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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton looked around in confusion, not really understanding what had happened. One moment he was crossing the street on his way to class at the community college, and the next thing he remembered was being here, wherever here was. Looking around, he noticed that he appeared to be in some kind of a cave, or a tunnel of sorts. The walls around him were gray and made out of a smoky, mist-like substance. He reached out with his hand to touch one of the walls and his fingers sank into it just a bit before encountering a solid wall. The mist curled around his hand and he jerked it away, feeling a coldness that cut to the bone. Morgan looked around again. Behind him there was only darkness, and somehow he could tell that the darkness was a wall, one that he couldn’t pass through. In front of him, however, stretched a tunnel, and out in the distance he could see a bright light. 
 
    Morgan covered his face with his hands and shook his head as he remembered what had happened. He had been on his way to class, hurrying along and thinking about the raid he had scheduled with his guild in the MMORPG The Braves that very night. The Guild was attempting its seventh run against the latest expansion’s last raid boss, hoping to finally take him down after almost three months of trying. They were a semi-hardcore guild, but a core of the guild was a group of pretty intense players set on getting every boss before the next raid came out. He had been running the strategy they devised for the boss through his head all week. It was probably why he had been so absent minded, and why he hadn’t seen the red pickup truck until it was too late. 
 
    “Crap, I’m dead, aren’t I? My guild mates are going to kill me,” Morgan said out loud, and immediately chuckled at his own expense. It wasn’t like he could be any deader, but it did tell a lot about him that the first thing that popped into his head as he realized that he was dead was concern for his guild. The Braves had been a large part of his life; all of his friends played it, and he spent almost all of his free time on the computer playing it as well.  
 
    Tanya. He suddenly remembered the hot brunette from his world history class and that he had made plans with her for tomorrow evening. God damn it, Morgan cursed inwardly. The two of them weren’t precisely dating but they were getting there. Plenty a man had tried to get sweet Tanya to call them their boyfriend, and he was fairly certain that he would be one of the few to have that privilege. I bet that Hank will jump in before my body even gets cold. He shook his head. The two of them had been vying for her attentions for the better part of the semester. And seeing as he hated that jackass, Morgan had been really looking forward to rubbing his victory in Hank’s face. It was ironic in a way that he had ended up dead because he had been too consumed with a video game just as he was about to get somewhere with a girl. Not that he hadn’t had any girlfriends before, but Tanya… Well, it didn’t matter now anyway. His mom had always told him that he should stop staring in that damned monitor so much. 
 
    “Fuck me sideways,” he breathed out. It figured that he should die on the day of his twenty-second birthday. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t do requests.” 
 
    Morgan jumped at the unexpected voice. A small and completely undignified squeak escaped his mouth as he turned around and looked straight into a man leaning on the wall, mist curling away from him, as if it was afraid to touch him. The man chuckled at Morgan’s response. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Morgan asked, trying to gather his wits. He wouldn’t admit it out loud, but if he hadn’t been dead already, he just might’ve had a heart attack from that. 
 
    The man tsked. “That isn’t really a nice way to speak to strangers, now is it? I’m sure that you were raised better than that—but considering the circumstances, I will let it slide. ” 
 
    Morgan gulped nervously, which in itself was completely bonkers. I am dead. How in the hell can I still do that? As the man spoke, Morgan had a chance to take a look at him. The man was of an average height, average looks, short hair, with light skin which was perhaps just a bit tanned, but it was hard to tell in this light. He wore strange clothes, unlike anything he had ever seen before; it kind of looked like he was wearing a wetsuit with a long, dark coat over it. 
 
    The man clapped his hands and pushed off the wall. “Now, I don’t have a lot of time, so we should really get this started. First, you are dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda figured that one out already, Sherlock.” Morgan cringed inwardly as he realized what he had said. He could’ve kicked himself for being so stupid. God, I really can’t keep my mouth shut sometimes. 
 
    “Har, har, har. A wiseass. Of course you had to be a wiseass.” The man rolled his eyes and stepped closer. Morgan fought the instinct to take a step back and instead stayed his ground, trying to project the image of calm confidence as his sensei always told him to do if he ever got cornered with no way out. Not that Morgan thought that it was going to do him any good; one look into the man’s eyes told him that he knew everything there was to know about Morgan. There was a weight behind that gaze, an eternity. 
 
    “Where are we?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Think of this as a place between life and death,” the man told him. 
 
    “Wait, if I am in between, can I go back?” Morgan asked hurriedly. 
 
    “Not a chance. Well… Okay, that isn’t really true. It is possible for a soul to go back, but not for you.” The man shrugged, almost as if he was saying sorry.  
 
    “What do you mean not possible for me?” Morgan took a step back. This guy is going to eat my soul for sure. Morgan tried to look around to find a way to escape, but the only path available to him was toward the light, and he wasn’t just yet prepared to go there. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be such a wimp. I’m not the reason you can’t go back to your old life. That is your fault. You lack the knowledge and power.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never heard any credible story of someone coming back to life. Forgive me for not going out of my way to learn how to raise myself from the dead,” Morgan said—and then a thought came to his mind. “Wait, who are you? Are you God?” Morgan asked in a whisper. 
 
    The man tilted his head, seemingly amused. “Sure, from your point of view I might as well be God.” 
 
    One look at that grin and another thought occurred to Morgan. “Oh my god, you are the devil, aren’t you? I knew that I shouldn’t have stolen that piece of bubblegum when I was kid, but Marcus kept pressuring me. Please, it’s not my fault! He made me do it!” Morgan said as he took a step back, his eyes opened wide.  
 
    The man rolled his eyes. “I’m not the devil! Seriously, man, get a hold of yourself.” 
 
    Morgan straightened his posture and tried to compose himself by straightening his clothes. “Cool, cool, cool, cool, cool… So you are God, then? Or an angel or something?” Morgan asked, relieved—he really didn’t want to go to hell. He knew that he would just hate the heat. 
 
    “If you mean to ask if am I the God… Well then, the answer is no. I don’t really know for certain if a god really exists. What I do know is that if you go over there toward the light, you will find out. I guess that I am technically a god, little g, but not really… It’s complicated. Also for the purpose of this meeting, you may call me Oxylus,” the man said with a grin. 
 
    Morgan blinked at that. Little g? Then he frowned at the name and the way the man said it. “Is that name supposed to be some kind of a reference or an inside joke?” Morgan asked. “Because if it is, I have no idea what it means.” 
 
    The man closed his eyes and covered his face.  “Calm, calm… What do they teach these kids in schools these days…” The man muttered in his hands. Then he finally took a deep breath and looked at Morgan in a way that someone might look at a child. “It doesn’t matter. I just liked the name.” 
 
    Morgan narrowed his eyes. There was a glimmer of something in Oxylus’ eyes, but he had no idea what it meant. “Whatever you say, Oxy.” 
 
    Oxy narrowed his eyes at Morgan but then took another deep breath. Morgan felt something, and then glanced down the tunnel at the bright light. There was something there—something pulling him forward. It was almost as if he could hear a song somewhere in his head, promising things that he couldn’t really understand, as if they were just at the edge of his understanding. 
 
    Then he turned to Oxy as another thought occurred to him. “Wait, are you some kind of a ghost, a ferryman or something like that? Here to take me to the afterlife?” Morgan asked, turning back from the light. 
 
    Oxy grinned at him. “Nope, I’m not a ghost, seeing as I am not dead, unlike you. And I am not here to ferry you to the afterlife. If you want to see what is beyond, all you have to do is walk into the light. I am here to make you an offer before you decide to go through or the light pulls you in.” 
 
    Morgan glanced at the light nervously. “What kind of an offer?” 
 
    “A new life,” Oxy said with a glimmer in his eyes. 
 
    “You can bring me back from the dead?” Morgan asked, surprised, and then immediately felt fearful. He had played enough games to know all about zombies and other crap, and he did not plan on selling his soul or binding himself to some strange dude in a diving suit. 
 
    “Yup, I can give you a new life. And before you ask, I mean new life. I am not going to send you back to your little world and your old life.” 
 
    “Why not?” Morgan asked, just a bit crushed. Already he had started thinking about all the things he would change in his life if he got to go back. 
 
    “Because I gain nothing from you continuing your life on Earth. And let’s face it, you weren’t doing much with your life anyway.” 
 
    For a moment Morgan prepared to deny Oxy’s words, but he stopped himself. The strange god-but-not-god man in a wet suit was right. Morgan hadn’t really done much with his life. He had already repeated a year at college, and would probably drop out by the end of the year.  Or rather would have dropped out, had I not died instead.  
 
    “What are you offering, then? And just so you know, I ain’t selling my soul to you, and this better not be some Sauron type of shit where you seduce me and then corrupt my soul!” Morgan told him in what he thought was a resolute tone of voice. 
 
    The man chuckled. “You have nothing to worry about. I don’t want your soul, nor do I want to corrupt and dominate it. All that I am offering is a new life on a new world, a new reality.” 
 
    “Uh… Say what again?” 
 
    “I want to give you a chance to start a new life on another world.” 
 
    Morgan blinked; that did sound appealing. Especially since he was, like, totally dead, and like totally not about to go into a strange singing light. No way in hell or heaven am I stepping through that shit.  
 
    “Why me?” Morgan asked dumbly, as he tried to figure out the answer to the same question. It wasn’t like Morgan was anything special; well, maybe to his grandma, who always said that he was her special little boy, but he was fairly certain that her opinion didn’t matter much to the not-God-dude. 
 
    “Okay, it’s simple really,” Oxylus explained. “I would take you—or rather your soul here,” he said, gesturing at Morgan, “and then I would give you a new body and send you to another realm, my realm. You see, when I was younger I’ve really liked video games similar to what you’ve been playing while you had still been alive. Then, when I had a need to do some experiments, I made a universe from scratch as my playground. A universe that follows the rules similar to those of those kind of games. I would transport you and you can live out your life there. Once you die you will get back here to your tunnel and, well, you can go through there if you like, see what’s on the other side.” 
 
    Morgan blinked slowly as Oxy’s words seeped into his brain. “You are telling me that you, a dude that says he is technically a god, played video games?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “Of course I did. What? Gods can’t play video games?” 
 
    “No, no, I just didn’t expect it is all. Right on!” Morgan extended his hand for a fist-bump. Oxy just stared at him with a blank expression on his face. Right. For a moment, Morgan wondered if he was imagining all of this, if he was perhaps dreaming—or maybe I’m in a coma. But he knew that he wasn’t. He didn’t know how he knew, but there was something inside of him that told him with no uncertainty that he was no longer living. He was dead, and he was supposed to walk toward the light, and staying where he was would result in him disappearing into nothingness. He pulled his hand back and returned the man’s gaze. 
 
    “So what do you say?” Oxy asked. 
 
    “I feel like there is a lot that you are not telling me,” Morgan said slowly. Something about the man in front of him frightened Morgan unlike anyone else ever had. More even than that one time when a spider fell on his keyboard and walked over his hand and Morgan screamed like a little girl. Morgan shuddered as he remembered—frickin’ spiders, man. 
 
    “Well, of course I’m not telling you everything. I’m older than some universes. There is a lot that I know.” 
 
    Morgan swallowed audibly. He couldn’t really wrap his mind around anything being that old. Then again, the dude might just be lying to me, he thought to himself. He opened his mouth to speak, but Oxy spoke first. 
 
    “Look, I really have no time to explain everything to you. You are dead, and you can go toward the light and the afterlife—if it exists. I am not planning on going to check. Or you can accept my offer and get to live again, it’s as simple as that.” 
 
    Morgan was certain that it wasn’t as simple as that, but he also knew that he really didn’t want to walk into the light. He hadn’t been very religious before he died, a great shame to his mother, but he really didn’t want to go through and then see that all the stuff she’d been telling him was the truth. With my luck I would end up in hell; I’m pretty sure that stealing is a sin. Frickin’ Marcus and his dumb bubblegum. He would much rather extend his stay in the land of the living, thank you very much. It wasn’t really a choice for him. 
 
    “All right, I’ll give you my answer if you answer two questions. First, what do you get out of this? And second, why me? I seriously doubt that you give this offer to everyone that dies.” 
 
    Oxylus sighed impatiently and then nodded to himself. “Fine. I said that I am running an experiment—what I get from this is information that helps my research, and that is as much as I am willing to say. As to why you…well, I am trying something new. Until now I’ve been making this offer to people I believed were more suited to my needs, warriors, soldiers, and the like. Those, I thought, could give me what I wanted, but the results I’ve been getting aren’t all that impressive. Now I am trying something else, and I am extending the offers to people like you as well. I am offering a new life, and if you gain enough strength and if you reach the end of the Tower of Power, I shall grant you a great reward.” 
 
    “People like me?” Morgan asked, confused, and then he understood. “You mean gamers?” 
 
    “Yes, and hopefully this won’t be a waste of my time. Now, what is your answer?” Oxylus asked. 
 
    Morgan mulled it through one last time, even though he knew what he was going to say. A chance to live again, and in a world where everything would be like in his games? That wasn’t a choice at all. “This reward you offer, can you bring me back to Earth?” 
 
    Oxy rolled his eyes. “I can’t think of any reason why you would want to go back there, but sure, if that is what you want.” 
 
    “Then I agree.” Morgan nodded, spit on his hand and put it out for a handshake. 
 
    Oxy just stared at Morgan’s extended hand without reaching out, then looked Morgan in the eyes and blinked at him as if he were insane. 
 
    Right, Morgan thought to himself, pulling his hand back and wiping it on his pants. How in the hell did I even manage to spit on my hand if I’m dead? Morgan wondered. 
 
    Oxy then tilted his head and pointed his palm at Morgan. Then he grinned, and Morgan felt heat radiating from the center of his chest—but then it changed, as if something in the core of his being shifted. “Great,” Oxy said, and stepped closer. “Now, I am in a bit of hurry, so we should get this over with. Oh, and I will need a piece of your soul first.” 
 
    “What?” Morgan asked, but he had no chance to react before Oxy slammed his hand through Morgan’s chest. Morgan glanced down only to see Oxy’s hand elbow deep inside his chest. “Mother fucke—” Then there was only pain.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan woke up screaming, his hands flying to his chest as he stood up. He looked closely, but there was no hole on his chest. There was no pain, actually; in fact, he felt better than he ever had. The hell did that asshole do? 
 
    Suddenly, large letters appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    WELCOME TO THE WORLD! 
 
    SURVIVE, THRIVE! 
 
    UNLOCK ANCIENT SECRETS AND MASTER PRIMAL POWERS! 
 
    GAIN STRENGTH AND CONQUER THE TOWER OF CHALLENGES! 
 
    BE VICTORIOUS AND YOU SHALL BE REWARDED! 
 
      
 
    Morgan read through the large blue letters and frowned. “The hell is this crap?” 
 
    “Greetings, master,” a voice said, startling him. 
 
    Morgan jumped around, releasing a high-pitched noise that some might categorize as a squeal. In front of him floated a woman. An animated woman? The hell? 
 
    “I assumed this form because you have quite an attachment to it. Did I err?” the woman—or rather Sabila, Protector of the Light, his character from the MMORPG game The Braves—said. 
 
    “Uh…” Morgan didn’t know what to say. The character he played in a game was floating in front of him, in its full video-game quality. Startled, he looked at his hands—I better not be animated! He sighed audibly in relief when he saw that he was still looking like a normal person. He raised his eyes and realized that he was surrounded by gray space that stretched endlessly all around him. 
 
    “Who are you?” Morgan asked his former avatar. She’s even wearing the gear I had equipped yesterday. “And where am I?” 
 
    The purple-haired avatar, dressed in colorful red, orange, and green dragon-scale armor, tilted her head at him. “You are in the PSS, or player soul space. We need to prepare you to enter the World. The Guiding Force is only waiting for us to create your visage before you can be sent into the World. I am your control interface, fashioned out of a piece of your soul by the Great Lord. I was given all the information you might need and a semblance of intelligence before I was reintegrated with you. I am here to help you navigate the World, as well as answer any of your questions, although there are things that I am not allowed to say unless certain conditions are met.” 
 
    Morgan blinked, slowly. “I assume that the Great Lord is Oxy?” 
 
    “Yes, although the inhabitants of the World refer to him as the Great Lord, or Creator.” 
 
    I guess the asshole hadn’t been lying, although he is a pretentious prick if he makes people call him the Great Lord. And seriously? Who names their world the World… No imagination. Morgan shook his head and then narrowed his eyes at the avatar. “So what is your name?” 
 
    “You may address me as you wish. I am a part of you; I have no name.” 
 
    “Sabila it is, then. So what do I need to do in order to get to the World?” 
 
    Suddenly another person appeared in front of him alongside with text and sliders to the side. Morgan did a double take as he realized that the person was him, and then was even more surprised when his double mirrored his movements. 
 
    “Ah, a character creator.” Morgan nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Yes. You may choose your gender, and adjust your physical appearance. Just focus on the sliders and buttons to press them.” 
 
    Morgan raised an eyebrow, surprised that he could change his gender. He debated for a moment whether he wanted to change anything. I most certainly will not be playing as another gender here, he thought to himself. It might be fun to play as a female character in game, but he was going to be living here from now on, he was a bit disappointed that he couldn’t change his race, but then again he had never really been into playing fantasy races—he always picked human races in any game he played. His appearance wasn’t too bad; he hadn’t been the greatest looking dude in life, but he hadn’t been ugly either. He had short black hair, brown eyes, and he was fairly athletic from his martial arts training. He adjusted his height a bit just to get him to 190 cm and accepted the changes. He was far too excited to get going. 
 
      
 
    Are you sure? (you will not be able to change your choice) 
 
    Yes/No 
 
      
 
    Morgan pressed Yes and his double and the text disappeared. 
 
    “Good. Next you need to assign your available attribute and skill points as well as choose your class. Your beginning stats and skills will reflect the experience you gained in your previous life, but you will still be starting your new life as a first level.”  
 
    Then a few other screens appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  STRENGTH 
  
       	  (10+3)13 
  
       	  Strength measures how strong a person is, how much power their physical attacks hit for and how much they can lift. (+3 for previous life experience) 
  
      
 
       
       	  AGILITY 
  
       	  (10+4)14 
  
       	  Agility measures how fast and coordinated a person is, how precise their attacks are and how fast they can react. (+4 for previous life experience) 
  
      
 
       
       	  CONSTITUTION 
  
       	  (10+2)12 
  
       	  Constitution measures how healthy a person is, how much damage they can take, and how fast they recover. (+2 for previous life experience) 
  
      
 
       
       	  INTELLECT 
  
       	  (10+2)12 
  
       	  Intellect measures how quickly a person grasps unfamiliar concepts, and how powerful their alignment is. (+2 for previous life experience) 
  
      
 
       
       	  WILL 
  
       	  (10+1)11 
  
       	  Will measures a person’s willpower, allows them to resist harmful effects, and deepens the connection with their alignment. (+1 for previous life experience) 
  
      
 
       
       	  WISDOM 
  
       	  (10+2)12 
  
       	  Wisdom measures how intuitive a person is, how perceptive they are, and how good at decision making they are. (+2 for previous life experience) 
  
      
 
       
       	  CHARISMA 
  
       	  10 
  
       	  Charisma measures how charismatic a person is, how much they can influence people who don’t know them with their speech, and how much loyalty or intimidation they can instill. 
  
      
 
       
       	  LUCK 
  
       	  (10-1) 9 
  
       	  Luck measures how lucky a person is. (-1 for previous life experience. Got hit by a car, hah) 
  
      
 
       
       	  UNASSIGNED POINTS 
  
       	  3 
  
       	  attribute points available. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Morgan blinked at the last stat—his luck. That jackass! He shook his head at the jab from Oxy, as he was certain that that was from him. All in all, his stats weren’t bad at all. At least he thought so; he had no way of knowing with nothing to compare. He also had 3 more attribute points to allocate. But he knew very little about what he needed, and after he tried to add one point to his strength he saw a text that asked him if he was sure, as any change was irreversible. He clicked no, and decided to wait before spending his points. He turned and looked to the next screen. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  SKILLS 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Hand-to-Hand Combat II (previous life experience) 
  
       	  You are trained in hand-to-hand combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weapons I (previous life experience) 
  
       	  You are trained in basic use of most weapons. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Language—Basic (The World beginner skill) 
  
       	  You can speak, write, and understand basic. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Morgan whistled as he saw his skills. I guess that six years of martial arts and almost a black belt counted for something at least. He had one skill point to spend, and looking at the list of skills he saw that there were hundreds—but some were unavailable and color coded. He left that for later, as he still didn’t know what he needed. 
 
    The next screen was a class table, with nine distinct classes separated into three categories. As far as he could tell there were fighter classes, ranger classes, and magic classes. Classic video game classes so far. He moved ahead, not wanting to pick a class until he looked at the last screen. 
 
    The last screen was a hexagon with elements on each side. On the left were three, and on the right three as well, with each element seemingly paired diagonally with its opposite on the other side. Fire—Water, then Earth—Air, followed by Metal—Nature. The three on the left—Fire, Earth, and Metal—were labeled as Domination, and the three on the right were labeled as Discipline. Morgan frowned at that. According to what he was reading he was supposed to choose one elemental alignment. 
 
    “Hey, Sabila. Can you explain this elemental alignment to me to me?” 
 
    “Of course, master. Choosing an elemental alignment is extremely important as it governs what kind of abilities you will be able to learn and use.” 
 
    “Wait, so if I chose fire alignment and let’s say, soldier class, I will have different abilities than if I pick let’s say soldier and water?” 
 
    “That is correct. However, there are some abilities that are available to all classes and all alignments, as well as some which are available to some alignments and not to others.” 
 
    Morgan was glad he asked. That made things far more interesting in his opinion; it was a strange system, but one that seemed to be fairly diverse. 
 
    “Is there any explanation or a guide available to me?” 
 
    “There is. Here,” Sabila said, and a wall of text appeared in front of Morgan. 
 
    Hah, I bet that most people don’t even ask. Then as he looked back on the screens he realized that they were placed in a weird order, almost as if someone wanted people to mess up by picking attributes before their class and alignment. Jackass—Morgan was certain that that was Oxy’s idea.  
 
    He read through the guide available to him twice. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but there didn’t seem to be any rush. Finally, after he was certain that he understood, he closed the guide and looked back at the screens. 
 
    The first thing he needed to do was pick a class. According to the guide, he would be able to pick another from the base 9 classes at level 5 and then he would be able to merge and upgrade his class at level 10; although from what he understood he would need to find class stones or teachers inside the World for those, and the two classes that he picked would govern what he could learn. According to the guide there didn’t seem to be a way for him to pick up a second alignment, but the wording had made him suspicious, as it did hint at more classes being available later. Regardless, he would need to pick carefully, and it didn’t seem like his skills were class locked. He would be able to learn anything provided he found a teacher or a skill stone, basically the same as in the real world. Choosing a class would just give him a few skills and abilities for free; the overall class system seemed to be more fluid, and he was even able to make his own class. 
 
    The guide didn’t tell him much about the world, other than inform him that there were settlements where people gathered which were generally safe areas. Monsters ruled the land, and sprinkled around the world were dungeons which had stronger monsters as well as better loot and a chance to gain more experience. Oh, and if one died in the World, one died for real—no third chances, it would be back to the tunnel and the light for Morgan. There was no respawning as far as Morgan could tell. This was a real world, and it was not a nice world that Oxy had created. 
 
    Experience was how one advanced, the same as in most games and same as in life. But the way you gained exp seemed strange. It looked like it was adaptive based on the person’s performance and the amount of their struggle as well as several other factors; and from what he gathered, experience was gained after an encounter ended. Abilities and skills could be learned in two ways, by consumption of skill or ability stones, or in the regular more mundane way—studying and practicing them, the way it had been in his birth world. 
 
    Aside from that, he didn’t learn much more, but that in itself helped him make his decision about which class to pick first. He didn’t know which upgraded classes were available, and there was no way for him to see that now. Morgan grimaced at that. He was used to reading guides and walkthroughs online and then min-maxing his builds. But that didn’t seem possible here. So he would need to act on the information he had now and his knowledge of games. 
 
    Looking at the classes carefully he dismissed the more combat-oriented classes, as well as magic ones. Their abilities seemed great, but they would most certainly require equipment and more levels to really shine. Magic casters were usually powerful in the later stages of the game, but weak at the start, and they had one massive weakness according to the guide—they required time to cast their spells, at least on lower levels, time during which something might chop Morgan’s face off. And I am not planning on dying again anytime soon. Fighters required equipment, and while Sabila had informed him that he would be given a starting gear, he really didn’t like the idea of getting close to something to stab it. He did want magic, but it looked like every class had some kind of spells based on the alignment chosen anyway, so he didn’t worry much. 
 
    On the other hand, he did worry about other things. He had no idea where his starting point was going to be—Sabila refused to say—so he needed to prepare accordingly. That left him with only a few choices, namely two of the ranger classes, which provided some survivability: Scout and Hunter. Scout seemed more oriented on speed and maneuverability and perception, while Hunter seemed more suited for hunting as well as surviving outside in general. 
 
    Without any idea about where he was going to be starting he needed to make sure that he could survive, and that meant that he needed to choose the Hunter class. He could always take a more combat-oriented class once he hit level 5. For now, though, he needed to make sure to stay alive long enough to get there. 
 
    He picked his class and confirmed his choice. 
 
      
 
    YOU ARE NOW A HUNTER. YOU HAVE LEARNED NEW SKILLS AND ABILITIES. 
 
      
 
    You’ve gained new skills — Archery I, Hunting I, Monster Lore I, Skinning I, Herbalism I. 
 
    You’ve gained new abilities — Pinning Shot I, Scatter Shot I. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Immediately Morgan felt something change, and suddenly he had knowledge he didn’t possess just a moment before. Huh, that is strange, Morgan thought to himself. The skills and the abilities he gained seemed to be embedded right inside his mind. He couldn’t remember learning them, but he had the knowledge. On his skill screen he saw that there were elaborations on what knowledge each skill gave him. 
 
    Shaking his head to clear it from the strange sensation, he turned to the elemental screen, trying to decide which element he should choose. Each of the elements had a few sub-elements associated with it, so he took the time to study them all and narrow down his choices to two: Nature and Metal. One was Discipline and the other Domination, and he wasn’t yet sure what that meant. Sabila had proven a poor help, as she couldn’t tell him, saying that it had something to do with the rules. In the end he decided on Nature, as it looked to be the one that had the best synergy with his class. 
 
    Next he took a look at his skills. He still didn’t know much about what he would need, so he spent his point on upgrading his Archery skill to Archery II, which gave him a nice boost to precision and targeting with a bow. 
 
    The only thing left was for him to assign his attribute points. Going by what he knew from years of gaming, he put his three points into Agility, Constitution, and Wisdom. He was tempted to raise his Luck to 10 but ultimately he decided to leave it for later, as he didn’t know how much that stat affected anything. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  STRENGTH 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  AGILITY 
  
       	  (14+1)15 
  
      
 
       
       	  CONSTITUTION 
  
       	  (12+1)13 
  
      
 
       
       	  INTELLECT 
  
       	  12 
  
      
 
       
       	  WILL 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  WISDOM 
  
       	  (12+1)13 
  
      
 
       
       	  CHARISMA 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  LUCK 
  
       	  9 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    As soon as he accepted the points allocation, he felt a shiver pass through him. He could feel himself change; he didn’t know how, but he knew that he was stronger now, faster, more perceptive. With that done, Sabila told him that he could now enter the World. 
 
    “Before you go, as one of the Great Lord’s chosen, you are allowed to pick one gift to help you on your journey.” 
 
    “A gift?” 
 
    “You may pick between a better weapon, better armor, or a bag of holding.” 
 
    Intrigued, Morgan raised an eyebrow. “A bag of holding?” 
 
    Sabila nodded and a small backpack-looking thing made out of brown cloth appeared in her hands. “This item allows you to store up to twelve items of any size inside a small pocket dimension, as long as the items are smaller than the bag’s opening. To retrieve an item from the pocket dimension you need only reach inside and think on what you want to retrieve.” 
 
    “That might be useful,” Morgan said. “Do other bags, ones that can fit inside that one, count as one item?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as they can fit through the opening.” 
 
    Very useful indeed—Morgan knew all about inventories from games, but he had almost forgotten that he would need to carry his own stuff now. This world took a lot of inspiration from video games, but from what he had read it was still a real world. 
 
    “I’ll take the bag.” 
 
    “Great choice, master.” 
 
    “Anything else, or can I go?” 
 
    “Nothing else. But be advised, master, that while you are inside the World, I will be unable to speak to you directly. I will be facilitating your interface and be able to provide information through it. You will be able to call your character screens, but the only way we will speak like this again is when you have accumulated enough experience and power to gain a level. Once you have done so, you will be able to activate the ascension and transfer your mind here to your PSS, where you will be able to choose how you will advance. And as this occurs inside the PSS the ascension will seem instant, as time inside the PSS goes by much faster than in the real world. I will then facilitate the change inside your body.” 
 
    Morgan nodded—he was starting to get excited about the prospect of starting his new life. “All right, send me in, then. I am ready.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    He wasn’t ready. 
 
    One moment Morgan was looking at Sabila in his PSS, and then he was inside a forest surrounded by trees. He had a simple wooden bow in one hand and a quiver filled with fifteen arrows fastened to his hip. He was wearing a brown and dark green cloth outfit with a hood that looked as if it had just been used on the set of some medieval movie. 
 
    It took Morgan a few seconds for his brain to catch up to his eyes. The sensations had overwhelmed him for a moment. He hadn’t really noticed before, but there had been no sensations inside the tunnel nor in his PSS; not real ones, anyway. Now he could feel the air around him, and his lungs took their first breath since his heart stopped on the street back on Earth. All around him was life. 
 
    God, how did I not notice before? Morgan could feel tears gather up in his eyes, his situation finally hitting him fully. He had died, and now he was living again. And for the first time in his life, he came to a decision. He was going to live life to its fullest—he was going to make something of himself. He would gain enough power and strength so that death never caught up to him again. He was not going to go to that dark and cold tunnel illuminated by a harsh light ever again. Feeling his resolution settle in the core of who Morgan was, he smiled. 
 
    And that was when he heard the scream. 
 
    Morgan whipped around to the direction of the noise, and now that he paid attention he could hear more: sounds of metal clashing, yelling, and grunting. He took a step toward the noise, and then stopped. What am I doing? Morgan asked himself. He had just arrived to this new world and already he was about to run toward danger. He wanted to live, and usually that meant avoiding danger; he knew nothing about what he would find if he ran toward the noise. He could be going to his own death. 
 
    But then he remembered what he had decided, his resolution. To live, to make something out of his life. He grimaced, he knew nothing about this world, but he could just go and check things out. He didn’t need to engage. Right, just go and see what is happening. Morgan took a deep breath and then set out running toward the sounds of battle. 
 
    He ran through the forest, jumping over rocks and roots as the sounds ahead grew louder. And then he finally reached a small clearing in front of a cave. He stopped and took cover behind a tree looking ahead. 
 
    In the clearing were several short green things with large fangs in their mouths with bile and spit leaking from their mouths down their chins. They were dirty and the smell reached even to Morgan, nearly making him throw up. He recognized what they were immediately as they looked fairly similar to what he had encountered in games before; but, unbidden, knowledge came to the forefront of his mind, and Morgan knew that it came from one of his skills. 
 
    The creatures were goblins, regarded in the World as incredibly dangerous tribal humanoids. They had intelligence, but were not considered as smart as most other sentient races. They feasted on everything that they managed to catch and butcher, including others of their own kind. 
 
    And there were about a dozen of them in the clearing. Armed with bone and wooden weapons and wearing simple fur garments, they were growling and waving their weapons in the air. One of them was on the ground, blood spurting from a wound on its neck as it gurgled and spit bloody bile. A moment later it stilled, and then its body collapsed, turning into gray dust that slowly dissipated and disappeared. 
 
    Stunned, Morgan had no chance to contemplate what that meant as another scream turned his attention to a large boulder and the three people standing in front of it with their backs against it facing the goblins. A man—the source of the screaming—who was dressed in some kind of a robe, was on the ground leaning against the boulder and crying as he held his bloodied hand close to his chest. His eyes darted from goblin to goblin, and terror was clearly evident on his face. 
 
    In front of him stood two people, a man and a woman. The woman had shoulder-length red hair and was wearing leather armor with metal disks attached across her torso. In one hand she held a sword and in the other a round wooden shield covered with leather. She had blood leaking over one half of her face and a helmet lay close to her feet. The man had the same type of armor and in his hands he carried a two-handed sword that dripped with blood. Morgan noticed the man was favoring one of his legs, and blood was leaking through a hole in his trousers. 
 
    A goblin yelled out and jumped forward at the man but was intercepted by the woman, who slammed her shield into the goblin and threw him to the side just as the man swung his sword and decapitated it. 
 
    For a moment Morgan was relieved as he saw them take care of the goblin. It looks like they don’t need my help after all, he thought to himself—just as the man’s leg gave out and he dropped to one knee. Two goblins took advantage and moved to attack. The man raised his sword and blocked an attack from one of them while the woman intercepted the other one. She exchanged a few blows with the shorter goblin, and then another goblin joined in. She tried to move back, but her foot caught on something on the ground and she fell on her back. 
 
    Fuck me sideways! Morgan cursed and stepped out of his cover. He grabbed an arrow from his quiver and in a practiced maneuver that he was doing for the first time he nocked and released the arrow. It flew true and slammed in the back of the head of the goblin who had his club raised over the woman. It fell down on her and Morgan released a cheer. 
 
    “Fuck yeah! How do you like that?! Never been easier!” 
 
    Every goblin in the clearing turned to look at him, and Morgan paled. Crap. 
 
    He reached into his quiver and nocked another arrow, firing at the goblin that had started running at him. He knew exactly where to shoot—thanks to his ability Pinning Shot—in order to pin the goblin to the ground. He released the shot.  
 
    And missed. 
 
    “Damn,” Morgan whispered as he watched three goblins running toward him, gaining ground far faster than Morgan thought possible. Seeing no other course of action, Morgan did the only sane thing possible—he turned around and started running back into the forest. While running, he reached into his quiver and tried to pull another arrow as he glanced behind him. The goblins were far closer than he thought they were going to be, the roots, rocks, and uneven forest floor seemingly not a problem for the short green monsters. 
 
    Morgan stumbled, nearly falling, but managed to catch himself on his hands, losing the arrow in the process. He righted himself and pulled another three arrows from his quiver. Thanks to his Scatter Shot ability he nocked them together and turned while running, firing them with very little aiming in the general direction of the goblins. A scream of pain told him that he managed to hit something. Morgan jumped over a root and, pulling another arrow, stopped and turned. Two of the goblins were rushing at him, barely ten paces away from him. He aimed and fired at one of them, hitting the goblin in the chest and making him stagger and fall to the ground. The second one didn’t even slow, and Morgan rushed to nock another arrow. He aimed and fired. 
 
    The goblin ducked and Morgan’s arrow flew over the goblin’s head. Morgan’s eyes widened as the goblin reached him and swung its wooden club at him. Morgan sidestepped and raised his bow to protect himself, but it wasn’t enough. The club struck his bow, sending it flying from Morgan’s hand. And then the goblin swung again, slamming his club into Morgan’s shoulder. Pain assaulted Morgan as he felt something crack, and he screamed. 
 
    The goblin swung again, and as Morgan stepped back, his legs caught on a rock and he fell to the ground, the club passing just above his head. He fell on his shoulder and the pain threatened to overwhelm him. The sound around him became stifled and his vision darkened as he nearly lost consciousness. No! I can’t die again! Morgan gritted his teeth and, fighting the pain, he rolled to his back just in time to see the goblin swinging the club from above at his head. 
 
    He rolled again, evading the club, and then rolled back over the goblin’s weapon, ripping it out of the creature’s hands and pinning it behind him. The goblin threw himself at Morgan, its clawed hands going for his throat. Morgan’s reach was longer, and he put his good arm in the way as he tried to get a knee between them. The goblin was relentless, its mouth opening and closing, releasing spit and growling sounds that made Morgan’s ears hurt. Then the goblin managed to grab Morgan’s hurt shoulder and its claws sunk in, making Morgan scream out in pain again. 
 
