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Little did I know my morning would start off with a bang…

***

“Come on, little guy,” I said. The donkey brayed and shook his head. I had the bright idea to try something new out here in the woods, away from the curious eyes of Halcyon’s residents. Here, we could give this a whirl in private.

“The first time isn’t scary,” I said. “It’s just… different.”

The donkey took another step away, eyeing me nervously.

“You gotta let me in,” I begged. “I can’t do this without your consent.”

Something rustled in the branches behind us. I looked back.

“Are you that desperate?” Vix asked, emerging through the trees with her hammer swinging by her side. “Or should I be jealous?”

“What?” I asked. “No! Oh, no, it’s nothing like that.”

“Sure,” she said. “I totally believe you. I for one always stare longingly into the large, doleful eyes of a donkey when I have no intention of shagging it in the woods.” She placed her hands on her hips, drawing attention to the short leather skirt she had equipped. Her long, fluffy fox tail whipped back and forth while she smirked at me.

“For your information,” I said, “I was trying to skillmeister him. Hotay won’t let me though. He’s being stubborn.”

“Hotay?” she asked. “Don’t tell me that’s what you named him.”

“What’s wrong with that?” I asked. “He’s a very important part of Halcyon’s operations, I had to come up with something, and that’s it. Vix, meet the donkey Hotay.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” she said. “That is, if you haven’t used up all the pleasure by now, Master Arden.”

“I may have reserved some for you,” I said, stepping closer to the foxkin builder. I grasped her upper arms and slid my hands down to her wrists. I pressed my chest to hers, my blue vest pushing up against the tight leather top that held her breasts closely together. I swept her hair to the side to kiss her neck.

“Right here in the woods?” she asked.

“Just like our first time,” I said. My lips pressed against her soft skin, sending goosebumps in every direction.

“There are people here now,” she said. I kissed again, lower. My mouth grazed against her clavicle on my way down her front.

“They won’t notice. We’ll be quiet,” I said, not sure we could keep that promise.

She brought her hands up to my chest and pushed me a few inches away. “Maybe another time.”

“Ah,” I said, frustrated by how tight my pants suddenly were. “You’re not in heat anymore.”

“No,” she said. “I’m not totally out of control, in desperate need of getting you in bed and keeping you there. Soon though. It happens every month, after all. For the time being, it’s nice to have my concentration back. I’ve been able to focus on a lot of improvements to our little settlement that I think you’ll like.”

“Oh really?” I asked. I put my hands on her hips and brought her closer. “Talk builder to me.”

“I’m building you an office as stately as you deserve,” she said, brushing her nose against mine. “And I’ve been working with the deviser on adding something interesting to the wall we’re erecting.”

“Oh, you’re erecting, all right,” I said.

“But the real reason I came out here,” she said, swatting me away playfully, “wasn’t to brag. Nola needs you.”

Now it was my back that stiffened. “Is everything okay? Is it Duul?” We hadn’t seen any cretins or war dogs since we defeated his general, but I was constantly on edge. We barely survived the last attack, and we weren’t much stronger now than we were then.

Nola, I thought, hoping the goddess would pick up on my thoughts. What’s wrong?

“It’s not Duul,” Vix said. “Nola just wants a status update on how Halcyon is progressing. After that, maybe we can work on a better name for this donkey.” She grabbed Hotay’s reins and began the short walk toward the entrance to Nola’s temple.

What’s wrong?, Nola asked. Nothing! You’re doing an amazing job, and my evolution is coming along nicely now that we have a few dozen people here feeding me their yummy vibrations. I mean, sure, I could use some nice clothing. This toga keeps falling off of me and then everyone stares, like they’ve never seen a pair of softly glowing golden boobs before. But that’s— Arden!

I’m listening, I said. I can’t exactly turn down the volume in my brain.

There’s something hostile, she said. Something I don’t recognize. And it’s close.

I clapped a hand onto Vix’s shoulder and spun her around. She let go of Hotay’s reins. “Shh,” I whispered. “We have company.”

Vix lifted her war hammer and bent her knees, taking a defensive stance. I lifted my spear and bent my knees too, if only because my pants were still tight and standing up straight was super uncomfortable.

Something in the underbrush jostled, drawing our attention to a small thorny bush. Then it leapt out at us. It was… a bunny.

Vix relaxed her posture. I dug the bottom of Razortooth’s pole into the dirt. Seriously, Nola?, I asked.

The small rabbit hopped toward us. Its smooth, furless body was the color of lilacs in spring, making it unlike any rabbit I had seen before. It sniffed at my boot and lifted its head as I bent slightly to get a better look. For a moment, it dawned on me that the small, delicate creature had no eyes on its face.

Then it exploded.
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A burst of purple flame erupted from the small creature, bathing me in scorching heat. I took a step toward Vix to shield her from the blast. Hotay bolted toward the temple to escape.

The creature, clearly not an actual rabbit, had been small, and the explosion was only powerful enough to scorch my boots and my pants.

“Are you okay?” Vix asked.

“Yeah,” I said. Aside from some discoloration, my clothing was fine. “I’m just glad you didn’t get hit by the blast. Who knew that thing would be dangerous?”

I did, Nola said. Remember me?

How many more of these burny rabbits are there?, I asked.

Two, Nola said.

“Vix,” I said, “there are two more.”

“I’m ready to Wallop them,” she said, standing ready with her hammer.

A branch twitched in the bushes near us. A moment later, another lilac bunny hopped into view. It sniffed at the ground, oblivious to our presence even though we stood before it, plain as day.

Vix took a silent step toward it. She raised her hammer in one swift movement. Then, the animal cocked its head to the side. Even without eyes, it had sensed her somehow. It erupted into a minor explosion that threw Vix off her feet. I dropped Razortooth and caught her in my arms before she could hit the ground.

The bushes were blackened by the blast, but nothing was on fire. I held a finger to my lips, begging Vix to remain silent while I lifted Razortooth with one hand and crouched low. Another branch was moving, and I refused to give the next angry angora a chance to detonate.

The second that rabbit emerged from the underbrush, I threw Razortooth like a javelin. The creature tilted its head toward me as my spear sailed toward its body, but it was too late. The spear’s head sank into the monster’s side before it could blow itself up, releasing a gush of lilac sludge that pooled beneath the slain creature.

It was then that I realized the full extent of what we were up against. That sludge was pale purple in the same way Duul’s minions leaked black ooze. It was the lifeblood of a creature conjured by a god, but it wasn’t Duul’s signature blackness. This was someone else.

“Let’s get inside,” I said. “We’re under attack. We were lucky there were only three of them this time.” I led the way back toward the temple’s stone entry door, which Vix had so expertly carved not long ago.

Already the land around the settlement was changing. A few workers had cleared a large patch of trees, providing the wood that went into our newest buildings. Other workers tilled the soil, preparing it for crops that would sustain our small population in the months to come.

The farmers glanced up at me as I approached. “Great work!” I yelled out to them, though they didn’t seem convinced I meant it. A few shoots had emerged from the dirt, but they were all shades of yellow and brown. Everything but green.

With Meadowdale under Duul’s control, and Valleyvale still reeling from Duul’s last attack, we couldn’t rely on our neighbors for supplies. I clung to the hope that our farmers could provide for Halcyon before we ran out of provisions completely. It would take a lot of effort for them to help turn this temple into a proper settlement, and there would be setbacks along the way. I was just grateful everyone was pitching in.

Well, not quite everyone.

A girl a year or two younger than me sat against a tree, watching the other workers get the ground ready for crops. “Not interested much in farming?” I asked.

The girl jumped to her feet, tucking her long dark hair behind one ear. She brushed the dirt and leaves from the backs of her thighs and held her hands behind her. “I’m really sorry, am I in trouble?”

“No,” I said, “not at all. If farming isn’t a good fit we can assign you somewhere else.”

“My name is Jessip,” she said. “I tried to help, I really did, but I just got in the way. I don’t have any special skills at all.” She sniffled, as if she had been crying.

“I could use help in construction,” Vix said. “We have a long list of buildings to erect on the hill once we finish leveling some more of the ground.”

Jessip looked disappointed. “I’ll try,” she said, “as hard as I can. I just worry I won’t be very good at it. I’m so excited to help, I just can’t figure out how.”

“I didn’t think I’d be great at running a settlement,” I said.

“He’s still not,” Vix said. I shot her a look before I realized where she was going with that. “He’s learning more each day though. That’s all we can do, keep at it until we’re great at it.”

“I guess,” Jessip said. “It’s just that, my father was one of the guards in Valleyvale. One of the ones that didn’t make it. When I saw Arden here — sorry, Master Arden?”

“Just Arden is fine,” I said, “though I have been known to respond to The Handsome One.”

“As well as The Modest One,” Vix said. “But you were saying?”

“I saw how hard Arden fought to save all of us, and how rotten the Mayor was for kicking him out without so much as a thank-you. I want to make that kind of difference, you know? Fight to keep people safe, like my dad. And like Arden. I guess that’s silly, I’m just a girl with no skills.”

“I’m sorry your father didn’t make it,” I said. “It was brave men like him that helped keep the rest of the city safe. What about your mother?”

“She died when I was young,” Jessip said. “My father was all I had.”

“Construction may not be glamorous,” Vix said, “but it’s terribly important. The towers we built before the last attack are what made the difference between life and death. Why don’t you meet me up on the hill and we’ll find you a work site. I added a set of stairs that lead from just outside the temple’s entrance to the top of the hill, so that’s the fastest way up there.”

“Of course,” Jessip said. “I didn’t mean to downplay what you do. I’ll wait up there for you.”

“Good,” I said. “I don’t want anyone near the forest until we’re sure we’re safe. There are bunnies out there.”

“Um,” Jessip said, “okay. I mean, I guess everyone’s afraid of something.”

“And they explode,” I added.

“Lead with that next time,” Vix said, tugging my arm toward the temple.

“Everyone take a break!” I yelled at the farmers. “We have a situation down here. Stay on the hill where it’s safe until further notice, and if you see anything dangerous approach, you know to ring the bell at the top of the hill to rally everyone to arms.”

Vix and I continued toward the large wooden doors that protected the path to Nola’s temple. Inside those doors were six pairs of defense towers, some with fully charged energems set between the stones at the towers’ peaks. Those stones pulsed with energy, waiting for potential enemies to come within range.

Hanging between each set of towers were gates made of wooden pikes. They were raised with ropes and pulleys embedded in the rocky hill walls that lined that path. Similar gates had been helpful in our last fight with Duul’s minions, and Vix had added more since.

It wasn’t the only improvement she made. Carved into the hill beside the temple’s entrance, just as Vix had described it, was a set of stone stairs that led to the top of the hill that concealed the temple.

Once Jessip was out of earshot, Vix said, “I can’t imagine what that’s like for her, to end up parentless and leave home with no idea where her talents lie.”

“A tale I know all too well,” I said. “And one that a lot of other people will experience before this war is over. Let’s make sure we find a place for Jessip. I want Halcyon to be somewhere we can all be safe, but also happy.”

“We’re on our way,” Vix said. “Though, I think Mamba drank the last of the wine, so how happy we’ll be is up for debate.”

“We’ll have to send someone out for more when things are safe,” I said. “I like the ideas wine puts in her head.”

“I wonder if we could grow our own wine grapes one day,” Vix said. “It would take a lot of land, and water, but I could always build an aqueduct to help irrigate. And a tower with a press inside to squeeze the grapes out. With a piping system we could probably put wine on tap inside all of the residences, and the temple of course. We’d need a glass blower before we could bottle it, after all.”

“Ambitious,” I said, “but sadly, not a priority.”

“Oh,” Vix said, “right. On that front, I’ve repaired our existing towers, so our defenses are in peak shape.” We strolled past them, each a level lower than the last. There was also a small bridge now, stretching several feet just before the temple’s front doors.

“This is… cute,” I said.

“After you blasted a hole in the ground here, I had to patch it up,” Vix said. “We couldn’t have a gaping hole into the temple’s basement. I built a stone column in the middle of all the stone spikes in the meditation room, but I couldn’t get a platform on top of the column that sealed it over completely. I built this bridge to hide the small gap in the rocks until I can figure something else out.

“On the bright side,” she said, “that gap lets a little light down there, in case anyone wants to lie out on the meditation beds.”

“Somehow,” I said, “I doubt they’ll be of much use.”

“I don’t know,” Vix said. “When I was working down there, I found the whole room oddly calming. It might be worth a visit later, but what I really want to show you is what’s underway on top of the hill! That is, when we’re done with our little meeting.”

Vix smiled at me and rolled the temple’s stone door aside. She rolled it shut again behind us, cutting off the morning sun.

“I found him!” she yelled as we stepped inside. “He was in the woods seducing the donkey.”

“I was not!” I yelled. “I wanted to improve Hotay’s skills, but I’m not sure animals can consent to that sort of thing.”

The goddess had emerged from her crystal cocoon and was standing before her altar, bathing the temple in the golden glow of her holy aura. Her heart-shaped face was calm, but serious.

“Hotay?” Mamba asked. “His soul resonates better with the sound of Kong.”

“That’s an odd name for a donkey,” I said. “I don’t see that sticking.”

“We can name the donkey later,” Nola said. “It has been over a week since we defeated Duul’s troops on the doorstep to my temple. Since then, I have scoured the land around us to the greatest extent of my psychic abilities. There are no new cretins, no new war dogs, and no new generals in the vicinity, only the old ones that had held Meadowdale captive.”

I glanced at my boots. Meadowdale. It used to be my home. Until Duul attacked, it was the only place in this world I had ever known. It wasn’t a large village, but there had been over a hundred people there once. I wondered how many survived, only to end up slaves to the angry magic Duul used to control the village’s men, and how many women he had forced to stay there and worship him.

“I had hoped this might be a time of calm,” Nola said, “a brief respite during which to build our defenses for a time when Duul returns. Now that I’ve evolved, he’ll have even more interest in killing me. I’m sure I’m worth a lot more experience points to him now.”

“Had hoped?” I asked.

“Yes,” Nola said. “I’ve sensed movement. I can feel the distance of Duul’s minions, but not their precise location. They seem to be getting further away.”

“Isn’t that a good sign?” Cindra asked. The negotiatrix rested a hand on her hip, her green skin reflecting the light from the temple’s fire pits. Somehow, everything she said, even a simple question, held the promise of more. A question mark was an invitation in her hands.

“I doubt this is retreat,” Nola said. “If they’re on the move, they have a plan.”

“Can you look into the future to find out what it is?” I asked.

“Sadly, no,” Nola said. “I’m still getting the hang of my premonition power. I keep trying to find big important moments in the future, and I end up with junk. Like, do I care that Arden is going to fall down two flights of stairs soon? Not when the fate of the world hangs in the balance.”

“Which stairs?” I asked. “Seriously, which stairs?”

“The point is,” Nola said, “that we have to be prepared, even for the unexpected. In addition to Duul’s army, there’s something new out there. Something that showed up out of thin air, and then exploded.”

“It was summoned by a god,” I asked, “wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Nola said, “though I’m not sure who. In normal circumstances, I would open my psychic connection to the family of the gods and ask for information, but I cannot. Everyone strong enough to close off their minds has done so, likely afraid that Duul will use that connection to locate and kill them. Only a few minor deities have their minds open, and that’s only because they lack the strength to wall themselves off.

“We don’t have the luxury of hiding,” Nola continued. “Duul knows where we are now, as does whoever sent those anibombs.”

“Is that what those rabbit things are called?” I asked.

“They are now,” she said. “Sometimes things like that just pop into my head. You like it?”

“It works,” I said. “And it saves me from having to get creative.”

“Which in turn,” Lily said, “saves all of us the trouble of rolling our eyes.”

“Hello to you too,” I said, turning toward the blue-robed ice witch.

“Ahem,” Nola said. “As I was saying, we can’t hide from Duul. He will come for me, for us. We’ll need weapons, and supplies, but most of all we’ll need a sturdy defense. None of it will come cheap.” She turned toward Cindra and Mamba. “How is our mining operation going?”

“The earth is like a sleepy worm in a mud pit,” Mamba said. The half-elf, half-gypsy tossed her dark hair over her shoulder as she spoke. She smiled, perfect white teeth contrasting with her rich red skin. We all stared at her, waiting for more, but it was Cindra that had to translate.

“What dear Mamba is trying to say,” Cindra said with a coy smile, “is that our miners don’t have the tools they need to extract the more valuable resources. We have iron, which the smelter is turning into iron bars for us. We have collected some gold, but we suspect more is buried deep under the rock. We also have these.”

Cindra shifted her weight, forcing one hip forward as she reached out one hand in a tight fist. She unfurled her fingers slowly. In the center of the slime woman’s green palm was a small pile of stones that caught the light from Nola’s glow and sent it back in tiny prisms against the temple’s walls.

I reached toward Cindra and she placed a few in my hand.

Vix leaned in to get a closer look. “Energems,” she said. “Why are they so small though?”

“The larger ones are impossible to dislodge from the rock,” Cindra said. “We were lucky with the first few we had excavated. The rest are firmly embedded in the cave’s walls, more so the deeper into the ground we dig.”

“Your gi-ants aren’t strong enough for the task?” I asked. Two large ants, each half the size of an adult human, stood behind Cindra. They rubbed their front arms against their mandibles while she tumbled the energems in her hand.

“They are not,” she said, “though they have gotten stronger the more we’ve fed them. They must have been near starved when they came here. And Mamba’s snakes have done all they can.”

“We’ll need better tools, stronger help, or both,” Nola said. “You all have done an amazing job with what little resources we have, but those energems won’t hold actions strong enough to matter in battle. We need to dig deeper. Though tools are expensive, and we’ll never start minting coins of our own with so little gold on hand.”

“Cindra, Mamba,” I said, “see if you can get some extra muscle down there to work those resources free. Maybe all we need is a few more gi-ants. Just try not to overfeed them. We’re running up against a food shortage.”

“There is one other problem,” Cindra said.

“The shadows wink it all away,” Mamba said. Again, we waited for more.

“She’s exactly right,” Cindra said. “If we aren’t vigilant, what little gold we collect… disappears.”

“Nonsense,” Ambry said. The fire mage folded her arms, wrinkling her long red robe.

“You’re welcome to see for yourself,” Cindra said. “I’d be happy to give you a tour. I’m quite at home in that winding cavern now that I have the freedom to leave whenever I like.”

“I believe you,” I said, “I just can’t imagine what’s going on down there. I’d like you to interview all of the miners to see if they’ve seen anything, or heard anything, that might resolve our disappearing gold problem. I’d hate to think someone had sticky fingers, so let’s assume there’s another explanation until we know more.”

“We can handle that,” she said.

“Good,” I replied. “Let me upgrade both of your skills before you go.”
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Skillmeister View of:

Cindra




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

6 Constitution +2 Bonus / 150 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

10 Vivacity +2 Bonus / 250 XP to Next / 10 –> 12 / Total XP Cost: 525

-

10 Strength +4 Bonus / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

11 Hardiness +3 Bonus / 275 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

15 Focus +2 Bonus / 375 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

6 Resolve +2 Bonus / 150 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 525







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 800/800

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 240/240 –> 280/280

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 140-171

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 76-106

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 170-207

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 43-61







Skills For Weapon Class: Archery

-

Moneyshot 5. Increase each arrow’s damage dealt by Hardiness x 2.1. [15 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 6, Hardiness 11].




Improve to Moneyshot 6 to increase damage modifier to 2.3. [17 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 7, Hardiness 13] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Heartstringer 1. Activate to add 4% chance that arrows will charm enemy, forcing them to turn on their teammates. [10 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 4, Resolve 5] [125 XP to unlock].




Improve to Heartstringer 2 to increase charm likelihood to 5%. [11 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 6, Resolve 7] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125

-

TOTAL ARCHERY SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills for Special Class: Negotiatrix

-

Eye of Beholding 4. Lock eyes with your target for 18 seconds to gain uncanny perception from which to base negotiation tactics. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 10, Focus 15].




Improve to Eye of Beholding 5 to reduce gaze time to 14 seconds. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 12, Focus 18] [1,875 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Flirt 4. A coy smile. A gentle touch. A deal to seal. Spend AP to endear your target to you, improving the outcome of any exchange. [4.1 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 6, Vivacity 10].




Improve to Flirt 5 to reduce AP cost. [3.8 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 7, Vivacity 12] [1,875 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 4 –> 5

Cost Subtotal: 1,875

-

TOTAL NEGOTIATRIX SKILL XP COST: 1,875







Summary

-

Available XP: 3,483

Cost of Intended Changes: 2,525

Precision Training Discount (5%): 126

Total Adjusted Cost: 2,399

Total Projected Remaining: 1,084







Confirm?: Yes / No






∇




“Cindra,” I said, “I improved Flirt, and I also opened up Heartstringer, a new skill that gives you a chance of commandeering enemies to fight for our side. It’s only a 4% chance so far, but as we train that up it’ll come in very handy.

“I also saved you quite a bit of XP thanks to my newly improved Precision Training skill. Soon it will start to feel like these upgrades are free!

“Mamba,” I continued, “you’re next.”
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Skillmeister View of:

Mamba Oph




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

4 Constitution / 100 XP to Next / 4 –> 5 / Total XP Cost: 100

-

4 Vivacity / 100 XP to Next / 4 –> 5 / Total XP Cost: 100

-

8 Strength / 200 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

8 Hardiness / 200 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

9 Focus / 225 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

9 Resolve / 225 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 200







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 400/400 –> 500/500

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 80/80 –> 100/100

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 80-98

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 43-61

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 90-110

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 49-68







Skills For Weapon Class: None

-

[Null]




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

TOTAL SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills for Special Class: Snake Charmer

-

Full Thrust 8. Summon 18 snakes to your side. [36 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 8, Hardiness 8].




Improve to Full Thrust 9 to summon 20 snakes at once. [40 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 9, Hardiness 9] [3,375 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Slither In 9. Control up to 18 snakes at once with your mind. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 9, Resolve 9].




Improve to Slither In 10 to increase control limit to 20. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 10, Resolve 10] [3,750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Larry 1. Summon Larry with 5 minutes of boundless energy. [50 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 5, Vivacity 5] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Larry 2 to increase energy duration to 7 minutes. [70 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 7, Vivacity 7] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

TOTAL SNAKE CHARMER SKILL XP COST: 375







Summary

-

Available XP: 2,362

Cost of Intended Changes: 575

Precision Training Discount (5%): 29

Total Adjusted Cost: 546

Total Projected Remaining: 1,816







Confirm?: Yes / No






∇




“Well, Mamba,” I said, “you can summon Larry now. Who’s Larry?”

“He’ll have to tell me before I can tell you, silly,” she said.

She had a point. If I had been keeping score, I would guess that her score was now exactly one.

Cindra and Mamba left the temple to head back toward the cave that served as a quarry for the stones Vix used in construction, a mine for iron and gold, and a source of the energems that we’d need to keep the temple secure.

“Next order of business,” Nola said, “is this.” She pointed at a black energem ten inches high that sat on her altar. The general that led an attack against us had carried it with him after stealing it from Valleyvale, and left it behind here after his demise.

Every now and then it glowed as its internal energy crested, but it kindly refrained from exploding electricity all over the place.

“I’m going to eat it,” Nola said.

Lily’s fists balled instantly, a look of shock washing over the ice queen’s pale face. Ambry, her flame dame sister, was equally upset.

Ambry stepped forward, tossing her pointy red hat to the floor. Her long red robe swished around her legs. She conjured a fireball in her hand, larger than my head, and held the roiling ball of heat in the air.

Then she spoke, more words than I had ever heard her say at once. “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.”
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“Put it down, barbecue Barbie,” Nola said. “We both know you’re not going to hurt me. You pledged fealty to me!”

“My sister’s not big on words,” Lily said. “She gets a little worked up sometimes. Though, not without reason.”

“Arden!” Nola called, then she switched to telepathy, speaking the next few words directly into my mind. Why won’t they let me eat the energem?

I thought you only ate “souls,” I said. Aren’t our vibrations enough for you?

I do love how you vibrate, she said. You make me feel all tingly inside, but it takes a ton of energy for me to evolve. One way to get a lot of energy quickly is by emptying energems. It’s probably the reason Duul’s general stole this one from Valleyvale. He wanted to deliver all of its internal energy to Duul. This energem is freaking huge! I want to eat it and evolve.

What if we saved it for a big fight against Duul?, I asked. We may have to confront him outside the Imperial City before he storms the gates and kills the Great Mother.

You’d need me there, Nola said. People can imbue an energem with whatever spell will fit inside it, but it takes a god to keep it active. I’m the reason this big hunk of delicious magic hasn’t zapped all of you with lightning bolts by now. I have it set up to launch only when Duul’s minions come near, just like the rest of the energems we’re using.

“I take it,” I said to Lily and Ambry, “you feel strongly about this.”

“Our mother,” Lily said, “spent her entire life pouring her action points into this energem. All those AP made a powerful tool that protected Valleyvale for years. We should return it. That’s where it belongs.”

“Ah,” I said. “I thought you’d want us to install it in one of the towers here to protect us.”

“We disagree with our father on a lot of things,” Lily said. “Most things, in fact. But he’s still our father, and Valleyvale is full of people that need protection.”

“Nola,” I said, “They have a point.”

“Valleyvale has high walls and trained guards,” Nola said. “We don’t. Bring everyone to the temple, let me drain that sweet, sweet rock of its juicy electric energy, and the miracle of my evolution will provide everyone with enough XP to improve their stats and skills.”

“Hmm,” I said to Lily and Ambry. “Nola makes a good case.”

“You’re already a wanted man in Valleyvale for all the free skillmeistering you’ve been giving out,” Vix said. “How long before they realize you have their energem and they decide to march over here and take it back? If you give it to them now, it might buy some good will.”

“An excellent observation, Vix,” I said.

The women just stared at me, waiting. Ambry didn’t let the burning orb in her hand extinguish, and Vix tapped her boot on the temple’s stone floor.

Nola, I thought, you’re in charge here, right? If you wanted to guzzle that rock’s energy, you could just do it.

But then the girls would be upset, Nola said. I want the energy, but I also want everyone to like me. I need you to be the bad cop.

I was starting to miss the simplicity of my old life as a temple servant, when the biggest question I faced was whether to spend a lonely copper coin on a small sweet roll, or to save up until I could afford a large one.

No stalling, Nola said. I’m the goddess of clever insight. I’m going to bombard you with mildly helpful thoughts until you give me what I want.

Please don’t, I said.

Did you know? The fastest way through a maze is to follow a minotaur. They have a perfect sense of direction! Did you know? Not all potions are made to drink. A hair growth potion is for external use only! Did you know? A settlement without sewers is like the wet end of a grippersnout’s crotch. It stinks!

Good gods, Nola, I said, how have you not driven yourself insane by now?

The last one was serious, oh powerful ruler, she said. The people need sewers. Halcyon is starting to smell.

“Arden?” Lily said. “Hello? We’re waiting for an answer. You may not be an official mayor, but you’re the head honcho around here. What should we do?”

I needed time to think this through. I needed a way out of this without angering Nola or spurring Ambry into a fiery rage. I needed a sweet roll.

The ground beneath our feet rumbled as something boomed against the temple’s stone door.

“Not another rabbit!” Vix said.

Ha!, I thought, Saved by… what the hell? Nola, why didn’t you warn us an attack could be coming?

I didn’t sense any hostiles!, she said.

A loud thud echoed through the temple as the door sustained another blow.

“Vix reset all of the towers,” I said. “The energems should have kept them at bay. We had ice, and fire, and snakes all ready to go!”

“Those would only activate against Duul’s cretins and war dogs,” Nola said. “This isn’t Duul’s doing.”

That was hardly a comforting thought. If Nola hadn’t sensed more exploding rabbits, and this attack wasn’t the god of war, then we had yet another enemy to fend off. One that knew where we lived.

I readied Razortooth, aiming the spear’s tip toward the temple’s entrance. The girls all geared up for battle as well. Halcyon’s other residents were on the hilltop above, leaving the four of us to defend Nola alone, buried inside the hill that supported the rest of our settlement. They must not have seen whoever was storming the temple, or they would have rung the alarm bell that would call everyone to arms.

With another loud thwack, the door crumbled into a pile of brown rocks.

As the dust settled, the morning sun lit three figures from behind, two men and one woman. The larger of the two men was the one that had knocked down the door, and with his bare fists from the look of him. He wore nothing more than a leopard-skin loincloth. His body was a wall of muscle, bulging and broad. I couldn’t imagine how many times he had improved his Strength to get that big.

“Well boys,” came a woman’s voice from behind him. “Looks like we found ourselves a goddess.”
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Ambry turned toward the attackers first, fire already in hand. She launched the ball of flame and it sent a ring of fire out from its landing spot. The large, muscular man had already charged toward us, moving out of the fire’s way, and the smaller man had darted to the other side. Only the female attacker was caught in the fire’s prison.

That woman held a scythe in her hand and wore a strange piece of clothing, like a thong with straps that extended over her shoulders rather than her hips. Thin strands of fabric held her breasts in place, but only barely. “You, the flat-chested girl with the spear,” she said. “Planning to fight, or afraid you’ll chip your nail polish?”

I was the only one with a spear.

Oh no, she didn’t!, Nola said into my mind.

I know, right?, I thought. This chick came into our temple and said that to me? If I had earrings I would have pulled them dramatically from my ears and marched toward her. If I had earrings on, however, I probably would only have proved her right.

My first thought was that she was taunting me, hoping to draw me closer to Ambry’s fire wall since she wouldn’t risk stepping through the flames to fight with me, polearm against polearm.

My second thought was gods dammit. When she finished speaking, a blast of lime green magic erupted from her mouth. It splashed against my chest and seeped through my blue leather vest. My whole body stung with pain, and I was sure my health points were dropping.

I was less concerned with her barbed words than I was with the third member of this little gang. The woman may have a sharp tongue, but she was trapped for now. Still free to inflict whatever damage he could was a man in tight green pants, a puffy white shirt, and a green hat with a crimson feather poking out of it. He seemed to float above the floor, the tips of his boots not quite resting on the stone below.

He threw something fast and sharp through the air that stuck in Vix’s bare arm. She let out a quick yip from the pain and swung her hammer at him. The thin man ducked, darting through the air nimbly like a hummingbird. He threw a volley of small weapons that looked like long white feathers, and now Vix had several of the projectiles sticking out from her skin. She swung again, but lost her footing, landing on the floor.

I jabbed my spear at him, but he darted backward, out of the way. He rose high into the air with his hands on his hips, laughing at me as I slashed toward him.

He’s a cocksure SOB, Nola said.

Hmm, I thought. I can work with that.

I dodged to the side as he threw a feather at me. The projectile flew like a dart and landed in the rocks by the destroyed front door. I worked my way over there, avoiding the woman trapped in flame.

“Running away already?” she asked. “A slime monster melting on a summer sidewalk has more spine than you!”

Another blast of painful lime green magic pelted me in the back. Attack my manhood all you want, I thought, but leave slimes out of this. I turned back. “I’ve met slimes with more grace and wit in the corns on their feet than you have in your whole rotten body!”

Does Cindra have corns on her feet?, Nola asked.

No, I thought, I was just trying to say something mean.

Okay, Nola said, because one simple way to get rid of corns—

Not now!

The giant man that had initially charged toward Lily and Ambry was now holding them off the ground by their blue and red robes. Lily’s battle axe lay on the ground next to Ambry’s staff.

“Put me down!” Lily yelled, flailing in a vain attempt to throw a magically conjured snowball at the man. The ice queen’s attack hit him in the foot, but it didn’t have its usual freeze effect. “Give me my axe, I will chop off your head!”

His only response was, “Gaah!”

The floating man descended slightly during my exchange with the nearly-naked woman. It was time to put Nola’s off-handed observation to the test. I whipped the handle end of my spear up in a fast arc, whacking the man hard between the legs.

He pinched his legs together, the smile quickly falling from his smug face.

“Not so sure of your cock now, are you?” I asked. When his feet touched down, I punched him in the face.

He fell onto his back, then pulled a feather out. Out of where, I didn’t really know. He launched it at me, and though I tried to dodge it, I failed. It lodged in my neck.

I realized now what happened to Vix. I got dizzy and felt faint. I leaned against my spear for support and glanced back through the flames at the woman whose outfit looked like repurposed floss.

She stepped toward Nola as Ambry’s wall of fire flickered down to nothing. The flame dame and her ice queen sister struggled against the unshakable grip of a man whose muscles had muscles. Vix was catatonic on the floor with three feather darts in her arm, and I lay sluggish with just one in my neck.

Nola stood before her altar in a loose white robe. It was hung low in the front and the back, giving her small wings freedom to move, though they were too small to provide her with flight.

I could see on her face how tired she was, how much energy she had poured into her ongoing evolution, and how much strain she felt just from standing outside her protective cocoon before the process was finished. Still, she raised her fists as if to fight, as if this might be her last stand.

You’ve done your best, she said. It’s my turn to fight.

What a remarkable woman. She wasn’t upset that we had failed, only thankful we had tried without holding back.

I crawled toward her. I couldn’t let her face these marauders alone. As long as I drew breath, I would fight to protect her.

“Your luck has run out, god hunters,” the female attacker said, glancing back at me as she walked toward Nola. Then she knelt before the goddess. “Your grace, you are safe. We will accept your generous reward.”
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“Reward?!” Nola asked, dropping her fists to her side. “You broke down my door and attacked my head priest! And my worshippers!”

The woman scrambled to her feet. “Your grace,” she said, “that woman held a fireball against you. We interrupted some kind of assault, or a coup. They wanted the XP they would receive from slaying a goddess.”

“Um, no,” Nola said. “They wanted to stop me from eating that.” She pointed at the pulsating energem.

“Whatever,” the woman said. “We follow the Adventurers’ Code. We had a duty to make sure you were safe, and you are. Reward?”

“Rewarrr!” the large man said. He dropped Lily and Ambry to the floor.

They’re adventurers, Nola said.

I’ll get rid of them, I replied.

Don’t you dare!, Nola said. She tugged at the loose white toga that covered her glowing yellow skin, smoothing out the fabric’s wrinkles. She straightened her back and smiled.

“It is with deepest regret,” she said, “that I do not have anything to offer you other than my thanks for your valiant efforts and a boon of cleverness.” She offered the woman a slight nod.

I don’t get it. Why are you being nice to them?, I asked. They’re awful!

These are my first adventurers, Arden! Do you have any idea how important adventurers are to the livelihood of a temple and its surrounding settlement or city? They fight off the monsters no one else will tackle. They bring back fantastic items that help us develop faster. They might even sponsor some of our residents so they can pick up new special skill classes, like whatever that feather dart guy was doing. He even floats! Having adventurers could catapult our growth. Please play nice.

A second ago you wanted me to be bad cop, I said. Now it’s good cop. You change your mind pretty quickly, you know that?

It’s a woman’s prerogative, she replied.

Something tells me the deity in charge of prerogatives is female.

“Friends,” I said, smiling through gritted teeth as I plucked the feather from my neck, “welcome to the temple of Nola, our lady of premonition and clever insight. It occurs to me that you would never have believed the dear goddess was in danger had you witnessed our full conversation. Apologies for leaving the door closed and forcing you to destroy it for entry.”

Vix sat up and removed the feathers protruding from her skin. Lily and Ambry brushed themselves off. All three looked at me like I was insane. They didn’t have the benefit of hearing Nola’s running mental commentary like I did.

“Why did you bust the door down?” Vix asked. “I worked hard on that door!”

“Then it’s your fault for not installing a doorbell,” the woman said. “We’re stranded, and looking for monsters or loot. Anything to fight off the tedium of wandering into this backwater wasteland. It would be quaint if it weren’t so boring.

“I’m Lura. This is Prandon,” she said, gesturing to the man with the tight pants, “and this is Hork.”

“And you’re all adventurers?” I asked.

“I prefer adventuress myself,” Lura said. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a woman.”

“Given how tight that thong is,” I said, “you were either a woman or a very poorly endowed man with an interesting wardrobe. Thanks for clarifying.”

“You really thought my temple was a dungeon?” Nola asked.

“Gods usually have better taste than this,” Lura said. “Hell, cavemen usually have better taste than this.”

“That’s a little harsh,” I said. Playing nice didn’t mean letting Lura say whatever she wanted, even if she were partly right. The temple was in sorry shape for someone as important as Nola. She may only be a minor deity now, but the Great Mother made one thing very clear: she was the key to stopping the god of war.

Lura shrugged. “Force of habit. I’m an insultress. Saying mean things is what I do.”

“How does that work?” Vix asked.

“Words are my weapon,” she said. “When I activate my skills, insults just come out. It suits me.”

“Since you’re here,” I said, “I could skillmeister you. For the customary fee.”

The adventurers looked around at each other.

“Skillmizer!” Hork yelled.

“We’ll just take a tune-up,” Prandon said. “Hork takes Strength, like always. He’s a brute, so he has a passive skill that doubles his Strength, but the end result is…”

“He’s taken to using his head as a weapon,” Lura said. “Now his mind is as bright as the sun on a cloudy night.”

“As for me,” Prandon continued, “I’m a feathercap, so my skills rely on items more than most. I imbue them with special properties. I’ll take some Constitution though.”

“Items like what?” Vix asked.

“Feathers, dear,” he said. “I guess Hork’s not the only one a few geese short of a gaggle.”

“I get that,” Vix said, “I mean what kinds of feathers? I have some I can sell you if you need more. All funds going back to the temple, of course,” she added, glancing back at Nola.

“Where did you get feathers from?” I asked.

“We’ve been killing chick-hens in the forest for food,” Vix said. “I kept the feathers to stuff pillows with, so the recovery beds are a little more comfortable now. I kept the chick-hen feet in case any voodoo priestesses came by. The bones went to the culinarian for stock.”

“That’s… thrifty,” I said. “I’m impressed.”

“My people have greater respect for nature than humans or elves tend to,” she replied. “We don’t mind killing when we have to, but wasting is a grave offense.”

“Okay, but just how many voodoo priestesses are we expecting?” I asked, intending for sarcasm.

“Four,” Nola said, “over the course of the next decade or so.”

I stared at her.

“What,” she asked, “was that a waste of a premonition?”

“I’d pay for rare plumage,” Prandon said, “like dragon or phoenix down. If all you have are common birds, maybe I can use them for projectiles. I’d need to see them.”

“I’ll get them,” Vix said, heading toward the back of the temple.

“I don’t see why we should pay though,” Lura said. “You people owe us a reward.”

“Isn’t it a crime against the empire to skillmeister for free?” I asked.

“Technically,” Lura said. “But I might be disposed to take on a quest or two for the goddess here if things go our way.”

We can’t let them leave unsatisfied, Nola said.

I had sent Cindra back to the mine too soon. This conversation was in dire need of a negotiatrix. With our gold supply mysteriously vanishing, skillmeistering strangers could be our only surefire way of gaining the cash we’d need to buy food and other supplies.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said. “As an adventurer, you must have collected some interesting items. I’ll accept payment in kind, rather than in coin.”

Lura reached behind her. She pulled a small bottle from… somewhere. Seriously, where did these adventurers keep all of their stuff?

“I’ll give you one bottled fairyfly,” she said. “Take it or leave it. Everything else is too valuable to waste on you.”

A small creature with four arms and four fast-twitching wings pressed tiny hands against the glass bottle’s wall. A crisscross pattern stretched across those wings with thin lines of red, yellow, and green. Her large blue eyes had no white to them, they were simply solid, shimmering orbs of deep blue.

“They cry fairy tears,” Lura explained. “Mildly useful for healing.”

“Would you trade your scythe?” I asked. Razortooth was a good, reliable weapon, but it couldn’t hurt to have options.

“Not on your life,” Lura said. “Fairyfly for a few points of skillmeistering, or no deal.”

“Fine,” I said, “but if you want feathers, that’s a separate transaction.”

“Whatever,” Lura said. “Let’s get on with it.”

The second I opened up her skill menu, I was completely overwhelmed. Until now I’d been skillmeistering people with a basic set of stats and a few combat and special skills open. Lura had polearm, archery, and battle staff combat classes, with multiple skills opened in each. Her insultress skill list was so long I could barely see all of it.

Collapse the menus, Nola said.

What?, I asked.

Have you forgotten already?, she asked. I fine-tuned the aspect of our psychic connection that allows you to see and improve skills and stats. Just give it a shot.
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Skillmeister View of:

Lura Lymra




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

43 Constitution / 1,075 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

46 Vivacity / 1,150 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

32 Strength / 800 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

33 Hardiness / 825 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

31 Focus / 775 XP to Next / 31 –> 33 / Total XP Cost: 1,575

-

39 Resolve / 975 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 1,575







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 4300/4300

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 920/920

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 320-390

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 178-251

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 310-378 –> 330-403

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 211-296







Skills For Weapon and Special Classes [expand]




Summary

-

Available XP: 1,814

Cost of Intended Changes: 1,575

Precision Training Discount (5%): 79

Total Adjusted Cost: 1,496

Total Projected Remaining: 318







Confirm?: Yes / No
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Prandon and Hork were similarly endowed with massive skill lists, but thanks to Nola’s help, I was able to make the necessary changes quickly without my field of vision becoming a mind-numbing sea of glowing words and numbers.

Hork’s shirtless torso bulged and rippled as his body grew from his new Strength increase. His Strength was impossibly higher than mine. I was fit, sure, but I was no hulking brute. I started to wonder if men could experience boob envy.

Yes, Nola said.

Sometimes, Nola, you could stay out of my head. Just sayin’.

I looked around the temple. Prandon put a few copper coins into Vix’s hand in exchange for a sack of feathers. Hork flexed his muscles while Lura adjusted the thin strap of clothing that covered her most provocative bits. Nola looked relieved that the adventurers seemed satisfied.

We could do this. We could skillmeister these three and send them off on epic adventures, to slay dragons and gain renown for themselves, for Nola, for Halcyon. We’d collect the world’s most powerful treasures and use them to defeat Duul, bringing peace back to the world. We’d unite the beastkin, the elves, and the humans in a war to span the ages.

I’d lead the charge. Arden Hochbright. From orphaned temple servant to general in a holy war.

A wave of confidence and hope washed over me. Hope that I probably shouldn’t have had, and confidence that I didn’t deserve. A Peter Pan lookalike had knocked me down with a single feather. Nola was still fragile and in the middle of an evolution cycle. Our front door was a pile of rubble.

But I felt good, and I couldn’t put my finger on why.

“Hello there?” a voice called from outside the temple’s door. A man stepped inside, with smooth cyan skin, followed by a middle-aged woman with gray and blonde hair.

“Uncle Gowes!” Nola shouted.

Of course. The god of wishful thinking. Bringing unearned cheer and false confidence everywhere he went.

“Eranza,” I said to Gowes’ head priest. “It’s good to see you again.” Lily and Ambry raced to give the woman a hug. As the head priest of Gowes’ temple in Valleyvale, Eranza must have been present for the girls’ whole lives. She might even have known their mother, before the woman disappeared.

“This might be the first interesting thing to happen in this neck of the woods,” Lura said. “Two adult gods in one place? That’s rare.”

Nola’s yellow aura mixed with Gowes’ own blue glow as the two embraced. I expected the result to be green, but Nola’s yellow light overpowered her uncle’s, washing him in a golden halo.

“Look at you!” Gowes said. “You already have adventurers. It makes me embarrassed I didn’t come with this sooner.”

“With what?” Nola asked.

“Your temple-warming present,” he said. He passed a potted plant to Nola. It was a thorny bush with small dark leaves and no flowers.

“You shouldn’t have,” she said. “That was so… thoughtful of you to drop by, completely unannounced.”

“Well,” Gowes said, “who doesn’t like company?”

“Certainly not people that were already in the middle of entertaining company they hadn’t invited,” I said. “No, now we’re having twice as much fun.”

“Valleyvale is in the middle of an imperial audit right now,” Eranza said, “so temple services have been temporarily suspended while the lawmonger reviews our books. What better time for a social call?”

“Is that why your portal network was down?” Lura asked. “We’ve been all over this territory and haven’t found a single working portal. It’s irritating.”

“The portal network is supposed to stay open,” Gowes said, “even in cases of dire emergency. I didn’t realize it was shut off.”

“We tried Meadowdale after we left Valleyvale,” Prandon said, “but the goddess there sent us away. She kept saying something about a bashing stone, but after we saw how dead the city was we gave up. We don’t want to solve the mystery of an empty city, we just want to get back to civilization.”

“There’s no goddess of Meadowdale,” I said. “Not anymore.”

I took a deep breath and thought back to Laranj, the goddess of harmonic sound. After a lifetime working in her temple, there was nothing I could do to save her from Duul’s cretins. She was a vision of beauty, with pale carnation skin and eyes that sparkled with kindness. Her loose-fitting clothing was prone to drooping in the front, revealing far more cleavage than I think she realized. I often caught myself staring, wondering what it would feel like to—

“Kāyaaa!” Hork yelled.

“That’s right,” Lura said, “her name was Kāya.”

“Wait,” Nola said, “the goddess Kāya is in a city conquered by Duul, and she has a bastion stone?”

“You don’t think Duul is recruiting other gods into this war now,” Gowes said, “do you?”

“What I think,” Nola said, “is that our moment of peace is about to end. Violently. Painfully. And very awkwardly.”
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“I’m sorry,” I asked, “did you say awkwardly?”

“Kāya is the goddess of awkward moments,” Nola said. “You think I’m annoying with all the clever things I can’t hold back, or Gowes with his constant optimism? We’re nothing compared to her.

“She’s the worst to have around at family reunions! When my first cousin started hitting on me without realizing how closely related we were, that was Kāya’s fault. When he kept hitting on me after that, it was definitely Kāya’s fault.”

“Okay,” Vix said, “that sounds uncomfortable, but not exactly dangerous.”

“You’re right. Kāya was never dangerous,” Nola said. “Her own temple failed to attract a following. She couldn’t find a head priest willing to stick around, and she had nothing to offer anyone. A boon of awkwardness isn’t much of a boon, now is it?

“Still, she’s impatient to become a more important deity. With an empty temple in Meadowdale, she may have seen an opportunity to steal a congregation for herself. She’s not the type to build from scratch. If she can steal a temple she will. She’s power hungry.”

Says the woman who literally tried to eat an electric battery, I said.

Hush!, Nola said. Now is not the time to discuss my dietary needs. Kāya is trouble.

“Kāya is trouble.” I said it conclusively. Everyone nodded at my wisdom. “With Duul killing deities, she may have inherited some new powers. She could be more dangerous now than ever.”

“That’s possible,” Nola said. “Now that the balance of power is off, she might use the distraction of war to kill off the gods whose power she thinks she’ll inherit. Why wait for Duul to do it?”

“She might even be working with Duul,” I said, “helping him maintain his army in exchange for his protection.”

“Which would explain why she feels comfortable in a city full of god-killing cretins, and why she wants a bastion stone to keep the city secure,” Nola said.

“Can someone catch me up on this bastion stone?” I asked.

“I can,” Vix said. “So far, we’ve been using energems to store the low-level actions we’ve trained up. A fire wall and a few snowballs have served us well, but they’re not awe-inspiring. No offense to Ambry and Lily.

“One action, which only a few high level builders have unlocked, is Bastion. Even my sponsor hadn’t unlocked that skill yet, and he had been training his builder skills for decades. At high levels, it’s enormously useful because it makes all buildings within its range much, much sturdier. Temples, towers, walls, you name it. A city with a bastion stone is almost impregnable.

“Bastion is also a one-time only skill,” she said. “Once a builder uses it, the skill closes back up again, making bastion stones a very rare type of energem.”

“Skills can close back up?” I asked.

“Every class has a powerful one-time-only skill at the end of its skill tree,” Nola said. “Bastion is one such skill.

“If Kāya takes up residence in Laranj’s old temple,” Nola said, “it will give her the ability to soak up the nourishing vibrations of everyone’s souls that remain trapped there, to evolve faster, and to accumulate power. Power she might wield against us next. It also means Duul is doubling down on his presence here. He wants a permanent settlement, and he’s sent her here to manage it.”

“Which would provide a launch pad for any future attacks on Halcyon, or on Valleyvale,” I said. “That’s unacceptable. We need to evict this Kāya before she turns Meadowdale into an impregnantable fortress.”

“Impregnable,” Vix corrected.

“Yes,” I said, “that.”

“Sounds to me,” Lily said, back in possession of her battle axe, “like we should chop off her head.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Nola said. “We have to win this without killing any more of the gods than Duul already has. But I do worry that Valleyvale will need its energem back if it’s going to defend against what’s coming.”

Gowes nodded. Lily and Ambry breathed a sigh of relief.

“I’m sorry you’ll have to give up the energem, Nola,” I said. “I’m sure that mega hurts.”

Don’t make me laugh when I’m trying to be serious!, Nola said. Make me laugh later though, I do like puns.

You must have been amped up to put it to good use here, I said.

Stop it!, Nola said. A smile started to crack up the side of her face. I’m shocked at the way you’re conducting yourself.

I smiled back. You’re right, goddess. My behavior is awful. Re-volting even.

We both laughed at jokes no one else had heard.

“Sorry,” I said to the group, all of whom stared at us like we were crazy. “We were sharing a moment.

“In all seriousness,” I continued, “I don’t think we should move the energem, not now that we know some of the cretins from Meadowdale are on the move, and that some of the rabbits in the forest are actually anibombs. We’ll keep it safe here until we’ve determined what’s going on. And in the meantime, no one eats it.”

I was relieved I wouldn’t have to make any irreversible choices about the energem. The best decisions, after all, were the ones I didn’t have to make! That energem could be our most powerful defense, but Lily and Ambry had a point. It wasn’t rightfully ours.

“Our first order of business should be checking out Meadowdale,” I said. “Valleyvale comes second.”

“Allow me to look into the future to see if there’s anything helpful for your journey,” Nola said. She closed her eyes. We waited. She scrunched up her nose. She squinted one eye tighter than the other. She bit her lip.

“I see,” she said, sounding less than confident. “The path to Meadowdale is encroached by wild creatures left unchecked. The dangers you face will be determined by the choices you make.”

“Lura,” I said, “might I prevail upon you and your friends to accompany us to Valleyvale? You’re more seasoned fighters than we are. We would appreciate your protection.”

“An escort mission?” she laughed. “Do I look like an escort to you?”

“No,” I said, apprising her skimpy clothing, “definitely not an escort. I was thinking more exotic dan—”

Arden!, Nola yelled.

“Ahem,” I continued, “an exotic, dangerous, but very respectable young woman.”

“We’ll pass,” she said. “Do you have an inn in this dump of a settlement? With the portal network down, we’ll need to rest and figure out how the hell to get somewhere entertaining without spending the next two weeks walking.”

“But you’re adventurers,” I said. “We have an adventure for you.”

“It’s a babysitting job,” Lura said. “We don’t sit babies.”

“Baybees!” Hork yelled.

“There’s a guest house on the top of the hill,” Vix said. “It’s simple, but you’re welcome to it. If you change your minds about pitching in—”

Lura waved at her companions and the three adventurers climbed over the front door’s remains and out of the temple.

“We have a guest house?” I asked after they left.

“A city needs at least one inn,” Vix said. “I threw something together so I could upgrade it as needed. After Duul’s army flattened out a path directly to our front door, I figured we’d get strangers wandering in.”

“The Wandering Inn,” I said. “That sounds like a good name for it.”

“I think that name’s taken,” she replied.

“We should go,” Lily said, “before this trouble extends to Valleyvale. Our father isn’t the kind of Mayor that deals well with emergencies.”

“True,” Ambry said.

“Nola,” I asked, “are you sure none of Duul’s minions are lurking nearby?”

“Just the random one or two that strayed from the rest,” she said. “Nothing we can’t handle. It’s strange though. During the first wave of attacks I sensed new generals, cretins, and war dogs appearing regularly. Now, it’s mostly quiet. I wonder if what Lura said about the portal network is related to it.

“For now,” she said, “Duul isn’t our most pressing concern. Good luck on your journey.”

I nodded and turned toward the door. Arden, Nola said. Wait. There’s something I didn’t tell you.

Yeah, I said, which set of stairs I fall down. Are they at least carpeted?

It’s about your trip to Valleyvale, she said. I’m still not adept at using premonition, which is why I didn’t offer the adventurers a premonition boon, only one based on clever insight. I tried to read the future to see what perils you’d face on the way to Valleyvale, but I didn’t see anything about that.

But you told us…, I started.

Something generic, she said. Forests are dangerous, blah blah blah. A fortune cookie could have told you that. I did sense something though, something brief that’s still unclear to me.

What?, I asked.

That my head priest would betray me.

