed food. It was DEMANDING it. There was the physical side—cramps twisting his empty stomach in a way that his freakish pain tolerance did nothing to mitigate—and then, there was the mental side.

 

Hamburgers. Ribs. Bacon. Mmm.

 

No! Rain screwed his eyes shut, slamming a fist against the tree trunk.

 

He jumped as Ameliah laid her hand on his shoulder. He hadn’t heard her making her way back to him. “Are you okay?”

 

“I’m fine,” Rain said, opening his eyes. “Just hungry. Really, really hungry.”

 

“You know, I don’t understand this,” Ameliah said, picking a leaf out of her hair. “Your stats aren’t that unbalanced. The accolades shouldn’t be affecting you this much.”

 

“They are,” Rain said, swallowing some saliva. Stupid memory. Stop reminding me of things I can’t have. He shook his head. “I should take them off.”

 

“Don’t,” Ameliah said. “You need as much health as you can get.”

 

“Do I really? I have my armor, and—“

 

“And you’ll still die if something bops you on the head,” Ameliah interrupted. “Hunger won’t kill you.”

 

“I don’t know,” Rain said, pressing his hands against his stomach. “I haven’t started losing health yet, but seriously, I think I might be dying. I can’t think about anything other than food.”

 

“Don’t be dramatic,” Ameliah said with a sigh. “Fine, take them off, but put the 500 health ones on instead. The...Icy Cellar? That was the name, right?”

 

“Oh yeah,” Rain said, scratching at his ear. “I forgot about those.”

 

“You forgot?” Ameliah asked, raising an eyebrow. “You? Okay, this might be more serious than I thought. Swap them, then let’s go get you something to eat. What are you hungry for?”

 

“Everything,” Rain said honestly. Detection pulsed as part of its normal sequence, and he whipped his gaze to the ground, his eyes frantically searching for the source of the signal he’d felt. There! Convenient timing. He moved along the branch, lining himself up. It was a Fatbird, seemingly unaware of his presence. Dimly, he was aware of Ameliah saying something, but it wasn’t important. With no warning, he flung himself off the branch.

 

“Hey!” Ameliah shouted.

 

Rain didn’t respond. His eyes were locked onto his target.

 

Force Ward.

 

He crashed through a bush, then slammed heavily into the ground. The Fatbird squawked, whirling around to face him, but he paid its surprise no mind.

 

Refrigerate.

 

Cold brought death to the jungle, a curtain of frost expanding out from him in a shell. He turned to face his prey, letting the spell work as he broke himself free of the bush. Its branches snapped easily, the water inside freezing and splintering them apart. The Fatbird was charging for him now, but its steps were growing slower by the moment as it fought against the icy wind.
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Immolate.

 

Rain compressed the radius as he approached, melting away the snow that covered the dead or dying underbrush. Stopping next to the Fatbird, he crouched down, then reached for his belt knife.

 

With a crunch of snapping twigs, Ameliah landed beside him. “Rain, what the hells are you doing?”

 

“Hunting,” Rain said, pushing his spell higher. The dead foliage around him would start to burn soon. It was only Heat resistant due to the presence of Heat-aspect mana inside it. Immolate would eventually burn all of that up, and then it would be just like anything else. The Fatbird’s flesh was no different. Already, he could smell a delicious aroma as it started to cook.

 

He had to swallow again. He was drooling.

 

Ah, screw waiting until it’s done. I don’t have enough mana anyway. What’s the worst that could happen? Food poisoning? Hah, what a joke.

 

With his knife, he stabbed into the side of the bird, carving through the thick fat with some effort. Gripping the feathers on one side, he pulled, widening the gash and hacking a chunk of fat free from the organs within. Disgust warred with hunger as he dropped the knife, fumbling to remove his helmet.

 

Hunger won.

 

Immolate was actually decent for cooking. It raised the temperature of things evenly once the magic had had a chance to penetrate. It hadn’t had nearly enough time in this case, but Rain found that he couldn’t bring himself to care. He dropped his helmet, then grabbed the chunk of fat, lifting it to his mouth. I can deal with a bit of pink.

 

“Uh, Rain?” Ameliah said.

 

He didn’t look up, too consumed by the flavorful juices as they struck his tongue. The leaves around him were burning now, but he didn’t care. His mana ran out moments later, and Immolate stopped, but that didn’t matter either.

 

“Okay, no,” Ameliah said, laying her hand on his shoulder. “I’m fine with eating a little raw meat, but that’s basically just a lump of fat. I’m not squeamish, but…Rain, stop. You need to breathe. Rain?” She shook his shoulder roughly, but he shrugged her off. “Rain! Depths, what’s wrong with you?”

 

“So good!” Rain said, his mouth stuffed like a chipmunk’s. He wiped the blood away from his chin as he looked up at her, still chewing. The monster flesh, repugnant to him only yesterday, tasted practically divine. It was exactly what his body wanted.

 

“Rain, you’re scaring me,” Ameliah said.

 

Something in either her expression or her tone made it through to him. She looked…shaken. Using his precious moment of clarity, Rain fought against the hunger, swallowing his large mouthful with some difficulty. He forced himself to drop the chunk of half-cooked meat, though it went against every demand of his body. With the dregs of mana that he’d regenerated, he used Purify, cleaning the blood from his face and hands.

 

“I—“ he began, not sure what he was going to say, but before he could find out, a bestial roar reverberated through the jungle, vibrating the very leaves with its volume.

 



 

“Shit!” Ameliah swore, spinning around as she hunted for the source of the overwhelming sound. She turned back to see Rain with his hands pressed against the side of his head, a look of pain on his face. “Which way?” she asked, signing it as well in case his eardrums had actually ruptured. She was about to try again with Message when he pointed.

 

“There. Three of them.”

 

“Three of what?” Ameliah asked, following his finger.

 

He just shook his head.

 

“Shit,” she swore again. Thanks to Rain’s…episode, he was out of mana. She pointed at his feet. “Stay there!” she yelled. “Let me handle this!”

 

The snap of a branch whipped her head around, and she hurriedly worked to free herself of the coil of rope that was still slung over her shoulder. Through the trees, her eyes caught a flash of motion, and then seconds later, an enormous, hulking shape came into clear view. “Hababa!” she shouted in recognition, not needing the system to tell her the name. She’d never fought one, but she’d heard enough second-hand stories about the enormous, hairless apes to recognize them immediately—second-hand stories, because first-hand witnesses were dead, more often than not.

 

Hababas were reaper class. For their level, they were stronger, faster, tougher, and smarter than they had a right to be. This one was level nineteen and over four meters tall. Its grayish skin was stretched taut over its muscles as if its hide was two sizes too small. Each of its four arms was thicker than her entire torso, and its too-small head sat on a thick, stubby neck nestled between its four bulging shoulders. Two of its hands held weapons—tree-trunk clubs with stones lashed to the ends. It was using its other two arms for support as it barreled toward her, running on its knuckles and tearing through the underbrush like it wasn’t even there.

 

She had barely taken all this in before two more of the creatures appeared behind the first. They were both level nineteen as well, and every bit as large. One of them was unarmed, while the other had a colossal falchion gripped in one hand.

 

Okay, that’s bad. The sword was taller than she was.

 

“Why do they have weapons?!” Rain yelled, stumbling to his feet.

 

“Stay there!” Ameliah screamed at him, reaching for her skills. Fire surrounded her as Shrouded by Flame took hold. To catch the monsters’ attention, she lashed out with Firebolt, sending blast after blast as quickly as she could. Dealing damage wasn’t her goal; she just wanted their attention. With Quicken Evocation doubling her cast speed, she managed to get six shots off in three seconds as she sprinted away from Rain.

 

Her fire splashed harmlessly against the monsters, doing no damage, but from the feeling of her hair raising on the back of her neck, she knew that it had worked. The lead Hababa grunted furiously, making a sound much like the ones she and Rain had been imitating before, only so loud and deep that she felt it rattling her bones. No, it wasn’t just loud. It was an attack—some sort of skill, just not a strong one.

 

Shit, not strong by MY standards. I need to get them out of range of Rain. Fast.

 

She bit her tongue as her foot snagged on a vine, and it didn’t break immediately, not having been within the range of Rain’s aura. She kicked out, tearing it from the ground, then resumed her flight with much more difficulty thanks to the living underbrush. Just as she considered leaping for the branches, her eyes widened as the shadow of one of the Hababas passed over her. Apparently, the monsters had had the same idea.

 

She swerved, dodging the falchion and blasting the sword-wielding creature in the face with a Fireball for its trouble. It reared back, raising its arms defensively, and she was pleased to sense that its health had dropped, if only slightly. Good. Not too much Heat resistance. I can deal with this, even if there are three of them.

 

Turning, she sprinted through a gap between the trees, trusting her flaming cloak to protect her clothes from the thorns. The plants slowed her progress but couldn’t stop her, branches snapping and roots tearing from the ground as she forced her way through, just as the monsters had done before. She checked over her shoulder to make sure they were still following, and her eyes widened as she saw one of the tree-trunk clubs headed directly for her skull.

 

Brace!

 

The defensive skill activated just in time, multiplying her Force resistance, itself already multiplied by her passives. Instead of a broken skull, she instead received only a few thousand damage and some assistance getting out of the underbrush. As she tumbled high through the air, she used Airwalk to push herself higher still, just in time to avoid a collision with a tree.

 

Well, that could have gone better.

 

Clenching her teeth, she used Airwalk again, giving herself some spin to bring her pursuers into view. A snap of her fingers lit all three of them up with a Triplicate Cast of Combustion. It didn’t do much in the way of damage, but the flames would blind them long enough for her to come up with something more potent. Completing her rotation, she searched along her trajectory until she spotted a branch within range, then kicked herself toward it. Her aim was off, and she hit it a bit low. Nevertheless, she managed to clamber atop it without falling.

 

Shit!

 

Knowing she didn’t have time to look back, she leapt again immediately. She felt the wind of the falchion behind her back, and there was a thunk of metal striking wood, then a crack as the branch gave way. A surprised grunt from the monster was followed shortly by the sound of an impact as it crashed to the ground along with the severed limb.

 

Dodging an attempted swipe from the club-wielding Hababa, Ameliah guided herself to a higher branch, landing perfectly this time. She spun, searching for a target, then lobbed a Fireball at the sword-wielder, which was glaring up at her angrily. To her surprise, it blocked, moving the blade in the way of the flames and drawing them harmlessly into the metal.

 

Ameliah frowned. “Fine, then.” She kicked off the tree trunk, aiming for a large gap between the trees where there weren’t that many branches. The Hababas would have trouble following her, she hoped. Once she was more or less in the center of the gap, she jumped again, reversing her direction, then again, bouncing back and forth in free space. She’d seen people stand absolutely still with Airwalk before, but she knew that this would be the best she could manage. It would have to be enough.

 

As the monsters screamed at her from the closest branches, she began to chant. As with the frog yesterday, she used all of her metamagic, including Quicken Evocation. She didn’t have time to use an uncompressed incantation, even if it would have saved her a bit of mana.

 

“Tryrim mi-gon, fyr ji-hen. Tryrim mi-gon, fyr…”

 

Sweat dripped from her forehead as she kicked herself out of the way of one of the Hababas. Apparently, they could jump further than she thought. Somehow, she managed to keep her chant going, despite the disruption. The concentration required to keep control over Airwalk was growing by the minute, and trying to cast at the same time was basically insane. Had she not spent years of her life practicing exactly this kind of thing, she’d never have managed it.

 

Just as she finished the last syllable of her chant, she felt something wrap itself around her ankle, then jerk her sideways through the air. She whipped herself around, punching at the monster that had snagged her. As her knuckles made contact with its skull, she triggered the spell around her wrist, activating Brace with the same thought.

 

The Triplicate Fireball detonated immediately. The blast hit her harder than the club had, catapulting her straight up toward the canopy. Astoundingly—or not, given everything else so far—the monster she’d struck didn’t die. Instead, its health was merely quartered. It crashed to the ground with a heavy thud.

 

These things are ridiculous.

 

Feeling a breeze on her skin as she neared the top of her arc, she looked down at her foot. Beneath her protective flames, her boot was gone, along with her pantleg below the knee. She clicked her tongue, then somersaulted, kicking with her bare foot to retake control of her trajectory. Interestingly, her footing felt a bit more certain than it had through her boot. She filed the revelation away for later, being a bit busy at the moment.

 

The club-wielding Hababa had clambered after her, and it had just launched itself at her from a nearby tree. She dodged easily, predicting its trajectory. She was getting a feel for their capabilities now. Letting herself fall back into free space, she began chanting again, intent on repeating her previous technique. Her eyes found the sword-wielder, which was hanging from a branch and watching her with disturbing intelligence.

 

She didn’t like that.

 

Just because they were monsters, it didn’t mean they wouldn’t be able to predict her the same way she was predicting them.

 

Once her spell was ready, she launched it, but as she had feared, the monster had learned. With a massive show of strength, it flung itself up over the projectiles, too quickly for Guide Sending to track. It flipped itself over in midair, then kicked off a tree trunk with both feet, sending its sword straight toward her stomach like a bolt from a ballista.

 

Once more, she dodged, relying on her bare foot and the improved control it gave her. Here’s something new for you. As the Hababa passed beneath her, she dropped a blob of magma on its back.

 

Magma Catapult was hard to aim at the best of times, but the monster had come close enough to touch, making it difficult to miss. She didn’t wait to see how effective the spell was. Instead, she spun herself around and kicked herself into a dive for the ground. She shot straight past the surprised club-wielder, heading toward the injured Hababa instead, which was only now picking itself up.

 

“Tryrim fyr ji-hen! Tryrim fyr ji-hen! Tryrim fyr ji-hen!”

 

The triple Fireball struck the monster before it even realized it was under attack, and the last of its health vanished. Without Overcharge, the force of the blast wasn’t strong enough to arrest her momentum, and she elected to just touch down rather than waste more stamina on Airwalk.

 

That’s one.

 

Looking up to face the remaining two monsters, she calmly resumed her chant. It would take them a bit to get all the way back down here. Soon enough, the pair landed, one heavy thump after the other, and she raised her arm. They shied back, and she smiled as she fired. Her target managed to get out of the way, but that was fine. She had their measure now, and she had already started chanting again. The monsters, of course, came for her eventually, but she was able to take advantage of her smaller size and better maneuverability to keep ahead of them, even on the ground. With only two of them to deal with, things had become much more manageable.

 

After a few more misses, she finally landed a good hit on the one with the clubs, but the sword-wielder prevented her from finishing it off. She had to dodge away from its attempt to bisect her, which ended with its sword lodged half-way through the trunk of one of the massive trees.

 

Winded, Ameliah fell back. Chanting wasn’t the best thing to be using when you were running all over the place. Breathing was important.

 

The Hababas, meanwhile, appeared to be struggling. One was on fire, and the other was finding itself unable to free its blade from the tree. After a few seconds, the one with the sword used its sonic roar, though she was sure it knew by now that it was harmless to her. It slammed its fist furiously into the tree, then spun, abandoning its weapon as it rushed her.

 

That suited her just fine. She’d already begun chanting again. Waiting for the perfect moment, she leapt straight up, then stepped on its head with her still-booted foot as she took aim at the still-flaming club-wielder. Her spell struck true, killing it instantly.

 

Ameliah landed in a crouch on a branch, allowing herself a smile as she looked down on the final monster, the one she’d just used as a springboard.

 

I think I’m getting the hang of this Airwalk thing. One left.

 

Her satisfaction didn’t last, as she realized that the Hababa was doing something new. Instead of racing after her, it had begun to…dance. There was no other word for it—two stomps, then two fists slammed against the ground, then the other against its chest, then a roar. It began to repeat the sequence, and Ameliah frowned. She activated Mana Sight fully, then cursed.

 

What is this horseshit? It can cast too?!

 

The hairless ape kept dancing, building up speed as she watched. With one last mighty roar, it stood to its full height, raising all four arms over its head. Shimmering emerald flames sprang to life in its palms, and it locked its burning eyes onto her.

 

Unfortunately for the Hababa, Ameliah hadn’t let her surprise distract her from her own preparations. She had no interest in finding out what its magic did. Her Triplicate Magma Catapult descended on the stationary target like a tidal wave, swallowing it completely beneath blinding magma. Moments later, there was a puff of green fire from below the molten surface, making a pathetic burping noise.

 

After ten seconds, the magma vanished, the spell’s duration expiring, but not before the molten rock had done its work. The Hababa’s health wasn’t fully drained, but it was close enough. It dropped to its knees, then collapsed, dead, its skin completely burned away.

 

“Woah,” Ameliah said, laying her hand against the tree trunk to steady herself. She canceled Shrouded by Flame, in dire need of some cool air. Her heart was beating hard, and she was drenched in sweat.

 

I haven’t been in a fight that tough for years, not counting… She aborted that thought, wincing at the memory.

 

She wiped the sweat from her forehead, which was starting to throb with a headache. Okay, those lived up to their reputation. That was a lot of mana I had to use. If there’s more, we’re in trouble. She shook her head, then sent Rain a Message. [I lost track of you. Make some noise.]

 

“Over here!” Rain shouted, his voice more distant than she’d expected. “I’m fine! There’s nothing else in range!”

 

Ameliah closed her eyes in relief. She let herself slide down the tree trunk until she was sitting on the branch. [Good. We’re heading back. We shouldn’t have come out here without Tallheart.]

 

“Are you okay?” Rain called.

 

Ameliah smiled. [I’m fine. Just a little tired. My boot died, though.]

 

“What?” Rain yelled. “Hang on, I’m coming to you!”

 

Ameliah shook her head. [No. Finish eating if you haven’t. We won’t have time to stop on the way back, and I’m not carrying you if you faint.]

 

“Okay!” Rain yelled after a moment’s pause. “Don’t forget to loot the bodies! I want that sword!”

 

Ameliah smiled but didn’t reply. Rain had no idea how close that had been, and she wasn’t sure if she should tell him.

 

Soon, the heat of the battle began to fade, and her smile faded with it.

 

Just what is going on with him, anyway? I thought he was just exaggerating about how hungry he was, but it was like he was…an animal or something. She shook her head, then activated Purify to start cleaning up the mess. I’m starting to think he might just be a magnet for trouble. Broken souls. Plate hunters. Accolade shenanigans. Three depths-cursed level nineteen reapers in a rank-fifteen zone… She snorted. I sure can pick them, can’t I?

 

            
146: Pillow

                 

A faint snap of a breaking branch made Tallheart look up, and his hand moved to the pile of stones beside him. He selected a melon-sized rock as he scanned the tree line, seeing only a few dead monsters and no motion. As large as the cavern was, there was still no wind to disturb the foliage. A different sound reached him, and he relaxed, shifting his gaze up to the treetops as he let the stone thud to the ground.

 

They are returning.

 

Humming to himself, Tallheart picked up the puzzle he’d been building to pass the time. It was not complicated, being nothing more than a pair of horseshoes joined by a pair of small steel rings at the open ends. Technically, they did not need to be horseshoes, but some traditions were worth upholding, and he’d had the time to make them look authentic. It was a simple thing—a design so ubiquitous that it would be hard to find even an apprentice that was not familiar with it. It would likely be sufficient to confound Rain, however. Smiths were no longer common in his world.

 

Tallheart manipulated the horseshoes into the required position so he could hook a larger steel ring over them, then straightened them back out, locking the ring in the middle. Smiling to himself, he set the prepared puzzle down near Rain’s pack, like a hunter setting a trap. With that done, he moved back to his portable smelter to tend to the fire beneath it.