    Morgan tried to put his fingers into the monster’s eyes, to do anything to get it to stop hurting him, but he just couldn’t reach them. Then he finally managed to wedge one leg between them, and he pushed, throwing the goblin away. He wanted to crawl, to try and escape, but he knew that that was the worst thing he could try to do. He was hurt, and the goblin was fast. Instead he stood up and pulled an arrow from his quiver, then charged at the goblin, who had just gotten back to his feet. 
 
    Morgan threw himself at the goblin, and the look of disbelief on the monster’s face showed that he had taken it by surprise. He stabbed his arrow point into the thing’s chest and fell on it with his entire weight, breaking the shaft and taking them both to the ground. The goblin squirmed and screamed, his claws grabbing at Morgan’s hands and stabbing inside, trying to get the arrow out, but Morgan kept up the pressure. The goblin bit Morgan’s shoulder, but Morgan didn’t let up—instead, with the last of his strength, he pushed the broken arrow deeper and twisted. 
 
    The goblin released one last scream, and then stilled and died. Morgan rolled away just as the goblin started turning to dust and disappearing, leaving several glowing crystals on the ground behind alongside its garments. Morgan was breathing heavily, his shoulder was killing him, and he felt lightheaded. Then he heard a noise and turned around only to see another goblin walking toward him, one arrow sticking out of his leg—the one I hit with the Scatter Arrow, Morgan realized. It was limping, but its bone-tipped spear was turned toward Morgan. 
 
    Trying to summon any of his remaining strength proved useless, and Morgan could only watch as the goblin approached. The monster grinned and raised its spear overhead, preparing to impale him.  
 
    The next thing Morgan saw was the goblin’s head flying away as the goblin’s body fell onto him, blood splattering everywhere. Above him stood a redheaded goddess, breathing heavily, her sword dripping blood. 
 
    “Well, fuck me sideways,” Morgan said, and then promptly lost consciousness.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan found himself in a familiar place, surrounded by gray with an animated character floating in front of him. 
 
    “The hell? Please tell me that I didn’t die,” Morgan said. “I knew it, I shouldn’t have tried to help, I’m such an idiot!” 
 
    “You are not dead, master. Your body has lost consciousness, but as you have reached the required exp points for advancement to the second level, I have taken the initiative and transferred you here. I hope that you don’t object; seeing as you are unconscious, it was easier for me to bring your mind here,” Sabila said. 
 
    “Great.” Morgan sighed in relief—he had really thought that he had died again. “So what is happening outside? Am I safe or what?” The last thing Morgan remembered was the woman he had saved saving him in return. 
 
    “I can tell you nothing more than that you are safe for the moment.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, at least he wasn’t dead again. He shivered, he had been stupid. He never should’ve tried to help, not without any understanding of the World he now lived in. 
 
    “I must say, master, I am very impressed that you managed to survive, and even more that you managed to ascend to the second level in such a short period of time. It is rare for the chosen to survive their first encounter with the World’s monsters.” 
 
    “Huh? The chosen?” 
 
    “Those like you, who have been taken from other worlds and granted a life in the World by the Great Lord, are referred to as ‘chosen’ by the those born in the World. Only about ten percent of those who had been brought here manage to survive and reach the higher levels. Most of them just shut down when they realize that they are in a truly different world, however, and once they encounter things they had never before seen. But judging from your actions I see that you have no such problems, master.” 
 
    Morgan glared at Sabila with an open mouth. “That is information that would’ve been useful before I went into the World!” Morgan yelled out. He had almost died because he didn’t know how to judge a situation in this place. The goblins were far stronger than he had thought they would be for what he thought were low-level mobs. Just this one encounter had shown him clearly that this world was far more brutal than anything he had expected. If that woman hadn’t saved him, he most certainly would’ve now been dead. Morgan realized that he needed to be far more careful in the future. This world might have advantages for him, but it was still very much real. 
 
    “I cannot share everything, and you didn’t ask.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. How do I level up?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Suddenly, screens appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    EXP GAINED! 
 
    3x Goblin Scouts killed = 30 exp 
 
    1x Goblin Scout wounded = 5 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus—aided strangers = 15 exp 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 1 — EXP 50/50 (ascension possible) 
 
      
 
    “Uh… Sabila? What is G.F.?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “G.F. is the Guiding Force, the entity that guides the World in the Great Lord’s stead. It sees everything that happens in the World, and decides how much experience any one action is worth.” 
 
    “Huh, cool, cool, cool, cool, cool,” Morgan muttered under his breath. And now there is another god-that-is-not-a-god type of thing meddling in my life, because why not? Morgan thought. It wasn’t that he was ungrateful, he just didn’t like to think about beings capable of doing the things like creating their own universes. 
 
    “So what now?” 
 
    “Now you may ascend, or in other words gain a level,” Sabila said, and Morgan noticed a button beside his name. 
 
    He pressed it and a new screen appeared along with the tables. He had three attribute points to spend and one skill point and one ability point. Looking through his skills and abilities he saw that his two abilities required two points to upgrade, so he decided to keep the ability point for later. For the skills he could upgrade his level-one skills; his Archery II required two points to upgrade, but he decided to save that for later. 
 
    The attribute points he spent by putting one in Agility, bringing it up to 16, another in his Constitution, bringing it up to 14, and the last one in his Luck, bringing it up to 10. A part of him wondered if he was just being paranoid, but his luck had not been all that great so far, and he would rather not risk it. With that, he was finished. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Usually you would be awake during this process, and after you made your choices I would make the changes to your body and mind and you would simply open your eyes. But seeing as you are currently unconscious, the ascension will wake you up as it repairs your body.” 
 
    “What? You are making changes to my body?” Morgan asked, horrified. He hadn’t given much thought to how all this was going to work, but now he cursed himself for not asking more questions. 
 
    “Of course. I am an artificial being crafted from a piece of your soul and integrated with your new body. My purpose is to shape your body and mind based on your choices as you ascend up the levels. Each time you add a point to your attribute, I strengthen the corresponding part of your body or mind. When you choose a skill, I transfer the knowledge to your brain; when you learn a new ability, I teach your muscles how to perform the action.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Morgan whispered. “So you are like an implant of some kind.” 
 
    “Based on your knowledge, that analogy is close. I am nothing like what you imagine with your artificial constructs. I am a soul construct, gifted with power by the Great Lord.” 
 
    “Well, thanks, I guess?” Morgan didn’t know what to say; it was all a bit overwhelming, especially since he had just almost died. “So what, I just wake up now?” 
 
    “Yes. As I said, your body will be repaired. The ascension will heal any non-lethal injury, as well as cure any low-level diseases or poisons.” 
 
    “That is very useful,” Morgan said, relieved. He had not been looking forward to waking up to a mangled shoulder. 
 
    “Are you ready, master?” 
 
    “Yeah, send me out.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan woke up slowly, and to the sounds of arguing. 
 
    “No, I will not stay here! You are both insane. I have no idea how you convinced me to come with you. This was folly—I almost died! I should’ve never left the village!” a high-pitched and trembling voice yelled out. 
 
    “Titus, wait! You can’t go back now, it will be night soon!” another deep voice added. 
 
    “I’d rather risk the dark than stay here where I will meet certain death!” the high-pitched voice said, and Morgan could tell that it was moving away. 
 
    He opened his eyes and started getting up. In front of him he saw two people: the woman that had saved his life, and the burly man that had fought by her side. The robed man walking away was the one that had been cowering by the rock when the goblins were attacking. In fact, Morgan realized that they were inside a cave with a small fire going just in front of him, and that he had been leaned against the wall—and that he was without his tunic. 
 
    The burly man made as if to follow the robed man, but the woman put a hand on his shoulder. “Let him go, Vall. We can’t afford to travel at night, not as injured as we are. And I will not risk my life for that fool.” 
 
    “He’ll die,” the burly man—Vall—said. 
 
    “Perhaps, but we are not responsible for him,” the woman said. 
 
    They stood there for a long moment, looking at the cave entrance where the man had disappeared through. Morgan leaned against the wall, waiting for them to turn around. When they didn’t, he started feeling a bit uncomfortable, so he coughed discreetly to get their attention. Both of them turned around, lightning fast, with their weapons ready. 
 
    Morgan’s eyes widened and he raised his arms. “Whoa there, that isn’t necessary.” 
 
    The two stared at him for a moment, and then both of them lowered their weapons. 
 
    “I’m sorry, we are a bit on the edge,” the woman said. “I see that you have recovered. You must have ascended; with your injuries I thought that you would’ve slept for at least a day.” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind what was clearly a slightly pointed ear. The action just drew Morgan’s attention to her face and he noticed just how attractive she was. She looked young, about the same age as Morgan himself, with piercing green eyes, a narrow nose, and lips made for kissing. He felt a flush coming on to his face as he stared for just a moment too long. So there are elves here—cool. 
 
    “Yeah, I ascended,” Morgan said awkwardly, looking away. Noticing the crude bandage around his shoulder, he remembered how he had been injured. “Thank you for coming to my aid earlier. I would’ve died if you hadn’t shown up.” 
 
    “It is we who should thank you—if you hadn’t come to our aid, we would’ve been dead by now ourselves,” the woman said. 
 
    “Yes, and the way that you taunted and drew away those goblins there was a very inspired tactic! Splitting them up gave us a fighting chance,” the man said. 
 
    “Ah… Right, right, right, yeah, I totally meant to do that. That’s what I wanted to happen,” Morgan mumbled and sat down on the floor. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, we haven’t introduced ourselves,” the woman said. “I am Vestella, but you may call me Ves. And this is my brother Vallsorim.” 
 
    “And you can call me Vall,” Ves’s brother said as they too lowered themselves to the ground. 
 
    Morgan turned his eyes to the man, noticing that he had the same red hair and green eyes as Vestella, only his hair was cropped short. He noticed just how similar they looked—twins, I would guess. Then he realized that they were waiting for him to introduce himself and he shifted embarrassedly. “Uh, I’m Morgan.” 
 
    “That is a strange name. Where are you from, Morgan? I don’t remember seeing you around the village,” Vall said suspiciously. Ves hit him with her elbow and gave him a look. 
 
    Really? My name is strange? Morgan almost laughed. “Well, I just arrived here—like today, actually.” 
 
    Both of them frowned at that, and then Ves’s eyes widened. “Wait, are you chosen?” 
 
    “Uh, yes. I guess.” 
 
    “Wow, I’ve never seen a chosen before,” Ves said, her eyes wide. 
 
    Vall’s reaction seemed to mirror that of his sister. “Yeah, there hadn’t been a chosen in these parts in centuries. And I’ve heard from the other villages that there hadn’t been any new chosen anywhere else in decades.” 
 
    “Huh,” Morgan said. “Well, I don’t know anything about that, really. I just died and this dude in a wetsuit with some serious god-complex vibes made me an offer, and here I am. Stupid, really, from my part, but I really didn’t want to go to the light and being dead seemed like it would suck, so…” Morgan trailed off as he realized that he was rambling. 
 
    Both Ves and Vall blinked slowly, and just looked at him. 
 
    “Well…” Vestella started, then glanced at her brother. “We are glad that you came to our aid. You have our thanks.” 
 
    “No need, you saved my life as well. And it was the right thing to do,” Morgan said, ignoring the fact that he had almost decided not to help. “So, may I ask what you’ve been doing out here in the forest?” 
 
    “We want to be adventurers, and you can’t become an official adventurer unless you ascend to level 5 and then join a Guild. So we were here trying to gain enough exp to do that,” Vall said. 
 
    “Cool, and that other dude who just walked away?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “He came to our village a few months ago…and, well, he is the only other ascended there,” Ves told him. “We asked him to come with us, as it is safer for more people to go out into the wilderness. It is too dangerous for small numbers.” 
 
    Vall nodded his head. “It would’ve been better had we had five people for a proper party, but our village is small, and there are not many people who’ve even ascended to the first level. They are content to live out their lives behind the safety of their walls instead of risking ascension.” 
 
    Morgan frowned. “Wait—I thought that everyone starts at level one?” 
 
    Ves smiled. “I forgot that you chosen don’t know much when you just arrive. Only the chosen begin their ascension immediately. For those of us born here, we need to work hard in order to earn our first ascension. After we’ve learned a class the old-fashioned way, by training, we need to go out into the wilderness and defeat a beast that drops an ascension crystal. After we swallow it, our bodies change to be like yours, and we can ascend from there on.” 
 
    “Huh, that’s interesting. So there aren’t many ascended around here?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Certainly not in these parts,” Vall began. “The two of us and Titus were the only ones in our village. There are far more across the mountain range in the big cities, and the closer you get to the Tower, the more ascended there are. Those living in the shadow of the Tower are almost all ascended.” 
 
    “What is the Tower? I’ve heard some about it, but I don’t really know much.” 
 
    Vallsorim and Vestella exchanged a look, and then Vestella spoke. “The Tower was built by the Great Lord as the ultimate challenge for the ascended. Climbing the Tower is the ultimate goal of every ascended; but so far only three floors have been cleared, and it is extremely dangerous. Many who venture inside never come back out.” 
 
    “Huh, so like a raid or something like that, then,” Morgan said, more to himself than anyone else. 
 
    “The group assaults on the Tower are called raids, yes,” Vallsorim told him. 
 
    “Right, and how many floors are there?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “No one knows, and it is impossible to judge. Entrance to the Tower is done by a portal in its base, and once inside people are transported to the first floor, which is a lush forest. At the end of that floor is another portal that leads to the next floor, and so on. The entire first floor is larger than the size of the Tower in the World.” 
 
    “I get it,” Morgan said. It wasn’t all that different than many games he had played. 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot,” Ves said before turning around and rummaging through a pile of stuff. 
 
    Morgan noticed that they were in fact garments and weapons that the goblins had been carrying. She pulled a bundle of hide and brought it to Morgan. 
 
    “Here,” she said as she unwrapped the bundle, showing him about a dozen small blue crystals. “This is your share of the loot. And you can choose from the gear if you want, but the goblins didn’t have anything really useful. We were planning on selling the hides and splitting the coin latter.’ 
 
    “Great,” Morgan said as he took one of the crystals in his hand. “So, what is this?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Ves asked, surprised. 
 
    “No, should I?” 
 
    “Of course, you need those crystals to survive!” 
 
    “Ah… Say what now?” 
 
    Ves shook her head. “You are an ascended, and we are not like the regular people—our bodies have been changed in other to be capable of climbing up the levels. As such, we require different things to live than regular people. You need to consume ascension crystals in order to survive.” 
 
    “Cool, cool, cool, cool, cool… You mean like die, or like die-die?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what you are trying to ask, but I mean die as in you will be dead, no more life,” Ves answered in a tone that Morgan most often heard used when someone was trying to teach something to a young child. 
 
    “Right, so I just need to swallow this?” Morgan asked hurriedly. Am I dying already? How much time do I have? Damn Oxy and Sabila for not telling me shit. 
 
    “Yes,” Ves said, and Morgan plopped the crystal in his mouth and swallowed. Immediately Morgan felt a flash of heat spread from his stomach to every part of his body, and then it passed. 
 
    “Well, that was strange,” Morgan said. 
 
    Vall shook her head and continued speaking. “The blue ascension crystals are the most common and the least powerful crystals. They usually drop from low-level monsters. But even low-level monsters are powerful enough to kill even experienced adventurers. It is why successful adventurers are rare; the fact that they need to kill monsters in order to merely survive is not an appealing prospect to most. Of course there are stronger crystals that allow an ascended to survive for longer without having to consume another, but they drop from stronger foes. You still need food and water to survive, but as long as you consume ascension crystals, you will not age. The blue ones will give you one or two days at the most, but there are supposed to exist others which give thousands of days to your life, some even hundreds of years. The crystals also give you some exp points, but these blue ones give one or two exp at the most, as they are not very powerful.” 
 
    Morgan put that information away, but turned to more important things. “Wait, I can be immortal?” 
 
    “Of course, every ascended technically is. But in truth, the life expectancy for ascended isn’t all that high,” Vallsorim answered. 
 
    “Why not?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Most get killed by the monsters they need to hunt in order to survive,” Vestella said with a sad expression. Morgan though about prying; he could tell that something was on her mind, but he decided not to. 
 
    “So, I now need to kill monsters in order to survive? Is there a way for me to see how many days I have left to live?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yes, just bring up your character sheet and you will see it,” Vallsorim said. 
 
    Morgan focused on bringing his sheet up and it popped up into his vision almost immediately. He saw his stats, current exp—and, in the corner, he saw a timer which now said five days. He felt a surge of anger as he saw the timer. He hadn’t even known about that. Neither Oxy nor Sabila had told him about it. No wonder most chosen die; if they aren’t aware that they have a time limit, they probably just died after their time run out. It didn’t really change much for him, as he had already decided to get stronger, to make something of this new chance at life, and the prospect of immortality did appeal to him. 
 
    They lapsed into a silence, then, as night fell. Vall moved to take the first shift and watch the cave entrance, while Ves settled down in her sleeping bag and fell asleep. Morgan was forced to use the goblin-hide garments as his bed, which was not a pleasant experience seeing as they smelled awful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He woke up in the morning to a soft conversation between the siblings. Morgan noticed that they hadn’t woke him up for watch, which he understood—they didn’t really trust him yet. But he would grow on them, he knew. He already had plans on how to ask them to let him join them. He really needed someone to guide him if he was to survive in this world. 
 
    “Good morning,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Good morning, Morgan,” Ves and Vall said in unison. Vall walked over and offered him a piece of clothing. 
 
    “My tunic!” Morgan said—he had slept shirtless last night. He was too embarrassed to ask about it yesterday, especially after the two had to have taken it off in order to treat his wounds. “And its clean!” 
 
    “Yes, Ves washed it in a nearby stream, and I dried it after,” Vall said. 
 
    “That’s great,” Morgan said and put it on. “How did you dry it?” he asked. 
 
    “I have a fire alignment,” Val said. 
 
    “Huh? But I thought that alignments just applied to what kind of abilities you can use?” 
 
    “They do, but if you have a good grasp on your alignment, you can use them in different ways,” Vall said as he walked over. “For example, I can manipulate fire and heat to a small degree, and as I grow stronger my abilities will grow stronger as well.” 
 
    “That’s cool, I have a nature alignment but I have no idea how to use it,” Morgan said. 
 
    “All you need is to make a connection. Meditate and reach out to your element. After that, it is all about practice,” Vall told him. 
 
    “Huh.” Morgan was eager to try it, but he could see that the twins were preparing to leave, and he was not about to be left alone in the forest. 
 
    “So, I assume that you are about to set off on your way?” 
 
    The twins exchanged glances, and then Vallsorim nodded to his sister. Vestella turned to look at Morgan. 
 
    “About that…” Vestella started. “We were hoping that you would join us on our trip. We are on our way to a town a few days’ walk from here, and we plan on hunting monsters along the way—enough to ascend to level 5. Then we were hoping to apply to join a Guild in the town.” 
 
    Morgan smiled. Looks like they had the same thought. “Sure thing! I was hoping to come with you. I don’t really know much about the World but I do plan on being an adventurer. Coming with you guys seems like the best way for me to accomplish that.” 
 
    The twins sighed in relief. “That’s great. The wilderness is very dangerous, and we were worried that we would need to travel with only the two of us.” 
 
    A flashing exclamation signal appeared in the corner of Morgan’s vision. He frowned, but focused on it. A moment later, words flashed in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Casual party group created! 
 
      
 
    Morgan frowned at the words, but then shook his head and dismissed them with a thought. He had read something about groups in the guide, but he was far more excited to get started than to remember the details. 
 
    “Great!” Morgan clapped his hands. “Shall we?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    They set out of the cave after a quick breakfast. The twins had been kind enough to share their food and water with Morgan, and he was incredibly grateful for that. He knew intellectually that he knew how to hunt and skin and prepare game, but he wasn’t all that sure about how he would do it in practice. 
 
    Morgan put the rest of his blue crystals in a small hide bag that they found on the goblins and put it in his bag of holding. He had another ten crystals, enough for about a month of life. It made him a bit nervous to know that he would need to kill more monsters in order to survive; but as they walked through the forest, he couldn’t help but think about it. He distracted himself by looking around the plants on their path. He even realized that he recognized many, and that he knew their properties. He gathered a couple on their way, tying them in a bundle and putting them in his bag of holding—or BoH, as he had started calling it privately. 
 
    The twins had said that very few people actually become ascended, and even of those that did, few survived for long. That just didn’t make sense, even if there were powerful monsters around. All you had to do in order to live forever was kill the low-level monsters and extend your life indefinitely. After thinking on it for a while he broached the subject to his companions. 
 
    The twins shook their heads as they heard his questions. “It’s not that simple. As you gain levels, the low-level crystals lose their usefulness. The greater the level an ascended is, the less time he gets from a low-level crystal. It forces the ascended to always go after more dangerous monsters, and in doing so there is more risk of death,” Vallsorim explained. 
 
    Morgan frowned, but nodded. That explained quite a lot. And again he felt annoyed at Oxy and Sabila for not informing him of all of this before. But then again, he couldn’t be too angry—he did get to live again. Even though I might not survive for long. 
 
    “So, you guys know a lot about this ascension thing? Any advice?” Morgan asked. 
 
    The twins shared a look, and then Vall shook his head. “We know some, not a lot. It is…difficult to find reliable information, at least as far as we can tell. This area has very little ascended.” 
 
    “So you are just stumbling along?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Vall answered. 
 
    Morgan grimaced. He had hoped on getting some advice on how he should use up his points as he leveled up, but it looked like he would need to use his best judgment. 
 
    As they walked, Morgan looked at their surroundings. They were walking on a small wooden trail, which to his eyes didn’t look like a well-traveled path. So he kept his eyes on the dark forest, looking for any sign of danger. Vestella had recovered his arrows, so he now had fourteen in his quiver. One was lost, as he had stabbed the goblin with it. 
 
    They made good time and didn’t encounter any monsters, which was actually surprising as the twins informed Morgan that they were in goblin territory. They were planning on checking out a reported goblin den on their way to the town, as the twins told him that they had to be at least level 5 in order for any Guild to even consider accepting them into their ranks. Morgan wasn’t yet sure why they needed a Guild, but he was content to follow their lead. At least until I find out more. 
 
    But as the night neared, the twins started to make camp and Morgan decided that this was a good time for him to test out his hunting skills. For a moment he had worried that his skill would be useless as anything he killed would just disappear into dust, but he had been told that that would not be the case. Apparently there were two types of life on the World: monsters and beasts. Monsters would turn to dust and drop loot, while beasts would leave behind bodies that could be skinned or harvested. Most of the animals were of the beast kind. 
 
    And so Morgan set out in the forest, looking for any sign of animals he could hunt. It didn’t take him long to find rabbit tracks, and a part of him jumped with glee as he realized that he knew exactly what he needed to do. He tracked them and in short order he found himself back at the camp with two freshly killed rabbits. He even got some exp from them, though only 2 exp each, and he needed a hundred to get to the next level.  
 
    Once he returned to the camp, Morgan borrowed Vallsorim’s knife and skinned them as if he had already done it a hundred times before, making sure to keep their fur intact for them to sell later, as the twins told him that it would be valuable. They cooked them over the fire and started eating. 
 
    “So, since you are ascended, that means that you have a class?” Morgan asked between bites. 
 
    “Yes,” Vallsorim said. “Both of us are knight class. It was the only class that we could learn in our village.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “As we said before,” Vestella said, “there are not many ascended in these parts, and usually in order for someone to learn a class, they need a teacher, a skill stone, or at least a skill book. We were trained some by our father, and the rest we learned from the books left by our parents.” 
 
    Morgan saw her eyes take on a sad look to them when she mentioned their parents. “How did they come by the book?” Morgan asked finally. 
 
    “They were ascended,” Vestella said. 
 
    “Were, as in they are retired now, or…?” 
 
    “They are probably dead,” Vallsorim said. 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure,” Vestella said, rounding on her brother. Vallsorim just shrugged as if he didn’t care, but Morgan recognized the look of someone trying to make themselves believe something that was not the truth. He had done much the same during his life on Earth.  
 
    “They would’ve come back if they weren’t dead,” Vallsorim said. 
 
    Vestella opened her mouth to argue, but then she just deflated and stopped. 
 
    “I’m sorry for asking,” Morgan said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I never knew my real father; my mother said that he died, but I never really believed her. I always wanted to try and look for him. And now I will never get the chance.” Flashes of memory came to him, but he pushed them down quickly. There was no point remembering that. 
 
    Vestella rewarded him with a weak smile, her green eyes meeting his. “Our parents came to our village before we were born; we don’t know why. Then one day, when we were thirteen years old, they left to hunt monsters and didn’t return.” 
 
    Morgan squeezed her shoulder once and then pulled his hand back, giving her a small understanding smile. “It must’ve been hard. But you still decided to follow in their footsteps.” 
 
    “Living a simple life was never for us,” Vallsorim said. “And we know very little about our parents. Vestella is hoping that if we become adventurers, we will eventually meet someone who knew them and learn more.” 
 
    “Maybe even find them,” Vestella added. 
 
    Morgan could see that Vallsorim had little hope that their parents were still alive, but he didn’t speak.  
 
    “I understand,” Morgan said. 
 
    “And what about you? I don’t know much about the places you chosen come from, but if I remember what I read correctly, chosen are always from other worlds, right?” Vestella asked. 
 
    “I can speak only for myself, but yes, I am from another world. The world I was born in is nothing like this one,” Morgan answered. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, for one there are no monsters there. And no races other than human—no elves like you two.” 
 
    “We are not full-blooded elves. We are half-elves actually,” Vallsorim said. “Our father was human, and our mother an elf.” 
 
    “Huh, cool,” Morgan said. 
 
    “You speak very strangely…” Vestella shook her head with a small smile on her lips. “I don’t see what cold has to do with anything.” 
 
    “Ah…no. It is an expression that can mean a few things. ‘Cool’ can mean great, all right, awesome or it can mean that something is agreed upon,” Morgan said. 
 
    The twins tilted their heads, confused. 
 
    “Actually, I am surprised that you know how to speak English,” Morgan said. 
 
    “In-glish?” Vestella said. 
 
    “The language we are speaking now.” 
 
    “Ah, we are not speaking your language, we are speaking basic. I remember reading that for chosen their native tongue gets translated into basic. You think that you are speaking and hearing your own language, but it is in fact not. Basic is most wide-spoken language in the World,” Vestella said. 
 
    Morgan frowned; he hadn’t read anything about that in the guide. But he did have a skill that allowed him to know basic, he remembered. He just hadn’t realized that he had been speaking it all this time. 
 
    “Well… That is good to know,” he said finally. 
 
    “So what do you plan on doing after we reach the town?” Vallsorim asked. 
 
    “Well, I was hoping on sticking with you guys for now. As I said, I know very little, and, well…my goal is simple, really. I just want to get stronger and live for as long as I possibly can,” Morgan said with a grin. 
 
    “You are welcome, then, to stay with us for as long as you so choose,” Vallsorim said, and his sister nodded her head, agreeing as well. 
 
    Morgan felt good about the two siblings, and it was not like he had any other options. 
 
    Soon after, their conversation slowed, and they settled in for bed, with Vallsorim taking the first watch. And unlike the day before, this time they woke him up for his watch. 
 
    Morgan sat on a rock and kept his senses on the forest around them. His watch went by slowly, and he passed the time by attempting to make a connection to his element. It was not going as well as he had hoped. How the hell am I supposed to make a connection? Frickin’ rules and jackass god-not-god. Morgan shook his head in frustration, again lamenting that this was not like a real game where he could just google the problem and find the answer. But while he might’ve been a quitter and a lazy-ass in real life, he had always been somewhat of a perfectionist in his video games—and now was the perfect time for him to take that quality and make it a reality. 
 
    He kept at it, trying to clear his mind and reach out to the woods around him. He had no idea how much time had passed, but then suddenly he felt something just at the edge of his consciousness. Recognizing a chance when he saw one, Morgan grabbed on to the feeling and pulled. 
 
    Then, suddenly, his perception of the world changed. He felt the life around him, the trees—stationary, old, and strong. The little blades of grass that swayed on the wind, it was as if he could feel every leaf, every plant, and insect and creature around in a small radius, about ten paces around him. There was a squirrel sleeping in the hollow of a tree just five paces away from him, an owl sitting high in another looking around for prey. And there was life beneath the ground: worms, rodents, and things that he couldn’t even recognize squirming through the dirt.  
 
    And there intermixed with all that life was something else, something darker. There was death all around him. Leaves fallen from trees, the remains of a mouse—all retaken by the earth. He could feel the entropy around him. He could feel the power that came from that life being turned to death. It did not feel wrong; merely like it was a part of nature. 
 
    Morgan blinked his eyes as, suddenly, his perception of their surroundings disappeared—or rather focused. He no longer felt all that was around him, but his sight had changed. He could see a faint glow all around him, with denser and brighter glows around things that held more life. Morgan turned his head back to look at the twins and found them glowing like bonfires, and looking down at himself he saw the same thing. 
 
    He also noticed that he was breathing harder, his clothes were soaked in sweat and he felt as if he had been running for hours. His head was pounding. He shook his head, trying to figure out a way to dismiss the sight, only he had no idea how to do that. 
 
    Then Morgan noticed movement on the other side of the camp, behind the twins’ sleeping bodies. Deep in the forest, four glowing shapes were approaching, and Morgan could immediately tell what they were.  
 
    “Goblins, get up!” Morgan yelled out, waking up the twins. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and started drawing an arrow, but as soon as he stood up, the glow vanished. Damn it, now you turn off! Without the glow he could see only the dark forest, but he still fired an arrow in the direction he had seen one of the glowing forms. The arrow flew true, and he was rewarded by a scream that pierced the night. 
 
    The twins had already gotten to their feet and recovered their weapons, just as three goblins jumped forward enough to be illuminated by the fire. Their war cries chilled Morgan to the bone, enough that he froze for a moment before he started drawing another arrow.  
 
    Vallsorim, on the other hand, didn’t freeze at all. He charged at the goblins with his two-handed sword and swung at the first one. The first goblin ducked, but the second goblin run straight into the swing. Vallsorim’s sword cleaved through the bone of his skull, and the goblin fell to the ground. 
 
    Morgan blinked his eyes and just stared at the falling goblin with his arrow nocked. Huh, I’ve never seen what it looks like when half of the head is cleaved open. The goblin had taken the sword at its temple and it hadn’t even went all the way through—instead, the upper part of its head was still attached. It flapped open to show the inside of the head as the goblin fell. 
 
    Turning his eyes from the sight, Morgan aimed at the third goblin, his arms shaking as if he were exhausted. He fired the arrow and watched as it hit the goblin in the upper arm, staggering him for a moment. Morgan tsked as he missed his mark. Immediately, he started drawing another arrow. 
 
    Vestella had followed her brother, and just as the first goblin—the one that had ducked her brother’s attack—turned to attack Vallsorim’s back, she slammed her shield into his shoulder, sending the monster flying. 
 
    Vallsorim turned to finish the downed goblin, but the third one—with Morgan’s arrow sticking in its upper arm—jumped forward, swinging with its club. Vallsorim wasn’t fast enough to dodge, so he put his sword in the way, but the downed goblin chose that moment to attack from the ground, swiping one of Vall’s legs. 
 
    Vallsorim fell to his knee and his sword missed the club, which caught him in the shoulder. Morgan grimaced as he remembered how much that hurt. But as Val fell to his knees, Morgan had a clear line of sight, and he let another arrow loose. It flew straight into the goblin’s chest. Quickly, he drew another and fired it into the goblin as well, felling the creature. 
 
    The last one on the ground tried to grab and pull Vallsorim down to the ground, but Vestella was there to put her sword in its guts. She pushed and then twisted, pulling the sword up and then stabbing again at the goblin’s head. 
 
    Morgan walked forward slowly, his legs feeling as if they were made out of lead. He reached the twins, who were both fighting to get their breathing under control. Morgan gave them a crooked smile; for some reason he couldn’t feel half of his face. He shakily raised his hand. 
 
    “Never been easier, bro. Fuck yeah, up top!” Morgan said, and then night covered his eyes. Well, that is strange. Wasn’t the fire still burning? Then he felt his legs give out and he fell forward on his face, losing consciousness.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome again, master. I keep getting surprised,” Sabila’s voice chirped from somewhere above him. 
 
    Morgan groaned. “Again? The hell happened this time?” 
 
    “You lost consciousness from exhaustion, master.” 
 
    “What? All I did was sit on a rock for a few hours!” Morgan said as he turned around to look at Sabila floating in the gray void. 
 
    “The exhaustion came from your overuse of your alignment, master. You depleted your energy,” Sabila said in a monotone voice, like always. 
 
    “I barely used it, I mean I just figured out how to!” 
 
    “Using the alignment abilities is taxing on your energy, and seeing as this was your first time attempting it, your body was not ready for the energy draw. As you grow stronger and keep using your abilities, your body will adapt. Or you could just raise your will,” Sabila said. 
 
    Morgan frowned at her, and then the fact that he was back in the soul space penetrated through his mind. “Wait, why am I back here? Tell me that I am not dead, please!” 
 
    “Like the last time, you have accumulated enough exp for another ascension level.” 
 
    “Already?” Morgan asked as he brought up his status screens. The first thing that he noticed was that his skill screen had a message. He frowned and turned his eyes to it. 
 
      
 
    CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE LEARNED A NEW SKILL. 
 
      
 
    You’ve gained new skill — Elemental Alignment-Nature I 
 
    You’ve gained new ability — Nature Sense I, Life Sight I 
 
      
 
    Excited, Morgan took a closer look at the new skill and abilities to see what, exactly, they did. 
 
      
 
    Elemental Alignment-Nature I: You have a basic connection to the Nature element. You can utilize your alignment to boost your abilities and manipulate the powers in the domain of Nature. 
 
    Life Sight I: You can activate Life Sight to see the life glow of your surroundings. (Current range: 25 paces.) Range and depth increase with rank and intellect, while drain decreases based on will. 
 
    Nature Sense I: You can activate Nature Sense to sense the Nature element around yourself. (Current range: 10 paces.) Range and depth increase with rank and intellect, while drain decreases based on the will. 
 
      
 
    Morgan nodded as he read through, he had already figured that it would be something like that. All were very useful, and complemented his chosen class well. But the fact that he had learned these skills without being taught or without purchasing them told him that there were more ways of getting skills and abilities than just spending points. He also noticed a few new green-coded skills becoming available for purchase, but he decided against purchasing any. If he could learn new skills on his own, then his points would be better spent on increasing his skill and ability ranks. 
 
    He turned his eyes from the skills and abilities screen to his character screen, which had a message floating over it. 
 
      
 
    GROUP EXP GAINED! 
 
    4x Goblin Scouts killed = 40 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus—detected the Goblin ambush = 30 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus—survived the Goblin ambush = 50 exp 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 2 — EXP 129/100 (ascension possible) 
 
      
 
    Huh, I guess I’m, like, totally awesome. He knew that he had gained a few exp points from ascension crystals, and those weren’t noted here, but with this exp he was already leveling up again. Morgan grinned and pressed the button for the ascension. His LVL changed to 3, and he gained another two attribute points, along with one skill point. There was no ability point this time. I guess that we don’t get the points all the time, and I got one less attribute point. That meant that he would need to be extremely cautious as to how he allocated his points. He now had two skill points, two attribute points, and one ability point—from his previous ascension—to allocate. He decided once again on leaving his ability point for later, but decided to spend his attribute and skill points now. 
 
    He put his two attribute points into agility and intellect, since he really was a sucker for magic, and intellect governed how strong his magic was. For his two skill points he decided to spend them on his Archery skill, upgrading it to three. He had had a great deal of luck so far, and his skill with the bow seemed to have paid off. But he had missed a few shots, and from everything he saw up until now, missing in this world could mean the difference between life and death. 
 