I stammered, mentally. My thoughts were like kittens trying to climb up stairs and tumbling back down. No, that would make them clumsy but cute. My thoughts weren’t cute. They were more like a morbidly obese goblin eating a sandwich and trying to whistle at the same time. Spit and baloney everywhere.

I know it’s hard to accept, Nola said. I don’t accept it either, but I saw it. I needed you to know.

I stepped toward the goddess. Her eyes were drooping. She needed to climb back into her crystal and rest, but I couldn’t leave her here without reassurance.

I took her hands in mine and peered into her eyes. Her yellow skin was warm and soft. Despite the tired look on her face, just touching her made my mind clearer and more alert. I liked this, much better than the false bravado Gowes instilled.

Nola, I said softly through my mind, I would never, ever do something to hurt you. I would sooner let the gods strike me dead than betray you. I came here with nothing. When I came here I was nothing. You’ve given me strength and shelter. I’m yours.

No one ever thinks they’ll hurt the ones close to them, she said. Until they do. Good luck on your journey. I’ll be here when you return.

With that, she climbed into her crystal shell and folded her arms across her chest. A floating clear panel of crystal glided through the air and closed the crystal’s front opening. With a quick pulse of pastel yellow light, it sealed her inside.

I stepped through the temple’s entryway. The outside air was crisp and refreshing. I fought against the unnatural confidence Gowes caused and tried to assess our situation with a level head.

“Lily, Ambry,” I said. “I’d like you both to stay here and watch the temple.”

“We should help you,” Lily said. “We need to make sure it’s safe to bring the energem back to Valleyvale. It’s our home, we need to protect it.”

“I know how important everyone’s safety is to you,” I said, “which is why I’m going to Valleyvale personally after we check out Meadowdale. Halcyon is your home now though, and you promised to protect Nola. With me gone, I’ll need you both here to guide the settlement and to fend off potential attackers.”

I wanted them to choose. I wanted them to prove to me that they were as invested in Nola’s safety as I was. Otherwise, I wasn’t sure I could trust them when it really mattered.

“Father won’t be kind,” Ambry said.

I said nothing.

“I can’t just sit here on my hands while this goddess Kāya puts everyone in danger,” Lily said.

I didn’t part my lips to argue. I locked eyes with Lily, then Ambry, and waited.

“The energem,” Ambry said.

“Protecting it, and Valleyvale. It’s practically our birthright,” Lily said. She folded her arms and pouted her lips. She glanced back to Nola, floating inside her crystal. The goddess looked peaceful, but vulnerable.

“Fine,” Ambry said. Her face stayed perfectly stoic as she voiced her decision.

“If you let anything bad happen,” Lily said, “you know what I’ll do.”

“Chop off my head?” I asked. “You have a manic streak.”

“And you love it,” she said. “Now go, before Gowes convinces us all that exploding rabbits are some kind of good luck omen.”

“I do wonder about their industrial applications,” Gowes said.

“Okay, Vix and I are leaving,” I said. I headed toward the path to Halcyon’s nearest neighbor with Vix. I took the bottled fairyfly with me. If its tears really did provide healing, it might come in handy.

I wasn’t thrilled that the temple door was broken again, but Nola was in good hands. Besides, the most worrisome enemy she saw on the horizon was me. I got a sick feeling in my stomach as I thought about the possibility of betraying her.

Once the temple had receded into the background, Vix pulled me out of my dark thoughts saying, “This is exciting.”

“How so?” I asked.

“It’s the first time I’m leaving Halcyon since I arrived,” she said. “It can get lonely, hanging around the temple all the time.”

“How can it be lonely with so many people?” I asked. “Lately, I’ve felt more crowded than anything.”

“That’s because everyone’s fighting for your attention,” she said. “It’s not that way with me. Lily and Ambry are sisters, Mamba and Cindra are always in the mine talking about elves, you have Nola—”

“I don’t have Nola,” I said.

“You know what I mean,” she said. “You have a psychic connection with her. I’m just doing my thing, building up Halcyon from the inside.”

We climbed over a few fallen trees, likely uprooted by Duul’s army on their last trek. “I’m surprised you didn’t take Lily and Ambry,” she said.

“Maybe I was testing them,” I said, “to make sure they would follow orders even if they didn’t understand the reasoning behind them.”

“You told them the reasoning,” Vix said. “You wanted them to protect Halcyon.”

“Sure,” I said, “but I also wanted to protect them. If there’s a rogue goddess out there stealing cities, a mayor’s daughters would be high value targets. Kāya might use them as leverage against Valleyvale. Keeping them in Halcyon was for their safety as much as Nola’s.”

“Well,” Vix said, “whatever the reasoning, I’m glad I got to come this time. Don’t get me wrong, I was relieved to stay in the temple until my skills were a little stronger. All of the other people in Halcyon make my scent harder to track.”

“Will you know if he gets closer?” I asked. “I don’t want to put you in danger. If there’s a chance he could sneak up on you—”

“I’ll know if Loxin is around,” she said. “You may even know, and you don’t have the benefit of a foxkin’s heightened sense of smell. His odor is… distinctive. It’s one of the many reasons I wasn’t looking forward to an arranged marriage. I couldn’t imagine mating with that scuzzbucket.”

“Is it really that important to your parents,” I asked, “that you have purebred foxkin children?”

“They’re not bad people,” she said, “they just worry about how my kids will fare if they’re mixed. There are a lot of lionkin and birdkin, but many of the other beastkin have smaller numbers, so chances are higher that they’ll end up with someone who isn’t just like them. Their children tend to look like a mix of their parents, and they often get teased when they’re kids, worse when they’re adults.”

“And Loxin?” I asked.

“Loxin is obsessed. He doesn’t care who his bride is, as long as she’s a fox. He’s a powerful person, too, so I wondered if my parents were just too afraid to say no.”

“I’m not afraid of him,” I said. “If he lays a paw on you, I’ll chop it off.”

“Lily’s rubbing off on you,” she said, laughing. I reached for her hand, but before I could lace my fingers between hers, something growled in the shadows between the trees ahead of us. Vix brought up her hammer instinctively.

I placed the fairyfly’s bottle on the ground between us to free my hands.

As we braced ourselves for whatever might come our way, a two-headed wolf charged onto the path before us. More followed, until three menacing and wild animals growled with bared fangs. Twelve eyes glared from their six heads.

“What are these things and why do I feel like I’m seeing double?” I asked.

“They’re twolves,” Vix said. “And they smell cursed.”
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“Cursed?” I asked. The two-headed canines stalked closer, likely waiting until they were in leaping range so they could sink their teeth into us.

“They normally wouldn’t attack unprovoked,” Vix said. “There’s something off about them though. They don’t smell right. It’s like their insides are rotting.”

“I wonder if the fairyfly could help,” I said. “If they’re injured, her tears could heal them.”

“She’s not crying though,” Vix said, nudging the glass bottle with her foot. The small, insectoid woman pressed her hands against the glass while four thin wings flapped madly behind her.

“We can’t just throw her to the twolves and hope for the best,” I said. “And just to be clear, you’re against injuring these animals at all, right?”

“It’s not their fault,” Vix said.

“It’s not exactly ours either,” I said. “What can we do about it?”

“I don’t know, but we have to do something,” Vix said. “They’re in pain. Maybe we could build a trap to keep them penned in until we get help. I could chop down some trees if you distract them long enough. Or I could build a catapult! If we launch the twolves into the trees, they wouldn’t be able to climb down. Everyone knows, twolves are afraid of heights.”

“Yep, very common knowledge,” I said. “But you want to launch an entire twolf gang into the trees?”

“A girl can dream,” she said.

The closest animal continued stepping forward.

“Unless we want to be kibbles and Vix,” I said, “we need a better plan. I doubt we have time for catapults.”

“Right,” she said, “because then I’d have to learn how to build one first, and gods only know how long that would take.”

“Actually,” I said, “I might know how long it would take.”

A twolf stalked closer, eyeing us carefully. “Explain,” Vix said.

“We were in such a rush to head to Valleyvale,” I said, “that I didn’t think to upgrade our skills before we left. You may have a new skill available that would help. Not catapults, but something.”

“And you want to play with my skills now, as we’re about to get attacked?”

“It’s not like I can call timeout,” I said. Working with a skill menu during combat would put me at a disadvantage, but it might just pay off in the long run.

“Fine,” she said, “if you see a way out of this, take it.”

My vision filled with glowing words and numbers.
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Skillmeister View of:

Vixette Volpia




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

13 Constitution / 325 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Vivacity / 125 XP to Next / 5–> 6 / Total XP Cost: 125

-

9 Strength +4 Bonus / 225 XP to Next / 9 –> 12 / Total XP Cost: 750

-

9 Hardiness +2 Bonus / 225 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

9 Focus / 225 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Resolve +4 Bonus / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 875







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 1096/1300

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 100/100 –> 120/120

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 130-159 –> 160-195

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 59-84

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 90-110

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 49-68







Skills For Weapon Class: Hammer

-

Wallop 5. Stun target for 3 seconds. Damage multiplier of 2.3. [27 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 8, Hardiness 8].




Improve to Wallop 6 for damage multiplier of 2.5. [30 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 9, Hardiness 9] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Twitch Hitter 1. Stun enemies in a 30-degree arc for 15 seconds. [9 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 10, Vivacity 5] [125 XP to unlock].




Improve to Twitch Hitter 2 to increase stun arc to 45 degrees. [12 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 12, Vivacity 6] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 2

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

TOTAL HAMMER SKILL XP COST: 375







Skills For Special Class: Builder

-

Fundamentals 7. Quickly build walls, rectangular buildings, and towers up to seven stories high using stone / wood / iron. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 9, Hardiness 9, Focus 9].




Improve to Fundamentals 8 to master the fundamentals of construction. Build up to eight stories. Also unlocks ability to use steel. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 10, Hardiness 10, Focus 10] [3,000 to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Structural Integrity 4. Buildings can withstand 32 extra damage per resource consumed in construction. [Passive] [Requires: Constitution 13].




Improve to Structural Integrity 5 to increase damage absorption bonus to 57. [Passive] [Requires: Constitution 18] [1,875 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Siege the Day 1. Construct a siege tower that inflicts 50 damage per Strength of structure operator. [Passive] [Requires: Resolve 12] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Siege the Day 2 to improve damage multiplier to 80. [Passive] [Requires: Resolve 15] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

TOTAL BUILDER SKILL XP COST: 0







Summary

-

Available XP: 4,135

Cost of Intended Changes: 1,250

Precision Training Discount (5%): 63

Total Adjusted Cost: 1,187

Total Projected Remaining: 2,948







Confirm?: Yes / No
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Once I spotted Twitch Hitter I should have unlocked it and closed out of Vix’s menu, but her newest builder skill jumped out at me. With a little more training, she could start building a siege tower. That must be one of the “offensive buildings” she was hoping for when we first met. With Duul threatening to conquer the Imperial City, siege towers could make all the difference for us.

Unfortunately, the time I spent distracted by that menu was time I didn’t spend watching the nearest twolf. I opened my mouth to tell Vix about her new ability to stun enemies, but all that came out was a yell, tearing my throat from inside. A twolf had two sets of sharp teeth buried in my leg.

I slid my spear’s handle down my leg into the space between myself and my furry assailant and pried the animal loose. “Vix!” I yelled, ignoring the blood seeping from the series of fresh punctures in my skin. “Twitch Hitter. It lets you stun the enemies in front of you, a lot longer than Wallop.”

She nodded and prepared her war hammer. A forty-five-degree arc lit up in front of her for a split second, then an orange light erupted outward from the place her hammer hit the dirt. The twolf in its path twitched twice, then fell to the ground and continued his light spasms while he lay there incapacitated.

The twolf that had bitten me was not in the path of Vix’s attack. He leapt at me, pushing his paws against my chest and knocking me to the ground beneath his weight.

“You have to keep stunning them,” I yelled to Vix, “every 15 seconds.”

She dodged to the side and swung her hammer toward a twolf, though I knew she wouldn’t hurt the sick animal. Neither of the twolf’s two heads seemed to register that fact though, so he hopped backward. He crowded toward his twitching comrade, which gave Vix a chance to activate her new skill again, trapping both twolves in the arc of her stunning power.

The two-headed wolf perched on my chest, drooling from two mouths. A long tendril of it landed on my face. “I guess it’s slobbering time,” I said.

I thrust my spear’s handle out horizontally and caught the animal across one of its mouths. It chomped onto the metal handle and growled. “Man, you twolves really do stink. If I had a second head, I would demand it use a little mouthwash from time to time and stop drinking out of the toilet.”

The animal did not appreciate the advice. Its second head was free to bite me, so that’s exactly what it did. Its teeth sank into my shoulder, and I yelled.

Vix looked back at me. She seemed torn, like she wanted to pull the animal off of me even though she needed to keep the other two animals from rejoining the fray. She was stuck dog-sitting while I tried in vain to keep this twolf from huffing and puffing.

I pressed my foot against the canine’s belly and prepared to push the animal off of me, hopefully to land inside the arc of Vix’s Twitch Hitter.

Then it coughed. Its putrid breath washed over me, choking me in the scent of jalapenos and hate.

This twolf was spicy.

When its coughing fit was over, the animal fell limp on top of me, a stream of jet black drool escaping its mouths. I rolled the animal to the side and watched Vix prepare another Twitch Hitter. As she raised her hammer, the two seizing animals stopped their spasmodic movements. They toppled to the ground, a lifeless pile of spit and fur.

Vix lowered her hammer slowly. It was over. She knelt by the nearest twolf and put a hand on its back.

“Vix,” I said, “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

She turned her head toward the trees.

“Maybe they just ate a bad burrito,” I said. “Indigestion can be murder. Rancid beans would make me want to lash out at someone.”

“It wasn’t beans,” Vix whispered, stalking through the trees. I followed after her.

“No, you’re right,” I said. “It wouldn’t have been bad breath we’d have to worry about with beans. Maybe—”

There was no maybe. Only definitely. As in, the problem was definitely the pair of shiny black cretins crouched over a terrified twolf pup. The small, furry animal pressed back on its hind legs as two evil monsters hovered over it. The sharp black horns on their shoulders and elbows glinted in the patchy sunlight that came through the treetops.

The second we approached, one of the cretins turned toward me. It shot a volley of black magic ribbons through the air. Some hit the ground and extinguished, but one landed against my chest.

Immediately, my blood ran hot. My teeth clenched as my mind was taken over by unnatural fury. This was the same black magic Duul’s minions had used on me before, and which they had used to turn the good men of Meadowdale into a ferocious, angry mob of violent fighters.

My grip on Razortooth tightened. I had to fight through this. I lunged forward with my spear and scraped the arm of one cretin while Vix aimed Twitch Hitter at the second one. That cretin dodged out of the way, then escaped through the woods.

With an expert swing of her weapon, Vix whacked the first cretin in the head. It fell to the ground and leaked black sludge that moved through the air of its own accord. It found the energems in my pocket and filled some of them with energy and heat.

I should have been relieved that the cretin menace was gone. I should have thanked Vix for stepping in when she did. Instead, I dropped my weapon and took a step toward her, my mind feeling small and powerless against the magical rage building inside of me.

“We need to get out of here,” I said through gritted teeth.

“We have to bury the animals first,” Vix said.

I stared at her for a moment. She was serious.

“Is that wise?” I asked. I picked up the fairyfly, hoping a little healing magic might wash this curse off of me. Yet, here we stood, with an orphaned twolf pup whimpering from both sad faces, its pack lying dead in the road, and the fairyfly didn’t shed a single tear. Her face was set in a permanent scowl. She had a bad case of Resting Bug Face.

“I’m not asking if it’s wise,” Vix said, “it’s the right thing to do. Go on without me if you can’t spare the time. They deserve a proper burial.”

My blood was boiling, but I pulled together all of my willpower and maintained control, even if only barely. “I’m not leaving you,” I said through labored breaths, “not while your jilted ex-fiancé is out there somewhere.” I knelt on the ground and used Razortooth’s spearhead to start digging.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“What we do, we do together,” I said.

The young twolf hung back while we worked.

“It looked like those cretins were experimenting on the animals,” Vix said. “That’s low, even for Duul. A curse powerful enough to warp the minds of adult men is too powerful for a poor defenseless animal. It destroyed them.”

I stayed quiet while we worked. It took all of my focus to keep the curse from taking over.

Before long we had dug a small trench, just large enough for the three slain twolves. The grave wasn’t deep, but it was sufficient to cover the corpses in dirt, and then whatever fallen leaves and branches were nearby.

Vix recited a brief prayer to close our impromptu burial. “With respect and honor high, we dignify the lives gone by, so that any who eats and breathes, shall nourish all the trees and leaves.”

“That was beautiful, Vix,” I said. I winced involuntarily against a wave of mind-numbing hatred that erupted inside of me.

Vix leaned close and sniffed. Her fox ears flattened out in alarm as she looked me in the eyes.

“I was so focused on the animals that I didn’t realize,” she said. “Arden, you’ve been cursed too.”

“It’ll pass,” I said. “It’s not permanent.”

“I hate to see you suffer like this,” she said. She wrapped her arms around me.

“You should stay back,” I said. My breathing was deep and raspy. Saliva foamed a froth inside my mouth. I could see my skin turning gray from the effects of the cretin’s curse. “If I lose control, I’ll be no better than a mindless cretin. I’ll be dangerous.”

“You wouldn’t hurt me,” she said. “I know you, Arden, you don’t have that in you. You’d let this curse tear your insides to shreds first.” She tightened her grip. The warmth of her cheek was soothing against my own. Her tail curled around me, soft and fluffy.

“One day, you’ll be too strong to curse,” she said. “And then Duul won’t know what to do.”

“I wonder,” I said. I didn’t bother to put my thought into words. I needed to act. It was a longshot, but I hoped that improving my attributes might improve my resistance to this awful curse.
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Skillmeister View of:

Arden Hochbright




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

10 Constitution / 250 XP to Next / 10 –> 11 / Total XP Cost: 250

-

8 Vivacity / 200 XP to Next / 8 –> 9 / Total XP Cost: 200

-

15 Strength + 6 Bonus / 375 XP to Next / 15 –> 16 / Total XP Cost: 375

-

10 Hardiness + 4 Bonus / 250 XP to Next / 10 –> 11 / Total XP Cost: 250

-

9 Focus / 225 XP to Next / 9 –> 10 / Total XP Cost: 225

-

13 Resolve + 3 Bonus / 325 XP to Next / 13 –> 14 / Total XP Cost: 325

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 1,625







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 623/1000 –> 723/1100

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 116/160 –> 136/180

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 210-256 –> 220-268

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 76-106 –> 81-114

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 90-110 –> 100-122

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 86-122 –> 92-129







Skills For Weapon Class: Polearm

-

Piercing Blow 4. Damage multiplier of 2.6. [30 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 11].




Improve to Piercing Blow 5 to master Piercing Blow. Damage multiplier increases to 5.0. [35 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 20] [625 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Spear Cannon 2. When HP is at or below 10%, shoot a beam of light from your spear to damage enemy attackers, with a Strength multiplier of 3.4. [24 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 10, Hardiness 10].




Improve to Spear Cannon 3 to increase HP threshold to 15% and Strength multiplier to 3.8. [26 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 12, Hardiness 12] [375 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Call to Arms 1. Call your spear to your open arms from distances up to 10 feet away. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 12, Focus 6] [125 XP to unlock].




Improve to Call to Arms 2 to increase range to 15 feet. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 14, Focus 7] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

TOTAL POLEARM SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills For Special Class: Skillmeister

-

Precision Training 5. Reduce the XP cost of skills and attributes by 5%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 9, Resolve 13].




Improve to Precision Training 6 for XP cost reduction of 6%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 10, Resolve 15] [2,250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Leveled Playing Field 1. Increase an attribute by one for any person without spending XP if that attribute is 5 less than their next lowest attribute. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 12, Vivacity 12] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Leveled Playing Field 2 to reduce attribute gap to 4 points. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 13, Vivacity 13] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

TOTAL SKILLMEISTER SKILL XP COST: 0







Summary

-

Available XP: 3,456

Cost of Intended Changes: 1,625

Precision Training Discount (5%): 81

Total Adjusted Cost: 1,544

Total Projected Remaining: 1,912







Confirm?: Yes / No
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There were other skills I wanted to open, but I couldn’t spend the XP on them, not until I was sure how to fight back Duul’s evil curse.

The second I confirmed my new improvements, a wave of coolness passed through my body. When it was gone, I could still feel a low undercurrent of anger that didn’t belong, but it was lesser now, and its hold on me started slipping away more quickly. I wasn’t sure which attribute had made the difference, or if it was all of them together, but I was grateful for the idea Vix sparked.

“If Duul is experimenting on forest animals, he wants to make the forest more dangerous and travel more difficult,” I said, “which means he wants to give Kāya enough time to work on Meadowdale. We need to hurry. There may still be time to stop her.”

The young twolf yipped by my feet.

“Come on, boy,” I said, bending down to the twolf’s level with the fairyfly in my hand. “We’re not leaving you here alone. You can keep this stoic old girl company while we investigate Meadowdale.”

He whimpered. Even the twolf wasn’t too sure about our little fairyfly.

“Want me to make you stronger?” I asked. “I can skillmeister you.”

The pup just stared at me for a second. He was no more capable of consenting to this than the donkey had been. Then the twolf charged ahead, forcing me to jog to keep up with him.

“It’s dangerous to go alone,” I yelled.

“He’s not running away,” Vix said as she followed us through the trees. “He wants to show us something.”

We ran after the young twolf until he stopped at a perfectly smooth crystal orb sitting on a tuft of grass.
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I crouched to pick up the heavy crystal ball when I noticed something shiny a few paces ahead. It was a small locket necklace. Inside was a drawing of a beautiful woman’s face.

“Where did all this stuff come from?” Vix asked, following the twolf further ahead to discover a book lying under a bush.

I was baffled. After that, we found a new item every ten or twenty paces. There was a bronze sword, a metal fork, a small sculpture of a dragon, a roll of parchment, and a wooden chair missing a leg. I felt like some kind of weird scavenger juggling all the random items we had picked up.

It wasn’t until the trees parted and Meadowdale came into view that we realized the source of this stuff. A man was standing at the wooden gates to the village with a massive canvas bag on his back. It bulged with random items, while other things hung from the bag’s sides with rope. He was like a walking yard sale.

“I think you dropped a few things,” I said, setting the wooden chair down first. The twolf pup started barking. Vruff, vruff.

“Thank you, friend!” the man said, taking the items from me and Vix. “I don’t know how that happened, I usually have everything packed up tight. This is really everything?”

I stared back at him. “Yes, friend, it’s everything.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean did you steal anything, I meant how much more is still out there. I’m Carzl.”

Vruff, vruff, grrrrwl.

“Come on, boy,” I said, “cool it. He’s not going to hurt us.” I glanced back at Carzl. “Right?”

“Armed only with a bronze sword that you so kindly retrieved for me? I think not,” he said. “I’m here on business, and I smell the budding of a profitable partnership, my honest friend.”

“Not in Meadowdale you don’t,” Vix said. She gestured toward the dark, quiet village just beyond the front gates. “It’s bad news. You shouldn’t have come here.”

“Even in the best of times,” I said, “I doubt you’d have much of a market for this stuff anyway. We were never rich like the larger cities.”

“You’re a resident, then?” Carzl asked. “Any special insights?”

“Ex-resident,” I said. “And Vix is right. You should steer clear of this place. The only people who can afford your nicer items are adventurers. And your less nicer items are a little… broken?”

“Oh, well, okay. I guess I can show you,” he said. He picked up the chair with one hand and rubbed his other hand along the wood. In a few moments, a splinter emerged from the chair’s seat, extending downward into the space the missing leg would have occupied until the new piece grew to match the length and shape of the chair’s other three legs. Carzl spun the chair on its new leg, set it upright, and sat in it. “Ta-da!”

“Are you some kind of carpenter?” Vix asked.

“Itemancer,” the man said. “I specialize in fixing broken items. I travel the land, buy up cheap junk, then fix it for profit. I’m a little overloaded at the moment though, so I was hoping to set up a marketplace stall in whatever village this is. The gates are locked though.”

“The village was attacked by the god of war,” I said. “Though what’s going on in there now is anyone’s guess. We’re here to investigate. You know there’s a war on, right?”

“I’ve noticed some rumblings,” he said.

Just then a series of items tumbled from Carzl’s bag and spilled onto the ground behind him. Our pet twolf dived into the pile and dragged an emaciated gi-ant loose. The insect had an apple in its mouth.

“Shoo!” I yelled, poking at the ground with my spear’s handle. The insect started running, the apple still lodged between its greedy mandibles.

Carzl spun around, unable to view the torn bag that still hung from his back. “There’s a gash in the top,” Vix said. “Looks like that gi-ant was rummaging around in there for a while.”

“Bags come and go,” Carzl said, “but I was really looking forward to that apple. Denvillia grows remarkable fruit.”

“You’ve been to Denvillia?” Vix asked. “Recently?”

“I’m fresh from the beastkin lands,” he replied. “A very expensive place to trade.”

“They probably charged you double for everything,” Vix said. “It’s absurd. A lionkin will sell to a lionkin at a fair rate, but raise the price for other types of beastkin by a little. They’ll raise it by a lot for humans and elves though. I doubt you got a fair shake.”

The man’s face lit up, while Vix spoke. He was already onto the next order of “business.” His eyes transfixed on my bottled fairyfly.

“Where did you obtain that marvelous creature?” he asked. “I would buy her from you. I can’t fix her, of course, but I’m sure I could find a ready buyer elsewhere at a small profit.”

“Does she need fixing?” I asked.

“Not yet, no,” he said.

“She’s supposed to be valuable for her tears,” I said, “but she’s not the emotional type. Maybe if you had some onions in your big bag…”

“Oh,” Carzl said, “believe you me. I have other ways of making her cry.”

Vix and I glanced at each other uncomfortably. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked her.

“Yeah,” she said. “That was super awkward.”

“Which means Kāya might be nearby,” I said.

Vix tried the front gates to Meadowdale, but they were locked. She ran a finger over the keyhole, then stepped back to stare at the wall that led from the gates themselves around the entire village.

“The walls aren’t glowing,” Vix said.

“The sky isn’t yellow,” Carzl said. “Oh, I know, the ground is not quaking with lust!”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I thought we were playing things-that-are-not,” he replied.

“Oh,” I said. “We aren’t playing things-that-are-not.” Vix just shook her head as a grin crept up my face.

“Wait,” the man said. “If we’re playing things-that-are-not, then your last turn means that we aren’t playing things-that-are-not …”

“Chew on that,” I said.

Carzl paused for a moment, his brow furrowed in thought. “I’ve worked it out,” he said. “We’re not playing, are we?”

“No,” I said.

“Then why announce that the walls aren’t glowing?” he asked. “Walls don’t glow.”

“They do when there’s a bastion stone at work,” Vix said. “If Kāya has one, she hasn’t gotten it up and running yet. We might still stop her.”

“We might even claim that stone for ourselves,” I said. “Think how safe Nola would be then.”

The gi-ant we had fended off earlier had snuck back toward us while we weren’t watching. None of us noticed it until Carzl noticed it in a big way. The bug bit him in the leg.

He shook the creature off of him and pointed his bronze sword at the monster’s face. “No more apples for you, fiend!”

I grabbed Carzl’s arm to stop him from stabbing the scrawny gi-ant. Something else was approaching us, something tall, and six-legged, and menacing.

“I wouldn’t hurt him,” the creature said with a lilting, feminine voice. “Unless of course, you’d like to die.”
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“Who are you?” I asked. The woman before me had a beautifully angular face. Her chin came to a sharp point, her eyes were large and dark. She looked delicate, like she was sculpted from porcelain.

Porcelain that sat in a rusty outhouse for the last month. Her “skin” was the color of burnt sienna, with darker streaks in haphazard directions. She had two long, thin legs and four equally thin arms. Her body was rippled with rings of hard shell. Her most noticeable feature, however, was her rear end. It was half the size of her body, and bulbous.

“I am the gi-ant queen, Ess,” she said. Her antennae twitched on top of her head. I marveled at how such a pretty face could attach to such a hideous body. She was the opposite of a butterface. She was a facerbutt.

“Tell your buddy here to stop gnawing on Carzl,” I said. “It’s rude.”

“Everything outside your pitiful walls is the wild, human,” she said. “Welcome to my domain. Eat or be eaten!”

“So you’re saying I should eat you?” I asked. “That’s hardly a workable battle cry.”

“No,” she said, “I just mean, if we don’t eat you, we’ll be eaten.”

“That wasn’t clear,” I said, “but what is clear is that your days of eating humans are over. Your children even tried to eat the goddess Nola a few weeks back!”

“And what a rich meal she would have made,” Ess said, “had you not intervened. Then you enslaved two of my children and have the gall to stand on moral high ground?”

“They work for Cindra,” I said. “She’s a negotiatrix, not a slaver. She enlisted the support of two gi-ants, but she treats them well and they want for nothing. They stay because they choose to.”

Ess didn’t seem to like that. “They want to come home to their mother.” She folded her arms. “You feed them?”

“They eat,” I said, “without stealing apples or calf muscles from wandering merchants. But the real question is, how do you know about the gi-ants working our mine?”

“You are noisy. Your vibrations carry through the ground,” she said. “It’s how we’ve tracked you today ever since you left that glorious hill.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I had thought those twolves might leave your bloody carcasses for my children to feast on,” she said, “but they died too soon. We are hungry, humans. The plants we usually dine on have been poisoned by something dark within the land.”

“So Duul is experimenting on more than just animals,” I said. “He’s going to squeeze us on every front. Cutting off food supplies and travel, and luring in powerful allies like Kāya to keep us distracted while he takes over the world city by city.

“Help us defeat Duul,” I said. “We can stop the dark magic that pollutes the ground.”

“I’m to trust you?” she asked. “You are no friend to insect-kind.” She pointed one of her segmented arms toward the bottle I carried under my arm.

“Would you rather take custody of her yourself?” I asked. “What then?”

“I have no love for those stupid pests,” she said.

“Then help us,” I said. “Help us tunnel into the city and capture a powerful energem before it’s too late.”

“Too late is a matter of perspective,” she said. “I have no time for misadventure. My children are hungry now. We’ll make a meal of you this moment, before our too late arrives.”

Ess wriggled her body and the ground began to rumble. Five gi-ants dug their way to the surface, brushing aside the dirt and grass like it was nothing. They snapped their jaws at us but stood in place, as if waiting for their queen to give further instructions.

I raised my spear and stepped forward, shielding Carzl and Vix from what might turn into a bloodbath. I had fought gi-ants before, but never a queen.

“Uww,” Ess said. I tensed my grip on Razortooth’s handle. I couldn’t know what terrible instruction she was delivering to her gi-ant children, but I wouldn’t become ant food without a fight.

“UWW!” she said again. Her four hands reached for the narrow waist that led to her oversized abdomen.

As Ess moaned, her children remained still. Then something squeezed out of her rear. It was white, and glistening with moisture. Her face lost none of its delicate beauty as her body strained with effort.

Finally, out it plopped. An egg.

“Retrieve your new brother,” Ess said, and one of the gi-ants darted toward her, scooped up the egg, and burrowed back into the earth with it. Then their queen continued to lay another one. “Uwww!”

“So, this is uncomfortable,” I said. “And it looks like it could take a while. I’m not going to attack you while you’re… birthing.”

“Door’s open,” Vix said.

I looked back, and there she stood with a lock pick in hand, swinging the front gate to Meadowdale open.

“This isn’t over!” Ess yelled. “Uwwwww!”

Vix, Carzl, the twolf pup, and I stepped inside the village and closed the gates behind us. Vix locked them shut.

“Lock picks?” I asked. “You devious vixen.”

“I’m glad you approve,” she said, flashing a smile while her tail beat to the side. “I build doors, among other things. If you ever lock yourself out of a building while you’re still building it, getting inside can be a hassle. Unless you know your way around a lock.”

“Carzl,” I said, turning to our new companion, “I didn’t want you involved in this. Meadowdale isn’t the sleepy village I left behind.”

“Looks fine to me,” he said. “Look at all these cute little bunnies!”
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I clasped a hand on Carzl’s shoulder. “Those are not bunnies,” I said. “They are anibombs.” A few light purple creatures shaped like rabbits moved in short hops in the street before us.

The road itself was wide enough to accommodate deliveries or important guests who might arrive with carriages and caravans, but it was still just a dirt road. Stone buildings with thatched roofs lined each side. I knew from experience that smaller roads would connect the back alleys and modest homes to this, the village’s only main street.

A dozen lilac bunnies, all as smooth as polished jade, moved about. They were oblivious to our presence. I hoped to keep it that way.

“They don’t have eyes,” I said, “but the last time we got near them, they still knew. One false move and they’ll explode.”

Vix’s eyes were darting around wildly. They had that look in them. The one that said, “I have ten ideas all rolled into one.”

“I have an idea,” she said.

“Let’s hear it,” I said.

“Carzl has enough rope hanging from this bag that we could make a lasso of sorts. With enough effort we could latch onto the chimney of this building, climb to the roof, and get a better view of the city. That way we’ll know what we’re up against. We may be able to walk across the rooftops to avoid the anibombs.”

“That’s actually kind of simple,” I said. “And feasible.” I put my hands on Vix’s head and kissed her forehead. “It’s a great idea.”

She blushed. “Thanks! I also kinda thought while we were up there we could scoop up all the reeds and straw that form the first roof and stuff them in our clothes for cushioning against any future explosions. We could use the rope to tie extra thatching around our waists and add another protective layer.”

“Let’s quit while we’re ahead,” I said, setting the fairyfly on the ground. “Carzl?”

The merchant was already untethering all of his items and freeing up his rope. “I’d like to point out what a good sport I’ve been so far about the fact that a dozen of my prized items are still in a heap outside the village wall.”

“If that’s your way of saying thank you for us saving you from the gi-ant Ess,” I said, “then you are very welcome.”

“Your assistance is not lost on me,” he said, “I am grateful indeed. Your lasso.”

I took the rope from Carzl and tested its strength. It seemed sturdy. I spun the rope in the air, then launched it at the one-story building we stood next to.

The rope landed on the roof, then slid down to the ground. I worried that the quick movement would draw the anibombs’ attention, but they were too far down the road. So far, we were still safe.

It took two more tries before the rope landed around the chimney, and then the difficult part began. I pushed my foot against the stone wall of the building and pulled the rope tight. When my other foot lifted from the ground, the weight of my entire body rested on my arm and leg muscles. It was slow work, and my muscles ached from the effort, but I was able to walk myself up that wall and then over the edge of the building’s roof.

No building in Meadowdale was higher than two stories, except the temple. From my vantage point, I could see the temple’s tower. I saw the road leading to it, which was littered with glistening anibombs. From the opposite edge of the roof, I could see a few side streets, similarly overrun by our faux bunny foes.

What I didn’t see were people. No magically enraged men with cursed gray skin. No women held hostage. Nola had warned us that Duul’s minions were on the move, but she didn’t mention a total absence of humankind.

As I made my way back toward Vix and Carzl, my boot sank through the roof. My leg crashed all the way through the thatching until I was balls deep in reeds and straw.

“Everything okay up there?” Vix asked.

“Yes.” My voice cracked a little as I replied. I pulled my leg free and began testing the roof ahead for wooden support beams that I could stand on. Many spots seemed more fragile than I would like them to be. The roof was barely in good enough shape to support me reliably, let alone three people. “I’m coming back down.”

When I landed again, the bunnies were as oblivious to us as before. I didn’t hear Ess moaning outside the front gates, so I assumed she had brought her newly laid eggs back to wherever it was that gi-ants waited to hatch.

“The roof is unsteady,” I said. “We’ll have to take the streets. The good news is that there aren’t any hostile people or cretins. The bad news is all of the anibombs. Carzl, if you wanted to stay here I wouldn’t blame you.”

“No, no,” he said, “this is the most interesting day I’ve had so far, and I won’t cut it short now. Onward!”

We skulked around the back of the building I had just stood on and entered an alleyway with fewer explosive bunnies than the main road. As we approached the first rabbit on our path, I paused. Its face turned toward me. Then it turned away.

“They seem larger than the ones we found near the temple,” Vix said. “When they explode, it could be a lot worse this time around.”

“What is it that makes them tick?” I asked. “They don’t mind noise. They can’t see us. We aren’t more than ten feet away…”

“They don’t smell you,” Vix said. I hadn’t considered scent as a trigger. “They have noses. It’s the only feature on their face, but they don’t twitch or scrunch the way mine would if I were testing the air for danger, fear, or anything else.”

“It must be movement,” I said. “Fast, sudden movements, like when we attacked them in the forest. That’s when they blew up. They respond to motion.”

Carzl took the crystal ball from his bulging backpack. “I could roll this down the road and see if they all go kablooey. It’s valuable though, so I’d need assurances.”

“That we’d compensate you?” I asked. “We’re in no position. Besides, setting off one anibomb might cause a chain reaction and topple these buildings. An alley we can navigate. A pile of rubble, not so much.”

I took a slow step forward. My foot hit the dirt gently. I crept forward another halting step. A lilac bunny hopped toward me, but it didn’t cock its head to the side the way the ones in the forest did when they were triggered. It sat and waited, ignorant to my presence here.

This was as close as I had been to an anibomb without being blasted in the face. I lifted my foot to proceed in the same slow creep. After two more steps that felt like an eternity, I was past it.

“Only what,” I asked, “fifty or so more to go?” The road ahead was strewn with occasional bunnies, but they added up over that distance.

“This is your old stomping ground,” Vix said, taking a cautious step forward. “Aren’t there any shortcuts?”

“I spent most of my time in the temple,” I said. “People here didn’t like having me around much. I wasn’t just an orphan that the temple took in for free, I was a stranger. My parents weren’t from here, they just left me at the orphanage and ran.”

“I still don’t understand that,” Vix said. “Beastkin are prone to very large families. If I were lucky enough to have children of my own, I could never leave them behind. That’s unheard of where I’m from.”

“Humans could learn a lot from you,” I said. “There was only one place I really ventured out to when I left the temple. One place I still miss today. The bakery. It’s actually not far.”

I didn’t look back to see whether Vix and Carzl thought this was a good idea. Getting indoors would give us a respite from our snail’s pace through the town, and there might still be viable food in there.

When we finally reached the bakery door, I was relieved to find it unlocked. Here, we could move like normal people.

I moved just how any respectable adult in a bakery would. I ran to the glass case that had my favorite sweet rolls and pressed my filthy hands against the glass.

“These used to be my greatest joy in life,” I said. “Parmo was practically a wizard with dough. He made these sweet rolls that were just out of this world.”

“It’s all gone to mush now though,” Vix said.

“Yeah, which is too bad,” I replied. “I was hoping there was enough food in here to use as leverage with Ess. When we get out of here, she’ll be waiting for us.”

“Some of the raw ingredients haven’t spoiled yet,” Carzl said. “I could squeeze this flour into my pack now that many of my other items have fallen out. I did repair the fabric while you were on the roof.”

“Won’t that much flour be heavy?” Vix asked.

“This bag is no thing of wonder,” he said, “but it does have a gravlite enchantment on it. What goes in weighs far less than it should.”

Vix’s tail thumped against the floor. “Why hadn’t I thought of that before,” she said. “A mill. It’s one of the easiest towers to make. We could grind up grain right in Halcyon. Ooh, then I could work out a gear system to funnel the grain into a vat with water and yeast and we could churn out fresh dough. We’d have a dough mill! With a fire energem working the hearth, we might build an automatic baking assembly…”

“All of which,” I said, “assumes our farmers ever get any grain growing. Take what you can, Carzl, but keep a ledger. When we find Parmo, we’ll pay him what it’s worth.”

Vix crouched beside a door in the bakery’s side wall. With a slight clicking sound, the lock sprang open and she turned the knob.

“Time to visit the neighbors,” she said.

“That’s Rinka’s shop,” I explained, entering the next building through the connecting door. “She’s Parmo’s wife. I always thought it was nice they worked side by side. Rinka was the town brewer, but most of her potions were just good for minor healing.”

“Yes, please,” Carzl said, taking a few potions off the shelves.

“Ledger,” I repeated.

“Of course,” he replied. “Anything else would be stealing.”

“Since we’re shopping on credit,” I said, “I’ve always wondered about this one.” I walked to the front window and lifted a tiny vial of thick blue liquid from a display pillow. It was the only potion in the window, sitting on a tall stone pedestal that made the small vial look even smaller by comparison.

“Never buy from the window display,” Carzl said. He took the potion from my hand and held it up.

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Quality items will sell themselves,” he explained. “When a vendor really wants to move a product, they push it to the front to catch everyone’s eye. Placement is a gimmick. Everything’s a gimmick, really, but that one is particularly blatant. The shop owner wanted to get rid of this quickly for some reason.”

He swished the bottle once and squinted at it. “Ah, it’s near expiry. It has another few weeks before it’s just another vial of worthless sludge. Perishables, I cannot fix. Only evaluate.”

“What does it even do?” I asked.

“This is a spiritualist potion,” he said. “It activates Spirit Animal. I doubt your brewer made this herself, or she’d have taken her skills to a larger city. This is a very complicated potion, likely brought here by adventurers.”

“I’ll take that,” I said, slipping the miniature vial into my pocket. “Put it on our tab.”

“It quintuples our tab,” he said. “But yes, you’re in charge here, friend.”

I asked Carzl to take the fairyfly and give our twolf companion a perch inside his large bag. We left through the front door of the brewer’s shop and continued our painstakingly slow journey toward the temple.

We were halfway toward our destination when the sound of a large wooden door slamming shut stopped us all in the middle of our slow strides.

“There’s only one building with doors heavy enough to echo this far,” I said. “The temple. Guys, we have company.”
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We walked slowly as quickly as we could.

“Maybe it’s just Kāya,” Vix said.

“Just the goddess of awkward moments,” I said, “would be bad enough, but I had a thought. If she’s laying claim to Laranj’s old temple, maybe she’s here with a head priest.”

“You’re right,” she said. “Even if she inherited other gods’ powers by now, she’d need a head priest to skillmeister her and unlock them.”

“And we know she’s got some other power lined up, because these explosive rabbits are a nuisance, but they’re not awkward.”

“Is there a goddess of bombs?” Vix asked.

“If there is,” I said, “she must have made you, because baby, you da bomb.” I felt my face turn red. “I don’t know where that came from. That was embarrassingly awful.”

“Let’s blame Kāya for that bit of awkwardness and keep moving,” Vix said, grinning.

I felt like a trespasser, winding through the deserted streets of a town I wasn’t born in and never truly belonged in. I shook those thoughts aside. Kāya was the real trespasser here. I had spent my life keeping vermin out of Laranj’s temple. It was time for one last clean-up.

We marched in slow motion toward the double wooden doors of Meadowdale’s holiest building. A handful of lilac rabbits sat in the street near the temple, idle. I pulled the door open and stepped inside.

The walls were still pink, but the temple’s entrance had lost its luster. Gone were the soft rosy light of the goddess of harmonic sound and the chorus of yawning angels that gave the building a heavenly feel.

“This place is amazing,” Vix said. She ran down the front aisle and paused at the carnation pink altar. “Listen to those acoustics. The flow of this room channels sound perfectly. And there are so many pews. We need more pews for Nola. And wall carvings!”

“The back of Nola’s temple has carvings,” I said, “though she’s not even sure where they came from. She took over an empty temple when she set out on her own.”

Vix looked back at me. I was suddenly aware of what I had said. “She’s nothing like Kāya. Kāya is trying to take over a whole village, a whole congregation of people that came here for Laranj, not for her. Nola just gave an old abandoned building a new life.”

“I know,” Vix said. “It’s okay Arden. I never said it was the same.”

It didn’t feel okay. Being back in this temple was unnerving.

“There’s still no sign of Kāya,” I said. “Stay close though. We know we’re not alone.”

I walked past Vix and opened the door behind the altar. Here was Cahn’s vestry, the room where he kept all of his robes, prepared his important papers, and did whatever else he kept private from the worshippers that came to pay homage to Laranj. Lewd acts with coinage, no doubt.

I was never allowed to linger here. Now there was no one to stop me.

“Arden, this is just like the room I built for you behind Nola’s altar!” Vix said.

“You have good instincts, Vix,” I said. “Nola’s temple will be the envy of the human lands soon, just you watch.”

“This is a nicer temple than we have, but not for long,” Vix said. “I’m taking mental notes of everything here.”

I shuffled through some of the papers on Cahn’s desk. Most of it was written with a quill and black ink in handwriting so bad I couldn’t read it. One paper, however, was written in a different style. Its letters were clear, and the parchment had a wax seal on the edge. The name Martinstead was imprinted in the wax. It read:

To: Cahn Drimmiger. It is not time to return. Your war preparations are incomplete.

That was all. His desk drawer had a few quills and other items, but one stuck out. It was a small iron signet with a round depression engraved inside. I wondered whether it was how wax seals were made. I slipped the item into my pocket. If Cahn was sending war-related communications, Nola might make something of this.

Vix seemed to be taking measurements of the space between the stone columns that supported the ceiling, while Carzl disappeared into a temple supply closet. That was where I returned the chalice and other valuable instruments after I dusted and polished them. I’d have to be careful that his merchant’s eye didn’t get greedy in there. Laranj’s possessions were off-limits.

The door to the back of the vestry was still open. That’s the door I had burst through on my way out of the temple the last time I was here.

Whatever happened to Cahn, he left all of his ill-gotten luxuries behind. I brushed aside a few silk robes that hung on a wall rack. It was more robes than any one head priest would ever need. In a small set of drawers sat a pile of silk socks, silk underwear. I glanced at the floor. “Even his slippers are silk.”

“The finest,” a man said.

I spun around. Standing there in the open doorway, wearing his characteristic black silk robe, was a man that had barely tolerated my existence for my entire life. “Cahn,” I said.

“That’s Father Cahn to you,” he said, stepping forward until he stood in the room’s center. He held an anibomb bunny in his hands, cradled against his sunken chest. This was no small, lilac rabbit. It was a deeper shade of purple, and much larger.

Vix and I froze in place. I had seen what smaller explosions could do. I didn’t want to trigger a larger one, even if it would put an end to the frail, ugly man that used his head priest position to siphon off funds from Laranj’s temple.

“An anibomb,” I said, signaling to Carzl deep inside the supply closet that we were all in danger.

He smiled. “A man of my resolve has little to fear from Kāya’s familiars.”

“So that’s it then, Father Cahn?” I asked. I locked eyes with him, careful to avoid glancing at the hideous knob of extra skin that grew from the side of his nose. “Laranj dies and you switch your allegiance to Kāya?”

“It’s not Kāya I serve,” he replied, gently stroking the anibomb’s furless body. “I serve the world, Arden. I’m sure you’ll understand soon.”

With one Piercing Blow I could trigger a quick thrust with my spear and more than double my usual damage. There was no guarantee I wouldn’t set off the deep purple explosive in Cahn’s arms though, and I wasn’t sure I had it in me to aim right for Cahn instead.

Carzl tiptoed out of the supply closet. I kept him in my peripheral vision. Cahn was so focused on me and Vix that he didn’t notice the third member of our little party.

Carzl glanced toward the open door at the back of the room.

“What I understand,” I said, “is that I’m a head priest now too. And I’ve been skillmeistering for free, something you’d never understand. All someone needs to do is give me a nod and I’ll improve their combat skills, special skills, everything. As long as they trust me.”

Carzl glanced back toward me. It took him a moment for my words to register, but when they did, he nodded.

“You must feel so noble,” Cahn said, tracing a finger from the spot between the anibomb’s ears all the way to its tail. “Would you believe I agree with you there? The empire has a chokehold on the people’s power. It must be destroyed for us all truly to live.”

It would take a lot of focus, but I had to split my attention between Cahn and the status menu floating before me. If Carzl had a combat skill that would help us out of this, now was the time to unlock it.

“And I suppose you’re the one to take the empire down?” I asked. Carzl had the Hardiness he’d need, but his Vivacity was disastrously low. I’d need to unlock my own Leveled Playing Field skill first to bring that attribute up without spending down all of Carzl’s XP.

“Arden,” Cahn said, “simple boy. I’ve spent your whole life keeping you locked away in the dark, but the time has come to reveal the light. To bring you into the truth.”

“I like the truth,” I said. “Lay it on me. Don’t leave anything out.” I needed Cahn to keep talking so I could finish skillmeistering without worrying about an explosion. I finished unlocking my newest skillmeister skill while he rambled on.

“Don’t you find it odd that you should land in Meadowdale?” Cahn asked. “The most remote outpost of the human lands, equally far from the elves and the beasts, impossibly far from the Imperial City. But also distant from Martinstead, a city unafraid of the war to come.”

“Gee, Father Cahn,” I said, “I hadn’t really thought about that. I mean, it’s not like you ever taught me geography. Or anything really. All you ever taught me was fighting bats and squishing cockroaches in the catacombs.” I opened Carzl’s skillmeister menu again and prepared his upgrade.
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Skillmeister View of:

Carzl Sgeldin




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

10 Constitution / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

1 Vivacity / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 9 / Total XP Cost: 650 [Leveled Playing Field activated]

-

9 Strength / 225 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

12 Hardiness / 300 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

10 Focus / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

11 Resolve / 275 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 650







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 973/1000

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 14/20 –> 174/180

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 90-110

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 65-91

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 100-122

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 59-84







Skills For Weapon Class: Sword




Locked. Spare Charge 1. Funnel action points into your attack prior to release. Increase damage dealt by 1% for each action point spent. [Variable AP cost] [Requires: Vivacity 9, Hardiness 9] [125 XP to unlock].




Improve to Spare Charge 2 to increase damage multiplier to 1.2%. [Variable AP cost] [Requires Vivacity 11, Hardiness 10] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125

-

TOTAL SWORD SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills For Special Class: Itemancer [expand]




Summary

-

Available XP: 762

Cost of Intended Changes: 775

Precision Training Discount (5%): 39

Total Adjusted Cost: 736

Total Projected Remaining: 26







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“I was under strict orders to keep you in the dark, Arden Hochbright.”

“Wait,” I said. “You know my last name. For so many years, I thought I never had one.”

“It would have given away too much,” Cahn said. “You are the one to lead this war, not me. You are Duul’s chosen commander, meant to marshal his army against the Great Mother. You are meant to free us from the empire from within!”

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said. I should have been focused on Carzl’s menu, but my heart was racing. What Cahn was saying, it was impossible. How could I be destined to serve as Duul’s champion? I was leading Nola’s temple, helping her prepare for a world where Duul couldn’t hurt anyone.

“The imperials were afraid of you,” Cahn continued. “Sajia told them all what you were capable of. Rather than provide you the life you deserved, your parents cast you out. Little did they know, all of your isolation would only prepare you for the role to come. Fill you with loneliness and anger and a thirst for justice.

“I see it in you, Arden,” he continued. “There’s a little piece of me deep inside of you.”

“Um,” I said, “that’s gross.”

“Oh,” he said, “that came out wrong. I just mean I raised you. I taught you what you know of this world. You harbor the same desire to rebalance the scales.”

“You’re wrong,” I said. “It’s not anger I feel, it’s pity. I feel sorry for you, Cahn. You served this temple for the wrong reasons. You got no joy from your work. I do. I have people who rely on me, people I help and provide for. My life has meaning.”

“Your life has only the meaning your parents gave it when they abandoned you on my steps,” he said.

“My parents,” I asked, “who were they?”

“It’s who you are that matters, Arden,” he said. “You are the prophet of war.”

“No,” I said. I confirmed the final changes to Carzl’s new sword skill, Spare Charge.

The merchant swordsman lifted his blade toward Cahn’s back. He paused, glancing at me and waiting for confirmation.

“I want no part in your war,” I said. I hesitated to give Carzl the signal. Cahn was vile, but he wasn’t some cretin or anibomb. He was a man.

Cahn straightened his back. He realized, in the moment that I held back, that something was amiss. He turned his head to the side and saw Carzl, who took a step backward once he was spotted. His face drained of color.

“I’m not here to recruit you, Arden,” Cahn said. “You’re already on your path. To destroy the Great Mother and the empire she protects!” With that, Cahn dropped the dark purple anibomb from his arms.

I expected an explosion. I expected heat, and magic shrapnel, and a deafening boom.

Instead, a blast of deep purple darkness burst from the anibomb’s body. I lost my footing and reached out instinctively, grabbing hold of something that stopped me from falling.

It was a railing. I was in a stairwell, alone, and had just barely avoided falling down… two flights of stairs. “Vix?” I called out. “Carzl?”