 

He frowned when he saw the flames. They had almost gone out already, and his pile of brush was nearly depleted. He would need to collect more. Unfortunately, the tree that Ameliah had felled would not burn, even after all this time. He was beginning to suspect that the wood’s intrinsic rune was tied to the Heat element, but he did not have the skills to confirm his guess. If it was true, then it would be a valuable material, one that they should consider collecting for their return journey.

 

“Tallheart!” Rain called out. “We’re back!”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled, not looking up as he fed the last of the brush into the flames. There was a thud of Rain’s boots striking the ground, then a lighter impact as Ameliah landed nearby.

 

“Woah, Tallheart, what happened?” Rain asked. “I thought monsters wouldn’t come out of the trees during the day… Wait… Don’t tell me you did this by throwing rocks!”

 

“Very well,” Tallheart said, standing and turning to face them. “I will not tell you that.” He blinked as he recognized the enormous sword lashed to Ameliah’s back. His eyes flicked to her torn pant leg. Her leg beneath the tear was bare, and her boot was missing, but her skin looked undamaged. He then looked at her face, and his concern faded upon seeing her smile. She jerked her head over her shoulder, indicating the sword’s handle.

 

“You fought a Hababa,” Tallheart said, stating the obvious.

 

“We fought three of them, actually,” Rain replied. He chuckled to himself. “I say ‘we,’ but I mean Ameliah. She took them all on at once! It was amazing!” He raised a hand, then tugged at the collar of his armor.

 

Ameliah glanced at Rain, seemingly bemused by his enthusiasm. She shook her head, then looked back at Tallheart and raised an eyebrow. “So, you recognized the blade? Is it valuable?”

 

“Three Hababas pose a significant threat,” Tallheart said, ignoring the question. The sword was potentially valuable, yes, but there were more important things at the moment. I told them to be careful. This is not a game. “Did you choose this fight?”

 

“Of course not,” Rain said, sounding suddenly defensive as he took his hand away from his collar. “I was…distracted… They got the jump on us. Don’t give me that look. It wasn’t my fault… Okay, it was my fault, but not on purpose.”

 

Tallheart knit his brows together even harder. “Explain.”

 

Rain shook his head. “The hunger from the accolades is even worse than I thought, Tallheart. I tried to push through it, but it got so bad that I kinda…went insane.” He held up his hand, fingers pinched a short distance apart. “Mildly insane. Anyway, while I was…eating…the Hababas attacked us. We think they smelled cooking meat or something.”

 

Tallheart grunted. “I have questions about this, but I will ask them later.” I should have never let them go alone. He purposely exaggerated his expression so the humans would recognize it as concern. They tended to be blind to anything subtler than a frown. “Tell me of the fight. You are both undamaged?”

 

Ameliah nodded. “Rain didn’t get hit by anything other than loud noises. I took one good hit from a club, but I’ve already regenerated the health I lost.” She pointed at her bare foot. “My boot was the only casualty.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, watching Rain. He’d jumped as if realizing something, then dove for his pack. Tallheart returned his attention to Ameliah. “Do you believe there are more?”

 

She shrugged, the Hababa blade shifting with the motion. “I don’t know. We came back right after the fight without taking the time to search around. I don’t feel comfortable out there anymore. I was able to lead them away, but if there had been one or two more of them, it would have been a serious problem. I don’t know if I could have kept Rain safe on my own.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart agreed. “I would not have expected such monsters to spawn here. Survive, yes, but not spawn. It is concerning. Did you reach a higher-ranked zone?”

 

Ameliah shook her head, then started untying the rope holding the blade to her back. “No, and if we had, we wouldn’t have gone on without you. The gauge still read fifteen when Rain checked, both on the ground and in the canopy. Aside from that, this cave is even bigger than we thought. I climbed the tallest tree I could find, and it looked like we were more or less in the middle of it when the Hababas showed up. We didn’t find any tunnels or anything as we went, either. Just trees. No sign of an exit leading down.”

 

Tallheart nodded, accepting this. “We must stay together from now on. We have been overconfident. We will abandon this camp tomorrow and begin the search properly. Hmm. There may be a Hababa colony near where you were attacked. Aberrants perhaps, or even a Unique. Such things are rare, but they are more common in the depths.” He shook his head. “It is also possible that they are regular spawns. In either case, we must be more vigilant. This jungle is not as safe as it first seemed.”

 

“Agreed,” Ameliah said, shrugging free of her rope harness and letting the blade stab heavily into the ground behind her. She reached over her shoulder for the handle but was distracted by Rain’s return.

 

“Here,” he said, offering Ameliah the pair of boots he was carrying.

 

Ameliah blinked in surprise. “Why do you have a spare pair of boots?” She took them, then tilted her head. “These look like they’re the right size for me. Why…?”

 

“Always be prepared,” Rain said, smiling. “They’re fur-lined, unfortunately. They might be a little warm for the jungle. I have some spare pants for you, too, in case you didn’t bring any— Oh, and socks. One second.” He spun away, heading for his pack again.

 

Ameliah snorted, then dropped the boots to the ground. She slipped her bare foot into one, then blinked. “Soft.” She chuckled as she knelt to do up the laces, glancing at Tallheart. “I guess we know why he needed a second pack now.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

Rain returned as she stood back up. “Here, socks—oh, you didn’t wait. How’s it fit?”

 

“Perfectly,” Ameliah said. “Thank you.”

 

Rain beamed at her, then looked down at the socks he was holding, clearly unsure what to do with them. After a moment, he shook his head, then bent to tuck them into the spare boot. When he stood, his hand went to his collar again.

 

Tallheart narrowed his eyes.

 

“How were things here?” Ameliah asked.

 

“Hmm, quiet,” Tallheart said, turning back to her. He gestured to his smelter and the still-cooling puddle of slag from the drain. “I was able to process enough ore for one ingot of iron and three of aluminum as I worked. I completed the water filter, grinder, and the item that Rain requested.” He gestured, not missing Rain’s excited expression. “It is over there. The pan beside my anvil.” He turned back to Ameliah. “I am more interested in the blade you have won. May I examine it?”

 

Ameliah stepped out of the way, then gestured to the enormous blade sticking out of the ground. “It’s yours. You wanted metal; I got you metal. It’s useless to me as it is, anyway. I’m not one of those idiots who thinks having the biggest weapon in the guild makes you the strongest.”

 

“Ha,” Rain said from near the anvil, busy inspecting his new pan. “Tallheart, this is awesome! And the name! ‘Pan of Frying’! That’s perfect! Wow, it’s really heating up fast!” He turned and headed for the tree line. “I’m going to go try it out. You weren’t planning on using those monsters for anything, were you? Hey, which Fatbird is the freshest? I’m starving.”

 

Tallheart cleared his throat loudly. “Stop.”

 

Rain stopped, then turned to look over his shoulder. “What?”

 

Tallheart rumbled. “You are acting oddly. I will ask my questions now. First. Have you removed the accolades?”

 

Rain frowned, his expression becoming serious as he looked down at the pan he was holding. He turned, then walked back, shaking his head. “I took them off, yeah, but it didn’t really seem to help.” He shifted stiffly. “I have a theory, but…”

 

“Tell me,” Tallheart said, frowning as he watched Rain tug once more at his collar. “Is there something wrong with your armor?”

 

Rain sighed, lowering his hand. “Yes. Well, no, at least, I don’t think it’s the armor that’s the problem. I think it’s me.” He shook his head, a complicated mix of worry, excitement, and reservation on his face. Or it could have been gas. Human expressions were complicated.

 

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Rain continued after a moment. “My Strength sync has gone up a ton recently. It’s at…” He blinked. “Wow, eleven and change. All that swinging through the trees really did something, I guess. I sure used enough stamina. Anyway, back in Fel Sadanis, I was talking with…” he paused, “…a friend in the Watch. Nobody you know.”

 

Tallheart frowned slightly, not having missed the flash of pain that had crossed Rain’s face. He knew what that expression meant. The friend he was talking about was dead. It wasn’t hard to guess who he meant.

 

“Anyway,” Rain continued, “I asked her if boosting Strength would make your body change, and that’s when I found out about synchronization. She didn’t say it directly, but the implication I got was that Strength sync corresponds to how muscly you are. My armor has been feeling tight for these past few days, and I thought it was just the enchantments getting to me, but now I’m almost sure it’s more than that. The pressure from the resistances is still there, which made it hard to tell at first, but it’s gotten really obvious over the past few hours.” He flexed an arm. “Particularly around the upper arms and across the chest.”

 

“Oh?” Ameliah said. “Why is this the first I’ve heard of this?” She gave Rain an appraising look. “You have my attention. Strip.”

 

“Ameliah!” Rain gasped, looking mortified as he glanced at Tallheart.

 

Tallheart snorted, amused. “Will you require my assistance in removing your armor, or would you two prefer privacy?”

 

“No, I will not require assistance,” Rain snapped, his face having turned decidedly pink. He reached up and closed his visor to hide. “I’ll take it off after I’ve eaten. I don’t want to lose control again. This is serious, you two. Don’t tease me, please.”

 

“Sorry,” Ameliah said, her smile fading. “This is really bothering you, isn’t it?”

 

Rain nodded. “My body is…mine. Sure, any guy would love just getting muscles overnight, but this feels like…something else. Like…like something is forcing me to change, whether I want to or not. And with the hunger…” He shook his head. “It’s unnatural.”

 

Tallheart glanced at Ameliah, who seemed shaken, then back to Rain. He shook his head. “You are being dramatic.” Rain looked up sharply, so he raised a hand. “If what you are saying is true, then nothing is changing you. You are changing yourself.”

 

“Oh,” Ameliah said, seeming to relax. “The soul remembers the form of the body,” she quoted.

 

Tallheart nodded.

 

“Huh?” Rain said.

 

“It’s a common phrase,” Ameliah said. “Tallheart’s right. I think it could explain the symptoms you’re describing. You haven’t heard it before? Healers say it all the time.”

 

Rain shrugged. “The only real Healer I’ve talked to about that stuff is Wallace, and he doesn’t believe in souls.”

 

“Oh, him,” Ameliah said with a snort. “Yeah, okay, that explains that. Well, at a basic level, healing spells work by bringing the body back into line with how the soul thinks it should be.” She crossed her arms, rubbing at her elbow uncomfortably. “For example, I can’t restore Staavo’s foot because his soul has forgotten that it should be there. You’d need a real healer to change that. Someone with high-tier spells that can alter…” She shook her head as she trailed off. “Never mind.”

 

Tallheart narrowed his eyes, sharing a look with Rain.

 

Ameliah uncrossed her arms, though it appeared to take some effort. “The soul remembers the form of the body. That’s the root cause of what you’re feeling. I’m sure of it.” She nodded. “Your soul thinks your muscles should be bigger for how strong they are, and you’re hungry because it’s trying to rebuild them.”

 

“Oh…” Rain said. “That…makes sense, actually. I do seem to want meat more than anything else. I need protein.” He looked up, then opened his visor again. “You don’t have a word for that. It’s the stuff in food that… You know what? Never mind. I’ll tell you later if you really want to know.” He smiled. “Thanks, Ameliah. If you’re right about this, that really makes me feel better. I guess we’ll see, won’t we? For now, though, I’d better go cook something before I have another…incident.”

 

“That is probably wise,” Ameliah said.

 

Rain nodded, then spun away and practically ran for the nearest monster corpse, brandishing the pan like a weapon—which, technically by the enchantment, it was.

 

Tallheart watched him go, frowning. He glanced at the Hababa blade sticking out of the ground, then decided it could wait. Even if it contained traces of adamant as he expected, it would not be going anywhere. Instead, he turned to Ameliah, who was rubbing at her elbow again.

 

He rumbled, deep in his chest to show his concern. “Ameliah.”

 

“Yes?” she asked, looking at him.

 

“What is it that you fear?”

 

Ameliah froze, then turned to face him fully. “I’m not afraid. I’m just…concerned.“

 

“No,” Tallheart said, shaking his head slowly. “I am no expert on humans, but I know fear when it is before my eyes. You are afraid.”

 

Ameliah sighed after a long pause, then nodded. “Yes.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said.

 

The silence stretched, and eventually, Ameliah continued all on her own. “I like Rain how he is. I’m afraid that he’ll…change, and not in a good way. It’s happened before with people that I thought I knew. People that I trusted.”

 

Tallheart rumbled in understanding. “Power is dangerous.” He inclined his head toward Rain, who was busy salivating over the meat that was now sizzling in his magical pan. “Sometimes, it is as you see—hunger, recklessness, pride, wrath. The system…hmm, no. Our stats. Our skills. They will change us, but only if we let them. Whatever is wrong with Rain, it will pass. His will is strong. He will learn to control this hunger, just as he has learned to control the urges of the slime that has infiltrated his soul.”

 

“Yeah,” Ameliah said, sighing. “I know.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “You are worried about something greater. This incident has merely brought it to the front of your mind. What you fear has nothing to do with the system at all.” He tilted his head as he looked at her. “Tell me about…the Healer.”

 

Ameliah froze for the second time, then snorted softly to herself. She looked away. “You’re wrong, Tallheart. You are an expert on humans.”

 

“Mmm.”

 



 

A few hours later, Ameliah sat with Rain in the stone cubbyhole where they’d spent the night. She’d calmed down since Tallheart’s insightful probe into her past. She had told him nothing, though she’d wanted to. That part of her memory was locked away safely where it belonged. She would tell them about it someday, but not here. Not in the depths. They needed to focus.

 

Rain sighed, setting down the last piece of his armor atop the pile of plates next to him. He shifted awkwardly, looking self-conscious in nothing but his skin-tight Forceweave. His very skin-tight Forceweave.

 

“Well?” he asked, looking at her pleadingly.

 

Ameliah smiled, trying to hide her amusement at how vulnerable he looked. Rain was sensitive to a fault and had serious self-confidence issues. What she said next would be critical. Fortunately, she didn’t have to do anything other than tell the truth.

 

“You look amazing,” she said, smiling warmly. “I always thought you were cute, but then you grew the beard, and now…” She made a show of licking her lips. “Yum.”

 

As expected, this had the desired effect of turning Rain’s face entirely red. Ameliah laughed, rocking back and covering her mouth.

 

“Hey!” Rain protested. “I told you not to tease me!”

 

“I’m not teasing you,” Ameliah said, fighting back her laughter. She waved him away. “Okay, maybe a little. Really, though, I like what I see, and I’m not just saying that. Don’t worry. You’re still you, even if you are a bit…” she poked him in the chest exploratively, “…denser than you used to be.”

 

“Hey,” Rain said again, reaching up to cover the spot. “Don’t do that.”

 

“Don’t do what?” Ameliah said, poking him on the other side. “This?” She poked him again, then gasped and pulled back, pressing a hand to her breast. “Hey!”

 

Rain grinned at her. “You started it.”

 

Ameliah laughed, massaging the spot before dropping her hand. “I suppose I deserved that.” She scooted a bit closer to him. “You did it wrong, though. You’re supposed to be gentle.” She reached out for his hand, then placed it where she wanted it. “Like this. Here, try again.”

 

Rain smiled, then leaned in to kiss her, but a loud clearing of the throat from the other side of the door made him yelp, pulling his hand away as if burned.

 

Ameliah laughed. “Damn.”

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, pushing open the door and knocking over Rain’s piled armor with a clatter. “Do not mind me. You may do whatever you wish to each other after I have made some measurements.” He tilted his head, looking at Rain, who was trying and failing to hide behind Ameliah. “Hmm. Yes. Significant adjustments will be required. Stand up.”

 

“Tallheart!” Rain shouted.

 

Tallheart’s rumbling deepened, and Ameliah realized that he was laughing. That was all it took for her to break down completely.

 



 

Rain sighed as Tallheart departed, taking his armor with him. “Damn antlered mood-killer.”

 

Ameliah snorted, leaning her head against his shoulder. The two of them were sitting next to each other with their backs against the wall. “Ready to pick up where we left off?”

 

Rain sighed, wrapping his arm around her. “Not really. Not with him out there…listening.” A metallic clang sounded from beyond the tunnel, Tallheart’s hammer. It seemed he’d already begun working on the adjustments.

 

“That’s okay. This is fine too,” Ameliah said, nuzzling her cheek against Rain’s neck.

 

Rain smiled, resting his head atop hers. “I am so lucky I found you.”

 

“Yes, you are,” Ameliah said.

 

“Ameliah, honestly, you are the best thing that has happened to me since…forever, including my awakening.”

 

“Yuck, stop,” Ameliah said, crinkling up her nose. “You know I like sweet things, but depths, I’m going to puke if you keep that up.”

 

Rain laughed, suddenly nervous as he contemplated what he was about to say. He shook his head, then said it before he could get in his own way. “I still can’t believe I fell in love with someone who would put honey in her coffee.”

 

“Black coffee tastes terrible, and you know it,” Ameliah said. She paused. “I love you too.”

 

Rain felt himself melting, and it was all he could do to maintain his composure. Part of him wanted to jump up for the ceiling and run around in excited circles. Another part wanted to collapse bonelessly to the floor. Instead of doing either, he forced himself to be content with an affectionate squeeze, desperate to maintain some modicum of his dignity.

 

The word ‘love’ wasn’t quite as charged here as it was where he was from, as far as he could tell.

 

But still.

 

She’d said it back.

 

She loves me. Oh, fuck, she loves me. There must be something wrong with her. Some horrible mental disease or something.

 

“Rain?” Ameliah said.

 

He looked down at her, seeing that she had her eyes closed as she rested against his shoulder. “Yes?”

 

“Don’t change,” Ameliah said softly. “Stay like this, please.”

 

“What?” Rain asked, his thoughts not working properly as they searched around for what she might mean. “Like, the muscles? The hunger isn’t gone yet, so I don’t think I’m done, uh, growing. There’s not much I can do about that unless you know a way to lower synchronization.”

 

“No, pigeon-head,” Ameliah said, reaching up to flick him on the forehead. “I like the muscles. I’ll like you no matter what you look like. I mean keep being you.”

 

“Huh?” Rain asked, pulling away to rub at his forehead. What is she talking about?

 

Ameliah sighed, dragging him back closer so she could rest her head comfortably on his shoulder again. “Ask me later. Once we’re out of the depths. I need to tell you about…” She sighed again, squeezing him tighter still. “Later.”

 

“Okay…” Rain said, not understanding, but accepting it. Whatever it was, she would tell him when she was ready. He laid his head back against hers, searching for a safe topic. One that didn’t involve feelings. Coffee, yes. Coffee is safe. He chuckled. “Coffee grows in the jungle, did you know that? I didn’t sense any out there, but I did find something else. Something good. Can you guess?”

 

“Something edible, I expect,” Ameliah said. “Just tell me. I don’t feel like guessing.”

 

Rain smiled. “Cocoa beans. Tell me, do you like chocolate?”

 

“Of course, I like chocolate,” Ameliah said with a soft huff of amusement. “Everyone likes chocolate. It’s just rare.”

 

“Tell me about it,” Rain said with a sigh. “I looked everywhere in Fel Sadanis once I found out it existed in this world. No luck. It’s made from cocoa—in case you didn’t know. It’s a lot of work to make it, though. I was thinking we could harvest some beans on our way back and then have a try.”

 

“Mmhmm,” Ameliah said sleepily.

 

Rain smiled. She must be tired. She didn’t get much more sleep than I did. “So once we’re done here—not just the depths, I mean, but with Vestvall—what do you think will happen? Where will we go?”

 

“Hmm?”