    After he allocated and accepted everything, he took one final look at his sheets. 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 3 — EXP 29/150 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  STRENGTH 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  AGILITY 
  
       	  (16+1) 17 
  
      
 
       
       	  CONSTITUTION 
  
       	  14 
  
      
 
       
       	  INTELLECT 
  
       	  (12+1) 13 
  
      
 
       
       	  WILL 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  WISDOM 
  
       	  12 
  
      
 
       
       	  CHARISMA 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  LUCK 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  SKILLS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hand-to-Hand Combat II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weapons I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Language-Basic 
  
      
 
       
       	  Elemental Alignment-Nature I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Archery III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunting I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Lore I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skinning I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism I 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  ABILITIES 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scatter Shot I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Piercing Shot I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Life Sight I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sense I 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have 1 ability point available 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Satisfied, he turned to Sabila. 
 
    “Anything you think I need to know before you send me out?” Morgan asked. He figured he’d ask, but already knew that his new imaginary friend wouldn’t give him any useful information. ‘Cause why the hell would anyone make a useful implant-soul magic type of thing? I’m speaking to you, Oxy! 
 
    “No, master.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” he said with a sigh. “Fine, send me out.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan woke up and found himself in their camp, with the twins standing over him. It looked like it was still night. The twins looked disheveled—almost as if they had just fought a group of goblins. 
 
    Vestella smiled down on him when she saw that he was awake. “Ah, there you are. We hoped that you would wake up quickly; the two of us hit level three, and we thought it likely that you had as well.” 
 
    Morgan stood up and stretched his muscles a bit. The soreness that he now associated with leveling up was present and his body felt a bit strange. No wonder it feels strange—an implant made out of my soul had just messed with my body. God, how in the hell did I end up here? Right, I died. Sorry, Sabila! I value you! Don’t mess up my body, please!  
 
    Morgan shook his head as the last of his soreness disappeared and he looked at the twins, locking eyes with Vallsorim. 
 
    “I assume that they are all dead?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Vallsorim nodded gravely. “It is very fortunate that you had noticed them in time. We could’ve all died.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw them with my Life Sight ability,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Oh, you managed to make a connection with your alignment?” Vestella asked. 
 
    “Yeah, just before they arrived. We were very lucky,” Morgan said. 
 
    “You said that you had a Sight ability?” Vallsorim said. “That is very impressive; very few discover it on their own. Both me and Ves managed it, but it took us days of attempting it.” 
 
    “Really? And wait, you can see glowing stuff like me?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “No, every alignment has a different sight. I have a fire alignment, so I can see heat,” Vallsorim answered. 
 
    “That’s so cool, you’re like the Predator!” Morgan said with wide eyes.  
 
    Vestella tilted her head and opened her mouth to speak, but then she just shook her head in surrender.  I really need to stop speaking with Earth slang and references. 
 
    “And I,” Vestella explained, “as a water aligned, can sense moisture and liquids.” 
 
    “So every alignment has its own sight abilities?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yes, each element specializes in its own areas,” Vallsorim said. 
 
    “Huh… I did feel a few other things when I was attempting to make a connection to my element. I felt life all around me, but also…death,” Morgan said slowly. He didn’t know much about the customs and beliefs of this world. For all he knew, death was something like dark magic for them. 
 
    But the twins just nodded. Vestella put another log to the fire as she spoke. “Every element has sub-elements, but it also has aspects. For water, they are Flow and Change; for fire, Transformation and Destruction. Earth’s aspects are Foundation and Strength, while air’s are Freedom and Spirit. Metal is formed of Gravitation and Power, and nature—your alignment, Morgan—is made of Life and Death. The Domination elements are more aggressive, requiring emotion and drive in order to be utilized. The Discipline elements, however, require calm and willpower.” 
 
    “If only some jackass had thought to put all of this in the frickin’ guide…” Morgan mumbled. “So, that means that I can utilize my alignment to get power over life and death.” 
 
    “Having any real power over those aspects will take a long time,” Vallsorim said. “I don’t know if even the top ascended have managed to master them.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. It wasn’t like he’d really thought that he would get any really overpowered ability right at the start. 
 
    “We’ve gathered your part of the loot—a few blue crystals—and we put the goblin hides and weapons in our packs with the rest,” Vestella said, offering him a small bundle. 
 
    “Oh, that’s great!” Morgan said. Their agreement was to sell the gear and split the coin evenly later. But he really needed those crystals. He took the bundle she offered, seeing about ten crystals. Another month of life. Morgan released a breath of relief; having a bit of a cushion would be very good. I still can’t believe that I didn’t know about this before I accepted the deal. Goddamn power-tripping asshole… 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was slowly rising, and they started packing up their camp and getting on their way. They were still a few days away from the town, and they still had to find the goblin den, since they had all agreed that they needed to level up a bit more. In order to do that, Morgan started following the tracks from the goblins that had tried to ambush them. They should find the den, he reasoned, by following those tracks. He still had 14 arrows left, as he had recovered them from their previous engagement. But now he also had a short stone-tipped spear that he had taken from one of the goblins as well. Hopefully they wouldn’t encounter a really large den. 
 
     After that battle, they would finally go to the town and hopefully civilization. Morgan was still on the fence about their plan to join a Guild, and it wasn’t like he had agreed to do that with them. But he really didn’t know how things worked here. Once we get to the town I should have a better understanding of this world. And if the god with the little g allows, there will be baths…I reek! He hadn’t even seen a single house yet, however; nothing to indicate any kind of civilization. 
 
    They were all on high alert, as they knew that they were in goblin territory and that they were getting closer to the den—and, sometime in the afternoon, they finally found it.  
 
    They hid in the bushes and behind trees and looked ahead to the clearing, finding a cave, in front of which was a small gathering of goblins. A simple and large metal cauldron was placed over a low fire a bit away from the gathering, and goblins were walking from the gathering and to the cauldron before throwing stuff inside. Morgan noticed a pile of meat and blood, and a few paces away one of the goblins was butchering something. Then Morgan took a closer look—and almost threw up. The goblin wasn’t butchering an animal, but rather a human being. He had to look away from the sight. 
 
    “They must’ve raided a village, or maybe accosted some poor travelers…” Vallsorim added. His tone was tense and Morgan could see the barely restrained anger in the half-elf’s green eyes. 
 
    “We should kill them all now,” Morgan whispered, surprising even himself at intensity of his voice. He had lived a fairly sheltered life on Earth, at least compared to this one. He had seen death, sure, on TV, in video games, movies. In dimly lit kitchens—goddamn drunk step-fathers. But never had he stood in front of people being butchered for a meal. 
 
    Vestella put her hand on his forearm compassionately. “We can’t, there are too many of them. And these are not like the scouting parties we have encountered before.” 
 
    Morgan frowned at her. He thought that their plan had been to clear out the den, but he could see even Vallsorim hesitate now. 
 
    “There are too many of them,” Vallsorim said, agreeing with a grimace. “I had hoped that this was a small den… I guess that now we know why this den is still here. Adventurers are rare in these parts, and the regular folk wouldn’t even stand a chance against them.” 
 
    “So what? We just leave?” Morgan asked hotly. 
 
    “Look at them, Morgan. These are their warriors. We are not strong enough to take them all on,” Vestella told him. 
 
    Morgan turned his sights back to the clearing, making sure that he avoided looking at the butchering of the person. There were eleven goblins in front of the cave, and they seemed to be in the process of celebrating. He couldn’t really tell, but a few of them were waving their weapons in the air and dancing. The goblins looked a bit different than the ones they had encountered before, maybe just a bit taller and more muscular, and these had better weapons. Morgan saw that four goblins had short metal swords, though they appeared rusted, while another two had metal daggers, and another two still had woodcutting axes. The remainder didn’t have any weapons that he could see, but there was a pile of wooden and bone weapons near the entrance of the cave. Most of them wore some kind of armor: it looked like leather coverings that had been crudely cut down to match their sizes. Obviously they had looted them off the corpses of some bigger races. 
 
    Morgan remembered how much trouble he had with the other goblins, how he had nearly died. But he still didn’t want to leave them alone. Need to get stronger, and this is a chance. Not to mention that those fuckers are pure evil—my grandma would be furious if I don’t deliver them to their place in Hell. Morgan narrowed his eyes and watched, thinking. 
 
    “How smart are these things, really?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Vestella asked. 
 
    “If I start firing arrows from here, will they run into the cave for cover, or would they charge at me?” 
 
    The twins looked at each other for a moment, and then Vallsorim answered him. “They are not terribly bright; more primal. They rush headfirst into danger, so they would charge, most likely.” 
 
    Morgan nodded at that, and his tactical mind started assembling a plan. I guess all that time making raiding plans for the Guild are going to be put to the test. He activated his Life Sight and looked at the cave, but he couldn’t see anything inside it, as it was too far away. Dismissing the sight, he debated trying with his Nature Sense, but he knew that he wouldn’t be able to sense so far away. “And what about poisons? Do the ones that work on humans work on them?” he asked as another idea came to him. 
 
    “They should, but why do you ask?” Vestella asked. 
 
    “I have herbs that I gathered earlier that should make them sick if ingested. We can poison their cauldron, then wait and attack when they are weaker.” Morgan knew that it would take more than that to defeat them all—they were outnumbered, and they didn’t even know if there were any more of the goblins in the cave. But he had a semblance of a plan. And so he told the twins what he had in mind. 
 
    They were quiet for a while after they heard his plan, but then Vallsorim nodded slowly. “That could work…if we get lucky. But who will poison their cauldron?” 
 
    “It will be dark soon. I could sneak over there and drop the herbs inside,” Morgan answered. 
 
    “If they see you…” Vestella started with concern in her eyes. Huh, didn’t know she cared enough for me to be concerned. Then again, I am an extra weapon in a fight; she’s probably more concerned with surviving after I end up in a goblin cauldron. Morgan shivered at the thought. No, I will not end up in a goblin stew. 
 
    “They won’t,” Morgan said with what he thought was a confident voice. The look in Vestella’s eyes, however, told him that she had seen right through him. 
 
    He was frightened, there was no doubt about that, but Morgan had already spent one life unfulfilled because he was scared of doing something with it—and he sure as hell wasn’t to do the same thing again. He was going to make something of himself. And hell, every hero has to start somewhere, right?  
 
    Right?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night had almost fallen by the time that they had made all of their preparations. Morgan found himself crouching close to the ground in the amber light of the dusk. The goblins were occupied with their celebrations, so he slowly but surely approached their cauldron. Steam and smoke rose from and around it, obscuring him even more from their eyesight. He was, however, going very slowly as he attempted to not be noticed, which gave him enough time to curse himself for his idiocy.  
 
    Really, the hell was I thinking? Playing a hero? I don’t know these poor people, I don’t need to avenge them. Morgan warred with himself; a part of him wanted to abandon this foolish plan, but the other couldn’t wait for it to unfold. He got the same rush he got just before his Guild started a new raid encounter, and the anticipation was addictive. But it was all now real. I can’t waste my life again, Morgan said to himself. The way that he had left his former life bothered him constantly. Oxylus had been right: Morgan had wasted his life, never really deciding on a path. He didn’t regret his time spent playing games, he had made many friends that way, and their times in the game worlds were some of his best and happiest memories. It was the rest that bothered him. The fact that he had wasted years in a field that didn’t interest him in the slightest—I mean seriously, who actually wants to study economics? He just hadn’t had the courage nor the will to find something that interested him. He was scared of growing up, of being responsible. He knew that now. It’s ironic that I only figured that out once I got hit by a car. 
 
    Clearing his thoughts, Morgan focused on the task in front of him. The cauldron and the smoke were looming close, and with just a few more steps, he reached it. He made the mistake of taking a deep breath, and the smell of the stew nearly made him retch. He felt bile in his throat and fought to keep it down. Morgan looked inside and immediately regretted it. Pieces of people floated in the brownish water, and he swore that he saw an eyeball before he turned his head away. Quickly, he emptied Vestella’s pouch inside. He had prepared a salve of kind from the herbs he had gathered. His Herbalism skill didn’t exactly teach him much besides the basics, but it should be enough. 
 
    Slowly, he turned and started his way back to the tree line and the twins. 
 
    “It is done,” Morgan told the twins as they crouched in the tree line and watched the goblins. It took almost an hour for them to start eating, and before they did more goblins joined them from the cave. Three more goblin warriors left the cave and joined in the celebration, and two more scout goblins like the ones they had encountered before. Only these two didn’t eat, but instead kept watch while the others ate and drank. Before they started eating, however, three goblins carried some of the food back inside the cave, coming back out empty handed. 
 
    “Damn, that means that there are even more goblins inside,” Vestella said. 
 
    “But not more than three, I think,” Vallsorim added. “They didn’t take that much of the food inside.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, agreeing with them. Based on what the knowledge his skill provided him, he knew that the poison should start affecting them soon enough. And just a few more minutes after, the first goblin started throwing up, holding his stomach. The poison wasn’t enough to kill them outright, unfortunately; Morgan didn’t have enough of it, nor was the herb all that potent. But it would wreak havoc on their stomachs. 
 
    They waited and watched as more and more of goblins started throwing up all the food that they ate. The scouts were distracted as well, looking at the other goblins in confusion. 
 
    “It’s time. Go to your positions,” Morgan told the twins. They followed his directions wordlessly and moved deeper into the forest and outside of Morgan’s sight. 
 
    Morgan stepped out of the cover, walking into the clearing. The goblins were too busy to notice him, so he drew one of his arrows and aimed. He took his time, making sure that his shot found its target, and then he let loose. The arrow flew true and pierced one of the goblin warriors right through the neck. As the goblin felt to his knees with blood spilling from the wounds and his mouth, Morgan already had the next arrow ready. In the confusion, the goblins had yet to see him, and so his next arrow hit another goblin warrior in his chest, felling him immediately. As the second one fell, one of the scouts noticed Morgan and yelled out. Immediately the entire group turned their eyes on him just as Morgan let loose another arrow, hitting a goblin warrior in the eye. They screamed as one and started running toward him, except for one of the scouts that ran toward the cave. But Morgan could tell that they were slower, and a few even held their stomachs as they ran. 
 
    Without waiting, Morgan turned and ran back into the forest. Even poisoned, the goblins were incredibly fast, and Morgan could hear them behind him. A dozen goblins ran into the forest after him and Morgan led them deeper, where the trees obscured the dying light of the day. 
 
    He passed the first marker that they had placed earlier, and a few seconds later he reached his destination, marked so by the stones they had placed earlier as well. Morgan jumped forward over the pile of leaves in front of him. As soon as he landed on his feet, he turned around only to see a goblin warrior not five paces behind him. The monster ran forward with his eyes locked on Morgan, and so in the dark he didn’t even notice the pile of leaves. His foot fell through the hole they had dug and he tripped forward, landing on the spikes and impaling himself. The hole was maybe two palms’ deep, not deep at all, but the spikes they had fashioned out of wood were sharp enough that it didn’t matter. 
 
    Morgan nocked two arrows as two more goblins ran forward. They’d noticed that their friend had fallen, but they couldn’t really see what had happened to him in the dark. Morgan let his arrows loose, one hitting the goblin on the left in the stomach and the other hitting the one on the right in the shoulder. The goblin on the right staggered backward, but the one on the left bent over his wound and tripped, falling into the small pit beside the already dying goblin. 
 
    More goblins had arrived, and just as the last one of their group passed the first marker, Vallsorim and Vestella stepped out behind them from their hiding places, swinging their swords and decapitating two of the creatures at the back of the group before anyone even knew that they were there. The goblin that had staggered back from Morgan’s arrow suddenly rushed forward, jumping over the pit—only to be met by another of Morgan’s arrows in the chest. The goblin fell into the pit over his friends, who had just disappeared into dust, making room for him to fall onto the spikes. 
 
    The six goblins who had their attention focused on Morgan realized that Vallsorim and Vestella were behind them. Sick and caught off guard, they had little chance. The twins hacked at the weakened goblins, felling another two before they even had a chance to respond. Morgan let another arrow loose, injuring one of the vile creatures. One of the goblins roared and jumped at Morgan before he could get another arrow nocked, so Morgan dropped his bow as he fell back a step and pulled out his short spear. 
 
    The goblin landed on the other side of the pit and stumbled, giving Morgan an opening. The spear caught it in the stomach, and Morgan yelled out as he pushed forward, throwing the goblin into the pit. 
 
    Morgan raised his eyes, ready to fight, but he saw that the twins had already taken care of the others. He tired to catch his breath as he looked around at the disappearing corpses that left behind their gear and crystals. Morgan moved to recover his arrows and then joined the twins. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Morgan said, and they made their way toward the cave. 
 
    Slowly they approached it, looking for any signs of more goblins. When there were none, Vestella pulled out a torch from her pack and lit it on the goblins’ fire, and then they entered the cave. Vallsorim and Vestella led the way and Morgan brought up the rear with an arrow nocked and ready. Inside it was dark—so much so that Morgan couldn’t see anything even with the light of the torch. He turned his Life Sight on and the glow appeared around the twins, and another just off to the side. Before he had a chance to yell out a warning, it jumped and Vallsorim turned, placing his sword in its path, impaling it on it. Vestella shifted the torch in her sword hand and illuminated the scout goblin as it died and disappeared into dust. 
 
    “I saw him with my Fire Sight. Take care, they might be hiding,” Vallsorim explained. 
 
    Morgan nodded and looked around, not seeing any other glows and so no sign of life. They walked deeper into the cave, passing mounds of things that Morgan couldn’t even identify in the dark. Then they reached a sharp turn and entered a large area, which was illuminated by four torches on the walls. 
 
    In one corner of the cave was a pile of bones, some of which Morgan recognized as human. A old and rotting chest was set against the wall on the other side. Primitive cots made out of fur were lined in front of what could only be described as a bone throne. And on the throne sat a large goblin, with wide shoulders and bulging muscles, wearing leather armor with a horned helmet and holding a large metal mace in his hand. Morgan knew enough from his Monster Lore skill to recognize what that goblin was. 
 
    “Goblin chieftain,” Vestella hissed as she dropped her torch and pulled out her sword. 
 
    The goblin looked at them with two red and bloodshot eyes, and Morgan noticed a pool of bile just beside the throne, and waste dripping down the chair. I guess the poison did not agree with him at all. Morgan saw that all three bowls that the other goblins had brought inside were empty next to the chieftain. 
 
    Still, the goblin rose to his feet to a height that rivaled Morgan’s. Taking hold of his mace in both hands, the goblin sneered at them and roared. Morgan winced at the noise but immediately raised his bow, letting an arrow fly. It hit the goblin in the chest, but that didn’t seem to even bother him as the chieftain charged. Vestella stepped forward as the goblin swung his two-handed mace and blocked it with her shield. A resounding thump echoed in the cave as she was lifted from her feet and thrown to the side to slam against a wall. 
 
    Morgan quickly drew and fired another arrow, hitting the goblin in the shoulder, and just like last time it didn’t seem to bother him. Vallsorim took the chance to step forward, swinging his sword at the goblin, who stepped aside and evaded the attack before raising his mace high over his head. Vallsorim saw the strike coming and jumped out of the way as the mace crashed onto the stone floor, cracking it. Vallsorim’s sword stabbed forward, piercing the goblin through the side and out back. 
 
    The goblin growled and backhanded Vallsorim, sending him flying. Then he pulled the sword out of his body and threw it on the ground just as Vestella jumped forward and cut at the goblin’s knee forcing him to kneel. Morgan fired another arrow that pierced the goblins chest again. Blindly the goblin swung his mace, forcing Vestella to jump back out of range. 
 
    The goblin then turned to Morgan with hate in his eyes and stood up before charging at him. Crap! Morgan barely had enough time to react as the goblin swung its mace. He threw himself forward into a roll, evading the attack and coming out of the roll behind him. What does it take to take this thing down?! It’s like a goddamn cave troll—and I sure as hell am not Legolas! I don’t have a damn infinite amount of arrows! 
 
    Morgan fired another arrow in its back. This thing has thick skin, my arrows are barely penetrating it! The chieftain whirled around at Morgan, but Vestella hacked at its arm, cutting a long wound open from its shoulder to its elbow, making it drop its mace. The goblin screamed and swiped his hand at her, which she blocked with her shield. The strength of the hit forced her back, but this time she kept her feet. It turned around and rushed forward at Morgan in an incredible burst of speed before he had any chance to react. The goblin grabbed Morgan’s shoulder and picked him up from the ground, making him drop his bow in the process. 
 
    The goblin chieftain roared in Morgan’s face, nearly making him pass out from the stench. A rock suddenly hit the side of the goblin’s face and made him turn around to glare at Vallsorim, giving Morgan an opening. Morgan reached down and drew the short spear tucked in his belt behind his back. He pulled it out and, just as the goblin turned back to look at Morgan, stabbed it upward, right through the bottom of the thing’s jaw and into its head.  
 
    Its red eyes blinked slowly, once, twice—and then the grip on Morgan’s shoulder weakened and disappeared, and Morgan fell back to the ground, landing on his feet. The goblin followed closely behind dropping down to the ground and then disappearing into dust a moment later.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was…” Vestella started, but had to pause to catch her breath as her brother limped over from the side of the room. 
 
    “Scary as all hell,” Morgan said. “I mean, really, the hell had I been thinking? Attacking twenty goblins who I just saw butchering people!” 
 
    He noticed the looks that Ves and Vall gave him. “I said that out loud, didn’t I? What I meant to say is: Never been easier, bro!” Morgan said as he pumped his hand in the air. Vestella just gave him an exasperated look. Vallsorim just shook his head. Morgan turned to the man and grinned at him.  
 
    “Nice throw,” Morgan told him, and then slapped him on the shoulders when he got close enough. 
 
    “Nice stab,” Vallsorim winked at him. 
 
    “There was not supposed to be a goblin chieftain here,” Vestella said. “They are usually found only in far larger dens. That chieftain had to be at least a level 5 monster.” 
 
    “I guess we now know why this group was so aggressive, why we found them so far from their den. The chieftain must’ve come in and started sending out parties,” Vallsorim said. 
 
    A flashing symbol in the corner of his eye drew Morgan’s attention. “Looks like we are about to find out how much experience we got from this,” Morgan said. 
 
    He focused on the symbol and words appeared in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    GROUP EXP GAINED! 
 
    14x Goblin Warriors killed = 420 exp 
 
    2x Goblin Scouts killed = 20 exp 
 
    1x Goblin Chieftain killed = 100 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus — poisoned the goblins and laid down a trap = 200 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus — Goblins? What goblins? (Clear out the goblin menace in the area.) Quest accomplished = 500 exp 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 3 — EXP 1269/150 (ascension possible) 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, we might actually get to level 5 from this alone!” Vallsorim said. 
 
    “You’re right,” Vestella said, and then her eyes got a faraway look to them for a moment or two. Then Morgan saw something like a change go over her—any signs that she had been exhausted disappeared, and her eyes focused. She smiled at the two of them. 
 
    “It is more than enough,” she told them. 
 
    Both Vallsorim and Morgan immediately entered their own soul space. Morgan focused on the ascension and, suddenly, he was inside the now familiar gray space. 
 
    “I am impressed, master,” the floating form of Sabila told him. “I did not think that we would survive that encounter.” 
 
    “Well, I am awesome,” Morgan said. Never been easier! I was just a few seconds away from death—a great improvement from last time. 
 
    “Of course, master.” 
 
    “Let’s see now… How many levels did that all give us?” Morgan focused on his stat screens. 
 
    He mentally pressed the button for the ascension and was surprised to see that he had hit level six. 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 6 — EXP 19/700 
 
      
 
    “Wait, why is the required exp from level six to seven so big? Doesn’t the requirement increase by fifty every time?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Only up to the first power marker, which is level five, which requires five hundred exp from level four to five. After that it increases by one hundred every level until the next power marker, which is level ten,” Sabila said. 
 
    “Huh.” Morgan shook his head. It didn’t matter all that much. He reached level six, and could now even learn another class. He checked through the list of the classes available to him. They were Soldier, Knight, Rogue, Archer, Scout, Enchanter, Mage, and Wizard. He read through their descriptions and narrowed them down. He wasn’t about to take a melee class; he had no desire to get up close and personal with the monsters, and the bow suited him.  
 
    What he was interested in was magic. The three classes each seemed very different from each other. The Wizard was the more traditional magic caster from what he could tell, casting bolts of magic; the Mage seemed focused on the spirits, making contracts and utilizing them for their own needs; and the Enchanter focused on channeling their power into objects, as well as making magic items. 
 
    After much deliberation, Morgan finally decided on the Enchanter. He wanted to have another class that would be useful in getting by in this world, and he was certain that he would be able to craft and sell items. But the Enchanter’s abilities also seemed to be useful for offense: he could infuse his own weapons with power, make them stronger. He confirmed his decision and picked the class. He gained two new abilities: Power Infusion I, and Power Siphon I. And a new skill: Enchantment I. 
 
    After that, he turned to his other tables, seeing that he now had quite a few points to allocate. He had 7 attribute points, 7 skill points, and 3 ability points. 
 
    He put three of his attribute points into agility—getting it up to 20—two into will, one into constitution, and the last one into his intellect. For his skill points he saw that he had a few new skills available, and a quick look found only one which he thought might be necessary—Inspect, which allowed him to inspect and see basic information about monsters, beasts, people, and items. It cost two points, but he thought that it was a bargain, and so learned it immediately. He spent one more to upgrade his Elemental Alignment-Nature to II and one on his new Enchantment skill to get that one to II as well. The last three he spent on upgrading his Archery to IV.  
 
    His three newly gained ability points plus the one he had saved from previous level he spent on upgrading his Nature Sight to II and his Power Infusion to II as well. Finally, after he finished and before he accepted every allocation, he took one last look on his stats. 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 6 — 19/600 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  STRENGTH 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  AGILITY 
  
       	  (17+3) 20 
  
      
 
       
       	  CONSTITUTION 
  
       	  (14+1) 15 
  
      
 
       
       	  INTELLECT 
  
       	  14 
  
      
 
       
       	  WILL 
  
       	  (11+2) 13 
  
      
 
       
       	  WISDOM 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  CHARISMA 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  LUCK 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  SKILLS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hand-to-Hand Combat II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weapon Master I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Language-Basic 
  
      
 
       
       	  Elemental Alignment-Nature II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Archery IV 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunting I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Lore I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skinning I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enchanting II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Inspect I 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  ABILITIES 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scatter Shot I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Piercing Shot I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sight II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sense I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Infusion II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Siphon I 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    With a thought he confirmed everything, and felt the now familiar feeling wash over him—only this time there was something different. Morgan looked at his arms and opened and closed his fists. He couldn’t figure out what, but he knew that something was up. 
 
    “Hey, Sabila? Do you know why I am feeling a bit strange?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yes, master.” 
 
    Morgan waited for her to continue, but when he figured out that she wouldn’t without more input, he rolled his eyes. “Can you tell me why?” Frickin’ soul implant thingy. 
 
    “You are feeling different because your agility has reached 20 points.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “The 20 point mark is the first threshold—your agility is now beyond what even the best of ordinary humans could achieve.” 
 
    “What? So I have super speed and reflexes now?” Morgan asked. Watch out, Flash, here I come! 
 
    “You are faster and more coordinated, and your reaction speed is increased as well.” 
 
    “Hah, great!” Morgan said. He cast one last look on his stats and then turned back to the floating avatar from his former life.  
 
    “All right, Sabila, send me out,” Morgan said, and in the next moment he was back in the cave. 
 
      
 
    Morgan noticed Vallsorim’s blank look, but then the half-elf blinked and shook his head. “I still can’t get used to that gray void. And I can’t believe that we’ve gotten so much experience from that.” 
 
    “I don’t remember accepting any quests…” Morgan added. 
 
    “We didn’t need to,” Vestella interjected. “The quests made by the Guiding Force do not need to be formally accepted or even known about to be accomplished. There is even a group of adventurers that actively looks for them called the quest hunters.” 
 
    “Huh, lucky us then,” Morgan said. 
 
    “We are,” Vallsorim said. “We’ve been incredibly lucky. This den was well beyond our levels. If we hadn’t followed your plan…” 
 
    “But we did,” Vestella said and smiled at Morgan. “And we have been rewarded.” 
 
    “Yeah, right…” Morgan said, feeling uncomfortable with the twins’ attention. 
 
    After a moment, Vestella turned her eyes to their surroundings and grimaced. “Let’s gather anything useful and go. I can’t stand being in this place anymore.” 
 
      
 
    They spent most of the night gathering their loot, splitting up the crystals and then burning the human remains. The twins didn’t want to leave them like that, and Morgan had agreed. They spoke softly as they worked. The twins told him which second classes they picked, and Morgan shared his own. Vallsorim had picked the Soldier class, going for the full melee warrior type of build with Knight/Soldier. Vestella had picked Mage, going for a Knight/Mage hybrid. She didn’t have many Mage abilities, however; she said that she needed to make contracts with spirits for that, and according to her the best way to get them was with the help from a Guild.  
 
    After they finished, they didn’t even go to sleep as their ascension had rejuvenated them enough that they didn’t feel tired. They made camp in the forest away from the cave. Then, as the dawn came, Morgan set out to hunt them some food. They didn’t want to touch the food that goblins had, even though there were some animal carcasses around. 
 
    Morgan had no problem finding some small rabbits, and as the sun slowly started rising, he headed back to camp. On his way he did remember Vestella mentioning that she found a small waterfall and a pond east of their camp when she had been scouting their surroundings, and Morgan decided to head there first. He hadn’t had a chance to bathe since he had come to this world. Thankfully, he didn’t have any difficulty finding it. 
 
    Finally! I can’t believe that I hadn’t had a chance to wash since I died. Actually since before that if I remember corr— 
 
    Morgan froze just off the edge of the pool as a form came up from under the water. His mind went completely blank as he looked at Vestella’s piercing green eyes—and the rest of her. She was gorgeous. She was pale, her body athletic, with toned muscles but not overly so, and her breasts were small and perfect. She had a scar running from below her navel curving up and to her side until it stopped just underneath her ribs. Her wet red hair glistened in the morning sun framed by the clear falling water behind her. The sight was almost like something out of a painting. 
 
    “Oh, Morgan. You wanted to bathe, I presume? The water is fine, come in,” Vestella said, almost bored, as if she wasn’t bothered in the slightest that he had seen her naked. She dipped below the surface again before resurfacing, then looked at him strangely. 
 
    “Well? What are you waiting for?” she asked. 
 
    Morgan looked at her in shock for another moment. He considered turning around and leaving, but he didn’t want it to look like he was running away from her. If she isn’t bothered, why should I be? Other than the fact that she would see me naked, but I guess that that is only fair. Damn, I should’ve spent more time on the character creator, I could’ve given myself the body of a god! Stupid! Morgan chastised himself and removed his clothes quickly, not looking at Vestella—but he could feel her eyes on him. Once he was naked he quickly entered the water to his waist. 
 
    He dunked himself below the water to try and cool his head. When he resurfaced he threw a glance at Vestella, who was still watching him with a small smile tugging at her lips. 
 
    “See something that you like?” Vestella tilted her head and brought her hands up to pull her hair from her face, bending her back backward in the process, which only drew Morgan’s attention to her chest again. 
 
    “Yes,” Morgan said before he even had a chance to process her question.  
 
    “Oh?” Her smile widened and she started walking over to him. “I’ve wondered if perhaps things worked differently on your world. I’ve read stories about all kinds of chosen customs.” 
 
    Things? What things? Morgan watched wide eyed as she came to a stop just a step away from him. Her hair was pulled behind her pointed ears, bringing his attention to them. 
 
    “Uh, Vestella…” Morgan started, but she interrupted him. 
 
    “I’m glad that you find me attractive. And you should call me Ves,” she said. 
 
    Morgan looked at her for a moment, thinking furiously. Why don’t I have a nickname? Should I tell her to call me by my online name? No, DankMaster3321 would sound dumb. “Right, Ves…” 
 
    He didn’t have a chance to get anything else out because she had grabbed his head and pulled him in for a kiss. It was over far faster than he would’ve liked—the feeling of her soft lips disappeared, and he was left dumbstruck. 
 
    Ves gave him one more smile then turned around and exited the pool with a definite sway in her hips. Morgan watched as she picked up her clothes as well as the rabbits he had caught, and then turned to look at him again. 
 
    “See you at the camp, Morgan.” Then she was gone. 
 
    Morgan was left wondering to himself alone in the pool.  
 
    The hell just happened?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, Morgan was sitting on a rock, playing with two sticks in each of his hands, and watching their surroundings, keeping watch. According to Vallsorim, they should reach their destination in a few more days. The last two days had gone by without any difficulties, which had left Morgan with a lot of free time—time he spent thinking on what had happened with Vestella. Ever since then he had felt awkward, not really knowing what to do. On Vestella’s side it looked like nothing had happened; she didn’t act any differently toward him. But from time to time when she caught him watching her she would give him a quick grin and then continue doing whatever she was doing at the time. 
 
    Morgan, on the other hand, had no idea what to do, especially since her twin brother was always around. Vallsorim had caught Morgan looking at his sister a few times, but hadn’t commented. In truth, Morgan wasn’t all that good with women. Sure, he’d had a few girlfriends—if you could call a few dates girlfriends—but in his defense, he hadn’t even been really looking for someone. The first time he had actually decided to pursue someone, he got hit by a car. The universe clearly took great pleasure in messing with Morgan’s potential love life. 
 
    Now he had no idea what to do about Vestella. Sure, she was gorgeous as all hell, but they had known each other for only a few days. Although in that time we have fought stinky terrifying goblins, and saved each other’s lives. Morgan thought about it; really, he had spent more time with her in these few days than he had with any other woman he had been romantically interested in his entire life, which was a bit sad, actually. But did he want to have something more with her? That he wasn’t really sure about. After all, she was the first woman he had encountered in this world. 
 
    Morgan shook his head, dismissing the thoughts. There was no point in agonizing over it. What will be, will be. Instead, he turned his attention to the stick in his left hand. He had been experimenting with his abilities a little bit. Turning his sight on the stick, he could feel far more about it. There were elements of life and entropy inside of it, the death slowly overcoming what life there had been inside before Morgan had cut the branch off and made it into a stick. It was fascinating, but he had already been pushing his Nature Sense and Life Sight to try to see and understand more. 
 
     Today he was going to attempt something else. He knew that he had a power inside of himself—magic, or something similar to magic. Using his sense or sight depleted that power, made him feel exhausted and weak, but over the last two days he had become better at it. Now he had a feel for how much power he had, and knew when to stop so that he didn’t exhaust himself. 
 
    Feeling inside the stick, he started funneling his power inside it, pushing it toward where he felt the element of entropy, of death. Slowly the stick in his hand changed as the entropy fed on his power and the stick started dying out faster. Watching the transformation with his senses, he could see the actual decay, and in minutes the stick had turned from a freshly cut-off piece of wood to a shriveled piece of cracked and dead wood. It broke in his hand and fell to the ground before turning to ash. 
 
    Huh, that could be useful, Morgan thought as he looked at the result of his experiment. Then he turned his attention to the other piece of wood. Like he had with the other stick, he again pushed his power inside—only this time, he focused on the element of life and vitality. The change was much different this time. Slowly the stick came alive as new sprouts started appearing on its length. Morgan tried to focus his mind and guide the new growths. Soon he managed it, forcing the new branches to intertwine at the top, making a kind of a point. He cut off his power as he felt that he was coming to his limit, and the growth slowed and then finally stopped. In his hand was now something that resembled a naturally formed arrow. 
 
    “Impressive,” Vall said as he walked over to him. 
 
    Morgan turned his head in surprise. He had been so engrossed in what he was doing that he had forgotten to be alert. It had been his watch, after all. 
 
    “Sorry, I should’ve done that later,” Morgan said. 
 
    Vall just nodded, accepting Morgan’s apology. Morgan went to stand and let Vall take over the watch, but as he stood, Vall put a hand on his shoulder, halting him. 
 