“Up here!” Vix yelled. I took the stairs two at a time, but I didn’t let go of the railing. I might have avoided Nola’s premonition for the moment, but there was no guarantee an embarrassing tumble wasn’t still in my future.

I ran up the familiar spiral steps toward the top of Laranj’s temple. Standing in front of the belfry’s large bronze bell was Vix.

“What just happened?” I asked.

“That bomb,” Vix said, “it didn’t explode with damage, it distorted our location and sent us all in different directions. It must have sent Carzl further than us because I don’t smell him.”

“He was closer to the blast than us,” I said. “I wonder where Cahn ended up.”

Vix walked to the tower’s open arch windows and stared at the majestic landscape below.

“I used to spend a lot of time up here, just staring at the mountains and imagining the water beyond,” I said, pointing to the ice-capped peaks that stretched to either side.

“Is it the ocean out there?” she asked.

“The Savior’s Sea,” I said. “I’ve never been, but some of the local fishermen would head out there for the summer to bring back food and pearls. There’s a narrow pass between the mountains that leads there.”

“It’s beautiful up here,” she said. “So is the rest of the temple.” She ran a hand up the window’s stone arch frame.

“Is now really the time to admire the architecture?” I asked.

“It may be the only time,” she said. “The way the arches support the weight of the floors above, the detail in the design work. I’ve never seen beyond a temple’s main room before. This is all a revelation to me.” She bit her lip and shook her head.

“The only revelation I want,” I said, “is your safety when this is all said and done.”

“And then what?” she asked. “Arden, this temple is so much more advanced than ours. Multiple levels, enchanted capstones. I can’t compete with this. Nola deserves better.”

“No one’s competing,” I said. “And if they were, they’d lose to you. You’re learning so quickly, and you have creative courage. You built all of our defensive towers, and who knows what else.”

“Exactly,” she said, “who knows what else. I wanted to show you earlier, but now it seems foolish. I’m just an amateur, Arden. I can’t make a difference in Halcyon. We need more skill than I have, or Nola’s not going to make it.”

“When I met you, you offered to fix a single door,” I said. “Now you’re constructing an entire settlement. Don’t tell me you can’t do this. You’re already doing it.”

“A door that couldn’t stand up to a brute’s bare fists,” she said. “How do I show my face in Nola’s temple again? I don’t have the talent Halcyon needs.”

I put my hands on her shoulders. She met my eyes with hers. I traced the outline of one of her foxkin ears before running my hand down her long hair and gripping the back of her neck.

“Vix,” I said. “I need you in Halcyon. You were the first person to help me after I became Nola’s head priest. I didn’t know what I was doing. I never will, without you. We’ll get through this. Together.”

For a moment, I didn’t care that Cahn had vanished, or that we were surrounded by motion-detecting anibombs. All I cared about was Vix, and making sure she knew how much I valued her, needed her. I tossed Razortooth to the floor.

I pulled Vix toward me, pressing my lips firmly against hers. I felt her legs buckle, so I wrapped my other arm around her waist to hold her up. I let my hand run from her neck down her upper back, following her spine until I reached the straps that held her top in place.

Her top had a lot of stat boosts, so it was a fine piece of armor, but it was skimpy nonetheless. It held her breasts close together, and they pressed against my body as I pushed Vix up against the wall. She raised a leg against my side and I took my cue, reaching my hands around the backs of her thighs and lifting her from the ground.

She slung her arms around my neck, never once breaking from our kiss. Her breathing was heavy, and her fox tail curled around my back. She panted, finally voicing a quick yip as my lips moved from her mouth to her neck.

I would have teased her with my teeth. I would have forced goosebumps down her skin with the warmth of my breath against the cool breeze that blew through the belfry. I would have reached up to untie the laces on her top.

That is, if a shrill, entitled voice hadn’t echoed through the silent city below.

“By imperial decree 85, I demand an audience with the man in charge of this village!”
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“What is he doing?” Vix asked as I set her down on the floor. “He’s going to blow us all up!”

“Stay there!” I yelled, my voice booming over the bomb-infested city. “The rabbits explode!”

The man below stood just inside the city gates, which he had managed to open wide even though Vix had locked them behind us. It was difficult to make out his features from this far away, but he almost looked like he was taking notes.

“Let’s get down there,” I said. Vix moved toward the steps, but I put out a hand to stop her. “I’m destined to take a fall at some point. Let me go first so I don’t take you down with me.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “Nola told us not every premonition comes true. Besides, I’ll catch you. Foxkin are quick on their feet. Quicker than you dumb humans, anyway.” She tapped me lightly on the cheek with her hand and darted down the steps.

“Be careful what you wish for!” I yelled, chasing after her. “Humans fall quickly and heavily!”

At the base of the steps, we entered the temple’s altar room again. Still no sign of Carzl.

Then something like a series of explosions happened all at once. Just above Laranj’s altar, bursts of violet, lilac, and lavender erupted in silent puffs of smoke.

When the smoke dissipated, a woman dressed only in a corset and boots hovered above the altar. Her face was young, with supple mauve skin. Long purple hair hung from a high ponytail. Her corset was all black, with a strange choice of design. Placed over each breast was the image of a large eye with a striking green iris. It was nearly impossible not to make eye contact with her boobs.

“That should do it,” she said, reaching down and flipping the stone slab off the top of the altar. Hidden beneath the surface had been a gleaming gold-colored stone the size of a fist. As the walls of the temple began to shimmer with a deep golden glow, I knew Cahn’s appearance for what it was. A distraction.

“The bastion stone,” I said. “It was installed here the whole time.”

“Right-o, daddy-o,” the goddess said. “That’s what the kids say these days, right? I always try to stay down with the lingo.”

“Um, no,” I said. “No one says that.”

“Oh,” she said. “I should have known. Cool isn’t exactly my forte.” She feigned a curtsy while floating above the altar, pretending to pull at a skirt that wasn’t there. “Kāya, goddess of chaos, pleased to end your acquaintance.”

“Chaos?” Vix asked. “What happened to awkward moments?”

“Never can escape that one,” she said. “Must be why his fly is open.”

I glanced down. She was right. How long had my fly been unbuttoned?

“Papa was always the chaos-monger in the family,” Kāya continued, “but that’s my power now. Along with a few others I’ve absorbed.”

“Does that mean Duul killed your father?” I asked.

“No other way to inherit a power,” she said. “Duul’s on quite a spree. There’s one special power he promised me that isn’t mine yet. One that will make me an indispensable member of his growing entourage. Premonition.”

My stomach sank. Vix’s tail fell flat. Kāya’s corset winked.

“This is not a good time for your breasts to flirt with me,” I said.

“Eyes up here please,” she said.

“Tell that to them,” I replied.

“My father was afraid of his power, but I’m not,” Kāya said. “Once the bastion stone is fully operational, I’ll have the strongest city in this territory, and a captive congregation to feed me strength.”

“It’ll be impreggerable,” I said.

“Impregnable,” Vix corrected.

“That’s what I said,” I replied. “But why? Duul is killing your kind, he’ll kill you too.”

“Or,” Kāya said, “he’ll finally let me live. Look around you. It’s all falling apart thanks to him, the careful structure that kept us all in place. Your precious goddess, all gold and light with angel’s wings. Of course the Great Mother favors her kind! But what about me? I’m a second class of citizen. I want to be free to use my powers, and I’m not the only one.

“Duul’s armies continue to march, and where they lead I will follow,” she said.

“You said there’s a captive congregation here,” I said, “but you’re wrong. Duul sent you to an empty city where you can’t possibly grow stronger. There’s no one here.”

“Isn’t there?” Kāya asked.

I looked around. “Those rabbits… they’re not people are they?”

“Wouldn’t that be something,” Kāya said. “You’ve given me a neat idea! But no, they’re not people. And you won’t be either when I’m done with you!”

She lifted a purple arm in the air and summoned a handful of lilac bunnies. The creatures materialized in puffs of smoke, just like Kāya’s dramatic entry into the temple.

Vix didn’t lose a moment. She stepped forward and caught Kāya in an arc of orange light. Her war hammer slammed into the ground, sending a Twitch Hitter right at the floating goddess.

Kāya didn’t fall into a seizure the way the cursed twolves had. She simply waved Vix off. “Silly foxkin, tricks are for rabbits!”

I stepped forward with a Piercing Blow, but two anibombs cocked their eyeless heads to the side and exploded, blowing a wooden pew into a cloud of wood chips. I called off my attack to avoid getting caught in the blast.

“Vix!” I yelled. “Stun these things so I can slay them.”

She nodded and turned her attack toward two lilac foes. Before they could cock their heads, she had them twitching uncontrollably on the floor. I sank my spear into each of them in turn, releasing a gush of pale purple energy and ending the rabbits before they could blow us to splinters of bone and meat.

That pale ooze lifted from the ground in thin strands and sailed toward my pocket, filling the last of our tiny energems with anibomb lifeblood.

The last small monster, however, was free to do its worst. With a tilt of its head, its glistening rabbit ears flopped to the side and it burst into a ball of lilac flame. The destroyed remnants of the temple’s pews caught fire, adding black smoke to a room already hazed with purple from the anibombs’ summoning.

The walls, ceiling, and floor all glowed gradually brighter as the bastion stone pumped its strengthening energy into the temple. With a large range of effect, the whole small village must be bathed in light.

“Be gone, little nuisances,” Kāya said. A burst of purple smoke erupted, leaving behind a larger anibomb like the one Cahn had carried.

“We have to get rid of that before it splits us up,” I said.

Vix stood, motionless. “I’m too far away.”

“Here goes,” I said. I pulled my arm back slowly, then launched my spear like a harpoon. It sailed through the air and sank into the solid form of chaos incarnate, slaying the anibomb before it could tear me and Vix apart.

Kāya covered her ears with her hands. “My little toys have found someone new to play with.”

Bombs erupted all around the temple in rapid succession. It was like one anibomb had set off the next and then the next. They were like dominos, but their crust wasn’t filled with cheese. It was filled with napalm.

The front doors to the temple burst open, and in stepped the man Vix and I had seen at the front gates. He glanced at me, then Vix. “I got tired of waiting. Is this your temple?”

“Yes,” Kāya said, at the same time that I said, “no.”

“I found hostages!” a man yelled from the side of the temple. It was Carzl. He emerged from the stairwell that led to my least favorite place in Laranj’s temple. The catacombs.

Then the walls began to rumble as Meadowdale’s buildings collapsed from the combined explosions.

“This whole place is imploding before the bastion stone’s connection can complete!” Kāya yelled. “Fine, keep your lousy temple. I’m leaving.”

She reached for the bastion stone with both hands, bringing the energem to her mouth and pursing her lips.

“Oh, that’s nice,” she said, drinking in the stone’s energy. “Mmm, yes, oh baby, yum.”

“She’s a little too into that, don’t you think?” Vix asked. I already had my spear raised. I wanted to throw it at the gem, but Nola had said not to kill Kāya. I wasn’t sure my aim was that precise.

It took only a moment to empty the gem of its power. Kāya rose high in the air, a purple crystal forming rapidly around her body. It shattered just as quickly as Kāya evolved not once, but twice. Two bursts of purple light pulsed from her body and filled the room. Then she threw the spent energem against the stone floor where it cracked in half.

I knew what that meant. Standing in the presence of divine evolution granted a lot of XP, but it felt dirty absorbing that experience from Kāya. It was too late though. She had set the village’s destruction in motion, destroyed the gem we had hoped to bring home, and she’d get away with all of it.

Before she flew through the air like a paper airplane and out the front door of the crumbling temple, she summoned a final gift. Anibombs. Lots and lots of anibombs.
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“You!” I yelled, pointing at the man that detonated the entire town. “Freeze!”

“You have no authority,” he said, his voice high and his pace quick, “to speak that way to an imperial lawmonger.”

“These rabbits will explode if you don’t stop moving,” I said.

“Oh,” he replied. “Clean this up, then. I’ll wait.”

“Carzl, you said there were hostages?” I asked.

“Downstairs,” he replied. “Behind an iron gate.”

“You smell terrible,” Vix said, covering her nose with her arm.

“It would appear,” Carzl said, “the hygienic facilities down below are lacking.”

“I have to save them,” I said. “They are the closest thing to a ‘people’ I had for most of my life. I turned heel and ran last time, I can’t abandon them now. Vix, if you stun these monsters, you can all run out the front door and get out of the village before the temple collapses.”

“Are you kidding?” she asked. “I’m not leaving you here. If you want to save those people, I go with you. What we do, we do together, remember?”

“I’m coming too,” the newcomer said. “As an imperial lawmonger, it is my responsibility to investigate potential infractions of the universal imperial criminal code. Keeping hostages is one such crime.”

“Count me in,” Carzl said. “To the rescue!” He disappeared the way he came, which was easy for him to do since none of Kāya’s familiars crowded the entrance to the catacombs.

Vix lifted her hammer and sent out an arc of bright light, paralyzing two anibombs. It was the best she could do. With that, we ran, setting off the rest of the monsters and forcing two support columns in the temple to crumble apart. The ceiling tilted downward, the weight of the entire temple resting on only half of its structural supports.

Leaping over destroyed pews, we made it to the catacombs’ entrance just in time. As we descended the first few steps that led to the underground burial tunnels, rocks and debris crashed outside the door’s frame, sealing us in the underground.

We all stopped to catch our breath. “Tell me again,” I said, “who you are?”

“I am Yurip Knobble,” the newcomer said, “imperial lawmonger assigned to this territory. After a routine audit at Valleyvale, I assumed this minor outpost would be an afternoon’s work at most. My optimism, however, has left me.”

“How did you get in here?” I asked. “The front gates were locked.”

“I have master keys to every official population center in my territory, as well as the emergency vault in the mountains,” he said. “Now, I really must speak with the man in charge as it seems criminal to leave a village in this status.”

“There is no man in charge,” I said. “Meadowdale wasn’t large enough to have a mayor. We all just sort of lived. It worked out okay, though head priest Cahn usually got involved to settle disputes.”

“Is he the one that collected and remitted taxes to the empire?” Yurip asked.

“I wouldn’t know,” I said.

“And who are you, that you know some things and not others?” he asked.

“Arden,” I said. “I’m the head priest of—”

“Halcyon!” Yurip said. “Oh, I’ve heard of you. You’re on my list. The mayor of Valleyvale has accused you of illegal skillmeistering. How do you plead?”

“I plead later,” I said. “Let’s get on with saving the people buried in these tombs. Well, not all of them. Not the dead ones. They’d probably prefer if we left them in their tombs undisturbed.”

“You’re not leaving my sight,” Yurip said.

“Great,” I muttered, “Yurip Knobble has joined your party.”

“What was that?” He practically squeaked with each word.

“Nothing,” I said. “Let’s go.”

We walked in the dark until Carzl pulled a small stone from his bag. He held it in his palm and took the lead, shining a faint light in every direction. “Torchstone,” he said, “enchanted in the elf lands. Not much magic left in it, but it should suffice for now.”

“It really does smell down here,” I said.

“Worse than Halcyon,” Vix said.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“We have too many people not to have a proper sewer,” Vix said, “but I’m not equipped for that. I build up, not down.”

I heard a quill scratch against a piece of parchment. “Yurip,” I asked, “are you taking notes?”

“Writing a citation,” he said. “It’s dark, but I could do it with my eyes closed. I’ve written a lot of citations for health and safety violations.”

“Wonderful,” I said.

“I rather think so,” Yurip said, still scratching away.

Deep into the catacombs, we heard the weak, tired sounds of women young and old. This was where Duul had locked up the citizens of the village that he hadn’t turned into warriors. Here he kept women until the day he’d force them to carry his demigod children.

“An iron gate,” I said.

“Leave it to me,” Vix said.

“A thief of some kind,” Yurip said. “Hmm.”

“Ignore him,” I said. Vix poked and prodded at the lock with her lock picks. I just walked away.

“I can’t get it,” she said. The tunnel shook with what must have been the further collapse of the temple overhead.

I walked back toward her. I tapped her on the shoulder. I jingled a keyring with a handful of iron keys.

“I used to work here, remember?” I asked. “I know where the keys are.”

I unlocked the door and we proceeded into the catacombs, past the stone tombs of the village’s notable graves. Each held the long-decayed body of some adventurer or another who lost their life exploring and fighting for glory and profit. The more successful adventurers were buried in larger cities.

It dawned on me that Cahn must have sold these burial spots to adventurers. He even found a way to squeeze gold out of death.

Toward the very back of the tunnel, cowered against the wall, were old women, young girls, and everyone in between. “We’re here to rescue you,” I said. “All who can walk, help someone who can’t.”

A woman stepped forward, into the dim illumination cast by the torchstone. “Is that the temple boy… Hardon?”

“It’s Arden,” I said. “And yes, it’s me. I’m back, Rinka.” She threw her arms around me and began to cry. I didn’t know what to do. This woman had never spared me more than a passing glance in all my years in Meadowdale.

“They took Parmo,” she said. “I don’t know where they all went.”

“It’ll be okay,” I said. “He’ll be okay. Let’s get back to Halcyon to get you all cleaned up and fed. Then we can figure out what’s next.”

The ground rattled again. A chunk of rock fell from the low ceiling and landed on one of the adventurers’ tombs. A cascade of stones rolled down the steps at the other end of the tunnel. It was the one and only way in or out of this underground burial system.

“How exactly are we getting out of here?” Vix asked.

Just then, the twolf pup jumped out of Carzl’s bag and ran up to me. I dipped down to pick him up.

“We’re going to beg,” I said. “You know that one, boy? Beg?” Both of his faces just stared at me, mouth open, breathing quickly. “It’s okay, we’ll work on it.”

“Ess!” I yelled. “Gi-ant queen! I know you’re listening. I have an offer to make.”

I waited. I didn’t know if she was listening. I didn’t even know if she was done pooping out new gi-ant eggs. All I knew was that we were trapped under the ruins of the temple, and if someone didn’t burrow in here and lead us to the surface, the catacombs would implode on all of us. That, as they say, would be a bummer.

The wait was tense. Here were twenty or so women that hadn’t seen the light of day — or a proper shower — in weeks. Suddenly we burst in and gave them hope. I really needed that hope to be worth something.

Finally, something poked through the dirt floor. Powerful mandibles jutted from its jaw. Its antennae wiggled frantically. Then it dived back inside its hole. A moment later, the gi-ant Ess emerged from the underground, carried by two (rather unlucky) gi-ants that supported her massive abdomen.

She glanced at the women before turning toward me. “I accept.”

“Accept what?” I asked.

“The offer of human flesh in exchange for your lives,” she said. “I’ll allow you to leave this place unharmed. For now.”

“That’s not at all what I’m offering,” I said. “I’m offering you food. Not a desperate one-time meal of human flesh, but a consistent diet of fruits and vegetables, as your kind are accustomed to.”

“You lie,” she said. “I should eat you all here while you’re trapped like pigs.”

“You don’t want to eat us,” I said. “You said yourself, eating humans is a last resort. Come to Halcyon. Pledge your fealty to the goddess Nola. We’ll offer you shelter and food, if you promise to treat our people with respect and help us make the most of our new home.”

“Halcyon,” she said. “Is that what you call your settlement on the hill? Gi-ants do love hills…”

“You couldn’t fight us all down here even if you wanted to,” I said. “You’re starving, and still producing more eggs. Your children are suffering and weak. Cut the act, Ess. Leader to leader, I’m offering you a lifeline but I need your help to do it. Will you tunnel us to Halcyon?”

“Arden,” Vix asked. “Are you sure we can feed them all? In addition to the Meadowdale refugees?”

I shook my head side to side and said, “Yes.” The humans in our group were suitably confused, but Ess minded only my words.

“You have a deal, leader Arden,” she said. “But tunnel travel is difficult. I want no complaints.”

“Okay,” I said. And before I could open my mouth again, the room filled with gi-ants. They teemed from the tunnel underground and swarmed around us. They grabbed at our legs and threw us on their backs. Vix, Carzl, Yurip, and I were among the first dragged into the cold, dark tunnel that now ran beneath Meadowdale.

The gi-ants moved with uncanny speed, filling the ground with insects and people before the temple could crash into a heap of rubble that would sink the catacombs further into the earth.

I closed my eyes and clung to my gi-ant steed with all of my strength. We moved single-file through the underground passageway in a rapid parade, emerging when Ess directed the lead gi-ants to bring us aboveground.

In the span of ten harrowing minutes, we had traversed the hour’s walk between Halcyon and Meadowdale.

“Now,” Ess said as I brushed dirt off my entire body, “where’s our meal?”
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“Not so fast,” I said. “First, you’ll need to pledge fealty to Nola as new citizens of Halcyon. All bajillion of you.”

“My children number in the hundreds,” Ess said, “but none will pledge. They do not speak, only listen. Where my loyalties lie, so will theirs.”

I glanced at the refugees pulling themselves free of the dark tunnel, and the hard, shiny bodies of the gi-ants that brought them here.

“Fine,” I said. “Your kids stay outside while you and the others pledge. Then I’ll send you up to the culinarian.”

“This is an affront to the empire!” Yurip said.

“In what way?” I asked.

He reached behind himself and pulled a book out of nowhere. So it wasn’t just adventurers that knew that trick.

“Citizenship is reserved for humans, elves, and beastkin, per imperial naturalization order 52,” he said, his finger firmly pressed into the middle of a page packed tight with little words. “Plus, it says right here that only population centers named and approved by the empire shall have the right to welcome citizens in the human lands.”

“Let me see that,” I said, taking the book from Yurip. I snapped the dusty old tome shut and handed it back to him. “No one asked you.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “The emperor asked me. This is my job.”

“You’ve met the emperor?” I asked.

“Well,” he said, “no. I haven’t. I’m several promotions away from earning that privilege. Promotions that will gradually bring me back toward the Imperial City after I prove my mastery of the law.”

“Do you have the power to register Halcyon as an approved settlement?” I asked.

“After an inspection,” he said, “perhaps. But the name Halcyon is not on the list of approved names. Available names include Grassyknoll, Hillshire—”

“We’re not changing our name,” I said.

Typical empire nonsense, Nola said.

Nola! My mind raced with everything I had to tell her. I have so much to report back.

You had a foreboding conversation with Cahn, brought an itemancer back here along with an ant queen and a lawmonger, and you saved the women of Meadowdale but Kāya ate the energem?

A lucky guess, I said.

Or I read your… you were kidding.

Yes, I was kidding.

“Yurip,” I said, “I’ve been thinking. Since we’re not a bona fide settlement, we’re probably not on your list of places to inspect. You’re a busy man, we shouldn’t keep you here.”

“The entire Northern Sparseland territory is mine,” Yurip said. “All population centers herein are under my purview, and once I fill out the paperwork to remove Meadowdale from the list of active hospitable towns, my workload will be all the more accommodating.

“This here will be my first new center to approve — or not — so I’ll stay and take my time with it.”

“Lucky us,” I said. “Fine, begin whatever inspection suits your fancy. Everyone else, to the temple.”

Yurip lost no time. He power walked toward the temple, then up the steps that led to the top of the hill.

Good, I thought to myself. Yurip Knobble has left your party.

I scanned the crowd of refugees. “Rinka!” I said, pushing my way toward the brewer as the group approached the temple’s entrance. “We took some supplies from Parmo’s bakery and from your shop, but we’ll pay you what they’re worth when we have funds.”

“You owe me nothing,” she said. “You just saved all of our lives.”

“This seemed valuable though,” I said, pulling the small potion from my pocket. “I don’t want to take what isn’t mine.”

“It is valuable,” she said. “A potion like that activates a special skill, free of action points, whether or not it’s a skill you’ve unlocked. With enough training I could make potions like that here, but I’d need an herblorist to grow ingredients, or adventurers to bring them back.”

“I would happily train you,” I said. “Let’s discuss ingredients later.”

I looked over my shoulder. Vix stood there, bouncing eagerly on her tiptoes.

“Don’t forget,” she said. “I want to show you what I’ve been working on.”

I nodded and we entered the temple. Nola had emerged from her crystal cocoon and stood before her altar, her soft yellow glow dampened only by the long white toga that hung loosely from her body.

“Welcome to Nola’s temple,” I said. “Nola is the goddess of clever insight and premonition. When you leave your home for a trip, but suddenly wonder whether you forgot to pack your toothbrush? You did. And you’re welcome.”

A low ooh went through the crowd.

“And I’m Gowes!” the cyan god said, sitting cross-legged in the air. “I’m just here for a visit.”

“The audit is over, Gowes,” I said. “The lawmonger is here now. You can go home.”

“I won’t overstay my welcome,” he said. He made no motion toward gathering up Eranza and heading back to Valleyvale. Something told me he overestimated how big his welcome was.

Ess was the first to pledge her fealty. “Goddess two-leg with no egg, for your blessing I do beg.” She turned to me next, reciting the customary pledge to a temple’s head priest. “Leader Arden, Nola’s pastor, on these grounds you are my master.” She scowled as she spoke those words, but her feelings were irrelevant. The pledge, once spoken, was binding.

Nola, I said while the refugees lined up for their chance to promise their loyalty to the goddess and then to me, we filled a few of these lilac-colored energems battling Kāya’s creations. They’re small, but they may have some energy you can use. I put the items on her altar.

I’ll snack on these later, she said. Thank you. What did you learn about Kāya?

She’s the goddess of chaos now, I said. When we walked into the temple, she did this thing where it looked like bombs exploding and then she just appeared. It was pretty dramatic. Kind of like what Laranj used to do, when she emerged from a soft pink whirlpool to the sound of angels yawning.

Ugh, Nola said. Everyone has a flourish but me! I really need to work on that.

A flourish?, I asked.

Yes!, Nola said. Every god who’s any god has one. It’s an impressive little trick for gods that can pull it off. Really impresses people. I’ll start working on one.

In the meantime, what should I do about Yurip?, I asked.

Tolerate him, she said, answer his questions, impress him with all of our hard work. The empire controls too much of people’s lives, but we can’t change that. Without Yurip’s blessing, whatever precious metals and jewels we mine will be worthless.

That’s right, I said. We’ll need papers to prove they aren’t stolen. Can he provide that?

He can draft a distribution decree for the mine, she said, and if we want to send adventurers out with binding quest contracts, we’ll need the empire’s approval first. It was only a matter of time before one of the empire’s roving lawmongers found us. I’m surprised it happened so quickly though. I thought we’d have more time to smooth things out.

Does this mean he works for the Great Mother?, I asked. Cahn said she protects the empire.

She does, Nola said. And she’s wrong to do it.

I had never heard anyone speak out against the Great Mother before. In all the stories I’d ever heard, she was the great leveler, the woman that rebalanced the pantheon at the end of the first god war and brought peace back to the world. Her word was wise and infallible.

The empire emerged because the Great Mother wanted to reward her head priest, Nola said. He became the first emperor. In their zeal to keep the peace, they made requests of the cities whose citizens they had saved. Money, equipment, labor. Those requests turned into demands. Taxes, legal restrictions, thinly veiled bribes.

The empire provided food and armor to Landondowns to keep its population growing and safe, but it came at a cost. My mother was to report every premonition to the Great Mother directly. Every, single, one. For the goddess of premonition, that was an awful lot.

The empire did what it wanted with that information, which sometimes meant cutting off particular cities from aid until they took measures to kill a budding threat to the Great Mother’s divine order.

I was sick of watching them squeeze my mother for information, and sick of watching my mother do their bidding. She and I had an argument that resulted in me leaving home, setting off for a place far from Landondowns where I could grow on my own.

I thought I’d have a chance to show her I was good, moral, and just. To show her I was strong and capable. And to reconcile, after a time. Then Duul took her from me.

All the Great Mother’s promises, all of the empire’s payments to Landondowns in exchange for information, it meant nothing. The city was never safe, only afraid of the empire and cloaked in a false sense of security.

If anything, Duul has shown us how fragile the empire’s divine order really was.

Not that this story would sway someone like Yurip. He has a job to do, and he’s here to do it. We need the empire’s approval so that all the people out there who still fear the empire’s wrath will treat us as equals and trade with us openly.

Wow, I said. That’s a lot to take in.

Go ahead and ask, she said. She knew the question that burned in my mind. Of course she knew.

Cahn said that Sajia saw a future for me, one where I lead Duul’s army and tear down the empire, I said. Is that true?

Not every premonition comes to pass, Nola said. And I have no special knowledge on that one. If the empire decided one of my mother’s premonitions was dangerous, she shared it with no one. Not even me. Her power was among the most valued by the Great Mother because it helped them see challengers arise before they got too strong.

Which is why Kāya wants the power so badly, I said. To make sure Duul sees the value in keeping her alive.

Okay, I continued, first things first. Get on Yurip’s good side.

“Lily, Ambry,” I said, “do you have a moment?”

“You haven’t been to Valleyvale yet,” Lily said from across the temple. “You haven’t been gone long enough.”

“No,” I said, “and I can’t head there yet either. We have a rabid lawmonger on the loose and I suspect you girls have dealt with him before. Can one of you supervise the ongoing pledges here while the other comes up top with me? We need to make sure he’s on the right track before I set out.”

“I’ll go,” Ambry said, strutting toward me. Her stride wasn’t slow, but it was measured. She walked with the confidence of a woman who knew men would wait on her. I hadn’t spent much time with Ambry, but there was something intriguing about her.

I walked with the girls toward the temple’s exit when Carzl grabbed me by the arm. The twolf pup trotted alongside him. “Arden,” he said, “I meant what I said earlier about our profitable new venture. I’d like to talk business with you.”

“I have to trail Yurip for a bit,” I said. “Do me a favor and bring the flour up to the chow house, and stock our other items on the shelves behind Nola’s altar. We’ll talk soon.” There was no way I would talk business with him without Cindra by my side, but he didn’t need to know that. “I’ll take the fairyfly though.”

With the small insectoid woman under my arm, I followed Vix and Ambry up the stone steps to the top of the hill. In the middle of climbing those steps, I remembered Nola’s premonition. Suddenly aware of each step, I found it more difficult to keep myself coordinated. Stairs are best taken without thinking about them.

The first thing I noticed on the hill was the smell.

“That odor,” I said.

“Sewage,” Ambry said. She pointed to an outhouse with a long line of people standing outside it.

The hill was wide, almost as wide as Meadowdale had been. An unfinished stone wall ran around the outer periphery before the hill’s slope dropped toward the ground. The low rows of stone had bare metal bars poking up through them in spots serving as internal supports so the wall would hold up against an attack.

The center of the hill had a short tower now, also unfinished, which must have been one of Vix’s newest ideas. It looked over the few rows of shops and residences that Vix had overseen so far, while additional rows of partial buildings and foundation pits extended further outward.

“I’ll need a water tower,” Vix said, gesturing toward the outhouse, “to drive water pressure, and then a sewer for drainage before indoor plumbing will work. All of the water comes from wells in the forest at this point, so the water situation has been tough all around. There’s not enough to drive plumbing yet.

“Unhygienic,” Yurip said, “and unsustainable.” He stood in the street with a clipboard, staring at the same outhouse. “Let’s not start at the end though. Show me where the food stores are.”

Ambry walked to a nearby building with a sign on the door that said “Chow House.” She held open the front door.

“After you, Yurip,” I said. The lawmonger seemed to appreciate that small courtesy. Really, I wanted him to have his back to me while I had a word with the culinarian.

Our chow house was a meat-roasting, bread-baking, dry-goods-storing operation all in one. I waved the culinarian over while Yurip wandered toward the grain pantry to take inventory.

“Roda,” I whispered, “tell me you’ve figured out how to make sweet rolls. This guy’s an imperial, and I need something to put him in a pleasant mood, if that’s even possible.”

Roda narrowed her eyes and put her hands on her considerable hips. “Is this a test? Because I’m not gonna fail it.” She leaned back and glared at me.

“Not a test, Roda,” I said. “Sweet rolls are life, and I want to live.”

“I have too many mouths to feed to spend my time experimenting with scarce resources to make little treats. We have meat, we have bread, and we have plumberry jam.”

“Bread and jam please,” I said. Roda sliced open a bun and jellied the bread before handing it back to me. “That’s your ration for the day, same restriction as everyone else. We need to make this stretch.”

“You’re good at what you do, Roda,” I said. “Thanks for this. Before I go, let me skillmeister you. Your skills improve your cooking output, and we’ll need you as productive as possible.” I stared into her eyes for a moment as my vision filled with letters and numbers.

When I was done, I improved Roda’s Portion Control ability, increasing her bonus cooking output from 10% to 11%. It was a small change, but meaningful. I also noticed a combat class open up for her since the last time I had her skillmeister menu open.

“You have a combat class open now,” I said, “but it’s just a frying pan.”

“Have I ever hit you in the head with a frying pan?” Roda asked.

“No,” I replied.

“That’s why you’re still alive,” she said.

“Noted,” I said. “I’ll check in soon to see if you’re ready for another upgrade.”

Meanwhile, Yurip scribbled away with his quill. “Divided by the new head count… Completely insufficient.”

“I’m sure we’re all tired from a long day’s work,” I said. “Let’s take a moment to eat something.” I offered Yurip a piece of jam-covered bread, but he refused.

“This would constitute a bribe,” he said, “which I’m sure was not your intention, but nonetheless. I carry my own food for times like this. I must be careful to avoid any appearance of impropriety.”

“Do you always talk like this?” I asked.

“I should say so,” he replied. “I strive for consistency in all things.” He walked to the chow house’s front door and we followed him into the street, just in time to witness a girl back out of an open doorframe a few buildings away, along with a burst of black smoke.

“I’m really sorry,” she said, “I didn’t know that would happen. I was just trying to help.”

“Go help somewhere else, would ya?” a voice begged from inside before closing the door behind her.

“Jessip,” Vix muttered. “I forgot all about her when we set out for Meadowdale. I was too excited for the trip.”

“Go,” I said, “see what you can do to find her something she’s good at. You can show me your projects later.”

Vix nodded and jogged over to Jessip.

“If there had been a fire,” Yurip said, “there would be no water to put it out.” He marked something down on his clipboard.

Ambry reached over and took the clipboard and quill from him. He protested for a moment, then leaned over to see what she was writing.

“Oh, that’s correct, Ms. Ingriss,” he said. “Fire protective services are not an approval prerequisite where buildings are at least twenty paces apart. I would have caught that error on the second draft of my report, I assure you.” His eyes hit the ground as he took his clipboard back.

So Ambry knew something of the law. I’d have to keep that in mind.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Yurip said, “I need to interview some of the residents. Alone.”

“Keep an eye on him,” I said. Ambry nodded and left.

How’s it going?, Nola asked.

Poorly, I said.

It’s about to get worse, she replied.

I heard running and turned around. Sprinting right toward me was a small naked creature with dark green skin, pointy ears, and an open mouth full of short yellow teeth. In his hand was a small nugget of gold.
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Cindra climbed over a low section of the defensive wall that Vix hadn’t built very high yet. She sprinted after the oncoming creature. Her green slime body molded to the curves of her tight-fitting Radiance Gown. Large green breasts bounced with her stride as her wide hips rolled side to side.

“Stop him!” she yelled.

I tossed my spear to the ground and put the fairyfly down next to it. With my legs spread out, I reached my arms wide and shuffled to the side to block the oncoming creature’s path.

He skidded to a stop in the dirt before he got close, then glanced at the fairyfly. She went crazy in her bottle, banging on the glass with all four of her fists. The pointy-eared green creature that stared at her started to drool from his gaping mouth.

Then he looked over his shoulder and locked eyes with Cindra for a moment. A moment was all she needed.

“Drop the nugget, sexy little man,” she yelled.

“What?” I asked. The gold nugget fell from his hand and he stood there, waiting for Cindra to arrive. When she did, she scooped up the small piece of gold.

“Now shoo!” she said. The green creature stole one more glance at the fairyfly, then ran into the distance.

“Goblins,” Cindra said. “That’s who’s stealing our gold. We have goblins in the mine.”

“Sexy ones?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” she said, “I had to use Flirt to get him to listen to me. He’s not my type though.” She ran a finger down my front and smiled. I smiled too, wider the further down her finger traced. When she got to my navel, I heard someone yell.

“Gobbins!”

“Not Hork again,” Cindra said. “He won’t leave me alone. Every time I come up here, he gawks and tries to wave toward me. It’s all I can do to keep my distance. When will those adventurers leave?”

“When this dump gets a working portal arch,” Lura said, approaching from the guesthouse. She held another little green goblin by the ear with pinched fingers. Hork and Prandon walked up behind her, along with Yurip Knobble.

“We were just telling Yurip here what a terrible time we’re having in Halcyon,” Prandon said. “Not to be mean about it, it’s just the truth.”

“Hold on,” Yurip said, “I have to mark this down on my vermin checklist. Okay, got it.”

Lura tossed the green creature aside after that. It shouted in high pitched sounds as it ran off.

“You have a vermin checklist?” I asked.

“Oh yes, I have a lot of checklists to review.” He patted himself on the back.

“A little early to congratulate yourself then,” I said.

“You misunderstand,” Yurip said. He made a motion like taking a backpack off, but there was nothing there.

“I sure do,” I said.

“All of my law books, ordinance tables, decree parchments, and checklists are in here.” He started pulling piles of books and scrolls out of… nothing.

“What are you, new here?” Lura asked. “You act like you’ve never seen an expansion pack before.”

“Let’s pretend I haven’t,” I said. “What is an expansion pack?”

“Give it the old side-eye,” Prandon said. I tilted my head away and glanced sideways where Yurip’s pack supposedly was. I could just about make out the shape of a small rucksack. When I looked back, it was gone. I scanned the area a few times to play with the perception-altering effect.

Every time my eyes landed on the object, they darted to the side and then I’d forget the color and shape of the bag entirely. It was like it had some kind of spell on it that said, “don’t look at me, I’m not really here, carry on with what you were doing.” The kind of spell every young guy would use to sneak into the women’s locker room at the public baths.

“Did you see it?” he asked.

“Sort of,” I said.

“Good. An expansion pack is just a bag whose internal dimension is greater than its external dimension, so you can hold an awful lot of feathers, or whatever tickles your bones. The good expansion packs have strong gravlite or gravnull properties, and eye-aversion enchantments. That last bit protects against thieves and is the reason you didn’t realize the bag was even there.”

“I want one,” I said.

The adventurers laughed. “You’ll never earn enough money in your measly little life,” Lura said.

Yurip pulled his bag back over his shoulder. “Despite the gravnull, this bag is still bulky. The law is a many-paged beast, but do not fear. I have tamed her and she is mine. I will go through my private library book by book until I am certain this place passes muster.”

“You are too kind,” I said. I picked up the fairyfly and turned to leave.

“You really are a slow one, aren’t you?” Lura asked. “You haven’t even popped it yet.”

I turned back. She pointed at the fairyfly. “No, I haven’t opened the bottle yet. She doesn’t seem to have any sympathy. There have been zero tears.”

“Fairyflies are rotten little bitches,” Lura said. “If you want her to cry, you have to pop her wings off.”

“That’s what you meant by popping it?” I asked.

“You’ve got to pop the little tart,” Lura said, “then it bleeds and cries and dies. It’s a one-use item.”

“That’s the cruelest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said. I pulled on the cork that capped the bottle until it came loose. “Be free, little bugger. Try not to get caught again.”

“Are you nuts?” Lura asked. “Like, actually certifiably crazy?”

The fairyfly flapped her wings until she rose above the lip of the glass bottle. She looked at me with her deep blue eyes and hissed. Her mouth held only two long fangs on the top, and one on the bottom. I dropped the glass bottle when I thought she might bite me, but instead she darted into the sky and disappeared, her wings a blur of red, gold, and green.

“Good luck when she comes back,” Lura said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“One time,” Prandon said, “we went to a small city that offered us a large reward to track down and kill the gang of vicious vampires that were sucking the blood from every baby and child under two years old. There were no vampires. It was fairyflies. They had to burn the city down and start from scratch to get rid of them.

“My advice, if you plan on keeping any babies alive: hide yo’ kids,” he said.

I swallowed, hard. None of the current residents had brought children with them, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t have children while they were here.

“Regardless,” I said, “popping a fairyfly is cruel. It is hereby banned in Halcyon.”

“Tentatively,” Yurip said.

“Fine,” I said, “it is tentatively banned in Halcyon. Let the fairyflies come if they will. We’ll defend ourselves if they become a problem.”

“How long do you think this place can run on clever ideas and visions of a foggy future?” Lura asked. “At least Sajia knew she was weak. She had a full on army in Landondowns, not that it did her much good. This new goddess of premonition is kidding herself if she thinks this ugly little camp isn’t just a paper dragon.”

Arden, Nola said, what does she know of Landondowns?

“You’ve been to Landondowns before?” I asked.

“We were just there,” Prandon said. “When it got attacked we left, since no one was paying for us to stay and fight.”

Cindra swatted at something in my peripheral vision.

“Attacked,” I said, “by glistening black creatures with horns and massive canines that looked like ebony death?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact,” he said.

Cindra swatted again. I worried that the scent of an unflushed outhouse was attracting bugs, which would add to Yurip’s list of flaws, but I needed to know about Landondowns, for Nola’s sake.

“And you just ran? What happened to the Adventurers’ Code?” I asked.

“We didn’t see anyone attacking the goddess there,” Prandon said, “so we were free to go. We have no obligation to get involved in city warfare otherwise.”

“Tell me what you did see in the city,” I said.

“The temple was glowing, just like the rest of the buildings, with some kind of enchantment or other,” Prandon said. I was amazed that these adventurers didn’t know a bastion stone when they saw one. They weren’t the worldly travelers they thought they were.

“Then the glowing stopped,” he continued. “It took a few minutes for things to get bad after that. We were in a tavern at the time, and a mob of those nasty creatures marched through the street. A trail of bloodied guards littered the road behind them.”

“And you didn’t step in to help,” I said, “because you don’t help people for free.”

“Exactly,” he said, “see, you’re starting to catch on. You’re not as remedial as Lura said you were.”

I took in a deep breath. “Continue.”

“So those things, whatever they were, they marched into the temple after it stopped glowing and threw everyone out. This one lady went ballistic. Fat old woman with brilliant white hair in a tight bun on the top of her head, she just started wailing on the doors. That’s when we realized she was the head priest, and her deity had just been killed.

“It was sad, for her. We got out of there as fast as we could.”

Duul didn’t kill her?, Nola asked.

“That old woman, she lived?” I asked.

“I didn’t see them kill any of the women, now that you mention it,” he said.

Biddy’s alive!, Nola yelled. Arden, Biddy was my mother’s head priest. She looked after me as a child. If she’s still alive, we have to rescue her. We can’t let her end up like the Meadowdale refugees.

“You said the walls stopped glowing before those cretins attacked the temple?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Prandon said, “why?”

Nola, I asked, what does that mean? Did your mother deactivate the bastion stone before Duul could get ahold of it?

Maybe, Nola said. She may have seen the attack coming. If so, we could recover the stone before Duul finds it.

“How far is Landondowns from here?” I asked.

“Almost two weeks on foot,” Prandon said. “And it’s not a nice trip.”

Cindra swatted once more. This time, Hork yelled, “Booty!”

Then I realized what was going on. That brainless brute was putting his filthy stubby hands on Cindra, and he wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“You back away from her,” I said, pivoting away from Prandon and toward Hork.

“Arden,” Cindra said, “just let it go. I have.”

“I will not,” I said. I felt the blood rush to my face. I didn’t even know what I was saying, I was just throwing words into the air. “If she said no, you back off.”

“Hork takes what he wants,” Lura said. “Don’t challenge him.”

“Need booty!” he yelled.

What he needed was someone to politely explain the history of women’s treatment in this world. Even in realms more civilized than ours, women have been poked and prodded and forced into situations they didn’t consent to. It was the very evil we were fighting to stop Duul from inflicting. Women should not be subject to touch first ask later scenarios.

This was a universal truth. I needed to reason with Hork and explain this calmly. Here goes.

I took a step forward and looked him in the eyes. “You,” I said, “suck.”

That didn’t go as I’d hoped. Then I punched him in the nose.

His face didn’t budge, except for the gradual glowering that took hold. I stepped backward, suddenly recalling his vastly superior physical strength, and his very high defense to physical attacks.

Hork took two giant steps toward me, closing the gap. Not gi-ant steps, those would be small and sort of waddly. No, these steps were long strides that shook the earth with each footfall.

He said nothing as he stared into my eyes. I stared right back, holding Razortooth’s pole upright against the ground in front of me.

Then he smashed his forehead into mine.

I imagined two eggs. The first cracked open as a small bird jackhammered its beak against the shell. My skull wasn’t that egg. Mine was the second egg, the one that jackass bird accidentally kicked out of the nest and then smashed into a wet, shattered mess on the ground four stories below.

My vision went black, but not before I saw Hork’s eyes roll toward the back of his head. Then I hit the dirt.
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“Arden,” a voice said. “Arden Hochbright.”

Before me stood a woman with impossible brightness. She might have been the goddess of staring into the sun, except that I recognized her face, her voice.

“Yes, Great Mother?” I asked. She stood before a white marble altar in a temple whose walls were spotless and white. The building glowed with the same faint light as the bastion stone that failed to take hold in Meadowdale, but this light was white instead of green. “Am I… dead?”

“No, Arden,” she said. “You are unconscious. Death comes easily in this state, so you must hold on. Do not give up.”

“I haven’t given up,” I said. “But I have… questions.”

“Your path is unfolding too quickly,” she said. “You should put Cahn’s words to the back of your mind.”

“I don’t believe him,” I said. “I could never believe him, after the way he’s treated me my whole life. He kept things from me, important things about where I come from. I’m not destined to destroy the empire, even if I do want to strangle Yurip on occasion.”

“He’s telling you the truth, Arden.”

That took a moment to set in. “How could that be?”

“Your parents were afraid of your fate,” she said. “Sajia warned them of your potential, and they were terrified. The empire demanded that they kill you. They smuggled you to the farthest human land instead and delivered you to Cahn for safekeeping.”

“The empire,” I said. “You are the empire, aren’t you? You ordered my own parents to kill me.”

“And Duul rose to power while you lived your life in peaceful obscurity,” she said. “Your death would not have prevented this war. I was wrong.”

“It isn’t too late,” I said.

“No,” she replied. “But premonitions are ever-shifting things even in tranquil times, and even more unreliable during turmoil. Focus on the present, not the future, Arden.”

“How,” I asked, “when I’m destined to become Duul’s champion and the prophet of war?”

“Kāya must die for Nola to live.” Her response was no response at all. I wanted answers. I wanted to know who I was. I had spent my whole life believing my parents had turned me over to an orphanage because they didn’t want me, didn’t love me. I deserved to know the truth.

“Are they still alive?” I asked. “I want to know where I come from.”

“The past is irrelevant,” the Great Mother said. “Focus on this: If you permit Kāya to live, we all end in death.”
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When I opened my eyes again, my head rested on a soft pillow in one of the recovery beds in a small room adjacent to Nola’s altar room. My head throbbed as a memory congealed in my mind. Hork had smashed me in the head.

“Cindra!” I yelled, bolting upright in the bed.

“She’s fine,” Mamba said. She sat on the edge of the bed and ran her fingers through my hair. “It’s you we’re all worried about. Your HP must have hit zero because you went unconscious. It’s impossible to hear the music when that happens.”

“What music?” I asked.

“The music that moves the wind,” she said. “It’s getting louder, like a storm is coming. But I like loud music for dancing, so it’s a mixed emotion.” She started to sway to the rhythm in her mind. Her fingers curled in my hair behind my head and I started to sway with her. It was soothing.

“Hork,” I said. “No, all three of them. They pledge fealty immediately or we ring the alarm bells and force them out. Nola wants adventurers, but they’re a danger to everyone.”

“They pledged,” Mamba said. “I can feel the strength in your head, Arden. Hork must have felt it too, because his music went quiet from the impact. When he awoke, Lura had some very sharp words for him. She was angry he attacked a head priest, so they pledged to Nola right away. They pledged to you too of course, but you weren’t there to hear it.”

Mamba leaned forward, leaning me back against the bed. My whole body was warm and tingly from the restorative magic held by these healing beds. She kissed me on the cheek and lay next to me, bringing her knees up on top of my thighs.

“We’ve all taken turns,” she said, “waiting for you to wake up. I’m lucky I got to see the sun dawn in your eyes, since I missed watching it rise in the sky.”

“How long have I been out?” I asked.

“All night,” she said. “I took a double shift because I missed you. Is that silly?” The smile left her face. “Sometimes I think the things I say are silly.” Her hips continued to move as her own private music coursed through her body. I curled my arm under her and pulled her on top of me so I could hold her close. Her knees took position on either side of my hips.

“I don’t think it’s silly at all,” I said. “I should have been around more.” I could lay like this forever, just holding her. Mamba had a special way of creating beauty in a world that was gradually going dark. With her, I could put Duul to the back of my mind, along with Hork, and Cahn, and everything else.

“Vix said you’ve been stretching yourself too thin,” Mamba said. She sat upright, the weight of her body pressing against my pelvis. I ran my hands up her flat, tight stomach. “She said you need to release the weariness inside.”

“Oh really?” I asked. I liked where this was going. My hands cupped her breasts. Mamba moaned lightly as I massaged them in my palms.

“I don’t quite understand what Vix meant,” Mamba said. “She said I should bring in the donkey and give you two some time.”

Well that killed the mood.

“What did you say his name was again, Homey?” she asked. “I was thinking that maybe Punch would be a nice name, since you didn’t like Kong.”

“We can’t name the donkey Punch,” I said, “but thank you for giving it more thought.”

She climbed off of me and reached toward the floor. “I don’t like giving bad news, so let’s just say this news is unexpected.” She handed me Razortooth.

I sat up and took the weapon. It was an adventurer quality spear, costing thousands of gold and providing some important stat boosts. I had no choice but to keep using it, even though it was now… bent.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Cindra said you dropped it, and then Hork stepped on it as he fell down,” Mamba said. “I feel better now that I told you. Holding that information felt like petting a secret. I don’t like those either. They always bite.”

Great, I thought. My trusty polearm went from Razortooth to Snaggletooth just like that.

I thought back on the previous day, and all of the XP that I had absorbed when Kāya evolved before my eyes. I opened my status menu to make some changes.

A sharp pain rollicked through my brain when the letters and numbers lit up in my vision. Maybe skillmeistering could wait until this headache was gone. I pressed my fingers into my temples and tried to massage the pain away.

“Are you okay?” Mamba asked.

“I will be, I think,” I replied. “Would you mind bringing the girls here? We need to plan our next steps.”

“Of course,” Mamba said. She stood up and stretched, spun herself around, and left the bay of recovery beds.

Oh, Aaaarden?, Nola asked.

Oh, yeeessss?, I replied.

We’ve talked about donkeys in the temple before, she said. Please get him out of here.

Coming, I said. I walked into Nola’s altar room from there. I didn’t see the goddess until an explosion of giant yellow feathers erupted from the space above her altar to the sound of a dozen chick-hens being strangled. When the feathers settled down, Nola sat cross-legged on her altar, coughing a few last feathers from her mouth.

Entry flourish?, I asked.

Still working on it, she said.

I walked toward the center of the temple, toward our resident donkey. “Hotay,” I said, “did Mamba bring you in here? We’ve gotta get you a proper place to stay.” I’d have to add building a stable to Vix’s growing to-do list.

I thought we all agreed that was a terrible name, Nola said. Give that poor animal a name it would thank you for.

“Fine,” I said, petting the donkey on the head. “How about something simple, like Shane. Would you like to be the donkey Shane instead?”

Someone called out from the doorway, “I hope we’re not intruding on something private.”

“For gods’ sakes, I’m not going to screw the donkey!” I yelled. I felt my face redden as I turned back to find two women with shocked faces. “Sorry, I guess that’s not what you meant by private. Come in.”

“It’s not,” the first woman said. Vix slipped into the temple behind her.

Our visitor led a donkey of her own through the doorframe and toward the altar while the second, younger woman followed.

Nola sat on her altar staring the animal down.

“I heard,” the woman said, looking around as if she weren’t sure what to say or do. “I heard there was a goddess here, and a head priest that used his skills for free. I’m a woodcarver. I’d like to sponsor my daughter here to open the same skill for her.”

I glanced at Nola and arched an eyebrow, but it was Vix that offered an explanation.

“This reminds me of when I opened my builder skill,” she said. “Opening a skill requires a sponsor. The sponsor spends XP to transfer their knowledge, and the recipient spends XP to gain it. It’s that XP cost that stops people from opening new skills at random. You have to be really serious about it.

“The skillmeister spends XP too though,” she added. “Some deities and head priests refuse to transfer skills at all because of the XP spend, but the temples that allow it usually require a sacrifice.”