 

“I was thinking that after we get everyone to safety, we can come back here with Ascension. I promised to help everyone else level, and I mean to. Apart from that, this place is amazing, just from the resources alone. We’re getting tons of Crysts down here, way more than on the surface, and who knows what else we’ll find…” Rain sighed. “I’d love to just stay here, but we can’t risk the townspeople like that. Coming back, though, that seems like a great idea. Even once I get to silver, I don’t think we’ll be ready for Xiugaaraa. Once people find out what we’re trying to do with Ascension, there’s going to be trouble. The Watch is cool with us, and the Guild will be too, I think, but the Bank… I just don’t know, Ameliah. We’re going to clash with them eventually. I can feel it. If not them, some noble house or something. We’re not ready for that. Coming back here…to someplace out of the way… That would let us get a good footing. The only problem is that the Empire is so close. What do you think? Would it be safe enough to come back? What happens if the Empire wins the war?”

 

There was a long pause, and Rain looked down. “Ameliah?”

 

Ameliah didn’t respond, other than to snuggle closer to him.

 

“Seriously?” Rain asked. “You fell asleep while I was talking?”

 

Again, she didn’t respond.

 

Rain smiled, reaching over to brush her hair out of her face. He had to resist the urge to close his eyes as well. He felt about as safe right now as he’d ever been, despite being without his armor, but this was still the depths. Tallheart wasn’t far away, but he was far enough that it mattered. In fact, with Hababas around, the smith was relying on them being close enough to help him in case something happened.

 

Detection went off as a part of its normal sequence, coming back clear of danger.

 

For now.

 

As nice as it would have been to join Ameliah in rest, Rain couldn’t do that. He had too much to lose.

 

He would keep watch.

 

He just wished that he’d remembered to grab a snack before Ameliah decided to use him as a pillow.

 

            
147: Easy

                 

Rain yawned, then rubbed at his eyes. It was before dawn, and he was sitting on the ground in the clearing at the entrance to the Ashen Jungle. He was wearing his armor once more, with his helmet and shield lying nearby. Tallheart’s alterations had made a world of difference, and the tightness was gone. The weight of the enchantments remained, but he found it comforting. Like a blanket.

 

Idly, he reached over to the unknown fruit pile next to him and selected a small yellowish one with black speckles. After a brief inspection and a sniff check, he took a bite, chewing slowly as he evaluated the flavor.

 

Citrus of some kind. Lots of seeds. Flavor is…pretty good, actually. Not overpowering.

 

He shrugged, then popped the rest of the fruit into his mouth and returned his attention to the puzzle sitting on his lap. The most surprising thing about it was that the design was familiar. It was doubtless a coincidence, but he’d seen its exact twin at a dusty little Irish pub, right down to the authentic horseshoes. That didn’t mean he had any idea how to solve it, however.

 

Rain pulled gently on the ring, careful not to damage the metal. Tallheart had said brute force was not required, and Rain was feeling particularly brutish this morning. Frustratingly, the ring remained stuck.

 

Hmm.

 

The new adamant fingertips of his gauntlets weren’t getting in the way, at least. While they felt disproportionately heavy, they were small and unobtrusive, with the same blunt-tweezer shape as their predecessors. They were meant for picking quarters up off of tables, not carving cat-scratch furrows into someone’s face. Tallheart had made them on a whim to help Rain climb, not having any better use for such a small quantity of the ultra-dense metal.

 

Rain reached over and grabbed another of the speckled fruits, popping it whole into his mouth. He munched mechanically as he continued fighting with the puzzle, happy to have a little time to kill.
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Oops. Another one. He glanced over at the unknown fruit pile. Was it the yellow ones, or was it the blue and brown ones from earlier? Doesn’t matter, I guess. These taste better than most. He chuckled to himself, then popped another of the yellow fruits into his mouth. Resistances are awesome, and I’ve got Purify if it stacks too high.

 

He returned his attention to the puzzle, the metal ring clinking as he continued to struggle with it.

 

Damn thing. What am I missing?

 

He heard Ameliah approaching but didn’t look up, too focused on the ring. He reached blindly for the fruit pile, not even looking at what he grabbed. I WILL solve this.

 

“Okay, Bombur, that’s enough,” Ameliah said, her boots coming into view. “The moss will ignite in a few minutes. It’s time to pack up.”

 

Rain snorted, looking up at her. “Bombur? Ouch.” He chuckled, then took a bite out of the fruit he’d grabbed at random. Immediately, he spat it out, then Purified the flavor away. That’s not a winner. He shook his head, then smiled. “You’re really getting into the story, aren’t you?”

 

Ameliah laughed. “Yes, I am. It’s amazing. Next chapter when?”

 

“I told you, it’s not ready yet,” Rain said, looking back down at the puzzle and resuming his attempts to solve it. “First, I need to remember it word-for-word, and then I need to translate it into common. That isn’t easy, particularly if I want to get the nuance right, which I do, because anything less would be a disservice to Tolkien. You don’t even know, Ameliah. I’m barely doing it justice.”

 

“Uh-huh,” Ameliah said, plucking the puzzle out of his hands. “So next chapter when?”

 

Rain sighed, watching her as she inspected the metal ring. “Maybe in a few days. I need to be fixing my soul, not digging through memories. I’m still stuck in the middle of the Bastion. It was really foggy in there when I checked this morning, and if I’m not wrong, it will probably start raining essence soon. Then I’ll be swimming in it. The last thing I want is for the Bastion to fill up and then pop.”

 

“That sounds like an excuse,” Ameliah said, smiling. “Work faster. The integrity of your soul is of no consequence.” She tossed him the ring, now free of the pair of horseshoes, and Rain fumbled it out of the air.

 

“How did you—? No, don’t tell me. I want to solve it myself.”

 

“Mmm, that is the way,” Tallheart said, walking over to join them. He set down Rain’s pack with a heavy thump. As if on cue, the moss blazed to life with the dawn. “It is time.”

 

Rain nodded, accepting Ameliah’s hand as she pulled him to his feet. He collected his helmet and shield, then set about donning his pack. They’d be traveling along the ground today, hauling all their supplies with them. They weren’t coming back, not for a while. To make their passage easier, Tallheart had made a pair of oversized machetes, one of which he passed to Rain once he had finished tightening the straps of his pack.

 

“Here we go,” Ameliah said once he was ready. “No risks. No chatter. We’re doing this the right way this time.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said.

 

Rain nodded in total agreement. This would be no casual treetop stroll like the day before. They would be traveling in single file with Tallheart in the lead, clearing the way with one of the machetes. Rain would follow behind him, monitoring for monsters and guiding them along the path of iron tokens. Ameliah would be in the back, carrying Tallheart’s spare metal and guarding the rear. They’d been careful yesterday, true, but not nearly careful enough.

 

They’d spent hours going through all of the monster dossiers Rain had made, and they’d decided that Rain would deal with monster attacks whenever possible, with Tallheart stepping in when it was too much for him. Ameliah was their reserve, and as such, was not to use a single spell if she could help it.

 

Her Focus and Clarity synchronizations had been improving rapidly by virtue of all the mana Rain had been feeding her, but she couldn’t just cast with impunity. The accolades she was using worsened the problem. They’d spent quite a lot of time debating whether it would be wise to retreat to the untyped zone for a week so she and Rain could focus on training. Ultimately, they’d decided against that. They didn’t have infinite time, and there was another problem they needed to address: Ameliah’s lack of equipment.

 

Getting through this jungle was only the first hurdle. There’d be another biome after this, and the difficulty was only going to increase. Ameliah would need powerful gear if they were to continue, but Tallheart couldn’t make it without GranCrysts, adamant, and so forth. The plan had always been to search for materials as they went, but now, they had a more focused goal. Despite the danger they presented, the Hababas were also an opportunity.

 

Rain held up his hand, inspecting his adamant-tipped digits, then made a fist. Time to farm.

 

They set off into the jungle, Tallheart’s machete making short work of the underbrush—when he bothered to use it. For the most part, he just plowed through like an icebreaker, only bothering to use the blade for the most troublesome of obstacles. Rain took up the slack, using his own machete to clear as wide a path for Ameliah as possible, particularly where there were thorns. She didn’t have armor to stop her clothing from getting torn to shreds. The machete wasn’t enchanted, merely stupid-big and wickedly sharp, but Rain’s effective Strength at the moment was a staggering 57, thanks to the removal of the accolades. Swinging the oversized blade was no trouble. Its size made it unbalanced, but that was fine. It was for fighting plants, not anything that could hit back.

 

The going was slower than it had been in the treetops, but not by much. Rain was able to end most threats before they even got close, thanks to Detection’s advanced warning. The jungle suffered for it, but he had made his peace with the necessity. The main thing stopping him from just freezing a path through the brush completely was the amount of mana it would take. Another consideration was the mental effort required to prevent damage to their supplies.

 

Refrigerate naturally excluded the user’s gear and the gear of other blacklisted entities. Unfortunately, the Double Gamgee was so large that it stretched the definition of ‘equipment’ beyond breaking. The level of concentration necessary to persuade the system otherwise was extremely taxing, requiring Rain to stop and devote his entire will to the task. He was getting better at it, but only slowly, and it worsened his headache without fail.

 

Ameliah was impressed, though. She insisted that even as much control as he’d already shown shouldn’t have been possible for a bronzeplate. It was a constant struggle not to look too smug about that.

 

To avoid having an incident like the day before, Rain made sure to eat as they went. There was plenty of fruit to be had, unlike in the treetops, and when that wasn’t enough, he had the Pan of Frying. His incessant hunger hadn’t gone away, and Rain was starting to fear that he’d end up looking like a Hababa by the time it did. Ameliah had assured him that this wouldn’t be the worst outcome, and if anything, she seemed a little excited by the prospect.

 

Rain wasn’t quite sure how to process that. While Purify meant he didn’t need to brush his teeth anymore, he liked having the option. He took solace in the fact that none of the adventurers he’d met had been that far gone. Carten was probably the beefiest, with the possible exception of Halgrave, though Rain had never seen the former branch-leader unarmored. Both doubtless had their Strength sync above ten, as did Tallheart and Ameliah, for that matter. Ameliah looked like a professional rock-climber, not She-Hulk, and Tallheart was leaner than Carten, if anything. From this, Rain concluded that ten was likely the limit as far as physical appearance was concerned. Besides, Ameliah said she wasn’t feeling any extra hunger from her own accolade-use. She would have been, had her soul been trying to alter her body.

 

In any event, it wasn’t something Rain allowed himself to spend a lot of time worrying about. The jungle deserved his full attention. Monster attacks were frequent, and he soon lost himself in the endless cycle of Detection, Refrigerate, and Winter-fueled recovery. Flamewood Tortoises caused the only significant breaks from this pattern. For those, Tallheart had to get his hands dirty.

 

The antlered smith still refused to admit that he was a fighter, but his lack of offensive skills didn’t hinder him in the slightest. By Rain’s calculations, his equipment put him in roughly the same league as Ameliah, though it was a bit like comparing apples and orangutans. Tallheart was a BEAST when it came to stats. Taking Strength as an example, his effective total was above four thousand, including boosts from accolades, equipment, and a 2x multiplier from his class. Rain still wasn’t sure how to calculate damage for non-system attacks, but at the end of the day, it didn’t really matter. When Tallheart decided something needed a fist put through it, he didn’t need anything as complicated as an attack skill to get the job done.

 

The first encounter with one of the Tortoises had been an experience, and no mistake. Tallheart had casually walked up to the car-sized monster, ignoring the stream of fire it was dousing him with. When he got close enough, it had tried to bite him in half, and he’d backhanded it contemptuously. The casual strike took about a quarter of its health, and it had immediately pulled back into its shell, falling to the ground with a heavy thump. This defensive measure had barely even slowed Tallheart down. It had only taken him three tries to smash a fist through its bony shell, and with the third strike, he’d reached in, grabbed its spine, then ripped it out through the hole.

 

Needless to say, Purify had been required after that one.

 

The three following Tortoise encounters had been no less messy, though Tallheart did switch to using his hammer instead of his fists. His hammer didn’t have a strike force enchantment, as something like that would have interfered with precise control when smithing. Instead, it had Lightness, Durability, Hardness, Kinetic Regeneration, and a few utility enchantments, such as a short-range homing beacon, which was both awesome and hilarious. The Lightness enchantment had seemed counterintuitive at first. Tallheart said that while there were uses for a heavy hammer, he preferred not having to fight with his own tools. The hammer’s head was mostly adamant and about the size of a closed fist, which was necessary to support all of the enchantments. Pure adamant—let alone adamant with a Weight enchantment—would have been ridiculously heavy. Even with Lightness, the hammer still weighed over four kilograms, and while that didn’t sound like much, it really was. The Tortoises did not enjoy it, that was for sure.

 

Apart from the occasional mess, things proceeded generally apace. The Valbird didn’t even make an appearance as they passed its tree. Before they knew it, they reached the area where Rain and Ameliah had encountered the Hababas, at which point, they discovered something unexpected.

 

When Ameliah had defeated the club-wielding Hababa yesterday, the wooden shafts of its weapons had perished along with their owner. The stone heads, however, had survived. Ameliah guessed that they were made of “stable” deepstone—deepstone that wouldn’t lose its strength when removed from the depths. They’d stashed them right next to one of the iron tokens, intending to come back and collect them later. Now, however, they were gone. Rain couldn’t even sense them with Detection.

 

Items rarely spawned with monsters, but when they did, those items were as real as anything else. The clubs wouldn’t have despawned. That meant something had retrieved them, and that was significant.

 

“Mmm, this is significant,” Tallheart said, looking around at the trees.

 

Rain smiled, fighting off a sudden flashback to what was quite possibly the dumbest kung-fu movie ever made. Quickly, he pulled his thoughts back on track, turning to face Tallheart. “What are you thinking?”

 

Tallheart blinked. “A normal monster might recognize a weapon and choose to keep it, but not a mere stone. It would perhaps use it as a tool, but then it would discard it. I believe the stones have been taken with purpose. They could again be made into weapons using only the materials available in this jungle. An aberrant could have realized this.”

 

Ameliah nodded. “The colony must be close.”

 

Rain considered this, then nodded as well, accepting it. The older a monster was, the more its behavior would diverge from the instincts with which it had spawned. Outside of lairs, it wasn’t uncommon to find monsters imitating nature, banding together in ‘colonies’ or ‘packs’. ‘Aberrant’ meant either a lone monster or a group that had reached the point of forming its own identity. Sometimes, in very rare cases, an aberrant would even be granted a unique name by the system. Some of the most lucrative Guild contracts involved dealing with such things, though monsters typically died long before reaching that status, killed either by humans or other monsters. Once formed, however, aberrant packs were self-sustaining. They would grow over time if unchecked, adopting freshly-spawned monsters and indoctrinating them into their identity.

 

The implications were unsettling. The existence of a hyper-violent pack of roid-apes was horrifying enough without them having learned to make tools. It raised terrifying questions about just how intelligent a monster could be. A few months ago, Rain might have had qualms about killing such creatures, but no more. He didn’t trust the opinion of just anyone, but he trusted Ameliah. If she said diplomacy wasn’t an option, then it wasn’t, end of story. The smarter a monster was, the more urgently it needed killing.

 

Monsters were monsters. They might act like they were alive—eating, sleeping, even playing and forming complex social structures—but they weren’t. They didn’t need to do these things, though it was complicated in the case of eating. Kin, for example, could sustain themselves in unranked areas, provided that they had enough food. It was one of the things that made them so dangerous. It wasn’t about physical sustenance. It was about essence. In a ranked zone, monsters drew energy directly from their environment.

 

In any event, it struck Rain as perfectly reasonable for a colony of Hababas to have formed here, isolated in the depths. There was nothing in the Ashen Jungle that would be able to kill one, after all. Even if the pack had started with a lone aberrant individual, a colony could have developed over the course of years and years. Or centuries. Monsters didn’t age. 

 

There were other explanations for the missing stones, of course—some natural instinct, like a Crystal Slime’s need to sort things, for example—but an aberrant Hababa colony was the most dangerous explanation. Thus, it was the scenario they would prepare themselves for.

 

Rain turned back to face his companions, checking the time as he did. “It’s almost noon. I vote we set up camp here, then stash our stuff and use the rest of the day to search for the colony.”

 

“Agreed,” Tallheart said, blinking slowly.

 

Ameliah nodded in agreement, so Rain pulled the ripcord to jettison the Double Gamgee. It fell to the ground with a heavy thump, and he took the opportunity to stretch his shoulders. It would have been nice to reach the end of the jungle today, but stopping to set up camp had always been the plan. In wide-open areas like this, Tallheart said that you should never go past third bell without knowing where you were going to sleep. Now that they were treating the Ashen Jungle with the respect it deserved, they would stick to that rule.

 

“Stealth camp or strong camp?” Rain asked, removing a sasu from his pack. He bit into it, sour juice running down his chin. “Have you decided yet, Tallheart?”

 

“Strong camp,” Tallheart said. He pointed to a grouping of three trees, forming a roughly equilateral triangle. “There.”

 

Ameliah patted Rain on the back as she walked past him. “I’ll have a quick look around up top. You two have fun. Don’t worry. I won’t go far.”

 

Rain smiled at her, mouth too full to respond as she wriggled out of her boots, then bounded into the air.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled, watching her go. He turned to Rain, having removed his own burdens as well. “Let us begin.”

 

With that, they set to work. Rain cleared out the underbrush while Tallheart felled the three mighty trees, doing so carefully such that they landed in a triangle. Those formed the main walls of a three-sided fort, which Rain worked to shore up with branches and dirt until they had a respectable redoubt. With the trees gone, there was a gap in the foliage through which the glowing ceiling was visible. Ameliah returned from her scouting, never having left the range of Detection, and the three of them pruned back neighboring trees until the air was entirely clear above their stronghold. There was no point to walls if things could just drop down on you. They also cleared the surrounding area of brush in a wide radius, ensuring that whoever was on watch would be able to see any threats coming.

 

All in all, it took them around two hours, with only one interruption from a curious Deepcat. Rain smiled, standing next to Ameliah as he surveyed their handiwork. He was starving and exhausted, but also proud of what they’d built. His Dozer instincts were screaming at him that the angles weren’t exactly perfect, but he was well-used to ignoring them at this point.

 

Who needs construction equipment when you have a Tallheart?

 

Ameliah laughed, seeing his expression. “I think we got a bit carried away.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “I used more stamina than I would have liked.”

 

“Do you need me to refill you?” Ameliah asked.

 

Tallheart shook his head. “No. You would drain yourself in the attempt. Rain is but a shallow pool, while I am as the ocean.”

 

“Hey,” Rain protested, not really mad.

 

Ameliah laughed, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. He felt stamina flow into him, and he hugged her back in thanks.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “I will be fine for today, but we must plan for the future. Eventually, I will need time to recover.”

 

“I want the other seasons so bad,” Rain said, motioning to Ameliah to stop. “I’m full, thanks.”

 

“Mmm,” Ameliah said, releasing him. She turned to Tallheart. “Come here. I’ll give you a little, at least. My regeneration is decent enough with Mute, and we’ll have time for me to get back to full. I could feel Rain’s stomach growling through his armor while we were touching.”

 

“No, you could not,” Rain scoffed, heading for his pack. She was right, though. His stomach wasn’t growling, but he was hungry. He’d set aside the Deepcat, intent on eating it, for all that he knew it would taste like soggy gym socks. Meat was meat. He couldn’t afford to be picky.

 

He fought back a sigh, reaching for the Pan of Frying. “That’s half an hour for lunch, everybody.”