    “Let us speak for a moment,” Vall said slowly, and he took a seat on a rock across from Morgan. 
 
    Morgan frowned, and then sat back down. He looked at Vall, trying to discern what he wanted to talk about. Vall studied Morgan for a few moments, his eyes turning toward the camp where Ves was sleeping and then back to him. 
 
    “Ves told me that you have shown interest in her as an amri,” Vall said quietly. 
 
    “Uh…” Morgan’s mind went blank. 
 
    Vall’s eyes narrowed at Morgan. “You do know what you have done?” 
 
    “Ah… Sure, sure, sure, sure…” 
 
    Vall closed his eyes and released a deep breath. “I was worried about this. Ves is very innocent when it comes to these kind of things. And with you being a chosen, I figured that you had no idea what happened. Allow me to explain.” Vall locked his eyes with Morgan. “You know that we are half-elves. I have seen that that doesn’t mean anything to you, but to most of the people living here it does. The full-blooded elves look down on us as something less than them. To most other races we are just half-breeds. Because of that, our parents raised us somewhat sheltered. The villagers did not like us, nor did they wish to interact with us. Everything that Ves knows about…romantic relationships…comes from what she had been taught by our mother, the elven ways. And after our parents left… We were forced to struggle to survive, tending to our small farm and trading with people of the village that might not have truly hated us, but certainly disliked us.” 
 
    Morgan just nodded, and Vall continued. 
 
    “In elven culture, when a man is interested in a woman, he first makes his interest known by looking at and admiring the woman. If she is intrigued enough, she would then invite the man to share a bath. Elven culture is far more free with their bodies; men and women share baths often, and communal baths are the norm in most of the elven Guilds. But if a man and a woman are alone, then this makes it a…romantic act. If the man accepts, he makes a step toward something more. If he voices his appreciation of the woman’s body, it means that he is interested in her as a amri—a mate. It is then on the woman to accept or reject such an offer. Does any of this sound familiar?” 
 
    “Uh…” What? What kind of idiotic customs are those? I mean, who in their right mind would refuse to join a hot-as-all-hell woman in a bath when she invites him? 
 
    “Do you have anything other than that to say?” Vall asked with a hard look in his eyes. 
 
    Morgan gulped audibly. And now I’m gonna get beat up by an angry half-elf. Great. “I do like her,” Morgan said. I should probably pretend for now. She is hot, though…and it’s not like she will keep going with this. I’m me. She’ll realize soon enough and then break up with me. 
 
    “So you do wish to have her as your mate?” Vall asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Morgan said immediately. 
 
    “You do know what that means?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Vall closed his eyes in frustration again, and then he turned his eyes back on Morgan. “In the World, being mated means that you will be partners forever, amri to each other. She will be in charge of your household, and you will provide for her. Did you have anything like this on your world?” 
 
    Sounds like marriage. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Good. Then,” Vall said, “we understand each other?” 
 
    No, we don’t. “Yes, we do,” Morgan said. He stood and moved back toward the camp, when Vall grabbed his wrist. 
 
    “Hurt my sister, and I will kill you.” 
 
    Oh, that’s what he meant. Morgan just nodded in what he thought was a serious manner, and then walked over to the fire and lay down. 
 
    Why does god hate me so? Damn you Oxy! 
 
    Just before Morgan fell asleep, he could swear that he heard laughter in his head.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan spent most of the next day avoiding Vall and practicing with his alignment. As they walked through the forest he kept a single arrow in his hand and tried to apply some of his nature-based magic on it. He had the Power Infusion ability; it had to count for something. He had knowledge of Enchanting, but he didn’t know what he could enchant something with. It was a strange feeling, knowing that you how to push your power into something and make it stick, but not knowing how to place that power to get a desired effect. He tried with the life part of his Nature alignment, and he had very little success. He could feel that if he pushed any more, the arrow would start sprouting branches. 
 
    Next, he tried entropy. He pushed a small amount of power into the arrowhead, and following the knowledge he got from his Enchanting skill he knew that now he needed to put it in a pattern—he just didn’t know what kind of a pattern. Remembering his earlier tests, he tried to lay down the same kind of pattern as the one he had noticed when he had dissolved the stick. 
 
    Somehow he could feel that he was doing something right. He created a thin barrier of his power as the containment for the energy of entropy, and then suddenly something clicked. 
 
      
 
    Arrow of Decay Enchantment learned! 
 
      
 
    Huh, will you look at that. Morgan used his inspect skill on the arrow in his hands. 
 
      
 
    Arrow of Decay — saps life-force from enemy (damage and duration depend on intellect and will) 
 
      
 
    Let’s gooo! Morgan cheered in his head. He even got a new character screen titled Enchantments, where he could look at what he had learned. He figured that he would get stronger ones by practice. But he somehow knew exactly how to make the Arrow of Decay now—it seemed that he only needed to do something once, and then he had the knowledge. 
 
    He kept practicing as they walked through the forest, and the twins seemed happy enough to let him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took them another five days to reach the town—and Morgan had been completely disappointed. The town of Terbon looked more like a village to him, and Vall said that it had about five hundred people living in it. It was surrounded by a wooden palisade maybe four or five meters tall, and the people standing guard at the gate and on the walls wore mismatched gear which had seen better days. They entered Terbon with barely a glance from the guards. Vall told him that the guards were there to watch for monster threats only—something about rules for intelligent races. Morgan didn’t really understand what Vall was saying, so he just nodded his head. 
 
    Most of the streets weren’t even paved, which meant that they walked through mud and dirt and waste that people poured out of their houses. Morgan nearly gagged when an old and dirty woman emptied a bucket full of waste just as they were walking by. The hell! What kind of medieval shit is this, Oxy? You couldn’t have taught these people how to be sanitary? Morgan shook his head and kept his cloak over his mouth and nose, drawing strange looks from Ves and Vall as well as the people passing them by. Savages! 
 
    They decided to split up. Vall took all of the loot that they wished to sell to try and find someone who wanted to buy, and Morgan and Ves headed toward the only tavern in town. 
 
    It was a two-story building with a small stable attached to the side. Morgan and Ves stepped inside and were immediately assaulted by a variety of odors. Morgan could taste freshly baked food and the smell of alcohol. They’d entered a large communal room with tables and chairs filled with patrons and a fire burning in a stone fireplace. Along the other side of the room was a counter with a door behind it leading—if Morgan’s nose was correct—to the kitchen. 
 
    Ves stepped up to the counter and rang a little bell. 
 
    An overweight and bald man walked from the kitchen and stopped behind the counter, studying them. 
 
    When he didn’t speak, Ves took the initiative. “Hello, we would like to rent two rooms, please.” 
 
    The man—the innkeeper—grunted. “Have only one room free. Just the two of you?” 
 
    Ves glanced at Morgan, a twinkle in her eyes, and then looked back at the innkeeper. “We have one more person with us. How much?” 
 
    “I can put in the extra bed. With it it’ll be 5 coppers a night; only one bed, 3. Two more coppers per person for the morning meal.” 
 
    Morgan realized that the innkeeper assumed that Ves and he were together, and he was just about to ask for another bed, but Ves spoke before he had a chance. 
 
    “We’ll take the room,” she said and pulled out several pieces of copper coins, putting them on the counter.  
 
    Morgan just then realized that he had no money, nor did he understand anything about the economy of this place. He had no idea if 5 coppers a night was a lot for a room or not. 
 
    Something must’ve shown on his face because Ves leaned in and whispered in his ear. “Don’t worry, you will pay me back when Vall gets back.” Right, I’ll at least get some money. 
 
    Ves took the key from the innkeeper and, after a short exchange that Morgan missed because he wasn’t really listening, she grabbed his hand and pulled him up the stairs to the second floor. 
 
    “Aren’t we supposed to wait for Vall down there?” They had agreed to meet in the inn’s common room. 
 
    “We have some time,” Ves said as she grinned at him. 
 
    Oh, no. Morgan had a feeling about where this was going. They reached a door and Ves let them in, pushing Morgan before her. She closed the door and locked them in, then looked at Morgan with a predatory look in her eyes. Before he managed to say anything she launched herself at him and they tumbled down on the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometime later Morgan was lying on his back looking at the ceiling. A very naked Ves was lying next to him smiling at him. Whoa. Who knew that sex felt so good? Morgan had had some girlfriends before, but none had progressed to this stage before. And if he wasn’t mistaken, it had been Ves’s first time too. He didn’t know why that mattered, but it did to him. I met her just over a week ago… Are all women on this world so…forward, I wonder? Morgan shook his head of those thoughts; it wasn’t fair to Ves to think that way. She had shared herself with him, given him something precious, and he might be a jerk and an idiot most of the time, but he wouldn’t be one now.  
 
    He did genuinely like Ves. He wouldn’t have survived in this world without her—his second chance at life would’ve ended almost as soon as it had begun. For that alone, he owed her much. 
 
    Ves moved, raising herself into a sitting position, and looked down on him. It made the scar on her stomach clearly visible. Morgan was about to ask where she got it, but he then thought better of it and kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “Morgan, I have to tell you something,” she said. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Morgan said, suddenly alert. 
 
    She looked at him, and then shook her head. “Actually, it’s not that important… I’ll tell you later.” Ves stretched and then slapped him on the chest. “Let’s go, I’m sure that Vall is waiting for us.” 
 
    Morgan froze as he remembered her brother. Ves started putting on her clothes before glancing at him. “I have heard that men turn lazy after, but I didn’t really think that it was true.” 
 
    That shook Morgan out of his thoughts and he jumped out of the bed, looking for his clothes. And now I’m going to get killed by her brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They climbed down the stairs and after a moment of searching Ves noticed her brother and waved at him as she walked over. Morgan grimaced at Vall’s dark look, but he walked over as well. Ves took a seat across from Vall, and Morgan planned on putting at least a chair between them, but Ves pulled him into the seat next to her. She smiled at him, completely oblivious to Vall’s dark looks. 
 
    How did I even get here? Oh, right. A god-that-is-not-a-god made me an offer. I’m in a coma for sure. No other explanation why a hot girl would have her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “Did you sell the stuff?” Ves asked, thankfully forcing Vall to look at her instead of glaring at him. Nice save, girlfriend! Wait, is that what she is? 
 
    “Yes. Here.” Vall pulled out two pouches and gave them one each. Morgan peered inside to see four silver coins and about two dozen copper ones, if he wasn’t wrong. He resisted the urge to count them; it wasn’t like he really knew how much this was worth. He would need to ask Ves to explain later. He put the pouch in his BoH. 
 
    “I couldn’t get much. Most of the things we had were trash, but the furs and hides sold well, even if they were somewhat filthy.” Vall smiled. “And I asked around a bit—there are two Guild outposts here, but if what I have heard is true, they are leaving soon.” 
 
    “How soon?” Ves asked, straightening in her chair. 
 
    “Don’t know, but we should apply as soon as possible.” 
 
    Morgan frowned. “I am still not sure why you even need to be in a Guild.” Few of the games he played had Guilds as a requirement; and sure, being in a Guild had benefits at higher levels, but it wasn’t as important on the lower ones. 
 
    “You need a Guild in order to be an adventurer, and there are more benefits aside from just that. Only Guild members can have Guild buffs, only adventurers have access to Guild markets, and much more,” Ves told him. 
 
    “So there are only two Guilds here?” Morgan asked. He still wasn’t convinced, but then again he didn’t know much about it. 
 
    Vall shook his head. “No, there are no Guilds in these parts, as we are too far behind the Storm Peaks mountain range. The Guilds don’t bother settling here. But some Guilds do send representatives here from time to time to search for new recruits.” 
 
    “What do you mean, they don’t bother with these parts?” 
 
    “These areas don’t have any real advantages for them, as there are almost no resources here worth the cost of expanding their domains. This isn’t a large stretch of land, either; there are only a few villages and small towns between the mountain range to the east and the ocean to the west. Guilds send representatives here from time to time, just to see if there are any worthy ascendants to recruit,” Vall told him. 
 
    Something was nagging at Morgan’s mind. “Wait, who rules here?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “This area is not ruled by anyone. Every village and town looks after itself,” Vall answered. 
 
    “Wait, don’t you have kings, queens, kingdoms, nations?” 
 
    The twins exchanged a look, and the Vall answered him. “No. I think that we had those long ago, if I remember my history well enough.” 
 
    “But who rules, then? Is every settlement independent?” 
 
    Vall looked at him strangely. “The Guilds rule.” 
 
    “But… Wait, these Guilds, they aren’t just like small organizations with, let’s say, one building as their base of operations?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Vall laughed in his face. “Of course not.” Well, no reason to be a dick about it. “The Guilds,” Vall continued, “rule large areas. It varies from Guild to Guild, but behind the range, the territory is split between the Guilds. And they aren’t each restrained to just a single building; Guild Holds are different in size, so some might be just a single building, but the largest and most powerful Guild Holds are the size of large cities, fortified.” 
 
    So Guilds are basically nations here. “All right, but can you change your Guild after joining one?” 
 
    “Of course, although you need to swear binding oaths before leaving a Guild. The ease and the severity of oaths you need to swear when you leave depends on how high in the hierarchy you are,” Vall answered. 
 
    “I can see why joining one might be an important step, but I still don’t get why it is required.” 
 
    Ves gave him a smile and patted his arm. “Ascendants can’t survive out there without being in a Guild. Not only do you get buffs and the support of the Guild, but you can’t actually trade with Guild traders without being in a Guild already. Which means that you would be forced to trade with non-ascendants, and the quality of their goods is just not on par. Not to say anything about having access to Guild manuals and trainers.” 
 
    Morgan nodded his head, starting to understand. The Guilds seemed far more important in this world. “All right.” He turned to look at Vall. “You said that there are two Guild outposts here?” 
 
    “So, you will be staying with us?” Vall asked as he narrowed his eyes at Morgan. 
 
    Ves snapped to look at Morgan with a strange look on her face. Oh crap, is that betrayal I see in her eyes? “Yes, of course I will stay with you!” 
 
    Ves’s expression cleared up immediately and she shot her brother a dark look. Vall just continued to glare at Morgan, but then he answered his previous question. 
 
    “Yes, the Glitter Force and Omen Guilds. They aren’t perfect, but if we are going to get to level ten and upgrade our classes, we need a Guild.” 
 
    Morgan exploded into laughter. “Glitter Force? Really?” 
 
    The twins looked at him like he was mad. Seeing their reactions, he forced himself to calm down. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ves asked. “It is a respectable name.” 
 
    Morgan nearly lost it again. “Uh… Perhaps this is one of those misunderstandings. What is glitter in your world?” 
 
    The twins exchanged a look, and then Ves turned to look at him with a serious expression on her face. “Glitter is a terrifying high-level monster. It can usually be found in high mountain peaks near the Tower.” 
 
    “Oh…” Morgan said. Right then, Glitter is a monster here. 
 
    Vall shook his head and then continued speaking. “The Glitter Force is mostly focused on dungeon explorations and farming, and they accept any classes. They are a small second-tier Guild, though just barely.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “The Guilds are divided into five tiers, with the fifth tier being the strongest and the largest Guild tier. There are currently only five fifth-tier Guilds in the World, and these five Guild together control about as much territory as all the other Guilds combined, and there are hundreds of Guilds out there,” Vall explained. 
 
    “Right, and the other one?” 
 
    Vall grimaced. “The Omen is a third-tier Guild, well known, respectable. But their representative here is a full-blooded elf.” 
 
    Ves mirrored her brother’s expression.  
 
    “That’s a problem?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Ves nodded. “Full-blooded elves don’t like half-bloods like us. Elves have smaller birth rates than most other races. In their minds, elves should only mate with their own kind.” 
 
    “So this representative would deny you entrance to the Guild?” 
 
    Vall shrugged. “Most likely.” 
 
    “Then we go with the other one.” 
 
    Ves gave him a sad smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “So how do we do this?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow we go to the Guild outpost, and we will see,” Vall said.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent the night in their room, and Morgan barely closed his eyes. Once they had left for their room to sleep, Vestella had decided that she would sleep in Morgan’s bed. He fully expected to see Vallsorim unsheathing his sword to skewer him with it, but to his great surprise, that didn’t happen—although Vall did give him an evil look before they went to sleep. It wasn’t like they were doing anything; only some cuddling, mainly from Ves’s side, as Morgan had been too uncomfortable to do anything. 
 
    In the end he had welcomed the morning. He let the twins go to the breakfast before him, while he splashed the cold water from the small bowl onto his face. All right, Morgan, you like her, right? She’s a cool, sword-wielding chick. Sure, their customs are strange and all, but let’s face it, I doubt that you can do better than her. He took a deep breath. He had never been all that comfortable with girls; probably had something to do with years of therapy. The memories of a rainy night and a small kitchen came to him: red on the floor and a scream from behind him. And… I am not thinking about that again. Back in the box where you belong, he told himself, and he pushed the memory away before splashing his face with the cold water again. 
 
    He steeled himself and then exited the room, meeting the twins down below. They ate breakfast in silence, with Morgan avoiding the looks that Vall was throwing his way every time that Ves wasn’t looking.  
 
    After that uncomfortable experience they went to the small building which was rented to the Glitter Force Guild. And I still can’t get over that name! Glitter Force, hah. 
 
    Inside they were met with a simple desk and an woman maybe forty years of age sitting behind it. They walked over to her and Vall took the lead. 
 
    “We are here to apply for Guild membership,” Vall said. 
 
    The woman barely glanced at them before turning to the side and reaching below the desk. She brought out a strange-looking device and placed it on the desk in front of them. “Here you go.” 
 
    Morgan was completely confused. “Uh… What is that?” 
 
    “Scanner. It will read your levels and skills, so that we can see if we want you,” the woman answered. 
 
    They each put their hands on the device that looked something like a mirror with a golden frame. When it came to Morgan, he felt only a slight shiver pass through him and then it was done. The woman then nodded and took the device back and looked it over, before checking something on a piece of paper on her side. 
 
    “Hm… Good, good. All right, we will test you. Where are you staying?” 
 
    Ves told her that they were at the inn and then the woman dismissed them, informing them that someone will be along tomorrow for the testing. Before they left, however, Morgan decided to try and use his inspect skill on the woman. She saw mine, I should see hers. He focused as he looked at her, and just as he had learned from his skill he thought in his head Inspect. A moment later, a window popped out in front of his eyes. 
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    He was surprised that she was level 14, and even more surprised that he couldn’t see anything about her stats or skills, and no abilities at all. 
 
    “That,” the woman said as she met his eyes, “was very rude.” 
 
    “Uh… Sorry.” Morgan gave her a weak smile and then turned around to catch up with his friends.  
 
    As they were going back to the inn, Vall decided that he was going to walk around and see if he could find anything decent to buy, gear wise. Morgan wanted to go with him, but Ves tugged him away. As the two of them returned to their room, Morgan could feel the talk coming. Here it is, the moment I get broken up with. Not that I am surprised or anything. Vestella fidgeted a bit and then gestured for them to take a seat on the bed. 
 
    Ves had a strangely anxious look on her face. She seemed to mutter something to herself that Morgan couldn’t catch and then took a deep breath and faced him. 
 
    “Vall and I spoke earlier, and he pointed out something to me,” Ves started slowly. 
 
    Oh no, I can see where this is going. Stupid brothers and their stupid protectiveness!  
 
    “He pointed out to me,” Ves continued, “that your customs might not be the same as mine, and that I might have misinterpreted some things.”  
 
    The look on her face made Morgan’s heart twist in his chest. I feel like someone just kicked my puppy. Damn it. “Uh… What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you want us to be together, for me to be your amri?” she asked softly. 
 
    Goddammit, is she about to cry? Oh crap, crap, crap, crap. I’m not good with tears. “Uh… Yes, of course I do?” Fuck, that wasn’t supposed to be a question. 
 
    “But you do understand what this means? That we would be mates for life?” Ves asked pointedly, the words just spilling out of her. 
 
    Crap, her eyes are shiny. “Yeah, yeah, yes, yeah, right, I do, yes.” 
 
    Her lip started to quiver. Oh no, she didn’t believe me. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck. “But, uh… It’s good that you brought this up, I wanted to speak with you when we had a chance. Uh… I like you, and I want to be with you, but my customs are slightly different.” 
 
    Vestella was still looking down, but she did meet his eyes. Damn those eyes, and she is crying because of me. That…doesn’t feel so good. 
 
    “How so?” Ves asked. 
 
    “Well, we usually take a bit more time before making things official. You know, to get to know each other better. I think that we should do that, you know, learn more about each other, before we make things official?” 
 
    A glimmer of hope appeared in her eyes. “You want to get to know me better?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes?” Morgan asked. 
 
    She seemed to think about it for a moment. “In elven culture, that usually happens after the mating ceremony…” What? What kind of idiotic customs are those? Stupid-ass fantasy cultures and their crazy customs. 
 
    “Uh… We could do something in between? My customs and yours?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Suddenly Ves smiled. “Yes, that sounds good. This is all my fault, I shouldn’t have assumed… Of course you have your own customs, and we shall respect them. So how do you go about this ‘getting to know each other’?” 
 
    Right, she grew up only with her brother as company. God, I might be the first person other than her brother that she has even talked with! “We just talk, tell each other stories about our past…” 
 
    “Good, we shall do that, then.” She gave him a brilliant smile that made his heart skip. And there it is—I’m falling for an half-elf girl. Grandma would’ve killed me for sure. No nice Christian girl for me. Sorry, Grandma! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day they were sitting in the common room when two people entered. Immediately, Morgan could tell that these people were different than the people inside the inn. The first was what looked like an orc woman, tall, brown skinned, with tusks peeking out of her lower jaw. Her hair was braided on one side and shaved on the other. She looked pretty intimidating and was wearing some kind of plate armor with the symbol of a monster on it that Morgan had never seen before. It was painted in various colors, which was probably supposed to represent a Glitter. A glittering monster, who could’ve known? As soon as she entered the room, everyone got quiet. She turned her eyes over the room until they fell on the three of them, and then she started walking toward them. 
 
    “You are the new recruits, I presume?” the orc woman said in a deep, gravelly voice.  
 
    Whoa, she’s hot. Morgan glanced at Ves, who was staring at him with narrow eyes. He gave her a quick grin and then turned toward the orc warrior, who was towering over him. She has to be at least two meters tall! 
 
    “Yes, that’s us!” Morgan said, just a bit too enthusiastically. 
 
    The orc sighed in a manner that clearly showed her annoyance. “I am the Sixth Sub-Commander of the Second Fist of the Glitter Force Guild. My name is Emily Dor, and I will be your tester.” 
 
    Morgan blinked, slowly. “Your name is Emily?” 
 
    “Yes.” She frowned at him. “What of it?” 
 
    “But… That… It… It doesn’t fit, like at all. An orc named Emily? What kind of fantasy setting has an orc named Emily?” 
 
    The orc—Emily—studied Morgan for a long moment, then turned to look at the twins. “Is he addled in the head?” 
 
    Vall face-palmed, and Ves shook her head and answered. “No, no. He just doesn’t know better. He is chosen; he doesn’t know much about the World.” 
 
    Emily turned her eyes back on him. Huh, golden eyes, Morgan noticed. 
 
    “A chosen, huh? We’ll see if you can keep up, then. Your kind rarely survives the World.” With that she gestured to the person that had entered with her.  
 
    Morgan did a double take when he finally noticed him—the man was wearing what looked like authentic Roman legionnaire armor. The hell? Morgan hadn’t noticed any Roman influences in this world before. 
 
    “This is another recruit. He will be doing the test with you,” Emily told them. 
 
    The man gave them a Roman salute and spoke. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, fellow ascended. I am Lucius Aurius Corvus, second son of Caius Axius Corvus, heir of Servius Canius Corvus,” the man finished, and Morgan just stared. 
 
    “I am Vallsorim Ohm, and this is my sister Vestella. You are of the Corvus family?” 
 
    “Yes. My family shame looms over me, but that shall not dissuade me from reclaiming what was once ours!” Lucius announced. 
 
    Emily just rolled her eyes. “You Corvuses are lucky that I have decided to take pity on you. Your family is still banned from joining a Guild. The Glitter Force is risking much by even testing you.” 
 
    “I understand, Sub-Commander. You will not regret your decision,” Lucius said with a bow toward the taller orc woman. 
 
    Then Lucius turned to look at Morgan expectantly. Morgan was still struck by this turn of events. He understood nothing of what was just said, and he still couldn’t believe that there was a Roman soldier standing in front of him. Vestella nudged him with her elbow and Morgan realized that everyone was looking at him. 
 
    “Uh… Right. I’m Morgan, the chosen,” he said lamely. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you, Morgan,” Lucius said in his just-a-tad-too-loud voice. 
 
    “Right, likewise.” 
 
    “Good, then. Now that we all know one another, it is time for us to leave for your test,” Emily said. 
 
    “And what exactly is going to be our test?” Vall asked as they all got up. 
 
    “Usually, you would be run through a series of tests by our people. But since most of the other testers have already left for the Guild hold, and there is only me, we will be going on a dungeon run. If you show yourself worthy and survive, we will accept you.” 
 
    “A dungeon run?” Vestella asked, surprised. “But there is only one dungeon in this area.” 
 
    “Yes,” Emily said simply. 
 
    “We are going to Mountain’s Heart?” Vall asked, startled. 
 
    “That we are,” Emily said as they left the inn. 
 
    “But… That’s…” Vall stammered. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Vall turned to look at him. “The Mountain’s Heart is a dungeon that hasn’t been completed in decades. Most who venture inside do not come back out.” 
 
    That sounds ominous. “Wait, we’re not going on a suicide run, are we?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Emily chuckled. “Don’t worry, scrubs. I am a level 25 Marauder. There isn’t anything in there that I can’t deal with. Although it will be you guys fighting for the most part—it is your test, after all. We don’t need people who will be a burden to the Guild.” 
 
    “But what about the dungeon boss?” Vestella asked. 
 
    “We’ll not be doing that,” Emily said with a grimace. “No point in taking the risk with that monster.” 
 
    “Ah… The boss?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Ves turned to look at him. “The longer a boss stays undefeated, the stronger it becomes…and the end boss of the Mountain’s Heart had been alive for decades. It gains levels like any other ascendant.” 
 
    “But wait, aren’t there, like, people who are greater levels? Why don’t they fight it?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Emily snorted. “There’s no need. The Mountain’s Heart is a low-level dungeon. People who are strong enough to kill that boss easily don’t want to bother with it as the rewards aren’t going to be anything special, and even when fighting low-level monsters there is always a risk of dying. No ascendant would even attempt it. And most of those who could benefit from Mountain’s Heart are too weak to kill the boss.” 
 
    “Oh…” Morgan said. “Good thing that we are skipping that boss, then.” 
 
    Emily’s lip curled up, which looked weird with her tusks, but he managed not to comment. They gathered their gear and then walked out of the town of Terbon and headed east, toward the mountain range. 
 
    They walked mostly in silence until Morgan couldn’t take it anymore and he approached Lucius. I have to know. 
 
    “So…what’s the deal with the Roman getup?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Lucius’s eyes widened. “You have heard of the Imperium? Of course, you are chosen. Tell me, how is Rome doing? Grandfather was a chosen like you, he told me that there had been some problems with the colonies across the ocean when he died. He got an arrow in the eye from one of the remaining native tribes. A good way to die as he says.” 
 
    “Uh…” Morgan blinked. He didn’t know much about history, but he was sure that there were no Roman colonies across the ocean. Right? “I… As far as I know, the Roman Empire collapsed a long time ago.” 
 
    “Collapsed?” Lucius said, offended. “There is no force, divine or otherwise, which can take down the mighty Imperium! It spans four continents, and has been expanding heavily into the fifth. You must be mistaken.” 
 
    “Four continents? What are you talking about?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Lucius looked as if he was going to argue, and then his eyes cleared. “Ah… I see, you are not from my grandfather’s world. Of course.” 
 
    “Say what again?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “You did not think that all the chosen come from your world? There are countless different worlds out there, where different events occurred. In the home of my grandfather, the Imperium had expanded to rule most of the world—just as in yours it had collapsed. A pity. I would’ve welcomed news of the homeland…it would have given me something to relate to my grandfather the next time I visit his shrine.” 
 
    “Uh… Sure,” Morgan said and then moved away back to Vestella, who was in the back of their group.  Alternate realities, multiple worlds, ‘cause why the hell not. Damn you, Oxy! 
 
    “So, you know anything about this dungeon?” Morgan asked Ves when he fell into step with her. 
 
    She nodded her head. “There are three floors, and the boss chamber, and it is populated by kobolds.” 
 
    “Small, draconic kind of things?” Morgan asked—he had seen them represented in some games. 
 
    “Yes,” Ves said. “How did you know that? I thought that there were no other races on your world?” 
 
    “Uh… Well, I learned from video games.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There were these things on my world that… Hm… How do I explain this? All right, you know what an invented story is. You have those here, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ves said. 
 
    “All right, it’s like that. Stories that aren’t true, but in a game form. Where people could pretend to be someone else in another world. Usually these worlds were populated by other races.” 
 
    “But there are no other races but human on your world?” 
 
    “No, people invented them.” 
 
    “But they exist,” Ves said, confused. 
 
    “Well… Yes, they exist here. But not there, so over there they are invented.” 
 
    “Hm…” Ves hummed and then grew silent. Then after a while she spoke again. “Did you have any siblings, back in your world?” 
 
    Taken aback by the question, which had come out of nowhere, Morgan paused for a moment. “No, it was just me and my mom.” 
 
    “She didn’t find anyone, after your father? Here it is allowed for mated to find another amri if one of the pair dies.” 
 
    “There was one person, when I was young,” Morgan said awkwardly. White floors, red blood. Nope, back in the box, pesky memories. Stupid trauma. “It didn’t last.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I would do without Vallsorim. I can’t even imagine a world without him.” 
 
    “You are lucky,” Morgan told her. 
 
    She gave him a dazzling smile. “And I have you now, as well.” 
 
    “You do,” Morgan said. She really has a beautiful smile. 
 
    They walked the rest of the way talking about Morgan’s world. He told her all about the technology that they had over there, and the fact that there wasn’t any magic. He told her how people lived their daily lives, what mattered to them. He could tell that she hadn’t really understood half of what he told her, but she still listened. And he was grateful for that. He hadn’t realized how much he missed home. It wasn’t because of any real reason—his mom had died two years ago, and he didn’t really have any family left. His friends were, if he was really honest with himself, people who hadn’t been that deeply connected to his life. Sure, he missed them, but he didn’t have anyone who he could call his best friend. 
 
    It was just everything put together. He missed the conveniences of everyday life. This world was full of struggles, of fighting to survive. It was not something that Morgan was used to. Still, he had been lucky to find the twins. Without them he would’ve died the first time he encountered an enemy. And he did like them, even Vall with his “I’ll kill you if you hurt my sister” speech. 
 
    And Vestella… Ves was something special. He could see it now, after a few days of being together. She was very innocent, naive even, but she was a good person—and Morgan could see himself falling in love with her. 
 
    They spoke for a while more, and then they reached their destination.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had reached the base of the mountain, and a tall wall of smooth rock stretched before them—and just in front of them were large doors seemingly carved out of the stone itself. It was ornate, and Morgan as they approached closer he could see something that looked like murals on them. 
 
    He did a double take once he really managed to get a good look. One of the shapes looked suspiciously like a god-not-god that Morgan had met before. Is that… What a narcissist. He even has people carving out depictions of him… One side of the doors held a depiction of what looked like Oxylus, while the other side had a woman with flowing hair and a long dress. On the arch above them was another shape…  
 
    Morgan blinked several times as he looked at it. There’s no way… 
 
    “Is that a spaceship?” Morgan asked, bewildered. 
 
    “A what?” Ves asked. 
 
    “A ship that travels through space,” Morgan clarified, pointing to the sky. His explanation was met with only blank faces. 
 
    “I have no idea what you are talking about,” Emily said, and then she looked at the shape above the doors. “That is the symbol for fate and destiny.” 
 
    “Well, it looks a hell of a lot like a spaceship. Look, it even has stars around it!” Morgan pointed. 
 
    Emily shook her head and stepped away. Vall rolled his eyes and went over to Lucius, who was checking his gear a few steps away. 
 
    Ves put a hand on his shoulder and patted him softly. “It’s okay, you’ll learn in time.” 
 
    That is a frickin’ spaceship. I stand by it! “Goddamn fake gods and their spaceships,” Morgan muttered as they joined the others. 
 
    “We will be clearing all three floors, up until the last boss chamber. I will be going in with you, but I will not be looking out for you. If you live, you live. If not, well…” Emily shrugged. “Show me what you got, and if you impress me I will let you join the Guild. Understood?” 
 
    A series of affirmatives came from the rest of them. 
 
    “Good. Now, I am inviting you to join my group,” Emily said. 
 
    Suddenly a window popped out in front of Morgan’s face. 
 
      
 
    Do you want to join Emily Dor’s group? Y/N 
 
      
 
    Morgan mentally pressed yes. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon group formed! (casual group disbanded) 
 
      
 
    “Cool,” Morgan said. 
 
    They each started getting ready. Morgan strung his bow, readied his arrows, and prepared his short spear. He had experimented some more with his nature alignment, so he prepared those abilities as well.  
 
    A few minutes later they were all ready, and they stood in formation with Lucius in front with his two gladiuses, and Vestella next to him. Next came Emily with a large mace in her hands and Vallsorim, followed by Morgan. They approached the doors and they slowly opened. That is not creepy, like at all. They entered inside, and Morgan was surprised to see that there was light inside. The ceilings had some kind of white-blue lines or cracks crisscrossing the rock, which gave off enough light to see. 
 
    “Now then, let’s see what you are made of, recruits,” Emily said as the doors closed behind them. Morgan had been told that the doors would lock behind them until they cleared a floor, so that they could choose to leave the dungeon before every level. And the boss chamber was considered a level in itself. And if they left early, the dungeon would close for about a day until it respawned and reset. 
 
    Lucius took the lead, with Ves following close behind. They moved from the entrance through a door at the other end and stepped into a large round room with rock pillars. Almost immediately Morgan heard a high-pitched chittering sound followed by footsteps. Short lizard-looking things gave their battle cries, and a dozen of them charged at the group. Morgan was surprised at their appearance—they looked like tiny dragons without wings. They maybe came up to his waist, slightly shorter than the goblins, but these things had better weapons—iron, if he was seeing correctly. 
 
    Quickly Morgan used Inspect on the closest one. 
 
      
 
    Kobold Warrior LVL 6 
 
      
 
    Morgan was surprised that they were such a high level. There were no stats that he could see, which probably meant that his skill was too low to see anything more.  
 
    Ves met the first one, catching the kobold’s strike on her shield and then skewering it with her sword. Lucius darted forward and stabbed one, then pirouetted and slashed the other. Morgan nocked an arrow far faster than he had ever before. The threshold of 20 agility made him more dexterous than any human could ever be, he remembered. He let the arrow fly as Emily and Vall stepped forward and to the sides of Lucius and Ves. Each swung their heavy weapons and Emily pulverized the head of one, just as Vall cut another in half. Morgan’s arrow flew true, between his allies, and struck one kobold in the chest, making him stagger, and Lucius finished the job. 
 
    The last six slowed, and then after a few words were exchanged they stepped into formation, three in front and three behind. They raised their weapons and charged. Vall stepped forward and raised his sword, which caught on fire. 
 
    Morgan looked on in amazement as Vall swung his sword and a small wave of fire left the edge of the sword. The three forward kobolds ran into the wave, the flames scorching them slightly and making them falter. The flames disappeared quickly, leaving the front line of the kobolds broken. Lucius and Ves ran forward and started slashing and stabbing, killing the three kobold warriors. 
 
    Morgan raised his bow and took aim, the world around him almost slowing down—not quite, but close. He fired on one of the three remaining kobolds in the back. His arrow found its mark and the other two turned to run away. Before they could get away, however, Emily stomped on the ground and the rock beneath the two kobolds cracked, making them stumble and fall. Lucius then ran forward and finished them. 
 