“He’s an old steed, but healthy,” the woman said. “It’s not enough to compensate for the XP cost, but he’s all we have.”

“The donkey is your sacrifice?” I asked. “I’m supposed to kill that animal, and use the XP to help unlock your daughter’s woodcarver skill?” I said it aloud so everyone would hear how barbaric and absurd it was, but all they did was nod.

Open both skillmeister windows at once, Nola said. You should see an option to transfer skills between them. Then you’ll know what this costs.

I did as Nola suggested, ignoring the dull pain that still throbbed inside my head.

Three thousand XP from each of them, and one thousand from me?, I asked. That’s a little excessive.

It is what it is, Nola said. If you don’t want to do it, you can refuse.

“Why woodcarving?” I asked.

“I want my daughter to follow in—” the woman started.

“I’d like to hear from your daughter,” I said. The girl was barely a teenager. She hid halfway behind her mother, avoiding eye contact this whole time.

“I want to follow in my mother’s footsteps,” she said. “We run a small shop out in the woods, from the cabin we live in. See?” She stepped forward and opened her hands, revealing a small wooden carving of a bird. “I can only do simple things so far, but with woodcarver skills I could craft faster and better. I could make items with special properties even.”

“Tell him,” the girl’s mother said.

“My mother, her hands hurt all the time now. Carving is getting hard for her, but it’s how we put food on the table. I want to be able to help.”

“How did you save up all the experience necessary for this?” I asked.

“I killed a lot of things,” she said. “Not donkeys! Spiders. Mice. Whatever little pests crept into the cabin. I’ve been doing it for years now.”

“And this is something that you really want?” I asked. She nodded vigorously.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

Vix stepped forward and handed me a knife while the girl’s mother led the donkey toward the altar.

Donkeys in my temple, Nola said. Donkeys. In my temple!

This won’t take long, I said.

I took the knife and held it against the donkey’s throat. “Is this really what you want?” I asked the woman. “This innocent animal will die. It will be quick, but painful.”

The girl’s lip started to quiver, but the mother was resolute. “Yes.”

I looked back at Vix. Her face didn’t register any shock at this sacrifice. Nola was distracted by Shane.

“No,” I said. “I won’t do it.”

“But you said—” the woman said.

“That I would transfer the skill and open the woodcarver class for your daughter, yes,” I said. “But this should be a happy occasion, one not drenched in an animal’s blood.” I put the knife on the floor. “Let’s begin.”

I opened their skillmeister menus, then spent down their XP to transfer skills. I was disappointed to see that my Precision Training skill didn’t reduce the cost for the sponsor, the recipient, or me. Opening skills was unavoidably expensive.

When I finished, the girl’s mother thanked me, bowed to Nola, and reached for the reins to her intended sacrifice.

“Leave the donkey,” I said.

“Excuse me?” the woman asked.

“You were going to stand there while I slit your animal’s throat and drained its blood for the small XP boost it would provide,” I said. “I don’t trust you with his life. He stays here now. You should too, to stay safe from the forest’s dangers.”

“No,” she said, letting go of the donkey’s reins. “Our cabin is on a small road between villages. That traffic brings our only customers. Thank you.” She hung her head as she led her daughter out of the temple and into the forest.

“Oh thank gods,” Vix said. “I was afraid I was going to have to Wallop you. You looked like you would really kill that poor creature.”

“You’re the one that handed me the knife!” I said.

“I know,” she said, smiling. “Maybe I was testing you, like you did with Lily and Ambry. I didn’t want you to make rules for the temple on my account, I wanted it to come from you.

“In the olden days, especially during the first god war, temples in the human lands used to take sacrifices,” she continued, “but not livestock, beasts of burden, or wild animals. Those deaths provided too little XP. Humans used to hunt beastkin to sacrifice.”

“That’s terrible,” I said. “The gods allowed that?”

“Many of them,” Nola said. “I’ve heard the stories. Gods in the beastkin lands never did the same to humans though. They didn’t think war justified doing something that dishonorable.”

Shane brayed in the background. I turned back and saw him mounting the new donkey from behind.

“This is why I don’t want donkeys in the temple!” Nola yelled. “They have no sense of decorum.”

“Aren’t they both male?” I asked.

“Now it all makes sense,” Vix said. “I knew I picked up on something. It was the donkey that was trying to seduce Arden this whole time!”

“At least he has a new friend to aim his affections at,” Nola said.

“Gay donkeys,” I said. “Halcyon welcomes everyone.”

“Just not inside the temple,” Nola said.

“So I’m supposed to interrupt this?” I asked.

“I’m not doing it,” she said.

“Shoo!” Vix said, waving her arms at the animals. After they broke away from each other, Vix led both donkeys toward the temple’s doorway. She looked back before she left and mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

Now, Nola, I said. About those adventurers.

Before you say anything—, she said.

I hate them, I said. All of them. Every adventurer that ever lived, because they’re all that way, aren’t they?

She sighed with her mind. Their egos expand with their skills, but they are a necessary inconvenience. And now that they’ve pledged fealty, they won’t lay a hand on your or me again.

And Cindra?, I asked. Or anyone else for that matter? Hork is a predator.

I gave him a boon of premonition, she said. His little brain is overwhelmed with images that he can’t process. He’s just lying on the guest house floor, shaking. He’s no problem for now, and once we have some kind of treasure to offer them we can send them on a quest and get rid of them.

For that, I said, we need Yurip to approve Halcyon. And isn’t attacking a head priest some kind of crime?

Technically, Nola said, we’re a “frontier” settlement until the empire decides to approve us. That means the empire does nothing to enforce criminal law here. We might as well be a brigand camp.

“Godsdamned empire,” I said.

“You should be more grateful,” Yurip said. The small man waltzed into the temple through the still-broken front door. “This is the longest era of peace and prosperity in all the lands, thanks only to the empire’s just and firm rule.”

“You call this peace and prosperity?” I asked. “The god of war has the Imperial City surrounded. The Great Mother is trapped, and powerless. The empire has no guards or defenses to offer the rest of us. Meadowdale is a steaming pile of rubble, and I just got smashed in the cranium!” My volume rose with each word.

“More defamation,” Yurip said. “The Imperial City is the strongest fortress of righteous power ever known. Duul could not approach her royal metropolis, let alone surround it, without suffering harm that would render him a useless pebble of a deity.”

“You must have pledged fealty to the god of cognitive dissonance,” I said. “The Great Mother is in trouble. The gods are warring as we speak. You heard Kāya yourself.”

“Kāya,” Yurip said, “appears to be the newest goddess of chaos. As such, nothing she says is trustworthy. She seeks to sow discord, not truth.”

“Is that why you came for a morning visit to the temple?” I asked. “To tell me how wonderful the empire is?”

“No,” he said. “I’m here to tell you how terrible you are.”

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“I do not need my hundreds of checklists to see what’s happening here. Lack of sewers, insufficient food for population size, goblin infestation, an uncertified mine, and unmitigated street fighting that landed two men in the infirmary. This place is not fit to serve the empire as an approved population center.

“But what really ices the sweet roll, so to speak, is illegal skillmeistering. Every person here confessed to it, proudly. You, Arden Hochbright, are a criminal in violation of the policies the empire relies on to fund the work it does to maintain the peace. For that, you have earned a scofflaw’s curse.”

Yurip pointed a wan finger at me, and two blue circles illuminated in the air. They spun toward me, faster than I could step aside or raise my spear to block them. They landed on my wrists and burned a brilliant sapphire color before disappearing, leaving behind a stain on my skin that stretched from hand to elbow.

“I will return with guards to arrest you and bring you to trial in the Imperial City. Until then, this marks you as the lawbreaker you are.” I stepped forward with Razortooth, but Nola stopped me.

That will be impossible, she said.

“With the portal network down,” I yelled, “you’ll have a hell of a time bringing reinforcements anywhere near here.”

“Is it down?” he asked. “A temporary setback, to be sure. I’ll share the guest house with the fearless adventurers for now.”

“Not without pledging fealty first,” I said.

“Under imperial decree 908,” he replied, “no one other than the Great Mother shall require fealty of an imperial worker at a temporary post.”

It’s okay, Arden, Nola said. He’s harmless, unless he starts reading those awful law books to me. Boredom attacks are my weakness. A scofflaw’s curse is nothing to be blue about.

Very funny, I said.

I’m serious, she said. Out here, people aren’t as loyal to the empire as Yurip may think.

Yurip turned and left the temple.

Where is Gowes?, I asked.

Floating around the hill with Eranza trailing behind him like a child with a runaway balloon.

Good, I said. I like Gowes and all, but he makes frank discussion a little difficult sometimes. The settlement has gotten crowded, fast, and I don’t like how open we are to outsiders that show up and don’t leave.

We need Vix to repair that door, I continued. Who knows who’s going to wander in here next?

As if on cue, a man stepped through the open doorframe. He was beastkin, with a large flowing mane of blond hair. The upper portion of his face looked human, with carnelian red eyes, but his nose and mouth were like those of a lion, complete with whiskers.

Aside from the dark, sharp nails on his fingers, everything else about him looked human too.

Uh-oh, Nola said.

“Things have changed in the last 62 days, 9 hours, 47 minutes, and 10 seconds,” he said.

“And you are?” I asked.

“Brion,” he said, “Nola’s head priest.”
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“I think you’re mistaken,” I said, stepping toward the lionkin with my spear.

He’s telling the truth, Nola said.

What?!, I asked.

He was my first try, she said. Remember when I told you that the psychic linkup could go wrong? He’s proof.

“I calculated the odds of successfully growing a congregation in this location, and they were low,” Brion said. “There were, however, no better sites upon which to begin a temple, in part because the foundations of a temple building were already present here.

“After searching 100 square parcels of land, I returned with enough food to last 1.7 weeks. Now that there are 73 humans here, a gi-ant queen, and 1 other beastkin, I see this food is insufficient.”

You know your skillmeister menu?, Nola asked.

Yes, I said. I do happen to know that. Why?

He sees numbers like that everywhere, she said.

“Apologies,” Brion said. “I rattled off 81 words without asking who you are.”

Do you speak with him telepathically?, I asked.

No, she said. We didn’t connect. Arden, I feel really bad about frying his brain. Please be nice.

“I’m Arden,” I said. I left it at that. “You’re a lionkin?”

“Accurate,” he said. “You’re a human. Not small for your race, but still two and a half inches shorter than me. Shoe size, 11. Waist, 31 inches. Penis—”

“Stop!” I said. “I get it. You missed your calling as a tailor, but go run your mental tape measure up someone else’s inseam, would you?”

“I do nothing, the numbers simply come to me. A benefit of being a head priest,” he said.

He doesn’t know he’s broken, I asked, does he?

Not in the slightest, she said. Leave me alone with him for a bit, would you? I want to try to fix him.

Is that safe?, I asked.

I appreciate your concern, but whether it’s safe or not, I need to try. I did this to him. I need to make it right. And I need you to go to Landondowns.

And leave you here with Numbers McGee?, I said. No. He’s a few beads short on his abacus. If fixing him goes wrong…

If I keep you here, instead of sending you to save Biddy, I’ll never forgive myself, she said. Landondowns was my home for my entire youth. If Biddy or my mother did something to deactivate the bastion stone, there’s a reason. Recover it if you can, before another god like Kāya does. She’ll use it to fortify a city somewhere. Or she’ll suck the delicious energy from it. Oh, I’ll be so jealous if she gets another big juicy one…

Focus please?, I asked.

Right, Nola said. We need that stone, Arden. While you were unconscious, I tried again to peer into the future. Without a bastion stone of our own, we lose. Our walls will not withstand the final battle.

And I have to go all the way to Landondowns to find one?, I asked. Why are bastion stones so hard to come by?

The Great Mother has kept a very tight grip on energem mines, Nola said, and on any charged energems. No city can install one without imperial approval, and few have received approval to install a bastion stone. She didn’t want any one city, or any one god, to have too much power or invulnerability. We’re lucky we have a mine of our own, or we’d never stand a chance.

In the very least, I need you to save Biddy. I can’t bear the thought of her ending up in a dungeon somewhere. Especially considering all the good she could do here.

Good like what?, I asked.

She bakes a mean sweet roll, Nola said.

I don’t know, I said, as much as I love sweet rolls, I have a lot to do here to make sure Halcyon succeeds. The mine… Carzl… Yurip…

Managing a city is hard work, Nola said, no one ever said it would be easy to balance everything at once.

Maybe once we improve production from the mine we can hire a Mayor, I said. Mayors seem to like the administrative stuff.

You simple, simple boy, Nola said. You have no idea how politics work, do you?

Happily nope, I said.

The administrative stuff will wait for you to return.

And Kāya?, I asked.

I don’t sense her, Nola said. Or her anibombs. We have time, Arden. Use it in Landondowns.

Fine.

“Brion,” I said, “I’ll leave you to catch up with Nola.”

“The silence lasted two minutes and five seconds,” he said. “In another fourteen it would have become rude.”

“Apologies,” I said, walking out of the temple. “Exactly six and a half of them.”
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The second I stepped outside the temple, I was greeted by a crowd of mostly agitated people that all started speaking at once.

“I held them back,” Vix said, “so you’d only have to deal with one visitor at a time in your feeble state.”

“My what?” I asked.

“You know,” she said, “because of your head wound. And all of the whimpering.”

“Whimpering?”

“In your sleep.”

“Thank you for your concern,” I said. “I’m feeling mostly fine now.” Turning to the crowd I yelled, “One at a time!”

“Your culinarian is rationing!” Ess was the first to elbow her way through the crowd, likely because she had so many elbows.

“Okay,” I said, “we’ll start with you. And yes, rationing is in effect for the time being.”

“You promised me food, leader Arden,” she said. “Make good on your promise or I will eat your farmers.”

“Noted,” I said. “Next!”

“Arden, friend,” Carzl said. “I’ve taken one of your residents under my wing, a girl named Jessip. She’s a quick study with items of all types. With her help, I’d like to set up a marketplace here in Halcyon while you have adventurers on premises.”

“Go ahead,” I said. “Your proceeds are your own, untaxed. When I get back, we’ll discuss how you’ll help Halcyon and Nola. That’s the guiding principal of life here. I won’t want your money, but I will want your help.”

“Fixing your spear, perhaps?” he asked.

“That would be nice,” I said, “would it take long?”

He took the spear from me and ran his finger along the bent tip. “Yes,” he said. “Metal takes a lot longer than wood or cloth, but it’s hardly worth the effort.”

“I think you’re mistaken,” I said. “This is adventurer quality Titan steel.”

“Exactly,” he said. “Titan steel is a gimmick. It’s not even real steel. Have you ever stopped to ask yourself, What is a titan? Do you see any titans around here? No. This is an iron spear with a shiny finish. It’s sharp, and the blade is nicely serrated, but its strength is limited by its material.”

“But,” I said, “it’s adventurer quality.”

“Every adventurer starts off with lousy gear and a dream,” Carzl said. “Then they wake up and buy better gear. I suggest you do the same.”

“Thank you, Carzl,” I said. “We’ll talk more when I return.” He bowed and wandered off.

“Next!”

“What are we to do about the farms?” one of the farmers yelled. I knew none of the folks working the land were farmers by trade, but they were good earnest people working hard to make sure we didn’t die of starvation.

“I wish I had answers for you,” I said. “I can see that the ground resists providing for us, but I need you all to keep at it. We have more mouths to feed now than ever. No one is more vital to our success than those that till the land.”

“And the mine?” someone yelled. She held a pickaxe over her shoulder and her face was dark with soot. “Is it worth mining these or should we focus elsewhere?”

She handed me a few tiny energems like the ones Cindra had shown me recently.

“I thought you’d be more concerned with the goblins,” I said.

“They’re harmless,” she replied. “Like rats without the diseases. Greedy little monsters though.”

“There’s no use in mining gold if goblins will just steal it. Keep mining iron and keep the quarry going for Vix. Whatever energems you’ve collected, bring them to the temple. I know they’re small. I’m still hopeful we can find a purpose for them, so don’t give up. The priority right now is iron, then stone, then energems.”

“We need sewers!” a woman yelled.

“We need more wells!” another woman shouted.

“We’re out of wine!”

“Mamba,” I said, “you’re not helping.”

“Sorry, Arden,” she said. “I just wanted to participate. It’s a very lively group.”

The next questioner announced herself simply by clearing her throat.

“Oh, Lily,” I said. “I didn’t expect you to line up.”

“It seems to be the only way to get an audience at the moment,” she said. “I heard you were getting ready to leave. Ambry and I are ready now.”

“Ah,” I said. “I’m leaving for Landondowns now. Our trip to Valleyvale has been delayed.”

“Delayed?” she asked. “By how long?”

“Not long, I hope. Please keep up the good work you’re doing here while I’m gone.”

“So that’s it?” she said. “Keep working, I’m leaving? This is not okay, Arden. Valleyvale is in danger.”

“So is Halcyon,” I said. That sent a ripple of quiet through the crowd. “Nola sees what’s in store for us, and if we don’t improve our defenses, it’s not good. There’s a woman in Landondowns she wants me to bring back, and possibly a bastion stone. That’s the priority.”

Lily stomped off, but I couldn’t chase after her now.

“I think she’s just disappointed,” Vix said, “that she doesn’t get to go on another exciting adventure with us.”

“About that,” I said. “Vix, where I need you most right now is here. Put some of that newfound knowledge from Laranj’s temple to work. Nola deserves better than what we have, and we desperately need to fix that front door. You have free reign to build whatever else you think is necessary around here.”

“Free reign?” she asked. “No idea’s too big?”

“Or too small,” I said.

“Or too big,” she repeated, a smile stretching across her face. “I do want to see the world, but I’m always itching to build.”

“I’ll even skillmeister you first to sweeten the deal,” I said.

“Fine,” she said, “but you were going to do that anyway.”

“Guilty as charged,” I said. For someone covered in the blue curse of an officious lawmonger, it felt like a fitting thing to say.

“I saw earlier that you had a skill coming up, Siege the Day. It—”

“Unlock it, unlock it, unlock it!” She jumped as she chanted, her tail whipping behind her. I placed my hands on her shoulders to steady her and peered into her eyes.

“Done,” I said. “Siege the Day is open. Plus, you can build towers higher now and use steel in construction. We don’t have steel, but now I know we want it.”

Her eyes were wide with excitement. She was like a small human child opening Giftmas presents.

“My only other request is that you keep an eye on Brion,” I said. “Nola thinks she can handle him, but I’m not convinced.”

Because I’m such a lousy judge of character, Nola said.

No, I replied, it’s because I know how badly you want to do the right thing, even if you put yourself in danger to do it.

Takes one to know one, she said.

“I’ll sniff him down,” Vix said.

“Perfect, I think. That just leaves you two,” I said, turning to Mamba and Cindra.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Cindra said.

“Don’t what?” I asked.

“Find some reason to send us both away and head off alone,” she said. “If you go alone, who’s going to keep you warm at night?” She stepped close to me, her eyes darting from my eyes to my lips.

“Are you using Flirt on me?” I asked.

“If that’s what it takes,” she said. “Halcyon will be productive, safe, and efficient while we’re gone. We’re going with you.”

Mamba, perpetually in motion, nodded. She held a snake that slithered across her shoulders and down one outstretched arm to stare at me.

“You’re serious?” I asked. “You’re sure?”

“We’re both,” Cindra said.

I took a deep breath. “Okay. But it’s because I trust you both to be strong and capable, just like I trust Vix. It’s not because you used Flirt on me.”

“Even better,” Cindra said.

I took one last look at the temple. This wasn’t like taking a shopping trip to Valleyvale (that went pretty badly, actually). And it wasn’t like investigating Meadowdale just a short trek from Halcyon (which, incidentally, was also sort of a disaster). This was a trip that might last weeks, through territory I had never seen and to a city besieged by Duul’s cretins.

“Here goes,” I said, my head still stinging from its encounter with Hork’s forehead. “Every journey into the terrifying unknown begins with a severe head wound, right?”

We set out south, but didn’t make it more than a few paces.

“Wait!” a mousy young woman yelled behind us, running down the steps from the hilltop as quickly as her short legs could take her. Her voice was small for someone not quite so far away.

She ran until she was just a few inches from me. “Master Arden? I’d like a moment.”

“It’s Lexa, right?” I asked.

“Oh,” she said, blushing behind small glasses. “You know my name? Of course you do, you know everything that happens here. Sorry. I’m glad I caught you before you left. I wanted to update you on the map situation.”

“Have you made progress?” I asked.

“See for yourself,” she said, handing me a rolled up piece of parchment.

It was a drawing of a handful of buildings on a hill surrounded by a wall. An indented path in the hill led to the entrance of a cave.

“That’s the temple,” I said, “and these are the buildings we’ve completed. It’s a map alright, but I’m not sure I needed a map of Halcyon itself.”

“Watch,” Lexa said, dragging her finger across the parchment. The image of the hill moved across the paper, revealing the trees of the forest to our west. “You can also zoom in.” She touched one of the trees and held her finger there. The longer her finger sat in that one spot, the closer the image became until we were staring at a tree from what seemed to be twenty feet over its tallest branch.

“And out.” She touched the image of a compass rose in the bottom corner of the map. Touching this spot brought the image back to a bird’s eye view, then higher, until the city was a small dot surrounded by trees.

“How did you accomplish this?” I asked.

“I’ve been making maps for a long time,” she said. “I unlocked a few of these skills in Valleyvale, then trained up and paid for skillmeistering. Maps like this are an item adventurers pay good money for, so that made me one of the few people that could afford to pay for upgrades at Gowes’ temple.

“What’s new, however, is the skill you unlocked for me when I moved to Halcyon.”

“Carto-gopher?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Until now, all of my maps were created based on places I had actually been. Carto-gopher lets me make maps of places I send my scouts instead.

“I was worried I had to send actual gophers into the wild and hope they would update the maps as they went. It turns out, scouts don’t have to be gophers. They don’t have to be animals at all. They just have to carry one of these.”

Lexa handed me a small compass. Its needle glowed with blue magic.

“I used my skill to link compasses like these to the map you’re holding. The map should update automatically based on where the compasses travel to.

“If I can make more, we can find the right animal for the task so we don’t have to bother any of the workers.”

“Gi-ants,” I said. “Our newest citizen is a gi-ant queen. I’ll ask if she’ll send her children out on mapmaking errands for us.”

“The compasses degrade the further they get from the map, but that’s the compasses’ only limitation I’ve observed so far. The stronger my skills get, the longer they should last, and I’ll hopefully develop some other skills that will add detail to the map.

“That is, if you think this is even worth pursuing.”

“Yes,” I said, “a million times yes. Lexa, you are amazing.” She pushed her glasses further up the bridge of her nose and smiled.

“Here’s what we’ve mapped out so far,” she said. “This is Meadowdale, just an hour south of the mountains and the Savior’s Sea. Valleyvale is a good day’s walk to the east of that.”

“Right,” I said.

“Now let’s zoom out,” she said. “You can see that it’s all forests, plains, and marshes beyond that. Then the map is blank.”

“Because I haven’t been there yet,” I said.

She corrected me. “It’s because one of these compasses haven’t been there yet. Take this compass with you everywhere you go and the map will keep updating.”

“How many of these compasses are there?” I asked.

“I made three,” she said. “I tied one to a chick-hen as an experiment, which really paid off. Over the last few days it has covered a lot of random terrain. You can just make out which one that is here.” She pointed to a small blue dot on the map that represented that chick-hen’s compass.

“I also gave one to a woodcutter,” she said, “which paid off in a different way. She only covered territory close to Halcyon, but she was very thorough. This dot is her. I’d like to make more compasses, but I need rare metals to make the compass needle and I’m all out.”

“Since you make maps,” I said, “you must have a good handle on geography, even if it’s not pictured here, right?”

“Somewhat,” she said. “Life in Valleyvale wasn’t exactly cosmopolitan, but I learned what I could in the short time I spoke with the man who sponsored me.”

“How far are we from the beastkin lands, the elf lands, and the Imperial City?”

“The short answer is far,” she said.

“And the long answer?” I asked.

“Imagine a clock,” she said. “Meadowdale and Halcyon are near the twelve. The Imperial City is near the center of the clock. That’s about three weeks of travel on foot. The clock’s face is divided into three sections, one for each of the human lands, the beastkin lands, and the elf lands.

“The human lands take up the space roughly from the ten to the two, a full third of the known world. The elves have less space, roughly from the two to the five, but their cities are closer together and built up higher to compensate. They do a lot with the little land they have.

“The beastkin are the opposite. They like their open space. They control the five to the ten, and their cities are sprawling, spaced out, and far apart.

“Everything beyond that,” she continued, “is the wilds. Picture that as falling outside the frame of our little clock. As far as I know, no one has ever charted the wilds, or settled there.”

“What are the major cities in each of the lands?” I asked.

“I don’t really know,” Lexa replied. “I’m better at mountains, deserts, bogs, and things like that. Cities are smaller than geological features, so they’re harder to pin down without going to the city first and Surveying the land. I could do that though, if you think it’s worthwhile.”

“No,” I said, “stay here. It’s too dangerous to go on Surveying missions. I’d like you to make more of these maps. Can you connect them all to the same compasses as mine?”

“I can,” she said. “I’ll get started on that now.”

“Thank you, Lexa,” I said. “It may seem like a simple thing to you, since mapmaking is your skillset, but being able to cross the terrain beyond our borders without getting hopelessly lost is indispensable. You’re as key to our survival as the people who feed us and fend off invaders in combat.”

“I’m glad you think so,” she said. “There is just one problem with the map that I haven’t been able to fix yet. When you go inside, the whole view changes and shows you the inside of the building you’re in. If you want to check the world map, you have to step outside, rather than stand in the temple, or an office, or any place like that.”

“I’m sure I’ll make due,” I said. “It’s a small price to pay for something this impressive. Thank you.”

She ran back toward the temple as Mamba, Cindra, and I set off.

After spending the morning focused on Halcyon’s problems, it was a relief that Lexa had made progress on a tool that would help us with the task ahead. Even when I wasn’t managing Halcyon’s specialists closely, I could trust them to work hard behind the scenes.

I was back in a good mood, and it wasn’t even Gowes’ fault.
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“So much wonderful exercise we’re getting,” Mamba said, a few hours into our never-ending walk toward Landondowns.

“Yes,” I said, “wonderful.” I was mildly out of breath. I had meant to pick up running to increase my endurance on these long trips, but things had gotten too busy. Plus, I tried to make time for the girls amidst my other temple duties. That seemed like endurance training enough.

The cramp in my left butt cheek said otherwise. It said, “Arden, if you aren’t going to value your butt, neither am I. And I am your butt.”

Point taken. Adding points to Strength might improve my ability to lift heavy things and attack well in battle, but it was no substitute for hard work. If I wanted legs that could go the distance, I’d have to make time to train. Later.

“I greatly overestimated how exciting a journey through the woods would be,” I said, eyeing the odd, crooked shadows that stretched from the bases of the trees. “If it weren’t for the little blue dot that shows us moving on this map, I’d think we hadn’t made any progress. Nothing seems to change, it’s just tree after tree after tree.”

“I don’t mind it at all,” Mamba said. “I love the forest. The smell of the sun, the crunch of the clouds through the leaves. It’s home to me.”

“Is that why you were living in the woods when we first met you?” I asked.

“All I wanted there was to find myself lost,” she said, stopping at the edge of a tree’s thick shadow and hopping over it. I took a long step past the shadow myself, wondering why Mamba was so keen on avoiding it. “Every young gypsy is sent out for a time, though most return quickly enough. Not me. I had nothing to return that they’d want, and nothing to want for a return.”

“So you would just wander the woods, homeless forever?” I asked.

“Not all who are lost wander,” she said. “And now I have a home, with a head priest no less. It’s ironic.”

“Mamba, sweetie,” Cindra said, “do you know what makes something ironic?”

“Yes,” she said.

My eyes returned to the map as we walked, so I let Mamba’s lack of explanation slide. This map was a marvel. If Lexa really could create more maps hooked up to the same compasses, we could create a commercial empire just selling these to adventurers, pre-loaded with all the cartographic data we had collected up to this point.

We could call it a geographic projection sheet. GPS for short. We could even send adventurers out on mapquests to keep the information updated!

Mamba kept jumping over shadows, and Cindra played along like a good sport, but I had more important things to think about than playing hopscotch with the forest. Things that were a matter of life and death, a matter of the balance of the universe. I was getting hungry.

I was too distracted to notice who was oohing as we kept walking.

“Mamba?” I asked. “Was that you?”

“No,” she said, “this is me. I can’t be this and that. At least, not without an awful lot of effort.”

Oooooh.

“I meant that sound,” I said. “Cindra?”

“I heard it too,” she replied, “but I don’t know where it came from.”

Ooooooooooh.

“Oh no,” Mamba said. “The darkwind is awake. That’s too bad. I thought we avoided stepping on the shadows.”

The shadows that stretched from the bases of the trees started to move on their own, gliding across the ground in front of us. I brought up Razortooth, though I wasn’t sure how effective a bent spearhead would be against roving shadows.

“Mamba,” Cindra said, “you seem to know something.”

“I know a lot of things,” Mamba said.

“Such as?” I asked.

“Such as, never step on a shadow’s face unless you want the darkness to swallow you whole,” she said.

“Is that why you were jumping over these shadows?” I asked.

“I thought you knew,” she said. “You were jumping over the shadows too!”

“Yes,” Cindra said, “but we didn’t know why. You should try communicating what’s going on in that pretty head. You’re a smart girl, Mamba. You know things we don’t.”

The shadows swirled ahead of us, behind us, and on every side. They howled in low sounds that gradually rose in pitch.

“When they swallow people whole,” I asked, “then what?”

“I’ve heard the word netherworld used,” Mamba said, “but I’m not sure I have a full appreciation for what that means.”

“Let’s not learn,” Cindra said. She raised her bow and aimed an arrow at one of the shadowy forms that sped past her. It sailed through the shade’s body and landed in the dirt a hundred feet away.

Mamba reached her hands out and summoned a handful of snakes. The animals emerged from the dirt and writhed in a heap on top of themselves as they prepared their attack. Each snake coiled up tight, then launched at the darkness that encroached on us.

No matter how hard I sliced at the shadows, or how many times I activated Piercing Blow, I did no damage. I didn’t even slow their constant swirling. The snakes all launched at the nothingness without making any contact with these strange monsters.

“How do we fight this?” I asked.

“The darkwind is a foe of fire,” Mamba said, “but none of my snakies can burn.”

“Fire is something we don’t have,” I said. “There’s got to be something else.”

“I could ask Larry for help,” Mamba said, shouting over the rising volume of the wind.

“What does Larry do?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I invited him to the mine, but he refused to attend. Maybe he doesn’t like small places.”

“Do it,” I said. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

The ground shook violently as Mamba pointed her arms out side to side. With her hips gyrating in quick, sharp motions and her arms waving outward, a chasm split open the earth. Cindra and I backed away from it, moving closer to Mamba and allowing Larry to burst through the ground.

“Isn’t he beautiful?” Mamba exclaimed as an enormous creature erupted from below. “He’s a bonersnake!”

The snake’s head was a huge skull, connected to a spine that never seemed to end. Tightly packed rib bones curled from that spine in smaller and smaller rings until the snake’s tail came to a narrow point.

“Will he chase the shadows away?” I asked. Larry had shot straight into the air, but once his body was completely free of the earth, he pivoted and aimed his skull back downward.

“He’s not interested in fighting,” Mamba said. “Larry! The darkwind is closing in.”

The bonersnake’s jaw opened impossibly wide as he crashed down toward us. It wasn’t the darkwind that we had to worry about swallowing us whole. It was Larry. He snapped his jaw shut, scooping us up in his bony mouth, while the rest of his body landed flat on the ground behind him.

I grabbed onto a rib bone to avoid falling through the skeleton’s body, and grabbed Cindra’s wrist with my other hand. She scrambled to find a rib bone of her own to cling to. Mamba, however, climbed across those ribs like stepping stones on her way back toward the snake’s skull.

As darkwind shadows continued to swirl around us, one reached out with a long tendril of blackness. It curled around my ankle first, then began to climb up my leg. My skin turned to ice wherever that dark monster touched me.

“Mamba,” I said, “we need to get out of here.”

“He knows,” she said. “That’s why he’s here. Hold on!”

Mamba perched inside the snake’s jaw like a captain on the bow of a ship. Cindra and I held on for our lives as the skeletal snake sped through the forest and away from the evil shadows. The one that held me in its grip was forced to let go as we wound through the trees.

Branches snapped against Larry’s skull as he carved a winding path for us across the forest floor. I had to shield my face from the wind as it whipped against my cheeks. Minute after minute we overtook one parcel of land after another in our wild frenzy through the woods.

The forest became a blur until at last we had broken free from the trees. We bounded across a grassy clearing at a speed that declined to a gradual stop. Larry crept to the center of the clearing, then lay his head on the grass.

“Mamba,” I said, climbing down from Larry’s ribs. “I can’t even right now. I can’t even.”

“Can’t even what?” she asked.

“Words,” I said. “No words, have I, for that.”

“You don’t like Larry,” Mamba said. “He’s sorry he had to stop, he just got tired.”

“I think we’re all grateful for Larry’s bold effort,” Cindra said. “Truly. We’re just a little wind-battered is all.” She slid her hands up her torso, reshaping her breasts into perfect spheres before smoothing her stomach flat again.

I got to my feet and spun around, taking in the enormity of the grass clearing we had stopped in.

“We covered a lot of ground,” Mamba said. “We made it to Barren Moon.”

Cindra and I stared at her for a moment. “Oh, right,” she said. “I should explain things sometimes.

“This is a place of legend,” she continued. “Legend has it, the elves created two ancient weapons that represent their two branches of magic: light and shadow, holy and unholy, dawn and dusk, purity and taint—”

“There’s taint magic?” I asked.

“Yes,” Mamba said, “though few venture that far. It lies in the space between.”

“What do these weapons of legend do?” Cindra asked.

“They test the soul,” Mamba said. “If they find their match, they draw power from the person who holds it and provide power in return.”

“And if they don’t find their match?” I asked.

“The legend doesn’t say,” she replied. “It’s all just talk though, a story that blew across time and nestled in the hearts of the hopeful. The story says that the weapons were placed atop the tallest tower in the world, but the ground opened up and swallowed the building whole.”

“She must have been sure the weapons would fall into the wrong hands,” Cindra said. “I can’t imagine what it would take to drive a building into the earth.”

“She?” I asked.

“The woman who sent that tower into the heart of the world to keep Duul from getting the Sword of War,” she said.

“Mamba didn’t say anything like that,” I said.

“Odd,” Cindra said. “Something deep inside my imagination took over.”

“No one knows where that tower stood,” Mamba said, “but we always believed it was here. My people have lived in the forests forever, traveling in groups large and small. Once a year, we come together here for a feast and a celebration. I miss those days.”

“Do those celebrations attract shades from the forest?” I asked. “Seems like a dangerous place for a festival.”

“The darkwind is one reason we think the elves built the tower here,” she replied. “The darkwind is especially drawn to elves and elfish magic. We’re far from the elf lands though, so they must have built it a very long time ago. If it happened.”

“And the tower must have been enormous,” I said. “This clearing would take an hour just to cross on foot. No wonder you were so tired, Larry.” I put a hand against the snake’s ribs. I was going to pet it when I realized, maybe one doesn’t pet a skeletal snake. It was one of the many things about which I knew nothing.

“We outran the darkwind,” Cindra said, “but we didn’t lose it. Look.”

Long tendrils of shadow arced across the ground toward us. They overflowed from the forest, pooling together in one pulsating ball of shadow that sped toward us across the grass.

“Larry,” Mamba said, “we have to keep going.”

The giant snake shook its head and nuzzled its jaw against the ground.

“He said he can’t,” Mamba said. “This is as far as he can take us.” A rift in the earth opened for Larry to escape into, and when it sealed the ground was back to normal.

“So perhaps,” I said, “we run.”

The three of us bolted toward the opposite side of the grassy glade. That way just lay more trees, and potentially another sleeping darkwind waiting for distracted travelers to step on its dark surface and announce the presence of a soul it could whisk away to some netherworld.

It seemed as if we were surrounded and trapped, but at least Larry had given us a head start.

My legs ached with effort, but the trees ahead were getting closer. Mamba and Cindra trailed close behind me, with the shadows only gaining a little ground each moment. It couldn’t have endless energy for this chase. There had to be a way out.

My pace slowed as I continued to run, my legs heavy from lack of power. Mamba and Cindra started to fall further behind, and when one of them yelled out, I turned back to face the monster that chased us.

It had Cindra by the arms, holding her tight in airborne wisps of dark energy. I ran toward her and sliced Razortooth through the magic that held her in place. My spear sailed through the fiend without harming it. Then it raised its dark arms toward me.

First my legs, then my hands, then every inch of my body was swallowed by the darkness. I couldn’t see Cindra now, or Mamba. I only heard a faint, low sound like wind rocketing through an abandoned house.

Icy tendrils of shadow crept inside my ears. They slipped inside my mouth and down my throat. Every inch of my being felt cold, small, and shriveled. It was full-body shrinkage.

Then there was heat. The creature hissed and recoiled, dropping me to the ground. When light hit my eyes again, I saw a shadow on fire, thrashing in every direction. It slammed its body against the earth, but the fire raged on.

Mamba, Cindra, and I scrambled to our feet. Standing at the edge of the forest were five men, all in brightly colored clothing. They held bows, and hatchets, and other weapons all alit with flame. As they shot and threw their weapons, the darkwind beast erupted in a brilliant blaze. Its size diminished as the fire broke down the energy that held it together. With a last puff of black smoke, the creature was gone.

“That was a big one,” the largest of the men said, walking toward us.

I stumbled toward him, panting. “You saved us,” I said. “Thank you.”

The five men began to laugh. The one in the lead stepped toward me before speaking. “The lamb thanks the wolf!”

Then someone pulled a bag over my head and held my arms behind my back.
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“Let go of me!” I yelled.

Someone tore my spear from my hands. I felt cold metal clamp around my wrists, but I didn’t hear them click shut. I didn’t hear Mamba or Cindra protest, and I didn’t hear the sound of boots shuffling across the ground even though whoever had just kidnapped us pushed me forward toward the trees.

With this bag over my head, I heard nothing of the outside world and I suspected the outside world heard nothing from me. It must be enchanted, a tool of a devious trade meant to prevent hostages from speaking to each other, or begging outsiders for help.

It was a long walk through the forest before we finally stopped and our captors shoved me up a few steps. They pulled the bag off my head and kicked me to the wooden floor of a small room with iron bars for walls. When I turned back, I saw them lock me inside.

“You won’t get away with this!” I yelled. It was an empty threat. What could I do? Skillmeistering would only make them stronger, and Razortooth was gone.

A dozen paces away stood a structure that looked like mine. It was a prison cell, but beneath it were wheels. A hitch at the edge of one wall suggested that these cells could be linked up and pulled in tandem, like some kind of evil caravan.

Inside that cell was a glistening black cretin, its polished metallic skin coming to spikes and horns at its joints. Its eyeless face had a gaping mouth full of jagged teeth, and it wasn’t shy about showing them off. It snarled at me as it bashed in vain against the metal bars.

Who were these people that they had a cretin captive?

“Cindra!” I yelled. “Mamba!”

The large man, who I had first spotted in the clearing, came toward my outdoor cell as he spoke. “Loonlark’s work is done for the night.”

“Who are you?” I asked. “What do you want with us?”

“Gorinor,” the man said, bowing in a way that was both dramatic and sarcastic. “I lead this merry band of gypsies. Loonlark is one of ours. She did well, luring you here.”

“No,” I said, “Mamba wouldn’t mislead me. She’s a sweet, loyal person.”

“Or she’s a snake in disguise,” Gorinor said. “Do you know what it’s like, being a gypsy?”

“I know your kind have treated her like a second rate citizen,” I said, “though I’m sure you’ll tell me it was all lies.”

“No,” the man said, “that was true. Loonlark is a half-breed, we didn’t know what to expect from her. Her father was an elf that was just passing through. Her life-mother, always a bit loose with the lovin’, lured him into our camp. We thought she would swindle him out of some enchanted items and send him on his way. Instead…

“Can you imagine an adult woman, screwing an elf? Maybe she didn’t even know she was getting poked by the tiny little pecker. Either way, we ended up with Mamba.”

“You keep calling her Loonlark,” I said.

“A nickname,” he replied. “Never made any sense, that girl. Half-breeds don’t get to choose what they end up with from each side. One side provides height, another skin tone. One is temperament, the other is fortitude. We figured both sides forgot to give the poor girl a brain.”

“She’s smarter than you give her credit for,” I said.

“No,” he said. “You just want to feel better about being tricked by a dimwitted half-breed. There’s no shame in it. She’s a shapely one. Tell me, you slippin’ her the snake?”

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“She’s a snake charmer,” he said. “She must have charmed yours by now, if she’s anything like her mother. She did well though. I never thought she had it in her to bring us a head priest to play with.”

“What do you hope to gain through this?” I asked.

“The life of a gypsy,” the man said, “is two things. Scrounging, and stealing. Of those two, only stealing is any fun. If there’s one thing we’ve learned, it’s that head priests have all the money around here. All that skillmeistering, the coin brought in through paying homage and sponsors paying for skill transfers. We could rob a weapons store, but those men know how to fight. We could rob a mayor, but they have body guards. Head priests? Casual as they come, as if no one would dare take their holy coins from them.

“We dare,” he continued. “Because only by daring can we survive. It’s our little screw you to the empire that made it so.”

“You’re wrong,” I said. “I’m not rich. Nola’s temple has no coin, but we do have people, and resources. You don’t have to live alone out here. There’s another way.”

“Gypsies will not stuff ourselves inside your cramped little cities. This,” he said, gesturing to the trees here and beyond, “this is our city. All the world is our front yard, save the tiny patches walled off by your stones and steel. The empire thinks it’s keeping us out of its delicate civilization. It’s us who are keeping you in.”

“I have no love for the empire either,” I said.

“Careful, Father,” he said. “Your lies will get you cursed.”

“I’m already cursed!” I said. “I’m a scofflaw, marked for trial after violating the empire’s decrees. I’m not the enemy.”

“I respect that,” the man said. “Under other circumstances, we could have let each other be. But it doesn’t matter whether you’re my enemy or not. You’re my meal ticket. Where head priests walk, money flows.”

He gestured toward the wooden prison cart I was trapped within. “We’ve captured many creatures for trade before, and not just leopards or bears. Far beyond the stifling cities, in the wild lands where animals haven’t lost their magic, there are massive beasts that put up impressive fights.

“Their hides make fine armor, their blood mixes into the boldest potions,” he continued. “And yet, none has ever yielded as much profit as a head priest has.

“Sleep well,” he said. “In the morning we’ll decide whether to hold you for a large ransom now, or have our psycholowitch convince you to let us into the temple’s treasury ourselves.”

The cretin in the next cell over continued to snarl at me. “What ransom are you holding him for?” I yelled after the gypsy man as he walked toward the cart containing the vile beast.

“He’s not for ransom,” the man said, wheeling the creature toward me. “He’s for insurance. Sleep well now.”














+22







As the monster’s cell got closer to mine, an evil smile split across the cretin’s face. It thrashed against the metal bars and pumped black magic from its fists.

An anger all too familiar washed over me. I resisted, better than I had against the last cretins I had fought thanks to my improved attributes. Still, the constant assault of that dark curse turned my blood hot.

If these gypsies thought a night full of cretin-torture would whittle me down and make me easier to manipulate, they had another thing coming.

A faint growl formed in my throat against my will, but I ignored it. I opened my skillmeister window. I was tempted to improve every attribute on the list without thinking, but I didn’t want to waste my XP. I had absorbed a lot from Kāya’s evolution, and I needed to invest intelligently.

The cretin’s curse was a magic attack, nothing more and nothing less. Then it clicked. That’s why Cahn had said a man of his resolve had nothing to fear from the anibomb that teleported us in random directions. He meant Resolve — with a capital R.

That’s what I needed to focus on first. When I opened my menu, I was blown away by how many XP I had really absorbed from Kāya. It was enough to boost my Resolve, open my newest spear skill, master my oldest one, and save a nice bank of points for later.




Δ





Skillmeister View of:

Arden Hochbright




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

11 Constitution / 275 XP to Next / 11 –> 12 / Total XP Cost: 275

-

12 Vivacity / 300 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

16 Strength + 6 Bonus / 400 XP to Next / 16 –> 20 / Total XP Cost: 1,750

-

11 Hardiness + 4 Bonus / 275 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

12 Focus / 300 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

14 Resolve + 3 Bonus / 350 XP to Next / 14 –> 20 / Total XP Cost: 2,475

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 4,500







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 958/1100 –> 1058/1200

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 120/180

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 220-268 –> 260-317

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 81-114

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 120-146

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 92-129 –> 124-175







Skills For Weapon Class: Polearm

-

Piercing Blow 4. Damage multiplier of 2.6. [30 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 11].




Improve to Piercing Blow 5 to master Piercing Blow. Damage multiplier increases to 5.0. [35 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 20] [625 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 4 –> 5

Cost Subtotal: 625

-

Spear Cannon 2. When HP is at or below 10%, shoot a beam of light from your spear to damage enemy attackers, with a Strength multiplier of 3.4. [24 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 10, Hardiness 10].




Improve to Spear Cannon 3 to increase HP threshold to 15% and Strength multiplier to 3.8. [26 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 12, Hardiness 12] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Call to Arms 1. Call your spear to your open arms from distances up to 10 feet away. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 12, Focus 6] [125 XP to unlock].




Improve to Call to Arms 2 to increase range to 15 feet. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 14, Focus 7] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125

-

TOTAL POLEARM SKILL XP COST: 750







Skills For Special Class: Skillmeister [expand]




Summary

-

Available XP: 11,344

Cost of Intended Changes: 5,250

Precision Training Discount (5%): 263

Total Adjusted Cost: 4,987

Total Projected Remaining: 6,357







Confirm?: Yes / No






∇




The effects of the cretin’s magic released their hold on me the moment I confirmed the changes. Then I activated Call to Arms. Razortooth made no appearance, which meant my weapon was still too far away. I considered boosting Call to Arms, but decided it was too much of a longshot. If my weapon weren’t within range, it would be a waste of XP to improve that skill now.

“Mamba!” I yelled. “Cindra!” I heard nothing in response.

I pushed myself to the edge of the wooden cart that held me, pressing my back against the metal bars. My head rested between two cold iron rods and I closed my eyes. The cretin continued to snarl and bash against his small jail as I tried to let myself sleep. The morning would bring new challenges, and I’d need whatever rest I could get.

The sound of something rustling nearby jolted me from the twitchy half-sleep I had fallen into. I lurched forward and saw something lurking in the shadows. It started moving toward me. I thought it was the darkwind again, when a long red tongue slithered out of a serpentine mouth.

A woman with rich red skin and dark hair crept toward my prison cell with her finger pressed against her lips. She petted the snake on the head, then let the creature burrow into the grass and disappear.

Mamba stood and reached for the lock to my cell, keys in her hand. She wasn’t dancing now, not even gently rocking her hips from side to side. She was serious.

She pulled open the cart’s door slowly and quietly. She climbed inside with me, then crouched behind me and slipped a key into the cuffs that held my hands together. Her hair fell over my shoulder while she worked.

When the shackles released, my arms were stiff.

“I’m so sorry,” Mamba whispered gently. “I never meant to come back here, I—”

“I never believed him,” I said.

“I couldn’t speak up before,” she said. “I had to let them take you or they would have known I gave up working for their acceptance many storms ago. They’re asleep now though.”

I climbed out of the prison cell, down the wooden steps, and around the back of the wheeled cart that supported the prison’s bars.

Mamba reached down and ran her fingers through the grass. Three snakes emerged, all traveling in different directions. After a full minute, she followed the trail one had taken.

A small fire lay that way, with two gypsy men in the grass sleeping off last night’s drink. Both had overturned ceramic bottles next to them, likely some kind of moonshine or hooch. Cindra knelt at their feet, tying their shoelaces together. A locked jail cell sat a few yards away.

Surrounding the fire were other carts, some filled with supplies and covered with tarps. Others were sided with wooden planks and windows that were drawn closed. I had to assume more gypsies slept inside.

The sound of a snarling howl pierced the night. The cretin may not have the power to curse me, but it could still make my life hell.

The two drunken gypsies by the fire roused and tried to get to their feet, but they fell quickly thanks to the work Cindra had done on their shoes. As they yelled, matches lit candles inside the nearby sleeper carts, sending a faint flickering light through their shuttered windows.

Wooden doors burst open and armed gypsies poured out. There was no use sneaking around anymore.

I raised my hand in the air and used Call to Arms. This time, Razortooth lifted from the grass by the fire and flew toward my open palm. Cindra rushed toward her bow and quiver, leaning against a tree trunk near the fire.

“Mamba,” I asked, “what’s our escape route?” Cindra was already sliding her quiver strap across her chest and drawing an arrow.

“Deeper into the forest,” she said.

Of course. Was it too much to hope for that maybe there was a beanstalk into the clouds, or a summoner nearby that could birdcall a giant beast that might whisk us away to safety?

“Cindra,” I said, “have you tried Heartstringer yet?”

“I’m trying it now,” she said.

“Perfect,” I replied. With a 4% chance of turning these gypsies against themselves, it would only take so many arrows before she had a lucky one.

“Arden,” Mamba said, raising her fists before her and preparing to fend off the two drunken men that had finally pulled off their boots.

“I know, Mamba,” I said. “You’re not a melee fighter. Just stick to your snakes.”

“That’s not it,” she said. Her leg flew high in the air, kicking one man under the chin with the side of her foot. She used her momentum to spin herself around, whipping her other leg out and kicking a second man in a matter of seconds.

“I was going to say,” she paused to reach for the first man’s head as he tried to get to his feet, grabbed him by the hair and slammed his face against her bare knee. “Just please don’t kill them. That’s all.”

“Oh,” I said. “Right.” I swung the pole-end of Razortooth at the head of an oncoming gypsy. My weapon vibrated all the way up the handle from the impact. The man seemed to keep vibrating as he collapsed against the floor.

Men came at us from every direction now. It was all men. Either gypsies didn’t think much of their women’s fighting abilities, or the women had opted to steer clear of Gorinor. Judging from how well Mamba handled her attackers, I guessed it was the latter.

Cindra’s arrows sailed through the air, sticking in arms and chests and necks. I slapped the flat end of Razortooth’s bent blade into one man’s stomach. With the wind knocked out of him, he fell down gasping.

The sound of tiny cymbals chimed behind me as a rocky spike erupted from the ground by my feet. I jumped back and looked over my shoulder. Gorinor stood there, still dressed in the same gaudy flowing shirt and pants he wore earlier. He held a tambourine by his hip.

“Stand aside, Gorinor,” I said.

“You’ll ruin her,” he said. “She’s a simple girl, but betrayal results in exile. She’ll have no people, never see her family again. She’ll cease to be a gypsy.”

“You can’t take that from her,” I said. “No one can. She’s a good honest person and a gypsy. From what I’ve seen she’s the only one here that can say that.”

Gorinor clapped a hand against his tambourine and another spike of rock erupted from the ground under my feet. I hit the ground hard.

“In a world where the rules are stacked against you,” he said, “breaking them is the only honest trade.”

“You’re breaking the wrong rules,” I said, staring up at him. He raised his musical weapon and I had to act fast. When I activated Piercing Blow, my spear shone with a white light that lit up the forest. My arms thrust the weapon forward at lightning speed, sinking its serrated edge into Gorinor’s shoulder and slicing through his skin. A throaty roar erupted from him. I was shocked at how effective the skill was now that I had “mastered” it. I was glad I had only intended to graze him.

Gorinor, however, was anything but glad. He lifted his tambourine with his good arm. I jumped to my feet and thrust toward his weapon, hoping to tear the animal hide that stretched across the tambourine’s frame. He whipped it out of reach, holding it overhead. He started shaking it, crashing the small chimes together. The ground rumbled as he played the instrument faster.

“You’ve been to your share of skillmeisters,” I said. “How many of them did you pay and how many did you simply kidnap?”

A rocky spike erupted from the ground as I thrust with Razortooth again. My spear crashed into the freshly formed stone, smashing it to bits. The spearhead bent further though.

“You’re awfully self-righteous for a scofflaw,” he said. “If you had only been willing we could have negotiated a mutually beneficial arrangement. Knowing you three can fight changes a few things.”

I whipped my spear’s handle toward his ribs, but he grabbed the weapon and changed its course. “I assume now you wished you hadn’t messed with us,” I said.