 



 

Rain watched from his vantage point, terrified and awed by what he was seeing. There were six Hababas on the ground about thirty meters from the base of the tree he was hiding in, cavorting around what had to be the fattest Fatbird he’d ever seen. It was lying on the dirt in a pool of its own blood, struggling futilely. Its immense weight wasn’t what was preventing it from rising; rather, the problem was that its legs had been torn off. A seventh Hababa with a wooden crown was standing nearby, waving one of the Fatbird’s severed limbs like a baton as it directed the others in their celebratory dance.

 

Playing backdrop to this scene was the Hababa colony proper. The trees ended abruptly, their splintered trunks telling of how they’d been cleared with brute force. Crude huts built from wood and bone surrounded a mountainous stone outcropping in the center of the clearing. That wasn’t even the most defining feature of the area. That honor went to the river of literal lava. Rain could feel the heat of it even from this distance. The question of the missing slimes had been answered as well, as dozens of them were oozing around near the river’s banks, appearing to be made of lava themselves. They were too far for the system to display their names, but he was sure that they were the Lava Slimes Ameliah had mentioned.

 

Not that they’re important right now…

 

Rain clenched his teeth, watching as yet more Hababas rapidly filtered out of the colony, some of them emerging from the huts and others from a large cave in the side of the mountain. They loped toward the dancing ring, weapons clutched in their hands. Most had clubs, but three or four had blades seemingly identical to the one from the first group they’d encountered. Rain could feel sweat breaking out across his forehead as he counted.

 

Fifteen… Sixteen…. Shit. Just how many are there?!

 

As each new monster reached the Fatbird, it would throw down its weapons before joining the jamboree. The wooden-crowned Hababa thrashed its meat baton at them furiously, screaming up a storm, but it was mostly ignored for its trouble. There was nothing special about it, it seemed, as far as the system was concerned. It read as a level nineteen Hababa, exactly like all the others. The wooden crown looked like it had been made by hand.

 

A monster with delusions of grandeur?

 

“I believe we have found the colony,” Tallheart said, keeping his voice down. It was barely audible over the chaos.

 

Ameliah swiftly raised her hand, forming the codesign for silence.

 

“They will not hear,” Tallheart said, but closed his mouth and made a placating gesture when she glared at him.

 

Rain glanced at Ameliah anxiously, then back at the monsters, afraid to let them out of his sight. When the noise had started, they’d come quickly to investigate, but they hadn’t expected to find…this.

 

We’ll have to retreat. We can’t fight that many, and it’s only a matter of time before one of them looks up. We can come back once they’re done doing…whatever they’re planning on doing to that Fatbird. We can try to lure them out one at a time, or—

 

[Get ready,] Ameliah said in Rain’s mind, pointing her palm at the dancing ring and bracing it with her other arm. [I’m going to use Meteor.]

 

Rain blinked.

 

Or that.

 

Ameliah started chanting, her voice audible by necessity. Rain clutched the straps of his shield tightly, the leather creaking from the strength of his grip.

 

“Wait,” Tallheart said, laying a hand on Ameliah’s shoulder. “Something else is coming.”

 

Ameliah bit off her spell, then glanced at him. “Where?” she hissed.

 

Tallheart gestured with his chin. Rain squinted, searching until he made out a shadowy form within the cave. Slowly, an enormous figure walked out into the light, ignoring the two regular Hababas that had prostrated themselves in greeting.

 

Ameliah inhaled sharply, then spoke, no longer bothering to keep her voice down. “Okay, what the hells is that?”

 

Rain shook his head wordlessly, staring.

 

It was a Hababa, but not. It was tall and skeletal, its muscles more like those of a starving meth addict than a bodybuilder. Its face was animalistic but also regal, thanks in no small part to the ornate silver crown that rested across its brow. While it still had four arms, they were slimmer and disproportionately long, to the point that they were almost dragging on the ground despite its great height. The two regular Hababas stood as it passed, appearing short by comparison, then started following after it like attendants.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled. “A king. This explains much.”

 

Rain opened his mouth to say something—he wasn’t sure what—but before he could, he was interrupted by a booming thud as all of the Hababas below slammed both right fists to their chests in unison.

 

“Oooh!”

 

They had all turned, standing to face the newcomer. The booming crash came again as they slammed their chests once more, with both left fists this time.

 

“Oooh!”

 

Each of them then pumped all four arms in a salute, two fists straight up, and two out to the side, roaring as they did.

 

“AHH!”

 

The legless Fatbird wailed, but the Hababas ignored it, beginning to chant together in unison. They ran through the same sequence again, slamming their fists against their chests to the pattern, then performing the salute. With each repetition, they became faster and more synchronized.

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

Rain pressed his hands to the side of his helmet, not that he expected it to help. The noise was overwhelming, though it wasn’t an attack like yesterday. He could still feel the air vibrating, deep in his chest. The bizarre Hababa was close, now. Rain’s jaw dropped as a name flickered into existence above its crown.

 

Ahbahabam, Greater Hababa Shaman King – Level 24

 

Rain’s heart skipped a beat, then several more in quick succession. It was a blue, yes, and one with a name and everything, but that wasn’t the most alarming thing.

 

Level twenty-FUCKING-four?!!! What the FUCK is that!?

 

His eyes flicked to the depth gauge, still safely strapped to the back of his shield. The needle remained stubbornly fixed on fifteen.

 

Is this thing broken, or what?

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

In the corner of his eye, Rain saw Ameliah shift her arm to point at the new threat. She had started her own chant again, but her voice was swallowed by the continuing noise. Quickly, Rain made sure Winter was active and that she wasn’t blacklisted. As long as she was under its effects, he would get at least a token amount of contribution for the kill.

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

“Oooh! Oooh! AHH!”

 

“OOORAHA!”

 

Acting as one, the Hababas all suddenly flung themselves down, pressing their foreheads to the ground in the presence of their monarch. The one with the wooden crown had only gone to its knees, and it was holding the Fatbird leg above its head like an offering, its gaze firmly directed downward.

 

Silence fell.

 

No, not quite silence.

 

The Fatbird shrieked.

 

Ameliah spoke the final syllable of her incantation.

 

She stood to her full height, then raised her arm above her head. She hauled at the air like she was trying to tear down the sky, her bicep standing out in definition as she pulled at something more than physical. Light flashed from above the canopy, blindingly bright even through the leaves. There was a roar like the rushing of a waterfall—displaced air, Rain realized.

 

The world exploded.

 

Rain was blasted backward by the shockwave, but was jerked to a stop by a hand on his collar before he could tumble from the branch. He grabbed frantically at Tallheart’s forearm, clinging on for dear life as the second and third meteors struck, precisely one second passing between each impact. His eyes burned with the afterimage of the first meteor, seared into them before he’d managed to look away. His ears rang, not only from the blasts, but also from the torrent of kill notifications.

 

There was pain, yes, but no damage. His resistances had protected him. He managed to get his feet back under him, his heart hammering in his chest as shell-shocked silence fell over the jungle.

 

“Well, that was easy,” Ameliah said, dusting off her hands.

 

Rain shook his head, pointing, having regained control of himself. In the blasted crater where the Hababas had been, the stone of the cavern floor was completely exposed. It was smooth, but for a suspicious hole, perfectly circular, and right where the Hababa king had been standing.

 

Quickly, he called up his interface, checking the kill notifications. The Hababa King’s name wasn’t there. He opened his mouth, shouting out a warning. “It’s not—“

 

The ground erupted. A very large, very angry, and very much alive Hababa King soared into the air amid a shower of stone. A nimbus of purple light surrounded it, seeming to emanate from the crown. Upon reaching the pinnacle of its leap, it didn’t fall. Instead, it slowed to a stop, hovering in mid-air with jagged shards of rock floating around it, buoyed up by the same energy.

 

Rain’s eyes widened, seeing its health bar. It wasn’t even damaged. The hair rose on the back of his neck as he met the furious gaze of Ahbahabam, Greater Hababa Shaman King.

 

“EeEeEEEeEEEEEeEEEEEeEEEEEEEEeEEEEEEeeEEEEEEEeEEEEEEEEEeEEEEEeEEEEeEEEEEE!!!”

 

The monster’s keen was piercing—ululating and unnaturally shrill. Rain could feel the sound digging through his skull and drilling into his vulnerable brain. It stopped after what seemed at once to be both an instant and an eternity. The feeling of that call remained, shaking him to his core.

 

The monster raised its arms, spreading its sickeningly long fingers wide as the purple glow brightened. Silently, the hovering stones shifted, taking positions above each of its four palms.

 

Tallheart snorted, glancing at Ameliah. “You were saying?”
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Many thoughts crashed together in Rain’s mind all at once, warring for his consideration, but he shoved them all aside. There wasn’t time to think.

 

Purple light flashed, and an asshole puckered.

 

“Down!” Rain shouted, Ameliah’s voice mixing with his as she yelled the same thing. He was already bending his knees to jump, but a push from Tallheart sped things along. As he tumbled through the air, trying to control his fall, he saw an enormous boulder crash through the branch where they’d been standing moments before. There was a ripping crash as the stone struck, and the branch disintegrated into jagged shards of shattered wood.

 

It was a quick trip to the ground, and Rain landed hard on his back, not having managed to get his legs under himself. He didn’t let the impact faze him, however. The fifty meters from the canopy to the ground was nothing. He scrabbled to his feet amid a downpour of rock and splintered wood, placing his shield between himself and the danger. He pulsed Refrigerate at maximum power to flash freeze the underbrush and started moving before his senses even returned. Frozen foliage snapped, then shattered as he sprinted for cover.

 

More stones hit, the impacts high above him, and Rain cursed, crouching behind one of the enormous trees. There was a purple flash, much larger than any of the others so far. The world darkened in a wave, and simultaneously, the saturation meters on his HUD jumped by over five thousand points. Shards of rock and wood pelted down on him like bullets, slamming into the ground and shattering the frozen underbrush into icy powder.

 

No, wait...

 

The foliage had been flattened BEFORE the impact of the debris. All around him, Rain heard the creaking and snapping of wood as branches were torn from the trees, but he couldn’t spend even a second to process that, as he’d just seen something that made his breath seize in his throat.

 

Ameliah had hurtled out of the sky, crying out as she hit the ground with incredible force. Rain cursed, fighting to stop himself from running to her aid. He knew he couldn’t. There was nothing he could realistically do to help her other than to stay out of the way. He watched helplessly as she pushed herself back to her feet, struggling against the same unseen force that was affecting the trees. Branches were still breaking, one after the other, and Rain raised his shield above his head, hearing alarming creaking from the large limb directly over him. It was bowed down as if weighted by an incredible amount of snow.

 

Ameliah took a few halting steps, then straightened her back with a grimace and looked up at a nearby limb. She jumped but got nowhere close to reaching it, landing in a crouch with a heavy thump that was much louder than it should have been. The frost that had been kicked up by her landing was sucked back to the ground like iron filings to a magnet.

 

Rain’s eyes widened as the full implications of what he was seeing settled over him. It can control fucking gravity!? Arcane bullshit!

 

He looked around, then up. The air around him for about a meter was clear, but outside of that, the darkness extended as far as he could see, both through the trees and all the way to the ceiling. It wasn’t like smoke, more like shadow—as if the light of the Fire Moss was just that much dimmer.

 

Just how big is this spell?!

 

Rain’s attention returned to Ameliah as she rose, moving with more certainty now. She dashed forward, heading in the direction of the monster, snapping the fallen branches as she plowed right over them. Her footsteps were loud, a testament to the amount of force she was putting behind them.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said from beside Rain, making him jump. He turned his head to see the antlered smith standing unbowed beside him at the center of his own, larger sphere of clear air.

 

He motioned to Rain, then began walking briskly after Ameliah. “Come. She will appreciate my assistance, and I cannot leave you behind.” As Tallheart moved, the shadows seemed to flow into his armor, leaving a tunnel of clear air in his wake. What few branches hadn’t been completely shattered by the impact with the ground sprung back slightly as he passed, the enchantment broken.

 

Rain stood, hurrying after him. This spell isn’t like an aura. It isn’t replenishing itself. It’s an AOE curse, probably with a set duration. He shook his head, increasing his pace to catch up while making sure to stay as far from the darkness as possible. Tallheart’s armor would have an incomparably higher saturation point than his own, given what it was made from.

 

A chill ran down Rain’s spine as he considered what would have happened to him had he been unarmored. He’d have been subjected to the full force of the spell, which wouldn’t have ended well for him.

 

It’s affecting Ameliah, and her Arcane resistance is in the thousands… He glanced up. The branches are bending despite how stupidly tough the wood of these trees is. Just how strong is this spell? Ten times gravity? A hundred? His steps slowed as he neared the edge of the trees, then he stopped. Maybe I should stay here.

 

“Come,” Tallheart said, turning to look at him. Firelight flashed from behind him. Ameliah had engaged the monster.

 

“But—“ Rain began.

 

Tallheart cut him off by grabbing his hand and pulling him forward as he turned to continue. “You must remain near me. We do not know what else it can do.”

 

“Right,” Rain said, shaking his head. If it has more AOEs, hell, even if it just casts this one again, I could be in trouble. He glanced at his HUD, where the saturation bars were decaying incredibly slowly. If my armor saturates, I’m done. Pancaked.

 

They passed through the final trees, then stepped out into the clearing. Here, too, shadows hung in the air, the normal crimson cast from the Fire Moss darkened to a bloody red by the Hababa’s spell. Ameliah was sprinting along the ground through the flattened remains of the colony. As Rain watched, she suddenly changed direction, dodging a car-sized stone that the Hababa had sent hurtling toward her. She retaliated with a trio of Fireballs, and a detonation rocked the cavern as the cloud of stones surrounding the monster was blasted away. Gravel pelted the ground like hail, only the largest stones remaining aloft.

 

The Hababa’s health bar was down by a tenth. Ameliah had been busy.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, stopping near the edge of the Meteor crater, the walls of which had slumped down under the gravity. He released Rain’s hand, then bent to pick up something that glittered metallically in the ruddy light. Rain recognized it after a moment as a jagged piece of a Hababa blade.

 

Tallheart straightened, turning the shard over in his hand as he inspected it. He looked up, then pulled back his arm and whipped the chunk of metal like a Frisbee so hard that there was a blast of wind from the motion. The shard flew too fast for Rain to follow its motion, but he did hear it shatter as it struck its target.

 

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!” Ahbahabam shrieked, blasted backward by the force of the impact. The path the shard had taken was visible as a thin line of light through the shadow. It didn’t curve in the slightest, telling of just how fast the shard had been moving. The metal probably hadn’t even had time to saturate.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, sounding satisfied.

 

Holy shit. Rain could only stare. The monster had already recovered, swooping as it dodged another blast of fire from Ameliah, despite the way the missiles curved to follow it through the sky. I am so out of my league.

 

“Find more shards,” Tallheart said, laying a hand on Rain’s shoulder. “Use Detection.”

 

Rain nodded, doing as ordered, then pointed. “There.”

 

“Come,” Tallheart said, moving in that direction. “We must— One moment.“ He leapt diagonally, intercepting the boulder that the Hababa King had sent hurtling straight at Rain’s face.

 

Deepstone shattered before the might of Tallheart’s kick, but he wasn’t able to block the boulder completely. A large shard struck Rain in the shoulder, exploding into powder and sending him stumbling back. His armor had easily withstood the hit, though its durability dropped by a few hundred points.

 

“Ah,” Rain gasped, raising a hand to his shoulder.

 

Tallheart skidded as he landed, then reversed direction and placed himself between Rain and the Hababa King.

 

“Hmm,” he said, straightening and dusting himself off. “That was unexpected. Its retaliation should have been toward me, not you.”

 

A Fireball detonated, and the Hababa screamed again. The sound was just as piercing as ever, but not nearly as rattling to Rain as the realization of how close he’d just come to death.

 

If that had hit me, I’d have been paste… He lowered his arm, marveling that his shoulder didn’t even feel bruised. Actually, maybe not, but still. It would have HURT.

 

“Come,” Tallheart said, tilting his head forward. “We must retrieve the shard.”

 

Rain nodded. Worry about that later. He moved, careful to keep Tallheart between him and the fight.

 

Ameliah was doing quite well, in his estimation. Ahbahabam clearly wasn’t king of dodging. Its flight was rapid, but not agile. Each change in direction was signaled by a sweeping gesture by one of its arms, its fingertips glowing with Arcane power. It wasn’t flying, so much as falling, he realized, watching as Ameliah used one of the monster’s gestures to pre-aim her next spell. She only had to curve the missiles slightly to intercept it, though it moved a boulder between itself and the blast.

 

The stone shattered from the impact, some of the pieces plummeting down to the floor, but most falling horizontally with the monster as it shot toward the trees. It gestured upward, changing direction and falling into the sky. The cloud of shards fell with it, under the influence of the same local gravity field. Among them remained only three large boulders, which the monster was directing separately from the others, using one hand for each. As he watched, it fired one of them at Ameliah, who jumped over it, leaving it to slam into the ground. The impact sent a tremor through the cavern that Rain felt even from this distance.

 

This is insane!

 

Rain’s heart was pounding in his chest as he dug through the dirt for the shard. Finding it, he tossed it to Tallheart, who snagged it out of the air and whipped it at the monster in one smooth motion. The razor-sharp chunk of sword flashed in front of the creature’s face, missing by a hand’s breadth. It turned its head, following the clear streak back to them, then screamed its horrible piercing scream. That scream turned into a strangled cry as a trio of Fireballs exploded against its back.

 

“Ameliah says to continue,” Tallheart said mildly as the noise faded. “Apparently, we are a good distraction.”

 

Rains eyes widened as the Hababa pointed a long finger directly at him. “Look out!”

 

“I see it,” Tallheart said, summoning his helmet. The darkened light of the moss glinted off his antlers as he calmly walked between Rain and the monster, which fired something at them moments later. It wasn’t a boulder, but something else. Something new—a spherical distortion, about a meter across, sliding through space toward them and warping it like a fisheye lens.

 

Rain cowered in Tallheart’s shadow. He raised his shield, not that he thought it would seriously help. The impact, when it came, was underwhelming. The magic was simply swallowed by Tallheart’s armor with not so much as a whisper or a gust of wind.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, his voice echoing. He glanced over his shoulder at Rain, the metallic features of his great elk helm visible in profile. “Powerful. We will dodge next time.” He looked back up at the monster, crossing his arms as he watched it hurl its remaining stones at Ameliah. “Is there another shard nearby?”

 

“Yeah,” Rain said, shaking his head. He moved to stand beside Tallheart, then pointed. “That way.”

 

Tallheart nodded and started moving, orange light reflecting off his silver antlers as yet another of Ameliah’s spells detonated. The Hababa King had lost over a quarter of its health now, and only had one large boulder remaining.

 

Ameliah skidded to a stop, not far from where Rain had sensed the next shard. She was holding a trio of Fireballs at the ready, but she didn’t launch them, merely tracking the monster with them as she panted to catch her breath. The monster, to Rain’s surprise, didn’t immediately blast her when she stopped. It slowed in the air, coming to a standstill as it hovered with the large stone between itself and Ameliah.

 

Maybe it doesn’t want to get rid of its shield?

 

The silence stretched, but Tallheart didn’t stop walking, clearly intent on reaching the shard. Rain followed, and, realizing that Ameliah was now in range, he activated Essence Well to send her a trickle of mana. She was facing away from them and didn’t look back as the blue rings appeared around her. Her gaze remained locked on the monster hanging motionless in the air. The monster, for its part, did react to the spell, but only by shifting its gaze to Rain. It sneered at him with a mouth full of crowded teeth, then licked its lips.