    “We don’t want them to run away and warn the others,” Emily said as the rest of them were looking around for more threats. “I won’t help you again. Make sure that you plan accordingly for the rest of the encounter.” Emily seemed almost bored as she put her massive mace on her shoulder and looked at them. 
 
    Morgan knew that she was right, that they hadn’t really planned much for this. He moved over to the now disappearing forms of the kobolds and he started taking back his arrows. Then he saw a short sword which had dropped from one of the creatures and picked it up—it was far better than his short spear. 
 
    “Leave the loot,” Emily said as she noticed them looking it over. “No point in carrying all that inside. We’ll pick it up on our way back.” 
 
    “Wait, can’t someone just like, come and steal it?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Not likely,” Emily said with a blank look on her face. “There aren’t many ascended in these parts which could force open dungeon doors.” 
 
    “But you said that the doors will unlock after we clear the level? Couldn’t people just walk in then?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Emily answered dismissively. 
 
    “Good decision, Sub-Commander,” Lucius announced.  
 
    Kiss her ass some more—I’m still taking the sword. He used Inspect on it to see if there was anything special about it. 
 
      
 
    Rusty Iron Short Sword LVL 4 
 
      
 
     Of course it isn’t anything special. At least it’s better than a bone-tipped short spear. Then a thought occurred to him, and he frowned. 
 
    “Wait, why didn’t we get any experience for this?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Vall stood from where he was inspecting some of the loot and turned to face Morgan. “We are inside the dungeon, so it counts as a single encounter. We will get experience once we leave the dungeon.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a stupid rule,” Morgan said. 
 
    Emily snorted. “It’s a rule to prevent people from gaining a level between the fights and healing their wounds. Dungeons are tests, and that would be cheating. Unless you have a healer or healing items, of course.” 
 
    Morgan pouted. “Frickin’ god-not-god forces and stupid ass rules…” he murmured. Belatedly, he again realized that death was a real possibility here, especially if they couldn’t heal between fights. Did that orc get us here unprepared on purpose? Morgan shook his head. No way, she doesn’t need dead recruits. Maybe it’s a part of the test.  
 
    Still, Morgan knew that they needed at least a semblance of a plan. He stepped forward. “We should’ve planned for this some more, but I guess that we should do that now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lucius asked. Emily just looked at them, disinterested.  
 
    Of course she didn’t bring that up before—she is here to test us. Right, need to see how we act under pressure and all that crap. 
 
    “We shouldn’t just run in and kill everything in sight, we should have a plan. Like for those kobolds that were running away,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Makes sense.” Vall nodded. 
 
    “Very well,” Lucius said with a glance at Emily. “What do you propose?” 
 
    “Well, I know nothing about this dungeon or these kobolds, other than the fact that they don’t seem to be obsessed with candles,” Morgan told them. His beast lore didn’t seem to include kobolds for some reason. Maybe I should’ve upgraded that skill? 
 
    Ves blinked at him. “Candles?” 
 
    “You no take candle!” Morgan said in a high-pitched voice. The rest of the group looked at him like he was insane. Right, they don’t know the reference. “Nothing, forget it.” 
 
    Vall shook his head in defeat, already accustomed to Morgan’s nonsense. “I know some from what I’ve read in my parents’ books. Not much, though.” 
 
    “Anything is better than knowing nothing,” Morgan said. 
 
    Vall gathered his thoughts for a moment, then spoke. “Well, they are a draconic race, said to be distantly related to the dragonlings. They are somewhat resistant to fire, but as you’ve seen, they are not immune. They live mostly underground in loose groupings somewhat like goblin tribes. They are however a bit smarter—they know how to make iron weapons and usually have long mining tunnels reaching deep into the mountains. I believe that they also have some magic users. I believe that they only have fire and metal alignments.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Morgan said. “So, from what we now know we should make any magic users a priority, should we encounter them. Our formation so far seemed good… We should just make one small change: Vall should join Ves on the front line. If we encounter any ranged kobolds or magic users, I shall attempt to snipe them from the back. Lucius, you are probably the fastest one of us, so if there are more than two ranged, Ves and Vall should try to make an opening in the kobolds’ ranks for you to run for their back line, and I’ll support you from afar. So Ves and Vall are our tanks and front line; Lucius, you should run around and help where there is need; and I will support from the back,” Morgan said. He knew that Lucius was a Soldier/Rogue hybrid, so he should be able to move quickly enough to support everyone. That was a good plan with their limited knowledge, he thought—he glanced at Emily, who studied him with narrow eyes, but didn’t add anything. 
 
    “Anything to add?” Morgan asked the orc. 
 
    Emily shrugged. “I’m only here to observe. I’ll not help you much.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, then turned to the rest of the group. “Do we know anything about the dungeon itself?” 
 
    “Not much, aside from the fact that it is very dangerous and that the boss hasn’t been defeated for a long time,” Ves said.  
 
    Vall nodded. “The first level is supposed to be occupied only by kobold warriors, if I am not mistaken. The second is their workshops and everyday chambers, and the third is supposed to lead into their mines.” 
 
    “So any idea where we will encounter their magic users, if they have those here?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Probably after the first floor,” Vall said. 
 
    “Good, so is everyone in agreement with the plan?” It wasn’t the best plan Morgan could’ve come up with, but it was the best he could do on such short notice, and without more information about the encounter and his teammates.  
 
    Everyone nodded their agreements and they started moving toward the large doors leading into the next room. Ves and Vall were in front, their weapons ready, followed by Emily, Lucius, and finally Morgan. They opened the next door and entered a large room with a small water fountain on the side of it. 
 
    They were attacked almost immediately—the other kobolds seemed to have heard the battle in the other room and were waiting ready for a fight. Two kobolds jumped at them from both sides of the entrance, and the twins reacted immediately: Vall slashing the one on his side, and Ves catching hers on her shield. Morgan let an arrow fly and hit the one on Ves’s side, and she then finished him with a slash of her sword.  
 
    Four more kobolds ran toward them from the center of the room, and the twins stood their ground to meet them. 
 
    Just before the four reached them, Vall swiped his sword and threw a wave of fire at them. Morgan started firing arrows as fast as he could at the same time. The fire blinded them momentarily, and a few of his arrows hit their marks, killing two. Lucius jumped forward and stabbed one and Ves slashed at the other. There were another six kobolds deeper in the room and, seeing their friends fall, they turned to run. Morgan immediately reached to his quiver and pulled out a special arrow. 
 
    He nocked the Binding Arrow and let it loose. He had been infusing power in it for almost two days, ever since he figured out how to do it. 
 
    The arrow stuck one of the kobolds in the lower leg and, a moment later, branches and roots exploded out of the arrow, tripping up and binding the other kobolds. Lucius and Vall ran forward and finished the now immobilized enemies. 
 
    As soon as they cleared the room, Ves turned to look at him, impressed. Morgan winked at her. “I’ve been practicing.” I did lose an arrow for that, though. 
 
    She gave him a cheeky smile and then moved to the side of the room and the fountain. She dipped the edge of her shield into the water and it flowed over her shield to cover all of it. She then pulled it out and her face adopted a mask of concentration. Then the water slowly turned to ice, and ice spikes grew to cover the entire surface of the shield. 
 
    It was now Morgan’s turn to be impressed. “That is amazing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ves said and looked at his eyes with a soft expression on her face. 
 
    “You two can find a room after we finish the dungeon,” Lucius said, earning a glare from Vall for it. 
 
    “Right.” Morgan coughed uncomfortably as Ves blushed and looked embarrassedly at the rest of the group. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Emily said. “I’m not planning on being here all day.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    They cleared the first level quickly; they found a few adjoining rooms and cleared them as well. Morgan just couldn’t wrap his head around how much better he was than he had been. With 20 points in agility, he felt like a superhero or something. His arrows and his aim were far better. As they cleared the rooms, they even found a few chests, but Emily told them to leave them for later, despite Morgan arguing that they might find better gear in them. The orc didn’t allow it, as said that they need to finish the test with their own gear. Morgan found this idiotic, but he didn’t argue after the rest of the group gave him the stink-eye. They really wanted to get into the Guild, so Morgan let it go.  
 
    They then moved down to the next level. 
 
    The first room on the second level was a bit different. There was still light from the ceiling, but the walls were now carved into various depictions of kobolds. The first room had only a few kobold warriors, which they dealt with easily enough. After the fight, Morgan noticed a large metal door to the side of the room. What caught his attention was that image of the woman from the entrance to the dungeon. He approached and looked a bit closer—it was incredibly detailed, so he doubted that it was made by the kobolds themselves, and he couldn’t see any way to open the doors. 
 
    “What is this?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Emily looked over to him. “Ah, that is a spawning point.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Once we finish the dungeon and leave, those doors will open and new kobolds will enter the dungeon to repopulate it.” 
 
    “Really?” Morgan asked. He had thought that this World worked more like his own in that regard; that monsters reproduced and grew their numbers on their own. It looked like that wasn’t the case. “But where do they come from?” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “The Guiding Force sends them. No one knows from where.” 
 
    “I still don’t really understand what this Guiding Force is,” Morgan said, studying the door. 
 
    “That’s one of her depictions,” Emily said, gesturing at the woman engraved on the doors. 
 
    “Wait, the Guiding Force is like a real being?” Morgan asked, surprised. 
 
    “Of course. The Guiding Force is the Great Lord’s right hand,” Emily said. 
 
    “Huh, that’s interesting,” Morgan answered. 
 
    “Let’s move on,” Vall said. 
 
    Morgan nodded and cast one last look at the engraving of a woman with what looked like fire for hair. He jogged a bit to reach the others and they opened the doors leading into the next chamber. 
 
    They stepped out onto a large balcony which overlooked what looked like an large open area with several floors, workshops, smelters, and a ton of kobolds. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Morgan said. There were at least four dozen kobolds that he could see scattered down there, all over the massive chamber. The four closest to the doors on the same balcony noticed them immediately and Morgan could see that they were preparing to sound the alarm. Before they had the chance, however, Lucius swiped his sword at them and a blade of air lashed out, taking their heads. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Morgan whispered. “You couldn’t have done that before?” 
 
    Lucius then dropped to one knee, clearly exhausted. Fuck, that must’ve taken a lot out of him. Morgan had experimented enough with his alignment and magical power to know a few things. If he used an ability that depleted his energy, he would immediately feel weak, exhausted. If he used abilities that didn’t spend all of it he would could usually recover what he had spent quickly enough. The price came only if you tried to use something when you didn’t have enough energy. By now he had a sense of how much he had; it would’ve been far easier if he had a bar with numbers on it, but this world didn’t seem to have anything for health or energy—mana, or whatever you wanted to call it. A person needed to rely on feeling to judge how much one could do with it. 
 
    “You all right?” Morgan asked as he approached the man. 
 
    “I’ll…be fine…in a moment or two,” Lucius said. 
 
    Morgan moved over to the railing of the balcony and looked over, making sure to remain as hidden as possible. Ves and Vall joined him. 
 
    “A lot of open space,” Vall commented. “Once we get down we won’t be able to keep the others from noticing.” The kobolds were moving around, some working in workshops, others on the large smelters. Massive cauldrons hung in the air—filled with liquid metal, if Morgan’s guess was right. A few of the kobolds pulled on large chains and one of the cauldrons tilted, spilling the contents on what looked like molds. 
 
    Morgan shook his head. “There is no way for us to do this stealthily. The area is too open.” He glanced back at Emily, who was staying hidden near the entrance with Lucius, who seemed better. 
 
    “If we fight them all at the same time, we will get overwhelmed, and if I am not mistaken those two down there are magic users,” Ves said, pointing. 
 
    Morgan used his Inspect skill on the two kobolds in the distance. 
 
      
 
    Kobold Mage LVL 7 
 
      
 
    Morgan grimaced as Lucius joined them.  
 
    “We need a plan,” Lucius said. 
 
    No shit, Sherlock. “Are you good?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucius said tightly. 
 
    “Can you do that again?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Sure, but I will be useless afterward,” Lucius told him. 
 
    Morgan was thinking furiously…and then a plan appeared in his mind. “Can you do a smaller one? Let’s say just enough to cut through the chains keeping those cauldrons up?” 
 
    Lucius turned his head, looking down. “Perhaps, maybe one of them. I doubt that I could do them all.” 
 
    One cauldron… It might be enough. If only I had more Binding Arrows. Morgan shook his head; it had taken him two days to make one. There was no time. “Okay, let’s try this…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several minutes later, they all knew the plan. Emily was standing back, just observing. She said that she wouldn’t help, but at least he had managed to convince her to guard the stairs leading down. Vall, Ves, and Lucius were in the process of walking down, as stealthily as possible. Morgan was watching from above. He had thirteen arrows, five which were Arrows of Decay, not that they would be of much use here. The kobolds died from regular arrows as well, and he didn’t want to waste them. 
 
    The two magic users stood deeper in the chamber, close to the smelters. They were too far away from the full cauldrons, and Morgan doubted that they would come close enough to be caught in them. Regardless, they were the priority. It would be on Ves and Vall to hold off the kobolds while Lucius attacked the targets of opportunity and Morgan fired arrows from the balcony. He would need to pick his targets very carefully; he didn’t have enough arrows for all of them. 
 
    Then, as he saw Ves and Vall get into position, Morgan pulled back his bowstring and let an arrow fly. The whooshing sound flew over most of the kobolds all the way to the other side of the room to find its target. It hit one of the kobold mages in the neck and the kobold fell to the ground. Suddenly it seemed like everything stopped, and Morgan took advantage, letting another arrow fly toward the second kobold mage. 
 
    Unfortunately the kobold mage noticed and moved out of the way. He raised his staff and fired off a ball of fire in Morgan’s direction, forcing him to duck behind cover. The fireball flew over his head and impacted the wall harmlessly. Meanwhile, every kobold down there dropped what they were doing and started running for the stairs leading up to the balcony. 
 
    Ves and Vall jumped out of the cover near the stairs and took their positions there. The closest kobolds had already reached them and had engaged. Morgan let another arrow fly, killing another kobold. He watched as a large group of them rushed through the middle of the room—at least two dozen of them. Morgan thought about it for a moment. He had hoped to get more of them, but he doubted that they would get a better chance. He took a deep breath and yelled out. 
 
    “Now, Lucius!” 
 
    On Morgan’s command, Lucius showed himself from the side of the room and swiped his sword toward one of the cauldrons. A blade of air slashed through two chains holding one side of the cauldron and it tilted, spilling its contents all over the rushing kobolds. Lucius immediately disappeared back into the shadows of the various workshops, and the kobolds burned and died. Ves and Vall finished dealing with the last of the kobolds close to them, and they stepped forward, watching the molten ore flowing over the floor. Another large group of kobolds was trapped on the other side, but the kobold mage stepped forward, raising its staff and pointing at the river of molten ore. He chanted something and what looked like a rune appeared above it, and a moment later it cooled off and hardened. The last group of kobolds immediately ran forward. Morgan picked off two of them before the kobold mage sent another fireball at him, forcing him to duck. 
 
    At least twenty kobolds were running for Ves and Vall. Morgan got up just in time to see Ves step forward and bash her shield forward at the empty air. A sound of ice cracking could be heard and the spikes on her shield exploded forward, raining on the first line of kobolds, impaling them. Next Vall swiped his sword and sent a wave of fire to the kobolds who were jumping over their fallen. Before they could recover, Morgan sent a Scatter Shot of three arrows into their group—and then Vall was there, cleaving them in half with his great sword. One kobold managed to get close to him, but Ves was there to take the attack on her shield. Morgan put an arrow in the kobold before it could attack again. 
 
    Seeing the kobold warriors losing, the kobold mage started chanting and he raised his staff up in the air. Before he managed to cast the spell, however, Lucius jumped out of the cover from one of the workshops, rolled over the ground and came out of his roll just in front of the kobold mage. He stabbed him in the chest with one of his gladiuses and took his head off with the other. 
 
    There were still kobolds alive and fighting with Ves and Vall, and Lucius ran toward their back line and started killing them before they even noticed the danger. Morgan shot another one, and the rest died on the blades of his teammates. 
 
    “Woo-hoo! That’s how it’s done! Never been easier!” Morgan cheered from the balcony. 
 
    His teammates turned to look at him, all covered in blood, soot, and breathing heavily. Morgan grinned at them from his safe spot, his clothes untouched. 
 
    Morgan made his way down, followed by Emily. 
 
    “Nice work,” Emily said as she looked around. 
 
    “We had a good plan,” Lucius admitted.  
 
    Morgan gave him a thumbs up. In the games he used to play, most of the work for a dungeon run was done beforehand. Knowing tactics, the enemies’ abilities, and their placements, a group only needed to execute the plan. They didn’t know much for this dungeon, and he realized that this was probably why Guilds were so important. Emily of course already knew the layout and the enemies inside. If they had been a part of the Guild, they would’ve gotten all of that information beforehand, and it would’ve been far easier to get through it all. 
 
    As Morgan came closer, he noticed blood on Ves’s face and he hurried to her side. “You’re hurt?” he asked, concerned. 
 
    “Just a scratch,” Ves said. “One of the kobolds was faster than I expected.” 
 
    She had a cut on her cheek—it didn’t look very deep, but Morgan knew that if she had been just a moment slower or the kobold faster, she could’ve lost her head. There was no coming back from that. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Morgan said, pulling out a small cup that he had taken from the inn filled with a poultice he had made from the herbs he had gathered on their way to the town. It wasn’t much, but if his knowledge was right, it should help fight off an infection. He cleaned her wound and then slowly applied the paste to her cheek. Once he was finished, he noticed that everyone was staring at him. Even Ves had a strange look on her face. 
 
    “What?” Morgan asked. 
 
    They averted their eyes, and Morgan frowned. Ves leaned in and gave him a quick kiss. “Thank you.” 
 
    Strange fantasy folk, Morgan grumbled in his mind as they made their way across the room. The exit wasn’t a door; instead, it looked like a tunnel leading down to the third level. There were rails and a cart filled with ore. 
 
    “I guess that the last level is the mine?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Emily answered. 
 
    They moved slowly through the tunnel going deeper into the ground. The strange cracks in the ceiling which gave off light were still present, for which Morgan was grateful. After a while they started hearing noise—or more precisely, the sounds of mining. 
 
    “All right, people, let’s try to get as many of them as we can before they notice us,” Morgan said. 
 
    “You and Lucius are the only ones that can do things quietly,” Vall added. 
 
    Morgan grimaced. He didn’t like being in front, but Vall was right. “Right, stay here. If you hear us yelling for you or the sounds of battle, rush in to save us.” 
 
    He moved to the front with Lucius and together they started heading deeper. They walked around a bend and saw five kobolds using pickaxes to mine the ore in the walls. The chamber was round, with a low ceiling and several tunnels leading from it. Morgan motioned for Lucius to move deeper into the room, and the Roman descendant nodded. As Lucius moved into position, Morgan used Inspect. 
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    Great, they shouldn’t be as big of a threat as the warriors. 
 
    Lucius moved from crate to crate silently, using as much of the shadows as possible to keep himself from being noticed. Morgan followed him with his eyes and then, when he saw that Lucius had reached the other side of the room, he raised his bow. After nodding at Lucius and receiving a nod in return, Morgan fired. He struck a kobold about halfway into the room. Before that one even fell to the ground, he had another ready and flying. At the same time Lucius moved from cover and skewered one of the kobolds from the behind, and then jumped through the air and slashed at another. After Morgan killed the second kobold, the last one noticed that something was wrong, but Lucius threw his gladius across the room and hit it in the chest. 
 
    Morgan walked out of the cover and looked around, not seeing anything amiss. He told Lucius to stay and wait while he went back for the others.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    They cleared the mines slowly. Ves and Vall stayed with Emily in the main mining chamber while Lucius and Morgan moved through the tunnels and eliminated every kobold that they could find. The miners weren’t really equipped the same as the warriors, nor were they grouped as much. But they did get in trouble once—one of the miners had managed to scream before they killed it and suddenly every surrounding miner was rushing their position. Lucius and Morgan must’ve taken down almost twenty by themselves before Ves and Vall heard the fighting and came to their rescue. After that, it was almost easy. About two hours later they were sure that there were no more kobolds in the mines. 
 
    “So,” Morgan said once they were finished and back in the main chamber, “did we pass?” 
 
    “Almost,” Emily said. She started walking. “There is one more pack of kobolds guarding the boss chamber. Once you finish them off, we are done.” 
 
    Morgan groaned—he was feeling tired. “C’mon, isn’t this enough?” 
 
    “Rules are rules.” Emily shrugged. 
 
    Morgan grumbled some more, but they all followed after her. She led them through the tunnels until they reached a large lowered gate. Morgan looked at the iron bars; they looked incredibly thick and massive. Must weigh more than a ton for sure. Behind the bars was a wall and two passageways leading to the left and right. 
 
    “This is it,” Emily said, and she moved to the lever in the wall. She pulled it and the gate started rising. “There is another room behind that wall—both ways lead to the same one. There should be another group of kobold warriors and kobold mages there in a magic workshop. Behind it is the boss room, so don’t go past the first room.” 
 
    “Understood, Sub-Commander,” Lucius said and walked through when the gate rose high enough, with Vall and Ves following him.  
 
    Morgan walked behind them while looking at the walls on the other side of the gate. He frowned when he didn’t see any levers for opening the gate from that side. Why would the kobolds close their own people on the other side? Morgan turned around only to see Emily standing next to the lever with a grin on her face. 
 
    Morgan narrowed his eyes, and then she pushed the lever back down. The gate slammed down, trapping them on the other side. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Morgan yelled out. The others turned around on the noise and ran to the gate next to Morgan. 
 
    “Sub-Commander?” Lucius asked, baffled. 
 
    Emily laughed, a full-blown villain laugh. Realization came to Morgan and he just couldn’t do anything other than stare at the orc woman. 
 
    “Ah…” Emily finally managed to get herself under control and she shook her head as she looked at them through the bars. “It’s always so much fun to see the looks on your faces. Priceless!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lucius asked slowly. 
 
    Really, dude, are you that dumb? 
 
    “Oh, the moment you figure out that you are not getting out of there.” She showed them her teeth as she grinned evilly. “I mean really, what kind of a Guild would just accept low-levels like you, especially an idiot chosen, a traitorous Corvus, and two half-breeds? You are nothing but a waste of resources. Well, you should be honored! You are the last farming group that we got through this dungeon, and unfortunately I won’t be doing this again.” She almost seemed sad. “The Guild Master has recalled us back. At least I won’t be needing to stay in this rustic area anymore.” 
 
    Morgan glanced at his group, seeing the looks of shock and betrayal on their faces.  
 
    “You’ll not get away with this,” Vall ground out. 
 
    “Everybody, chill. I am a trained negotiator,” Morgan said. “I mean, I took an on-line course that one time, and I played a hostage negotiator game that one time when I didn’t have anything better to do. And I mean this isn’t really a hostage situation, but still.” 
 
    Emily just blinked at him. “I can see that you think that all that you just said made sense. But really, what kind of a moron are you?” 
 
    Morgan raised his bow, firing the arrow faster than he ever had. It flew through the bars of the gate right at the orc. 
 
    Emily simply smashed her two-handed mace’s butt into the ground and his arrow struck something that looked like a shield before breaking apart against it. 
 
    “Nice try,” Emily said. 
 
    “Okay, I did not mean to do that. I just slipped.” Morgan glanced at the others, who were all in a state of shock. 
 
    “It won’t do you any good to try again,” Emily said. 
 
    Morgan gritted his teeth, preparing to fire another one, when he noticed people coming in from the other side of the tunnel. Hope sprung in his heart for just a moment, before it was squashed when the two humans saluted the orc. 
 
    “Sub-Commander, all the loot has been gathered, and the caravan waits outside of the dungeon,” one of them said. 
 
    Emily nodded. “Nice work. I’ll be right outside.” 
 
    “All of this was just for some loot? You are going to leave us to die just for loot?” Morgan asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Of course. Even a low-level dungeon dive like this can be profitable. And there is a lot of ore up there. What can I say? Growing a Guild is costly.” Emily shrugged. 
 
    “I will kill you for this,” Morgan said. I did not get hit by a car and then get to this crazy world just to die like this! 
 
    “Good luck with that. The only thing that awaits you is death—either from hunger or, if you are brave enough, at the hands of the manticore.” Emily shook her head and turned around and started walking out. “Next time, don’t be so trusting. Oh, wait! You won’t have the chance.” She started laughing again and the echoes of her laughter stayed with them long after she left their sights. 
 
    Morgan turned to look at the others. Ves and Vall still had shocked looks on their faces, as if they just couldn’t believe that this was all real. And Lucius, poor Lucius, had a look of heartbreak on his face. Dude was crushing on the orc big time. 
 
    Morgan was himself somewhere in between shock and disbelief. “Did she really just Lando our asses?” Morgan asked. “And wait…did she say manticore?” 
 
      
 
    Emily Dor has left the dungeon group 
 
      
 
    Goddamn it, Morgan said to himself. What do I do now? 
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent the next half an hour in simple disbelief. They had tried to raise the gate by themselves, but it had proven too heavy, and it didn’t even budge. After that Lucius had fallen into a state of shock, too, sitting on the ground with his head between his legs. Ves was sitting down as well, crying. Morgan tried to console her, but there was nothing that he could do, so he gave up. 
 
    Vall was angry—like, really, really angry—and he was attempting to chip away at the gate with his sword, but the only thing that he was managing to do was dull his blade. Morgan was thinking, trying to find any way out. He used his Nature Sight, but he couldn’t see anything useful. He tried even to make the gate rust quicker with entropy. It didn’t do much except nearly exhaust him. The gate seemed to have been made with some magical protections. 
 
    “Why didn’t she just kill us?” Morgan whispered to himself. 
 
    “Because of the rules,” Vall said. 
 
    “The rules?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “The Guiding Force frowns on killing between the ascended except under very special circumstances. The punishment for murder is severe.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t matter if she just lets us die?” Morgan asked incredulously. 
 
    Vall shrugged. “She won’t have killed us with her own hands.” 
 
    Of course! Every time you have rules, you have loopholes. “Fuck!” Morgan looked around the room, the oppressive walls and the eerie light from those cracks. This was not the place that he had imagined himself dying in. 
 
    “Goddamn it!” Morgan yelled out. “This is all your fault, Oxy! You fucker!” 
 
    The others looked at him like he was crazy, which he could understand—he was yelling at the ceiling, after all. There was no response, of course. He walked over to Vestella and sat down next to her. There was nothing left to do. They sat like that for a few minutes, in silence. 
 
    “With my death,” Lucius said, breaking the quiet, “my family loses its last chance to reclaim what was stolen from us.” 
 
    Morgan looked at him, only to see a solemn look on Lucius’s face.  
 
    “What happened to your family?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Lucius didn’t respond immediately. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “My family used to rule over one of the top Guilds in the World…until my older brother betrayed us. He conspired with two other Guilds and they took control of the 13th Legion. My brother gave away our Guild, and the two Guilds split between themselves our territory and resources. They then lied about what happened; my family was turned into traitors who had attempted to break the peace between the Guilds. We were exiled.” 
 
    “Huh, well… That sucks,” Morgan said. 
 
    They lapsed back into silence, until Vall turned from the gate to look at them. “When I was young, I stole some apples from the neighboring farm.” 
 
    Ves turned her head up and looked at her brother, then a small grin pushed through on her face. “When we were seven, I stole your training sword and then lost it in the river.” 
 
    Vall’s mouth opened wide in surprise. “You stole my training sword? Father lectured me for hours because he thought that I lost it!” 
 
    Ves chuckled. “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    Vall joined her, chuckling a bit himself.  
 
    “We’ll never find out what happened to our parents now.” Ves’s voice was filled with sorrow. 
 
    “No, we won’t…” Vall added. Morgan could see his sadness now, too. Vallsorim had tried to pretend before, but he cared, and he wanted to find out what happened to them just like his sister.  
 
    Again, they lapsed into a silence. 
 
    Then, after a while, they all turned to look at Morgan. 
 
    “What?” Morgan asked. Ves just raised her eyebrow at him. Crap, now we’re sharing. Ugh… Such a cliché.  
 
    “Fine, I once stole a piece of bubble gum,” Morgan said. There, now I’ve shared. 
 
    His sharing was met with silence. ”What?” he asked again. When they didn’t respond, he exhaled and rolled his eyes. “Fine.” 
 
    “I… Once…” White floor, red blood. “When I was eleven years old…” Fuck, I shouldn’t do this. Morgan closed his eyes. “I…I killed my step-father.” 
 
    Complete silence met his words. He opened his eyes only to see everyone looking at him in shock. 
 
    “Wow…” Ves was the first to say anything. “I mean, I stole a training sword, and Lucius’s family was betrayed and all that… You think that you know someone, then… Just, wow.” 
 
    They were all looking at him like he was a completely different person. “He was a drunk, and a bad person,” Morgan said. He bowed his head not looking at them. “He was beating my mom.” 
 
    Ves put her head on his shoulder, and they stayed like that in the silence. He had never told that to anyone, except his therapist, and the cops, and the old lady that lived across the hall. Okay, I might have told a few people. After it happened, he and his mom moved away, and at their new place no one knew about it. He had started playing video games to cope with it. He had always been told that it was wrong to kill; his mom and his grandmother had been very religious. After he had pushed that knife in his step-father’s chest, Morgan had felt like he was somehow less than. He went to therapy, learned to cope, to push that memory deep down. After that he rejected his mother’s religion. Deep down, he had been hoping that he was worthy of any kind of an afterlife. Now…now after just a short time in this world, a world unlike anything that he had thought possible, a world created by a being so far beyond Morgan’s understanding—after everything that he had done and seen, now, finally, he could feel his guilt evaporate. 
 
    His step-father, he was like these monsters here. Like those goblins who were butchering humans to eat. He deserved what Morgan had done to him. 
 
    And I am not dying here. Not now, not when I finally want to live. Morgan stood up, earning a look from Ves. “All right, everybody up. We are not dying here. Not like this.” 
 
    Vall shook his head. “There is no escape.” 
 
    “There is that way. We don’t know what is over there.” Morgan pointed at the two passages. 
 
    “A manticore,” Lucius said. “A manticore that hasn’t been defeated in a long time.” 
 
    “And so what? Are you going to sit there and just give up? Die like this? I would much rather go there and see for myself. Who knows, there might even be another exit. You all said that most of those who enter this dungeon don’t come back out. Perhaps they just exit on the other side.” 
 
    “They were all probably just tricked like we were,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Even if there isn’t a way out, better that we die fighting than like this,” Morgan said. He could see that Lucius was thinking, and then he gave a small nod. 
 
    “You are right,” Lucius said. “At least we can die with honor, as adventurers are supposed to. Fighting monsters.” 
 
    “There you go!” Morgan smiled. He turned and saw Ves and Vall standing as well, resolute looks on their faces. 
 
    “I’m not really looking forward to dying,” Ves said, “but I agree. I don’t want to meet my death like this.” 
 
    Vall just readied his sword and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Well, I have no intention of dying. Who knows, we might kill the boss, and someone might come along and find us with a dead beast. We might become legends!” Morgan said. He could see that the mood in the group had taken a turn for the better. 
 
    They took the left passageway and started walking. Just behind the wall the other passage connected to the one they were in and the long hallway led them deeper. They walked through the narrow passage and then slowly exited into a large room. It was probably somewhere around fifty meters across, maybe a bit more. It was a domed room—a cave, really, with rocks and broken pillars all over the room. And down there, on one of the rocks, was a monster.  
 
    The manticore was lying on a rock, and its piercing gray eyes were watching them. It did not look exactly like the depictions of manticores that Morgan had seen before; it didn’t have any wings, for example. It was large, at least three meters long, and it had a lion’s body, with a red mane on the top of its head and about halfway down its back, and a white mane from its two large horns down to its jaw. The fur on its front legs was golden in color, with the paws being black. About halfway down its back the gold gave way to black and its body ended in a terrifying-looking scorpion tail. It was bulky, much more muscled than any lion he had ever seen. In fact, the only resemblance to a lion was its general shape and feline features. It was its own creature.  
 
    Morgan used Inspect on it. 
 
      
 
    Manticore LVL 14 
 
      
 
    “Well, fuck me sideways,” Morgan whispered as he saw its level. He pulled the rest of his group back into the narrow passage they had come through—the manticore was too big to fit in there. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Morgan said. 
 
    “What is there to plan?” Lucius asked. “We charge, we die well.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Morgan said. “Not gonna do that. I told you I don’t plan on dying here.” 
 
    Vall shook his head. “You saw that room, there is no way out.” 
 
    “We can’t know that for sure until we check every corner of it. It’s too large for us to be sure with just a glance,” Morgan told him. 
 
    “I agree with Morgan,” Ves said. “We should work on killing the beast and then we can see if there is a way out.” 
 
    Morgan felt warm at her support, but he put the feeling aside. They needed a plan. I do have a few enchantments that could be useful. “All right, I got an idea.” 
 
    He proceeded to tell them, and they did not like it—but then, they didn’t have any idea that was better.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    About three hours later, they were prepared. 
 
    They walked back into the room, their weapons ready. Morgan had enchanted each of their blades with a minor decaying effect—any wound they caused would apply a weakening effect, though one a bit weaker than his arrows, of which he now had six, and another four regular arrows, as well as two Binding Arrows. These weren’t nearly as powerful as his other one, but they could at least be a distraction. They had the time to use their abilities to prepare, but they couldn’t take too long. Without food, they would only get weaker and weaker. 
 
    Ves had a new layer of ice on her shield and over her body, giving her additional defense. They had all given her the last of their drinking water for it. Most of the work would rest on her.  
 
    Back in the room, the manticore hadn’t moved from its place. Morgan had been worried that it would try to ambush them, but it seemed content to just sit and watch. Maybe it doesn’t think that we are a threat. 
 
    Morgan palmed the small bottle of oil that Ves had given him, her torch oil. Hopefully their plan would work. Taking a deep breath, Morgan led his group down the rough stone stairs. As soon as they stepped off the stairs, a low growl spread through the room. The manticore stood, and then roared—and a moment later it leapt forward and started running for them. 
 
    “Remember the plan, go!” Morgan said as he took off running around the room. He spared a glance back to check if the manticore was following him. It wasn’t—it was charging at Ves, who bashed forward with her shield sending icicles flying at it. The manticore was caught off guard mid leap, and some of the ice hit it. Most broke against its horns, but some cut the manticore’s skin, leaving shallow gashes over its face and shoulders. As soon as its feet touched the ground, it roared and then jumped for Ves. 
 
    Vall sent a wave of fire in its path, but that didn’t even slow it down. Ves jumped behind cover and the manticore skid across the ground and slammed into the wall. Vall was there almost immediately, slashing at its back legs with his sword. It didn’t look like his sword had cut deep, but it did leave a bloody mark. The manticore lashed out with its poisonous tail and Vall jumped back. Morgan had warned them not to let themselves get struck by that. 
 
    Morgan found a good position and climbed on one of the rocks. From there he took careful aim, watching as Ves was evading the monster. One of its paws swiped at her and she put her shield up, the resulting blow breaking the ice on it and sending her flying.  
 
    That’s when Morgan let loose his Arrow of Decay. 
 
    It flew straight for the monster and buried itself in its shoulder. It roared in pain and anger, and its eyes fixed on Morgan. It took a step toward him, but Vall jumped out of cover and stabbed it in the hip. It turned far faster than Morgan thought possible and swiped at Vall. He put up his shield to block, but the swipe carried him off the ground. Morgan saw blood as he nocked another arrow and it, too, found its mark. 
 
    The manticore roared as the second arrow struck it, and he could see it shake its head as if fighting against dizziness. Its movements were slower as well. Still, it charged at him. Morgan pulled out and fired an Arrow of Binding at the floor in front of it. The roots and branches spread around, catching its legs and making it tumble and roll over the ground. Morgan fired another Arrow of Decay, trying to hit its head—but it struck the monster’s horn and broke apart. Damn. 
 