“Now,” he said, raising two stone spikes at once that sandwiched me between them. “I wish we had hired you to find our women.”

I squeezed through the rocks as he charged at me, shoulder first. I stabbed forward with Razortooth, catching his belt with the bent blade. I tore through it and ripped a gash in his pants that exposed his bare ass and sent him off-kilter.

“What does that mean?” I asked. He pulled his pants back up, but they wouldn’t stay. He continued running at me anyway. “Where are the women?”

I was about to swing my spear again when an arrow landed in his neck. His eyes glowed green, then he let go of his pants and walked toward one of the other gypsy men. His pants slowly fell to his ankles as he walked.

“Great job, Cindra!” I yelled.

Mamba’s sandals were covered with blood, but it wasn’t hers. She was a wild fighter, kicking enemies as quickly as they approached her. She dodged oncoming attacks with ease, contorting her body in poses that would bend ordinary people in two. Her limber muscles, toned from a lifetime of belly dancing, had made her a lightning-fast fighting machine. Heaps of moaning, injured gypsies lay on the ground between Mamba and Cindra.

With the only remaining foe facing off against an enchanted Gorinor, now was our chance to make a run for it. I nodded at Cindra and Mamba, then we ran south, deeper into the trees and one step closer to arriving in Landondowns.

When I was sure we had put enough distance between us and the gypsy camp, I slowed down.

“Cindra,” I said, pausing to catch my breath. “Did they hurt you? Did they touch you at all?”

“No,” she said. “Though they did ask if these were real.” She cupped her breasts from beneath. “How does a slime gal answer that question? Well, what I said was, ‘see for yourself.’ One man reached toward me but the second stopped him. He realized I was trying to Flirt my way out of this situation, and he pulled the bag back over my head.

“I waited a long time until I suspected they were asleep, then I squeezed my hands right out of those silly cuffs and slipped through the prison bars. Whose idea was it to handcuff someone made of slime?”

“You never miss a beat,” I said. “I’m glad we got out of there when we did. They have a cretin captive, and I’m not really sure what they plan to do with it. Meanwhile, Mamba, I had no idea your people were so lawless.”

“They have law,” she replied, “it’s just different from everyone else’s. Gorinor and his men were never well-liked, but they did always return from their ‘hunting’ trips with cash in hand. My mommas needed the money to feed and clothe us kids, so no one ever talked about where it all came from.

“I had my suspicions though,” she said. “When they told me to come back with a head priest or never, I knew. I’d never see my mommas again.”

“You had two mothers?” I asked. I strained to bend Razortooth’s blade back into place as we walked, leaving a crease along the metal.

“Three,” Mamba said. “We all did. Gypsy parents don’t raise their own kids, unless they’re one of the few mommas in the group. They’re the women best suited to raising the children. Everyone else goes back to hunting, dancing, or reading fortunes. Whatever else they do for work and pleasure.”

“Did you know which gypsy gave birth to you?” I asked.

“No one tells the children who their life-mother is,” she said, “but there was one woman the winds kept blowing me toward. Sorry, I should stop talking about winds. It’s what got me sent away from home in the first place.”

“I don’t mind it,” Cindra said, “but why are you always on about the wind?”

“I think it’s an elf thing,” she said. “Elves are attuned to the elements. The wind is the only one that ever made sense to me though. I’m just a half-breed, so I don’t have the same senses as a pure elf. Gorinor and the rest said it made me a flighty bird, like the loon and the lark. Hence the cruel nickname.”

“Gorinor is a jerk,” I said, “and so are the rest of them. You talk about the wind all you want. I just don’t want to hear this ‘half-breed’ word anymore, or talk of pure elves. You’re pure Mamba, and that’s all anyone needs to know.”

“Thanks, Arden,” she said. “I’m worried by what Gorinor said about the gypsy women. If the mommas are missing…”

“Then we’ll find them when this is through,” I said. “That’s all there is to it.”

I patted my pockets for a moment, and I was glad to see that all my things were still there. I pulled out the map, careful not to uncork the potion I had gotten from Rinka’s shop in Meadowdale. I also still had that weird signet in my pocket from Cahn’s office, and a few very tiny energems.

“We’re heading due south,” I said, comparing the map to the compass Lexa had given me. “It looks like forest all around.” As I watched it, something odd happened. Our direction turned east all of a sudden, and our position on the map changed. We were in a new spot now, one with uncharted map all around it.

I rubbed my eyes. The sun was just starting to rise, which meant my low quality sleep the night before was all I’d get. My tired mind must be playing tricks on me. Unless…

“I think the map Lexa gave me is broken,” I said. “Or it just needs to recalculate our position.” I waited. “No, it’s no good. Our location keeps jumping around and our direction changes randomly.”

“I did have a strange feeling,” Cindra said, “like the sun had moved.”

“Not the sun,” Mamba said, “the trees. We must have wandered into the Wall-o’-Woods.”

“How do we get through it?” Cindra asked.

“We’d have to ask someone that made it through,” Mamba said.

“Like who?” I asked.

“Like no one,” she said. “The Wall-o’-Woods is where we send banished gypsies. From here, no one’s ever seen again.”
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An impenetrable wall of woods, I thought. How come I can pronounce impenetrable, and not impregnaral… impreganal… impregatarian… Screw it.

We continued to reorient ourselves south as the morning sun rose higher in the sky. Mamba’s description of this place as a “wall” was spot-on. No matter how many times we reappeared somewhere new, or how many times our direction changed, we stayed within the same band of trees on the map.

“If no one ever leaves,” I said, “and there’s nothing to eat lying around here, shouldn’t there be dead bodies? Or at least skeletons?”

“Maybe the forest absorbs them,” Mamba said. “This place is gusty with strange magic.”

“Can we take a break?” I asked. “We’ve been trying the same thing over and over again and getting nowhere. Not to mention, we haven’t eaten since we left Halcyon. I didn’t want to take provisions when there were so few left to begin with, then the gypsies didn’t feed us, and now I’ve missed breakfast entirely. I just need a minute.”

“I’ll see if I can catch the wind while we wait,” Mamba said. She started to dance in place, bending her whole body forward to graze her palms against the ground, then tracing her body with her hands, up her ankles, her thighs, her ribs. It was mesmerizing.

“I enjoy eating as much as the next gal,” Cindra said, drawing my attention back to the moment, “but I don’t need to. I don’t run on food like you do. If there were anything here to hunt though I would do what I could.”

“No,” I said, “there’s nothing for me here. If you don’t eat, can I ask what sustains you?”

“I expect Mercifer took care of that,” she said. “I only spent a few days with the elf that conjured me, before he sealed me up in the cave we now mine for resources. He kept casting spells over me that I didn’t understand. Each new wave of magic filled me with a blissful energy. That magic must fuel my body as we speak.”

“I’m glad you’re not hungry like I am,” I said. “It’s very distracting.”

Okay, stomach, I said in my most stringent inner voice. You can growl all you want, but you’re not the boss of me. There are body parts much larger and louder than you!

I got to my feet and walked toward Mamba. “How’s the wind?”

“Scattered,” she said. “Like I’d need to listen in a dozen different directions at once. Maybe my snakies could help.”

She reached out her arms to draw snakes from the earth, but nothing happened. Her eyes grew wide. “What kind of a forest doesn’t like snakes?”

“Maybe your snakes don’t like this forest,” I said. “If I had the chance to go back in time, I’d steer clear of it myself.”

“No,” Mamba said, “my snakes know when they’re not welcome. My welcome isn’t strong enough to overcome the unwelcome this place breathes.”

I sat back down and took the map out of my pocket. One of the small energems from the mine got caught on the parchment and rolled across the ground.

“Say,” I asked, “have either of you ever tried to charge an energem yourself? Lily and Ambry said their mother filled the electric energem we have now with her own action points.”

“I never did,” Cindra said. She sat on the ground next to me, pressing her body against my side and taking the energem from my hand. I took another one from my pocket as we sat there.

I focused my mind on the small rock. It looked like a tiny diamond, but it held so much more potential than a normal gem. I strained with effort without knowing what that effort was for. I didn’t feel like my AP were leaving me, and the gem didn’t feel like it was warming with new energy.

Cindra seemed to do the same thing I did, narrowing her eyes and clenching her jaw. Then she placed the gem between her breasts and let it sink inside her green gelatinous body.

“That can’t be it,” I said. “No one else can fill an energem that way, Cindra. You’re one of a kind.”

“And maybe that’s the key to it,” she said. “If there’s a mental trick, it won’t be the same for everyone, now will it?” She shimmied her body for a bit, then gave up. “Still nothing.”

“Hold onto it,” I said. “Maybe we’ll figure this out yet.”

“I caught it!” Mamba yelled.

“The wind?” I asked. “You make it sound like it’s contagious.”

She started to wander away from us, caught in some kind of trance. Cindra and I got to our feet to follow after her, otherwise we might have lost her in the Wall-o’-Woods forever. Her path sometimes doubled back the way we came, sometimes looped around trees and rocks. One time she climbed up a few branches as the wind lured her in a direction best described as pure nonsense.

If there were anyone I trusted with nonsense, it was Mamba.

Our position on the map also changed. No longer were we trapped in a single bar of old trees, popping up in random spots as we walked in a straight line. We were pushing forward, further south for the first time in hours.

Mamba barely opened her eyes now, she just wafted along with the wind, sensing it in a way that was still a mystery to me.

Finally, after another hour’s walk through the dense trees that masked the path ahead, the woods ended. Before us lay the start to a grassy plain.

“Well,” I said. “Would you look at that. A pyramid.”
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Aspiring toward the sky itself was a massive pyramid, its sides shaped like steps leading to a flat platform at its highest tip as if the last pointy block had not been placed. Hanging down the eastern side of the pyramid were dark green vines with large orange and pink flowers in full bloom.

Also in full bloom were large patches of the earth that had been tilled, tended to, and planted with all kinds of fruits, vegetables, and grains. As we walked through those fields toward the pyramid, my mouth watered just scanning those succulent plants, bearing corn and tomatoes, watermelon and plumberries, asparagus and lima beans.

It’s funny, the things a man can salivate for when he’s this hungry.

“How do these plants grow so well with no farmers?” Cindra asked.

“Maybe this is the goddess of healthy appetites,” I said, “and her foremost skill is keeping me from getting hangry.”

“If so,” Cindra said, “find me a farmer so I can negotiate a little meal.”

“Just don’t offer to let him plow your field in exchange,” I said. “That logic didn’t work out so well with Blade last time.”

“Don’t worry,” Cindra said. “There’s only one farmer I want in my field.”

“And I’ll bet it’s not one of them,” Mamba said, pointing toward two dark creatures running toward the pyramid’s entrance.

“Cretins,” I said. “This is a temple alright. We can’t let them get away.”

I brushed past stalks of plants with fresh food hanging on them, resisting every urge to tear something off and sink my teeth into its juicy nourishment as we ran. I may have a scofflaw’s curse, but I wasn’t a thief. If we stopped the cretins heading for the temple, maybe the deity here would take pity on our hungry souls.

“You run ahead,” Cindra said, slowing her pace. She pulled an arrow from her quiver and stepped forward in graceful, even steps. Mamba and I kept sprinting toward the dark, rectangular opening that led into the heart of the temple.

One of the cretins was in arm’s reach. I prepared to stab as far ahead as I could with Razortooth. Before I could thrust, something rammed into my side and threw me off the ground.

It was… a ram. I got rammed by a ram.

The animal’s dense mat of white hair was tinged with gray, and its eyes were glassy and dark. A thin strand of black drool dripped from its mouth.

“They’ve been cursed,” I said. “Focus on the cretins!”

Mamba squared off against another male sheep with the same affliction, and Cindra’s arrows sailed toward the temple’s opening but fell short of hitting the cretins. They disappeared into the temple’s depths.

I dodged another attack from the enraged creature that had head-butted me, wondering how to calm it down so we could continue on.

Cindra stalked closer to the animal from behind.

“Easy now,” I said to the ram. “You gotta fight this for me, okay? This curse is too powerful. If you give into it you won’t make it. Unless you let me raise your Resolve.”

The ram didn’t listen. It couldn’t, it was just an animal, like a donkey or a twolf. It occurred to me that these rams were someone’s animals, their companions. If Duul tried to work this evil magic in Halcyon I’d have yet another reason to bring him down.

I backed away from the ram. It puffed angry air from its large nostrils. Then its front legs buckled. It collapsed onto the ground as thick black spit leaked from its open mouth.

“Shh,” Cindra said, approaching the animal from behind. She lay a hand on its side first, then its forehead. The animal breathed heavily a few times and closed its eyes. Duul’s curse had worked its way through the poor creature and robbed it of its life.

“Poor little rammies,” Mamba said. Cindra and I walked toward her. As we neared the temple’s entrance, something caught my eye.

Two dark green statues stood motionless on either side of the large opening ahead. Their bodies had the texture of wood, as though they were carved from trees and painted with green watercolor. They appeared as minotaurs with heads like a bull’s, and their limbs were powerful and muscular. They stood on two legs, each holding a staff in their hands.

Except, they weren’t statues at all. Their faces had no eyes, just as the cretins and anibombs didn’t, but their chests lifted and rose with breath.

I held a hand out to stop Mamba and Cindra from getting any closer. “Do you protect the deity here?” I asked. They nodded. “Then how come you let cretins inside? They’ll kill your god! Come with us, we’ll stop them.”

They said nothing and did nothing. Some protection they were.

“At least bury the animals that died from Duul’s curse,” I said. “We can’t leave them there to rot, they deserve better.”

This, the minotaurs were willing to do. They marched toward the fallen animals whose curse-racked bodies lay among long blades of wheat.

“We have to do something,” I said to the girls, “but we have to be quick. Landondowns is still south of here.”

“Nola wouldn’t want another god to fall to Duul,” Cindra said. “We’ll save whoever’s inside.”

As we stepped inside the temple, my eyes took a moment to adjust to the relative darkness. A few torches burned in holders on the walls, but they were far and few between.

The front chamber of this temple had limestone floors and walls, with a hallway stretching ahead, but another to the left and the right. We walked forward, and quickly found that the path ahead forked and split into more alternate paths.

A shadow moved in the distance, and that was our cue. We picked the path that led to whatever cretin hadn’t already run deep into the heart of the temple yet.

Mamba and Cindra stayed close as we dodged down corridors that snaked in unpredictable directions. This temple was some kind of maze, and its end was nowhere in sight.

We rounded a corner and entered a dead end of sorts. The hallway ahead led to two rooms, and the cretin charged into one without hesitation. The second he crossed the threshold of the doorframe, I lost sight of him. I crept toward the door and peeked around the corner. The room was completely empty. No exit door on the other side, no hole in the ceiling or floor, and no cretin.

I listened, but couldn’t hear any sound that would lead us to the brutish monster. A word was carved into the stone next to the doorframe: “Evanesce.”

The other room sat opposite that door. It likewise had no exit, but it did have a pedestal in its center with a single pitcher of water sitting on it. The word next to the door said, “Thirst.”

“Let’s turn back,” I said. “There’s nothing here.”

We began the long walk back the way we came, when two things happened. First, my stomach growled. That wasn’t much of a surprise. Second, I realized something. “We’re totally and completely lost, aren’t we?”

“I was afraid to admit that,” Cindra said. “I rather hoped this one might still be following the wind.”

“The winds dispersed after they brought us out of the woods,” Mamba said.

As we turned down new hallways splitting off from other ones, I read the words etched into the walls. Some were next to open doors, but others had only solid stone walls beside them.

Something ahead caught my eye. It looked like a flash of light reflecting off the black metallic form of another cretin. I ran. When I reached another hallway’s end, I had to wonder whether I had seen anything at all, or if my hunger was causing delusions.

“This room is called ‘Hospitality,’” Mamba said. “Should we check it out?”

The air in the room ahead was hazy. A long bench covered in velvet sat against one wall, and a buffet lined the other. A platter of ripe fruits sat next to two pitchers of dark red wine. A chunk of stone sat next to the wine with an engraving that said, “Life is short. Enjoy it.”

“It seems like permission to eat,” I said. Cindra had already lifted a small berry from the platter, while Mamba filled a cup with wine.

I took a melon and cracked it open against the side of the buffet table. Juice ran down my arms, but I didn’t care. I dove into the melon face first, enjoying the sweet, nourishing nectar of food for the first time in a day and a half. Mamba ate too, between long sips of wine.

Cindra took her berries to the velvet bench. “It’s cushioned,” she said. “Come sit.”

I brought my food and sat next to her. My mind was starting to relax as the strain of constant hunger fled me. Cindra held grapes up and I lay my head in her lap, letting her feed them to me one by one from the bunch. For every grape I ate, she ate one as well.

“These are so succulent,” she said. “And this bench is so soft.”

“Come here,” I said. I didn’t know what was coming over me, but there was something intoxicating about good food, good wine, and two gorgeous women in the same room. With my hand on the back of Cindra’s neck, I pulled her face toward mine. I kissed her, then bit her bottom lip lightly as we broke away.

Mamba knelt next to the bench with her wine. She held the cup to my mouth and I sat up for a moment to drink from it, then pulled her toward me. Her mouth was sweet from our shared drink as my tongue played against hers.

As I lay my head back into Cindra’s lap, my hands stayed behind each of their necks. Cindra and Mamba glanced at each other for a moment, then Cindra’s eyes drifted toward Mamba’s lips. They leaned toward each other, my hands guiding their mouths closer.

When they kissed, Cindra’s soft green skin reflected some of the light from the torch burning on the wall. Mamba’s rich red color stood in stark contrast to Cindra’s gleaming green. I sat up, just far enough to press my cheeks against theirs and join them both.

Mamba broke away from our kiss first to take another sip from her wine. I took a deep breath, then reached for Cindra’s back. Her Radiance Gown was cinched together with a few thin cords, and it wouldn’t take much to loosen them.

With each small maneuver, her tight-fitting dress became less tight. She reached behind her neck and pulled the front of the dress down around her. Her large breasts heaved forward, finally free of their constraints.

I sat up now and swung one leg over Cindra’s body while the other nestled against her hip. I straddled her, staring down at her cleavage from above. I kissed her again, then tilted her head back and kissed down her neck, and further. I kissed above the space where her breasts converged, then pressed my face between them.

Mamba came up behind me, placing her face against my back and running her hands up my front inside my vest. Pressed tight between my skin and the leather I wore, her hands traced up my stomach, then my chest. I reached back and grabbed her thigh, letting my hand slide up her bare leg until it was under the skirt she wore tied to one side.

I breathed deep, momentarily lost in the bliss of that moment. My lungs burned with desire. My stomach was full, my mind was starting to swim from wine, and my pants were begging to hit the floor.

I reached down to unbutton my leather pants when a thought struck me. Since when did lungs ‘burn’ with desire? Was the ancient dust that hazed this room’s air dust, or something else?

A sweet red berry teased against my lips and I opened my mouth to let it in. I pinched it with my teeth and leaned down to tease Cindra the same way, running the berry against her lips before passing it to her in a kiss. Mamba’s hands continued to worship my body.

The first two buttons of my fly were undone, but something still bothered me. “Does the air in here burn?”

“All that’s burning is me,” Cindra said. “I want you, Arden. We both do. Don’t make us wait.”

With the last button open, the tightness in my pants was freed. A warm hand curled around me as I closed my eyes, happy to be lost in this moment.

Still, I couldn’t banish that one doubt from my mind. I opened my skillmeister menu, knowing that I alone would see the glowing numbers and letters clouding my vision.

It took a moment for anything useful to materialize. I scanned through my attributes, and then the combat stats that they related to. My HP wasn’t full, which was no surprise. I had been battered in the leg by an angry ram just a short time before. But then my HP declined. It was only one point, and I second-guessed whether what I saw was real, but then it happened again. Something was injuring me.

Cindra leaned forward, her mouth beginning to part. I put my hands on her cheeks to stop her. “There’s something in the air,” I said. “It’s foul. We can’t stay.”

My words didn’t seem to register. The wine, the food, the plush velvet bench, they were an aphrodisiac meant to keep us in this room as the air itself drained away our life. The engraved stone next to the food was an invitation alright, but not to eat, drink, and be merry. It was an invitation to a shortened life.

As Cindra took me inside her mouth, I almost forgot about the poison in the air. I knew we needed to leave, but my body wanted to stay. Why was I the only one that seemed the least bit worried?

Then I realized. I had been improving my own Resolve recently, but Cindra’s and Mamba’s were still lower. They had fallen completely under this room’s spell.

Everything about this room screamed magic. The perfectly ripe fruit and full carafes of wine just sitting in place, the instant effect it had on our libidos. It was an unconventional magic attack, but a magic attack all the same.

I pulled my hips back, releasing me from Cindra’s warmth. Mamba nibbled at my ear as I spoke. “Cindra, let me skillmeister you.”

“Is that what you’re into?” she asked. “You want to feel my body blossom with strength, or sense my renewed energy as you make me a better woman? Go ahead, mold me.”

“Yep,” I said, “I definitely have a skillmeistering fetish. Thank you for understanding.” I opened Cindra’s menu. Her Constitution was lower than mine, leaving her remaining HP lower as well. I raised her Resolve a few points, slowing the rate of the room’s damage. I watched a sense of self-control come back into her eyes.

When I opened Mamba’s menu, I was shocked to see how low her HP was, and she didn’t have enough XP for even one more point of Resolve. I threw her over my shoulder and ran toward the room’s doorway. Cindra followed after.

“But,” Mamba said, “I still want you. I need to… I mean, I have to…” I watched the magic that permeated that room lose its grip on her once we were past its exit.

“Hold that thought,” I said. “When we get back to Halcyon, let’s pick up where we left off. But for now, we have to keep going. And we don’t eat or drink anything here until we’re through.”

The girls nodded. I re-buttoned my fly, working hard to stuff myself back inside my tight leather pants. Cindra fixed her dress and tossed her hair back over her shoulder.

“It would have been a nice break though,” Cindra said, “if it weren’t for gradually dying.”
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As we wound through the temple’s bottom floor, our map was no use. The shifting walls and twists and turns were unmappable, no doubt thanks to the strange magic this building ran on.

We peered into the rooms we passed one by one. There was a room with a small pool full of fish, that I was pretty sure were deadly. Another had a single rose growing from a crack in the floor, also probably deadly. Yet another had a statue of a man with six arms holding swords, which likely would have come to life if we set foot in there. So, in other words, deadly.

Some of the rooms had exit doorways on the other sides, but I just couldn’t trust that we’d live long enough to walk through them. Then I caught sight of another creature at the end of the hallway.

“Come on!” I yelled. I wasn’t sure if it was a cretin, but if it had survived the temple for this long, it was worth chasing it. Either we’d kill it, or follow it to freedom.

Our footfalls echoed down stone corridors as the path split in a million different ways. I had the feeling we had been here before, once if not ten times on our trek through the pyramid’s base level. Yet, it also felt new, as if the walls themselves were constantly changing.

The thing about fun houses: they’re never any actual fun.

Around a tight corner, I saw it again. It was no cretin, it was one of the minotaurs that protected the temple. “That’s it,” I yelled, reflecting back on know-it-all Nola’s earlier advice. “If you’re ever lost in a maze, follow a minotaur!”

Thank you, Nola, you beautiful nerd!

With each twist and turn, we got closer to catching the stampeding creature. At one point, it ran through a stone wall and vanished, which almost stopped me dead in my tracks. I trusted Nola’s advice and continued after the creature, passing through the wall and into another hallway. It had been an illusion.

We ran through rooms with spiked ceilings that didn’t crash down on us, and menacing skeletons that took no notice. Some of these rooms were tricks but not traps, and only that minotaur seemed to know which was which.

Finally, I reached forward and grabbed it by one of the long curved horns that stuck out from its head.

“Enough!” I yelled. I held Razortooth’s curved blade to its throat. “Take me to the deity! This temple is under attack and there’s no time to waste.”

“Release him,” came a low, serious voice. I looked up and saw a man with long red hair and a short-cropped beard to match. He held a staff in one hand, with a dark green jewel atop it.

Mamba and Cindra came up behind me as I stood and let the minotaur get back to his feet. I was still panting, just now catching my breath after a relentless chase.

“Head priest?” I asked. The man gave a slight nod, but his eyes were still narrowed at us. “Duul is attacking. There are cretins here searching you out.”

“No there aren’t,” he said.

“I saw them,” I said.

“They have been dealt with,” he replied. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, this temple is full of deadly ends.”

“Is that it then,” I asked, “you serve the goddess of dead ends? Because I must say, I would have preferred cul-de-sacs.”

“Joke all you want, scofflaw,” the man said, tilting his staff toward my forearms. “A small army of temple guides approaches. Your time to laugh will soon run short.”

Sure enough, the sound of magically conjured hooves hitting the stone floor of the temple started to grow in the distance.

I glanced at the blue tint on my forearms and sighed. “I am Arden Hochbright, head priest of Nola, goddess of clever insight and premonition, leader of Halcyon in the human lands. This,” I said, holding my arms out further, “is the result of a misunderstanding with an overly enthusiastic lawmonger. He doesn’t think there’s a war, and doesn’t really believe that the Great Mother needs my help.”

“Your help?” the man said. “That’s a bold assertion.”

“It’s no assertion,” I said. “She told me herself. Whatever Sajia told her is a mystery to me, but the Great Mother believes Nola is the key to stopping Duul. We’ve had cretins attack us, like the ones you apparently already ‘dealt with,’ and we couldn’t just walk away when we saw more charge into your pyramid.”

A regiment of dark green creatures filed into the room behind this orange-haired man. “I don’t believe you,” he said. “However, the goddess seems to. I am Torin. Come with me.”

As Torin led the way, the hallways realigned themselves. The stone walls moved with no sound, parting for the head priest and leading to the large, six-armed statue we had spotted earlier. Torin approached it, then twisted one of the statue’s wrists until the sword pointed directly up.

“So that’s all we had to do?” I asked, stepping closer to the statue. Its face had a devious smile to it.

“Yes,” Torin said before reaching for my vest and pulling me backward several feet. “And also dodge.”

Six blades shaped from green magic light fell from the ceiling and landed near the statue, each blade slicing into the stone floor and sinking a foot deep before vanishing again.

“And,” Torin continued, “wield this staff. So no, you could not have done this yourself.” He waved Mamba and Cindra over, and the four of us approached the statue. Torin glanced toward the ceiling, and then we were off.

The statue was on an enchanted platform that elevated us floor by floor up the center of the pyramid. Each floor looked like the one below, a confusing warren of forking hallways. Finally, we reached the top.

My eyes struggled to adjust to the sunlight. When they did, a woman with green skin much darker than her minotaur guides stood from a stone seat. Long braids of hair fell down her back.

“Avelle,” she said. “Goddess of safe passage. I’m pleased to hear that Nola yet lives.”

“Safe passage?” I asked. “Your temple is like a game of deadman’s roulette, where every chamber is loaded.”

“Much like the world itself,” she said. “So many paths ahead lead to danger, and for every danger we turn away from, we turn only toward the next. Yet, there is a route through the temple that avoids all harm. I guide those who visit with good intentions, and I leave the rest to wander.”

“What better intentions are there than rushing into the temple to stop Duul’s minions from slaying you?” I asked. “You nearly killed us with your ‘Hospitality’ suite. What were we supposed to do, sex ourselves to death? I mean, I’ve never had a problem getting… stiff. I just don’t want to end up a stiff.”

“The builder that helped create my temple was overly imaginative,” Avelle said. “Some of the higher floors are particularly sadistic. In one room, the walls are greased with something highly flammable. The door closes behind a person, with only one way out: find a secret word written on the walls by the light of a single candle without setting the entire room ablaze.

“The man who created these traps was a real puzzle, full of the craziest ideas.”

“A builder with crazy ideas,” I said. “Checks out. But why not ask what our intentions were before sending us into a deadly labyrinth?”

“I don’t take kindly to lawbreakers,” Avelle said. “I doubt many of the gods would, save those that have changed their allegiances and serve Duul now. When you approached with a scofflaw’s curse I did what I had to, to keep my people safe.”

“I thought the minotaurs were your creation,” I said.

“They are,” she replied. “But the farmers that work this land in peace are not. I offered them protection, though I wonder now how to keep that promise when Duul’s familiars continue to prowl the land. Eventually, he will create stronger warriors that are not so easily fooled by the boons that keep my people safe.

“I should have kept my head down,” she continued, “for their sake. Instead I got involved in this war and angered Duul even more.”

“Avelle,” Torin said, “governs the portal network that provides humans, elves, and beastkin with safe passage between cities. The cities charge for their use, of course, another tax that benefits the empire. Duul began sending his familiars through — you called them cretins, I believe. Avelle closed the portals to prevent the world from being overrun so quickly.”

“So you’re the reason we have adventurers marooned in our settlement,” I said, “but I guess that’s a small price to pay. Your actions likely saved Nola’s life, and many others. We couldn’t have withstood another wave of Duul’s attackers again on the heels of his last attempt on Halcyon.”

“Though how many gods will die because of me?” Avelle asked. “There can be no reinforcement of the cities and their temples now. Each is isolated by the great distance between populations.”

“There are other ways to travel though,” I said. “When we fought with Kāya, she conjured a creature that exploded and transported everyone near it to another location.”

“I only govern safe passage,” Avelle said. “If what you say is true, Kāya has unlocked the power of chaos. Hers is an unpredictable and dangerous power that I have no responsibility over.”

She looked at Torin. For a long moment, they stared at each other in silence. I knew the look on their faces. They were speaking mind to mind now, communicating thoughts before our eyes.

“You came into the temple to chase after cretins when you could have gone on your way,” Avelle said. “Why?”

“Duul grows with every deity he strikes down,” I said. “People suffer at his hand. The gods suffer. Nola suffers. I can’t let him keep doing this. I promised Nola that I would protect her, but that also means protecting the people he wants to subjugate and the gods he seeks to kill.”

“Too much weight for one man’s shoulders,” Avelle said.

“Show me another way,” I said.

“I cannot,” she replied.

Behind Avelle, something stirred. Then it began to cry. It was a baby, but one without the harsh, high-pitched voice of a shrieking newborn.

“A son or a daughter?” Cindra asked.

“Daughter,” Avelle said. She lifted the young goddess from a small crib behind Avelle’s throne that only became visible when Avelle stood to walk toward it. “You may hold her.”

Cindra put a hand to her chest for a moment and smiled. “It would be an honor.”

Her face beamed as she took the baby goddess in her arms. The child was green like Avelle. Though she was darker than Cindra by far, I imagined her holding her own child one day. A slimy little boy or a girl, it wouldn’t matter, just to see her that happy.

“Do you know what her gifts are yet?” Mamba asked.

“Not yet,” Avelle said. As I listened, I heard the sound of angels yawning and the faint but unmistakable sound of a harp plucking from nowhere. I suspected that Laranj’s powers had found a new deity to reside within.

“She’s beautiful,” Cindra said.

“You have a warm soul,” Avelle said to Cindra, fussing with the baby in the slime woman’s arms. “Tell Mercifer I’m glad he brought you back.”

Cindra’s back stiffened. Mamba stepped forward and took the baby from Cindra, likely sensing the slime woman’s alarm.

“I don’t understand,” Cindra said. “Mercifer is the elf that created me. He brought me to life by creating slime from the ether. How do you know him?”

“As a young goddess,” Avelle said, “my powers were limited. Mostly I helped adventurers get past the trolls that lurked under the world’s bridges. As I grew out of my bridge-and-tunnel phase, I helped guard roads from highwaymen and chase harpies from the skies.

“Safe passage is not limited to the physical world,” she continued. “I also ferry souls between the realms of the living and the dead. Few have asked me for help in that respect aside from the occasional man asking his dead wife if he can marry her sister. The answer, by the way, is almost always no.

“I did help an elf once, Mercifer, who wanted to draw the departed soul of his daughter back to this life. I sense his magic at work in you, Cindra.”

“Mercifer’s daughter?” Cindra asked. “Why would he abandon me so quickly if that were the case? And why don’t I have memories of a childhood under his care?”

“I can only speak to what I learned from his visit here,” Avelle said. “He paid a lot of gold for my assistance, a sum that suggests he missed his daughter a great deal.”

A screeching sound echoed from the ground far below the temple. I peered into the distance. “More cretins,” I said. “Dozens of them.”

“They’re coming through the Bog of Enduring Stench,” Torin said.

“I just had to get creative,” Avelle said, “didn’t I? Of course they’d come that way, they won’t smell any of it themselves.”

“But they’ll arrive reeking like an unwashed teenager, a scent they will emit for weeks,” Torin said. “Thank the gods it’s only enduring stench and not eternal.”

“You made a big smelly bog?” I asked.

“To keep the ill-intentioned away,” she said. “I also enchanted the Great Mirage to the west, and the trees to the north, which the gypsies affectionately call the Wall-o’-Woods.”

“It’s not with affection,” Mamba said. “It’s where we banish the folks who don’t live by the gypsies’ rules.”

“Which includes good men and women unwilling to hurt others on command,” Avelle said. “I have guided many of them here, where they happily remained as farmers.”

“If Duul won’t relent,” I said, “you can’t stay here. Especially not with a child. Come to Halcyon, both of you. We can protect you.”

“No,” she said. “This is my home. The temple was crafted to withstand any attack. I trust it will do that well. I cannot, however, trust that my people can remain here. They are vulnerable in their fields, and cannot grow the food they will need if they retreat inside the temple. I have food stored here that will last one man a long time, but cannot sustain 30 through the end of a war.”

“I didn’t see any farmers,” I said.

“No,” Avelle said, “you wouldn’t, not until you grow much stronger than you are now.” She looked at Torin again.

“Will you offer them a new home?” he asked. “Few have any experience in combat. They will need shelter, and protection.”

“Of course,” I said. I wasn’t sure how I would get 30 farmers back to Halcyon, but leaving them in harm’s way was no option. Plus, if they were willing to work the stubborn fields around Nola’s temple, they might just save all of our lives.

“You undertake this burden for me,” Avelle said. “What do you ask in exchange?”

“Nothing,” I said. The second the word left my mouth I wondered: Am I a complete idiot? Avelle and Torin likely had gold, and enchanted items, and a barrel of dark red wine that ignites insatiable libidos.

But no, I was here to do some good. That was all. “I came here to stop Duul from inflicting more harm. I’m just grateful you’ll allow me to do that.”

“Nola did well to choose you,” Avelle said. “You have earned my respect, Arden Hochbright. Take this.” She handed me a dark green statuette, carved in her own likeness.

“Some of the farmers are portal mages who had helped me maintain the portal network,” Avelle explained. “Give this idol to one of them and they will create a portal in Halcyon that connects to all the others.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Is there a way to use a portal to return to Halcyon now?”

“No,” she said, “not while the network is down.” She stepped toward me, her eyes focused on my chest. When she slipped a hand inside my vest, I didn’t protest, but I did feel a little odd. I, for one, didn’t go around sticking my hands inside other people’s shirts.

When the skin in the middle of my chest began to burn beneath her palm, I still didn’t protest, but I sure wanted to.

“It is done,” she said.

Whew.

“The portals were open to everyone that paid to use them,” Avelle said. “I will reopen the portals, but only to those who possess this mark. Speak the name of your destination, and the portal arch will open onto the place you name. With this you have access to something that even Duul will not.”

“Thank you,” I said. “This will make a tremendous difference.”

“I hope it will,” Avelle said. She walked toward the edge of the pyramid’s lofty platform and reached into the vines that grew from the structure’s edge. She returned with something cupped in her hands.

“A portal network is no easy thing to maintain. It will take some tinkering to make those changes. I don’t know when it will be operational. In the meantime, these portalbella mushrooms will transport you safely.” She handed three large mushrooms to Mamba. “And lastly, a boon of safe passage for each of you.”

“You have so many tricks up your sleeve,” I said.

“I have been at this a while,” she said.

Mamba held the fungi to her ears. “They don’t sound like portals.”

“They will once you pull the stem from the cap,” Avelle said. “Throw the cap on the ground and it will take you forward a great distance in the direction of your gaze. It should help you get the farmers out of harm’s way and closer to Nola’s temple.”

The sound of the cretins’ war cry grew louder.

“Collect the farmers and go,” Avelle said. “Our time together has run out.”

“The invitation to Halcyon is open, if you ever need it,” I said.

Avelle nodded, then snapped her fingers. The sides of the pyramid, once shaped like steps that led to this high platform, now flattened out smooth.

“Down you go,” she said, gesturing toward the twenty-story slope down the temple’s side.

I laughed, but she wasn’t kidding. We walked to the platform’s edge and prepared to slide down it.

“And Arden?” Avelle asked. I looked back. “Whatever you did to cross the lawmonger, make it right.”
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The air beat against our faces as we slid faster and faster down the newly smooth surface of the pyramid. Our bodies held a faint green glimmer from the boon of safe passage Avelle had given us, which was probably the reason our clothing didn’t snag on the stone blocks that formed the temple, and why our feet hit the ground with just enough force to compel us into a short run from the base of the building as we released the inertia we had built up.

A wave of cretins emerged from the east, and for a moment I readied Razortooth and sort of panicked. We were only three people, caught against the onrush of two dozen creatures conjured by the war god.

The wave of glistening black bodies charged toward us, then right past us. It was as if they couldn’t see us at all. They funneled into the open door to the temple and vanished inside its depths.

A few whiffs of a stale, putrid odor hit my nose and made me want to retch. If the cretins smelled that bad from far away, I could only imagine how awful that bog was up close.

In the fields surrounding the temple, more than two dozen men and women harvested food, pulled weeds, and watered crops. Now that Avelle didn’t count me as a threat, I could see them, glimmering the same way that Cindra, Mamba, and I did.

“Attention!” I yelled. “Duul’s war with the gods will only get worse. Avelle has asked that you all come to Halcyon, a city with walls and growing defenses. She regrets that she cannot promise your safety if you stay here.”

The farmers crowded closer and began to chatter among themselves.

“It’s true,” Avelle shouted from atop her temple. “Safe travels, everyone. You’ll be in good hands in Halcyon.”

“Mamba,” I said, “would you bring everyone back? I don’t know how far these mushrooms will go, but you can ask Larry to carry everyone after that.”

“Of course,” she said.

I put the portal idol in Mamba’s hands. “Make sure the portal mages get to work on this right away.”

I turned toward the farmers. “No one has to come who doesn’t want to,” I said. “Halcyon is a frontier settlement and life is hard, but improving rapidly. Anyone willing to make the journey will go with Mamba. You can leave Halcyon at any time, but if you believe in the work we’re doing, you’re welcome to stay. It’s as simple as that.”

Some of the men and women in this group had long, dark hair just like Mamba’s. One woman pointed toward the red-skinned half-elf and whispered behind a cupped hand to another farmer. If any of these people recognized Mamba as Loonlark, I’d have to make sure they didn’t carry that nickname into our home.

“I don’t know where you hail from,” I said. “Perhaps you’re from the farthest corners of the world, perhaps you used to live among the gypsies nearby. Either way, you may have met Mamba before. Mamba has talents and insights that make her unique and supremely able. I count her among the co-founders of Halcyon, and I expect you to treat her with respect. I expect all residents of Halcyon to treat each other this way.” I scanned the crowd, making momentary eye contact with each farmer in turn. The group nodded in response.

“Face forward, everyone!” Mamba said, turning north. She pulled the stem from the portalbella mushroom in her hand, then tossed the cap to the ground. A whirling green cloud erupted in midair, sending out a strong gust and a loud whooshing sound. It expanded to encompass the travelers, then shrank down again, leaving no one behind. Every last farmer was willing to move to Halcyon, or at least to give it a shot. I’d have to work hard to make our budding little city a place they’d all choose to stay.

“Shall we?” Cindra asked.

I nodded and turned south. I activated one of the mushrooms Avelle gave us, then put the other in my pocket. A whirling cloud of mist enveloped us, completely clouding our vision. When it dissipated, we stood a good walk from the front gates of a massive, sprawling city.

“That’s really it, then,” I said. “Landondowns. The city Nola grew up in.”

“A shame we aren’t here to sightsee,” Cindra said.

“Yeah,” I said.

We walked in silence for a time before Cindra said, “Something’s bothering you.”

“I don’t like being away from Nola for this long,” I said.

“Especially when Brion gets to stay?” she asked.

“Is it that obvious?” I asked.

“He shows up out of nowhere and now he’s at Nola’s side,” Cindra said. “I’d be upset too. You have another cock in your henhouse.”

“That’s not how I would have put it,” I said. “He’s no better than a mental patient, I shouldn’t be worried. With any luck, he’ll realize he’s not welcome there and just leave on his own.”

We passed a stone arch as we approached the city. A small idol shaped like Avelle sat atop its capstone. Ahead of us, a beige stone wall extended as far as we could see to the left and right, with gigantic blue doors forming an entry gate in front of us. The doors themselves were open, and one was off its hinges.

“The city is so large it had multiple entry points,” Cindra said, pointing to another set of blue doors further down.

“That must have made it difficult to defend,” I said. “Walls are designed to keep people out, but entry gates need to let people in. They’re a weak point along the defensive perimeter.”

“Come,” Cindra said, taking my hand and walking toward the city. “Judge the city’s defensive strength later. We don’t know how long this boon will last us.”

As we approached the city, the sound of metal against metal got louder. It had been weeks since Duul slayed Sajia, yet the fighting continued. “There are people here strong enough to hold out against Duul’s forces,” I said.

“Let’s hope it stays that way long enough for us to find Biddy and the bastion stone,” Cindra said.

It was strange, walking into a warzone. Men with gray-tinged skin and hate in their eyes stalked through the streets, armed. They were certainly cursed. Other men, with natural olive skin and hazel eyes, ran from side alleys for sneak attacks against their former neighbors.

Entire neighborhoods were dark, their white sandy walls and blue tiled roofs either empty or shielding citizens who cowered inside in fear and silence. They were right to be afraid. If the men still ran cursed through the streets, Duul’s minions were nearby. It was only in their presence that their magic maintained its effect.

We stood apart from it all, walking the long central road to a towering temple in the heart of Landondowns. We were the only two afforded safe passage through the besieged city.

Now I saw why Avelle reserved these boons for people whose intentions she understood. Any old thief could abuse her safety to stalk into someone’s home and make off with all of their jewels, or into a bank. Or a weapons shop…

I looked through the broken glass window of a shop in total disarray. Blades, bows, and other weapons lay in heaps on the floor beneath overturned weapons racks.

“Cindra,” I said, “let’s check this out.”

The front door to the shop was ajar, so I pushed it further open with the bent end of Razortooth. This poor spear had seen better days. We stepped over a bundle of polearms that had spilled by the door. The room was a disaster, with no shopkeeper in sight.

“This,” Cindra said, “is a very nice bow. At least, I think it is. I’m not quite sure how to evaluate it.”

“Carzl would know,” I said. The bow was a dark wood with a small blue gem inset in the middle. The bowstring had a golden tint to it.

“And this quiver!” she said. “It’s a hip quiver on a sexy little belt. I swear, the quiver I’m wearing now must be meant for men with small breasts because it just digs into me in the worst way.”

“Look at this,” I said, setting a spear upright next to Razortooth. “It’s a few inches longer than mine.”

“It’s not the size of the pole that matters, honey,” she said. She was right. The spearhead was too simple. It lacked the fine edge mine had on one side, and the serrated teeth on the other.

“What do you think of these?” Cindra asked, holding a pair of high heels in her hand.

“They look impractical,” I said.

“You’re not the one that has to run in them,” she said, “but I wasn’t thinking for me. If Mamba’s going to keep kicking like that, she’s going to need better footwear than those flimsy sandals she wears.”

“You’re right,” I said, “but we can’t carry around extra supplies right now.”

The sound of glass crunching drew our attention to the store’s window. Three cretins had climbed in, carrying shiny black swords in their hands. They began rummaging around in the pile of weapons on the floor while Cindra and I stood there, motionless.

They didn’t see us, but I worried that they might soon. The magic boon that glimmered from our skin was starting to blink out, the light ceasing for a split second before resuming. Those split seconds were getting closer and closer together the longer we stood there, staring.

These cretins looked larger than the ones we had faced off against in Halcyon. Their bodies and limbs were thicker, the horns that stuck out from their elbows and shoulders were longer and sharper-looking.

Eventually, the cretins found small blades to add to their arsenal and climbed back through the window, now armed with dual swords to fight with. They were halfway down the block before our boons winked out for good.

“Gotta be careful now,” I said.

“Sweetie?” Cindra asked.

“Yes,” I said, bending down to pick up another spear. This one had a blade that forked at the top, making it look more like a “V” than I thought it should.

“Maybe we should stop browsing,” she said. I looked up. A man stood behind her with a sword in one hand and a mace in the other. A war hammer swung from his side, and a bow hung from his back.

“Don’t make me defend my shop,” he said, his voice wavering. “I’ll do it, I’ll kill you both. I even know how to.”

“Okay,” I said, “hold on. We haven’t stolen anything.”

“Yet,” he said. He eyed my scofflaw’s curse. I rolled my eyes.

“We’re already armed,” I said. “Back away from her and let’s talk.”

“Armed,” the man said, “ha. That flimsy Titan steel spear won’t stand up to my weapons, and you know it. You’re here to take something better, like the Orry Halberd I’ve been saving, but you have to pay for it!”

“We don’t have any coin,” I said. “We’ll just be going. Although… Can I at least see the halberd?”

“Arden!” Cindra said.

“Fine,” I said. “We’ll just go. But we’re in town looking for someone. Her name is Biddy.” The man just stared blankly back at me as I continued. “The old woman that ran the temple?”

“What do you want with that old Biddy?” he asked.

“She served Sajia here,” I said. “I serve Sajia’s daughter, Nola. I’m here to rescue her.”

“Not possible,” he said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Once she got back inside the temple, she’s had the place locked up tight,” he said. “She’s protecting people in there, for now. She’d die before she left that temple behind.”

“But you’ve stayed here?” I asked. “This place can’t be secure.”

“This shop is my livelihood,” the man said. “I can’t stop the cretins from looting the place, but I refuse to let able-bodied men and women take what’s not theirs. These weapons are valuable and I want my money for them.”

Just then, every weapon in the shop rattled as the walls and floor shook. The air cracked open with a sound that boomed throughout the entire city.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

“Explosion,” the man said. “It’s been happening all day near the temple.”

“That’s bad news,” Cindra said.

“Have you seen any bunny rabbits?” I asked. “I know how that sounds, just bear with me here.”

“No…” the man said.

“What about awkward moments,” I asked. “Have any of those?”

“Like what?” he asked.

“Like, someone waves, and you wave back, only to realize they were waving at someone behind you?” I asked.

“No,” he said.

“Okay,” I said. “Good. In that case, we’re heading to the temple. You should come. None of this gear is worth your life.”

“You say that,” he said, then trailed off. Cindra and I headed for the door.

The second we stepped into the street, another explosion rocked the city. A mob of angry men with ashen faces crowded the temple’s front door in the distance.

A blast of silver magic snaked through the air and touched one, two, three of the angry men. They vanished entirely.

Cindra and I stopped in our tracks. Descending on the road between us and the temple was a god with silver skin and silver hair. Two long tendrils extended from each heel like whiskers waving lazily in the air behind him.

He turned to face us, a devilish grin creeping up his face.

“Ah,” he said, “we’ve got a live one. Come play with me.”














+27







“What did you do to those men?” I asked.

“Ask them yourselves,” he said, “they’re right behind you.”

Crashing down the road toward us were the same three men that had been beating at the temple door a half mile ahead of us.

I stood, bracing myself for battle. “You teleported them?” I asked.

“No,” the man said, “that’s too fancy for me. I sent them back in time, that’s all. The name’s Akrin. I’m the god of passing time.”

As the cursed men of Landondowns charged toward me, another volley of silver magic sent them backward again. They reappeared at the far end of the main road that led through this section of the city.

“It’s not all fun and games to pass the time,” Akrin said, “but I do prefer when it is. What’s your poison? Cards, dice, dominoes? No time for a board game, but word games are a hoot.”

“There’s no time for games,” I said. “Whose side are you on, the Great Mother’s or Duul’s?”

“Neither,” he said. “They suck the fun out of everything. So dire all the time. I’m on my own side. Now that this city is all but lost, I offer you a new place to live. Come to Roseknob! Soon we’ll have the largest population in the world, and then we’ll win. Take that, Imperial City!” He sent another spell to force our would-be attackers back in time once more. “In case it isn’t clear, I’m a bit competitive.”

“If you can travel through time,” I said, “you can stop this war. You could save thousands of lives, including those of the gods that died.”

“Wrong,” he said. “Lose one point for improper inferences. I don’t send people back through time. I mean, I could I guess, but that sounds exhausting. It’s much simpler to send people back along time. I sent these men back along their own timeline. A while ago, they were running down this street, so I sent them back to that point and here they are, doing it again.”

“You have beautiful eyes,” Cindra said to the god. “Like mirrors.”

“Beautiful?” Akrin said. “I’ll take it.”

“The most beautiful,” Cindra said.

“Now we’re talking,” Akrin replied.

“We need to get into the temple,” I said. “We’re not interested in moving to Roseknob.”

“Suit yourselves,” he said. “I have more recruiting to do.” With that, he rose through the air again and drifted toward some other part of the city.

The three men that charged at us came full speed now.

“These poor souls,” Cindra said. “They don’t even know what they’re doing, do they?”

“Probably not,” I said. “I’ve never given into the curse fully, but when it did try to steal my mind away it was… awful. It’s not their fault. Let’s get to the temple before we have to face off with them.”

Cindra and I ran. My boots clacked against the smooth paved roads while Cindra’s ample body swayed with each footfall. She clutched her bow while I held Razortooth in both hands. The temple wasn’t far now, we just had to get there.

And then fend off the rest of the men who banged angrily on the temple’s front doors.

We stopped short when that mob caught sight of us and turned away from the temple. We were trapped now, poised between two groups of cursed men that wanted to tear me apart and steal Cindra away.

“Cindra,” I said, “Heartstringer might buy us some time. Aim for anyplace that’s too armored to hurt but might still bring them to our side.”

“I’ll try,” she said. She pulled back her bowstring and released an arrow. It sank into a man’s boot. He hopped on one foot for a moment, but wasn’t charmed from Cindra’s ability.

I thrust Razortooth forward. Its bent tip pushed flat against a man’s chest and forced him backward without doing any damage. This was no way to fight, but the alternative would be hurting, perhaps even killing these men. There had to be another way.

“Still nothing,” Cindra said. “I’m not sure Flirting will work when they’re in this state.”

“There’s an opening,” I said. “You should take it. Run!”

One of the accursed men grabbed my arm and another lunged forward to grab my leg. I wasn’t sure how I would fend them all off, but letting Cindra get caught and confined to a dungeon somewhere was a fate I couldn’t allow. She had been traumatized enough by Mercifer abandoning her in the mine and sealing it shut. Why she still had any good will toward him, I still didn’t understand.

Cindra smacked one man’s arm away with her bow, then ran. She didn’t run far though, she stopped when she reached the temple’s main doors.

“Biddy!” she yelled. “If you’re in there, you have to help us!”

Cindra stumbled backward as the double doors flew open. A small woman with an olive-complected face and a tightly pursed mouth stood in the doorway. Her white hair was tied in a bun atop her head.

“Hit the ground!” she yelled. Cindra crouched while I threw myself forward, breaking away from the angry men and clashing my spear against the road.

When I glanced up, I saw something small and round in the air. Then it blew up.
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A deafening ringing sound filled my ears. All around me, the men that had been standing were on their backs. I pushed to my feet and ran toward Cindra. She lay there, a few feet from the temple, a long bloody gash down her leg.

The woman in the doorway had a girl next to her with another round item in her hand, another bomb. The old woman mouthed words I couldn’t understand, but I didn’t need to. This was our chance to seek cover inside. I picked Cindra up from the ground and carried her against my chest. She wrapped her arms around my neck and we entered Sajia’s temple.

The old woman sealed the doors behind her, moments before the girl threw another bomb. I felt the vibrations of a blast I could barely hear.

“Are you crazy?” I asked. My voice sounded garbled and distant in my own ears as my hearing recovered. “You could have killed us!”

“It was just a force bomb,” the girl said. “It’s pushy but not harmful, unless you get hurt in the fall. Sorry about that, but it was the only way to knock ‘em all down long enough to get you in here.”

The temple’s pews had all been pushed aside, leaving the white marble floor ringed in wooden benches. Dozens of men and women camped on the floor there. Many were injured, though some helped apply bandages to the others.

“There are bandages over there for your leg, dear,” the old woman said, pointing toward the throng of people in the middle of the temple. The girl that threw the bomb earlier guided Cindra away from us.