 

Well, that’s not unsettling.

 

“I think it likes you,” Ameliah said, still not looking back. Ahbahabam snarled, returning its attention to her, and she laughed. “That’s right, dum dum. Eyes on me.”

 

“I think it wants to eat me,” Rain said. “It looks hungry.”

 

“It doubtless is,” Tallheart said with a snort. “It is starved for essence. Ameliah deprived it of its meal when she obliterated the Fatbird. This area cannot sustain it for long.”

 

“I’m not so sure,” Rain said, again looking at the depth gauge. “I think the depth gauge might be broken.” He shook his head, then pointed at a spot just to the left of Tallheart’s feet. “The shard is buried right in front of you.”

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart rumbled, looking down.

 

The moment Tallheart took his eyes off of the Shaman King, it snapped up an arm and fired another of the strange distortion blasts from the tip of its finger. Tallheart had clearly been expecting something like that, as he was already moving by the time Rain and Ameliah shouted out warnings.

 

Rain grunted as Tallheart crashed into him. He found himself being swept off the ground, carried along for the ride as Tallheart dashed away from the path of the missile. The magical distortion curved to follow them, but not sharply enough. It struck the ground, and Rain had trouble making sense of what happened next despite having a good view from his position as baggage.

 

The energy sunk into the dirt, warping it as it had warped the air. A moment later, space itself seemed to churn, the distortion quadrupling in size before abruptly crashing back down on itself. As the magic faded, a perfectly spherical crater was revealed, as if everything within the volume had simply been deleted from existence. There had been no sound.

 

Well, that’s fun, Rain thought as Tallheart stood him back on his feet. “Nice dodge, Tallheart. Hey Ameliah, don’t get hit by those.”

 

Ameliah snorted. “Good tip. See if you can get it to take another shot at you. If it runs out of mana, this will get a whole lot easier.”

 

Rain nodded, dropping Essence Well. He’d transferred two-thirds of his pool over to Ameliah by this point. If this was a battle of attrition, it was a battle that they would win.

 

Suddenly, the cloud of darkness hanging over the cavern broke. Rain tensed, but nothing else seemed to happen. Either the duration of the Hababa’s gravity spell had expired, or the monster had dismissed it. It grunted, the noise conveying annoyance, meaning it was likely the former.

 

Round two began with no warning as Ameliah launched herself into the air, giving herself an angle over the protective stone. She loosed her spell, and at first, Rain thought she’d missed, the magic flying high above her target. He saw the truth of it as the Fireballs hooked tightly around to strike the monster from behind. The Hababa had attempted to move its stone to intercept them, but it hadn’t been able to keep up. It howled in anger, writhing in pain as the blast sent it flying forward. It recovered quickly, then flung the stone at Ameliah, but she dodged through the air with contemptuous ease, freed of the crushing gravity. She was already chanting as she prepared her next spell.

 

The Hababa made no further attempt to chase after her. Instead, it began drifting slowly downward, shifting into a cross-legged position in the air and bringing both pairs of hands together in front of its chest. It wove its long fingers together, locking them into a pair of arcane sigils, then closed its eyes.

 

Rain cursed. “Something big coming!”

 

“We shall see,” Tallheart said. They weren’t near the shard anymore, but there were plenty of boulders around. Tallheart stooped quickly, coming up with one the size of his head. He pitched it overhand at the meditating Shaman King, and with the gravity field gone, there was nothing to disrupt the path of the nonmetallic projectile. It struck the Hababa directly in the forehead and exploded into powder, though the effect on its health bar was underwhelming. Ameliah’s next spell did quite a bit more, partially absorbed by the crown as it was, but the Hababa didn’t even flinch.

 

“Hmm,” Tallheart said, lifting a larger stone. Before he could throw it, the Shaman King’s eyes snapped open, burning with Arcane light. It whipped two of its arms up and the other two to the side. Its crown blazed to life, wreathed by purple flame, and darkness exploded outward—the same gravity-increasing spell as before. Rain’s relief at recognizing the known threat was short-lived. His saturation had increased again, but that wasn’t the problem. Outside of a small radius around him and Tallheart, everything that had been on the ground had flown into the air as if fired by a cannon, blocking his view and deafening him in the process.

 

No…that’s not…

 

Rain’s eyes widened as the air rapidly cleared, and he corrected his assessment. The ground ITSELF had been fired into the air. Everything had risen in a great wave faster than he could believe—rocks, branches, trees, the dirt itself, even the river of lava in the distance. It was as if the chamber had been upended like an hourglass within the radius of the spell. He gasped as the ground suddenly slumped beneath him. The dirt was spreading out, then streaming upward like a curtain as it came into contact with the spell. The veil that this formed wasn’t thick enough to stop him from seeing Ameliah as she tumbled into the sky. She was falling more slowly than the former ground had fallen, but it was still fast. Very, very fast.

 

Rain cried out wordlessly as she struck the ceiling at speed, leaving a crater in the puck of dirt that was glued there by the spell. Rain heard the impact loud and clear over the sound of Ahbahabam’s laughter. The monster was spinning slowly, turning itself over so it could fall feet-first into the sky. As Rain watched, powerless, it pointed one long finger at the site of her crash, then fired a sphere of void. 

 



 

Brace!

 

Ameliah managed to activate the spell moments before she slammed into the ceiling, but even so, the impact was far from painless. The dirt had been packed down under its own weight, and it was filled with jagged chunks of broken wood and stone. She grimaced as she pushed herself back up, her body feeling several times heavier than normal under the influence of the spell. Moving with urgency, she flipped herself over, struggling to dig out of the crater. Staying still was a good way to die, and she was proven correct as she spotted one of the monster’s void spells warping its way directly toward her, glowing brilliantly to her magical eyesight.

 

Shit.

 

She kicked off as hard as she could against the packed earth. Her jump carried her not nearly as high as it should have, but she’d expected that and was already in the process of compensating.

 

Airwalk.

 

It took three more rapid jumps to get out of the crater, but she managed it with almost a second to spare. The void spell seemed dangerous, but it wasn’t fast, which was likely why the Hababa hadn’t been using it more often. The distortion slammed into the ceiling where she’d been lying, and as before, the spell detonated in a wash of turbulence, erasing dirt and stone alike.

 

Ameliah landed heavily nearby. She looked up, searching for the Hababa, and her stomach flip-flopped as she beheld the entirety of the cavern laid out above her.

 

This spell is bullshit. It’s like Levitate, but enormous and undodgeable. It’s no fair.

 

She shook her head to clear away the momentary disorientation, then stood, ready to dodge again if needed. She was used to sudden changes in perspective thanks to Redirection, just not on this scale.

 

Below her, a bare patch of stone on the floor corresponded to the circle of dirt around her. The two circles were connected by a pillar of shadow that made making out details difficult. The darkness was partly from the spell and partly from the simple fact that the Fire Moss below—above?—her feet was now buried. Outside the circle, the rest of the moss was still glowing brightly, and her eyes were quickly adapting. The river of lava was visible below her as a crimson snake winding through the trees. Where it touched the boundary of the spell, it fell into the air in a torrent of glowing droplets—droplets that were now raining down all around her. The molten stone had spread as it fell, and with a thought, she activated Shrouded by Flame to protect her clothing, though it was already ripped practically to shreds after her passage through the rising ground.

 

Damn bullshit spell.

 

Ameliah’s eyes latched onto the Hababa King, tracking it as it smoothly descended toward her. The monster was glowing clearly in the magical spectrum, despite the gloom. Good. It’s coming for me. Looks like it’s at half mana. She shifted her gaze, searching for Rain and Tallheart and finding them standing on a small island of dirt, upside down from her perspective. The area around them was brighter than the rest of the circle, clear of the spell. She nodded to herself, relieved, though she already knew that their armor would have protected them.

 

They’ll be fine. I need to worry about myself. I’m on my own until this expires, but as long as I’m careful… Oh shit, it’s going to expire.

 

Quickly, she used Message, forming a connection to Rain.

 

[I’m planning to stall until this spell wears off. Make sure you’re not standing where you are when it does.] She paused, then recast Message, judging it worth the extra mana. [Oh, and I’m fine, by the way. This is some major Arcane bullshit, though, for sure. Did you know that you’re standing on the ceiling?]

 

She let the connection close, focusing once more on the Hababa Shaman, which was falling quite quickly now. She tensed, watching as mana built in its fingers. The signature appeared to be similar to that of the void spheres, yet subtly different. Wary of what that might mean, she dodged backward, but when the monster loosed the magic, it didn’t aim it at her. Instead, the spell struck the stone directly below its feet, creating a perfectly circular hole through which the Hababa vanished.

 

Oh. Ameliah blinked. So that’s how it dodged my Meteors. Void tunneling. She shook her head. This thing would be a nightmare if it was a higher level.

 

A tremor ran through the stone, and Ameliah jumped away just in case the Hababa was able to tunnel horizontally. The ground erupted while she was in mid-air, though not below her as she’d feared. Ahbahabam had emerged right where it had entered, just as it had done the first time. Also as before, it was surrounded by Arcane energy and countless chunks of debris.

 

Ameliah narrowed her eyes, waiting for the trick as she prepared herself to dodge. It can’t be just planning to do the same thing as before, can it? It doesn’t strike me as being that dumb. It has to have realized by now that it can’t hit me with one of those.

 

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!” The monster screamed, releasing a pulse of magic. The stones around it shattered into a cloud of tiny shards, about the size and shape of arrowheads. It whipped its arms around, the stones trailing after its hands and forming four spinning rings around its body. The magic built further, the individual stones beginning to glow independently of the magic field surrounding them.

 

Ah. Something new. I’m guessing it’s going to spray them at me, and they’ll explode on impact. Dodging that’s going to be tricky.

 

The Hababa smiled, pulling back its lips to reveal its jagged yellow teeth.

 

Ameliah crouched down, preparing herself. The glow was getting brighter as the monster’s mana continued to drop, and concern started to worm its way into her heart. That’s…quite a bit of mana it’s using there. It must be trying to finish me off. Don’t tell me they’re homing. That would be just unfair. Damn it. Should I just run out of the field? No, I can’t do that. It might go after Rain and Tallheart.

 

Ameliah looked up to check on them, then smiled. They’d come up with a plan, it seemed.

 

Brace.

 

The Hababa’s magic flared, but just before it launched its spell, a boulder the size of a black bear landed on its head. The stone was moving with ridiculous speed after its fall through the weight-altering spell. Ahbahabam was hammered out from the center of its rotating stones so quickly that it seemed to vanish, leaving the spinning rocks behind. The ceiling shook beneath her feet from the force of the impact, and tiny explosions of magic peppered the air as the rings broke apart, each stone detonating impotently in the air.

 

Ameliah smiled. That looked like it hurt. She sent a quick message to Tallheart. [Nice shot.]

 

Walking forward carefully, she began chanting the incantation for Fireball. She’d have prepared a Meteor instead, but she wasn’t sure how the spell would function inside the Hababa’s field. Meteor normally appeared high above the target, and it wasn’t clear how that would work given her present situation. Besides that, she didn’t think Tallheart’s improvised version of the spell had injured the monster badly enough to prevent it from dodging. Meteor was slow.

 

Debris exploded upward, and Ameliah leapt back. The Hababa King was bleeding, and its health had dropped, but the damage was even less than she’d expected. Its mana was the real casualty. The disruption of its spell had left it with only a quarter remaining.

 

Not seeing a reason to wait, Ameliah launched her Fireball. The Hababa raised a protective screen of debris with a wave of a hand, then tossed a rock at her in retaliation. She dodged easily, smiling.

 

Got any tricks left?

 

Apparently, the answer was no. After a half dozen more exchanges, interspersed with two additional gift boulders—neither of which hit, unfortunately—the Hababa King seemed to decide that it had had enough. Its mana almost empty, it turned, then flew toward the edge of the field.

 

Ameliah jumped—not after the Hababa, but backward, out of the magical field. Watching it flee, it had occurred to her that there was another explanation for its sudden departure. She was proven correct seconds later as the field expired and the circular slice of dirt dropped.

 

[Get out of the circle!] she screamed to Rain with Message as she began to fall. Quickly, she reoriented herself, then used Airwalk to leap after the Hababa. In the corner of her eye, she caught a flash of white light from off in the trees.

 

That’s Purify. Ameliah smiled as the falling dirt crashed into the ground below, happy in the knowledge that Rain had heeded her first warning. She wasn’t worried about Tallheart. He’d obviously been the one who’d remained in the area to do the boulder chucking, but he wouldn’t be hurt by something as minor as a tidal wave of dirt. Worst case, they’d just have to dig him out.

 

She began chanting up a Fireball, dismissing Shrouded by Flame as she locked her eyes onto the fleeing monster. It was angling for the treetops, which was unacceptable. She kicked herself after it with Airwalk, shoving against the air as if climbing stairs two at a time, only horizontally. Landing would be interesting, but that was a secondary concern. You are NOT getting away.

 

The Hababa King crashed into the treetops, breaking branches and ricocheting off a tree before thudding heavily to the ground. Ameliah arrested her own fall with considerably more grace, surprising even herself by landing adroitly on a branch. The Hababa was just getting to its feet below her, so she promptly blasted it with the Triplicate Fireball she had at the ready.

 

Without a stone to block, nor the mana to raise one, the monster took the full force of the spell right in the back. It was slammed roughly into the ground as the surrounding vegetation was blasted away, burning from the flames. The monster got to its feet slowly, limbs shaking as it looked around. After a moment, it tilted its head to snarl up at her.

 

Ameliah paid it no mind, busy preparing her next spell. The monster seemed to be having difficulty standing under its own weight. Looks like it’s done. I can’t see its stamina, but there’s no way it ran out. This has to be essence starvation. She finished chanting and immediately fired. Too bad, Ahbabawhatever. You’ll get no mercy from me.

 

It took more than one cast to finish things, but Ameliah didn’t move from her branch as she ruthlessly hammered the Hababa with Fireball after Fireball. There was no need to use anything else, and soon enough, the Hababa King died. According to the system, her contribution was eighty percent, and she was sure that some of the remaining twenty percent was Rain’s. The boulders had probably been his idea, and even if they hadn’t been, he’d given her mana. That was more than enough.

 

She dropped to the ground, then walked over to the charred body of the Hababa. Its crown was lying nearby, having finally tumbled free during her barrage. The silvery metal was glowing to her eyes, saturated with magic but apparently undamaged. She knelt to pick it up, finding it warm to the touch, but not unreasonably so.

 

She raised it to her head, then sighed. It was far too large, of course. Besides that, the system had nothing to say about any enchantments that it might hold. She was reasonably sure that monsters couldn’t bind items, which meant there was nothing there. It was only metal. 

 

Oh well. Tallheart will want it, I suppose. Is it silver, or something better? It’s heavy, I can tell you that. After another moment of consideration, she shrugged, then looped the band of metal over her shoulder. She turned to face the corpse, then activated Purify and watched as it began to dissolve away.

 

Level twenty-four, huh? Poor Rain. She smiled. I guess this just means we need to keep going. If this is the kind of thing we’ll be fighting, though, I’m not sure how far we’ll get.

 

Light glinted from within one of the monster’s evaporating bones, and she looked to see a purple crystal about the size of a robin’s egg fall to the ground. She smiled, adjusting her grip on the crown.

 

That should help.

 

            
149: Instinct

                



At first, Dozer hadn’t known what he was or what he had been. There had been only instinct, telling him that there was ⟬filth⟭ all around him. Thus, without knowing he was doing it, he’d tried to ⟬clean⟭. Mindlessly, he swallowed a gulp of ⟬filth⟭, ⟬cleaned⟭ it, and then expelled it to make room for more.

 

The ⟬clean-need⟭ was satisfied with this for a time, but it wasn’t enough. There was just so much. The ⟬clean-need⟭ became greater and greater, but Dozer did not have mind enough to experience any unease.

 

Gradually, that began to change. As he bumped into smaller pieces of himself floating within the ⟬filth⟭, Dozer started to experience flashes of awareness. This only spurred him on to work even harder. Being surrounded by ⟬filth⟭ was tolerable, so long as he was doing something about it. The thing he couldn’t do was stop.

 

This continued for some time. It was only after countless—more than three—of these collisions that Dozer began to experience proper thoughts with any regularity. Soon after, he came to a horrible realization.

 

He was doing nothing.

 

The ⟬filth⟭ that he was ⟬cleaning⟭ was not staying ⟬clean⟭. The moment he let it go, it would break apart, returning to ⟬disorder⟭. ⟬filth-disorder⟭. The worst kind of ⟬disorder⟭.

 

The ⟬order-need⟭ had appeared then. Simple ⟬cleaning⟭ was no longer enough, and Dozer grew more and more distraught until his thoughts were subsumed by instinct once more. Fortunately, the ⟬order-need⟭ knew what to do.

 

Dozer stopped expelling the ⟬filth⟭ after he had ⟬cleaned⟭ it. He had no name for what the stuff was once it was no longer ⟬filth⟭, but it was like water. Liquid. It built up within him until he could hold no more, but he could not stop. Still acting on instinct, he squeezed, trying to compress the liquid to make room for more. Mercifully, something gave. The liquid began to shrink, only stopping when it had become something like stone.

 

For a moment, Dozer felt something that might have been relief, but it did not last. The ⟬order-need⟭ was not satisfied. The ⟬clean-need⟭ was not satisfied either. They demanded more, and so, Dozer continued. He ⟬cleaned⟭ and he ⟬cleaned⟭ and he ⟬cleaned⟭, pausing every so often to compact the liquid and combine it with the solid sphere that was growing within him. Layer by layer, the sphere grew. It grew so much that it became too large for him to hold, but he could not expel it. He’d tried, and it had begun to dissolve the moment it had come into contact with the ⟬filth⟭. That was not acceptable, but neither could he stop. The instinct floundered, pushing him to continue mercilessly, but at a loss as to how he could do so.

 

All the while he had been ⟬cleaning⟭, Dozer had also been collecting pieces of himself. One of those pieces had contained a memory, or perhaps the memory had been shared across the pieces and had only become accessible once a certain threshold had been reached. Dozer wouldn’t have had the capacity to contemplate such things, even had he been whole. Now, however, he did have the capacity to remember.

 

Rain-King.

 

Rain-King would know what to do.

 

Rain-King would be able to help.

 

Desperately, Dozer felt for the ⟬king-link⟭. He found it quickly, though it was faint and closed to him. He knew that meant Rain-King was ignoring him. That wouldn’t matter once Dozer had found him. The link didn’t need to be open for him to follow it, so he did, though he knew not quite how. Along the way, he encountered more fragments of himself, also following the ⟬king-link⟭. Unfortunately, each piece bore a sphere of its own.

 

There was no relief. As Dozer grew, so did his burden.

 

Finally, the ⟬king-link⟭ came to an end. Dozer bumped into something hard, and immediately, he knew it was the same substance he held within himself. The ⟬clean⟭ taste of it against his membrane was a balm to his burning instincts.

 

Gradually, those instincts faded, becoming more bearable as he crawled his way over the object’s surface. The ball was only slightly larger than his burden, and from the vibrations, hollow. Rain-King was inside, which made it a shell. Rain-King wore a shell sometimes, so it made sense that there would be one here, only it was too small. Rain-King was not small, and Dozer was smart. He knew that Rain-King would not fit.

 

It was confusing. But then, everything always was.