    Morgan tried to nock another, but by then the manticore had gotten back to its feet. Just as it was to leap at him, Ves crashed into its side, staggering it and pushing her sword deep into its stomach. The manticore’s tail lashed out, hitting Ves’s shoulder and breaking the ice armor there. Ves jumped back and the next strike of its tail hit the ground. Seeing a chance, Morgan took out the oil bottle and threw it at the manticore’s feet hard enough that it broke and spilled the oil all over the floor and the manticore’s front paws. 
 
    C’mon, Vall, I know that wasn’t enough to kill you. Morgan watched as the manticore shied away from the oil, but then Vall stepped out and swiped his sword at the manticore, sending a wave of flame across the ground. It hit the oil and it ignited, traveling over to the manticore’s paws and setting them on fire. It screamed and Morgan put another arrow in it before firing another Binding Arrow, tying up its back legs. It fell down but managed to lash out in the process, hitting Ves in her chest and sending her flying. It rolled over the ground, attempting to stifle the flames. 
 
    Then it stood up and looked at Morgan, its fur on fire, and fury in its eyes. It charged at him, and Morgan was certain that he had seen his death in its eyes.  
 
    Then, from the shadows, Lucius jumped out onto its back and stabbed both of his gladiuses through its skull and into its brain. The manticore fell and skidded across the ground, its momentum throwing Lucius off. 
 
    “About time!” Morgan said. 
 
    “You said to wait for the kill shot,” Lucius told him from the floor with a grin on his face. 
 
    They cheered for a moment, Morgan pumping his fist in the air, and Vall laughing with relief and joy. 
 
    Then Morgan remembered Ves. Please don’t be dead, please don’t be dead… Morgan jumped from the rock and ran to Ves, who was lying on the ground. He approached her and saw blood and holes in her upper torso. He knelt next to her and put his ear to her chest. Oh thank god, she’s still breathing. 
 
    “Did we get it?” Ves asked weakly. 
 
    “Yeah, we did,” Morgan said as he moved her and laid her down. Vall and Lucius approached. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Ves said as she groaned in pain. “The ice armor took most of it. I think that the punctures are shallow.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” Morgan said and then slowly took off her armor. Lucius turned around, giving them some privacy, but Vall stayed. Right, elves aren’t all that modest. 
 
    It turned out that Vestella had been right: the punctures were shallow, but Morgan still put his poultice on her wounds and cut a strip of his cloak to bind them. All the while, Ves was looking at him affectionately. Looks like I have a real-life girlfriend now. It only took me dying to get one. Woo-hoo! 
 
    After he finished and helped Ves to her feet, he turned around, only to see that the body of the manticore was still there. “Uh… Why isn’t it disappearing?” 
 
    “It’s a beast-monster class. They usually leave behind bodies that can be harvested for rare ingredients,” Lucius answered. 
 
    “Really?” Morgan grinned and took out his skinning knife. He approached the beast and started cutting, asking Ves to give him one of her smaller bags for him to put things in. He noticed that one of Lucius’s gladiuses had broken when the manticore had rolled, but he pulled the other one out and gave it to the Roman. 
 
    “Why are you even bothering?” Vall asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Morgan grimaced as he cut through one of its horns. 
 
    “We aren’t getting out of here,” Vall said. 
 
    Morgan stopped for a moment. He looked around the large room—there didn’t seem to be another way out. “We haven’t looked around yet. And besides, I plan on exacting my revenge on that wicked Saruman orc.” 
 
    Vall opened his mouth to say something, but then gave up and just shook his head in defeat before turning and walking away. Morgan looked back to the corpse. Sure, it might be pointless, but the gamer in him was a compulsive looter. Not like I have anything else to do. He continued cutting. He got its horns, the tip of its tail with the venom sack, a few of its claws, and a heart before Vall called out to them. 
 
    Morgan put all his new ingredients into Ves’s bag and then into his own BoH. Then he stood up and started walking toward the voices. The three of them had left him to his work while they explored the room. He found them behind a large rock—actually, the exact rock where the manticore had been sleeping. And there, on the ground, was a large chest surrounded by what looked to be trash. 
 
    “Whoa, looks like we got loot!” Morgan cheered as he looked over it. 
 
    “Not like it matters,” Vall said. 
 
    Morgan shot him a look. “No need to be such a downer.” The loot surrounding the chest didn’t look like anything special—and Morgan belatedly realized that it must’ve been what was left from the groups that had tried to kill the manticore before. Still, Morgan looked through it. He found a quiver with several arrows, which he took, as he needed more of those. The rest looked like junk to him; it had all been there too long.  
 
    But then there was the chest. There was a lot of loot inside—Ves had taken out a small chest that had been nested in it and was holding it in her hands, and it was filled to the brim with golden coins. There was a short sword with a scabbard, too—Morgan used his Inspect on it. 
 
      
 
    Short Sword of Flowing Blood LVL 10 (requires 20 agility) — applies a lesser bleed effect to wounds, preventing them from clotting. 
 
      
 
    Huh, that’s cool. Morgan pulled it out and threw it to Lucius. “There ya go, to replace the one that broke.” 
 
    Lucius gave him a weak smile and then admired the weapon. Morgan could tell that he, too, didn’t think that they would get out. 
 
    He looked more, and saw ten small greenish crystals. Ah, upgraded ascension crystals. I wonder how many days of life these ones give. He plopped one in his mouth and looked at his character screen. Holy shit, three whole months? This is so great. 
 
    He divided them and gave Vall two, took one for himself, and gave three each to Ves and Lucius. Fair was fair—they had each done the most dangerous part of the job.  
 
    Lucius picked up another smaller chest and opened it. “Look at this!” 
 
    “What is it?” Morgan asked as he peered over Ves to look inside. He saw about three rows of six stones: two rows of white stones with symbols on them, and the last one was a row of jade-colored stones. 
 
    “These are ability stones,” Lucius said excitedly, pointing at the white stones. “And these are class stones. And I think that these are second-tier classes!” 
 
    “Whoa, so we could upgrade our classes on level 10 with these?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the problem is that we don’t know what classes they are,” Lucius said. “Not every class stone would be compatible with the classes we already have. If you pick one that is not compatible, it wouldn’t do anything. You would be wasting it.” 
 
    Morgan tried to use Inspect on them, but it didn’t work. Crap, need to increase my Inspect skill. Morgan looked away and back to the large chest. There was one more thing down there, and Morgan reached down and picked it up. 
 
    “What is this thing?” It was palm-sized rock with a symbol of a tower on it. 
 
    Ves stepped closer and he showed it to her. 
 
    “That is a hearthstone!” she exclaimed, Vall and Lucius both gathered near to look at it. 
 
    “A what now?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Lucius extended a hand to it almost reverently, barely touching it. “A hearthstone is the core of every Guild. It is required to create a Guild Hold. All you need is the power and materials, and the hearthstone can construct a hold for you. What kind of hold it is depends on the hearthstone, of course—and it gives power to those who are a part of the Guild, as well as a few other benefits.” 
 
    “That thing…” Vall paused—even he seemed to be in awe of it. “It is worth a fortune, enough for anyone to be set for life. No need to hunt, you could just buy all the ascension crystals to live for a thousand years.” 
 
    “Really?” Morgan was surprised that it was so valuable. 
 
    Lucius nodded. “There are only so many of them in existence. The great Guilds are the only ones that have multiple ones. It is what makes them powerful. Each hearthstone gives a unique buff to everyone in the Guild; joining several hearthstones gives more powerful buffs.” 
 
    “Huh, cool,” Morgan said as he put the hearthstone in his BoH. 
 
    “Too bad that we won’t be able to sell it,” Vall said. Downer! 
 
    “We haven’t checked the room for any hidden exits yet, as I told you before, so keep your thoughts to yourself. You’re making me depressed, and I am planning how I’m going to kill that heinous Emily. Ah… I will dance on her corpse,” Morgan said. The rest of the group looked at him like he was crazy, which he probably was. Morgan was smiling as he was thinking on his revenge, and he took off searching for an exit. Lucius and Vall stayed where they were, but Ves followed him. 
 
    “You really think that we will find another exit?” Ves asked slowly. 
 
    Morgan glanced at her. “I have hope. My nemesis awaits. Oh, how I shall cheer when the green-skinned harlot dies by my arrows…” Morgan got lost in his thoughts. 
 
    Ves just nodded and they walked around the room together. They looked behind rocks, on the walls, almost everywhere. But they didn’t find anything.  
 
    Then Morgan noticed something in one of the rocks. “Hey, what’s that?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Ves looked at where he was pointing and they headed in that direction. As soon as they reached it, Morgan recognized what it was. 
 
    Ves just sighed in defeat. “It’s just a spawning point.” 
 
    “How do these things work, exactly? Where do the monsters come from? Will it open if we wait long enough?” 
 
    Ves shook her head. “No one knows how they work or where the monsters come from. And no one has ever seen one open. It happens only when there aren’t any people around.” 
 
    Well, fuck me sideways. Morgan was starting to feel defeat crawling in. He had refused to let it get to him, but his hope that they would find a way out was evaporating quickly.  
 
    I’m not ready to die. Not yet! I need to kill me an orc! Morgan slammed his fist against the metal doors of the spawning point. As soon as his fist connected with the metal, it started to collapse, turning into dust and leaving an opening in that led down. 
 
    “Uh… What did I do?” Morgan asked, looking at Ves, who was looking at the opening in astonishment. 
 
    “What did you do?” she asked wide-eyed. 
 
    “That’s what I asked!” Morgan looked down into the dark—it seemed like there was a light somewhere deep below. Morgan looked over to Lucius and Vall. “Hey, guys!” he called. “Get over here!” 
 
      
 
    The four of them looked at the hole in the wall with equal parts suspicion and hope. Their weapons were ready, just in case monsters started to appear from it; but it had been ten minutes at least, and nothing had happened. 
 
    “So, are we going down?” Morgan asked. 
 
    The three didn’t respond.  
 
    “I mean, it’s not like it can be worse than being stuck in here?” Morgan said nervously. 
 
    Lucius nodded. “You speak the truth, friend. We should see what fate awaits us down in the place where no ascendant has ever walked before.” 
 
    “At least none had come back alive to tell the tale,” Vall clarified. 
 
    “Seriously, dude,” Morgan said, “way to crash everyone’s spirits.” 
 
    Vall rolled his eyes. “Are we going or not?” 
 
    “Of course we’re going,” Morgan said and stepped forward. Goddamn secret tunnels.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked slowly and carefully. The only light sources were those behind them and those far in front of them. There were no stairs, only an angled walkway which was wide enough for all four of them to walk side by side. It seemed like they had been walking for ten minutes and the light had barely gotten any bigger. 
 
    In the end, it took them about an hour to get to it.  
 
    “Well, this is a long way underground,” Morgan said as they reached the end of the tunnel and exited into a large room. They froze as their eyes adjusted to the light.  
 
    Morgan couldn’t believe his eyes. One side of the room was showing what he was certain was a map of the World—of the entire World—with labels and graphs shown on the side next to the large round continent. There were also four other continents, each about the same size, and each round. They all had something at each of their centers, which he figured was the Tower—or rather Towers. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Morgan said as he walked forward and looked around. There were large tubes on the other side of the room, and in them were creatures. One even held another manticore. 
 
    “What in the name of the Great Lord is this place?” Lucius said. 
 
    “Uh…” Morgan’s eyes were glued to the tubes and the creatures being grown in them. “A lab, I think?” 
 
    “A what?” Vall asked. 
 
    Before Morgan could explain, a voice spoke from behind them. “My, my, what do we have here?” 
 
    All four of them turned around only to be met with a tall woman who was floating just a hand’s breadth above the floor. Her long dress and her hair were made out of fire, and her eyes were deep and unfathomable. His three companions dropped their weapons and dropped to their knees as soon as they recognized the woman.  
 
    Morgan recognized her as well, but he was just too stunned to react. 
 
    “You are not going to bow?” the woman—or, rather, the Guiding Force—asked. 
 
    “Uh… I’m new around here?” Morgan said lamely. 
 
    The woman laughed. “Ah, a chosen. Perhaps you can tell me then how you managed to find yourselves here?” 
 
    “Well… I kind of punched the door for the spawning point and it disappeared,” Morgan said quickly. He glanced at his friends on the floor, who were looking at him like he was insane for speaking to a god. Tough luck—she’s not my first god. 
 
    “Hm… That is impossible. There are safeguards in place for that kind of thing.” The woman floated closer to him, then put her hand over his head. Morgan’s eyes followed her palm until it touched his forehead and his eyes crossed. 
 
    “Ah… I see now. Well, this is unexpected.” 
 
    “What is?” Morgan asked as she pulled her hand back. 
 
    “Nothing that you should be concerned with. Now I have a problem. What to do with all of you… You cannot leave this place with the knowledge you now possess.” 
 
    “How ‘bout we promise not to tell anyone anything?” Morgan offered. 
 
    The Guiding Force smiled. “I’m afraid not. I will need to take care of this…” 
 
    “Can you do it without…like, killing us?” Morgan asked. 
 
    She chuckled. “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t kill you, I’ll just adjust your memories a tiny bit.” 
 
    “Whew, that’s a relief. Wait, you aren’t just going to return us back up there to die, are you?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Hm… Well, you have defeated a monster which had stood undefeated for a long time. I guess you have technically finished the dungeon. I think I will send you somewhere outside.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Morgan said, then quickly met the woman’s eyes. “Uh… I mean, thank Oxy? Or thank you?” 
 
    The woman shook her head in amusement. “Go,” she said, and raised her hand.  
 
    Everything went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Guiding Force watched the place where the four ascendants had been just a moment ago. Their arrival had been an unexpected development, but she had work to do. She disappeared from the small laboratory and appeared in another, one far larger, with holograms and screens surrounding the room. The intruders had been very lucky. The ascendants were forbidden from knowing too much; it might’ve been easier to just eliminate them. But in the moment she had seen them, she had reviewed the records of their last few hours. They had been betrayed, and so she had taken pity on them. She took away their memories of coming down here such that they wouldn’t remember anything after walking into the tunnel. Instead, she had teleported them somewhere where, if they were smart, they would be able to make a really interesting choice. 
 
    She shook her head and then turned toward one of the holograms in the room. She composed a message and then sent it immediately. She didn’t have to wait long. A moment later, a tear in space appeared in front of her and a man stepped out. 
 
    “You know…” she started. “You could’ve told me about him.” 
 
    The man, dressed in what looked like a skin-tight wetsuit with a coat over it, shrugged. “There was no need.” 
 
    “No need?” the woman said. “Because of who he is, he gained access to one of the labs.” 
 
    “Oh,” the man said, surprised. “I did not anticipate that. I apologize.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t anticipate that! You rarely stop to think.” 
 
    The man rolled his eyes. “Really? This again?” 
 
    “Someone has to keep you in line,” she replied crossly. “Otherwise you would be out there antagonizing who knows who or what. You remember what happened with Chaos and Order?” 
 
    The man sighed in defeat. “Fine, I’ll tell you if I ever do something like this again. Deal?” 
 
    “That will do. He seems like a nice boy,” the woman noted. 
 
    The man looked at her with a dull look on his face. “He got hit by a car because he crossed the street on a red light. He’s not the brightest star in the sky.” 
 
    The woman grinned. “You did some pretty stupid things, too.” 
 
    “I never died.” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “Still, I did not think that you were so sentimental.” 
 
    “I’m not. He will live or die on his own. Whether he achieves enough power to survive and become useful to me is all on him.” 
 
    “You did save him upon his death.” 
 
    “I gave him a chance, that much I owed him.” 
 
    “Some might say that this is crueler than just letting him pass on,” the woman said. 
 
    “The strong survive, and the weak perish,” the man said simply. “He could’ve chosen to go to the light.” 
 
    “If he has even a tiny bit of you in him, I doubt that he could’ve ever chosen that.” The woman smiled at the man. 
 
    “We’ll see how much he takes after me in time,” the man said. 
 
    “So you don’t want me to help him out?” 
 
    “No, I have no need of those who are too weak to stand on their own.” 
 
    “As you wish, then,” the woman agreed. 
 
    The man nodded and then turned around, tearing another rift in space and walking through. The Guiding Force watched him walk away. This experiment of theirs was yet to provide them with any real successes, unlike the experiment that they were attempting to replicate; but perhaps young Morgan would prove to be their first. She had a good feeling about him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    One moment Morgan was taking a step forward into the dark tunnel leading down into the depths of the earth, and the next he was outside in the sun standing on grass. 
 
    “Uh…guys?” Morgan said to his friends, who were standing next to him. “What just happened?” 
 
    “I…” Vall started. “We were in the dungeon, and now…we are not.” 
 
    “Really? Are you sure?” Morgan asked. He looked around, seeing that they were in some kind of a grove. There were trees surrounding them, a large boulder and rocks to one side, and a small stream flowing from between them. 
 
    “We were just about to step into the spawning point,” Ves said. “And then we were here.” 
 
    Lucius knelt and touched the grass. “Could the spawning point have been a teleporter of some kind? The great Guilds have them.” 
 
    “I don’t see how,” Vall said. “Aren’t those supposed to be large and fixed to the ground?” 
 
    Lucius nodded. “Aye, this is most bizarre.” 
 
    “Who cares, we’re free!” Morgan cheered, then turned around and picked up Ves and spun her around. She giggled and then when he stopped and put her down, he put his hand on her head and gave her a kiss. “We’re alive!” 
 
    Then he noticed a flashing symbol in the corner of his eye. “And I think we just got our experience for the dungeon.” Morgan grinned. He focused on the symbol and entered his soul space. 
 
    “Welcome back, master. That was a very interesting dungeon dive,” Sabila said as a greeting. “But I must inform you that I am detecting a discrepancy of one hour and seven minutes between the moment we entered the spawning-point tunnel and the moment we arrived here.” 
 
    Morgan blinked at his soul implant-thingy. “Say what? What kind of discrepancy?” 
 
    “Unknown. I have no memory of that period of time.” 
 
    “So like us… Something must’ve happened.” Morgan wasn’t sure if not knowing was a good or a bad thing, but he was alive, so he wasn’t overly worried. 
 
    Instead, he turned his eyes to the message in front of him. 
 
      
 
    DUNGEON GROUP EXP GAINED! (DUNGEON GROUP CHANGED TO GROUP) 
 
    76 Kobold Warriors killed = 3420 exp 
 
    37 Kobold Miners killed = 1295 exp 
 
    16 Kobold Scouts killed = 640 exp 
 
    2 Kobold Mages killed = 120 exp 
 
    1 Manticore killed = 840 exp (280 x 3; first kill in two decades) 
 
    G.F. bonus — Completed Mountain’s Heart dungeon = 500 
 
    G.F. bonus — Kill the Boss! Quest accomplished = 800 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus — Survived the Betrayal = 200 exp 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 6 — EXP 7815/700 (ascension possible) 
 
      
 
    Fuck yeah! Morgan was ecstatic at the amount of exp that they had gotten. He pressed the ascension button and waited to see how many levels he had gotten. 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 11 — EXP 2415/3000  
 
      
 
    Let’s gooo, level 11! Never been easier! I only almost died again, but who cares! Already Morgan was planning how he was going to get his revenge on the villainous Emily. Emily! Just you wait, I’m gonna show you my wrath! 
 
    Morgan put his plans for revenge aside, and took a look at his tables. He had 12 attribute points, 9 skill points, and 8 ability points to spend. But before he did that he took a look on his skill list—he had a lot more of them unlocked. Then he realized that he didn’t really need to buy skills, as they could be unlocked the regular way, by training, so he decided not to purchase any of the new ones in favor of upgrading his current skills. Upgrading from I to II for any skill cost 1 point, and from II to III cost 2 points, and so it went for each following level.  
 
    He noticed that his Archery, Skinning, Elemental Alignment-Nature and Enchanting skills had upgraded on their own, probably because of his shooting and enchanting in the dungeon. Even some of his abilities had been upgraded. That meant that he had wasted those early points; although, perhaps not. Those early skills had helped him a lot. He decided to only upgrade those skills that he thought would be harder to upgrade by practicing—so he upgraded his Inspect skill to III, spending three points, and his Monster Lore to III by spending another three. The last three he left alone for now. 
 
    His abilities seemed to require two points to upgrade no matter what level they were, so he raised his Power Siphon to II and his Power Infusion to IV, leaving two points for later. His Enchantment abilities seemed to be separate from his main ones, and seemed to improve only by practice. Lastly, he took a look at his attributes. He put in seven into Will—he wanted to be better at magic—and he put another three into Intellect. The last two he put into Agility. His super dexterity had come in handy during the dungeon dive, so he would try to go for a hybrid archer-enchanter class. With that, he took a look at all of his screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  STRENGTH 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  AGILITY 
  
       	  (20+2) 22 
  
      
 
       
       	  CONSTITUTION 
  
       	  15 
  
      
 
       
       	  INTELLECT 
  
       	  (14+3) 17 
  
      
 
       
       	  WILL 
  
       	  (13+7) 20 
  
      
 
       
       	  WISDOM 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  CHARISMA 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  LUCK 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  SKILLS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hand-to-Hand Combat II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weapons I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Language-Basic 
  
      
 
       
       	  Elemental Alignment-Nature III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Archery V 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunting I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Lore III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skinning II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enchanting III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Inspect III 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  ABILITIES 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scatter Shot II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Piercing Shot I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sight II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sense I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Infusion IV 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Siphon II 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    That looks good. “All right, Sabila, I think I’m done,” Morgan said, and accepted the changes. A moment later he felt the same shiver pass through him as last time when Sabila upgraded his body and mind. This time he felt slightly different—he felt as if he had something inside of him. And on further inspection he noticed something that very much felt like a sphere of glowing stuff inside of his stomach. 
 
    “Uh… Sabila? The hell is this thing?” Morgan pointed at his stomach. 
 
    “You’ve crossed the threshold of Will. Your energy supplies have increased and your connection with your power and alignment has increased.” 
 
    “And why do I feel like I have a ball inside my stomach?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “That is the representation of your power.’ 
 
    Morgan shook his head. Crazy soul-implant thingy. “Never mind that, then. I am ready—send me out.” 
 
    “Of course, master.” 
 
    A moment later Morgan found himself back in the real world, or a world—he still wasn’t convinced that he wasn’t in a coma. The rest of his group had a faraway look in their eyes that told him that they were still in their soul spaces. A moment later they slowly blinked their eyes and came out of it. 
 
    “Level eleven, I can’t believe it,” Vall said wistfully. 
 
    “I’m almost there, level ten with barely a hundred away from the next level,” Lucius said. 
 
    “I can’t believe that we are alive,” Ves said. 
 
    “What did I say?” Morgan grinned at them. “Now I need to find me that Annie Leonhart traitor and put an arrow through her eye.” Morgan closed his eyes, imagining it. 
 
    “Uh… Morgan?” Ves said. “Her name is Emily.” 
 
    “What? I know that,” Morgan frowned at her. 
 
    “But you said a different name,” Ves said slowly, as if she were speaking with a child. 
 
    “It’s… Urgh, never mind.” Goddamn ignorants. This is torture—no one gets my references! 
 
    Vall put his sheathed sword point to the ground and leaned over it. “You do realize that you can’t kill her?” 
 
    “Uh… Yes I can, I just pull back the string, let an arrow fly, and poof! It goes right through her eye. Boom, the traitor is dead!” 
 
    “No,” Vall said slowly. “I mean, you could, although even if she wasn’t fifteen levels above you and far stronger than you, it wouldn’t be a good idea. The Guiding Force does not allow killing among the ascendants. If you killed her, she would punish you, which is as good as killing you.” 
 
    “Say what now?” 
 
    “If you kill someone directly, the Guiding Force will give you a red glow that would mark you as a murderer… And the only people who can be killed without consequences are those with a red glow. You would be dead within a day.” 
 
    “But…” Morgan blinked. “Why would anyone want to kill me?” 
 
    It was now Vall’s turn to blink slowly at Morgan. “It doesn’t matter who you are; redmarked are fair game. Killing them gives you exp, and you are entitled to their gear.” 
 
    Morgan’s mouth opened, but no words came out. That can’t be right. I can’t get revenge? “But… I can’t kill her?” 
 
    “Not unless her Guild and the Guild you are in are in a declared war with each other. Only in those circumstances is killing between the ascended permitted.” 
 
    “Well that is a shit rule!” Morgan said angrily. “You are telling me that there is no way for us to get our revenge?” 
 
    “Not unless you join a Guild that is going to war with Glitter Force,” Vall said. 
 
    “You know what? No, nope, no, no, no, nope, I ain’t gonna let her get away. No one leaves me to die and then gets away with it. Especially not my nemesis,” Morgan said resolutely.  
 
    Lucius was standing near them, with a strange look on his face. Right, the Roman was crushing on the orc. Finally, Lucius spoke. “I do not think that it would be wise to pursue her, not only because of the rules, but because she is far above us in terms of strength as well.” 
 
    “We just fought off a manticore which was twice our level. One no one had managed to defeat in decades!” Morgan said. 
 
    The looks on the others’ faces was priceless. It was like it had only just occurred to them that they had done that. “Level isn’t everything,” Morgan said. “And I ain’t letting my nemesis get away!” 
 
    “Nemesis?” Ves asked. 
 
    “You know, sworn enemy? The bane of my existence?” 
 
    “I think that you are blowing this a bit out of proportion, Morgan,” Ves told him. “She didn’t come out specifically to kill us. She doesn’t care about us.” 
 
    Morgan pretended not to hear her. “Oh, I’ll get her one day!” He waved his fist at the sky. Wait. “Where the fuck are we?” Morgan said as he realized that the grove surrounding them was about a hundred meters across, and that there was a cliff just a bit further ahead. 
 
    The others looked around and then all of them walked over to the cliff, looking out at the forest spreading in front of them, and a large mountain range on their left to the east. 
 
    “Look!” Vall pointed in the distance. “I think that’s Terbon.” 
 
    Morgan squinted in the same direction, but he couldn’t see anything. “Where?” 
 
    “There to the southeast, and that means that over there”—Vall pointed to the mountain range and what looked to be a small cut in the mountain—“is the Howler Pass. Which means that we are on Reach.” 
 
    “On what now?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Reach. It’s a volcano.” 
 
    “We are on a volcano?” Morgan yelled out, making the others grimace. His voice echoed all around them. 
 
    “Please, Morgan…” Lucius started. “I know that it is hard for you to act like a normal person, but please try.” 
 
    Morgan did a double take. Did…did the Roman just throw shade at me? 
 
    Ves put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry. Reach has been inactive for a long time.” 
 
    “IT’S ACTIVE?” Morgan screamed. 
 
    Vall rolled his eyes. “She said it’s not active!” 
 
    “Oh.” Morgan calmed down—he might’ve overreacted. “Right, then.” 
 
    “Look over there,” Vall said, pointing. “I think that that’s a road down the mountain.” 
 
    Morgan glanced in the direction of Vall’s finger. There seemed to be something like a snaking path winding down the side of the mountain. It did not, however, look like anyone had used this path in a long, long time. 
 
    “We should start now. It will take us at least a day to reach Terbon,” Lucius said. 
 
    The other nodded. “Yes, if we hurry we might even get there before the Omen Guild leaves. We might even get a chance at joining now with our higher levels,” Vall said. 
 
    Morgan blinked. “What? You all still plan on joining a Guild, after what just happened?” 
 
    They looked at each other and then back at him. “Of course. We want to climb the levels and dive into the Tower, and there is no way to achieve that without the support of a Guild,” Vall said. 
 
    Morgan looked at Ves, but he could see that even she agreed with them. “We were just betrayed by one Guild, and then you said that the other is probably filled with racist douchebags—and you want to join that?” 
 
    “We have no choice!” Vall said angrily. “You are a chosen, you don’t understand. This is the way things are. If we don’t get a membership in the Omen Guild, we will just need to get through the pass and find a Guild that will have us further inland.” 
 
    “You’re right, I know little about this World,” Morgan said slowly. “But I know what a Guild is supposed to be. A place for friends, for people who help one another, not a place where those at the bottom are used by those at the top,” Morgan told him.  
 
    The Guild that he had been a part of in his world had been all that he’d had for a long time. People who he had never seen in person, but who he called friends—those people were the reason why he had gotten so far in life. Without them, he would’ve had nothing. 
 
    “And what would you have us do? Go solo? Without an adventurer’s mark we wouldn’t be given access anywhere in the continent that matters. We would be outcasts!” 
 
    Morgan looked at all three of them, and he could see that they were all in agreement. He put his hand in his BoH and pulled out an item. “Well, we have another choice.” Morgan held out the hearthstone that they had found in the dungeon. 
 
    He could see their expressions freeze. They looked at Morgan’s hand and the hearthstone as if they were seeing it for the first time. None of them had really allowed themselves to think on the loot that they had found; they had been facing certain death.  
 
    But now they were free. 
 
    “You,” Vall said slowly, “cannot be serious.” 
 
    “Why not? We have a hearthstone, and look at this place!” Morgan cast his hand around the grove, which was halfway up the dormant volcano. It was a flat surface, with a stream of water from a mountain spring; there were trees providing cover, and there was a way down the mountain side. It was a perfect place for a home—for a Guild. 
 
    “We don’t even know what kind of a hearthstone it is, what choices we will have,” Vall argued. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Morgan asked. “Look, we got some good loot down there. We got a chest full of gold, and another filled with class and ability stones.” He nodded at Ves and Lucius. “We have a hearthstone, and a good place to build a Guild Hold. A defensible place. And you said that this land isn’t claimed by any Guild.” Morgan gestured over the cliff at the vast area between the mountain range on the east and the ocean on the west, and the forest that was stretching before them. 
 
    “There aren’t many ascended here,” Lucius added. 
 
    “So what? I saw how those people live down there. We can help them, provide them with more. Some will surely want to become ascended and join us.” 
 
    “Emily was right you know,” Vall said. “Supporting low-level ascended is costly.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t want to be like her,” Morgan said. 
 
    “There is a reason why this area is not under Guild rule. Every Guild’s goal is to conquer the Tower, and for that they need to be closer to it,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Yeah, but there are dungeons and monsters all over, right?” Morgan asked. At their nods, Morgan continued. “Well, we grow here, get a good base, and then we start spreading out to the other side of the pass. You said that there are conflicts between the Guilds? That their territory changes?” 
 
    Lucius nodded. “Sometimes Guilds trade territory, and other times they give it away as gifts. And when one Guild wants to expand but has no other alternative…they might resort to war.” 
 
    “Well, then, that’s what we do,” Morgan said. 
 
    Vall looked at his suspiciously. “Are you only trying to convince us to do this so that you can start a war with Glitter Force and get your revenge?” 
 
    “Of course I am!” Morgan yelled out. “That traitor left us to die!” 
 
    Vall’s face grimaced in anger, but Lucius put his hand on his shoulder and stopped him. “Morgan is right.” 
 
    Vall looked at Lucius with disbelief on his face. “You agree with him? He can’t go two sentences without saying some nonsense.” 
 
    “Not about going to war with Glitter Force, that is clearly a stupid idea,” Lucius said. Hey! Morgan thought in his head. “But I believe him to be right about the Guilds in general. I have heard stories from my father about them. It is hard for low-level people to gain rank and advance. The Guild takes most of what you find, and you get only a little back. Sure, there is the support structure for growth, but mostly the low levels are there to support Tower or Dungeon dives for the high-level teams.” 
 
    “So we should start our own Guild?” Vall asked. “We don’t know the first thing about running a Guild!” 
 
    “Uh…” Morgan raised his hand. “I do.” 
 
    “What?” Vall asked. “You didn’t know what a Guild was ten days ago!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know much about Guilds in this world,” Morgan clarified. “But I had been running a Guild in my own world. It wasn’t exactly the same, but the principles can’t be all that different. And, well, you guys have the knowledge that I lack.” 
 
    Lucius turned to look at Vall. “He did have good plans in the dungeon. We survived because of him. We would’ve given up if it hadn’t been for him.” 
 
    “We don’t know how we escaped,” Vall added. 
 
    “Still, it was because of him that we are here now, alive,” Lucius said. He turned to look at Ves, who had been strangely quiet during their discussion. 
 
    Vestella looked torn between Vall and Morgan, but then she finally looked at her brother, took a deep breath and spoke. “I want to find out what happened to our parents, but I also want to get stronger. I want to climb the Tower. And we have a chance to do it on our own, without needing to depend on anyone else.” 
 
    Vall scowled at Morgan and he could see the moment when Vallsorim relented. “Fine. We can always leave the Guild, I guess.” “Great decision, you won’t regret it!” Morgan said. 
 
    Vall looked away and muttered something darkly under his breath. 
 
    “What was that?” Morgan asked cheerily. 
 
    “Nothing,” Vall said, a look of resignation on his face. 
 
    Morgan ignored him and turned to look at the strange stone, turning it in his hands. “So… How does this thing work again?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of speaking with the group, he had a general idea of what to do. Although none of them knew exactly how it worked, they did know that the hearthstone should be placed on the spot where one wanted to construct the Guild Hold.  
 
    So they moved through the grove, looking for a good spot. Morgan gathered that using the hearthstone should be similar to entering soul space, and that he would have a menu where he could choose what type of a Guild Hold he wanted to build. They also told him that it could be upgraded later. 
 
    Morgan tried to use Inspect on it, but sadly a hearthstone seemed to be beyond his abilities. 
 
    After several minutes of searching the grove, which was maybe two hundred meters across—almost a plateau—they decided to use it next to the mountainside. Everyone gathered around Morgan, and he looked intently at the hearthstone. 
 
    After about a minute of him staring at it, Lucius coughed. “Are you doing it?” 
 
    Morgan scowled at him. “Of course I am,” Morgan said, and reinforced his efforts. Then he felt something at the edge of his senses. He pushed through and suddenly felt a sensation similar to entering the soul space. A moment later he and the others were standing in the same kind of endless void as the soul space—except there was no Sabila here. 
 
    Instead, there was a large screen in front of him. “It worked!” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of several people all entering the same soul space,” Lucius said. 
 
    “I don’t think that this is a soul space,” Ves said. 
 
    “Wait, we are still in a group right? That might be why,” Morgan said. 
 
    “It could be,” Lucius agreed. 
 
    Morgan peered at the screen, seeing what looked like a selection menu. There were several options: some were even grayed out, others were colored in red, and others still seemed available. He saw that there were requirements for many which were red, things that they didn’t have. Each of the choices had a picture of a building next to it, each in different styles, and beside each was a list of add-ons that the building had. 
 
    “Look at that,” Ves said, pointing at the green one. “It says material requirements met, and then that energy cost is increased because of…no refined materials?” 
 
    Morgan looked at the material requirements. It needed 500 lumber, but they didn’t have any of that. “It says here”—Morgan pointed to the side to another window—“that materials can be found in a large radius. I think that it counts the raw materials around us, the rock and the trees, but since they are not refined it requires more power?” 
 
    “That makes sense, but what is energy cost?” Lucius asked. “There are a few options here where we have enough materials but not enough energy.” 
 
    “There.” Vall pointed to the text near the materials. “It says ‘collective amount of energy—5455.’” 
 
    “Does that mean that it will take the energy from us?” Morgan asked. He had been surprised when he came to the World that there were no numerical values for health and energy, but it looked like they could be quantifiable—which begged the question why they weren’t represented. “You know what?” Morgan started. “I think that it counts all the ascension crystals that we have on us. I doubt that we would have enough energy to build this.” 
 
    “That might be a problem, if it spends all of them,” Vall said. 
 
    “Do all of you have more than a week of life left?” Morgan asked. The rest of the group nodded. “That’s enough, then. We can find some monsters between now and then.” 
 
    “Still, we need to choose. These are all so different. See the buffs that they give?” Ves pointed. 
 
    Morgan nodded, and took a look. The buffs ranged from increased regeneration while out of combat to bonuses on stats. Morgan could now see why Guild buffs were important. 
 