Turning toward me the old woman said, “I’m Biddy. It took you long enough to respond to my call for help. Where are the other imperial guards?”

“The empire isn’t coming,” I said. “The Great Mother has the empire’s army holed up in the Imperial City. Duul has his legions there too. He’s not strong enough to invade, and she’s not strong enough to confront him outside the city’s defenses. It would be a stalemate, except Duul is free to continue wreaking havoc elsewhere and getting stronger in the process.”

She stood there, thumbing at a gold chain around her neck that stretched downward until it disappeared into her low breasts. She wore some kind of necklace, though whatever sat on the other end of that chain was firmly embedded in her cleavage. Let me out of here!, I imagined it saying.

“There were so many of them,” the woman said. “Shining black monsters big and small that menaced and snarled and cast some vile spell over the city’s men.

“Magical beasts, the likes of which I had never seen before, stalked the streets. They would have been beautiful and majestic, but they seemed ill and ashen. Their special powers made it impossible for our guards to get close.

“After a week of this torture, we saw Duul’s army leave the city behind from our lookout post on the temple’s highest tower. Hundreds of repulsive black creatures marched through the front gates and disappeared into the distance.

“We drew hope from how few of those monsters stayed back to maintain the mayhem they created here. We thought, with the empire’s help, we might fend them off and rebuild.

“I suppose this is it then,” she continued. “This is where my story ends.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “I’m Arden, Nola’s head priest. She sent me to bring you back, and the bastion stone. If we can strengthen Halcyon’s defenses before Duul attacks again, we can protect her.”

Biddy’s face lit up when I mentioned Nola, but she quickly grew sullen again. “The bastion stone. It’s empty.”

“No,” I said. “It can’t be.”

“Come,” she said. I followed Biddy to the temple’s altar, stepping over injured and tired people as we crossed the main chamber. She pushed the marble slab from the altar’s top, revealing its base.

A deep blue energem sat inside the altar. The gem was large — easily more than a foot wide — but it didn’t gleam with energy. It sat, dull and lifeless.

“It seemed like a normal day,” she said, her gaze drifting aimlessly across the temple. “I was tidying up in the vestry while Sajia sat at her altar, waiting for the empire to collect information on her newest premonition. They were late, which wasn’t surprising. The imperial guards often stopped at the tavern both to and from our temple. It was an indulgence they wouldn’t often risk in their home city under the Great Mother’s stringent eyes.

“The temple’s walls gleamed with the faint energy of our bastion stone, as they always did. The gem was powerful enough to protect the entire city, despite its sprawling size. It was the only energem the empire allowed us to keep here, but it would be enough, they said.

“Then I saw the light vanish. The bastion stone had ceased working its spell. I puzzled over that for a moment. I heard the front doors to the temple burst open. As I rushed into the temple’s front chamber, I heard Sajia scream.

“Do you know what that’s like, to hear your goddess scream as the life drains from her body? A handful of black creatures had rushed the temple, and one held a long black spear in its hand. I only saw Sajia’s back. The blade had pierced through her body. Blood pooled on the ground.

“I won’t soon forget her wings though,” she continued. “As her sky blue body turned to light and vanished before my eyes, her wings were broader and more powerful than I had ever seen them before.

“She had drained the bastion stone of its energy and used it to evolve. Just before the attack. And it still wasn’t enough.

“Megra came running at that point and threw a force bomb that blasted those beasts from the temple.”

“Megra?” I asked. “The girl with the bombs was in the temple already?”

“She is our new custodian,” Biddy said. “She uses those bombs to chase the bats from the belfry and the roaches from the basement below. Bug-bombing, she calls it.

“By the time Megra and I got to her though, the damage was done. I should have been there sooner. I should have come to Sajia’s side the second the light flickered from the walls. Maybe I could have done something to save her.”

“You couldn’t have known,” I said.

“I could have,” she replied, “if she had just told me. She was the goddess of premonition, Arden. It’s clear that she knew Duul would send forces here to kill her. She must have thought that absorbing the bastion stone would give her the strength to survive that assault, but it didn’t. Some good her premonitions did her.”

“Unless,” Cindra said, placing a hand on Biddy’s shoulder as she approached us, bandages wrapping her leg, “she knew she’d lose all along.”

“Then why would she do that?” Biddy asked. “That stone has protected the city for ages.”

Cindra was onto something. “A bastion stone is just an energem, right?” I asked.

“Among the most powerful,” Biddy said, “but yes.”

“And an energem, once devoted to an ability, can never be used to contain a different ability. This stone will always be a bastion stone,” I said. Biddy nodded. “It just needs some energy to power it up again.”

Biddy shook her head. “When the energy that powers the spell is drained, the spell disperses. The stone can’t keep it intact anymore. It will need someone to charge it with energy and the Bastion ability before it’s any good.”

“We should take it to Halcyon,” I said. “The Great Mother knew all of Sajia’s premonitions, and the Great Mother believes Sajia’s daughter can stand up to Duul. I think we were meant to find this here. If Sajia had left it charged, Duul would have taken it and used it. She took the risk that Duul would leave a drained energem behind, and she was right.”

“You think that’s really what he came for?” Biddy asked. “And Sajia’s death was just collateral damage?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “but the number of cretins here is just enough to keep things unsettled. If he wanted to conquer the city, he’d have sent more. He sent a general to Valleyvale to steal an energem. When he conquers a city…” I thought back to Meadowdale. “He sends more.”

“Okay then,” Biddy said. “Rally the troops. Get us out of here!” She reached out and smacked my ass as she said that. Cindra laughed as Biddy strutted toward the middle of the temple.

“Attention everyone!” Biddy announced. “This strapping young buck has a word to share.”

Someone was going to have to tell Biddy that I was already spoken for.

“My name is Arden,” I said. “I’m going to lead you all to Nola’s temple in Halcyon. Now, where is the portal gate from here?”

A wave of sighs and moans percolated through the group. “Biddy,” I said quietly to the woman behind me. “What’s the matter with them?”

“Them?” she asked. “What’s the matter with you? The portal network is down. If that’s your grand plan, you’ve just dashed everyone’s hopes.”

I started to unlace the cords that held my vest in place. Biddy stepped forward to watch with an eyebrow raised. She was a horny old devil.

When I pulled the front of my vest down, exposing my chest, I cleared my throat to regain everyone’s attention. “This is a mark from Avelle, goddess of safe passage. She’s in the process of activating the portal network, but only for those who bear this mark. Once I open the portal, we will teleport to safety.”

“That’s more like it,” Biddy said. “The portal gate is just outside the city. Megra, bring the bombs. You two there, take the bastion stone. Everyone else, carry what bandages and supplies you can.”

“While everyone prepares,” I said, “tell me, what’s the deal with that silver guy? The god of pastimes or something.”

“Don’t tell me that asshat is still out there,” Biddy said. “He’s trying to collect up all the sane men and women and drag them off to Roseknob. He’s been doing this for years, always trying to get Sajia to compete with him for the larger city.”

“So he’s really just out for himself then,” I said. “We should avoid him. He’s been sending people backward along their own timelines, and the last thing I want to do is mess with time travel.”

“It’s not really time travel,” Biddy said. “It’s timelining.”

“Whatever it is, I want none of it,” I said.

Cindra, Megra, Biddy and I stood at the temple’s front doors waiting for everyone to assemble. “Megra,” I asked, “how long have you been the custodian here?”

“Not long,” she said. “I started just before the attack. Sometimes, I climb up to the bell tower and just stare out at the city, wondering what would have happened to me if I hadn’t been here when Duul’s forces arrived. You know, the view from up there is really spectacular.”

“I’ll bet it is,” I said. “I served another temple, the same you did here. I can’t tell you how many afternoons I sat in the belfry, staring at the mountains and wondering what was outside my little village.

“Now,” I continued, “I’m finally seeing it for myself.”

“I’d love that,” Megra said. “I’ve never been more than a ten-minute walk from the city gates. One of the reasons I started working at the temple was to meet the adventurers that would come here for skillmeistering services. I’m sure they’re full of interesting stories.”

“They’re full of something alright,” I said. “Adventurers aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. Say, do you have more of those force bombs so we can make our exit?”

“I have a few left in me,” she said. “I’ll use one to blast everyone back from the door, then we run north. The portal gate is outside the city itself, as a precaution against hostile forces breaching the city’s defenses.”

“We saw it when we came in here,” I said. “If we can make it there, the coast will be clear. When was the last time you improved your skills?”

She glanced at Biddy before speaking. “A few years ago.”

“Years!?” I asked. “Megra, let me upgrade your skills before we go out there.”

“Don’t look at me like that, Meg,” Biddy said. “You know how closely the empire has kept watch on us. I served Sajia this long because both she and I agreed to follow the empire’s rules.”

“The only rules I care about,” I said, “are the ones that help people stand against Duul.” She nodded, and I opened her skill menu.
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Skillmeister View of:

Megra Blume




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

5 Constitution / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 7 / Total XP Cost: 275

-

2 Vivacity / 50 XP to Next / 2 –> 3 / Total XP Cost: 50

-

3 Strength / 75 XP to Next / 3 –> 5 / Total XP Cost: 175

-

2 Hardiness / 50 XP to Next / 2 –> 3 / Total XP Cost: 50

-

2 Focus / 50 XP to Next / 2 –> 3 / Total XP Cost: 50

-

1 Resolve / 25 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 600







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 398/500 –> 598/700

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 15/40 –> 35/60

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 30-37 –> 50-61

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 11-15 –> 16-23

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 20-24 –> 30-37

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 5-8







Skills For Weapon Class: Throwables

-

Hitter Missile 1. Achieve perfect aim with thrown objects weighing less than 1 lb. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 2, Hardiness 2].




Improve to Hitter Missile 2 to increase weight accommodation to 2 lbs. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 3, Hardiness 3] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 1 –> 2

Cost Subtotal: 250

-

TOTAL THROWABLES SKILL XP COST: 250







Skills For Special Class: Bomber Girl

-

Blastball 1. Cause physical damage to everyone and everything in your path with a Strength multiplier of 2.5. [10 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 3].




Improve to Blastball 2 to increase Strength multiplier to 2.8. [12 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 5] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 1 –> 2

Cost Subtotal: 750

-

Force Bomb 1. Knock all living things back by 5 feet from point of impact without causing damage. [5 AP to cast] [Requires: Vivacity 2].




Improve to Force Bomb 2 to increase blast radius to 7 feet. [7 AP to cast] [Requires: Vivacity 3] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 1 –> 2

Cost Subtotal: 750

-

Locked. Mag Grenade 1. Pull all living things toward the point of impact for 3 seconds. [11 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 5] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Mag Grenade 2 to increase duration to 7 seconds. [13 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 7] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 2

Cost Subtotal: 1,125

-

TOTAL BOMBER GIRL SKILL XP COST: 2,625







Summary

-

Available XP: 3,320

Cost of Intended Changes: 3,475

Precision Training Discount (5%): 174

Total Adjusted Cost: 3,301

Total Projected Remaining: 19







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“Mag Grenade,” I said. “That’s a really cool one. Now you can make bombs that pull people toward the blast and hold them there for a time.”

“Just people?” she asked.

“Well, no,” I said. “All living things.”

“Hmm,” she said. Her eyes narrowed and darted around the room. Already she was considering the possibilities her new ability carried. I liked her.

“I should upgrade everyone’s skills before we go out there,” I said.

“Not mine,” Biddy said. “No one upgrades me.”

“Right,” I said, “you can do that yourself.”

“Actually, not anymore,” she said. “Skillmeistering is a unique class. It requires a psychic connection with a god. With Sajia gone, I’m just a weak old Biddy again. Don’t worry about me though. I’ll round up some food while you work.”

It took over an hour of hastily upgrading skills and stats, but at last, we were all a little stronger.

In a surprise move, Biddy snuck up behind me and pressed something into my mouth. I was about to yell and protest when the sweet flavor of sugared honey brushed against my tongue. The fluffy texture of a well-baked sweet roll carried me off to a time when my responsibilities were few and my worries were fewer.

“This is amazing,” I said with my mouth still full. “Biddy, I could kiss you.”

“Tongue please,” she said.

“It’s a matter of speech,” I said.

“We’ll see,” she replied.

When everyone had finished Biddy’s batch of sweet rolls, baked in the temple’s fire, we gathered at the front doors.

“On three,” I said. “One… Two…”

Megra kicked the doors open and threw a force bomb. A wave of dark purple energy swept through the open area, forcing the mob of angry men and two cretins backward. Before they could even land on the cobblestone street, we were off.

The streets were abandoned except for the occasional accursed male. I shoved a few of them aside to clear a path, and many in our group pushed and kicked to keep these guys from laying hands on any of our party.

Many of us were tired and injured, but most were armed. With items thrust and thrown, we stuck together in a tight group that beat our attackers back as we moved quickly through the city’s street.

I wished we could have taken the warring men with us. They didn’t deserve to stay locked inside their own anger by the power of Duul’s curse. The only true way to free them now would be to put Duul in his place and eradicate the vile creatures that he sent to every corner of the world.

That was daunting. I went back to thinking about that sweet roll to take my mind off the looming impossibility of saving the entire world.

“In here,” Biddy said, pausing at the destroyed entrance to the weapon shop Cindra and I had explored earlier.

“He’s no help,” I said.

“Leave him to me,” she replied. With a brisk step inside the shop she yelled, “Pfeffpeter!”

The shopkeeper stood up from his hiding place behind his desk. He still had weapons ready in both hands. “Are you here to loot the place, Biddy? You look like looters.”

“You paranoid asshole,” she said. “We’re not looters. Give us what you can before the invaders wipe you out.”

“You have gold,” he said, “use it!”

She walked over to him and pinched his ear. He bent sideways and started to whimper.

“Pfeff,” she said, “whose parents brought him to the temple on his seventh birthday for a premonition?”

“Me,” he said.

“And what did Sajia tell you?” she asked.

“That the gods smile on generous men,” he said.

“Have you been a generous man?” she asked, not once loosening her grip.

“No,” he said. “Go ahead, take what you need.”

“Good boy, Pfeff,” Biddy said. She finally let go of his ear.

“It’s not too late to come with us,” I said. Pfeffpeter just shook his head.

Many in the group swapped out their weapons for nicer ones. Pfeff walked toward me and Cindra with the bow she had inspected earlier.

“Make sure you take this,” he said, handing her the bow and the hip quiver she had admired. “If I’m being generous, I should do it right.”

She gave him a kiss on the cheek and equipped her new gear. “And for you,” Pfeff said to me, “a pair of bracers might help. They’ll cover your arms for added protection, and they’ll also hide that curse for the time being. I’d give you a spear too, but my polearm selection isn’t what it used to be and I’m taking the Orry Halberd for myself.”

“I’ll skip the kiss on the cheek if you don’t mind,” I said, reaching a hand out for his and shaking it. “Would you mind if I took these too?” I held out the pair of high-heeled boots Cindra had picked out for Mamba.

“Oh,” Pfeff said. “Battle heels. They have a +3 to Strength and +4 to Vivacity. They also accentuate the calves and rear end nicely. I have some gowns in the back if you’re…”

“They’re for a girl, Pfeff,” I said.

“I knew that,” he said. But then he winked, which made me think that he didn’t know that.

“Thanks all the same,” I said. “What about you?”

“I think I’ll set out on my own after this,” he said. “I’ve equipped so many adventurers over the years, I want a taste of the excitement for myself.”

“Good luck to you, Pfeff,” I said.

We turned to leave the shop with our new gear. I felt stronger than ever now, even if my spear was still bent.

With a few more force bombs to clear the road ahead, we left the city gates behind and approached the portal gate.

I put a hand on the stone arch and spoke. “Halcyon.”

Nothing happened.

I fiddled with the carved idol embedded in the arch’s peak and tried again. “Halcyon.”

Still nothing.

The attackers we had evaded from Landondowns spilled out of the city now that they had recovered from the bomb blasts. They charged toward us.

“Halcyon,” I repeated. “Halcyon, Halcyon, Halcyon, Halcyon, Halcyon, Halcyon!”

The name started to feel clumsy and meaningless in my mouth. Our group started to murmur.

Something had gone wrong. Either Mamba didn’t get the portal mages back to Halcyon, or Avelle hadn’t figured out how to reconfigure the portal network yet.

The attackers kept coming. Then Akrin popped into view. He blasted the whole lot of them with silver magic. They reappeared at the doors to the temple much farther down the city road.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?” he asked. “I’m here to stop you.”
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Akrin’s silver boots touched down on the grass and he strolled toward us.

“You can’t just take these people away from me,” Akrin said. “That wouldn’t be fair or fun. We should play for them. Winner takes all.”

“This isn’t a game,” I yelled. “There’s a war on. People are fleeing for their lives. Don’t you have a city that needs defending?”

He sighed. “It’s true, Roseknob’s energems won’t work without me there, but my guards are strong, and I have a top notch head priest. No offense to any of you. Besides, I have a feeling time is on my side.” He winked and I didn’t know what for.

“Don’t be so serious,” he continued. “Life is a thrilling race to the finish line, and I always finish first.”

“Sajia must have loved that,” I said.

“Pardon?” Akrin asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“When the gods want a game, they get a game,” Akrin said. Two pellets of silver magic pulsated in his palm. I wasn’t sure how far back my own timeline he would send me if I didn’t indulge him.

He threw his spell to the ground and those magic marbles rolled for a bit before landing at my feet. They grew into the shape of four-foot-tall men with no arms and blank faces.

“En passant,” he said. “Don’t underestimate my little pawns.”

Cindra had stood off to the side this whole time, lost in the shining mirrored eyes of the god of games and time. “You look like a man that plays for higher stakes than just a handful of injured citizens.”

“You’re more than a handful,” he said.

“If you were trying to build your city,” Cindra asked, “would you stay here and round up as many souls as you could, or would you take a group like this and leave for good?”

“Ridiculous question,” Akrin said. “I shall stay until I have every person alive safely in Roseknob. It’s the only winning strategy.”

“You think our strategy is poor,” Cindra said. “Interesting.”

“So that’s it then,” he replied. “You are here to build and recruit.”

Cindra shrugged. “We think we can build a bigger city than yours this way.”

“Don’t taunt him,” I whispered.

“Which city is it?” he asked. “Bloomderry? Newleaf? Bell Hill?”

“Halcyon,” she replied. “It’s new, you’ve probably never heard of it.”

“A new city?” he asked. “And you think you can grow it larger than well-established Roseknob? I like these odds.”

“Then send us on our merry way,” Cindra said.

“Fine,” Akrin said, “but I want a proper game with your deity as well when I make an official visit. Who is it?”

“Nola,” I said. “Goddess of—”

“Deal,” Akrin said. “Now you’ll walk to Halcyon from here.”

“How is that a deal?” I asked. “You were supposed to use your blimey timey powers and send us home.”

“I need you to commit to walking home and not looking back,” he said. “Then I can send you along your timeline. The past is easy enough, but the future is tricky. If you all die of dysentery on the way, I can’t do anything about that. Kidnapped by elves, you’ll find yourselves in a prison camp. Caught in a snowstorm and forced to eat your fellow party members, you’ll lose a week’s time and then find someone’s toes between your teeth. If, however, the walk will be uneventful, I can get you to your destination now.”

“So we walk, and at some point…” I said.

“You’ll be home. You won’t even have to click your heels,” he said, pointing at the shoes I carried for Mamba.

“These aren’t mine,” I said. “I’m holding them for someone.”

“Go on,” he said. “And remember, no looking back.”

We started to walk into the distance, hoping with each step that Akrin would transport us home.

“You were working him,” I said. “Here I was thinking you were swooning over that shiny jerk.”

“I’m no fickle-hearted floozy,” Cindra said. “Eye of Beholding still takes a while to kick in, but I’m in it for the long game.”

“Always on your toes,” I said. “Thank you for staying sharp.”

“Oh, Arden?” Arkin yelled. I struggled to keep walking without turning toward him. “I can’t have you sneaking back in here and stealing people from me. Whatever interest you had in this broken portal gate, forget it.”

A smash of stone behind me told me all I needed to know. Landondowns had just lost its connection to the portal network.

Then, without warning, a brilliant silver light descended on all of us.
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One second, I walked through the open field outside Landondowns as the god of passing time taunted me from behind. The next, I was on a dirt path in the woods walking toward the front gates of Halcyon.

I spun around, half expecting to see Landondowns behind me, but no. We had left that city behind. Whether it was a split second ago or two weeks ago, I couldn’t clearly tell.

Biddy walked beside me. “The portal gate,” I said. “Without it, everyone in that city is doomed.”

“No,” she said. “Akrin is a fool, but now that he knows the game is on, he’ll do everything he can to get those people to safety inside his own city. You and your girl here did good.” She smacked my ass again.

I guessed, at her age, she just didn’t give a flying—

“Leader Arden!” a harsh, lilting voice called from ahead. Flanked by two gi-ants was Ess, her four arms crossed before her armored chest. “My children hunger and my patience wears thin. Your chow woman insults us by diminishing rations with no end in sight. You will lift these restrictions or we shall feast on your flesh!”

“Not this again,” I said. “Ess, you need to chill out. We have a room full of spikey ‘meditation beds’ under that bridge if you need a little nap.”

“I will nap in a nest of your blood-wet bones, leader Arden,” she said.

“I love you, too, Ess,” I said. She snarled at me, then signaled to her gi-ant children to carry her back into their tunnels below Halcyon.

I was playing it cool, but I was terrified. Not of Ess, at least not yet. I was afraid of what had happened to Mamba and the farmers. They should have been back by now. There should be an estimate for when we’d have food and the rationing would end.

The ground began to rumble. I put an arm out to halt our march toward Halcyon. It was another fifteen minutes of walking, less if we ran. Then a skeletal creature erupted into the sky to our right.

“Larry!” I yelled. I had never been so happy to see a bonersnake. “Everyone, stay here a moment.”

I pushed through the trees that lined the dirt path to Halcyon and brushed aside the bushes. Not ten paces from the road were fields where there had been woods. The farmers were here alright, and they had been working. Hard.

“Arden,” Mamba said, twirling as she walked toward me. “Larry’s helping to plow. Look at what we’ve grown!”

Sprawling fields were laid out before me, full of green.

“Master Arden,” a farmer said, stepping carefully across rows of plants. “I’m Grucio, the most veteran farmer among us. I’m pleased to report that the ground responds well here to our fertilizing magic.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “How long before harvest?”

“Harvest is over,” he said. “We’ve had a small animal ravage our crops. There’s nothing left.”

“Gi-ants?” I asked. Was Ess setting me up?

“No,” Grucio said, “goblins. They’re all over the place now. Halcyon is utterly infested with them.”

As I peered at the rows of empty crops, I saw small green shapes moving among them. They hid behind large leaves and scampered beneath bushes.

I ran my fingers through my hair. “If we don’t fix this soon, we’ll all starve,” I said. “And that’s the best case scenario. How long before we have another harvest on the way?”

“We aren’t just farmers by occupation,” the man said. “We are agricultists by class, specialized in speeding the growth of the plants we tend. If we pool our abilities together, we can have a small harvest by sundown. We stopped working the earth when it became clear that we were only feeding the enemy.”

“Please get started on another harvest,” I said. “I’ll take care of the goblin problem.”

“Of course,” Grucio said, “but I have to warn you. Spending down all of our action points will leave us spent out. We won’t have another shot at a sizeable harvest for some time after that.”

“So I have one shot at this goblin menace before Ess becomes a gi-ant pain in the ass,” I said. “You don’t suppose goblins eat gi-ants, do you, Grucio?”

He looked a little uncomfortable at the suggestion. “I wouldn’t know, Master Arden.”

“Of course not,” I said. “Why would anyone know the answer to a question like that? Keep up the good work and I’ll do what I can.”

“Mamba,” I said, “I got you a gift.” I handed her the boots from Landondowns. “Would you see if your snakes can scare the goblins away from the fields, at least for the time being.”

“Thank you!” she said, kissing me on the cheek. “And yes, but then I’ll have to tell Larry to sleep. He’s one snake too many.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “We’ll upgrade your snake control limit after I’ve gotten everyone settled in.”

I pressed back through the woods and rejoined our small group. I didn’t want to break the news to them just yet that we had no food and up to two pest problems — more if I counted adventurers and a rabid lawmonger.

As we entered the gates that led to Halcyon, Nola’s temple door sat ahead. It was no stone slab this time, but an iron wall of polished metal on hinges embedded in the surrounding rock. Even better, a small chain hung by its side. I pulled the chain, ringing a small bell inside the temple.

Two metal doors parted down the middle to let us in. Standing in the doorway before us was a lionkin man with his arms held straight down his sides.

“Welcome back to Nola’s temple after a 16 day, 7 hour, and 8 minute absence,” he said. “To the other 33 of you, welcome here for the first time.”

The twolf pup bounded toward me and leapt against my leg. “I missed you too, boy.” I picked him up and carried him back into the temple.

A strenuous gust of wind came toward us from Nola’s altar as a blinding yellow light erupted to the sound of a bugle. When the brightness subsided, Nola stood before her altar while air blew uncontrollably. She stood, her legs apart, her hands by her knees, trying desperately to keep her robe from blowing up over her face.

What?, she asked as the wind died down. Flourishes are hard!

Biddy approached the altar slowly. Nola held both hands out, palms down, and Biddy met her hands with her own. The old woman’s eyes started to tear.

“You broke your mother’s heart when you left home,” she said.

“I know, Biddy,” Nola said, “but it was time. Every goddess leaves the nest one day. I just wish we hadn’t been fighting when I set out on my own.”

“Your mother didn’t just forgive you,” Biddy said, “she envied you. Few gods have had the courage to speak against the empire. I want you to have something.”

Biddy tugged the gold chain that hung from her neck. A small gem popped out from between her breasts and she took the necklace off. She dropped it into Nola’s hand.

“This is an Amulet of Sage,” she said. “It’s how your mother shared premonitions with me when she chose to.”

“This is too rare a gift,” Nola said.

“Nonsense,” Biddy said. “It’s too important a tool to reject. You’re young, Nola. Your powers will strengthen over time, but don’t neglect the importance of your psychic projection. This stone is your inheritance. Wear it with pride.”

Nola bit her lip and looped the gold chain around her neck like a choker necklace so that the small clear jewel sat against the base of her neck.

Arden, she said. With this stone, I should be able to communicate more clearly with you, and across greater distances. When I have a premonition, I can choose to share it directly into your mind.

We need to know when Duul will come for us, I said. Can you share that with me now?

Nola closed her eyes for a moment. No, she said. I’m out of action points for now. I spent too many of them looking for the moment that Biddy would get here.

Biddy?, I asked. What about me!

Hey, she said, I have to think about morale around here. You’re not the only one that likes sweet rolls. She switched back to normal speech, likely because the travelers from Landondowns were starting to mutter, confused by the extended silence. “When I saw you all arrive in a vision last night, it looked like it would take you weeks to trek back from Landondowns. Yet, here you are, the next morning.”

“I suspect Akrin’s power had something to do with that,” I said. “I’m still not sure I understand how time travel works.”

“So you timelined back?” She frowned. “That means you ran into my father.”

“Akrin is your father?” I asked. “His worldview seems… different than yours.”

“Don’t be so diplomatic,” Nola said. “I only had the displeasure of his company a few times each year, but it was enough to see him for the self-obsessed, corner-cutting, rule-bending, shyster, huckster sneak that he was.”

“Wow,” I said. “Don’t hold back or anything.”

“He’s the kind of guy,” she continued, “that would take one look at your full HP on your way to a boss fight and then decide you were in dire need of a random encounter with an OP mid-boss that didn’t even drop any loot!”

“You’re really worked up about this,” I said.

“Sorry,” she said. “Whenever he came to visit, he’d rope us into these game nights that lasted for hours. We played graphite-and-parchment games sometimes. He was a sadistic dungeon master.”

“Every parent scars their children some way or another,” Biddy said. “Just be glad he wasn’t the god of wooden spoons. His kids’ scars are not just psychological.”

“So he didn’t live with you?” I asked.

“He had his temple, she had hers. That’s how it works with the gods. Cities take a long time to build and no one wants to leave theirs behind. I was lucky that I stayed with my mother. Akrin cared more about his little games than anything else. He was the worst kind of game player, too. An RPG.”

“A what?” I asked.

“A Really Pushy Guy,” she said. “I’m glad our game playing days are over.”

“About that,” I said. “He agreed to send us along, but he sort of demanded the chance to play a game with Halcyon’s god one day. That was before I knew any of this though.”

“Yuck. But if that’s what you promised to get here faster, it was a good bargain,” Nola said. “I’ll deal with him. That is, if he ever shows up here. Spending time with me was never a priority for him.”

“If you two don’t mind,” Biddy said, “I have a few dozen people ready to pledge fealty and settle in.”

“Sure,” I said. “Biddy, can you take the lead on that, and also help this guy install the bastion stone? Under the altar seems to be the customary place for it. I need to check out our goblin mine.”

“So you did recover a bastion stone!” Nola said. “It looks… deader than I remember it.”

“It’s a dud,” I said. “At least for now. I think your mother took it offline and drained it so Duul would leave it for us. Now we just need to fill it again and find a high level builder to reactivate it.”

“Well,” she said, “at least that’s something. Go check out the mine with Cindra, but leave the twolf here. He’s a good guard dog. He’s chased away several goblins that tried to sneak in the front door.”

“Six of them,” Brion said, “though one was missing an ear, so 5.98 goblins would be more precise.”

You haven’t fixed him, I said.

No, Nola said. His mind is all knotted up. I’m not sure I’ll ever unravel it. Everyone seems to like him the way he is though so maybe he’ll just stay the quirky lionkin who thinks he’s my head priest?

I sighed. I didn’t like him, and I didn’t want him here. The sooner he was gone, the better.

“Cindra,” I asked, “will you come with me to the — wait. Do you smell that?”

“Fire,” she said.

My eyes went wide. One thing we didn’t have was a fire hydrant.
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I raced up the stone steps that led from the base of Nola’s front door to the top of our hill, Cindra close behind. “Wait for me outside,” I said.

Flames escaped the chow house’s windows and licked at its roof. Thick black smoke billowed from the building’s openings. “You worthless buffoon!” a woman yelled from inside.

“Roda,” I muttered, sprinting toward our settlement’s only remaining store of food.

The front door to the low stone building was already open. A few goblins, no more than a foot and a half tall bolted from the fire and into the open air as I stepped inside. In the center of the burning building was Roda, our culinarian, with a frying pan held in her outstretched hand. Cowering before her was Yurip Knobble.

Nola, I said, send Ambry, fast!

I’ll reach out to her mind, Nola said. The sage stone should allow for that.

“Give us another curse then,” Roda yelled, swinging her weapon at the man. I beat back the urge to cough as I approached her and put a hand on her shoulder.

“We have to get you out of here,” I said.

“I’d rather watch this petty imperial burn,” she said. Her forearms, like mine, were a sapphire shade of blue. “He was fussing with my fire and now look!”

“It wasn’t goblins?” I asked. A few of the obnoxious creatures crowded around a sack of flour that lay along the back wall, trying to stamp out the flames that sprang from the cloth bag’s corner as they dragged it toward the door.

“I wasn’t fussing with the fire!” Yurip yelled. “I was testing the temperature of the chick-hens, which were collected without valid hunting licenses, to ensure the meat was neither diseased nor undercooked in accordance with imperial health code sections 28 and 34.” He raised a hand and shot a scofflaw’s curse at the goblins that were trying to steal the last of our settlement’s food. “My checklist got too close to the fire.”

“Hunting license,” Roda muttered. “I’ve got your hunting license right here!” She brandished her frying pan weapon again.

I pulled at Roda’s arm. “It’s not worth it,” I said. “Let’s go.”

A few goblins clambered up my legs while another one tugged at Razortooth’s handle. I shook the small green creature loose and it scampered off. Roda swung her frying pan at me, knocking another goblin from my knee. They were everywhere, and they couldn’t keep their grubby little hands to themselves. I continued to swat at goblins while Yurip strolled toward the door.

“Oh no,” Roda said. “You stay and suffer the consequences of your idiocy!”

“Enough!” I yelled. My command was punctuated by the chow house’s further deterioration. A support beam crashed down from the ceiling, sending scraps of roofing into the center of the cafeteria floor. I grabbed Roda around the waist and heaved her over my shoulder, no easy task. She wasn’t just a purveyor of food, she was her own best customer.

“Yurip!” I yelled. “Follow.” I ignored the goblins that still clung to my clothing and groped at my waist. Once outside, I set Roda onto her feet again. She had tears in her eyes.

“I finally had my own chow house,” she said. Her lip quivered as she spoke. “And he ruined it.”

Yurip, ignoring the woman, continued to cast curses at goblins as they ran through the streets. “Thieving little brats!”

Ambry ran toward us, careful to avoid the curses flying freely from Yurip’s hands.

“Ambry,” I said. “I’ve waited to unlock new skills for you, but I don’t think we have a choice now.” She nodded and I got to work.
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Skillmeister View of:

Ambry Ingress




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

9 Constitution / 225 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

7 Vivacity / 175 XP to Next / 7 –> 8 / Total XP Cost: 175

-

14 Strength / 350 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

12 Hardiness / 300 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

12 Focus / 300 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

14 Resolve / 350 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 175







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 900/900

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 700/700 –> 800/800

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 140-171

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 65-91

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 120-146

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 76-106







Skills For Weapon Class: Battle Staff

-

Concuss 4. Whack an enemy in the head for a 16% chance at rendering them unconscious. Failed attacks cause dizziness instead. [28 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 14, Resolve 14].




Improve to Concuss 5 to increase chance of causing unconsciousness to 18%. [29 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 16, Resolve 16] [625 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

TOTAL BATTLE STAFF SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills For Special Class: Flame Dame

-

Holding Fire 7. Conjure a single wall of flame up to 50 feet in perimeter that damages anyone or anything that crosses its path. [36 AP to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 10, Focus 10].




Improve to Holding Fire 8 to increase perimeter of flame wall to 64 feet. [42 AP to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 12, Focus 12] [3,000 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 7 –> 8

Cost Subtotal: 3,000

-

Locked. Red-Handed 1. Channel power through your hands to heat, melt, scorch, or boil whatever you touch with a damage multiplier against enemies that gradually increases to 2.0 the longer you maintain contact. [4 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Vivacity 8] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Red-Handed 2 to increase max damage multiplier to 2.5. [4.2 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Vivacity 10] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

TOTAL FLAME DAME SKILL XP COST: 3,375







Summary

-

Available XP: 3,449

Cost of Intended Changes: 3,550

Precision Training Discount (5%): 178

Total Adjusted Cost: 3,372

Total Projected Remaining: 77







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“I unlocked a new one for you, Red-Handed, and I improved your flame radius. By a lot,” I said.

“Back,” she said, then conjured a circle of flame around the empty building. In the past, this spell had kept cretins contained and threatened them with severe burns as the flame circle tightened and closed. Now, it swept toward the chow house, soaking up the embers that had landed on the grass outside the building.

“She’ll destroy the last of it then?” Roda asked.

“Vix will build you a new one,” I promised. “And we’ll buy food from somewhere.” Turning toward the lawmonger, I said, “Yurip, I need you to certify the gold mine. We need to start minting money or we’ll all starve.”

“I will not,” he said, “so long as it remains infested with goblins.” He turned to shoot another curse.

“You’re cursing up a storm,” I said. “You’re like a sailor that’s picked up a bad case of crotch monsters on fleet break. It’s not doing anyone any good.”

“You’re right,” he said. “Perhaps I should switch to the executioner’s curse.”

Everyone tensed up.

“Yurip,” I said, as calmly as I could with the chow house still burning behind us. “Come to my office. We need to talk.”

“My business is outside,” he said.

Cindra took a step toward him and, taking a page out of Biddy’s book, pinched his ear and dragged him toward the building Vix had been preparing for me.

I pushed open the door to my new office, stopped dead in my tracks by the room before me. This was what Vix thought of me as a leader, as a man. The square room had a dark wood desk sitting at the far end, positioned to watch the door and a polished wooden table that sat in the middle of the room with eight chairs tucked under it. Stone bookcases lined the rear, with four candlestick holders on each side wall.

This was, by far, the best-decorated and best-furnished building on the entire site. She must have worked with the woodworker, the metalworker, and a disproportionate number of laborers to get this in place so quickly.

I’d have to thank her properly for this gift later.

I walked around the central meeting table and leaned forward while Cindra pulled Yurip inside the building. “Your behavior—”

“Was justified,” Cindra said, raising a hand to put me on pause. I let her. We were in her territory now.

“I recognize the importance of what you do for the empire,” she lied.

Yurip brushed soot and debris from his shirt.

“Any frontier settlement would be lucky to have your expertise on hand.” She lied again as Yurip adjusted his posture and straightened his back.

“In fact,” Cindra said, “it must take quite a lot of patience and attention to detail to do your job in this far-flung territory, where settlements and cities don’t have a long tradition of following the empire’s every decree.”

Finally, for the first time since I had met the man, Yurip smiled.

The expression, common to humans everywhere, soon fell from his lips. That smile knew it didn’t belong there, like lipstick on a chick-hen.

“What’s the matter?” Cindra asked.

“You,” he said. “The intestines of justice will not be constipated by your trickery!” He squinted his eyes shut, preventing Cindra from using Eye of Beholding any further. She stepped around to my side of the table and pulled me toward the back of the office space.

“He wants to feel important,” she said. “He’s been a tiny little person in a gigantic empire that never cared for him enough to give him a permanent home.”

“You saw all that?” I asked. “I didn’t think you had quite enough time with him.”

“I didn’t need to use a skill to see what’s going on with him,” she said. “The way he clings to his little checklists and the tiny role the empire gave him. He feels powerless, sad, unsettled. I don’t think he likes this Yurip any more than we do.”

I sighed. “Yurip, I have an offer to make you.” He turned toward me, eyes still shut. “As the city gets larger and more complex, it will be too much for me to handle on my own. I’ve never seen a city’s operations behind the scenes, but you have. I’d like to offer you a job, as a supplement to your imperial lawmonger responsibilities. Halcyon needs a chief administrator. The position, of course, comes with an office.” I held my hands out and gestured toward the walls around us.

He opened his eyes. “You don’t mean that, do you?”

“I do,” I said. He looked conflicted, which was a good sign. He wasn’t outright rejecting my offer. His brow furrowed as he thought hard about what to do.

Finally, he responded. “I can’t just ignore the law and help operate an illegitimate settlement.”

“Yes, you can,” Ambry said, leaning against the frame of the open door. “Dire Directive.”

Yurip’s face lit up. “If there were a reason to trigger that, I certainly could accept a post here. It would take a severe threat to the imperial order though, one which I haven’t witnessed or verified.”

“Then before you answer,” I said, “there’s something I want you to see: the future.”

Nola, I asked. Does that amulet allow you to share premonitions with other people too, beyond just me?

Perhaps, she said. What do you have in mind?

I want to show Yurip what’s at the end of this war if we don’t pull together while there’s still time.

Okay, she said. One dire glimpse of fiery doom, coming right up!
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The world before me faded into a blur. When it came into focus again, I wasn’t standing in a well-furnished office atop Nola’s hill. Instead, I stood at the gleaming white gates of the Imperial City.

“I’ve never actually been to the Imperial City,” Yurip said. A vision of the lawmonger stood next to me, half transparent like a ghost. “Is this it?”

“Yes,” I said. I hadn’t been there either, except in my visions of the Great Mother.

Vibrations carried through the air and the ground as a rumbling sound swelled behind us. We turned back and saw an infinite sea of black metallic bodies charging toward us. Large, open mouths were the faces’ only feature, filled with long sharp teeth that bent in odd directions. Each small cretin carried a weapon just as black.

Breaking through the ranks of the vaguely person-shaped monsters were war dogs, their hulking muscular bodies bounding ahead on all fours. The ridges of their spines poked out from their black bodies.

“What are they?” Yurip asked, taking a step behind me as Duul’s army rushed us.

“Evil,” I said. “They are war incarnate.”

“How far in the future is this?” he asked.

“Years?” I replied. “Months? Weeks? We don’t know yet. It depends on how we handle the present.”

Towering above the cretins and war dogs were dozens of generals standing more than a story tall. Those who didn’t carry weapons held their fists balled and ready.

The first war dogs leapt toward us and we dodged out of the way. I had never been so close to danger in my earlier visions, but none had been through the power of premonition. My heart raced as I realized, I didn’t know whether we were safe here like this.

A bolt of black magic crackled and arced through the air toward the pearlescent gates of the empire’s strongest city. The doors, one moment white and gleaming, disintegrated to ash before our eyes.

Inside that gate stood the Great Mother, with an imperial army behind her. She stood, no taller than Nola would stand. A long white robe ruffled in the wind behind her. A shining white breastplate covered her chest, no less gleaming and bright than her long white hair and smooth alabaster skin.

“We are ready for you, Duul,” she said.

Behind us, there was laughter. A man, taller than the tallest general, stepped through his army with long strides. His skin was red and dry, wrinkled and crumpled like the skin of a rotten fruit.

“None have been ready,” he said. He practically gargled his own voice in his throat. It was then that I noticed them. A handful of men and women who were no mortal combatants. They were gods and goddesses, floating above the earth or flying with wings of their own, helping to guide Duul’s army into their final battle.

Those deities took quick actions that sent spells through the air, landing deep inside the Imperial City. The army behind the Great Mother turned their heads in confusion and fear. One spell erupted in a dense fog that expanded toward the white-clad army. Another sparked flames that set building after building ablaze.

“Is this what you came here for?” Duul asked. He stepped through the cretins and past his subservient gods. He towered over me and Yurip. “Tell your precious Nola that I will not be spied on, not now and not ever!”

He saw us. Somehow, the image of the future that Nola projected into our minds had brought Duul into contact with us.

“Enjoy this vision while it lasts, Duul,” I said. “We will never let this come to pass.”

“Now let me show you a vision,” he said, reaching toward Yurip. He pinched the lawmonger’s shirt between his fingers and lifted the man a few inches from the ground. Yurip lost his transparency, became fully opaque. Fully a part of a world we thought we only visited.

“Nola!” I yelled. “Nola, get him out of here!”

Duul laughed. “I don’t have the power of premonition at my disposal, but I can share with you my mind’s eye. See what I have in store for your pathetic goddess.”

The Imperial City faded from view. Instead, we saw Halcyon. We saw Nola. She lay on the floor of her temple clutching her hair with her fingers. Tears of blood streamed from her eyes as she thrashed, trapped in some kind of nightmare. Biddy and many others crowded around her, but none seemed able to help.

Then we looked back, through the temple’s open doors. The path leading to the temple was full of the same black glistening faces as the army Duul led against the Great Mother.

“They are coming for you,” he said, “as we speak. And when they take her life, it is I that will reap the benefit. They feed me, Arden, the way you would feed me. Join me.”

“What am I to you?” I asked. “Cahn said you want me to lead a war against the empire. Why?”

“Cahn is a means to an end,” Duul said. “You, however, have symbolic value. Owning you would sweeten the revenge that I’ll suckle from victory’s tit.”

“I’ll never serve you, Duul,” I said. “I’ll die first.”

“Emptier words were never spoken,” he replied. “And don’t forget the future’s lesson. None have ever been ready for me.”

My vision turned black and the sound of Nola struggling against her own mind on the temple floor faded away. When I opened my eyes, I was in that office again, in the present.

Nola?, I asked. Are you okay?

I am, she said. I saw the whole thing but I couldn’t break the connection. How are you?

That depends on whether we accomplished what we needed to, I said.

Yurip’s face was pale and drenched in sweat. “We can’t let it fall. The empire is all I know.”

“We don’t want to let it fall,” I said. “My allegiance is to Nola and the people of Halcyon. That requires us to stand up to Duul. If we succeed, the empire survives.”

He spent a long time staring at his shoes. I wanted to push him for an answer, especially with Duul’s forces on the way, but this moment was delicate. I didn’t just need him to say yes, I needed him to feel it.

At long last he said, “I accept. I accept your offer. I will advise you as chief administrator of Halcyon.”

“I need your assurance,” I said. “I don’t give this post lightly, and I won’t have you changing your mind.”

Yurip walked toward the bookshelves that lined the rear of the office. He took off his invisible backpack and turned it upside down, releasing a torrent of books, scrolls, and clipboards.

“I go nowhere without my law library,” he said. “These books have a home now on these shelves. Take my bag. I no longer need it.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Very,” he said. “All of my days traveling the farthest reaches of the human lands and inspecting the mundane deficiencies of outposts and villages trying their best to provide comfort and safety to good people. Those days were a waste. I thought I was building toward a day when I gained the empire’s respect, maybe a small promotion. There are larger priorities now.”

“I’ll need you to pledge fealty,” I said.

“With all haste,” he replied.

“And apologize to Roda,” I said, “if you ever want to eat again.”

“Understood,” he said. “I might even approve her for a liquor license.”

I clapped a hand on his shoulder. He smiled, an expression that stuck this time. “Thank you, Yurip. Now, about the mine.”

“I won’t abandon everything I hold dear,” he said. “The empire’s laws may not be perfect, but they are sound. A mine with a goblin infestation is a danger to all who enter it. Goblins are known to dig without caution and they may cause the hill to collapse if left unchecked. I’ll certify it when the problem is dealt with.

“And,” he continued, “I know you want to mint coins. There are requirements, not the least of which being the setting aside of value for the empire’s coffers. When the path is safe, we need to deliver goods worth the coins we mint in order to keep faith in the currency.

“We must also mint copper, silver, and gold coins in the correct proportions to ensure larger coins can be broken into smaller change when necessary. I will guide you through the requirements, but they must be met.”

“I think that’s fair,” I said. “And look at that, we saw eye to eye without a single executioner’s curse.”

“About that,” Yurip said. “I haven’t unlocked that one yet. It was a bluff. Really, the worst I could do is a Red Tape debuff. I’ll remove the scofflaw’s curse now, from everyone.” He laughed nervously. “I created a lot of scofflaws while you were gone.”

My arms returned to their normal color. “We’ll discuss the finer details of your role later. For now, we focus on Duul’s approach.”

Nola, I said, how much time do we have?

Little, she said. They’re far but they’re moving fast. I’m sending the girls up to you for further instruction.
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Vix was the first to arrive. “How do you like your new office?” she asked.

“It’s a little small,“ Yurip said, “but I’ll make everything fit. Thank you for asking.”

Vix looked puzzled for a moment, then disappointed.

“Yurip is our new chief administrator,” I said. “He’ll help us get the mine certified, among other things.”

“Ah,” she said. She leaned forward so that Yurip couldn’t hear. “You didn’t like it.”

“I loved it,” I said, “but we were desperate to get Yurip on our side and I needed a bargaining chip. I’m sorry, Vix. I can see how hard you worked on this.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay,” she said, “I can handle that. I was just afraid you hated it.”

“No,” I said. “Far from it.”

“Welcome aboard, Yurip,” she said. Yurip gave her a lazy wave and continued piling books onto his new bookshelves.

“Vix,” I said, “I’m sorry I’ve been absent for so long. I know you wanted to show me what you and the deviser have been working on.”

“You’re busy,” she said. “You can’t always come running when I get excited about something.”

“I’m excited about it too, though,” I said. “What is it?”

“Well,” she said, leaning forward. Her eyes lit up while her tail brushed side to side. “It’s finished now. We built a control tower in the center of the hill for the walls.”

“A control tower?” I asked. “How many kinds of towers are you going to build before you get tired of them?”

“Hey,” she said, “the best defense is a tower defense. But this one’s not like the others. It doesn’t aim energems at baddies. It aims the walls.”

“Now you’ve lost me,” I said.

“We had extracted the last available raw energems right before Duul attacked last time,” she said. “Those energems were all charged by the cretins, war dogs, and the big bad general we killed.

“I’ve built towers along the inside perimeter of the wall, but those are for archers and ranged classes like Lily and Ambry. The energems themselves are set inside the stone walls. You can see them, shining in between some of the brown stones that form the bulk of the walls.

“We have energems with ice, fire, and snake spells, but then I thought, we’ll need more. So I left some open spaces that we could pop more energems into as we grow.

“Then I realized, once we install them, they’ll be stuck facing a single direction. Enter the deviser. She and I created a device that runs the entire length of the wall. When I pull a few control tower levers, it plucks the energems from their current spot and rotates them to the next spot.

“If we want ice balls that freeze baddies in place, I just rotate two or three times and boom, now the ice balls are aimed in the right direction. Cretins at four o’clock in need of a good snaking? No problem. Pluck and rotate.”

She couldn’t smile any harder without breaking her face in half. Her excitement was contagious. “Have I told you lately that you’re a genius?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “And hold that thought, because here’s the most important thing: it doesn’t work.”

Well that was anticlimactic. Sort of like conversational blue balls. “How… disappointing.”

“The machinery aspect is the deviser’s domain, and it’s too complex for her. She’ll need to get her main deviser skill up first.”

“I can get it up,” I said. “I’ll have no problem getting it up for her.”

“Not in time,” Vix said. “She cribbed part of the blueprints from a design her sponsor was working on, but she was working off memory alone and he was a lot more advanced than her. It’ll take years before she can fix the design flaws.”

“Well,” I said, “thank you for trying.”

I was hoping for a little good news, in light of all the ways we weren’t ready for this oncoming attack. Not only was Vix’s big project a dud, we had goblins fighting us from the inside, gi-ants losing patience, everyone was underfed, and yet we’d have to ask the people that just escaped Landondowns to take up arms again here. Not to mention, Nola hadn’t evolved once since the last attack.

A few moments later, Lily and Mamba joined us, completing our circle.

“You did build new towers though?” I asked, circling back to the one beneficial takeaway of Vix’s work these past few weeks.

“Yes,” she said. “The walls are basically a circle at this point, lining the edge of the hilltop. There are a dozen new towers spaced evenly.”

“Good,” I said. “Duul gave me a sneak peek at what we’re up against. Let’s map our strategy.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the map Lexa had crafted for me. As I laid it on the table, it looked odd. The image on the parchment was small and square.

All I could see here was the inside of the office. We’d have to go outside to see outside. Now I saw why that was annoying.

“On second thought,” I said, “forget the map. Cretins will attack from the north and target the front gates, then try to funnel into the temple. The towers along the north of the hilltop give us a high vantage point for shooting downward while the towers that line the front path slow the cretins’ approach.

“Let them come through that gauntlet while we shoot from the safety of the hill. Lily, Ambry, and Mamba, I want all three of you up top with archers. Alternate your attacks — ice, fire, snakes — so you don’t run out of action points too soon.”

“What about me?” Vix asked.

“I want you inside the temple with me,” I said. “We’ll hold the door like last time.”

“I want to help!” a girl called from the door. “Gowes said you were all planning for the next attack. I hope I’m not too late.”

“Jessip,” I said. I fiddled with the map on the table, squeezing my fingers together and idly zooming out on the small office while I prepared to deal Jessip another disappointment. “I appreciate the offer, but there’s nothing for you to do this time around. I’ll want you inside the temple where it’s safe.”

“You don’t have to worry about me,” she said. “Look.” She held out a small bronze sword.

“Isn’t that Carzl’s?” I asked.

“He gave it to me when I told him how excited I was to fight,” she said. “I know I haven’t shown any talent for building our base. I can’t cook, farm, build, tinker, dig, smelt, or carve. The only thing I’ve even enjoyed so far was helping Carzl inventory the items in his shop. But I want to help keep everyone safe so they can do the helpful things they love.

“And before you say no,” she continued, “you should know that this isn’t just me taking a wild stab at something I might like. This is divinely inspired. Gowes helped me think it through.”

“Gowes?” I asked. “The god whose full time job is helping people ignore that nagging feeling that a bad idea is actually a bad idea? Like, gee, maybe I should spend all afternoon mastering the art of stepping over a non-existent invisible box. No, I won’t faceplant from lack of coordination, and if I do, I’ll just lie there and start planking instead. That Gowes?”

“I was pretty down on myself for my complete lack of useful skills,” Jessip said. “Gowes helped me figure out what would make me happy. Eventually, I want to be an adventurer.”

“I want you not to die,” I said. “That’s my number one priority for everyone here now. Send Megra up, would you? She’s a bomber girl, and she’ll be useful during the attack.”

Jessip bit her lip, but she didn’t break eye contact with me. I looked away first, glancing around the table at the girls that were preparing to defend the temple. None had battle experience before the cretins showed up, but they devoted themselves fully and learned quickly.

I took a deep breath. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Jessip clasped her hands in front of her as she spoke.

“Stick with Vix when the cretins show up,” I said. “You’ll see combat firsthand. If you’re injured even a little bit, head to the recovery beds and heal up. You’ll know better after this if combat is for you.”