 

The shell was sitting unprotected in the ⟬filth⟭, too, but that didn’t strike Dozer as abnormal. Unlike the one inside his membrane, the ball before him had been made by Rain-King. Rain-King’s balls would obviously be ⟬clean⟭, no matter where they were.

 

Carefully, Dozer manipulated his burden, bringing it up through his surface until it came into contact with Rain-King’s shell. Carefully, he pulled away, trembling with uncertainty as the ⟬filth⟭ came into contact with what he’d been carrying.

 

It did not dissolve back into ⟬disorder⟭.

 

For the first time since he’d regained his awareness, Dozer experienced an emotion. Two emotions, actually.

 

Happiness. Happiness and relief. He had found his safe place.

 

His instincts were still there, of course, but Dozer knew he’d be able to rest if he needed to. The urges were less pressing, now that he knew what he ⟬cleaned⟭ would stay that way. In fact, he found himself growing excited at the prospect of so much ⟬filth⟭. He had work to do, and he knew how to do it. All that remained was to repeat what he had already done.

 

Three times would do it, probably.

 

Before Dozer could start, however, something horrible happened.

 

There was a great wave through the chaos, pressing down on him from all sides. As the pressure grew, he suddenly remembered that this wasn’t the first time. He had simply been too scattered before to realize it, or perhaps too consumed by his instincts. Before he could even come to terms with this complex thought, a new realization struck him.

 

This time was different, after all. The pressure had never been this strong. It just kept building, and Dozer felt himself being crushed with nowhere to go. The chaos thickened, locking him in place. He found himself unable to move. Unable to think. The pressure was coming from everywhere, as well as nowhere. From outside, but also from within.

 

Somehow, it did not hurt.

 

Dozer didn’t understand. He couldn’t understand.

 

And then it was over. The pressure was gone.

 

Dozer drifted, stunned. He began gently wobbling as he struggled to understand what had just happened to him. The ⟬filth⟭ around him felt…calm. Full of ⟬disorder⟭, but calm. It wasn’t flowing about for the first time since forever. It felt…right. For ⟬filth⟭, anyway.

 

[Rain-King! ⟬filth⟭!] Dozer sent through the ⟬king-link⟭, eager to share his observation. He was too excited to remember that his ⟬king⟭ couldn’t hear him until he had already sent the message. Thus it was that he practically exploded from surprise when he got a response.

 

[Dozer?!]

 



 

Rain reeled, and not just from the sudden presence of Dozer in his mind. There was a kill notification in his log, scratching at his attention. Numbly, he willed it open, but he only spared it a cursory glance.

 

He already knew what it would say.
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As exciting as that was, it wasn’t number one on the list. When the system had chimed to announce the Hababa King’s death, he’d felt…something wash over him. Linksight had gone batshit insane, and then abruptly, he’d felt all his links get lopped off by some unseen force. He’d panicked a bit in that instant, fearing that his friends had been killed somehow, but before he’d had time to realize how ridiculous that was, Dozer had—

 

Rain shook his head, then focused. [Dozer? Are you still there?]

 

The Crystal Slime replied almost immediately, but not in words. Instead, Dozer sent him a warm fuzzy feeling of utter happiness and contentment. The strength of it was shocking, like a full-body hug from a marshmallow, and Rain gasped, happy tears welling unbidden in the corner of his eyes.

 

Why?!! How?!! [Dozer, are you still in my soul? What happened in there? How did you…?]

 

[?] Dozer replied, though the slime’s happy confusion was mixed with something else.

 

Rain looked around, a sudden feeling of anxiousness falling over him, as if there was something he should be doing. He blinked as he found his gaze locked onto a disorderly patch of fallen leaves. Oh.

 

Reluctantly, he took hold of his connection to Dozer and closed it slightly. There, that should be better. [Dozer? Can you still hear me?]

 

Dozer replied, but the message was confusing and unclear. Rain shook his head, raising a hand to his forehead as he tried to puzzle it out. Something about…a turtle? I don’t understand. He opened the connection slightly wider again. [Dozer, I don’t understand.]

 

[⟬filth⟭!] was the reply.

 

[Dozer, what the hell are you doing?]

 

[⟬cleaning⟭!] The message carried with it an overwhelming sense of eagerness and purpose.

 

Rain cursed. [Dozer! Hang on a minute. Don’t touch anything. I need to make sure you aren’t breaking—Ah, who am I kidding, you aren’t going to understand this.] Rain rubbed at his eyes. I’m talking to a slime for crying out loud. He tried again. [Stop! Damn it, stop! Dozer, are you even listening to me?]

 

[⟬filth⟭!] Dozer sent, and the concept was charged with the sense that the slime was busy. To his shock, he felt the connection narrow down to a thread. He was able to force it back open with only a minor effort of will.

 

[You did NOT just try to put me on hold!]

 

[Helping!] Dozer replied. [No talk! ⟬clean-need⟭!]

 

Rain winced. The sheer alienness of the concept—instinct, whatever it was—that Dozer had just sent was making his eyes spin. It hadn’t been the feeling of need—which had been leaking through the channel this whole time—but the concept itself, and not just at the surface level. Dozer had sent all of it, and with great force. Their minds were too different for it to come across completely, but Rain had been experiencing the need for weeks now. He got the gist.

 

Dozer saw filth and needed to clean it up. It was like himself the day before when he’d been consumed by hunger. He didn’t need to speak Crystal Slime to understand or to feel sympathy.

 

Detection pinged as a part of its pre-programmed sequence, and Rain growled. Damn it. I can’t be having a metaphysical crisis right now. That scan was clear of monsters, but who knows about the next one. He started walking, heading toward where he’d last seen Tallheart. He’d already been going that way before being distracted. I don’t like being alone out here. Dozer can wait a few minutes. He shouldn’t be able to hurt me. He’s only level one…

 

Somehow, he didn’t find this reasoning very convincing.

 

Thankfully, he didn’t have far to go before he broke out of the trees, climbing over a wave of dirt and debris to find Tallheart standing there. His armor was dusty with dirt, though his face was clean. He’d dismissed his helmet, and his expression, while as tricky to read as ever, struck Rain as pleased. Behind him, there was nothing but devastation. Lava was pooling around the mountain, its former path blocked, and there were chunks of stone and broken wood everywhere.

 

“Rain,” Tallheart rumbled, turning to face him. “I was beginning to become concerned.”

 

“I—“ Rain began, but he was interrupted by a noise. He whirled to see that Ameliah had dropped out of the sky right behind him. Immediately, he did a double-take. “Ameliah, woah. Are you okay?”

 

Ameliah laughed, wrapping an arm around his shoulder and spinning him around to face Tallheart again as she stepped up beside him. “I was about to ask you the same thing.” She released him, then gestured at herself. “I’m fine. I think I need a new shirt, though. Hi, Tallheart. Why are you covered in dirt?”

 

Tallheart nodded to her in greeting, and Rain activated Purify for him as he continued staring at Ameliah. One of her shirt sleeves was missing completely—the one that had been burned before—and there was a large rip in her collar. That wasn’t even the worst of the damage to her shirt. There was a sideways gash over her stomach, the fabric hanging down to reveal a large expanse of mercifully undamaged skin.

 

He looked back up to find her smiling at him. She winked, then spoke, clearly amused by her tone. “Well? Have you hit your new level cap yet? It’s been five minutes. You’ve had time.”

 

Rain felt himself relax, his concern for her condition fading. She’s fine. She’s not even hurt. He shook his head, then snorted, having finished processing what Ameliah had just said. “Stop. I’m not that bad.”

 

“You are,” Ameliah said. “It did work, right? You got credit?”

 

Rain nodded, then dropped his shield to the ground and wrapped her in a hug. “I did. Thank you so much, Ameliah.” He released her, then blindsided Tallheart with a hug of his own, creating a loud clang in the process. “You too, Tallheart.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

“You’re welcome,” Ameliah said, laughing.

 

Rain released Tallheart, too excited to stay still. “The kill dialog said I leveled, but that’s not—” he shook his head, then continued in a rush. “Dozer’s back! And I think my soul is fixed!”

 

“Woah, slow down,” Ameliah said, raising her hands. She looked around. “What do you mean, ‘back’?”

 

Rain smiled, laughing at her expression. “Well, not ‘back’, back. Not like that. Not physically.” He tapped his chest. “He’s still in here, puttering around and doing…something. He’s talking to me again—if you can call what we do ‘talking.’ The connection is more feelings than words. Anyway, I need to get in there and see what’s going on.”

 

“Okay, that’s…weird. You’re weird. You know that, right?”

 

“I have been told this, yes,” Rain said.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said, “It bears repeating. You said your soul has been mended?”

 

Rain nodded. “I think so. Linksight is gone, which isn’t great, but it means my aura of inexplicable doom is probably gone along with it. I think the system might have fixed my paling somehow.”

 

“I see,” Ameliah said, sounding slightly skeptical. She shook her head, then walked past him to his left. “Well, I’m happy for you, Rain, if it’s true. You’ll be able to visit Vestvall at last.”

 

Rain beamed at her, then blinked as he saw where she was going. The Hababa King’s crown was sitting on the ground behind him. Ameliah must have brought it with her, and he’d somehow missed her dropping it during her sudden arrival.

 

“May I?” Tallheart asked, gesturing to the crown.

 

“Go ahead,” Ameliah said. “I think it might be valis. It’s certainly heavy enough.”

 

Rain scurried to get a better look while making way for Tallheart. Valis was a deepened metal. It was to silver what adamant was to iron, basically better in every way. He’d have translated the name to ‘mithril’ if not for the supposed weight.

 

Tallheart knelt, humming to himself as he laid a hand on the crown and closed his eyes. After a moment, he stood again, leaving the metal where it was and inclining his head to Ameliah. “You were correct, but only one part in four is valis. There is some silver as well—one part in ten. The remainder is mostly lead.”

 

“I’ll take one part in four,” Ameliah said, sounding pleased. “That thing’s huge. Can you make something with it?”

 

Tallheart paused to consider, then shrugged. “Perhaps. Valis has high Arcane affinity. If we had a—Ah. I see that we do.”

 

Ameliah’s hand had darted into a pocket, and she was now holding out her hand, palm up, bearing a large glowing purple gem.

 

“Is that what I think it is?” Rain asked, stunned again for what seemed like the hundredth time today. I think I need to sit down…

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “An Arcane GranCryst.”

 

“The harder the fight, the greater the reward,” Ameliah quoted, reciting a common adventurer saying. “The Hababa had a whole bunch of regular Arcane Crysts in its bones too, plus a bunch of Tel. Here, take it.”

 

Tallheart shook his head. “Keep it for now. We must discuss its use, for this is not the end.”

 

“So we’re continuing, then?” Rain asked, his brain struggling to keep up. 

 

Ameliah laughed. “Obviously. You need to be strong enough to protect Ascension, right? That means silver. I’d better not catch you complaining about being one level short.”

 

Rain smiled, relieved that he didn’t need to convince them, though in retrospect, he felt a bit silly for even thinking it was a question. “Thank you both so much.”

 

“Watch out, Tallheart, or he’ll hug you again,” Ameliah said.

 

Tallheart grunted, amused. “We should return to our camp. The day grows long.”

 

“We aren’t going to explore the cave?” Ameliah asked, slipping the gem back into her pocket, then jerking a thumb over her shoulder toward the lake of lava.

 

“Tomorrow,” Tallheart said. “Rain is overexcited. He is going to need some quiet time first.”

 

“Hey!” Rain said, laughing.

 

Tallheart’s mouth twitched, but he ignored Rain as he continued speaking to Ameliah in a serious tone. “The cave the Hababa came from likely leads downward. How far, I do not know. I also do not know why the monster was so far above its depth. Hmm. The question makes me wary of what could have driven it to ascend.”

 

Rain felt a chill run down his spine at that, but Tallheart didn’t give him any time to ask him to elaborate.

 

“We will investigate with great care,” Tallheart continued. “I will also require Rain’s assistance in collecting the fragments of adamant.” He paused, looking around at the mess. “This will take some time.” He snorted, then looked at Rain, raising his eyebrow. “You believe it urgent that you check on your soul, correct?”

 

Rain nodded. Dozer was still busy, he could tell, but just what the slime was doing specifically, he had no idea, and that worried him.

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled, turning back to Ameliah. “Then we leave. The risk of the cave would make it unwise to remain while Rain is occupied.”

 

“Right,” Ameliah said.

 

Tallheart nodded, and he fixed Rain with an expression that was serious even for him. “A thought has occurred to me. The way into your soul may be closed.”

 

Rain grimaced. “Yeah. I’m trying not to worry about that.”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart said. “Let us go quickly and find out.” He rolled his neck, then looked around the clearing. “Please refrain from further…oddness until we have reached our camp. This is still a ranked zone.”

 

“Of course,” Rain said, nodding. “I won’t even look at my status until we’re safe. I promise. It would only distract me more.”

 

Ameliah laughed, glancing at Tallheart. “Bet you first watch he doesn’t make it.”

 

Tallheart snorted dismissively, turning away. “No bet.”

 



 

Rain made it back to camp with his promise unbroken, though he would freely admit he would have failed if Ameliah hadn’t put his pride on the line—which, of course, was likely why she’d done so.

 

Now, they were safe back in their triangular fort, and Rain had seated himself against one of the tree-trunk walls. Dozer was still ignoring him, but nothing bad had happened so far. If anything, Rain felt better than he had in over a month. There was no harm now in taking a quick look, so eagerly, he opened his status.
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“Shit.”

 

“What is it?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain glanced over at her and froze. She was looking at him neutrally, holding her torn shirt in her hand. She had yet to don its replacement.

 

“Uh…” Rain mentally kicked himself, then cleared his throat. “My character window is broken.”

 

He tore his eyes back to his interface, trying to make the motion seem casual, though he knew he did a poor job of it. He could already feel his ears heating, though not from the captivating scene he’d just beheld. His embarrassment came instead from the fact that Tallheart was, like, right there. The smith was occupied in setting up the grinder, acting as if nothing unusual was happening.

 

Rain kicked himself again.

 

By their standards, nothing unusual IS happening. Every time I think I’m getting used to the culture, someone goes out of their way to prove me wrong.

 

“Broken how?” Ameliah asked, clearly having chosen not to tease him about his reaction. There was no way she hadn’t noticed.

 

Rain sighed, focusing on the panel in front of him and actually seeing it this time. “Well, it’s mostly blank. It’s like it stopped displaying part-way through. The only way for that to happen would be… Oh.”

 

He raised his hands, summoning a keyboard and opening up a terminal.

 





	
>character

Error: cell index (3,0) is out of bounds

Process exited with code (1)

>










 

“Never mind,” he said, relieved. He called up the source code in a new window, then started scrolling through it. “It’s just a bug. I was afraid the system might have scrambled my interface for a second there.”

 

“What kind of bug?” Ameliah asked, moving to sit beside him, now safely clothed once more. “Is it a fly? Or maybe a cockroach?“

 

“Oh, stop,” Rain said, jostling her shoulder playfully. “I told you what ‘bug’ means, and besides, historically, it was a moth.” He chuckled to himself, meanwhile finding the error right where he’d known it would be. “Found it.” He paused, then looked up. “Do you actually want me to explain, or did you just ask about it so you could make that joke?”

 

“I actually want to know,” Ameliah said. “Believe it or not.”

 

Rain smiled. “Okay then. As bugs go, this is a stupid one. At the top of my character panel, I have a table that lists some basic stuff like my level, level cap, experience, and so on.” He gestured vaguely at his code. “When I wrote this, I made it so it would show free points in that table too, but only if I had them. That part is fine, but I didn’t remember to tell it to make the table bigger if it was going to do that. My code tried to put some text in a place where it couldn’t go, so it broke.”

 

Ameliah snorted. “You’re right. That is stupid. I thought you said you were good at this.”

 

Rain turned to her, angrily opening his mouth to explain how it had failed gracefully and how that was more important than any stupid bug. He’d written a proper error code and everything. He was prevented from saying anything, however, when Ameliah pressed a shushing finger against his lips.

 

“Relax,” she said, smirking at him. “I’m just giving you a hard time.”

 

She removed her finger, and Rain shut his mouth with a click.

 

Ameliah laughed. “Trust me when I say that the automatic spell stuff you do is amazing. First, you started using channeled spells in your sleep, and that was bad enough. Now, you’ve got them following rules and casting themselves on their own. It’s ridiculous. I have never heard of anyone else being able to do something like that, and that includes goldplates.”

 

Rain smiled, and he had to look away before the expression turned into a big goofy grin. Fortunately, Ameliah brought him down quickly.

 

“It’s just that…well, it seems fragile,” she continued. “Your interface is a part of you. You shouldn’t be able to break—” She stopped, the pause clearly artificial as she pretended to realize something. “Actually, wait. This is you we’re talking about. There’s precedent.”

 

Rain snorted. “I’d be offended if it wasn’t true.” He wrote himself a quick comment, not that he needed it, then saved the new version. I should do unit tests or something, but there is never enough time. I guess I’ll just keep hacking away… I feel dirty. He looked at Ameliah, then sighed. “Code takes work if you want it to work for you. Not everyone can just intuitively know their status. I still don’t understand how you do that.”

 

“I just do it,” Ameliah said with a shrug.

 

“See, that doesn’t help,” Rain said, shaking his head. “Code, I can explain. It makes sense to me.”

 

“And jars of glowing juice make sense to Mollo,” Ameliah replied, nodding sagely as she maintained a straight face.

 

Rain exploded into laughter, and moments later, she joined him.

 

“So, did you fix it yet?” she asked when they had both recovered.

 

“Let’s see,” Rain said, summoning the panel again.
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“Yeah, that did it. Everything is fine now. I can see my cap at 24, and my unallocated points are where they should be.” His eyes roved over the rest of the panel, then stopped on one particular number. “Huh.”

 

“What now?” Ameliah asked.

 

Rain furrowed his brows, thinking. “My item stat tolerance went past 180. It’s at 182, which is fine, given that I’m level nineteen now, but I didn’t expect it to just jump up like that. I didn’t do anything in that fight to warrant it.” Ring macros are still working. That’s a relief.

 

“Huh, indeed,” Ameliah said. “What do you think it means?”

 

Rain raised a finger for her to wait, then returned his hands to his keyboard, typing the command to set a marker for his progress overview. He hadn’t remembered to set one before the fight, but that was what autosaves were for. With two additional commands, he summoned two different comparisons, one from his last manual marker to the autosave and the other from the autosave to now.

 





	
Progression Tracker [0.6.0]

marker_1: tarzan [22nd Fallow]

marker_2: auto_3060-11-23-15-00-00 [23rd Fallow]

 

span: 1.7 days

 

Tolerance

Strength: 42 -> 47 (+5)

Recovery: 32 -> 33 (+1)

Endurance: 21 -> 23 (+2)

Vigor: 43 -> 46 (+3)

Attribute Buff: 180 -> 181 (+1)

 

Synchronization

Strength: 9.1 -> 11.3 (+2.2)

Focus: 16.4 -> 17.8 (+1.4)










 





	
Progression Tracker [0.6.0]

marker_1: auto_3060-11-23-15-00-00 [23rd Fallow]

marker_2: huh [23rd Fallow]

 

span: 1.4 hours

 

Character

Level Cap: 18 -> 24 (+6)

Level: 18 -> 19 (+1)

 

Combat Experience Earned

768

 

Tolerance

Vigor: 46 -> 47 (+1)

Attribute Buff: 181 -> 182 (+1)










 

“Huh,” he said again.