    “All right, let’s each choose one which we think would be the best, and then we will chose from those.” The others nodded and started looking. Morgan did the same. He looked both at the buffs, the appearances, and which add-ons could be purchased. It looked like there was really an insane amount of upgrades available, enough that a Guild Hold could expand to become a city in itself; which was what the others had told him, but he hadn’t really believed them. Each design had furniture in it, but Morgan didn’t see any requirements for that anywhere, so he wasn’t sure if it was included. In the end, he found one which he thought was good for what he had in mind.  
 
    All of them pointed out their choices and Morgan looked them over. 
 
    Lucius’s choice was a building buried inside the rock: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  BURROWED DEEP 
  
       	  LVL 1 GUILD HOLD 
  
      
 
       
       	  Requirements 
  
       	  Amount 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lumber 
  
       	  x100 
  
      
 
       
       	  Logs 
  
       	  x50 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stone bricks 
  
       	  x600 
  
      
 
       
       	  Iron 
  
       	  x50 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    From what Morgan could see it was a very basic design, with very little requirements. The building had five chambers, one central and four adjacent, one of which was a forge, one a sleeping room, and the last two were a storage area and what looked like a kitchen. It gave a buff of increased affinity with earth and water alignments and a bonus to strength of +1. 
 
    The next one was Vall’s, which was something resembling a castle: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  GREY KEEP 
  
       	  LVL 1 GUILD HOLD 
  
      
 
       
       	  Requirements 
  
       	  Amount 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lumber 
  
       	  x200 
  
      
 
       
       	  Logs 
  
       	  x20 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stone bricks 
  
       	  x800 
  
      
 
       
       	  Iron 
  
       	  x150 
  
      
 
       
       	  Water source 
  
       	  x1 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    This one was a bit more interesting, mostly because it looked like it had some kind of water-delivery system and sewage removal. It was two square buildings connected with a bridge. One building had four rooms, while the other had one large hall and one smaller kitchen and a scouting tower on top of it. It gave them a buff to air and earth alignments and a bonus to constitution of +1. 
 
    Ves’s was interesting as well: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  GREAT FORGE 
  
       	  LVL 1 GUILD HOLD 
  
      
 
       
       	  Requirements 
  
       	  Amount 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lumber 
  
       	  x600 
  
      
 
       
       	  Logs 
  
       	  x80 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stone bricks 
  
       	  x1000 
  
      
 
       
       	  Iron 
  
       	  x250 
  
      
 
       
       	  Water source 
  
       	  x1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Magma source 
  
       	  x1 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The volcano might be stable, but knowing that there was still magma down there made him shiver. Still, this hold was interesting, as it had an underground forge system which used magma and a water source for power. It also had a heating system. Above it on the ground it had a smaller building with one hall, one sleeping room and kitchen. The buff that it gave was for increased affinity with fire and metal alignments and a bonus to constitution of +1. 
 
    The last was his own choice: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  HALL OF MYTHS 
  
       	  LVL 1 GUILD HOLD 
  
      
 
       
       	  Requirements 
  
       	  Amount 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lumber 
  
       	  x1500 
  
      
 
       
       	  Logs 
  
       	  x300 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stone bricks 
  
       	  x600 
  
      
 
       
       	  Iron 
  
       	  x100 
  
      
 
       
       	  Water source 
  
       	  x1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Guardian Anchor 
  
       	  x1 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    This one had caught his eye because of the last requirement, which they met. After a closer look he learned that a Guardian was a beast that guards the hold, and could be upgraded later on—and the heart of the manticore filled that requirement. The hold also had some type of water-delivery system; it didn’t seem as extensive as the others, but it was there, at least. The base structure resembled a mead hall, or rather it looked almost exactly like Meduseld, the hall of Rohan from The Lord of the Rings. This immediately made Morgan suspicious; he knew that Oxy said that he played games, but could he be a movie fan also? He shook his head. It didn’t really matter.  
 
    The hall was slightly different on the inside. About halfway in there was a wall that separated the kitchen and the bathing room in the back from the hall proper, and it had a loft which had three rooms. The Hall of Myths also had three supporting structures attached at its sides. One was a round structure which was designated as a magic workshop. Morgan couldn’t resist that, as he really wanted to start experimenting with his enchanting. The other one was a forge, though one not as big or as complex as the others. The last building was a storage room of some kind.  
 
    The Hall of Myths also gave them a buff for increased affinity with spirits and another one for increased affinity with nature and metal alignments. 
 
    Each of them looked over their choices, and thought about what they wanted to do. 
 
    “Yours is the costliest,” Vall told Morgan once they had the chance to think. “And it requires most of our energy. Almost everything that we have available.” 
 
    “But it’s worth it; it’s the largest one, and the Guardian will be extremely useful. Especially since we will need to be away from the Guild Hold for an extended periods of time.” 
 
    Vall nodded, agreeing. “I didn’t think of that. You are right, we will need to go and hunt monsters, expand our domain. Until we recruit more ascended, it is just the four of us.” 
 
    Lucius looked unsure. “I’m not sure that spending all those resources would be wise. We can always upgrade the hold, but if we use up all the resources around us now, it will be harder to transport from far away.” 
 
    “Still, the Hall of Myths seems the best of these options,” Ves added. 
 
    “I’m not disagreeing,” Lucius said. “I’m just pointing out possible problems.” 
 
    “The guardian is what I think is drawing me to this one,” Morgan said. 
 
    “The others could be upgraded to have a guardian,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Sure, but it costs more to add it after. Here it is already the part of the package.” 
 
    “Very well, Morgan,” Lucius said. “If you all agree that this is the one, then I agree as well.” 
 
    “Great,” Morgan said, and picked the Hall of Myths. The screen flashed and then another replaced it, asking them to create a crest for their Guild. They debated for a while, looking at the ones that were available. 
 
    “How about a manticore head?” Ves suggested. 
 
    Everyone liked that idea, so they found a manticore symbol for the front, made it black, and placed it on a red shield. After that, it was the time to choose a Guild name. 
 
    “What did you say that the name of this mountain was?” Morgan asked after they couldn’t decide for a few minutes. 
 
    “Reach,” Ves answered. 
 
    “How about Skyreach?” Morgan asked. 
 
    The others thought it over.  
 
    “Skyreach…” Lucius said. “I like it. It means our base, and it means reaching for the sky. Yes, it is a good name.” 
 
    The rest agreed as well, and they put in the name. They next it asked them to chose a Guild Master and the Guild Leaders. Guild Leaders seemed to be something similar to officers, and after a short discussion all of them agreed to put Morgan as the Guild Master. He assured them that he knew what he was doing, and the others weren’t confident in their own abilities. And so they put Morgan as the Guild Master and the rest as Guild Leaders. Once they accepted that, Morgan felt a burning sensation on his hand. He looked at it and saw the manticore’s head symbol appear on the back of his hand. The hell? What kind of Fairy Tail anime bullshit is this?  
 
    “What the hell is this?” Morgan asked the others, who didn’t seem all that surprised. 
 
    “It’s our adventurer’s mark,” Vall told him.  
 
    “Wait, the enemy didn’t have one,” Morgan said. 
 
    Vall looked at him in confusion until he realized who Morgan was talking about. “Ah, Emily was wearing gauntlets, so you couldn’t see it.” 
 
    Morgan grumbled, and then another screen flashed before them. 
 
    They read it in confusion. 
 
    “‘Place the hearthstone on the ground and step away’? The hell does that mean?” Morgan asked—and then they were yanked back into the real world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were standing in a circle with Morgan holding the hearthstone. 
 
    “Uh… Why is this thing flashing?” Morgan said as blue light seemed to pulse from the stone in his hand. “And now it is getting warmer,” Morgan said, and then dropped it on the ground as it became too hot. 
 
    They stood there for a moment and looked at it, and then Morgan remembered the message. 
 
    “I think that we should start walking away.” He started backing off. 
 
    They didn’t reach more than ten paces before a black cloud exploded out of the hearthstone, spreading widely and quickly. “Run!” 
 
    They turned around and started running. They reached the spring and then climbed up on the boulder from which it was flowing out of. They watched in equal parts horror and fascination as the cloud spread over the plateau, devouring trees, cutting them up and carrying them off. Part of the cloud pushed into the mountain rock and started excavating resources. In mere moments, the cloud moved over the cliffs and down into the forests, bringing up more materials. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that something?” Morgan asked.  
 
    No one answered him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took the cloud almost an hour to finish the construction. They watched on in fascination, and once it was finished it contracted and then shot into the hall, even closing the door behind itself. 
 
    They jumped of their watching place and started walking toward their new Guild Hold. The grove had changed a lot. There were still a few trees here and there, but most of them were gone, as if they were never there; there was in fact no evidence of them ever having been there. The stream now had something that looked like a dam, and a system that carried the water to the base of the hall. As they approached the hall there was a short stretch of stairs, about five, as the entire hall was raised on a foundation of stone. They could see the side of the mountain not far away from the hall, and a large portion of it was hollowed out, creating a kind of open cave. Somehow, it looked as if it were a natural formation. 
 
    As soon as they climbed up the stairs a large shape dropped from the roof right in front of them. 
 
    “Argh!” Morgan screamed like a little girl as the manticore sniffed in his direction. The others had similar reactions, but when it didn’t attack, they calmed down. 
 
    “I guess that this is the guardian?” Vall asked, looking at it in askance. 
 
    Morgan nodded and used his Inspect on him. 
 
      
 
    Skyreach guardian LVL 10 
 
      
 
    “Yup, that’s it,” Morgan said and approached the monster. He looked exactly the same as the manticore that they had fought in the dungeon. He looked at Morgan warily, but Morgan was close enough that he could put his arm on the manticore—which he did. 
 
    “Who’s a good boy?” Morgan whispered as he scratched his neck, then behind his horns, and then over his shoulder. The large cat-like horned beast purred. “Yeah, you’re a good boy.” 
 
    He turned back only to see the other look at him with mouth agape. “What?” 
 
    “You are insane, you know that, right?” Vall asked. 
 
    Ves strode forward despite her brother’s attempts to catch her and came to stand next to Morgan. She reached out with a hand tentatively. Morgan gave her a smile of encouragement and she put her palm on the manticore. 
 
    “He’s so warm,” Ves said with a voice full of wonder. 
 
    “You know what?” Vall said. “You two deserve each other.” 
 
    Morgan grinned at Vall from behind Ves’s back, and then showed him his tongue. Vall’s face turned red, but Morgan turned to Ves before he could say anything. “So, what should we name him?” 
 
    Ves looked at the manticore for a moment or two, and nodded. “How about Rann?” 
 
    “Rann,” Morgan said, looking at the great beast. “Do you like that, boy?” 
 
    The manticore purred even louder. 
 
    “Rann it is, then,” Morgan said. “Come on, let’s go inside.” 
 
    They all walked into the hall, and Morgan was struck by how similar it looked to the hall he was familiar with in The Lord of the Rings movies. The long hall was shorter than the one in the movies had been, but there were also benches and tables to the side, as well as a large fireplace on the right side. At the end of the hall was the hearthstone, which had grown and changed color. They approached it and Morgan saw that it now came up to his hip. It was a sphere, set into a short stone-and-wood pedestal. It was now red in color, and on top of it was the symbol of their Guild: the black manticore’s head. Rann sniffed at it and then walked around it before lying down next to it, putting his head on his paws and closing his eyes. 
 
    Morgan put his hand on the hearthstone and a screen popped out in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Skyreach hearthstone — Hall of Myths Hold LVL 1 — Tier 1 Guild 
 
      
 
    Below he could see two bars, all reading 0% from 100%: one for the level, another for the Tier. He didn’t know what the difference was, but it wasn’t all that important right then. Below that he could see the upgrade screen, with additional structures, walls, and many other add-ons available. They didn’t have the energy to build any of them. Morgan blinked and dismissed the screen before turning to the others and telling them what he had seen. They each tried for themselves, and saw the same thing, but they didn’t have the options to use anything. Only Morgan, as the Guild Master, seemed capable of actually picking the add-ons to build. They turned from the hearthstone and explored further. 
 
    Behind the hearthstone was a wall that separated the hall from the rest of the building. There was a small doorway on the right side with curtains covering it. They moved through it and entered a small corridor that went from one side of the building to the other. To the left were the stairs that led to the loft, and in front of them were two doors, one leading to the kitchen and the other to the baths. 
 
    Morgan took a deep breath. “All right, people.” He turned to look at the others. “We have a lot of work to do, so let’s go through every room, and the other buildings, and see what we are missing. We need a list. Tomorrow we will start for Terbon.” 
 
    They split off and started exploring. Ves stayed with him, and once the others were out of the hearing range she leaned in close and whispered in his ear. “So, want to pick a bedroom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They picked the largest bedroom, what looked like to be the master bedroom. Morgan figured that it was okay; he was the Guild Master and, well, there were two of them. Vestella had made it clear that they were going to be living together, and it wasn’t like he was against that. 
 
    They were lying on the bed, cuddled up to each other, and Morgan was looking at the beams above him, thinking. If there was one thing that he hated more than anything in the world, it was traitors. He still couldn’t believe that that villain had tricked them and left them to die. He hated people like her, those who used others without a care, those to whom lives of others were worth nothing. His step-father had been like that, a monster who used and abused his mother and him. He lied, and took from them what he wanted, confident in his belief that he was untouchable. Until Morgan put a knife in him.  
 
    Emily was the same, and she would pay the same. Not just because of what she had done to them, but because Morgan knew that they were not the first. 
 
    He reached out with his hand in the air and closed a fist, imagining crushing Emily in his palm. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Ves asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Morgan said. 
 
    Ves raised up on her elbows and looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “You looked like you were thinking about something intense.” 
 
    Morgan thought about lying, but he figured he shouldn’t lie to her. “I was thinking about her.” 
 
    Ves narrowed her eyes, but there was no confusion on her face. She knew exactly who he meant. “Are you sure that it is such a good idea to focus so much on her? You are becoming obsessed.” 
 
    “She left us to die.” 
 
    “Are you really planning on starting a war with Glitter Force?” 
 
    “Pff,” Morgan said. “Of course not. War is an inefficient way of getting revenge. No, we will grow, get strong… And then I will slowly dismantle her Guild. If she goes to another, we will follow. Buy up their territory, put pressure on their allies, crush them slowly. And then, when they are on their last breath, I will look her in the eyes and laugh.” 
 
    Ves chuckled. “You might even manage to do that.” 
 
    “Of course I will.” 
 
    They lay there for a while before Ves sat up. “Morgan, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “Shoot,” Morgan said. 
 
    She turned to face him, and then pointed at her scar, the one that ran from below her navel up to her ribs. “I got this scar when I was sixteen years old. Vallsorim and I tried to ascend then. We were young, and stupid. We went into the wilderness and stumbled into a goblin ambush. We managed to escape with our lives, but…I was hurt. We couldn’t get back to our village, not with me being so hurt, so Vall went to find help. He was lucky enough that he stumbled on a small adventurers’ group, and they had a healer with them. He brought them back to me, and the man healed me. But he wasn’t a high-level healer, so he couldn’t fix everything.” She grew quiet then. Morgan realized that she was struggling with this, so he didn’t push. 
 
    “I… I can’t have children, Morgan,” she said finally. 
 
    “Oh,” Morgan said. He hadn’t even thought about that; hadn’t ever thought about having children. And once he had come into this world, well… 
 
    “I wanted to tell you before, but I was scared. And I completely understand if you don’t want to have me as an amri now, I just…” A single tear flowed over her cheek. 
 
    “No, Ves. It’s all right, I don’t care about that. I want you,” Morgan said quickly, reaching out to her. 
 
    “Really?” she whispered. 
 
    “Of course—I mean, I never really thought about having kids. And, well, if we ever really want to have them, we can always adopt, I guess.” 
 
    She threw herself at him and burrowed her head in his neck. Morgan ran his hand through her hair, calming her. 
 
    “Or we could get a domri?” she asked quietly. Damn it, why can’t I handle tears? 
 
    “Sure, whatever you want,” Morgan said. The hell is a domri? Not that it matters; if she wants it, I will get it for her. 
 
    Ves nodded weakly and hugged him tightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometime later they had gathered back in what they were now calling the Grand Hall. Rann was sleeping next to the hearthstone, and the four of them were sitting at the table. They had some lumber in the storage room, and had started a fire in the fireplace, and were eating some of the food that they had left over from before they started the dungeon. 
 
    They had made an extensive list for what they needed. They had no food in the kitchen’s pantry, and while the bedrooms had beds—good ones, as Ves and Morgan could attest to—and some bare essentials, they needed more. Ves had taken the role of their treasurer, saying something about leading their household, and she had assured him that they had enough funds from the chest they had recovered to buy everything that they needed and still have more than half left. Vall had looked in the forge, and while it had all the equipment he expected a forge would need, none of them knew how to use one. So Morgan had assigned Vall with recruitment—they were going to try and find a smith, and a few other people for a few other positions. 
 
    “I don’t know about accepting non-ascended,” Vall said when Morgan had brought it up. 
 
    “Why not?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “They can’t join the Guild unless they are ascended, and if they aren’t in then they can betray us.” 
 
    “The other Guild don’t hire non-ascended?” 
 
    “They do, in a manner of speaking. Mostly for resource gathering and such. They don’t have them in any really important positions, and certainly not in the Guild Hold itself.” 
 
    “Wait, are there any rules for killing non-ascended?” 
 
    “No,” Lucius said. “That is one of the reasons why most ascended look down on the non-ascended. It has created some problems in the past. Closer to the Tower, the non-ascended are basically slaves.” 
 
    “What kind of rules are those?” 
 
    “The rules are the rules,” Vall said. 
 
    Morgan shook his head, thinking about how best to populate their Guild Hold. A thought occurred to him. “Wait, so the ascended who work in the Guild Holds, they don’t go out and hunt monsters?” 
 
    “No, the Guild provides them with ascension crystals to survive, and they serve the Guild. Most are usually those who want to stop or couldn’t handle the hunting. They are rarely high levels.” 
 
    “All right, then, we will look for people who are willing to ascend. I assume that a level-one ascended can join the Guild?” 
 
    “Yes, but in order for anyone to ascend they will need to learn a class,” Vall said. 
 
    “It might be good for Lucius and you to teach them the Soldier class.” 
 
    “Why?” Vall asked, and Lucius’s eyebrow quirked up. 
 
    “It is an overall warrior class, and even if they don’t want to go and level, they could be useful as soldiers in case of an attack on the Guild. I don’t want to teach them something like Hunting or Enchanting, not at the start at least, and even then maybe just for a few of them, so that we might have some hunters and such.” 
 
    Lucius and Vall nodded. “That makes sense,” Vall said. 
 
    “Good, then you two will be in charge of finding non-ascended who are willing to join the Guild. Get them to the hold and then train them enough to ascend. I assume that they don’t really need to kill a monster, just eat a crystal?” 
 
    Vall nodded. 
 
    “We will need to go out and hunt some monsters, get enough ascension crystals for us and the others,” Morgan said. The ascension crystals that they’d had been spent to create the hold, along with the manticore heart that Morgan had. They had just disappeared from their inventories. Now they were basically living on borrowed time. Thankfully all of them had more than a month of life left. “Wait, how long will it take for the dungeon to respawn?” 
 
    Lucius answered him. “A day, two at the most.” 
 
    “Good, any people that want to ascend and are willing to fight should be taken through the dungeon both for the leveling and to gather loot. You and Vall can do that once we find enough people. Without the manticore boss, of course.” 
 
    They nodded their heads.  
 
    “Now, Terbon is the closest settlement, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ves said. 
 
    “And it is ruled by a non-ascended mayor or something like that?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Ves answered. 
 
    “Well, then, our first order of business is to bring the town under our rule,” Morgan said. 
 
    “And how are we going to do that, exactly?” Vall asked. 
 
    “Easy—we will offer protection from monsters, allowing them to expand their farms beyond the sight of their walls. In return they will give us a portion of their produce, maybe pay a tax. We’ll see what kind of a deal we can strike with their rulers.” 
 
    “There are a lot of monsters out there in the wilderness,” Lucius said. 
 
    “We will start small, with one town. We clear all the monsters around them, and by then I hope that we have some more ascended recruits which we will then send on patrols. After, as we grow, we expand,” Morgan said. 
 
    Vall was looking at him strangely, and then he spoke. “You really know how to do this.” 
 
    Morgan grinned at him. “Doubted me, didn’t ya?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not hard to doubt you. I mean half the time I wonder if you are sane or not.” 
 
    “Hah, don’t worry. I wonder the same thing.” 
 
    Somehow that didn’t seem to have reassured Vall. 
 
    “Now, we have another thing to deal with,” Morgan said and nodded at Lucius. 
 
    The Roman pulled out a chest that they found in the dungeon. 
 
    “Are we going to take a chance?” Ves asked, referring to the class stones. 
 
    “No, I am hoping that my Inspect skill is high enough now to tell which class they are,” Morgan answered. 
 
    Lucius opened the chest and Morgan looked at the stones and used his skill. Suddenly his eyes widened as a screen jumped in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  CLASS 
  
       	  REQUIREMENT 
  
      
 
       
       	  Blade Dancer 
  
       	  Knight/Rogue—Soldier (Discipline, Domination) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Outrider 
  
       	  Soldier/Archer—Scout (Discipline, Domination) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arcane Ranger 
  
       	  Hunter/Archer—Enchanter/ Wizard 
  (Discipline, Domination) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Juggernaut 
  
       	  Soldier—Knight 
  (Domination) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Spellguard 
  
       	  Mage/Wizard—Knight (Discipline) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Eldritch Knight 
  
       	  Mage/Enchanter—Knight 
  (Discipline, Domination) 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Morgan relayed what he had seen to the group. The ability stones were paired with the class stones, two each. They discussed the classes. They still didn’t know what the classes did, but they were all upgrade classes, which meant that they should be more powerful. They could tell a bit about each class based on what requirements they had and their names.  
 
    Not everyone could use every stone. Some had a single class that was required and several options for the second. Others had stricter and others looser requirements. Lucius could use only the Blade Dancer skill, since he was a Soldier/Rogue, and the Soldier class was required, while the second could be either the Knight or Rogue, and any alignment. Vallsorim could use either the Blade Dancer or the Juggernaut, since he had the Domination alignment. Ves could use either the Spellguard or Eldritch Knight with her Knight/Mage class and Discipline alignment. Morgan, on the other hand, could use only the Arcane Ranger, and the Outrider was the only one that would be useless for any of them. 
 
    He knew that the class would change depending on which class and alignment you already had. There were a lot of possibilities. But still, he was interested in the Arcane Ranger class. 
 
    “We could wait,” Ves offered. “We don’t need to upgrade our classes right now.” 
 
    “It would make us far more powerful,” Vall added. 
 
    “I vote for us to use them,” Morgan said. He knew that there were more upgrades later on; he didn’t really know much about them, but still. And the more he thought about it, the more he liked the name of Arcane Ranger. 
 
    “Me too,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Well, I do like the sound of Juggernaut. And I had been planning on going for an offensive two-handed build, which this looks like it is. It is even only reserved for Domination alignments; clearly, it is suited for offense,” Vall said. 
 
    Lucius picked up the Blade Dancer stone. It was fortunate that Vallsorim hadn’t been interested in that one. “That means that I get this one. I had planned on finding a Duelist teacher once I had joined a Guild, but this sounds like something in the same vein.” 
 
    Ves looked at the two stones available to her. “I had planned on going down a more defensive route, and both of these seem like they are that. I just don’t know which one to choose.” 
 
    “Take the Eldritch Knight,” Morgan suggested. 
 
    Ves raised an eyebrow. “You know something about it?” 
 
    “Nope, it just sounds cooler.” Morgan grinned. 
 
    Ves shook her head, but she did take the Eldritch Knight stone. 
 
    Finally, Morgan reached out and took the Arcane Ranger stone. He swallowed it and felt a warmth spread through his body, and then he reached out and took the two ability stones and swallowed those as well. The others followed suit. 
 
    A window popped up in front of his face. 
 
      
 
    CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE SUCCESSFULLY UPGRADED YOUR CLASS! YOU ARE NOW AN ARCANE RANGER! 
 
      
 
    Morgan noticed that on his character screen he no longer saw his Hunter/Enchanter classes, but instead saw only the Arcane Ranger class. His old skills and abilities didn’t change, but he did get a bonus to his stats and some new skills and an ability, plus another two abilities from the stones. 
 
    His new skill was Energy Manipulation I: Allows the user to manipulate his or her own energy and shape it into various forms (efficiency and skill increases with rank and intellect). Morgan raised an eyebrow at that.  
 
    The second one was Arcane Mark I: User can mark up to two targets with his or her energy at up to 30 paces. A release of energy will home in at these targets for up to ten seconds after they have been marked (range and duration increases with rank and will). 
 
    Well, that is useful as all hell. Morgan hoped that Energy Manipulation meant what he thought it meant. If he had to go based on his new abilities, then he most certainly was correct. He had gained one ability from his new class, Energy Arrow I: User manipulates his or her energy to create an arrow of whichever alignment he possesses, which can be fired like a regular arrow, dealing magical damage (damage increases with intellect and rank, cost decreases with will and rank). 
 
    Hell yeah! The two abilities that he had gotten from his stones were even more impressive. Rain of Arrows I: User fires an arrow into the sky which detonates and sends a rain of smaller arrows to the ground—requires Energy Manipulation (damage increases with intellect and rank, cost decreases with will and rank).  
 
    And the other one was Exploding Arrow I: user can charge a regular arrow to explode and deal alignment damage (damage increases with intellect and rank, cost decreases with will and rank). 
 
    Seeing the type of abilities and skills that he had received, Morgan figured that the requirements of the Enchanting or Wizard class probably had something to do with manipulation of energy. Both the Enchanting and Wizard classes required an ascendant to have a greater control over their inner energy. As far as he knew the Mage class relied on contracts with spirits and elementals, so it made sense for one of the other two to be a requirement. Morgan took a look at his screens—his attributes had gotten a nice bonus as well. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  STRENGTH 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  AGILITY 
  
       	  (22+1) 23 
  
      
 
       
       	  CONSTITUTION 
  
       	  15 
  
      
 
       
       	  INTELLECT 
  
       	  (17+2) 19 
  
      
 
       
       	  WILL 
  
       	  (20+1) 21 
  
      
 
       
       	  WISDOM 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  CHARISMA 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  LUCK 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  SKILLS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hand-to-Hand Combat II (previous life experience) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weapons I (previous life experience) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Language-Basic (The World beginner skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Elemental Alignment-Nature IV(+one rank, Guild buff) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Archery V 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunting I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Lore III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skinning I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enchanting III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Inspect III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Energy Manipulation I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arcane Mark I 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  ABILITIES 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scatter Shot II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Piercing Shot I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sight II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sense I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Infusion IV 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Siphon II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Energy Arrow I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rain of Arrows I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Exploding Arrow I 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He was almost at the threshold for intellect. He wondered what that would feel like; both Agility and Will were very different but incredible experiences. Morgan closed his screens and took a look around the table. The looks on the others faces told him that they too were more than happy that they had decided to upgrade right now.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, they started their trip for Terbon. They left Rann to guard the hold, and had told him to make sure to “dissuade” anyone if they came and tried to steal their stuff. The manticore seemed to understand their words, and when they left he jumped up on the roof of the hold and watched his surroundings. It was also bound to the hearthstone, and didn’t need to eat or sleep, as it got all of its power from the stone itself. 
 
    They set a brisk pace, trying to get to the city as fast as possible. But, like always, Morgan just had the worst luck. Just two hours after they left Reach, they stumbled into an goblin ambush. Lucius noticed them first and yelled out a warning as he jumped to the side to evade a thrown spear. Morgan raised his bow and summoned an energy arrow, he could feel the energy move through his body from his core up through his chest and into his fingertips. He pulled the string back as a green arrow formed in his hand, then he let it loose at one of the charging goblins. The green arrow flew through the air in a straight line and impacted the creature’s chest and a shower of green energy washed over it from the wound, dropping it to the floor. 
 
    Ves blocked a spear with her shield and then stabbed a goblin that was charging her in the chest. As she pulled out her sword, the blood from the wound followed her blade, flowing over it and then over her body to coat her chest, forearms, and shins, as well as some of her helmet, and then it crystallized. As another goblin tried to rush her, Lucius danced over and slashed one of its legs clear off before taking off its head. 
 
    Vall rushed the tree line and the goblins hiding there, letting out a loud bellow which froze every goblin on the field. Morgan put another two energy arrows in the stunned goblins as he heard sounds of carnage from Vall’s direction. The energy arrow was an amazing ability—with it, he didn’t really need to worry about losing his arrows, although he could fire maybe twenty before coming close to exhaustion. And that was without using any of his other abilities, which was why he had his regular arrows in the quiver at his side. He had even enchanted about half of them with decaying and binding effects. 
 
    Quickly enough, they finished the goblins off. Morgan glanced at the exp that they gained from the encounter and frowned. 
 
    “What? There were at least two dozen of them, and I got only eighty experience!” 
 
    “We are higher levels now, so we get less experience for low-level enemies,” Ves told him. 
 
    Morgan frowned and then took a look at her, all covered in blood-red crystallized armor. “You look hot,” he said before he could think better of it. 
 
    Ves turned bright red underneath her helmet, and Vall groaned as he walked back from the tree line. “Must you be like that?” 
 
    “Sorry, but she is.” Morgan grinned at him, eliciting a look of disgust from Vall. 
 
    “Let’s gather this loot. We need the ascension crystals, and perhaps we can sell some of this,” Lucius said. Morgan nodded. They had emptied their bags and left everything that they didn’t need back at the Guild Hold. They had even found a few more bags in the storeroom which they brought along. They started putting the loot from the goblins into one of the bags, and Morgan then put it in his bag of holding which was now empty. 
 
    “I wonder what this large of a party was doing here,” Vall said as they finished and started on their way. “We cleared out the den; that should’ve lessened their presence here. Monsters outside of the dungeons or the tower don’t really respawn.” 
 
    The rest of them shrugged. They didn’t have an answer. 
 
    They continued on their way, undisturbed until late in the afternoon, when they walked right into the path of a large bear which looked almost exactly like an grizzly bear, except that its fur was red. It had a goblin arrow sticking out of its back and was completely enraged. It charged right at them as soon as it saw them. 
 
    Ves stepped forward, the blood armor on her body turning back to liquid and flowing to her shield before exploding forward as a large lance of frozen blood. It hit the bear in the shoulder and broke, leaving a piece in. The bear didn’t even notice it, however, as it rose up on its hind legs and swiped at Ves with his massive paw. Ves caught the attack on the shield and it sent her skidding across the ground, but she kept on her feet. 
 
    Lucius sent a blade of air cutting into the bear’s side, making it roar and turn around toward him. In response, Lucius simply turned around and ran. Morgan pulled a binding arrow and fired at it. The arrow hit it in the hip and roots grew out of it, binding the bear in place. 
 
    Vall jumped forward, his sword flaring with fire, and he stabbed it in the side. The bear screamed and thrashed around, but Vall just pushed his scorching sword deeper inside. Morgan formed an energy arrow and then added more power to it, took careful aim, and then let it fly. The arrow struck the bear in the throat and then exploded in a small flash of green energy, taking with it half of the bear’s throat and its lower jaw. The bear dropped to the ground, dead. 
 
    “Well, that was new,” Morgan said after a while. 
 
    Ves approached the bear and looked at it for a moment, then turned to look at Morgan. “Can you get me its heart?” 
 
    “Uh…” Morgan started as he walked over. “Sure. What for?” 
 
    “I think that this is a very good opportunity for me to bind a spirit familiar,” Ves said. 
 
    Morgan raised an eyebrow. He knew that the Mage class in this world dealt with spirits and making contracts with elements, and it looked like the Eldritch Knight class had inherited some of that. Morgan nodded, then pulled out his knife and started cutting. 
 
    Once he got his lady her heart, he turned to the bear and started harvesting a few other things that could be useful, like its fur, teeth, and claws. Meanwhile, Ves was bent over the thing’s heart and was focusing on something. 
 
    By the time that Morgan finished, Ves looked like she had been running all day. She was sweating and shaking. Morgan was just about to ask if she was all right, when she released a breath and relaxed. He could see a flash of red energy pass through her and she stood up. She looked at them and then extended her sword arm—red energy flew out of it and then grew larger until it took the shape of a large ethereal bear. Eventually its ethereality slowly diminished, leaving only a faint glow. The bear looked at them and then roared.  
 
    Morgan, Lucius, and Vall had their weapons up and ready. 
 
    Ves laughed out loud and walked over to the bear, putting her hand on its head. She tapped it and it turned back to mist and flowed into her. “I’m too tired to keep him out for long, but I think that he will be a great addition to the team.” Ves grinned at them. 
 
    Vall just shook his head and sheathed his sword. “We should make camp, it’s almost night.” 
 
    “Huh,” Morgan said as he noticed an notification in the corner of his eye. 
 
    “What is it?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “My Skinning skill just went up a rank.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Lucius said, and turned toward the others. 
 
    The others set out to make camp, while Morgan cut up some meat from the bear for dinner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They reached Terbon around noon on the next day—after they had fought against another two goblin raids, each about a dozen goblins strong. They were all a bit on edge from the trip. Once they approached the gates, they noticed that there were about six guards there, wearing their mismatched armor and what looked to be woodcutting axes for weapons. As soon as they saw them, their eyes widened and filled with hope. 
 
    “Oh, thank the Great Lord!” the one in the lead, a tall fellow with a thin mustache, said. “Our runners managed to catch you?” 
 
    “Uh…” Morgan and the group looked at each other in confusion. “I think that you have us confused with someone else.” 
 
    The guard stepped forward. “You are ascended, right? From the Omen Guild?” 
 
    “We are ascended, but we are not from the Omen Guild,” Morgan answered. 
 
    The guard looked at Morgan’s hand and his manticore mark, then shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, the mayor will want to speak with you. We need any help that we can get! Will you come with me?” 
 
    “Sure, we were planning on speaking with the mayor anyway. I’m Morgan, by the way,” he introduced himself, and then the rest of his group. 
 
    The guard nodded in greetings. “I am Captain Madock of Terbon Guard,” he said, and then led them into the town. Everywhere they looked people were in a state of panic; there was a sense of hopelessness in the air.  
 
    “Why is everyone so on edge?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “You don’t know?” the guard asked. “It’s those damned goblins.” 
 
    “What about them?” Vall asked. 
 
    “A few of our hunters have seen a large army of them marching down from up north. They should be here in a day or two.” 
 
    “We encountered them on our trip, five dozen at least,” Lucius added. 
 
    Captain Madock nodded his head. “Their raiding parties. We fought off one just yesterday. We know how to deal with those; they test the wall from time to time. We have no ascended, so we have no chance against a horde.” 
 
    “A horde?” Ves asked, surprised. 
 
    “Aye, that’s what our scouts are telling us.” 
 
    Morgan had no idea what a horde meant, precisely, but he could imagine. He leaned over to Ves and had her slow down. He spoke softly enough that the Captain couldn’t hear. 
 
    “What’s a horde?” he asked. 
 
    “A large army of goblins, several hundred goblins strong, led by goblin chieftains and shamans,” Ves responded. 
 
    “But where could such a force come from? A dungeon?” 
 
    “No, the goblins live out in the mountains to the north. Usually only a few parties venture forth to raid the countryside or to establish dens. They haven’t attacked in force in centuries.” 
 
    “You know, that chieftain that we defeated…” Morgan said as a few pieces slid into place. “You said that it was unlikely for a chieftain to command such a small den. But it wouldn’t be so strange if he had been sent here to scout out the area and make preparations for an invasion.” 
 
    Ves’s eyes widened. “That could be it.” 
 
    Morgan leaned back, and they increased their pace to catch up with the others. 
 
    They reached the town hall and the captain led them through the main doors and then right up the stairs. The captain knocked on the doors and opened them without waiting for an answer. They entered a small office, and were met with an older, thin man with gray, shoulder-length hair and a bushy beard. 
 
    “Madock, did we catch them?” the man asked as soon as he noticed them. 
 
    “No, Mr. Mayor, these have heard no word from our people. I fear that they have fallen to the monsters before reaching the pass.” 
 