She ran over and threw her arms around me from behind. Her long dark hair fell forward across my face. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” And with that, she ran off.

“Will you watch her?” I asked Vix.

“Of course,” she said. “Anything lays a hand on her, I’ll stun it and clear a path to the recovery beds. It’s nice you’re giving her this chance.”

When I glanced back at the map, I saw more than just a small square where the office was. I saw a shape roughly the same as Nola’s temple, the insides of the other buildings on the hill, and a network of rough shapes that looked like different chambers within our underground mine. I hadn’t been inside the mine though, not since before Lexa gave me the mapping compass.

I felt along my pant legs. “Thieving little brats!”

Yurip turned back. “Goblins again?”

“They must have pickpocketed me during the fire,” I said. I still had the potion from Meadowdale, the last portalbella mushroom, and Cahn’s signet, but not the compass.

Less than an hour now, Nola said.

Already?, I asked. We need to bring everyone inside, fast. What’s the new limit of your psychic projection? Can you see if the farmers have heard the oncoming attack?

I can send widely, she said, but aside from the occasional intrusion from powerful gods like the Great Mother and Duul, you’re the only one I receive from. It’s a darn good thing too. Parsing all the thoughts floating around the top of your mind is work enough. It’s usually something like: “sex, sex, boobs, more sex, save the world, sex again, sweet rolls.”

My brain would give you the silent treatment right now if it could, I said. Tell the hunters and farmers to seek shelter in the temple. Same with everyone on the hill, and beneath it.

Beneath it?, Nola asked. You mean like Ess? I’m sure she and the gi-ants will plan to sit this one out since we haven’t fed them.

Not Ess, I said. The entrance to the mine is at the base of our hill, too far from the temple’s doors to fall within our entry gates. It’s entirely unprotected.

Oh no, the miners!, she replied. I still can’t reach underground to warn them telepathically.

Then I’ll go, I said. “Cindra, I need you in the mine. Everyone else, this is it. Make your final preparations, gather the archers, and take your posts. Vix, I’ll meet you inside the temple soon.”
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The entrance to the mine was the only part of Halcyon that wasn’t inside walls or fences. We ran down the stone steps at the front of the hill, almost crashing into Megra on her way up.

“Arden!” she said. “Jessip said you wanted me.”

“Come with us,” I said. We ran across the small bridge over the meditation room, down the front path, and past the six pairs of defensive towers that led away from the front doors. The front gates were open for now, but soon they would be locked from the inside. We needed to get the miners and return to the temple before that happened.

As we neared the mine’s entrance, we heard the sound of pickaxes hitting rock, and the high-pitched jabbering of tiny creatures. Inside, a handful of miners chopped away at rocks that wouldn’t yield to their iron tools while dozens of goblins ran around underfoot.

Cindra went further ahead into the dark while I warned everyone to evacuate. “Arden?” she called. “I think I found where the goblins are coming from.”

“There’s no time for goblins,” I said, “we have to get back.”

“Just let me see if I’m right,” she said. “I saw one little guy pop out from behind this rock.” She heaved the large brown rock to the side, revealing a hole in the wall about a foot wide.

“It’s hollow back there,” one miner said, gathering up his tools. “Where there’s no rock, we stop mining.”

Cindra pulled her quiver and bow from her body and dropped them to the ground. She pressed her face against the rock wall’s hollow opening.

“We really need to go,” I said.

“I can see in the dark,” she replied, “I just want to know what’s back there, that’s all.”

The rock squeezed against her head as she pushed, contorting her slimy shape until she was able to slip her whole head through.

“Oh my,” she said. Her voice was muffled on the other side of that rock wall. “It appears we’re not the only ones worshipping on this site.”

“What do you see?” I asked.

“Goblins,” she said, “food, gold, energems, bones, cogs—”

“Let’s plug up this hole and explore the cave later,” I said.

Cindra pressed her arms against the rock wall for less than a second before she screamed and her whole body shot forward, warping and rippling as she was pulled through the small opening like jello through a straw.

“Cindra!” I yelled, rushing to catch her by the ankle, but not in time. I thrust my arm through the hole in the rock, but I couldn’t feel anything but the rough edges of cavern stone.

“Let go of me!” she yelled from inside. “Stop it! That tickles!”

“Hang on, Cindra!” I yelled. “Megra, we need to blast this hole open and get in there.”

She stepped back. “If this wall is the main support for this end of the mine, even a small explosion could cause the whole thing to implode, with us and Cindra still inside. We can’t do that, not without setting up other supports first.”

“Give me some bombs,” I said.

“Excuse me?” she asked.

“I won’t ask you to put yourself at risk, but I’m not leaving Cindra down there. If this mine collapses, so be it. There’s more to the cavern system than this. There are additional underground chambers. They can’t all implode, right?”

“I don’t think that’s a reasonable assumption,” she said. “You know, you tell people you specialize in explosives and people think you’re this reckless devil-may-care type, but it’s not true. I much prefer a calculated approach.

“Besides,” she continued, “I can’t just give you bombs. They’re made of magic from my special bomber class. They’d just explode in your hands.”

“Cindra spent her whole life trapped in this cave,” I said. “I can’t let that happen to her again. We can blast ourselves in, and if we have to, we’ll blast her back out. Are you with me?”

“On these grounds you are my master,” she muttered.

“No,” I said, “not because of some imaginary obligation to me as head priest. You can leave without any repercussion from me. But we’re Cindra’s only hope right now.”

“We’d never have made it out of Landondowns without her,” Megra said. “Okay, here goes.”

I collected Cindra’s quiver and bow while Megra filled her hand with an orb of dark purple magic. She rolled a Blastball along the mine’s stone floor toward the small hole Cindra had disappeared into.

It blinked once. It blinked twice. Then it erupted with a thunderous boom that shook the cave, blasted that tiny hole into a gaping pit, and sent distress fractures through the ceiling and floor. It only took a half-second for the ground to fall away beneath our feet and send us down a rockslide into utter darkness.

Megra just couldn’t resist yelling the whole way down. “I told you this was ill-adviiiiiiiiiiiised!”
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The ground collapsed beneath us, carrying us down a sharp forward slope as more rocks crashed from overhead, tumbling against our backs and cracking into our heads. When the rockslide finally came to rest, my head was throbbing and my eyes struggled to find any source of light to adjust to.

“Megra,” I asked, “are you okay?”

“A little scratched up,” she said, “but that’s all. You?”

“Same,” I said.

Tiny hands groped at my legs. I kicked and shook goblins off of me before they could pick what was left in my pockets. They gibbered their high-pitched nonsense as I tested the ground, skittering down the rock slope until the cavern floor was flat and smooth.

Nola?, I asked. I waited, but the only sound was Megra getting to her feet and swatting at goblins. Nola couldn’t hear me down here.

A slow metallic grinding sound percolated in the background. “Do you see that?” I asked. “Some kind of red aura just lit up.”

“It’s so faint,” she said. “It disappears when I look directly at it.”

“Let’s investigate,” I said, feeling my way toward the edge of the cavern. I swept the ground ahead with my spear to get a sense of the terrain. It was smooth, until I tapped on something bumpy ahead.

When I got closer to it, I bent down and placed my hand out. Something smooth sat on the ground, with bumps and ridges. It ended in a fine point on one end, while the other end led straight into the rock wall.

“That aura is getting closer,” Megra said.

She was right. Slowly, what started as an indistinct orb of red light grew larger, brighter, and closer. It bobbed along the ground like some wispy spirit that couldn’t find its way to the afterlife.

“Cindra!” I yelled. My voice bounced off the rock walls, causing a wave of tiny goblins to start up their gibbering again. If Cindra answered, I couldn’t hear her.

The wall curved as I continued tracing it, until I had shifted away from that strange aura’s view. Razortooth’s pole swept across a pile of pebbles and sent them rolling across the floor. As I kept feeling ahead with my spear, the pile became a mound.

Metal struck against metal deep within the cavern as the sound of a machine kicked into gear. Either Vix was trying again with the control tower, sending a ripple of grinding cogs through the hill, or these goblins had a machine of their own down here.

“Megra,” I asked, “what would happen if you rolled a force bomb ahead of us?”

“It would knock down anyone standing in its path,” she said, “in another burst of dark purple magic. You’ve seen that in action before.”

“But it was daylight in Landondowns when I saw that last,” I said. “Would the magic give us enough light to see by?”

“Maybe for a split second,” she said. “I could give it a shot, but if we provoke the goblins — or whatever else lives down here — we may be sorry for it.”

“Be ready,” I said. “It may come to that.”

As I rounded the underground chamber, I found the path to the next room. There was a break in the rock wall ahead. Through that gap, I saw the red aura again, bobbing toward us.

I stood there, unsure whether we should proceed toward it. It stopped moving forward, though its radiance only increased.

Then the shrieking started. From deep within the cavern, the sound of hundreds of goblins chirping and jabbering rose to a quick crescendo. Small hands groped at my legs, climbed my back, clung to my arms. Megra struggled against the same onslaught of tiny attackers.

I thrashed my spear, but didn’t connect with an enemy I couldn’t see. They weighed down my weapon hand and pushed me from behind, toward that glowing red light.

“Megra,” I said, “it may be time.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “These creatures are pushy, but so far not hurting me.”

“Or me,” I said, “but we don’t have time to see where this leads. We need to break free, charge toward the light ahead and find Cindra. Duul’s cretins will be here any second. We’re needed up top, and we need Cindra now.”

“Okay,” Megra said. “One.” An orb of light grew in her hand. I could make out the rough outline of her fingers as she summoned a force bomb. “Two.” I resisted forces pushing me forward, waiting for that purple magic to detonate and fling them from my body. I held my eyes wide, ready to take in every detail from the split-second of purple light that might provide some clue as to what this underground world really looked like. “Th—”

“Stop!” I yelled.

The whole room lit with faint yellow-orange light, casting long flickering shadows toward us from well behind the red aura’s source. Somewhere, a fire was lit.

The source of the red aura was clear now. It was a goblin woman, too short to reach even my knee. The curves of her figure were hard to make out in the faint light, her dark green skin blending into the surrounding shadows. Earrings lined one ear from its long drooping lobe to its floppy pointed tip. She held an iron staff in one hand and a ball of red light in the other.

Goblins continued to push me and Megra from behind until we had no choice but to climb forward, through the opening that led away from the front chamber and deeper into the tunnel. I stole a glance backward and saw what I had felt earlier along the ground. It was a bone, or a series of bones, shaped like the tail of some enormous creature. That tail led to a solid rock wall, where it ended.

Littering the ground in that entry chamber were small rocks that looked golden, silver, and bronze. They sat in piles, except for the silvery rocks which I must have brushed aside with my spear. There was also a small pile of fruits and vegetables sitting next to the bone tail, and a few odds and ends tucked into it.

The purple magic fizzled and disappeared from Megra’s hand. As we got closer to the small goblin woman, she stared at us and spoke in a language too squeaky and quick to make any sense of. She stood there, yelling her little words while we progressed slowly toward her.

“Are these goblins all naked?” Megra asked.

I glanced down at the goblins hugging my limbs and clutching my vest. Cracked leathery skin pressed against my clothing and my bare arms. “Yes,” I said. “Even the old saggy ones.”

“What do you want with us?” I yelled. The goblin woman’s hands moved wildly as she spoke. Then, giving up, she turned and headed deeper into the cave.

I stopped pushing back against the goblins and just started walking, hunching slightly to avoid hitting my head on the low cave ceiling. The next room had another bone structure in it, this one like a large skeletal claw, its wrist was half embedded in the rock. Larger piles of shining rocks and food sat here.

“They won’t hurt you,” Cindra called from deeper in the cave. Her voice was barely audible over the sound of cogs grinding against each other. I wanted to run toward her, but the weight of two dozen goblin hangers-on didn’t allow it.

“Are you alright?” I yelled.

“Fine,” she said. “They have a temple here, or maybe shrine is a better word.”

When they led us to the deepest chamber of the mine, we rounded a corner and found Cindra. She stood, holding a lit torch next to the largest of the bones we had seen. It was a skull, with two long horns sticking out of a wide sheet of skeletal forehead. Two large holes sat where eyes should be.

A weird metal contraption sat against one wall, with gears that pumped long strips of metal deep into a hole in the rock. At odd intervals, a metal cup would rise from the depths, tip over, spill out a small rock, and then follow a metal chain back down into the ground.

“Is that an energem?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, “as are these.” I followed Cindra’s gaze to a small pile of medium-sized energems. They were arranged next to the largest piles of gold, silver, and what I took to be copper sitting before that massive skull as if it were an offering.

“And all this food,” Megra said. So this is where the stolen food ended up. The goblins hadn’t eaten it, they were offering it to the long-dead remains of a fossilized creature.

I handed Cindra the gear she had left behind, then I opened the expansion pack Yurip had given me and started shoveling the food inside, one armful at a time. Apples, squash, corn, and other produce rolled into the bag and disappeared into its depths without adding weight to the pack itself.

“They took torches, pickaxes, weapons,” Cindra said. “They’ve been hoarding everything down here. Along with your special compass.”

She was right. My compass sat atop a pile of gold as if it were the crown jewel of their collection. I took out my map and saw that this was the last chamber my compass had traveled through. We were in a round rock chamber, next to but not connected with a small square room. I zoomed out just a bit. It looked like the temple’s basement room with the stone-spike meditation beds.

“They want us to worship the dragon with them,” Cindra said.

“What makes them think it’s a dragon?” Megra asked.

“Nothing makes them think it isn’t,” Cindra said. “That’s as far as I’ve been able to understand these creatures. They’re not dangerous, just sticky-fingered.”

I bent down to collect the compass. I lifted it from the pile of other sundry items the goblins had stolen. The goblins began to shriek and beat their fists against the floor. A few others scurried forward with rocks in their hands. They started throwing them at us with all of their strength.

“Oh,” Cindra said. “Sticky-fingered and protective.”

“Ow!” I yelled as a rock hit me in the face. “We need to get out of here. Megra, this wall should connect us to the temple. Can you try blowing the wall?”

“The walls here never seemed interested in that,” Cindra said. “Her mileage may vary.”

“You saw what happened last time we tried bombs down here,” she said. “Ow!”

“What other choice do we have?” I asked. “Ow! Cut it out, would you?”

“I’ve already tried Flirting,” Cindra said. “I offered to let one of them sink inside my voluptuous green body and swim in my warm shallows. That turned out to be more terrifying than alluring. I may need a boost to that skill when we’re through here.”

“I suppose,” Megra said, “if the temple walls are sturdy, and there are support columns inside that bear the weight of the hill already, blasting this portion of the wall won’t cause too much structural damage. Okay, here goes.”

She lit up a purple orb in her fist. “One… Two… Three!”

We stepped away from the rock wall as the bomb detonated. The goblins scurried backward while the wall collapsed in front of us. We climbed over the chunks of brown stone in a mad dash to escape the mine and get back inside the temple.

I had been right. We climbed over broken rock and landed on the sharp stone spikes that formed the entire floor.

I lay there for a moment, my heart racing and my lungs pumping air in and out of my body in quick thrusts. Megra and Cindra lay by my side.

“Cindra,” I said, “you’re sinking.”

“Oh,” she said. “Slime and spikes don’t mix.” She held onto the smooth sides of a pair of spires by her and stopped her slow slide toward the bottom of the spike pit.

The first goblin to come through the opening was the woman with the iron staff. She yelled and screamed from her angry face, but her expression began to soften as she stood there, her bare green feet resting on the tips of stone spikes.

I felt myself calm as well. These meditation beds, they seemed to hold a power within them, the same way that the recovery beds offered healing. I opened my skillmeister menu for a moment and watched as I gained a bonus to my Resolve. One point, then another, before the increase stopped improving.

The goblin woman continued to rant while more goblins approached from behind her. I thought every third word or so made sense. She wasn’t speaking gibberish, she was just speaking way, way too quickly.

“Ma’am,” I said. “Please slow down so I can understand you.” She paused for a moment, but her speech was still too rapid when she started up again.

Still, she had tried. That meant that she wasn’t just some rodent-like pest infesting our settlement. She was capable of more than a donkey or a twolf or a ram would be.

“Perhaps I could skillmeister you and add to your Resolve so we could discuss this mix-up.”

She cocked her head to the side. Then she nodded vigorously.

“Great,” I said. “Keep talking while I work.”

I improved her Resolve once, twice, six times before her speech slowed to an intelligible rate.

“You destroyed our temple!” she yelled. “You desecrated the offerings we made to the lord of the rocks! One day he will rise from the rock and bring us into glory!”

“Mayblin,” I said, learning her name from her skillmeister window, “I’m sorry for our intrusion. Your people took one of mine and we had to rescue her.”

“She would have been a perfect offering to the lord of the rocks if she didn’t move and talk so much,” the goblin woman said. “We thought she was an emerald come to life. Goblins have simple but powerful imaginations.”

“What you called the lord of the rocks?” I said. “Those are only the bones of some long lost creature that met a bad end. If you’re looking for spiritual guidance, I can bring you to the goddess Nola.”

Mayblin’s faintly glowing red magic ceased, as did the sound of gears and cogs grinding away in the mines.

“A real goddess?” she asked. “I’ve heard the stories about your gods and goddesses, they don’t take goblins as subjects. They cast us out.”

“Subjects isn’t the right word,” I said. “Snacks is a little closer, but let’s settle on followers. That’s nicely in between.”

“Snacks?” she asked.

“Inside joke,” I said. “Nola isn’t like the goddesses you’ve heard about. If your intentions are true and you’re willing to help build this hill into a mighty city, you’re welcome to join us aboveground or stay down below. You’re an earth momma by class, with power over rock, metal, and machines. Your talents will be highly respected here.”

Mayblin didn’t seem convinced until that last part escaped my lips. Respected. By humans. I could see what a surprise that was.

She leaned in close. “I want to say yes, but many of my people will wonder how their shaman could leave the lord of the rocks so quickly. Between you and me, I never thought he would come back to life, it was just a little story that got way too out of hand.”

“Tell your people,” I said, “that if they pledge fealty to Nola, holy goddess of witty thoughts and future forecasts, we will free those old bones from the rocks they’re buried in and provide them an honorable home where all goblins are free to visit.”

Mayblin relayed the message in her own words, sending the goblins into a murmur of quick, clipped words. I’d have to skillmeister each of them before their speech was down to human speed, a task that really just sounded exhausting.

“We accept,” Mayblin said, “though most of my people will prefer to live here in the caves.”

“Good,” I replied. “You’ll each pledge fealty to Nola before this is official. And for gods’ sakes, stop stealing all of our stuff.”

Nola?, I asked.

Arden!, she said. There you are. A wide new area opened up to me telepathically and it’s full of little life forms running around.

Yeah, I said. The good news is, we’re cool with the goblins now. The bad news is that the mine collapsed and we had to bomb our way into the meditation room, so the temple sort of opens up into the mine now.

Oh, good news / bad news! I want to play, Nola said. The good news is that all of the farmers and miners made it back to the temple, as did the hunters with the chick-hens they caught. The bad news?

I gulped. Yeah?

Our visitors have arrived.
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Cindra, Megra, and I raced through the underground tunnel that led from the meditation rooms around the back of the temple while Mayblin hitched a ride on my pant leg. When we burst into the temple’s main room, it was full of men and women hiding from the cretins’ attacks.

“What’s happening?” I asked. It was Vix that stepped forward to catch me up.

“We have a team of ten archers positioned in the towers on the hill looking over the entrance,” she said. “Cretins are banging on the front gates now, but we can’t tell how many there are. The gates should hold, longer than last time because now my Fundamentals skill is higher. The cretins will break through eventually though.”

Mayblin had hopped down from my leg. She knelt before Nola on both knees, staring at the goddess in awe.

“Um, hi,” Nola said. “It’s not polite to stare.”

“I’m sorry, your godliness,” she said. “I’m here to pledge filthy to you.”

“I don’t doubt that,” Nola said, “but fealty is more my thing. You may proceed. The words don’t matter as long as they rhyme and your intentions are true.”

Mayblin furrowed her brow for a moment. “Goblins tinker and goblins drink, but only you can help us think.” A wide smile swept across her dark green face.

“I’ll take it,” Nola said. “Now, look at Arden and repeat after me…”

I nodded at Mayblin when her pledge was finished. “I’d like to prepare a meal to welcome you and many other newcomers to Halcyon. Would you ask your people to bring the food you took from us up to the temple? We can handle everyone else’s pledges later tonight.”

“Okay!” she said and scampered off.

I walked toward the iron doors to the temple. “Everyone,” I yelled. “This temple has survived an attack like this before, and we are stronger now than we were then. We have more allies, more weapons, stronger walls. What we don’t have is a guarantee. The gods are at war, and we are caught in the crossfire as we protect Nola from the vile creatures outside these doors.

“Life here has been difficult, and I know you’re all hungry and tired,” I continued. “At the end of this battle lies a great feast, or utter defeat. Only we can choose how this ends. Who’s ready to kick some cretin ass?”

Everyone cheered. Gowes motioned for everyone to cheer louder, and they did. “It’s a glorious night to stand for Halcyon,” he said.

“Roda,” I said, “I think you should start cooking, because these don’t look like people ready to lose.” Everyone cheered again.

“We have energems along the main path and enough archers up top. I won’t send anyone else up just yet. I’ll take Vix, Cindra, Mamba, Lily, Ambry, Megra, and Jessip in the front. Everyone else with weapons, stay behind the doors and hold the rear.”

You seem confident, Nola said.

I’m terrified, I said. I’m not afraid of facing the cretins, or whatever else is out there. I’m afraid of what Duul showed us. The wave of cretins he’s sending is like an ocean storm and you were on the ground, suffering. Maybe even dying, Nola. And there was nothing anyone could do.

I’m close to evolving now, Arden, she said. Just a little more time and a few more juicy vibes from you all, and now these goblins, and I’ll be that much stronger. Don’t worry about me. Protect the people.

I’ll always worry about you, I said. Hold on.

The girls came to the front with their weapons in hand, as did Brion.

“You can take the rear with everyone else,” I said.

“Nonsense,” he replied. “Of the 129 people inside the temple, not counting goblins, I am the most suited to lead. I may appoint you head guard though. You seem an able fighter.”

“You are too kind,” I said. “But do count the goblins. And Ess.”

Ess!

I pressed the sole of my boot against an iron door and pushed it open. Cretins still banged on the front gates, which looked on the verge of collapse. I stepped outside into the waning early evening light and took the expansion pack from my back. I dumped out all of the fruits and vegetables I had brought up from the mine.

“Gi-ants!” I yelled. “Get your Ess out here.”

It made me sick to feed Ess first when I had a temple full of starving people, but we needed her help.

The gi-ant queen emerged from the dirt with a handful of her children. “So,” she said, “your fear of my wrath has squeezed food from your stores after all.”

“There’s more where this came from,” I said. “Help us kill those cretins and keep the settlement safe. You’ll never be hungry again.”

She stepped toward me, sliding a scratchy hand down my cheek. “What makes you think my lasting hunger can be satisfied by vegetables? Maybe I crave something meatier now.”

“I’m not sharing my meat with you,” I said. “But you can have some roasted chick-hen after this. You deserve a seat at our table, Ess, if you’re willing to do your part.”

She bent down and picked up a tomato. Its juices ran down her chin and her chest as she sank sharp mandibles into its skin. “How shall we assist, leader Arden?”

“Dig,” I said. “When the cretins come close, pull them under.”

“A lovely approach,” she said. “Children, earn your dinner!” The gi-ants disappeared into the dirt with their food.

The girls stepped forward, as did Brion, joining me in front of Nola’s temple. I closed the iron doors behind us.

And now, we waited.

The thick wooden doors that closed off the main path to Nola’s temple were splintering under the cretins’ assault. The doors’ frame held a black energem bursting with occasional blue light, set weeks ago with Lily’s Battle Cryo ability. It pumped frozen balls of magic at the cretins. It would freeze them in place for a time, an effect that was useless to us at the moment. The archers overhead wouldn’t be able to target the cretins while the front gates stood in the way.

Then, they burst open.

“Forty-five cretins,” Brion said, the second those monsters came into view. Whatever Nola did to his mind was a mistake, but remarkable nonetheless. I wondered what numbers floated in his field of vision.

A tight mass of glistening black bodies charged forward while two of their comrades remained frozen in Lily’s ice. They would join the rest of the herd soon though as the cretins wielded solid black swords and spears at the wooden pike fence that blocked their way forward.

That first gate sat between our tallest ground towers. Those towers held no energems. We had used them in the past to support archers, but now we had archers in a safer location. Arrows rained down on the cretins from the hill’s peak, releasing thick black blood from their miserable lumbering bodies.

“Forty-three cretins,” Brion said as the army before us punched a hole through the wooden pikes that led to the next pair of towers.

“It’s okay,” I said, “the ones that survived are injured. Things should speed up from here.” Our archers continued to release their arrows, knocking out more cretins while the rest of us stood safely at the temple’s entrance. After the vision Duul showed me, I wouldn’t risk putting our people in danger atop those towers. Whatever spells we could cast or arrows we could sling wouldn’t be worth the loss of life.

“Thirty-nine cretins,” Brion said. The pool of shining metallic bodies rushed forward, but now that they approached the third set of towers they had energems to deal with in addition to the arrows from above.

The second those creatures came within range, a fire energem sent a wall of flame out from each tower, trapping half of the attackers. Those flames burned into circles, penning the cretins in and confronting them with a dangerous choice: avoid the flames and wait for them to die down while arrows pierced their bodies, or charge through the flames and take fire damage.

One of the cretins charged through the flames, carrying embers on its skin that ignited the wooden pike fence before it. I winced at first, sad to watch the gate disintegrate so quickly, but a crash of burning wood caught my attention. The gate collapsed in a fiery pile of debris that snuffed out the lives of two cretins under its weight.

“Thirty-two cretins,” Brion announced as the enemy came closer. From here, Cindra could aim her arrows through the wooden slats of those pike fences. She shot Heartstringers that turned cretin against cretin. First one, then two, then three of those hideous monsters joined our side. They brawled with their former compatriots, slicing blades against their bodies and sinking long jagged teeth into their backs.

“Twenty-one cretins,” Brion said as the cretins rushed the fifth of six sets of towers. Mamba summoned her snakes now. Writhing bodies glistened against their pitch black enemies, curling up their legs and tripping them to the ground. Two sets of fanged beasts faced off, releasing more of the cretins’ black blood onto the dirt around us.

Lily froze some of the cretins in place while Ambry conjured fire walls that constricted against their prey and burned cretins alive within them. Megra stood ready with a force bomb, but I put a hand on her shoulder. It wasn’t time for that yet.

“Fourteen cretins,” Brion said as the cretins destroyed the next wooden gate, bringing them to the final and shortest set of defensive towers. These held a snake charmer energem that summoned more and more snakes while the number of our enemies diminished further.

That gate held for some time, since there were fewer of the obsidian blades and heads full of sharp incisors that could cut and bite their way through it. The archers overhead couldn’t aim straight down very well, but Cindra’s arrows never missed their marks.

“Five cretins,” Brion said.

As the final round of cretins tore down the wooden fence before us and charged across the bridge that covered the meditation room below, we all leapt into action. Megra tossed a force bomb that knocked the cretins back. Jessip launched forward, pinning a fallen cretin to the ground and sinking her bronze sword into its chest.

Vix hammered the ground, sending an arc of orange energy out that caught three cretins within it. They began to twitch uncontrollably. Lily’s face took on a manic grin as she lifted her axe, then chopped it toward a cretin’s neck. Its decapitated head rolled a few feet before melting into black sludge.

One cretin got to its feet just as Ambry swept her staff against the ground tripping it again. Mamba stepped forward and sank the spike end of her heeled battle boot into the monster’s groin. I cringed as the creature’s eyeless face screamed out once before falling dead.

Cindra held an arrow nocked in her bow and waited for a cretin that ran toward her. When the monster was only inches away, she released. Her Moneyshot tore through the fiend’s mouth and poked through the back of its head, tearing its metallic skin apart like cheap foil.

One final cretin approached as I pulled back my spear. One well-placed Piercing Blow would take the creature out in a single shot. Its clumsy feet kicked at the dirt before me. It held out an empty hand and shot a series of black magic spells that sent ribbons of evil magic through the air. They landed against my chest, my bare arms. They didn’t fill me with rage though. My Resolve was too high for this puny foot soldier to cloud my mind so easily.

“That’s right,” I said. “This one is mine.” I activated my skill.

My spear shot forward in a brilliant glow, but all it pierced was air. Gi-ants had erupted from the ground and grabbed the cretin by the ankles with their mandibles. In a moment, it had disappeared under the ground. I couldn’t see how they battled that cretin, but when black sludge bubbled to the top I knew they had succeeded. I worried for a moment that my suggestion to Ess had taught these fearsome creatures a new battle tactic, but I shook that worry aside. They were our allies now. I had to trust in that.

As the sun disappeared under the horizon, I stared ahead at the dirt path leading to the demolished gates. The black energy the cretins had leaked was slowly evaporating. It was a shame Mayblin hadn’t brought the pile of medium-sized energems up so we could collect the energy, but it was done. The air was quiet, the forest outside our settlement was still.

“I think we did it,” Jessip said. “We defended the temple! And I got to kill one of those nasty things!”

“And I got to use Guillotine,” Lily said.

“Duul underestimated us again,” Cindra said.

“They didn’t even destroy the towers this time,” Vix added.

“Nola,” I said. I wouldn’t count this as a victory until I saw that she was safe. I pulled the iron doors open and saw all of our people waiting, tense hands clutching whatever meager weapons they had been able to bring with them to Halcyon.

Nola stood before her altar. Mayblin, a dozen other goblins, and an enormous mound of fresh fruit and vegetables sat by her side.

“It’s over,” I said.

“It is,” Nola replied. “I sense no others nearby.”

Everyone cheered. I didn’t understand. Duul had promised to rain hell on Halcyon, and this was barely a spring shower.

“It doesn’t feel right,” I said.

“Why,” Lily said, “because you didn’t land a single kill? Buck up, Master Arden, there’s always next time.”

A cold sharp finger scratched down the back of my neck. I spun around. It was Ess.

“It’s time for my reward,” she said.
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Roda had metal skewers packed with raw chick-hens roasting over the fire pits that flanked Nola’s altar. A small bonfire sat on the open floor, scraps of wood warming a cauldron of water into which she sliced vegetables.

“You did as well as I knew you would,” Gowes said, clapping me on the back. I was glad to have the cyan god’s support, but mostly I was glad he had given Jessip the confidence to pitch in. Seeing the happiness on her face as she helped defend the temple was a nice change from the disappointed girl that had wandered the hill, aimless.

“I don’t know what you said to Jessip,” I said, “but thank you. Not all bravado is false. I see now that sometimes a little wishful thinking is all it takes to get someone out of their own head and onto a good path.”

“Just doing my part,” Gowes said.

The temple was full of long tables in need of food and drink, but that would come. I sat at the head of the longest one, next to some of the girls. From here I could see straight through the front doors and down the long path ahead until the dark of night blended into the shadows between the trees.

“Tomorrow,” Ambry said, taking a seat at my left.

“Tomorrow what?” I asked.

“That’s when we need to return to Valleyvale,” Lily said. “Not permanently, just long enough to return our mother’s energem. We protected Halcyon without it. There’s no reason to keep it here.”

“Let’s discuss it in the morning,” I said. “Tonight is for celebrating.”

“Then you could smile,” Vix said, sitting on my right. “You look like someone that just lost a fight.”

“It doesn’t add up,” I said. “Duul tapped into my mind, and Nola’s, and Yurip’s. He showed us what was coming. She was on the floor in pain and an impossible wave of cretins was coming for us.”

“War is psychological,” Vix said. “He wanted to get under your skin. Don’t let him.”

“I hope that’s all it was,” I said. I reached inside my pocket for the tiny energem I had been carrying around earlier. It was black now, filled with energy from the cretins we had just slain. It was so small I didn’t notice it heat up at all when it drew in the cretin’s lifeblood.

I stood from the table and walked toward Nola. “It isn’t much,” I said, “but I have this. It filled during the attack.”

“That’s sweet of you,” she said. “Every little bit counts.”

I reached for one of the small energems that sat next to her altar, still clear and empty. I wanted so badly to fill this stone and offer Nola more. She needed the strength these stones could provide, and if I had the power to fill one I wanted to offer that.

Halcyon would only grow weaker before it got stronger. The more people that moved here, the more there was to lose. Specialists with no combat training, buildings that housed vital resources exposed to the elements, a larger footprint that made us easier to find.

I thought about what losing that would mean to me, to Nola and the girls, and to the world. There was too much work to do now. I couldn’t rest, I needed to take action.

My fingertips burned for an instant and I dropped the energem. When I picked it up, it wasn’t clear anymore. It was milky white and completely opaque. Like the black energem Lily and Ambry’s mother had filled, and the lilac ones that filled from Kāya’s anibombs, this gem had taken its fill of energy — from me.

“Before we celebrate,” I shouted. The room settled as heads turned toward me. “And before the night gets away from us, I’d like everyone to take one of these. These energems are small, too small to contain spells that will serve our defenses, but they are not without purpose.

“Each of you has the ability to fill this stone with your own action points, which Nola can use to grow stronger. Your action points help you activate your best skills, but they can also build the world we’re all here to create.

“I won’t demand that you do this,” I said. “Your action points are yours alone, and while they regenerate, the process takes time. But for those of you willing to sacrifice your own energy to feed Nola’s, consider filling your gem each day, making your offering, and striving to fill it again.

“The process isn’t hard, but it does require you to look inside yourself. Think about the people you care for most. Focus on the world you want for yourselves and your children one day. Will yourself to act, and the rest will follow.”

I offered Nola the stone I had charged. She held it to her lips. As they brushed against the tiny rock, wisps of white energy left the energem and she breathed them in through pursed lips.

“Thank you, Arden,” she said. “And thank you to anyone who offers the same.”

One by one, people stood from their tables and collected tiny energems. I took my seat.

“You never cease to amaze me,” Vix said. “Where did you learn to speak in front of groups the way you do?”

“I didn’t,” I said. “It always terrified me. I never understood how Father Cahn could do it each week, lecturing a temple full of his neighbors as if what he said were so important they all had to hear it.”

“What you said is important,” Vix said. “What did you think about when you filled the stone?”

“I thought of you,” I said. “And Cindra, and Mamba. And Nola, too. It’s strange though. I imagine a lot of people here will think about their family, but I never had one of those. No parents, no siblings, just Father Cahn. He was never really the fathering type, despite his title.”

“We’re a family now,” Vix said. “Look around. All of these people left homes behind, and loved ones, and professions. They came here for a reason. They came here to belong somewhere and to make a difference. Adopted family is just as important as the one you’re born into. Sometimes, it’s even more important.”

I glanced back at Nola. She was so beautiful. Her pastel yellow skin radiated with kindness. Her long hair cascaded down her front, leading to a full chest that heaved with each heavenly breath. Her flowing robe was cinched around her small waist, sending folds of fabric around her hips and down her slender legs. I could just see the tip of each small wing that grew from her back.

Her face was gentle, but her eyes held a deep mystery. I felt like all the world’s knowledge lurked behind those eyes. She bowed slightly to accept an energem from one of Halcyon’s residents. She lifted a hand toward her face, as if to wipe away a tear.

Her fingertip smudged red across her cheek.

I jumped up, knocking my chair over behind me. She looked at me, confused for a moment, then she screamed.

She dropped the energem from her hand, letting it tumble across the floor. Biddy and I raced to Nola’s side. She began to faint, and I raised a hand to support her neck while my other hand wrapped around her waist. I laid her slowly to the floor.

Her whole face clenched tight as blood tears flowed from her eyes. “It burns,” she whispered. “The city. Every city. And the people.”

“What do you see?” I asked.

“I can’t,” she said. “Oh gods, I can’t.”

Biddy placed a hand on Nola’s forehead. I looked back at the temple’s front doors. It was happening. This was what Duul had envisioned for us. An army of black monsters rushed toward the front gates from the forest beyond, clawing and trampling each other in a mad dash to break into the temple.

“One hundred sixty-eight cretins, forty-two war dogs,” Brion said. His voice was unwavering, as if the onslaught of demon creatures posed him no danger.

“Close the doors!” I yelled, but already five people raced toward the iron doors that protected the temple’s entrance. They forced them shut and slid a bar across them just in time, though the doors wouldn’t hold forever.

“Nola,” I said, “you didn’t see any of this coming. How is that possible.”

Her whole body shook, but she didn’t speak.

Nola!, I yelled. She didn’t respond to my mind’s call.

“He must be forcing his way in,” Biddy said. “This is a psychic attack. He’s pushing against her mind harder than she can reach out. He didn’t want us to see this coming.”

“But we should have anyway,” I said. “He told us everything we needed to know, but we didn’t take him seriously. Ambry! Can you heat the front doors with Red-Handed? Not enough to melt them, but enough to burn the monsters that lay a hand on them?”

She nodded and thrust burning crimson hands against the main entry. The doors began to glow from the magic heat.

Something boomed overhead. It wasn’t just cretins at the door we had to worry about, the attack came from above as well. I couldn’t leave the temple to climb the stairs to the hilltop.

“We let the cretins destroy our main defenses on the first wave,” I said. “Without the front gates or the pike fences to slow them down, they had easy access to the temple’s doors. Our initial success was nothing to celebrate, but look at us, penned inside the temple while Duul surrounds us. We’re trapped, and we did this to ourselves.”

“We could tunnel out,” Cindra said. “With a little help.”

“Ess,” I said. The gi-ant queen stood at the other end of my banquet table. “Can you tunnel us to the surface?”

“Not from in here, leader Arden,” she said. “There are too many layers of rock.”

“Mayblin,” I said. “I need your help. Take me through the tunnels to the mine’s entrance. It collapsed, but you’re an earth shaman. You have power over the rocks. I’ll need you to move them.”

“I’ve never done anything like this,” she said.

“I’ll unlock the skills you need, if you allow me to,” I said. She nodded.
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Skillmeister View of:

Mayblin of the Rock Clan




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

1 Constitution / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 375

-

1 Vivacity / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 375

-

1 Strength / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 375

-

1 Hardiness / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 375

-

1 Focus / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 350 [Leveled Playing Field activated]

-

6 Resolve / 150 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 1,850







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 100/100 –> 600/600

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 20/20 –> 120/120

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12 –> 60-73

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 5-8 –> 32-46

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12 –> 60-73

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 32-46







Skills For Weapon Class: Magic Staff

-

Locked. Intersceptre 1. Draw 1 AP from enemies damaged by your staff. [Passive] [Requires: Vivacity 3] [125 XP to unlock].




Improve to Intersceptre 2 to draw 2 AP per attack. [Passive] [Requires: Vivacity 5] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125

-

TOTAL MAGIC STAFF SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills For Special Class: Earth Momma

-

Locked. Stone’s Throw 1. Maneuver rocks through the air to transport them with ease. [10 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Strength 2, Hardiness 2] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Stone’s Throw 2 to reduce AP cost. [9.5 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Strength 4, Hardiness 4] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

Locked. Pump Iron 1. Slow, speed, and otherwise control the movement of metals. [12 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Focus 2, Resolve 2] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Pump Iron 2 to reduce casting cost. [9.4 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Focus 4, Resolve 4] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

TOTAL EARTH MOMMA SKILL XP COST: 750







Summary

-

Available XP: 2,646

Cost of Intended Changes: 2,725

Precision Training Discount (5%): 136

Total Adjusted Cost: 2,589

Total Projected Remaining: 57







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“Mayblin,” I said, “I unlocked a handful of skills, allowing you to draw AP from enemies you strike and to move rocks and metals with ease. I also improved your attributes as much as I could so that whatever comes our way won’t knock you out.”

“Megra, Jessip,” I said. “Fight with Ambry if the doors break down. Biddy, take Nola to the recovery beds. I don’t know if they’ll help her, but I want her out of the temple’s main sanctuary in case the cretins get in here.”

“Gowes and Eranza,” I said, “that goes for you too. I don’t want you in harm’s way.”

“Arden,” Gowes said, “I’m not afraid of what comes through that door. My life, or my death, will always serve the greater good. I stayed this long to make sure my niece had all the support she could. I stayed in case this very moment ever arrived.”

“We’re here to stay, Arden,” Eranza said. I nodded.

Everyone else crowded toward the center of the temple. They looked scared and ill-prepared. “All those with melee weapons to the front, ranged behind them,” I said, “and to anyone unsure whether you’re strong enough to brave this assault, I say this: Fear is natural. It reminds us what’s at stake, but don’t let it consume you. Only when hope eclipses fear can victory triumph over defeat.

“Men, retreat to my private quarters. That includes you, Brion. I can’t risk the cretins turning you into raging lunatics. Women, follow Ambry’s orders and retreat to the recovery room when you need to. That’s where the goddess will be the most vulnerable if things get out of hand.

“Vix, Cindra, Mamba, Lily, Ess. Come with me.”

We followed Mayblin through the temple’s back corridor and into the meditation room. We were about to climb through the destroyed temple wall and into the mine when I paused.

The sound of cretins snarling and banging on the hot iron doors was loud here, just below the bridge over the patch of ceiling that collapsed during our first real fight. Vix had repaired it, but not completely. A sliver of light shone through a small gap in the rocks below the stone bridge.

“Mayblin,” I said. “How nimble are goblins?”

She put her hands on her hips. “A good enough goblin can sneak a dead rat from a tigerkin’s jaw without taking a tooth in the back.”

“Tell your people as we pass through,” I said. “I want them sneaking through the hole there and disarming the cretins. Bring the weapons into the meditation room. Then bring all of the energems you can up to the hilltop. Whatever’s up there will be full of energy and I want to collect it.”

She nodded and we continued through the dark mine chambers, pausing only so that Mayblin could deliver instructions. At the end of our trek, we reached the faint light that came through the crumbled rocks that sealed the mine entrance.

Mayblin pointed her crooked green fingers at the rocks. Slowly, they glowed with red light and parted. Rocks lifted from the pile and floated upward, gushing from the underground and rolling into the entry chamber beyond. We raced through the mine and up the stone steps, into the night ahead.
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We climbed the steep incline of the hill’s edge toward the stone wall that Vix had erected.

“Now,” Ess said, “allow me.” She summoned her gi-ants, who burrowed ahead of us. We climbed through the dirt tunnel and emerged inside Halcyon’s protective wall. The tunnel collapsed behind us.

With all of our residents in the temple below, our buildings were completely dark. Their outlines were barely visible against the night sky. We had twelve towers surrounding the settlement, but none were staffed. Only the energems that sat in our surrounding wall offered any defense. They lit up when their internal energy crested, sending balls of ice, walls of flame, and nests full of snakes at unseen targets.

“There,” Cindra said, “it’s a general at the south wall.”

I couldn’t see through the night’s darkness like she could, but the sound of a heavy creature thudding against the ground was unmistakable. “Ess,” I said. “Can you dig a trench around that monster and contain him?”

“His leg-span is too long,” she said. “We’d destroy much of your hill in the process, and it is too beautiful a hill for that.”

“There are cretins coming too,” Cindra said, “and war dogs climbing over the walls.”

“That’s right,” I said, “those mangy monsters aren’t true dogs, they’re something else entirely. Their claws will scape up the stone until they’re clear of the wall. They’ll find the spots where energems aren’t and get in here with no problem.

“Vix,” I continued, “I need you to get that control tower fixed and start aiming energems at those creatures.”

“I can’t,” she said. “I don’t know how.”

“You know how it’s supposed to work, right?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said.

“Take Mayblin with you,” I said. “She can make the gears turn even if they don’t want to.”

They nodded and ran toward the center of the settlement.

“Lily, Cindra,” I said. “I want you both at the front towers raining arrows and ice down on the cretins that are trying to break in.”

“I’m not sure freezing one cretin among hundreds will help,” Lily said.

“Good point,” I said. “Let me see what skills you have coming up that we can unlock.”




Δ





Skillmeister View of:

Lily Ingriss




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

12 Constitution / 300 XP to Next / 12 –> 13 / Total XP Cost: 300

-

11 Vivacity / 275 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

10 Strength / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

16 Hardiness / 400 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

13 Focus / 325 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

8 Resolve / 200 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 300







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 1200/1200 –> 1300/1300

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 220/220

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 100-122

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 86-122

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 130-159

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 43-61







Skills For Weapon Class: Battle Axe

-

Guillotine 4. Activate for 7% chance to decapitate any enemy with lower Hardiness than your own. [56 AP to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 16, Focus 13].




Improve to Guillotine 5 to increase chance of success to 11%. [58 AP to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 18, Focus 14] [625 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

TOTAL BATTLE AXE SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills For Special Class: Ice Queen

-

Battle Cryo 7. Freeze enemies in place for 16 seconds. [17 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 7, Resolve 7].




Improve to Battle Cryo 8 to increase immobility duration to 18 seconds. [18 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 8, Resolve 8] [3,000 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Stalactice. Summon 3 sharp ice shards from above to skewer enemies. [30 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 11] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Stalactice 2 to increase shard count to 4. [32 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 12] [750 XP to improve].




Improve to Stalactice 3 to increase shard count to 5. [34 AP to cast] [Requires: Constitution 13] [1,125 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 3

Cost Subtotal: 2,250

-

TOTAL ICE QUEEN SKILL XP COST: 2,250







Summary

-

Available XP: 2,487

Cost of Intended Changes: 2,550

Precision Training Discount (5%): 128

Total Adjusted Cost: 2,422

Total Projected Remaining: 65







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“How do you like the sound of Stalactice? Giant ice spikes shooting from the sky?”

“That’s more like it,” she said. She and Cindra took off toward the towers.

“Mamba,” I said, “it’s time to wake up Larry. Can you get me closer to the general?”

“It would be Larry’s pleasure,” Mamba said.

“Ess,” I said, “will you summon some of your children to help hold back any cretins or war dogs that come after me while I take care of that big guy?”

“Every child has chores,” she said. “Consider it done.”

The ground shook as the dirt parted, revealing a massive snake made of a skull and tightly compacted rib bones. I pushed those bones aside, stepped into the snake’s frame with Mamba, and held on tight as we raced across the hilltop.

The general had knocked a hole in the south wall, revealing twisted and torn metal bars from the support structure Vix had built inside the stones. A few cretins climbed through that hole behind him while war dogs hurled their muscular animal bodies over the wall. They charged toward us while more emerged behind them.

“Leave me here,” I said, “and take Larry back to the temple.”

“We want to stay and help,” she said. “A sour wind is coming, one that lifts up to tear down.”

“I need to know that you’ll get Nola out of there if the cretins break down the doors,” I said. “Take everyone you can to safety.”

Mamba brought Larry to a stop and leaned forward. She kissed me once. “You worry about everyone else too much. I need you to worry about you right now.”

“I’ll be fine, Mamba.” I flashed her a smile that didn’t fool either of us, then climbed out of Larry’s ribcage. Mamba rode her giant bonersnake into the darkness.

The closest cretin barreled toward me with its sword raised. I lifted my forearm, blocking its blade with my bracers, then thrust my spear forward. A pool of black sludge was all that remained.

A war dog butted its head into my side, knocking me down. It launched its heavy body on top of mine, but I lifted Razortooth in time to block its fanged mouth. I kicked off the ground, rolling the canine onto its back. I couldn’t wrestle my polearm free, so I pressed its pole downward against the monster’s maw until I heard its jaw break.

It bucked backward in pain, giving me a chance to get to my feet. I pointed my spear’s blade down and pierced the hard metallic shell of the evil war dog.

My spear sank too hard too quickly though. The blade hit the ground as it sank through my enemy’s body. It bent along its familiar crease.

I bent the blade back into position and turned to face a new opponent. Cretins and war dogs alternated their attacks, and I handily ended each one-on-one. The general, meanwhile, continued to smash the walls that surrounded Halcyon. Each new break in the stone let another stream of monsters in.

One entry point was narrow enough to keep a steady but manageable stream of attacks coming. Two, and now three entry points sent more cretins than I’d be able to handle.

Blue magic lit up occasionally, sending ice balls that froze war dogs in place. The general had gotten too close to an active energem, cracking the wall apart where Lily’s spells could slow the attackers down.

Then, that energem moved. A metal arm plucked it from the wall and swept it along to a hole closer to the center of the action, then brought a red-glowing gem into range.

They did it!, I thought. They fixed the control tower!

The dark hilltop lit with flickering flame and blue magic as those spells further slowed the oncoming attackers. A war dog approached, but it was no match for my Piercing Blow. The next cretin came from afar, so I threw my spear through its chest. It puddled onto the ground as I recalled my weapon with Call to Arms.

The black energy left behind by that conjured monster rose from the ground and snaked through the air, landing in a raw energem carried by a goblin. She was taken unaware, dropping the scalding crystal as the energy found a new home.

Other torrents of black energy swirled over the ground as they arced toward energems that could contain them. More goblins came from behind, depositing what energems they could before turning back and fleeing again.

The wall mechanism shifted again, sending the ice gem away and bringing in a stone that erupted with snakes when its internal energy crested.

More cretins and war dogs poured in through the cracks in our wall. If the army on this side of the hill rivaled the size of the mob assaulting our front doors, this stream would never end. Three cretins approached at the same time now, which was more than I could handle. I thrust at one, but a quick motion from another drew my attention too soon. I missed entirely giving two cretins a chance to slice into my leg.

I thrust again, ignoring the two cretins that weren’t my target. I might get hit once or twice, but I needed to take this one enemy at a time. As one monster liquefied before my eyes, another grabbed my arms and charged, dragging me to the ground.

I bucked against their weight but couldn’t get up. The ground thumped with the footfalls of oncoming war dogs. I hadn’t even made it to the general yet.

Dirt pelted my face as gi-ants erupted from the soil. An army of them swarmed us, pulling the cretins from my prone body and flinging them aside. I nodded my thanks, then charged toward the war dogs that came at me. My gi-ant companions erupted under the monster, throwing it off course. I let them handle the rest and headed toward the opening in the wall.

Frozen monsters broke free of the ice magic that held them in place as firewalls rose and fell in different places along the hill. The general continued smashing the wall stones. I needed a way to slow the on-comers down.

A high pitched squeal pulled my attention toward a cretin that held a goblin upside down in its arms. The small green woman punched with short arms that couldn’t reach her captor. Five more monsters climbed over the wall while I made a decision.

I went back for her. She and her kind risked their lives to bring energems up so that we might have a chance at strengthening Halcyon after this. I couldn’t let Duul’s minion tear her apart.

With a quick swing, I knocked Razortooth’s handle into the fiend’s head. It stumbled forward, dropping the goblin, who in turn dropped an energem. I killed the cretin in one stab. Then I saw how that poor goblin managed to get caught while other goblins were able to deposit energems and scamper away. She had dragged the heavier ten-inch gem from Valleyvale all the way from the temple.

“Empty energems!” I yelled after the small woman. “I only want it if it’s raw!”

I picked up the hefty rock as it pulsed with electric energy, then faded again. A snarling sound brought my focus back to the cretins. There were a dozen now, with war dogs close behind. It was too many. By a lot.

Nola, I said. This is usually where you spark an idea that saves the day.

Or… maybe I could spark my own idea this time.

Tucking the large energem under my arm, I ran. I dodged past dark, shadowy monsters that tried to cut me down with blades and snap my legs inside powerful jaws. I wove through the oncoming creatures and charged toward Vix’s wall.

I slid along the ground with that gem held tight, slipping beneath the metal contraption that repositioned energems. A cretin’s face emerged in the V-shaped hole in the wall before me. I kicked it, sending it rolling back down the hill. Peering over the edge, I saw hundreds of those creatures clamoring for their chance to climb into our home.

I wedged the energem into the bottom of that crack, nestling it into the space between stones and bracing it against the twisted metal rods that failed to hold the wall against the general’s attacks.

Please, I thought, let this work.

More of the monsters crept up the wall. They perched on the brown stones, staring at me with eyeless faces. Their jagged teeth were like razor blades in their jaws. The energem radiated its light, brighter and brighter, until it finally crested and released its pent up lightning.

I had expected an arc of electricity that would zap a few cretins and give me time to get to my feet. That’s not what happened.

Instead, a wave of electricity erupted from the energem, sending lightning streaking across the wall in both directions through the stone and the underlying metal. The lightning bolts arced across the broken gaps in the wall and swept around the entire settlement. They crossed paths at the north end of the hill, snaking past each other and converging again at the energem before the stone went dark, beginning its thirty second charge anew.

The cretins that tried climbing through at that moment were liquefied from the magic that coursed through them. I scrambled backward. The cretins kept coming. When the energem lit up again, it destroyed each of Duul’s minions careless enough to keep trying.