 

“Stop just saying ‘huh’,” Ameliah said.

 

Rain looked at her, his expression serious. “My stat tolerance went past 180 before my cap increased. I didn’t think that was possible. For an individual stat, sure, like I was talking about with Focus before we left the company, but this is the total...” He flared Winter as he hunted through his memory. “Oh.”

 

“You’re doing it on purpose now,” Ameliah said flatly.

 

Rain blinked. “Maybe.” Before she could swat him, he continued. “Staavo said the general rule was ten times your level, key word: ‘general’. Damn. I should have asked him to elaborate, but I had so many other questions at the time...” He sighed. “You wouldn’t be able to tell me any more on the subject, would you?”

 

“Only that the limit gets less restrictive at silver,” Ameliah said. “It jumps up to one hundred times your level.”

 

Rain nodded. “Right, I already knew that. It’s just…I hate discontinuities. Detection has one, and it’s just…ugh. Could the ten times level thing be an approximation? I mean, if the actual equation has a square in it, that would make sense. People suck at math, and tolerance effects aren’t obvious.”

 

“It is not an approximation,” Tallheart said without looking up from the grinder. Rain looked over to see him busy loading it with some of the more toxic specimens of fruit that they’d discovered.

 

“You’re sure?” Rain asked, his stomach rumbling even though he’d just eaten an hour ago.

 

Tallheart nodded, droplets of pure water beginning to patter into the pot below the outlet as he began to grind. “I am sure. Lilly and I both struggled with it. It is a hard line, one that made things extremely difficult for us.” He looked up. “However, I would not be surprised to learn that you have broken through it.”

 

“But—” Rain began, but Tallheart cut him off with a harrumph.

 

“Many things in the system can be broken,” he said, looking back down at the grinder. “You know this. Your soul is only one example. Did you not say that you witnessed the Vekuavak woman force her way into a lair that was already full?”

 

“Yes, but she’s a goldplate,” Rain protested.

 

“So?” Tallheart said. “We are not speaking of the damage limit.”

 

Rain tilted his head, acknowledging the point. “Fair enough. Any ideas on that one, by the way?”

 

“No,” Tallheart said. “Some things are impossible.”

 

“Val’s dad can do it,” Rain said matter-of-factly.

 

“Val SAYS his dad can do it,” Ameliah interjected. “That’s different, and Val says a lot of things.”

 

“It’s not just Val saying it, though,” Rain said, looking at her. “Lightbreaker is kinda famous for it. It’s in his damn name. There are others, too. Gammon of Wix, Harmon Dragon-Kin, Elm the—”

 

“Legend,” Tallheart interrupted, shaking his head. “Myth.”

 

“Know him,” Rain said, smiling. “Wears a funny coat.”

 

Ameliah flicked him in the side of the head.

 

“Ow!”

 

Tallheart grunted, turning away from the grinder at last. He crossed his arms. “Enough. We can discuss this later. See to your soul.“

 

“I… Right,” Rain nodded. “Priorities. Sorry, Tallheart. I’m just a bit wound up.” He sighed, closing his menus, then settled back against the wall, making himself comfortable. “Here I go. Wish me luck. If nothing else, trying should help me calm down. I’m not even sure if I’ll be able to manage that much.”

 

“You’ll be fine,” Ameliah said, patting him on the thigh. “I’ll pull you out of it in two hours so you don’t get too hungry.”

 

Rain nodded. “Thanks. Better make it three, though.”

 

Ameliah smiled. “Three, then. Say hello to Dozer for me.”

 

“Will do,” Rain replied, smiling back. An errant thought struck him, and he quickly controlled his expression. “By the way, I’ve never told you this, but he has a name for you.”

 

“Oh?” Ameliah said, raising an eyebrow.

 

Rain nodded. “Not really a name, actually. More of a feeling. It’s hard to explain, but it translates well enough.”

 

“What is it?”

 

Rain glanced at the Hababa’s crown, which was sitting next to Tallheart’s anvil, waiting to be melted down. He looked back at Ameliah, then grinned in anticipation of her reaction. “Ameliah-Queen.”
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150: Windfall

                 

It took Rain quite a while to calm down, just as he’d expected. Over thirty minutes—horrible by his recent standards. When he finally slipped into the Bastion, the relief he felt at not being locked out was enough to boot him straight back to his body. Reaching the Bastion again was much easier the second time, now that he knew it was possible. Once he was there, the first thing that he did was to take stock of his situation.

 

Firstly, he—or rather, his core—was still stuck in the middle of a bunch of crossbeams. That was a known problem, and he’d get to it in a minute. More important was the fact that the ocean of liquid essence below him seemed to have vanished, along with the majority of the fog. What was left was just a thin mist, barely noticeable. He wasn’t sure what to make of the change, but it too was a problem for later. The Bastion itself was undamaged, its structure precisely as he remembered it. Other tasks such as finding his paling and then checking its condition would have to wait. The most important thing right now was dealing with the Dozer situation.

 

Rain reached for the slime, focusing on the connection itself to start with. The channel felt healthy, but no stronger than it had outside. The major difference was that it now included a position vector. Dozer was outside the Bastion, perhaps three or four radii away. He was also still too busy to listen to commands.

 

Rain would have to drag him away from the metaphorical feed trough, it seemed. That meant bringing him inside the Bastion.

 

Thinking for a moment, Rain decided that the first thing he needed to do was to get himself unstuck. After that, he’d need to find some way of projecting his consciousness outside of the Bastion so he could wrangle his wayward slime companion. As for how he’d do that, he wasn’t sure yet. Perhaps a lasso was called for. He’d cross that bridge when he came to it.

 

The easiest option for freeing his core would be to melt it out of the cross-bracing the same way he’d melted it in. That was a bad idea—not the method, but the very concept. Rain was confident that the Bastion would hold as long as he was anywhere inside his soul, even without the cross-bracing. However, when he left, that might change.

 

An RUD of his only prototype was to be avoided, so he couldn’t exactly run a test to find out. Putting his core back when it was time to leave was hardly a solution, either. Ameliah was going to wake him in three hours, and he didn’t have a clock. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to meditate through an aggressive tickling, let alone something drastic like a bucket of water to the face. There were unexpected situations to consider, too, such as a pack of angry Hababas tracking them down to get revenge for their nuked colony. He’d convinced her to restart the timer after he’d been kicked out of the Bastion the first time, at least.

 

Anyway, the point was that his friends would do whatever it took to bring him back if they felt it necessary. Rain didn’t have a way to signal them to wait. If he got caught with his pants down, that was it. Ergo, he would keep his pants up. His core needed to stay right where it was, and that was a problem.

 

While Rain could shift his perspective to view the Bastion’s interior from any angle he liked—including, sickeningly, all of them at once—he couldn’t see through solid essence. That only seemed to be possible in the immediate proximity of his core. Trapped at the center as he was, he wouldn’t have even known there was still chaos outside if not for Dozer playing the world’s worst on-location weather reporter. Thus, Rain needed a physical form that wasn’t his core—an avatar of sorts. Something that he could send outside.

 

He started with the closest thing that he had: his energy tentacles. They formed as expected, but he found that he couldn’t reach the outer shell with them. It wasn’t even close. In fact, the range was suspiciously identical to the range at which he could see through essence, yet another thing to think about later. For now, he wouldn’t let it stop him. The test wasn’t a failure yet.

 

Focusing on a single tentacle, Rain shifted his viewpoint to its tip and waved it around.

 

I will become the tentacle… No, that sounds bad. The snake. I will become the snake.

 

He focused harder. Confidence was key. Confidence and belief.

 

This is MY soul. I am building an avatar for my mind, and this will work because I say it will. So there.

 

He spent the next ten minutes focusing on the image of a snake, adding as much detail to the tentacle as he could, making it more and more snakelike. He drew a scale pattern in the energy, then eyes and a boopable snoot. Tiny little fangs were next, then an adorably forked tongue. At first, it was hard to hold all that detail in his mind, but gradually, each alteration seemed to sink in and take root. Rain’s doubts vanished as sensation washed over him—physical sensation.

 

He was the snake.

 

Yes!

 

Suddenly, gravity grasped at him, and his attempt to fling himself toward one of the beams was hilariously ineffective. He found himself dangling by his tail, feeling as though it had been trapped in a vise where it connected to his core. He flopped about helplessly.

 

Minor setback.

 

The next ten minutes were spent figuring out how to snake. Rain eventually managed to get himself atop one of the beams, then learned to slither and to taste the air with his translucent, snakey tongue. He was still stuck, though. It was time to try breaking free of his core.

 

I don’t need to be connected. My mind is free. Consciousness is wireless…

 

…

 

Man, I sound like one of those self-help tapes. Why do we even still call them tapes, anyway? Damn it, me, focus!

 

Rain concentrated on his tail, then pulled. Immediately, he learned two things.

 

First, it had worked. His view stayed with the snake, not his core.

 

Second, it hurt. He managed to hold on for a few seconds, writhing in reptilian agony as his constructed body dissolved. Without warning, his view snapped back to his core, and the pain was gone, just like that.

 

The Bastion trembled, then stilled.

 

[Rain-King, danger?!] Dozer sent.

 

Rain didn’t reply immediately, at first because he was recovering, and then because he was considering whether he should lie in an attempt to get the slime to come to him. He decided against it as Dozer’s concern grew, pressing on him harder as the silence stretched. Dozer wouldn’t be able to get into the Bastion until Rain built him an entrance. He wasn’t even sure if Dozer could move out there, for that matter. Slimes couldn’t fly.

 

His decision made, he replied just as Dozer was starting to panic. He did his best to fill his thoughts with as much peace and reassurance as he could. [I’m fine, Dozer. Maybe you should take a break, yeah?]

 

[No! ⟬filth⟭!] Dozer sent, and immediately, the connection snapped closed.

 

Rain tried to flick out his tongue in consternation but failed, having forgotten that he wasn’t currently a snake.

 

Oops.

 

…

 

Wow, okay then. This is trippy.

 

He paused then. He needed to consider whether there was any danger from what he was doing. He didn’t want to get his mind trapped in a snake for all eternity. After a few minutes of thought, however, he discarded that fear as irrational. When the snake had failed, his consciousness had returned to his core automatically. The pain of it hadn’t even been top three. It had been purely physical pain, too, as much as anything was physical in this place.

 

It was just a simulation of my body breaking apart, not something…concerning. So why am I concerned?

 

The next fifteen minutes were spent pondering matters metaphysical to little effect, at which point Rain kicked himself for wasting time. By his guess, he’d already been in here over an hour. He needed to get to Dozer now. It felt like the slime was dying out there, enthusiastically working himself to death as he waged an endless war against chaos. Rain wasn’t going to let fear stop him from saving a friend, even if that friend was only a slime.

 

He formed a second snake from his energy, the process going much faster this time. He made it smaller, figuring that concentrating the energy would make it more robust. When he was finished, he slipped easily into the form and took a moment to acclimate before pulling his tail free again. Unfortunately, the result was no different than before.

 

Tentacle energy couldn’t sustain itself when detached from his core. Manifested will wasn’t enough.

 

Let’s try something stronger, then.

 

Rain carved a single unit of essence away from one of the beams. Rolling it between his tentacles as if they were hands, he undid the hardening, softening the material until it felt like clay. He could have done this en masse without the need for physical contact, but this way felt better. Working like a preschooler, he continued rolling the essence out until he had a snake shape. He then added two bulges for eyes and a tongue. Finding that he needed a tool, he shaped a different piece of essence into a needle, then used that to trace lines into the fake clay, making scales. He put the needle back when he was finished and paused to inspect his creation.

 

It was a bit sad, to be honest.

 

Undeterred, Rain placed the snake atop his core, then tried willing himself into it, expecting a struggle.

 

He didn’t get one. Instead, there was an immediate shift.

 

He was the snake, just like that. The warmth of his core below him felt pleasant against his scales, and his tongue detected a current on the air, probably from the mist it was generating. That tickled, so Rain tried to pull his tongue back into his mouth. He found himself unable to do so. He hadn’t given himself a mouth.

 

Hmm.

 

Rain tried a little slither next. The attempt was not only ineffective, but also incredibly painful, leaving him contorted into a crooked zigzag. He couldn’t straighten himself out without more pain, so he froze. He existed like that, breathless, misshapen, not even able to close his eyes.

 

I think I made a snake with Boneitis… I can fix this.

 

He concentrated on his tongue first, trying to imagine it in a more realistic shape. Again, he was surprised. The appendage responded to his will easily, slimming down and becoming more flexible. Excited, he continued, and soon he had a mouth in which to store it, complete with retractable fangs. He worked his way down his body, fixing problems and adding details until he felt at home. He even managed to change his scales from matte white to matte green. His tongue ended up green, too, but he decided to draw the line there. Vanity could come later. He’d settle for looking like he’d been injection molded from the same plastic they used to make toy soldiers.

 

He coiled himself up atop his core, raised his head, then did a test hiss.

 

“Hisss…”

 

Yes!

 

He tried to smile, found that snake mouths weren’t built for it, and gave it up. He’d make himself a human puppet later. Also, his hiss needed work, having sounded less like an animal and more someone blowing through a coffee stirrer. It was a start.

 

I can worry about that later. Time for the next test. Can I get in and out of this thing?

 

No sooner had he had the thought than his view shifted. To his delight, he learned that he could jump in and out of the snake at will. There was a connection between it and his core. Linksight was working in here, he realized. He filed that away for later consideration, returning his focus to the snake.

 

Yes! We’re in business! This is way better than the energy version. And now for the moment of truth.

 

Rain switched to his core, then extended a tentacle and carefully used it to place the now-rigid snake sculpture atop a horizontal beam. The snake didn’t dissolve as he took the tentacle away, not that he’d expected it to. He focused, and his perspective slipped inside the snake without even a shred of resistance. It just worked.

 

“Hsss!”

 

Rain reared back in triumph—triumph that became fear as he overbalanced and slipped off the beam.

 

It was a long way down. The sudden stop at the end was far from pleasant.

 

Significantly flatter than he’d been moments before, Rain reeled, both from the impact and from a sudden awareness of the chaos beyond the Bastion’s outer wall. It felt hot. Angry. Dangerous.

 

Yes!

 

Ignoring his broken body, Rain reached out through the barrier with his will, projected from the snake instead of his core. After isolating a unit of chaos, he purified it, yielding a clump of essence about the same size as himself.

 

Yes, yes, yes! Ten thousand and one essence! Also, ouch.

 

He carefully began unsmushing his broken body, rebuilding himself from nose to tail as he’d done the first time. While he was at it, he absorbed the fresh essence he’d just liberated, using it to grow to twice his previous size. The Bastion was a vast place from his current perspective, and he felt he needed to be bigger if he was to have any hope of surviving outside.

 

Feeling the time limit hanging over him, he set about converting more essence, finding that he could shape it freely, just as he could from his core. The two forms appeared interchangeable in that regard. He could even pilot the snake form about the Bastion’s interior, he learned, flying in complete defiance of gravity.

 

That realization left him feeling pretty stupid for letting himself get pancaked, of course, but he didn’t waste any time beating himself up about it. He could feel stupid later. Even after ten thousand and counting essence conversions, he still couldn’t find a way to convert more than one unit at a time. It was incredibly annoying and infuriatingly slow, but faster than trying to work with the hardened essence of the Bastion. He set himself to the task, stopping after a minute or so when he reached 10,065 total essence. He used one unit to repair the beam near his core, spending the rest to bring the snake up to six times its previous size.

 

Rain took a moment to take stock then, reveling in the sheer physicality of his new form. He felt like a real snake, not that he had any experience being one. He’d filled this form with his preconceptions of snakeness and then refined those assumptions as he learned more. It was…amazing.

 

This place was his playground—like a holodeck, no, like a lucid dream. With enough practice, he knew he’d be able to build anything he wanted. He could be anything he wanted.

 

He paused, then, and hissed at himself in annoyance. He wasn’t here to play.

 

Opening his channel to Dozer, he found him still toiling away in the chaos, exhausted. Rain didn’t even bother trying to get him to stop again. He knew there was no point. Regretfully, he narrowed the link until it was almost completely shut. The constant sense of Dozer’s condition was distracting, and he couldn’t afford to be distracted right now.

 

I’m coming, Dozer. I’m coming. Just hold on.

 

The next step, he decided, was to make an airlock—one big enough to let Dozer inside. It took him longer than anticipated, as he felt compelled to make working seals and a snake-operable locking system for both doors. He wasn’t sure that he’d be able to shape essence when he was outside, and the hardened outer wall was difficult to modify at the best of times. He couldn’t just open a hole to let Dozer in, then close it before the sphere filled with chaos.

 

Once the airlock was finally finished, Rain slithered into it, then began sealing himself inside. Moving the door was difficult, being a snake, as was operating the propeller-like handle of the locking mechanism. Lacking arms, he found that the fastest way was to just body-slam the crank repeatedly to turn it. He needed to do this physically because he wasn’t sure that his essence-shaping would work once he was outside. It was better to test it now.

 

When the seal formed, Rain knew it immediately. His background awareness of the Bastion had been cut off with the final turn of the crank, leaving him able to perceive only his immediate surroundings. That was one of the expected outcomes, so he didn’t panic. Wishing he had fingers to cross, he concentrated on the link to his core, which he still felt, then willed himself to follow it.

 

His perspective shifted, and then he was there.

 

Yes! It works! Rain flickered with yellow delight.

 

It would have been SO inconvenient if I’d needed a direct line every time I wanted to switch. He hopped back to his snake form, then bobbed his head in satisfaction. Right, no time for a celebration. I must be coming up on two hours now. One hour left. I need to hurry unless I want to go ask for more time.

 

He paused.

 

I could do that, couldn’t I? Should I, though? It will probably take me at least a half-hour to get back down here, given how wound up I am. Honestly, I’m shocked I haven’t booted myself out already. The Bastion is doing some real work.

 

A half-hour, though… I don’t want to make Dozer wait. Even if he seems happy, he’s killing himself out there. Damn it. I have to keep going. I just won’t start anything I can’t finish in time. I don’t want to be outside the Bastion when Ameliah pulls my plug. I’ve seen The Matrix.

 

…not that I think that would happen, mind…

 

…

 

And now I’m thinking about it. Hell, even being in an avatar instead of my core might be dangerous.

 

Great. Just great.

 

I REALLY need a soul teacher—someone to warn me about all of the ways people have killed themselves doing this shit. I hate not knowing where the landmines are….

 

…

 

Damn it, I’m wasting time. Thirty more minutes, then I’ll go back. Decision made. Here we go.

 

Rain reared back, then flopped his body down on the crank to open the outer door. Two flops later, there was a hiss, and chaos began seeping into the airlock—hot, acrid, and terrible. His eyes started to sting, and soon, he was forced to close them completely. The pain lingered, like he’d been cutting up habanero chilies and had rubbed his eyes with his fingers. At that moment, he was incredibly glad that his lungs were for hissing only. Breathing would not be pleasant, he was sure.

 

The wait was agonizing, but eventually, things seemed to equalize. Rain waited a few moments longer, then tested to see if he could still return to his core. It worked, his discomfort vanishing in the clear air of the Bastion.

 

Good, the chaos didn’t block the connection.

 

He jumped again, then gasped involuntarily, getting the lungful of chaos that he’d wanted to avoid. It hardly mattered, though. In the brief moment he’d been gone, it seemed that the body he’d left behind had been busy dissolving. Rain forced himself to stay there rather than switch away. It was agony, but he needed to know if the damage was ongoing. Seconds passed, then a whole minute. The pain didn’t fade, but neither did it increase.

 

Do not leave avatars unattended in the chaos. Got it. Okay, I can deal with this.

 

Focusing, he started trying to repair his semi-dissolved body, but found the pain too distracting. He reached for the outer door, then tried to shape it closed with his will. It worked, much to his relief. Apparently, he’d wasted his time on the physical mechanism. Glad he hadn’t bothered making a venting system too, he simply purified the chaos around him into essence one unit at a time until it was all gone and the air was clear. To get the last of it, he’d needed to make a balloon to capture it as he’d done with the mist. Thin gases were tough.

 

Still in pain from being half-snake and half-soup, he used the liberated essence to patch himself up. He ended up smaller than he’d been, but that was fine. When he was finished, he coiled his body and shook his snaky head.

 

Ouch.

 

Reaching through the airlock wall, he purified more chaos until he had enough essence to restore himself to full size. He made one significant modification to his avatar as he did, adding a pair of clear scales over his eyes like an actual snake. Snakes didn’t have eyelids, they did not blink, and he’d been a fool for forgetting that. At that point, he made the mistake of questioning why his avatar needed eyes at all. The moment he started thinking about lenses and retinas, he went blind. It took him a good few minutes to get back to a functional state.

 

Expectation was the key.

 

Sometimes, it was best not to think about it.

 

Using his will again, Rain slowly pushed the outer door open a crack. This time, the chaos didn’t sting his eyes as it washed over the protective scales.

 

Nice.

 

Once everything had equalized, he let the door swing open fully and peered out into the murk. The chaos was gaseous, but thick enough that it might as well have been liquid. It was the same ugly puke-orange color it always was, making it impossible to see far. Carefully, Rain slithered right up to the threshold, then poked his tail out over the edge. The weight of the appendage fell away, surprising him slightly.

 

Hmm…

 

He pulled his tail back to consider.

 

Will I be able to fly once I get out there, or will I just…float off? Wait, if I’m outside my sphere of influence, can I still shift back? That’s…a horrifying thought.

 

…

 

Quickly, Rain shaped himself a handhold on the floor of the airlock, then wrapped his tail around it tightly.

 

I’ll see if I can come up with a safe test later. Maybe I can build something with wings so I can get back if my powers fail. Anyway, I didn’t build this airlock for myself. If I can get Dozer to come over to it, my problem is solved, no lasso required.

 

He concentrated, opening the link that had been closed since Dozer had last put him on hold. [Dozer, come!]

 

[Busy,] the slime replied, a sense of tiredness and urgency accompanying the word.

 

Rain flicked out his tongue in annoyance, immediately regretting it. Ugh. Chaos flavor. Would not recommend. He shook his head. [Dozer, so help me, come back here so you can rest!]

 

[No rest. ⟬filth⟭.]

 

[Dozer, get your gelatinous ass over here. I need you.]

 

[Danger?] Dozer asked.

 

[Yes, danger,] Rain sent quickly. Then, though he felt dirty for doing it, he pulled up his recent memory of being semi-dissolved and shoved it through the link.

 

[Rain-King!] Dozer practically screamed in Rain’s mind. The slime panicked for a moment, then rushed straight for him.

 

Well, it worked. Sorry, Dozer. I hope you’ll forgive me for that one. How are you moving, anyway?

 

A shudder ran through the Bastion beneath him, and if not for his handhold, Rain was sure that he’d have tumbled right out. Uh…what was that?

 

[Here!] Dozer sent, and Rain’s eyes widened as the airlock was suddenly covered by a clear, gelatinous shape, rising up from below.

 

[Dozer, why are you enormous!?] Rain sent, but he didn’t get an answer before he found himself engulfed. Dozer was trying to squeeze his way inside.

 

[Rain-King]! Dozer sent, excited by a sudden discovery. [⟬tube-slime⟭!]

 

[Hey, what are you doing?] Rain sent, feeling himself being pulled slowly out of the airlock into what felt like a vat of honey. He tried to will himself back, but it didn’t work. As he flailed, he saw the chaos spread behind him as an orange dome, held back by the slime’s membrane. He couldn’t see across to the other side, however. At Dozer’s center, there was a blemishless white sphere that filled perhaps half his total volume.

 

And his volume was…considerable. Dozer was never going to fit through the airlock, that was for sure. The damn slime was practically the size of the Bastion itself.

 

This…could be an issue.

 

Abruptly, Rain felt himself stop moving toward the sphere at Dozer’s core. Instead, his body was bent, first one way and then the other. ‘Odd’ didn’t even begin to describe the sensation. ‘Terrifying’ might have qualified. Rain felt powerless to resist the curious slime. If Dozer bent him too far, his spine would snap, and then… Okay, I’d probably be fine, but still. [Hey, stop that! The snake is me!]

 

[?] Dozer sent happily, playing with his new toy.

 

Damn it. Rain struggled helplessly until Dozer suddenly seemed to lose interest. He felt the slime around him loosen, and then he was floating in a neutral position. The slime was still viscous, but it was more like oil now, in contrast to sentient transparent molasses.

 

[Rain-King?] Dozer sent, and Rain felt a tremor through the fluid surrounding him. [In?]

 

[Wait,] Rain sent, thinking. He wiggled himself around until he was looking at the white sphere at Dozer’s center. If that’s what I think it is… He concentrated on the image, then sent it to Dozer along with a question mark. [Ball?]

 

[⟬clean⟭] Dozer sent happily.

 

Right, so he’s been collecting up essence this whole time. I should be able to… [Give ball?]

 

[Yes!] Dozer sent.

 

Rain felt another tremor run through the gel surrounding him, and then the enormous sphere was rushing toward him.

 

Oh shit.

 

There was nothing he could feasibly do to get out of the way in time, and the sphere crashed into him, pressing him toward the outer wall of the Bastion and a swift death. The moment the essence had touched him, however, he’d realized that he would be fine.

 

The essence had come from his soul and was thus his to shape. Even better, it lacked the iron rigidity with which he’d imbued the Bastion’s structure. It was the perfect clay with which to build.

 

Rain quickly tunneled into the ball of essence, deep enough to feel safe from the coming impact. When that impact came, it was mild—gentle, even. Dozer must have slowed down the ball deliberately.

 

Worming his way back up to the surface, Rain’s awareness crossed into free space within the Bastion. He was in range.

 

Hell yes! [Damn it, Dozer, you magnificent overgrown gumdrop!]

 

Dozer replied with a pulse of pleased bamboozlement. The slime was just happy that Rain was happy. He clearly had zero clue what was going on.

 

Working quickly, Rain started pumping the clay-like essence into the Bastion, feeling like a worm hollowing out an apple from within. Once he had a decently sized space, he spent a few seconds forming a rugged seal, welding the two spheres together where they met. He didn’t want the new pocket he’d made to fill up with chaos, especially considering what he was about to do.

 

He concentrated on the enclosed section of the Bastion’s outer wall, then tore it down.

 

His awareness exploded. His core’s domain expanded into the new space, bringing gravity along with it. Rain caught himself quickly, flying his serpentine avatar toward his core. Once he reached it, he parked the snake on a beam where it would hopefully be safe, then switched his perspective to omniscient to observe the Bastion’s interior from every angle.

 

The headache was worth it. It was time to grow.

 

He didn’t bother with anything as complicated as a geodesic dome. The damn ball Dozer had brought him was solid, which meant he had essence to burn. It flowed like clay as he melded the two spheres together, hollowing one out to expand the radius of the other. At one point, the Bastion’s walls began to tremble, but he just slathered them with more essence until they stopped, then continued. Not long after that, however, there was an ominous creak from the braces holding his core. That was all the warning he got before the entire lattice broke free from the outer wall.

 

Shit!

 

Rain’s perspective reverted into his core as it tumbled, locked into the wreckage. Urgently, he willed himself to stop falling, but the weight was too much. Instead, he tried disabling gravity completely. That DID work, amazingly, but it did nothing about momentum. The collection of beams slammed into the outer wall with significant force, several of them punching clear through it. Rain felt himself jerked to a stop, looking on in horror as chaos poured through the numerous punctures.

 

No!

 

[Rain-King!] Dozer sent, feeding off his panic.

 

Rain was already working on it, flinging essence at the punctures, finding that he needed to fight against the pressure. He managed to get them all sealed before too much chaos got inside, but it was a close thing. His core didn’t have nerves or anything, but he could feel the haze of chaos attacking it, trying to tear it back into nothingness. The air was orange. He felt sick. His thoughts slowed.

 

[⟬FILTH⟭!] Dozer sent, horrified.

 

I can’t…gather all of this up…quickly. I need to…

 

Desperately, Rain reached out to Dozer. As always, he couldn’t sense beyond the Bastion’s walls, but he knew where Dozer was from the channel in his mind. The slime was still pressed against the airlock. With a thought, Rain opened the inner door, and clear ooze poured in.

 

Dozer reacted with a mixture of shock and excitement, then began actively pushing himself through the hole. The chaos filling the air seemed to stick to him, and then, to Rain’s wonder, it began to flow toward his gelatinous body.

 

[⟬filth⟭!] Dozer sent.

 

[YES!] Rain sent back in relief, returning his attention to the structure. Dozer would take care of the mess.

 

The next few minutes passed in a hectic blur. There was a LOT of essence to deal with. Once Dozer was completely inside, Rain sealed the airlock after him before more chaos could rush in. The air was rapidly clearing, and it became easier and easier to think. Further, as the Bastion’s volume grew, other changes started happening. Color blossomed, spreading from Rain’s core through the wreckage that was still entrapping it. The beams became steel in appearance, not just in function.

 

The change didn’t stop there. The outer shell began turning transparent at the point where the wreckage had impacted. When Rain had built the structure, he’d imagined glass panes between the triangular framing. Now that there was no framing along most of the outer wall, the Bastion became a snowglobe. Rain’s sudden concerns about cracking didn’t last long, swept aside by what he saw next.

 

There was another ball of essence out there.

 

It was just sitting there, touching the glass sphere, ripe for the taking.

 

How long has…?!

 

He shifted his view to look at Dozer, stunned. He recovered quickly, then sent his elation through the link along with his words. [Good boy, Dozer!]

 

Dozer practically exploded with delight.

 

Carefully, Rain dug away at the wall where it made contact with the new sphere, then started pulling in fresh essence. As before, he used it to expand the outer shell, but this time, he formed beams, making a new geodesic sphere to brace the glass. It was all so easy now. With this much free volume, his control was stronger than it had ever been. The massive increase in his capabilities was intoxicating, but he wasn’t going to let it fool him into complacency. Right now, the Bastion was fragile. Vulnerable. If he wanted to keep what he’d gained, he needed the Bastion to be strong, strong, strong.

 

He kept working. Once the two new essence spheres were fully assimilated, he devoted his focus to cleaning up the mess. He hoovered up all of the wreckage and built new crossbeams, moving his core back into the center and locking it into place. He merged the new geodesic sphere with the glass shell properly, making it all one piece, but he didn’t thin it down even though he knew he could. Thicker was better.

 

Steel was better too, he realized, and just like that, the glass became metal. It was still essence, but it would be stronger simply because he considered it to be. Changing it was trivial now, far from the laborious hardening process he’d grown used to, and he could always change it back later if he needed to see outside. With another realization, he upgraded everything to adamant. The walls darkened, becoming a deep gray, almost black. Steel was weak. He had much better options.

 

By the time Rain finished, Dozer had finished as well. The air was completely clear now, and the slime’s excitement had vanished, replaced with nothing but relief and sleepy confusion.

 

Dozer was done, it seemed. Beyond done.

 

Rain had to narrow the link before he got taken down with him. [Sleep well, Dozer. You’ve earned it.]

 

Wishing for a head to shake, Rain searched for Snek, naming the avatar in that instant. It had somehow survived the tumult, and as he slipped into it, he was immediately struck by the dramatic shift in the scale of his perspective. Snek was tiny at only 64 units of essence. The Bastion held…who the hell knew how much. A butt ton. Metric, of course.

 

As if drifting through a dream, Rain glided his way down to where Dozer was pooled at the bottom of the sphere. He found himself marveling again at just how enormous the slime was—and it wasn’t just because Snek was so small.

 

Operating on the experience-is-essence hypothesis, Dozer’s soul should have been about 100 units in size, given his level. Clearly, that was not the case. Dozer’s manifestation here was at least a thousand times that. At a wild guess, 100,000 units—ten times the mass of the original Bastion, smaller in volume only by virtue of not being hollow. That raised many interesting questions that Rain only now had the time to ponder. He guided Snek to a landing atop Dozer, finding the slime to make a magnificent pillow. If Dozer noticed the contact, he made no sign of it, fast asleep already.

 

Again, Rain wished he could smile. Settling in, he turned his attention back to the subject of size. He’d learned a ridiculous amount about his soul today, and it was going to take him a long time to process all of it, but this was as good of a place to start as any.

 

Based on everything he had gleaned from Bartum and from his own experience, souls had both an internal structure and an external manifestation. Dozer was inside Rain’s soul, which meant he should appear as that external manifestation, just as he would in soulspace. And yet, he just looked like a slime. An enormous, unconscious, physical slime. In other words: normal.

 

It was possible that that was just how Dozer’s avatar looked—Rain only had two examples to go on, after all, so he was no expert. His own avatar in soulspace was a glitchy human hologram. Wallace, the Guild healer, appeared as a faint red soap bubble, like a special effect from 60s Trek.

 

It was hardly a complete dataset.

 

Also, there was nothing to say that soulspace and his own internal reality had to follow the same rules. The simplest explanation was that they did, so that was what he was going with for now.

 

Rain knew from various encounters with the Watch that his soul appeared larger and more robust than it should have been, even before he’d broken it, and he’d been attributing that to all of the skill trees he’d unlocked. It followed that his soul’s volume would correlate to his total experience, which was 1.7 million at the moment. The Bastion held much more essence now, true, but he was certain that it was nowhere near that much. He was also certain that a solid ball of 100 essence would be much smaller than Dozer currently appeared. If his assumptions held, that meant the ratio between essence and experience wasn’t one-to-one—if there was even a relationship between them at all.

 

[Hey Dozer, you wouldn’t happen to know your radius, would you?]

 

There was no response, of course.

 

Rain flicked his forked tongue a few times, amused. I’ll come back once he’s awake. I have time now. Wow, I have time now. What a concept.

 

He flicked his tongue again.

 

Damn, I forgot to tell Dozer that Ameliah said hello. Oh well. Next time.

 

Quietly, he flew back to his core and spent a few minutes building the 3D equivalent of a puppy gate around it. He made it out of a fine mesh that would let the outflow through, but not an inquisitive slime. Satisfied, he wrapped himself securely around a beam to rest. He didn’t feel ready to talk to Ameliah and Tallheart yet, lest he come off as a raving lunatic. He thus resolved to stay here and process until they woke him.

 

He breathed in deeply, then sighed a snaky sigh.

 

Just…wow.

 



 

When he next opened his eyes, Rain found himself back in his real body. He’d come back on his own after about thirty minutes, confused that Ameliah hadn’t roused him yet and fearing that he’d fall asleep inside Snek if he stayed any longer.

 

The transition to reality was jarring, but less so than usual. There was no brutal headache waiting for him, only gnawing hunger and a feeling of something sitting atop his head.

 

“What the…?” he mumbled to himself as he reached up to investigate. His gauntleted fingers clinked against something metal, and when he removed the object, he saw that it was an ornate silver crown, elegantly shaped like woven vines.

 

“Okay, very funny,” he said, smiling as he scanned for his friends with Detection. Ameliah was right beside him, curled up and hidden from view beneath a blanket. Tallheart was also nearby, somewhere above him on the wall, clearly on watch, given that it was dark. The Fire Moss had gone out, and Ameliah’s Lunar Orb was hovering nearby, providing the only light. Rain checked the time quickly, and his faint hope that time-acceleration had started working in his soul was dashed.

 

Shaking his head, he looked back down at the crown in his hands, then craned his neck around to peer up at Tallheart. He found the cervidian looking down at him, smiling that subtle smile of his.

 

The smith’s eyes shifted, and he spoke in a low whisper, his tone urgent. “Put the crown back on. Quickly.”

 

Rain raised an eyebrow, but complied without question. Why does he want me to—? There was a soft noise from beside him, and he jumped, relaxing as he realized it was just Ameliah. As she sat up, the blanket that had been covering her fell away, and pale light glinted off a band of silver resting across her brow.

 

Rain grinned. Oh.

 

Quickly, he hid his expression. Ameliah wasn’t looking at him yet, busy investigating the crown, much as he’d done moments before. Soon enough, she spotted him watching her. Her eyes flicked to his forehead, then she narrowed them dangerously as she met his gaze.

 

Rain couldn’t help it. He began to laugh.

 

“Damn it, Rain!” She yelled, flinging the crown at him. The metal band hit him square in the chest with a loud clang. It ricocheted into the ground, kicking up a cloud of dirt.

 

“Hey, don’t blame me,” Rain said, struggling to contain his laughter. “I had nothing to do with it.” He quirked his head in Tallheart’s direction. “Blame him.”

 

“I should have known,” Ameliah said with a long-suffering sigh. She looked up, then smiled.

 

There was a heavy thud as Tallheart jumped down from the wall, landing beside the fallen crown. The smith bent to pick it up, rumbling with amusement as he twisted the deformed metal back into shape. He turned to offer it to Ameliah, speaking in an admonishing tone. “This is not a weapon. It is to be worn, not thrown. Hmm. Also, keep your voice down. There are monsters about.”

 

Ameliah accepted the silver band with a snort. She brushed back her hair, then settled the crown back on her head. “Happy?”

 

“Mmm,” Tallheart rumbled.

 

“It looks good on you,” Rain said, smiling. “But then, anything would look good on you, my queen.”



“Oh, stop,” Ameliah scoffed. She looked up at Tallheart, tapping a finger against her crown. “So do these do anything, or…?”

 

Tallheart snorted. “They are not enchanted, but their function is obvious. They are a symbol of authority. Hmm. A king and a queen must have matching regalia.”

 

“I’m going to throw it again,” Ameliah said flatly, glaring at him.

 

Rain laughed, then scooted over to wrap her in a side-armed hug. She really does look good with that crown. There is no WAY we’re ever wearing these in public, though. I am NOT a king, damn it.

 

“Sorry,” Ameliah said, squeezing Rain back as she glared once more at Tallheart. “I was supposed to wake you. Tallheart said he’d take care of it so I could rest, but apparently, playing a prank on us was more important than stopping you from starving to death.”

 

Rain chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’m not that hungry.” On cue, his stomach growled loudly, betraying him. “Damn it.”

 

Ameliah snorted, releasing him and getting to her feet. She turned to face him, then made an elaborate and unfamiliar bow. As she rose from it, she extended a hand to him. “Come, my king. Let us dine in the grand hall such that you might lavish the entire court with the recounting of your spiritual journey.”

 

“Am I the court?” Tallheart asked, raising an eyebrow.

 

Rain grinned. “Yes.” He allowed Ameliah to pull him to his feet, then bowed low to her in turn. “A marvelous idea, my queen. I have much to share with you both and would gladly do so over a fine meal.”

 

Tallheart snorted. “I boiled some of those knobby roots we found yesterday. It did not improve their flavor.”

 

Rain broke, then, laughing as he slipped an arm around Ameliah’s waist, feeling truly carefree for the first time in what felt like years. “That’s fine, Tallheart, that’s fine.” He grinned at both of them. “You’re NEVER going to believe what happened in there.”
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