A few cretins made it past, but they were easily managed. Gi-ants erupted from the soil and pinned them down, dragging them into a grave full of sharp mandibles and insectoid claws.

Lily and Ambry might give me lip for using their mother’s energem, but I could see no better use for it tonight than electrifying our entire perimeter.

My excitement died when I realized the metal device Vix operated would conduct that magic back to the control tower if she made one more energem switch.

“Vix!” I yelled. “And Mayblin, stop!” I waved my arms into the darkness, but soon I saw both of them running toward me. They must have seen the electricity and powered down the machine.

The general turned from his work and stopped smashing the live wall. He laughed, a hearty sound that reverberated within his hollow metal chest. “You think that will stop us?” he asked.

“If you think you can survive the voltage, be my guest,” I said.

“My master does not like what rumors tell,” he said. “The people take hope from the stories of Halcyon. We will kill your goddess and destroy every last shred of this forsaken settlement. There shall be no proof that this place even existed. Prepare for the rise and fall of Halcyon!”

As the general finished those words, an enormous beast leapt over the electrified wall and crashed its paws against the ground. In the crackling yellow light that pulsed through the stones behind it, its features became visible.

Its powerful body was feline in form, with paws as large as its head. Its fur was a patchwork of browns and greens. It roared, revealing a tongue as black as night. Its eyes were like deep wells of tar. The creature looked like it was suffering, the same way the men that bore Duul’s curse would suffer.

“Arden!” Vix yelled, still speeding toward me. Mayblin was far behind, her short goblin legs ill-suited to such a long sprint. “That zenocat is cursed, run!”

Zenocat, I thought. Never heard of—

The ground began to shake as the zenocat’s paws sank into the soil beneath it. The general laughed. A chunk of earth surrounding the cat lifted from Halcyon’s hill and rose into the air, taking the cat, the general, and me with it.
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Cold night air assailed me as I fought to keep my footing on the disc of rock and soil that rose above our hill. The zenocat hissed in the center of this levitating earth, its paws indistinct from the soil now.

“Leave that poor creature out of this,” I said. “Your fight is with me.”

“I will use any tool at my disposal,” the general said. He charged at me, a hulking mass of black metallic muscle several feet taller than I was. Clods of dirt and rock fell from the edges of our airborne platform. “Including you!”

As he ran, he clutched a long black spear in one hand. It wasn’t the same featureless black that the minor minions carried. This weapon was crafted from a dark, heavy material that refused to reflect even the faint light of the moon overhead. It was as if he wielded a shadow made solid.

His other hand stretched before him, aiming a volley of black magic at me. I leapt backward, dodging evil ribbons of darkness that bounced on the ground before extinguishing. My heel almost landed in the air beyond the edge of this raised earth, but I caught my balance before I risked plummeting ten stories to my death.

“Your agility won’t protect you from your fate,” the general said, stabbing his spear toward the space I had been a moment before. I had already dodged forward to avoid him, then spun and activated Piercing Blow to stab him in the back. He lurched forward, but not far enough to send him over the edge.

“What fate?” I asked. The general swept his spear in a wide arc, catching me in the side. Something cracked deep inside my body.

“You have a common enemy, Arden Hochbright,” the general said. I stepped back, but the zenocat hissed in my ear and I scrambled to the side. The feline was still sunken into the dirt, but the earth crumbled away from the edges of our platform as we rose steadily into the sky.

“The empire seeks to control every aspect of life and death,” he continued. “Duul will restore that control to the people.”

“People he forces to fight for eternity, or to bear his demigod children,” I said. “That’s not freedom.” I ran at the general, Razortooth’s blade bent but still aimed at the oversized monster. He brought his own weapon up and blocked my attack, sending a painful vibration down my spear’s handle and up my arms.

I stepped forward and slammed Razortooth against the general’s arm. The serrated teeth of Razortooth’s blade screeched through his skin, releasing a slow drip of black blood that beaded like oil and fell in small droplets to the ground.

“And what would Nola have us do instead,” the general asked. “She is nothing, Arden. Serving her is a waste of your potential.”

“So what then,” I asked, “you’re here to recruit me?”

The zenocat roared behind me, shaking a paw free from the ground and forcing our platform to tip off balance. The general slid a few inches along the downslope while I dug my heels in for support.

“As if you aren’t recruiting as well?” he asked, wiping the blood from his wound with his bare hand before taking another swing at me. I raised my weapon to block his, but his blow was too forceful.

The serrated tip of my spear snapped off along its familiar crease and fell to the ground below. All I had left now was the blade’s short base at the end of my pole. It was still sharp, but it was a far cry from the weapon it used to be, or at least that I imagined it was when I first equipped it. Now what was left of its cheap spearhead was wider than it was long. It was nothing more than a pointy chode of a weapon.

The platform tipped again as the cat pulled another paw from the ground. Rocks and soil flaked away from the edges faster now, forcing me to step closer to the general.

“We have Kāya,” the general said, “as you have Gowes. You have creatures under your command, as have we. You’ve trained beasts, elves, and more. There are those in the beastkin lands and elf lands who will aid Duul, perhaps even willingly. We march on Denvillia and Mournglory soon, to show the world what cities that join the war might look like. Just as you recruit, so shall we.”

I ran at the general while there was still space to work up momentum. Soon, the perimeter of this floating rock would squeeze us both toward the enraged zenocat at the center, and then things would get even uglier.

I used Piercing Blow again, hoping to open a fresh wound in the general’s leg. My spear erupted in brilliant white light and shot forward, but he lifted his foot in time to avoid it and kicked me back. I skidded toward the brink, coming to rest as my head and upper back slid past the edge.

On the ground below, a small orange light sparked against the darkness, trapping a dozen cretins within its quick flash. A faint red burst emerged next as a few rocks flew toward the twitching monsters. Vix was down there, supported only by Mayblin against an increasing number of cretins.

Nola, I asked. Are you okay?

Nothing.

I glanced up in time to see the general clamp his large heavy hand against my chest. I lifted Razortooth, but he grabbed my spear with his other hand. I clenched my eyes and pulled with all of my might against his grip.

My weapon’s pole slid further from my grasp until my fingers flew open and the spear was gone. When I heard another cracking sound, I assumed it was another rib snapping inside my body. Then I saw two short pieces of metal hit the ground. The general had snapped Razortooth in half with one hand.

“Duul made two mistakes in the last god war,” the general said, still pinning me to the ground. A few rocks crumbled away from the space behind my spine. I had the feeling of falling for a moment before my body realized I still had enough support. For now.

“He failed to draw allies to his fight,” the general continued. “He won’t make that mistake this time.”

I could barely breathe under the weight of the general’s hand. “Maybe,” I said, my voice faint, “it’s you that should switch sides.” I reached my arm out and focused on activating Call to Arms while I spoke. My broken weapon just sat idly on the ground. It was no spear now, just a worthless piece of cheap Titan steel.

“But you’ve seen the future,” he said, “why would I join the losing side?”

I stared at the general’s smooth black face. He grinned with a mouth full of sharp hideous teeth. His eyes were burning red orbs of flickering energy. I locked my eyes on his. Then he released another volley of black magic, one I couldn’t dodge. The magic snaked through my vest and dove into my skin, filling my blood with heat and anger. My fingernails dug into my palms as I resisted the war god’s curse.

The general stood, releasing me. I got to my feet as the zenocat coughed, spraying black spit from its mouth. Its breathing was heavy now, labored. This creature had lasted longer than any that I had seen suffer through Duul’s curse before. It lifted one paw from the ground, sending the platform spinning and tilting at unpredictable angles.

My mind was spinning too. Darkness seemed to encroach on the edges of my vision. Thinking was difficult, while feeling became easy. I felt every slight I had ever absorbed, every foul word ever thrown my way. I felt caged like a mighty animal yearning to rip its captors’ flesh from their bones. I bit my lip, relishing the taste of blood against my tongue.

The general’s power was stronger than the cretins I had built a resistance to. I couldn’t give into this curse, not now. Not while Nola was writhing on her temple floor in pain, and while a hundred cretins ran through Halcyon like a plague of rats ready to devour the people I had pledged to protect.

I clutched at my hair, my neck, my vest. I wanted to tear my skin from my body and scream with primal rage. When my hands reached my hips, I felt a curious bump in my pants.

It was hard, and long. Now was the time to release it.

I whipped the potion bottle from my pocket and held it against the moonlight. Its soft blue glow called to me, begged me to reveal what my spirit animal was through its magical liqueur.

The general stepped toward me, seemingly alarmed. I had been unarmed a moment ago, and now I held a mystery in my hand. I pulled the cap off the bottle and held it to my lips.

Before I could tip that strange potion toward my mouth, the liquid inside bubbled. Fumes rose from the glass rim and entered my nose. I breathed in the sweet heady aroma of that brew and exhaled it through my mouth.

The vial was empty now. I wondered whether Carzl had misjudged its lifespan and whether this potion had reached its expiration. Then the fumes that had escaped my lips began to coalesce. They grew and solidified into a regal white bird with wings as wide as three men. Its beak was short and came to a small curved point on its angular face. It gripped my shoulders with its white claws and lifted me from the rocky isle.

The general raced forward, lifting his spear from the ground and stabbing toward me, but not fast enough.

“We can’t let him win,” I said, half to my avian spirit guide and half to myself. The black magic rage inside of me kept my blood boiling in my veins.

The pure white bird flapped its wings, sending a powerful gust toward the general. He slammed his spear into the ground to gain some stability, but it wouldn’t last. We dove toward him at breakneck speed. I extended both legs, landing in his chest, knocking him down and rising into the clouds as we flew higher out of reach.

We flew in a wide arc around the hill, watching the battle below. Cretins and war dogs kept crawling over the electric wall, and while many died, a few made it through between bursts of deadly energy. Vix had stopped using Twitch Hitter and Wallop. Her battle lacked the orange luster of a woman with action points to spare.

If I were going to help her, I needed to stop the general and get down there.

My trip through the cold night air picked up speed as we arced back toward the spinning island, held aloft by a zenocat with only one paw left in the soil. The general stood, arms outstretched, waiting to catch me, my bird, or both.

We approached him dead on. He clapped his hands together, but we soared too quickly, diving under his arm and close enough to his spear that I was able to yank it from the ground and fly off with it.

We slowed in the air and turned back. I pulled my arm behind me and threw that spear with all my might. The general stepped back, out of its path. It sank deep in the soil, splitting a crack down the center of the island in the clouds.

My bird flapped and squawked. It flew closer to the island, then dropped me onto it before flying into the clouds and turning back into vapor. I landed on one knee and both hands. That spear was only a few feet from me now.

“Enough!” the general yelled. He pumped black magic at me with both fists now, holding nothing back. Images of my hands soaked in blood flashed before my eyes, and I reveled in it. The power, the anger, the fury, in my delusional mind, they were the birthright of man.

“Yes,” he said, pumping more black magic from his palms. Those spells took up new residence inside my body, my heart, my brain.

“Tap into that part of yourself that wants this,” he said. “Let go of your childish goddess and your fragile hill. Stand behind a god with true power.”

“This,” I said, forcing my mouth to form complete words when my brain was a raging tempest. “Is,” I said, taking another two steps toward the general before I could form another word. “Wrong.”

The general laughed. He let his arms fall to his sides. His body seemed to relax as I trudged closer to him, my eyes and my skin darkening under the constant assault of his spell. In his mind, he had already won.

I opened my skillmeister window. I had slain enough cretins and war dogs to add to my unspent XP. This may be my last chance to spend it. My mind was still swimming as the numbers and words arranged themselves before me. I added points to Resolve. All I had to do was confirm the change, but something held me back.

My feet took a step closer to the general, then another. I left my menu hovering before me, begging for an answer. “Confirm?” It asked. “Yes / No.”

I had no answer, not yet. My mind was twisted by the strange visions that competed against my menu.

“My master is the oldest god in the pantheon,” the general said. “He will open your mind to the freedom war provides. He has seen the birth and death of cities and gods. Every man must ask himself, which side of war is he on? The side that yields to death’s cold demand, or the side that delivers it?”

I stalked around the island while the zenocat whimpered. I stood at the edge, facing the general while his spear sat far behind him. I had only one hope left, if I could muster the self-control to pull it off.

“Tonight,” I said, wiping cold black sweat from my forehead, “I’m the delivering type.”

I struggled against that curse as I confirmed my skillmeister changes, boosting my Resolve by 12 points. A wave of coolness washed over me, steadying my hands and relieving my mind of the constant rage that had built up there. I raised my hand toward the general’s hulking body and activated one last skill. Call to Arms.

The general’s own black weapon shot from the ground and pierced his chest from behind, tearing a hole through his body as the weapon flew toward my outstretched hand. Black energy gushed from his body in the form of liquid blood. He fell to his knees.

“You said Duul made two mistakes in the last war,” I said. “What was the other one, besides being an asshole?”

“Allowing the Great Mother an opportunity to build her army,” he said, coughing blood from his mouth.

“So you’ll charge the Imperial City now?” I asked.

“Her army cannot grow behind those bastion walls,” he said. “No, Duul comes for Halcyon. The next time his army approaches, Arden Hochbright, he will meet you face to face. The Great Mother puts her faith in Nola. It is time to snuff the flame that stokes that hope.”

Black blood continued to seep from the general’s body as our rocky platform crumbled around the edges, falling faster with each second toward its inevitable crash. “You won’t live to see the world Duul fails to create,” I said.

“I don’t need to survive,” he replied. “I was never alive in the first place. Ask yourself, were you?”
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The general’s body splashed into a puddle of dense black ooze as it collapsed in death. The zenocat, still coughing, finally wrestled its last paw free from the soil it had tapped into. It promptly fell over onto its side.

“No,” I said, crawling toward the massive animal. It was breathing, and color returned to its face, but I wasn’t sure it would survive much longer.

The rocks beneath my feet cracked apart as our floating island stopped floating. The massive feline had kept it aloft, but when its connection to the soil broke, so did the magic it controlled.

Wind beat against my face and small chunks of dirt and stone pelted my skin on our fast-faster-fastest descent toward Halcyon. I put one hand on the zenocat’s ribs while I found the general’s spear with the other. This was it. It didn’t matter that the general was dead, all three of us were dead the moment the earth brought us into the clouds. There was never any way out but down.

The sounds of cretins screeching and metal clanging grew louder in competition with the rush of air around us. Then the air began to quiet and our rate of falling, still terrifying, grew perceptibly slower. When we crashed into the ground some seconds later, the earthen platform erupted into a cloud of dust and rock, but the pain I felt in my bones from the fall didn’t kill me.

“I did it!” Mayblin shouted. “I used my rock skills on you!”

“You,” I said, panting, “saved my life.”

She and Vix ran toward me, a wall of cretins trailing behind them. “Where did that skylancer come from?” she asked.

“Is that the white bird?” I asked. “It’s from that spirit animal potion we picked up in Meadowdale.”

“The skylancer is a creature of myth, Arden,” she said. “They’re either extinct, or never existed in the first place.”

Cretins encroached on each side now. A few gi-ants wrestled with the monsters, but not enough to stem the tide. They stalked slowly, and I knew: the second anyone made a move, all hell would break loose.

“Let’s get this over with,” I said. I lashed out with the black spear in my hand, slicing four cretins open without encountering any resistance. Their energy whipped through the air in random directions, finding the empty energems that the goblins had strewn about the hill.

“That’s not Razortooth,” Vix said as the cretins charged us from all directions.

“No,” I replied. “The general extracted Razortooth from me, but he left me this.” I stabbed again, spearing two cretins along my new polearm. War dogs bounded through the crowd as well. One slammed into me as three cretins piled on top. Their blades and teeth sank into my body, reducing my low HP even further.

I looked up from the ground. Cretins had Vix’s arms and legs in their clutches. Mayblin was buried like I was.

“Vix,” I said. “Thank you.”

“For what?” she asked, struggling against an increasing number of cretin captors.

“For staying,” I said. “You’re the most talented person on this hill. You could have gone anywhere.”

“You sound like you’re giving up,” she said. “I’m not done here. And neither are you.”

“She’s right,” came a man’s voice echoing across the hilltop. In my limited field of vision, I saw Gowes floating toward us. His body glowed with the same cheery light as always.

A deep purple wave of force bomb energy blasted past us, blowing me backward and sending the cretins and war dogs tumbling in every direction. Arrows flew overhead, sinking into their shiny bodies. An army of Halcyon residents marched toward us, which meant they had left their posts at the temple.

“But,” I said. “Nola.”

“I’m here, Arden,” she said. Eranza and Biddy helped Nola limp toward us. Her cheeks were stained with dried red blood, as was her long robe. “Let’s finish this.”

I nodded. Despite Duul’s psychic attack on her mind, she had pulled through. Our people withstood the frontal assault of hundreds of Duul’s minions and marched on the hilltop to purge our fair settlement of the last of these monsters.

I stood, aimed my spear, and activated Spear Cannon now that my HP was near empty. A beam of white energy pierced the night and burned through a wall of black monsters. Snakes, fire, and ice pelted the enemy army as we pushed them back, closer to the electric wall that held our activated energems.

Larry rose from the earth like a geyser and slammed his bones on a row of those fiends, flattening them under his weight. Other cretins pressed back against the stone wall, realizing too late that there was nowhere left to go. A quick zap of electricity ended them.

A single cretin was left, snarling at us as if he could menace a people that had just overcome terrible odds to save their goddess, their home, and their future.

“May I?” Nola asked. I looked back. Jessip handed her Carzl’s bronze sword. Nola stepped toward me.

“I can’t hide inside forever,” she said. “If I want to grow strong enough to fight back against Duul, I need all the training this war has to offer.”

With slow, difficult steps, she trudged toward that cretin. It lunged toward her with its mouth agape, but she sidestepped. It turned to face her while she did the same. Then, with one quick motion, her blade sank deep inside that monster’s chest. It fell to the ground and that was it.

No one cheered. No one hooted or hollered or clapped themselves on the back. We had done that earlier in the night, only to find it premature. We had stopped Duul for now, but the reality of this war hung too heavily on our shoulders in the dark of this night. This wasn’t over. It wouldn’t be over for a long time.

Vix walked forward and rested a hand on the zenocat. “Poor baby,” she said. “Duul finally found an animal with the power to survive his curse long enough to do some real damage. The twolves we saw in the forest were no match for that dark spell, and maybe that was a mercy. They didn’t suffer long, not like this poor cat.”

“The zenocat is a magical beast,” Nola said. “Enough magic runs through its blood to protect it from this curse for a time. I wish there were something I could do.”

“Do nothing,” Gowes said.

I wanted to protest, but the god of wishful thinking had made some good calls recently. We watched the feline beast lie on the dirt, breathing slowly. Its color was returning. It twitched a paw for a moment, then another one.

A crowd had formed, far enough back from Vix that the beleaguered cat had room to breathe. We waited to see whether Duul’s war would add this majestic animal to its list of casualties.

Then, in a moment that seemed to surprise even Gowes, the animal leapt to its feet. Vix stepped back and smiled. The monster’s paws dug into the dirt and raised a small patch of soil under itself. It stepped off the edge of that small island as another piece of earth lifted to meet its feet.

It took off in a sprint through the sky, small footholds of rock and dirt shooting from the earth below to carry it into the night.

“It survived the curse,” I said. “Where is it going?”

“Back to the forests I assume, well past the elf lands,” Vix said. “Creatures like that live in the wilds, far beyond the cities.”

“Duul’s reach must be greater than we thought,” Nola said. “The wilds are empty of humans, elves, and beastkin. They are empty of gods as well. If his forces have penetrated that deeply, who knows what he’ll bring back with him.

“When he attacked my mind,” she continued, “I couldn’t sense any of the foot soldiers he sent here, or the general on the hilltop. I couldn’t sense or speak with any of you. I was trapped in a world of conflicting visions, none of them good.

“It was confusing,” she said. “Elf and beastkin cities flashed before my eyes. Some were piles of rubble with children climbing from the remnants of their homes, crying for mothers and fathers that wouldn’t return. Other cities were on fire as cretins and monsters I’ve never seen before scooped up survivors and tore the life from their bodies.

“The work we do here is important. Other cities will continue to rely on the safety we’ve all enjoyed since the last god war. We may have to show them that Duul’s new war is a greater threat than the Great Mother or the empire will ever admit.”

“Duul did say he would head to Denvillia next,” I said, “and somewhere called Mournglory.”

“We can’t let Denvillia fall to Duul,” Vix said. “My family is there.”

“And Mournglory is where Mercifer calls home,” Cindra said. “The more cities Duul takes, and the more gods he kills, the stronger his army will become.”

“We won’t let that happen,” I said. “But enough talk of Duul for tonight. I think we’ve finally earned our feast.”
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I limped through the front gates to the temple and saw how badly the solid iron doors were damaged. The cretins had torn holes through the metal and ripped the doors from their hinges. I climbed past the fallen metal slabs and into the temple’s main room.

The tables we had abandoned earlier were brimming with roasted meat, stewed vegetables, and platters of fresh fruits.

“Roda,” I said, “you didn’t stop cooking when the attack started?”

“Why would I?” she asked. “I knew you’d kick ass out there and need a good hot meal.”

“I would have bet otherwise,” Lura said, leaning against the wall. Hork had a drumstick in his mouth while Prandon stared disdainfully at the juices running down Hork’s arm.

“The thought never even crossed your mind to help out there,” I asked, “did it?”

“Thoughts like that know better than to cross me,” she said.

I just shook my head. “Eat with us,” I said. “Afterwards, I have a gift for you.” Lura looked skeptical as I approached my seat at the long table by Nola’s altar.

“Where’s Nola?” I asked. Mamba, Vix, and Cindra shrugged.

I’m here, Nola said. Still I didn’t see her.

A pillar of soft yellow light shot up from the floor before Nola’s stone slab altar as the sound of a female chorus sang three rising notes. As the center of that light grew brighter, Nola took shape. She floated downward, her hands clasped together as if in prayer. A few intangible feathers made of that same light swirled around her. The light vanished as her feet touched down gently on the floor.

You’ve nailed it, I said. Your flourish was spectacular.

“All we’re missing now is wine,” Mamba said.

“You know,” Vix said, “I was telling Arden here that I wanted to build a wine press tower.”

Mamba leaned forward in her seat. “How would that work?”

“I’d need the deviser’s help,” she said, “though don’t tell her I said this: I think the goblins are a better bet.” Mamba laughed. “Anyway, we press the grapes, extract the juice, add a dash of yeast, and pump it into vats to let it ferment. It’s not that complicated, but what I really want to do is pump it into every residence with a plumbing system.”

Mamba’s eyes glazed over. “Oh yes,” she said. “People would come here far and wide for an amenity like that.”

“So you think it’s a good recruitment tool?” Vix said. “Interesting.”

“Only a fool wouldn’t like this idea,” Cindra said.

“Oh, you mean Arden then,” Vix said. “He’s all we need to work harder and let’s fight all the time and a wine press tower won’t help us smash cretins.”

I didn’t think Vix’s impression of me was accurate at all, but I was glad the girls were sharing a laugh. The three of them would jell together just fine.

You’d better hope they don’t team up on you, Nola said.

My back stiffened. She was right. Together, three women would make a more formidable foe than any general Duul could throw at me.

Ess paused with a plate brimming with food. “This,” she said, “was long overdue.”

“Speaking of long overdue,” I said, “Halcyon needs sewers. I nominate your children for the task.”

“That can be arranged,” she replied, “so long as the food continues to flow.”

I raised a drumstick in the air in lieu of wine. “I’d like to make a toast. Each of you met the challenge of tonight’s assault with every ounce of courage and strength you had. You protected our fair home, the goddess, and each other.

“Many of you came here with jobs and skills already, and we have worked together to improve them. Some, however, came here with less. Megra Blume was a temple servant in Landondowns with a penchant for bombs. Jessip Dreen came here from Valleyvale with no special skills at all. Today, both proved that they are ready for a difficult path ahead… as Halcyon’s first adventurers. Raise a fork with me if you can to congratulate them.”

A sea of utensils rose in the air for a moment before landing back on their respective tables.

“Are you sure?” Jessip yelled from halfway down my table. Megra looked on excitedly as I answered.

“Yes,” I said, “I’m sure. I may already have a quest in mind, but we’ll talk about it in the morning.”

Jessip and Megra went back to eating and talking excitedly. The other girls were all enjoying their meals, with Mayblin and many of her goblins taking up an entire corner of the temple and Ess stuffing her face with just two gi-ant attendants collecting the scraps that hit the floor.

Yurip kept stealing glances at Biddy, while Carzl tried coaxing extra food from Roda.

We won’t be able to have many more feasts like this, will we?, I asked.

The temple is already too packed, Nola said. If you keep recruiting like this, we’ll never all fit in here at once.

We’ll need an event hall, I said. And a place everyone can train. And a barracks. And—

Incoming, Nola said.

“You.” Lura poked me in the back. “You can’t commission adventurers from this backwater dump. You’re not a real city. This whole thing is just play-pretend for you and these chickadees you’ve duped into thinking you’re a priest. You’re not. This is a cult, and if the goddess is dumb enough to—”

“I’ll remind you,” Yurip interjected, walking toward the insultress from the other side of the room. “Under imperial decree 454, impugning the honor of a verified head priest warrants banishment from a temple, and repeated offenses result in banishment from cities, and then the empire itself.”

“But,” Lura said.

“But nothing,” Yurip said. “I invoke the Dire Directive in light of this evening’s assault. The settlement of Halcyon is hereby added provisionally to the list of recognized imperial population centers, under the care of goddess Nola and head priest Arden Hochbright.”

“Village,” Nola said.

“Oh?” Yurip asked.

“There are currently 190 residents of Halcyon, including the gi-ant Ess and the goblins,” Brion said.

“Goblins aren’t citizens,” Yurip said.

“They’re sentient, capable, and worked hard to defend the village,” I said. “Let’s call them provisional citizens.” I leaned toward Yurip. “If I find anyone else that impugns my honor…”

“No,” he said for my ears only. “There’s no such thing as imperial decree 454.” He tried and failed to stifle a laugh. “I’ve just always wanted to put an adventurer in their place!”

I nodded and patted him on the back. “Lura, I wanted to wait until after dinner, but maybe I should give you this gift now. Come with me.”

I pulled something from my pocket as I led the adventurers through the temple and up the stone steps to the hilltop. Out here I could use my map and compass to point the way.

“What are you doing?” Vix whispered. She had followed me up.

“You’ll see,” I whispered back.

“Lura,” I said. “I visited the temple of Avelle, goddess of safe passage. With the portal network down, she provided me a portalbella mushroom that will take you much of the way toward another city. Its use is limited to a single teleport. Or, of course, you could stay.”

“Give me that,” she said, grabbing the mushroom from my hand.

“You’ll face this direction,” I said positioning her very carefully with the aid of my map. “Then tear off the stem and throw the cap ahead of you. You’ll reemerge far from Halcyon in the blink of an eye.”

“Lura,” Prandon said, “it’s nighttime. Shouldn’t we wait until morning?”

“I’m not staying here,” she said. “If your standards are low enough to tolerate another night here, you can stay behind.”

He sighed and fell in behind her and Hork. Lura activated the mushroom, sending out a cloud of mist that enveloped them.

Before they vanished from view on a quick teleport far south of here, Lura turned to Prandon. “Hochbright. I should have known we’d find imperials out here too. They have their hands in everything.”

As the mist dispersed, I puzzled over what she meant. Yurip was the only imperial here, and even he hadn’t set foot in the empire’s capital city.

“That item looked valuable,” Vix said.

“It was,” I said. “But sending them away was its best use. Besides, they got a bad deal.”

“How so?” she asked.

A stone arch stood nearby with a statuette of Avelle perched atop it. The portal mages had built it, but this was my first opportunity to see it for myself. I walked toward it, and as I stepped close, the eyes in the statue lit up and the space within the arch crackled with green magic.

“Avelle opened the portal network for me with the mark she left on my chest. I couldn’t risk letting word get out that we had that kind of access though, so I sent the adventurers somewhere without a portal. Somewhere… odorous. There’s a bog of enduring stench out there that will take them days to travel across.

“I should never have doubted you,” she said. I smiled, walked toward the stairs, and immediately lost my footing. I fell hard, hitting my tailbone on the first step, then tumbling head over feet until I lay sprawled out on the ground before the temple doors.

The feast inside went abruptly silent before it broke out in riotous laughter. I stood and massaged my throbbing coccyx.

“Well,” I said, “that was bound to happen.”

As I limped back into the temple’s main room, I saw one of the workers who came over from Valleyvale approach the altar. She got down on one knee and held out cupped hands. Nola bowed slightly, took a tiny, almost invisible energem from the woman, and held it to her lips. A moment later, she returned the empty pink energem so the woman could fill it again when she was ready.

One by one, people got up from their meals, leaving their chick-hens, their stews, their sliced fruit. They knelt, each in turn, and fed Nola not only through the vibrations their souls emitted day in and day out, but with the action points they hadn’t used in the assault. They were bruised and battered, but they weren’t done sacrificing for her benefit.

After forty offerings, she held a hand out to stay the next person waiting. “It’s time.”

Nola’s crystal shell was floating above her altar. She called it down with a wave of her hand, opening the front panel just enough to step inside. She laid her arms across her chest, closed her eyes, and began to radiate her familiar yellow light brighter and brighter.

I tried not to squint. I didn’t want to take my eyes off this strong, intelligent woman who never once complained about her constant evolution cycle. There was no break for her, no relief. Every moment was spent drawing in energy and building toward her next metamorphosis.

Finally, her light pulsed so bright that her crystal couldn’t contain it. It erupted in a million glowing shards that glittered as they wafted to the floor and disappeared.

Where once had been a goddess in a simple white robe, now stood a strong and noble woman whose yellow skin gleamed beneath a fitted white vest and a skirt that ran from her narrow waist to her mid-calf. Gold sandals adorned her delicate feet and a matching golden belt wrapped around her waist.

Her vest was cut low, just as her loose robe had been, but now she had more than minor wings to accommodate. Her new wings were covered in pure white feathers and had a wingspan befitting an angel, or even a skylancer. She flexed them. She folded them across her body, shielding her front entirely. Then she flapped them with full force.

A powerful gust of wind tore through the temple and she was airborne, hovering five feet above the ground as she fluttered her wings again. She landed gently and looked at her followers with a proud, serene expression.

How f’ing cool is that?, she asked. No one had to know that she wasn’t as poised as she appeared.

Pretty f’ing cool, Nola, I said.

“There are many things that make Halcyon a different kind of settlement,” I said.

“Village,” a few people called out.

“Yes,” I said, “village. One of them is Nola’s willingness to evolve in our presence. Her evolution provides her experience points that will allow me to improve her skills and attributes, but witnessing her evolution provides all of you the same.”

The people who had arrived from Landondowns didn’t seem to know that, and neither did Mayblin and her horde of goblins. All were suitably excited.

“I’ll skill you all up soon, but Nola comes first. Nola?” She nodded and I opened her skillmeister menu, scanning the new skills open to her.

“You’ve inherited advanced mathematics now,” I said.

“Ha!” she said. “I had a doll as a child with a pull-string that said only one thing: math is hard. I tore its head off eventually, saying, ‘Shut up, dolly! Math is hard for everyone, I don’t need to hear you complaining about it all the time.’ Maybe I can make it a little easier now for everyone.”

“You can also become the goddess of literary genius,” I said.

“Math,” she said, “literature. We could open a university here on the hill!”

“From Master Arden to Headmaster Arden, just like that!” I said.

We both laughed, but I also saw tears form in the corners of her eyes.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m just reminded of the gods and goddesses that died so that I could inherit these gifts. These are difficult times, Arden.”

“We don’t have to unlock all of them if that’s too much for you,” I said. “We could just pick the ones that will help us fight Duul.”

“No,” she said. “I can’t keep these gifts locked away. The world needs someone to keep them active. Please do everything you can.”

The first thing I did was increase my Precision Training skill twice. It took most of the XP that I had just gained, but it was worth it to know that Nola’s XP would stretch farther because of it. Then I got to work.
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Skillmeister View of:

Nola




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

10 Constitution / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

10 Vivacity / 250 XP to Next / 10 –> 20 / Total XP Cost: 3,625

-

11 Strength / 275 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

11 Hardiness / 275 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

12 Focus / 300 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

12 Resolve / 300 XP to Next / 12 –> 16 / Total XP Cost: 1,350

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 4,975







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 437/1000

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 62/200 –> 262/400

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 110-134

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 59-84

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 120-146

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 65-91 –> 86-122







Skills For Weapon Class: Sword

-

Locked. Sharp Mind 1. Activate to multiply XP earned from enemies slain by 2.0 times for a duration of 10 seconds. [15 AP to cast] [Require: Focus 2, Constitution 2] [125 XP to unlock].




Improve to Sharp Mind 2 to increase XP multiplier to 2.2 and duration to 12 seconds. [17 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 3, Constitution 3] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125

-

TOTAL SWORD SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills For Special Class: Deity

-

Clever Insight 2. Use your powers of perception to identify new approaches to old problems, with a 20% likelihood of arriving at your insight before the moment has passed. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 12, Resolve 12].




Improve to Clever Insight 3 to improve odds of prompt insight to 30%. [60 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 14, Resolve 14] [1,125 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Premonition 2. Tap into the time stream to observe the future outcome of the present course of action. [180 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 11, Hardiness 11].




Improve to Premonition 3 to reduce AP cost. [160 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 12, Hardiness 12] [1,125 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Advanced Mathematics 1. Conclude difficult calculations at 5.0 times your normal rate of thought. [50 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 10, Strength 10] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Advanced Mathematics 2 to improve speed to 7.5 times normal rate of thought. [75 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 15, Strength 15] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0–>1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

Locked. Literary Genius 1. Inspire yourself and others to string together words of beauty. [40 AP to cast] [Requires: Vivacity 10, Constitution 10] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Literary Genius 2 to reduce AP cost. [35 AP to cast] [Requires: Vivacity 11, Constitution 11] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0–>1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

Locked. Summon Familiar 1. Conjure a Tier 1 familiar that will aid in maintaining and defending your temple. [200 AP to cast] [Requires: Vivacity 20] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Summon Familiar 2 to add ability to summon Tier 2 familiar for 500 AP. [cost depends on Tier activated when casting] [Requires: Vivacity 30] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0–>1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

TOTAL DEITY SKILL XP COST: 1,125







Summary

-

Available XP: 5,862

Cost of Intended Changes: 6,225

Precision Training Discount (7%): 436

Total Adjusted Cost: 5,789

Total Projected Remaining: 73







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“Whoa,” Nola said. “I just got a jolt of crazy energy. I feel like I ate an entire coffee bush. No, even more, like I ate an entire coffee farmer.”

“You just took a 10 point jump in Vivacity,” I said. “I also improved your Resolve as much as I could. I hope it’s enough to keep Duul from breaking into your mind again.

“You have a sword skill now, which should help you gain XP at a faster rate,” I continued. “There was also one skill that might come in especially handy. You’re ready to start summoning familiars of your own.”

“Duul has his cretins,” she said, “and as he evolved he unlocked new classes of familiars. War dogs. Generals. Let’s see what familiars will come to my aid.”

Nola closed her eyes and raised her hands. A ball of pastel yellow light formed before her. It gradually took shape into a creature four feet tall and without eyes, just like a cretin. That’s where the similarities ended. Nola’s familiars had faces that came to a point like a slightly curved beak. They had wings, like Nola’s, and they carried thin spears in their hands.

During the battle, I said. I used a spirit animal potion. Did you see that?

No, she said.

It was a skylancer, I said. Your familiars bear a resemblance.

A skylancer is a powerful force of nature, she said. I’m not at all surprised.

“These seraph guardians are my first familiars,” Nola said. “I will continue to summon them to help protect all who seek to dwell in peace.”

I took my seat and dug back into my dinner. Vix just stood behind me and put her hands on my shoulders. She leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “I’m too tired for an all-night feast, though I’m not planning on sleeping just yet.”

“I hear you,” I said.

She lingered for a moment while I took another bite of chick-hen. “Do you?” she asked.

Think about it, Arden, Nola said. Thiiiink about it.

“Oh!” I said, pushing away from the table. “Yeah, I do think it’s time I called it a night.” And with that, I followed Vix through the door at the back of the temple and into my private room.
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I closed the door behind me, shutting out the sound of our celebratory feast. Vix walked to the middle of the room, her back to me. She seemed to sigh with her whole body.

“I can’t just sit there and act like everything’s normal right now,” she said. Her breathing was quick and heavy. “We almost died. We should have died. We were outnumbered, injured, out of energy—”

“But we didn’t,” I said. I walked up behind her and squeezed her shoulders. I ran my hands down the length of her arms until my fingers found hers. “I thought we were doomed, but you told me to pull through. We made it, together.”

I leaned forward to kiss her neck. She brought my hands up and pressed my palms against her chest. “I was selfish,” she said. “I didn’t want you to give up because I didn’t know what I’d do without you. Our futures are intertwined now, Arden.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. She started panting as I massaged her breasts. “You’re in heat again, aren’t you? It’s been a while since you’ve had all that pent up energy, just waiting for release.”

“I’m… What if I went somewhere?” she asked. “What if you woke up one morning and I wasn’t in Halcyon anymore?”

“I’d come find you,” I said. I pulled at the strings that held her top in place, then let it fall to the floor. I ran my hands down her body, tracing the sides of her breasts. My fingers slipped past her hips and into the waist of her skirt. “There is no Halcyon without Vixette Volpia.”

She moaned as my hand found its way around to her front. She rolled her hips forward, then back, thrusting gently against my hand and then back against the bulge forming in my pants.

“I know how much you like it when I can’t control myself,” she said, “but I’m not in heat. It’s…” Her sentence trailed off as she reached behind her and found the buttons that lined the fly of my pants. She started popping them open one by one.

“Then we’ll go slower, longer,” I said. “Just tell me how you want this to go.”

She turned her head back for a quick kiss. “You still smell like battle,” she said. “Muscle, power, aggression.” Her knees buckled slightly as my fingers pressed against her.

A quick yip escaped her lips as she pulled my hand from her skirt. She pulled the garment off and stood there, still facing away from me. I pulled my own clothing off and stood naked with the foxkin girl that gave me my first hope that Halcyon could grow into something beautiful.

Her small, pointed fox ears flattened out along the top of her head as her tail lowered to the floor. Then it traced up my bare leg, teasing me with its silky touch.

“How are you so soft,” I asked, tracing her spine with my knuckle all the way to its base. “You spend all your time working, constructing, fighting. It must take its toll.”

“You’re right,” she said. “My hands should be calloused, my muscles aching, my face worn. Maybe I don’t work hard enough. Arden, I have to—”

“No,” I said. “No one works harder than you. Not even me.” She opened her mouth to speak but I kept going. I wouldn’t let her protest this. She was everything to this place, and she needed to know that.

“You approach each building like it’s a small monument,” I said. “You sacrifice every ounce of energy to improve Halcyon for everyone else. When Halcyon takes its place among the strongest cities in the world, it will be your work that brought it there.”

She looked back at me, worry and doubt written across her face. She tried again to speak, but I didn’t provide the opening. “You’ll master every builder skill, Vix, in record time,” I continued. “That nullified bastion stone is waiting for you to power it up again one day. This place will be impregnable.”

“I’m pregnant,” she said. The words sprang from her mouth in a quick burst.

I smiled. “No,” I said, “see I’ve been practicing. It’s im-preg-nable. I thought you knew this one.”

“No, Arden,” she said. “The reason I’m not in heat is that I’m pregnant.”

“Oh,” I said. “Oh.”

I paused for a long time while that fact settled in.

“It feels like you’re drifting away,” Vix said. “Is it Nola? Are you asking her what to do now?”

“No,” I said. “It’s just me. How long have you known?”

She still faced away from me as she spoke. “I realized last week. I didn’t want to say anything before the battle. I was afraid it would distract you. Or that you would cast me out. The last thing you need right now is children.”

“Children?” I asked.

“Yes,” Vix said. “Foxkin carry several at once. Litters can reach the double digits, though that would be uncommon.”

This would take “Father Arden” to a whole new level.

Vix knelt on the floor and leaned forward, resting on her knees and her palms. Her tail brushed to one side and fell against the stone floor.

She was waiting to see how I’d react. Nothing would stop me from walking away, closing the door behind me and cursing this new development. I could run to Nola, or any of the girls still reveling in the glory of tonight’s success, and seek their comfort or guidance.

She still wasn’t sure of her place here, but I was.

I got on my knees behind her and pressed my hips against her. I leaned forward, touching my chest to her back and resting my palms next to hers on the floor.

“I want you, Vix,” I whispered into her ear. “Not just for your builder skills or your wild imagination. Not just for your beautiful face or the way you work your body against mine when you go into heat.

“I want you because you surprise me with every word you say. You challenge me to think on my feet. When the road ahead gets difficult, your determination only gets stronger. I want our children to know that Halcyon was their mother’s gift to this world.”

“You’re not upset?” she asked.

“Gods no,” I said. “I learned this past week that the empire forced my parents to abandon me in Meadowdale. I may not know how parents should raise a child, but I know I would never mistake the blessing of this opportunity for a burden.”

“I don’t know why I was so worried,” she said. “I was afraid you wouldn’t want me to stay after I told you.”

“Come here,” I said, pulling Vix back so that we rested on our knees, me sitting on my heels and her sitting against my lap. “Let me show you how much I want you, right here, right now.”
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I woke up on my bed with Vix, her long fox tail caressing my neck in her sleep. We were both still naked, too tired by the time we were finished the night before to waste energy on dressing ourselves.

I slipped from the bed and pulled on my clothes and expansion pack before stepping through the back door into Nola’s temple.

“I’m glad everyone cleaned up after the feast last night,” I said. The place was spotless.

“It was a nice meal,” Nola said. “And even I got to take part, though I never did drain that nice big electric energem.”

“No,” I said. “And try not to eat the ones we charged last night during the battle either. “We’ll set them up to keep us safe once we pick out which skills to use them with.”

Nola glanced around a few times, her face slowly registering alarm. “Where did they go? The goblins brought all of the charged energems into the temple last night. There was a pile of them right here.”

Nola closed her eyes for a moment, no doubt scanning Halcyon with her mind. Her shoulders slumped forward as she said, “It’s not just the energems that are missing. Brion’s gone.”

“Dammit!” I yelled. “Brion took the energems, didn’t he? I never liked him. We shouldn’t have trusted him. I shouldn’t have let him in here so easily. How can I let people join Halcyon if there’s a risk of them doing this to you?”

“You have to let your guard down sometimes, Arden,” she said. “And you have to let me let mine down. That’s how I found you, and Vix, Cindra, and Mamba. Each of you were a stranger, an unknown. Now I couldn’t imagine this temple without you all.

“If anything, it’s my fault,” she said. “I should have realized something was off about him. His mind was active with the same kind of psychic link you and I share. Even though I couldn’t communicate with him telepathically, I thought that link was my doing. Maybe it was something else.

“This means,” she said, “that I owe you an apology, Arden. My premonition about my head priest betraying me was never about you. It was Brion all along.”

“We’ll get the energems back,” I said. “I will hunt him down, wherever he is.”

“Let’s worry about him later,” she said. “We have adventurers now, Arden. Let’s give them a quest while the day is young.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Can you call Megra and Jessip down here? And Yurip, to approve the quest contract, and Carzl, since he’s been working with Jessip. Oh, and Biddy, since she’ll want to say goodbye to Megra?”

Nola reached out to each person and asked them to appear in the temple. Yurip was the first to arrive, so I conferred with him about the empire’s Dire Directive while everyone assembled.

“Jessip, Megra,” I said. “As Halcyon grows, so grows our need for supplies. I’ve spoken with Yurip, and under the empire’s Dire Directive, any population center like ours can retrieve supplies from the emergency vaults buried throughout the empire’s domain. One vault lies in the mountains north of the Meadowdale ruins.”

Yurip scribbled something onto a blank sheet of parchment as I spoke. “For Halcyon’s future, your quest is to retrieve the vault’s contents and return here with them.”

“Take this key,” Yurip said. Jessip reached for it, but he ripped it away at the last second. “This is the only copy, do not lose it!”

“We’ll guard it with our lives,” she said.

I pulled the expansion pack from my back and walked toward Jessip. “You’ll need this. Feel free to take some supplies with you.”

Jessip took the bag with wide eyes. She thanked me and pulled it over her shoulders. Yurip brought the quest contract he had drafted and I flattened it onto the table. “Am I supposed to seal it with wax?” I asked. I dug into my pocket for the signet I had brought back from Cahn’s office. “I have this if it would help.”

Yurip snatched the item from my hand. “This is not a wax seal,” he said. “It’s a coin mold. These are highly regulated. Where did you get this?”

“The head priest in Meadowdale had it in his office,” I said.

“He should not have had this,” Yurip said. “But we can use this as a template to create casts for pouring gold, silver, and copper coins. I’ll get started on the paperwork for a new mint.”

“Okay then,” I said. “No wax seal. But you have an official quest!”

“Keep the sword,” Carzl said, handing his bronze blade to Jessip. She had used it during our recent battle, which meant she’d have a combat class now, though she still had no special class open.

“Carzl,” I said, “I told you a while back that I wouldn’t tax your earnings, but I would ask you to contribute around here. I have an idea how you can do that.”

“Oh yes?” he asked.

“Sponsor Jessip,” I said.

“The itemancer skill is best suited to shopkeepers and auctioneers,” he said. “It hardly helps in combat-oriented professions.”

“If Jessip and Megra are out there, encountering potentially rare items, what better skill than the ability to appraise their value before carrying them all the way back here?” I asked. “You repair items, Carzl, but you said yourself, that’s not the only path an itemancer can take. If she can improve what she finds, or combine items to create new, powerful weapons, that may be an extraordinary skill for an adventurer.”

“I see your thinking,” Carzl said. “It’s not a very exact class though. I get a feeling about certain items’ value, but that’s all. Misjudging an item’s specific properties is a more dangerous endeavor when relying on those items for strength and safety.”

“I don’t mind,” Jessip said. “I know adventuring is risky, but if it helps make Halcyon a safer place for everyone, I’ll do it.”

Let me help, Nola said. If I get involved during the knowledge transfer I may be able to improve how the skill works.

“Nola,” I said, “the goddess of bright ideas, has a suggestion. Let her participate in unlocking your skill class.”

“Is that normal?” Carzl asked. “I’ve never been a sponsor before.”

“Typically,” Nola said, “no. And if you don’t want me inside your minds during the knowledge transfer, I would understand that. I don’t have a spotless record, after all. However, I have honed my abilities and I believe I can be of help.”

“What’s the benefit of doing it this way?” Jessip asked.

“Numbers,” Nola said. “Lots of them. I can provide you a menu like the one Arden uses to skillmeister, but you’ll view your itemancer abilities through it. It should provide very specific information about how you can manipulate items.”

“It will cost each of you thousands of XP to make this transfer,” I said.

“A small price to pay,” Carzl said. “I’ve seen the way this girl lights up when she studies the items in my shop. I’d like her to unravel the true mystery of itemancy.”

“Thank you,” she said, “all of you.”

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s do this.” I opened their skillmeister menus and selected the option to transfer knowledge. Their experience points dwindled as Jessip’s new special class opened up. Then, I got to work unlocking what skills I could.

“You have enough XP left to unlock some basic skills,” I said, “but you’ll have to choose between Repair and Meld. You don’t have enough for both.”

Jessip glanced at Carzl. “I’ve seen how useful Repair has been in Carzl’s hands, but perhaps I’d like to forge my own path. Let’s open Meld.”
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Skillmeister View of:

Jessip Dreen




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

1 Constitution / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 3 / Total XP Cost: 75

-

1 Vivacity / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 3 / Total XP Cost: 75

-

1 Strength / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 2 / Total XP Cost: 25

-

1 Hardiness / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 2 / Total XP Cost: 25

-

1 Focus / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 2 / Total XP Cost: 25

-

1 Resolve / 25 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 225







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 100/100 –> 300/300

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 20/20 –> 60/60

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12 –> 20-24

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 5-8 –> 11-15

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12 –> 20-24

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 5-8







Skills For Weapon Class: Sword

-

Locked. Stabblize 1. Stab your target to immobilize them while you retain contact. [6 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Focus 1, Strength 1] [125 XP to unlock].




Improve to Stabblize 2 to reduce AP cost. [5.8 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Focus 2, Strength 2] [250 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125

-

TOTAL SWORD SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills For Special Class: Itemancer

-

Locked. Evaluate 1. Meditate on an item for 30 seconds to sense its hidden properties. [Passive] [Requires: Hardiness 2, Focus 2] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Evaluate 2 to reduce meditation time to 27 seconds. [Passive] [Requires: Hardiness 3, Focus 4] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

Locked. Repair 1. Rebuild a broken item into its perfect form. Total AP cost and meld time vary by item. [5 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Constitution 2, Resolve 2] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Repair 2 to reduce AP cost. [4.8 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Constitution 3, Resolve 4] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Meld 1. Infuse an item with the properties of another item. Total AP cost and meld time vary by item. [10 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Strength 2, Vivacity 2] [375 XP to unlock].




Improve to Meld 2 to reduce AP cost. [9.6 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Strength 2, Vivacity 2] [750 XP to improve].




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

TOTAL ITEMANCER SKILL XP COST: 750







Summary

-

Available XP: 1,041

Cost of Intended Changes: 1,100

Precision Training Discount (7%): 77

Total Adjusted Cost: 1,023

Total Projected Remaining: 18







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“Congratulations,” I said. “You have a special class now.”

“May I?” Jessip asked, reaching a hand toward the black spear I had taken from Duul’s general. I handed the newly-minted itemancer my weapon.

“Sure,” I said. “Evaluate away.”

She closed her eyes and gripped the spear with one hand while the other palmed its shaft. Her long fingers traced the spearhead, formed from a thin sharp blade wound around itself into a serrated spiral that came to a fierce point. It gave the impression of being a knife’s blade contorted into a tightly compacted corkscrew. She touched every inch of that weapon slowly and carefully, never nicking her skin against its razor sharpness.

It took her the full 30 seconds, but she finally shared what she learned.

“I saw everything,” she said. “Its stats, its materials. This is a very strong weapon, Arden, with a +5 bonus to every attribute. Its name is Vile Lance.”

Nola gasped. “So Duul has done it,” she said. “He’s revived the dark mine that produces vile ore. The Great Mother sealed the entrance to that mine with her most powerful magic. Can you see what that weapon’s special property is, Jessip?”

“Yes,” she said. “A 25 times multiplier to damage dealt… against deific enemies.”

“No deity is safe from the effects of vile ore,” Nola said. “That blade was meant to strike me down. Duul must have thought he would succeed during last night’s assault or he wouldn’t have sent a general with such a powerful weapon. That spear is evil, we should destroy it.”

“But,” I said, “it could help us stop Duul.”

“It would kill him,” Nola said, “and in the wrong hands, it would kill me. We are not Duul or the misguided gods that follow him. We will not kill to win this war.”

I thought back to what the Great Mother said in my vision. The only way Nola lives is if Kāya dies. I didn’t want to disobey Nola, but if I had to kill Kāya to protect her… I tried to stuff those thoughts to the back of my mind where Nola wouldn’t notice them.

“Go on, you two,” I said to our new adventurers. “Make Halcyon proud.”

The girls set out on their first adventure, disappearing into the forest outside Halcyon’s gates.

I’m so glad that worked, Nola said. If I screwed her up like I did with Brion, I would have to retire.

I hope they’ll be okay, I said. They’re immune to Duul’s curse as long as he only targets the men, but Yurip’s not sure what that vault contains. It’s been sealed for ages. It better be worth the danger they’ll run up against. I’d offer to go with them, but we have to get to Denvillia and Mournglory before Duul does, and we still have to pay Valleyvale a visit.

That’s true, Nola said. She closed her eyes. Arden, change of plans.

What?

Valleyvale… is paying us a visit, she said.

Is it the Mayor?, I asked.

It’s a lot of people, she replied. That’s all it is, just people. I don’t think they’re a danger.

Then why are they coming?, I asked.

We didn’t know. We could only wait. Vix excused herself to help rebuild the chow house while Biddy and Yurip wandered off together. I paced back and forth before the altar.

Eventually, a group of a hundred people marched through our gates and toward the temple. They were covered in dirt and soot, led by a woman with pale skin and dark hair.

“Lana!” I said. I hadn’t seen her since my first visit to Valleyvale, when I unlocked her healing class.

“Valleyvale is under attack,” she said, “by bunnies.”
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