    “Damn it!” The Mayor slammed his fist on the table. “We lost two good horses along with them, then.” Then, as if he had just noticed Morgan and his friends, he narrowed his eyes at them. “And who is this?” 
 
    “Ascended, Mr. Mayor. They arrived just now, and I thought that you would want to speak with them.” The captain turned to look at Morgan and the rest. “This is Mayor Fennes.” 
 
    “Ascended? You are not from the Omen or Glitter Force Guilds?” Mayor Fennes asked. 
 
    Morgan stepped forward. “No. Our Guild’s name is Skyreach—we are a new guild. You have need for ascended?” 
 
    “Of course we have a need! We are about to be overrun by goblins, and you ascended abandoned us!” Fennes said. 
 
    “With all due respect, Mr. Mayor, it was not our Guild that abandoned you.” 
 
    The man looked at him like he wanted to argue the point, but he thought better of it. “You’re right, but the question is, are you going to abandon us?” 
 
    “You haven’t asked us for help yet,” Morgan said with a grin. 
 
    The Mayor grew quiet, and then looked Morgan in the eyes. “Will you help us?” 
 
    “Of course,” Morgan told him, and saw the Mayor release a breath in relief. “Provided you give us something in return.” 
 
    The Mayor grimaced. Morgan saw that he was angry, but he also saw that he was keeping that anger back. Huh, he really must be desperate. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Morgan nodded, and then approached the desk. “You are all alone out here, surrounded by monsters. You can’t farm further than you can see from your walls. Your hunters don’t come back from their hunts more often than not. Let’s face it, you’re barely surviving.” 
 
    Fennes grimaced. “We are not ascended. We don’t have the same luxuries as you.” 
 
    “The truth is that you could be. You just lack the drive to take the leap,” Morgan said. Everyone looked at him, open mouthed. “And I can understand that. It is why we will help you, as long as you agree to one condition.” 
 
    “We don’t have much to give,” Fennes said. 
 
    “You will swear your town to the service of the Skyreach Guild,” Morgan said, and saw the Mayor’s eyes widen. “You will pay a tax in the form of ten percent of all your produce. You will allow us to recruit any of your citizens who are willing to ascend, and your non-ascended will be working for the Guild. In return we will be hiring your people’s services, paying in either coin or goods, and we will keep the monsters away from your town and allow you to expand your farms and town itself. And we will help you fight off this horde, of course.” 
 
    The Mayor looked at Morgan in shock. Morgan frowned and turned to look at the others, who just shrugged. 
 
    Then Fennes finally spoke. “No Guild has ever expanded its influence to our lands. We’ve tried to get them to do so, but none of them were willing to invest in a territory which had little to offer them in the short term. Why would your Guild do so?” 
 
    “I’ll be honest with you,” Morgan said. “Our Guild is very new, and it is based here. Our Guild Hold is on Reach, actually.” 
 
    “You built a Guild Hold here?” Fennes asked in disbelief. 
 
    “I see potential here, and our plan is take all of this land under our domain. The other Guilds might not want it, but we do. As your town is the first one to which we have extended this offer, your terms will be more favorable—that is, if you accept.” 
 
    “If?” Fennes asked. “Do you know what it would mean for my people to live under the rule of a Guild? We have been trying to convince the Guilds that send their outposts here to take us in for decades! Can you even make this deal? What will your Guild Master say?” 
 
    “I am the Guild Master of Skyreach,” Morgan said simply. 
 
    The man looked from him to the others and then back, clearly lost for words. 
 
    Morgan raised an eyebrow. “Is that a yes, then?” 
 
    He could see that the Mayor wanted to agree immediately, but he held back, thinking on it. Morgan could respect that; he was clearly thinking about his people.  
 
    “If you help us survive the next few days, we are yours.” The man put his hand forward, and Morgan grasped it. 
 
      
 
    Save the weak — Quest acquired! (reward: gain control of Terbon and increase your domain) 
 
      
 
    And here we go.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan and Ves stood over a table in the main room of the town hall, looking at a rough map of the area. He had sent Lucius out to scout the goblin forces, and Vall was looking over the defenses and the state of the guard. Four of them alone might not be enough to fight off an entire horde, so they were planning to defend the town with the help of the people. Vall would also be gathering volunteers who they would then train for the militia. They didn’t have enough time to teach them enough to ascend, but they could still fight. Of course an average goblin was between level 2 and 5, which was stronger than any non-ascended, but hopefully the walls would give them enough of an advantage to bridge the gap. 
 
    “Our scouts saw them here.” Captain Madock pointed to a river just two days north of Terbon. “They were in the process of crossing the river. They should be somewhere around here by now.” He pointed to a hill less than a day’s walk from the town. 
 
    “Lucius should be back by nightfall with more information,” Morgan said. An ascendant could set a far faster pace than an ordinary non-ascendant. “After that we will start planning the defense a bit more in depth.” 
 
    Madock nodded in agreement. 
 
    “For now,” Morgan told him, “I need every available set of hands put to work on the things I asked for.” 
 
    “I still don’t get why you want so much sawdust,” Madock said. 
 
    “Trust me, it will be useful,” Morgan told him. “And the other things I asked for?” 
 
    “We are crafting as many arrows as we can, as many as we have the arrowheads for—the smith is working constantly on them. But we only have ten bows in the entire town and only five people know how to use them.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll teach a few others how to use them. They won’t need to do much other than point and shoot. And the pits?” 
 
    “We have the people working on them. If we have to work through the night to get them done, we will,” Madock said firmly. 
 
    Morgan was impressed with the man, and already had loose plans for him if they survived the attack. He then turned to look at Ves. “Can you go and find Vall for me?” 
 
    “Of course, Morgan,” Ves said and walked out of the hall. 
 
    Madock and Morgan looked over the map, with Morgan making suggestions of where they wanted to focus their defending efforts. A few minutes later, Vall and Ves walked in. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Vall shook his head. “The wall is solid, but the guard has only twenty members…too few to man all of it efficiently. We did get about thirty more volunteers, but I don’t know if that will be enough.” 
 
    Madock grimaced. “It has always been this way. Most of us are not ascended because we don’t want to take those kinds of risks. People who would be suitable for the guard usually try to become ascendant. Those that succeed leave through the pass to join a Guild, and those who don’t… Well…” 
 
    Morgan nodded in understanding. “I was still hoping for more volunteers, especially since their lives depend on it.” 
 
    “These are good people. They are just not brave,” Madock said. 
 
    “They can still contribute. I don’t know how smart the goblins are and how their attack is going to play out, but it is best to be prepared for every situation. I need you to assign water teams in case the goblins try to set the town on fire. You have what, three wells?” 
 
    “Four, and yes, I’ll speak with the Mayor and we will speak with the people.” 
 
    “Good.” Morgan looked at the map again. “I have a few more ideas about what we can do.” Morgan started explaining his thoughts, and they brainstormed for a while longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the near afternoon, Morgan was sitting in an open area, multitasking. He watched the few people of the new militia as they fired their bows as he enchanted the arrows in front of him. With his level increases he could make much more powerful arrows, but he wasn’t doing that. Instead, he was going for a larger quantity of weaker ones. He was focusing on Binding Arrows, as his Exploding Arrow ability, while strong, could only be used by himself. The charged arrow would explode on impact or several seconds after it was charged; it wasn’t an enchantment. 
 
    It struck him a little while ago, that everyone around him was obeying his orders. It was a strange feeling. Morgan wasn’t used to that—not in real life, anyway. He had always been the one who planned and devised strategies for his guild back on Earth, but that had been in a video game, where his face had been hidden behind a screen. Here, now, it was him that they listened to, and Morgan knew that he wasn’t the most inspiring of people. He knew that a lot of that was because he was ascended, but even his new friends followed his lead. They had let him become the Guild Master with little arguing, and the three of them had seen the real Morgan. 
 
    He wasn’t really sure how that made him feel. He had spent a relatively short time on this world, yet with each passing moment he could feel that this was where he had always belonged. The life he’d had on Earth growing dimmer by the moment. He liked being an ascended; he liked fighting monsters, he liked his new friends—even Vall—and he liked being in charge. 
 
    Sure, he doubted that he would ever be the perfect example of a leader, not with the way his brain liked to go in random directions, but he was thoroughly enjoying his second chance at life regardless. 
 
    As he finished another arrow and put it into a basket to his left, Vall walked over with Lucius. Morgan raised an eyebrow. He knew that the Roman was fast, but they hadn’t been expecting him until nightfall. 
 
    “What news?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “It is as we feared. It is a large army, about six hundred strong. Led by ten chieftains and five shamans,” Lucius reported. 
 
    “How close are they?” 
 
    “Closer than we hoped—about half a day’s walk. On the far bank of the Hishu River, across the bridge.” 
 
    Morgan grimaced. “Do they plan on attacking tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. They were setting up camp when I started back. I think they will rest tonight and then strike at dawn.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, and then an idea started creeping into his head. He looked at Lucius and narrowed his eyes. “How tired are you?” 
 
    “I’m not, really. I increased my Constitution over the threshold, so I can run for days. Why?” 
 
    Morgan grinned wickedly. “I think that we can push the scales a bit more in our favor.” He stood up and turned to look at Vall. “You and Ves keep training the guard, and work on the things I asked for.” 
 
    “And what are you going to be doing?” Vall asked. 
 
    “Lucius and I will go visit our goblin friends.” Morgan clapped Vall on the shoulder. “I have some gifts for them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two of them set a brisk pace, which was somewhere around intense jogging. Morgan knew that Lucius could go faster, but Morgan had only 15 constitution, and his stamina wasn’t on the same level. Still, he was fast enough. 
 
    They reached the goblin camp just after nightfall. The camp itself was maybe two dozen tents, and a lot of campfires. It was across the river, with torches illuminating most of it, so he could see shapes moving around. He used his Inspect skill on those closest to them. Most of the goblins were of the warrior and scout variety, ranging from level 3 to level 5. He did notice a few larger goblin shapes moving about between the campfires. That would be the chieftains. Tough bastards, Morgan thought, but he knew that they were now a higher level than the chieftains. Still, he used Inspect on him. 
 
    The noise that left Morgan’s throat alerted Lucius, who leaned in. “What is it?” he whispered. 
 
    “That chieftain is level 10. That’s almost as high as the manticore!” Morgan whispered back. He wasn’t much worried about his Guild, but the non-ascended, that was a large gap in power for them. 
 
    Lucius grimaced but nodded. “Monsters are like ascended, they can get stronger. They were bound to have a few stronger goblins in their ranks.” 
 
    Morgan still remembered the fight with that first chieftain. He hadn’t really had the skill to see its level then, but it had been strong. But looking back now, he couldn’t really tell how strong it was. Sure, they had a tough time fighting it, but they had weakened it first, and they’d had the advantage of numbers. And with how much exp it gave them, it might had been close to this level. 
 
    Morgan cursed silently for not having enough time to prepare. He knew that poison worked on the goblins. If he just had enough time… But no, they didn’t have enough, and they were here on a mission. 
 
    “Those tents over there, those are where their chieftains and shamans are sleeping, right?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Lucius nodded in the dark, which Morgan could barely see. “Yes.” 
 
    Morgan’s plan had been to try and take care of their leadership, but they wouldn’t be able to sneak through all that. He might be able to shoot from here and hit a tent, but he didn’t know how much damage it would do. He decided to try something else.  
 
    “We need to get close to that bridge,” Morgan said, pointing. 
 
    Lucius nodded—Morgan had explained his plan to him already. They moved slowly and silently down the small incline, noticing two goblins standing guard across the bridge. Morgan turned to Lucius.  
 
    “I’ll take the one on the right, you take the one on the left,” he whispered. 
 
    Lucius unsheathed his blades and moved away, getting in position. Morgan nocked an arrow and then glanced at Lucius, who nodded. Morgan let the arrow fly and Lucius swung one of his blades. The arrow took one goblin in the head, and Lucius’s air blade cut off the head of the other. The goblins dropped and they waited to see if anyone had noticed. When no one came to investigate, they moved closer and dragged the bodies to the edge of the bridge and throwing them into the river. 
 
    They reached the bridge and Morgan motioned to Lucius to get down closer to the riverbank, and beneath the bridge.  
 
    “Keep guard, and warn me if someone comes along.” Lucius nodded and then disappeared somewhere in the dark. 
 
    Morgan looked at the bridge stretching before him. The river wasn’t all that deep—maybe five paces, if what Madock said was true—but it was fast moving. The bridge itself was wooden, about ten paces across, wide enough for two cars to pass through side by side. 
 
    Morgan reached out with his hands and put them on the wood above him. Slowly, he started manipulating his alignment, forcing the wood to decay. It was a painstakingly slow process, as he didn’t want to collapse the bridge, but only weaken it enough so that it would collapse under weight. He had looked over the maps of the area carefully, and he knew that there were two more bridges nearby. He didn’t have the time nor the energy to do the same with the other ones, so he needed to make sure that this one shot cost the goblins. They would cross over on the other bridges, but here they would lose troops, and hopefully get delayed. And any goblin drowned here is one less to fight later. 
 
    Morgan could feel the sweat coming down his face as he concentrated on making the wood just rotted enough so that it wouldn’t crack right away. With some luck, they might even get a few of their chieftains or shamans. 
 
    Finally, he finished, and pulled his hands back. He looked up, turning his Nature Sight on. He could see the decay taking over the wood, but his power was in there keeping it from taking over quickly. He blinked his eyes and shut the sight off. 
 
    Slowly he climbed up and Lucius was suddenly there next to him. 
 
    “Did you do it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Morgan said. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Lucius nodded and they started their way back to the town.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan woke up just before dawn, and started getting ready for a long day. Ves woke with him, and they walked down to the common room of the inn where they were given rooms. Vall and Lucius were already up and sitting at the table talking softly. Morgan and Ves joined them, and the innkeeper brought them breakfast. 
 
    About halfway through their meal, both Lucius and Morgan jolted slightly. Morgan took a look at the symbol flashing in the corner of his eye and grinned. He opened it up and a screen appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    EXP GAINED! 
 
    18x Goblin Scouts killed (drowning) = 18 exp 
 
    27x Goblin Warriors killed (drowning) = 135 exp 
 
    3x Goblin Chieftains killed (drowning) = 30 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus—successful trap = 100 exp 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 11 — EXP 2933/3000 
 
      
 
    Hah! In your face, stinking goblinses! Morgan cheered in his mind. He blinked and dismissed the screens. 
 
    “You got experience for that?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Lucius nodded, smiling. “Yes, it seems that my involvement was enough.” 
 
    “Great! I’m even close to leveling up,” Morgan said, and then put his hand up in the air, looking at Lucius. “Up top.” 
 
    The Roman looked at Morgan with amusement and then put his hand up awkwardly. Morgan grinned and gave him a high five. 
 
    “What are you two grinning about?” Ves asked, looking at them. 
 
    “We just killed a bunch of goblinses,” Morgan explained. “We even got some of their chieftains!” 
 
    Vall put his head in his palms. “I can’t believe that that worked.” 
 
    “Of course it did, I’m awesome.” Morgan beamed at Vall. “Stupid ass Gollum wannabees.” 
 
    “Great Lord, you are going to be insufferable now, aren’t you?” Vall asked. 
 
    “What? Moi?” Morgan asked in mock shock. 
 
    Vall murmured something that sounded very much like “crazy chosen.” 
 
    Then Morgan frowned. “Wait, you guys are still in the group with us, why didn’t you get any experience?” 
 
    “We weren’t close enough, nor were we involved in their deaths, the Guiding Force watches over all, and it decides who gets how much and when.” 
 
    “Huh,” Morgan said shaking his head. He hadn’t realized that. “We should hurry up, there is much to do,” With his plan working perfectly, the goblin army would be slowed down a bit, but not by much. Lucius’s opinion was that they could expect them sometime in the afternoon. 
 
    They spent the day making sure that everything was ready.  
 
    And then the goblins arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon when they got there, and even from so far away Morgan could see that they were pissed. The goblins filled into the clearing and stopped, letting out screams and screeching sounds as they waved their primitive weapons around. The seven remaining goblin chieftains and the five shamans walked up to stand in front of them and looked at the town. 
 
    Then they turned to their army and started speaking in their guttural voices. Their army screamed back at them, and then the chieftains pointed their weapons at Terbon, and the goblins charged.  
 
    Morgan was taken aback for a moment by their stupidity. He saw no siege equipment and the wall was taller than they could climb—but then he noticed primitive ladders being carried behind some of their ranks. 
 
    “Steady,” Morgan said to the people standing next to him, the twenty archers. He had trained them as much as he could, but they were all visibly shaken and afraid. As the goblins got closer, Morgan took aim with his bow and charged an explosive arrow. 
 
    “Nock!” he ordered. 
 
    The archers took aim, which amounted to just pointing their bows in the general direction of the approaching horde. 
 
    “Loose!” They all released their arrows—some hitting, others missing, but none even slowed the goblins down. Morgan’s arrow found its mark, a goblin that was in front of a group that was carrying a ladder. The arrow exploded, throwing the goblins behind him back and showering the others with blood and gore. 
 
     Then the first line of goblins reached the traps. They stepped over the hidden pits and fell in, impaling themselves on spikes. Some goblins managed to stop in time, to prevent themselves from falling in, but then the goblins behind them ran into them, pushing them forward anyway. 
 
    “Fire at will!” Morgan yelled out. There was no point in firing volleys; there were too many of them. Each archer started firing as quickly as they could at the goblins, but Morgan still fired three arrows for every one that they did. He was using the regular arrows that they had made, and every now and then Morgan would fire of an explosive arrow or use Rain of Arrows, showering the rushing goblins with smaller energy arrows, although not that often—he was conserving his strength. He targeted the goblins carrying ladders, but each time he killed one, another would take its place. Ves was standing next to him, her job being to protect the archers, but she also had a bucket of water near her and she would pull it up on her shield and then fire icicles down on the goblins. 
 
    Then the goblins reached the wall. The ones in front, without ladders, started throwing themselves at the palisade, their claws biting into the wood as they started to climb. Well, fuck me! What kind of a god-not-god creates fucking goblins that can climb walls? 
 
    “Lucius!” Morgan yelled out, and the Roman leaned over the wall, sending a blade of air along its length, cutting the goblins down. Madock and his guard were leaning over the walls with long spears—more like sharpened poles—and stabbing at the goblins below. It was one of the things that he’d had them make. The goblins started throwing spears at them, but they didn’t have all that good aim.  
 
    Then the ladder bearers reached the wall. They raised the ladders up and leaned them on the palisade. Six ladders hit on the wall and Vall stepped in with some of the militia. They were carrying pitchforks, woodcutting axes, long sharpened sticks—anything that they could find to arm them. 
 
    But Morgan knew that it wasn’t going to be enough. The first goblin peeked over the wall and Vall took its head off before sending a wave of fire down the ladder. At the other ladders the volunteers worked in the teams of four, stabbing at the goblins that were trying to climb up. Lucius was moving from group to group, helping where he could. One of the militia missed with his pitchfork and the goblin grabbed the handle, pulling the man over the wall and throwing him down to the horde of goblins, who then ripped him apart. 
 
    Morgan aimed sideways and put an arrow through the goblin, but on another ladder a goblin had managed to climb up. Before Lucius got there to cut it down it had killed two men. Vall released a battle cry, which stunned many of the goblins close to him, and the militia cut them down. Then, with the help of two pronged staffs, they pushed off two ladders back. 
 
    Then Morgan saw three larger goblins running over the field at them. The three goblin chieftains pushed the other goblins out of their way as they ran at the wall. One of them had a large bone-tipped spear, which he threw and struck one of the archers in the chest, sending him flying off the wall. Morgan reached to the arrows in front of him and pulled out an Arrow of Decay, firing it at the chieftain.  
 
    The goblin saw the arrow coming but couldn’t evade entirely. It hit him in the arm, but Morgan already had the next one flying, this time hitting his upper thigh. The next arrow he fired was an exploding one—he didn’t even notice that he had grabbed another Arrow of Decay instead of a regular one, but he charged it regardless and it flew straight at the chieftain. As soon as it connected it exploded, but instead of the usual explosion of a greenish nature element, the explosion was black. The black aura affected at least ten goblins next to the chieftain, and almost as soon as it dissipated the goblins started coughing and falling down. Those further away stood back up, but they were stumbling forward. The chieftain fell down to one knee, its skin turning a sickly color. Morgan put an arrow right through its head. 
 
    Well, that was unexpected, Morgan thought, but he didn’t dwell on the development as he didn’t have the time. A few paces from him one of the goblin chieftains managed to climb up the wall and started swinging its large two-handed hammer, crushing a militiaman. Ves stepped forward and the red aura left her. A moment later, her bear spirit was on the wall and it fell on the chieftain. The goblin tried to swing at the bear, but it smashed one of its paws into the hammer, sending it flying off the wall, before its giant maw opened and closed around the goblin chieftain’s head. The bear raised the goblin in the air and swung its head from side to side, ripping its head off and sending the body flying away. 
 
    Then the bear fell on the few other goblins that had managed to get up on the wall, with Ves following behind. 
 
    Morgan turned back to the field just as a ball of fire flew over his head and landed somewhere in the town. The goblin shamans had joined the fight. Morgan saw them standing some distance from the walls with their staffs raised above their heads and casting their spells. 
 
    “Madock!” Morgan yelled out. The guard captain turned to look at Morgan and he pointed to the town. “Get those water teams on that!” 
 
    Madock, covered in blood and grime, nodded and walked off the wall. 
 
    Morgan took aim with one of his energy arrows and let it fly. Without drop, the arrow flew straight as a bullet and punched through one of the shaman’s throats. The others stopped their casting as they realized that they were in danger, but before they could move away, Morgan killed one more of them.  
 
    The remaining shamans raised their staffs and sent bolts of fire flying at the wall. 
 
    Morgan and the rest of the archers were forced to crouch and hide behind the ramparts as the balls of fire hit. In the lull before their second casting Morgan stood up and fired at them again, but now they were paying attention and had moved out of the way. 
 
    On the other side of the wall, Morgan could see Lucius fighting the last chieftain. And just as his class name implied, the Roman danced around the goblin chieftain as he inflicted wounds on him, all the while staying out of the reach of the chieftain’s long sword. In the blink of an eye, Lucius had stepped in and put a short sword through the chieftain’s throat. 
 
    Then, as he looked over the battlefield, Morgan noticed a large group of goblins moving around the palisade. 
 
    “Vall!” Morgan yelled out at the half-elf. “They are trying to flank us!” 
 
    They didn’t have enough people to man the entire length of the wall, and it looked like the goblins were smart enough to realize that. Vall looked at the group and then rounded up some of his militia before running over to protect that side of the wall.  
 
    Morgan sent a few more exploding-decaying arrows, creating short-lived clouds of dark aura which weakened the goblins. 
 
    Another two chieftains rushed at the wall, one of them carrying two large battle axes and the other a massive stone-head mace. The shamans were preparing to cast something, and Morgan knew that they couldn’t hold out for much longer. 
 
    The four of them had been doing a lot of work; it was because of them that the wall had survived for so long. They had lost almost half of their militia, and there were still around three hundred goblins out there. But by now every goblin in the army was on the field in front of Terbon, meaning now was the moment to execute his plan. 
 
    “Switch to binding arrows!” Morgan ordered the archers as he too grabbed one of the Binding Arrows from the basket in front of him. They started firing them blindly into the goblins, and roots exploded from impact points, rooting the goblins in place. Morgan aimed for the chieftains and managed to root them as well, but he could already see that they were cutting into the roots to free themselves. 
 
    Then as Morgan thought that they had fired as many of those as they needed, he issued new orders. “Switch to fire arrows—throw the dust bombs!” Morgan yelled out. 
 
    The archers switched to the prepared arrows and lit them in the braziers next to them, while the rest of the militia ran to the baskets containing small jars filled with sawdust and started throwing them over the walls. The jars broke, showering the goblins with tiny pieces of fine wood. 
 
    Then he and the archers fired. The fire arrows flew over the battlefield and rained down on the army. Some found goblins, but they were not their true targets—their target was the ground.  
 
    The jars filled with sawdust were just a small portion of the sawdust that they had collected. The town of Terbon had survived mostly by trading lumber, and they had a lot of it. The citizens of Terbon had spent an entire day covering the field with that sawdust, making sure that they didn’t place any too close to the town.  
 
    The majority of the goblin army was now standing on that sawdust.  
 
    The arrows fell and the dust ignited, burning furiously and filling the air with tiny scorching particles. Some of the goblins’ clothes caught fire; some had burning sawdust enter their eyes, mouths, noses; some of the roots binding the goblins to the ground caught fire.  
 
    The goblins burned as Morgan and the archers kept firing, setting the field ablaze. 
 
    The people on the walls kept throwing dust bombs over the walls onto the now burning goblins. The jars broke and sent more dust into the fire. Lucius stood on the wall and was swinging his swords, sending waves of air into the army, creating a cloud of fire dust which filled the field. The wind picked up the particles, creating a scorching wave of fire. The field burned, and the goblins screamed. 
 
    Morgan saw the two chieftains burn, their skin turning to charcoal as they caught on fire. And just like that, the goblin army was broken. Those that didn’t burn turned and ran away. 
 
    And the city of Terbon watched.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day was spent in equal parts celebration for the great victory that they had won, and in sadness for those that had fallen. The people of Terbon had lived through a great ordeal. Three houses had burned down, and thirty people had died—a number far less than what it would’ve been, however, without the help Morgan and his friends had provided. 
 
    The fire on the field had died off almost as quickly as it had started. Most of the land surrounding the city was farming land, earth which the town folk had been preparing for seeding next month. There was not much there to sustain the fire, and the sawdust burned up quickly. After the bodies of goblins had dissolved into dust, the flames on their bodies had dissipated. 
 
    Still, not all of the goblin army had burned up. They believed that at least two chieftains had survived, along with three shamans, and Lucius and Morgan had went out in the night to hunt and harass the remnants. 
 
    They had managed to kill quite a few, at least another two dozen by Morgan’s count, but they had left the rest go. There was no more than another two or three dozen of them left. Morgan already had plans to organize the militia into patrols to sweep around the territory of Terbon and make sure that all of them were gone. Some of the militia had shown interest in becoming ascended, and the Skyreachers were teaching them the basics for the classes that they knew. The archers that Morgan had commanded had all shown interest in learning the Hunter class, so he planned on trying to teach them the basics of archery and the rest of his basic Hunter skills. From what Vall had told him, they didn’t need to be all that good at it, but rather just have a grasp on the basics. 
 
    The cleanup after the battle was the most tedious part of the day. They had collected all the loot and put it into one large storeroom in the city, and Ves was already cataloguing it and deciding which they would take for the Guild and which could be given to the town. They had found quite a lot of ascension crystals, most of them low quality, but the few that had dropped from the shamans and the chieftains were of a greater quality. 
 
    Which left Morgan and Vall in the Mayor’s office. He had yet to speak with the man following the battle, and even though he would much rather drop into a soft bed, the Mayor had insisted on speaking with him before he did. 
 
    “We survived, but…” Fennes trailed off.  
 
    “You fought for your lives and won. That is what matters,” Vall said. 
 
    Fennes closed his eyes in sadness. “But we paid a steep price for that victory. People I have known since they were children died at the hands of those monsters.” 
 
    Morgan reached over and put his hand on the Mayor’s shoulder. “All important things carry a price. For the first time, you took hold of your own destiny, and you prevailed. Their sacrifice was not in vain. Your town survived.” 
 
    Fennes nodded in acceptance. Morgan squeezed his shoulder and then stepped back. He noticed Vall looking at him with a frown on his face.  
 
    “What?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Vall said. “I’m just not used to such wisdom coming out of your mouth.” 
 
    Now it was Morgan’s turn to frown. “I’m wise!” 
 
    Vall rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    Morgan scowled at the man. “Don’t know what you are talking about, every word I say is wisdom.” 
 
    “Idiotic wisdom maybe,” Vall muttered. 
 
    Morgan turned to respond, but the Mayor coughed to get their attention. Morgan immediately felt bad, the man had lost much, and here he was pulling Vall’s chain. “Uh… Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No, it is fine,” the Mayor said. “But seeing as you have fulfilled your end of the bargain, I thought it only fair that I fulfill mine.” He cleared his throat and then started speaking. “I, Henris Fennes, swear my services and those of the town of Terbon to Guild Master Morgan and the Skyreach Guild.” 
 
    Morgan felt something build up in the air and then a twist in his gut, as if a piece of string had burrowed deep in, and in the next moment it was gone and a notification appeared in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The town of Terbon is now under the control of Skyreach. 
 
    Skyreach’s domain has increased! Skyreach has gained influence! 
 
      
 
    He noticed more notifications flashing in the corner of his eyes—he hadn’t had the time to look them over since the end of the battle. He shook his head and cleared the screens. 
 
    “Thank you,” Morgan said to the Mayor respectfully. 
 
    “It is I who should thank you. You saved our town, and have given us a future.” 
 
    Morgan bowed his head, and the Mayor returned the gesture a bit more deeply. They then shook hands and Morgan and Vall left the room. 
 
    After they left the Town Hall, Vall stopped him. “I wanted to apologize to you.” 
 
    Morgan was taken aback by that. “What for?” 
 
    “For the way that I have spoken with you. I…I have a hard time believing in people. I haven’t trusted anyone since my parents left us.” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother me, I know that I can be…” 
 
    “Difficult?” Vall interjected. 
 
    “Yes. Difficult,” Morgan agreed. “At times at least.” 
 
    “Try all the time.” Vall grinned. 
 
    Morgan scowled, but Vall waved him off. “No, I need to apologize for myself.” Vall put a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “Because of you, both Ves and I are on the path that we had always wanted to tread. And, despite my misgivings, I must admit that you have been good for my sister.” 
 
    “Ah… Well… Thank you.” 
 
    Vall nodded and stepped back, but then pointed a finger at him. “I will still kill you if you ever hurt her.” 
 
    “Right, right.” Morgan raised his hands in mock surrender. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A while later, Morgan was in his room sitting on the bed next to a sleeping Ves. She was in a deep sleep; the poor thing had exhausted herself with keeping the Spirit Bear ability active for so long. Morgan pulled the covers over her and she murmured something in her sleep. 
 
    Then Morgan turned his attention to his notifications. He knew that he had enough experience to ascend a level, so he found the button next to his current level and entered his soul space. 
 
      
 
    “I must say, master, being a part of you has proven to be quite a ride.” 
 
    “Hey there, Cortana,” Morgan chirped. 
 
    “My name is Sabila,” the soul-avatar-implant-thingy said. 
 
    “Oh my God! You were supposed to be made from a piece of me! How do you not know that reference!” This is getting ridiculous, I’ll go mad if someone doesn’t give me some acknowledgment. I am talking to you, Oxy, you jackass! 
 
    “I am certain that I have no idea what you are talking about,” Sabila told him. 
 
    Wait, is she… “Did you just…” 
 
    The avatar gave him a small smile. The thing just got self-aware! Oh crap, Skynet incoming! 
 
    “Uh, you know what, I’m gonna check my screens,” Morgan said and turned around, summoning the notifications. 
 
      
 
    GROUP EXP GAINED! 
 
    298x Goblin Warriors killed = 1490 exp 
 
    121x Goblin Scouts killed = 121 exp 
 
    5x Goblin Chieftains killed = 50 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus—traps successful = 400 exp 
 
    G.F. bonus—Save the Weak (defend the city of Terbon) quest accomplished = 1000 exp  
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 11 — EXP 5027/3000 (ascension possible) 
 
      
 
    Morgan pressed the ascension button and, a moment later, he leveled up. 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 12 — EXP 2094/4000 
 
      
 
    The level gave him 3 attribute points, as well as 1 skill and 1 ability point. With the points which he had left over, he now had 4 skill and 3 ability points to spend. A glance at his tables and he saw that his Enchanting, Archery, Alignment and Energy Manipulation skills had increased by one rank each. Fuck yeah! His abilities had gained rank as well: Energy Arrow, Exploding Arrow, and Power Infusion.  
 
    And he even had a new ability. Ward: User can charge an enchantment to transform it into a ward—effect depends on the enchantment used (size and potency depend on intellect and will). 
 
    Huh, so my arrow accident was actually a ward—I wonder what more I can do with that. 
 
    Morgan had given his skills some thought since he realized that upgrading them cost the same as the rank that he upgraded to. It wasn’t efficient to spend those points on that, especially since skills gained ranked when he used them. He realized that those skill points were probably best used to purchase other skills. But since he didn’t think that he needed anything new now, he left those points alone. 
 
    His abilities each cost two points to upgrade, but he didn’t want to spend anything now. He could still upgrade them by practicing, so he left those aside for now as well. Finally, he spent his three attributes all on Intellect. He accepted the changes and the familiar rush passed through him as Sabila adjusted his body as his Intellect passed the first threshold. 
 
    He felt something happen in his core, the energy there seemed somehow denser. And he felt like he understood it better. 
 
    “Thanks, Sabila,” Morgan said. I don’t speak with the soul-skynet-thingy enough, need to give her compliments so that she doesn’t take over. 
 
    “Of course, master,” Sabila said. 
 
    Morgan took one last look at his tables. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  STRENGTH 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  AGILITY 
  
       	  23 
  
      
 
       
       	  CONSTITUTION 
  
       	  15 
  
      
 
       
       	  INTELLECT 
  
       	  (19+3) 22 
  
      
 
       
       	  WILL 
  
       	  21 
  
      
 
       
       	  WISDOM 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  CHARISMA 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  LUCK 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  SKILLS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hand-to-Hand Combat II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weapons I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Language-Basic 
  
      
 
       
       	  Elemental Alignment-Nature V(+one rank Guild buff) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Archery VI 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunting I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Lore III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skinning II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enchanting IV 
  
      
 
       
       	  Inspect III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Energy Manipulation II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arcane Mark I 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  ABILITIES 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scatter Shot II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Piercing Shot I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sight II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sense I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Infusion V 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Siphon II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Energy Arrow II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rain of Arrows I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Exploding Arrow II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ward I 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Satisfied, Morgan nodded to himself. “All right, Sabila, send me out.” A moment later he was back in their room in Terbon. As he returned to reality he realized that the ascension had rejuvenated him, and he did a double take. Somehow he had forgotten about that. He had delayed looking through his notifications because there was so much work to be done, but he could’ve just ascended and been good as new. He glanced at Ves and chuckled as he realized that she had likely forgotten as well. 
 
    He stood up. The others were all probably asleep, but he, no longer feeling the need for sleep, went outside now that he had some free time. He could always practice his enchanting, and now he even had a new ability to test out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan spent the entire night sitting in the area that they had assigned for training, practicing with his new ability. He even got a new skill from it, which confirmed to him that self-teaching was another way of learning and gaining skills and abilities. He got the Warding skill, which utilized Enchanting with Energy Manipulation. He made several different type of wards, some bound to arrows, which would trigger on impact and create an area of effect, and a few others. He even managed to tie one to a cobblestone which would send a burst of energy into the air once anything that had sufficient life came near it. Morgan was pretty sure that he had just discovered an alarm system. 
 
    But there were an endless amount of possibilities, although he was limited by his alignment in most cases. His energy was nature aligned, green tinted, and while he could send out bursts of pure energy, he couldn’t really affect any other element. So far he could only use life and entropy. Still, he was excited at the prospect of discovering more. It was mostly figuring out stuff going by a feeling. 
 
    Then, as morning came, the people of the town started moving about. Vall was the first to come to the training area, followed by Ves, who made her way to him. 
 
    “You didn’t sleep last night?” she asked him as she gave him a hug. 
 
    “I ascended, it took care of my tiredness.” 
 
    The look on her face was almost priceless, Morgan had been right—she had forgotten. “I…I was so tired I could barely think. It didn’t even occur to me.” Ves shook her head. 
 
    “So did you ascend?” 
 
    “Level 12 Eldritch Knight, reporting in!” She gave him a mock salute with a fist to the chest and Morgan grinned. Somewhere in the distance, Vall groaned in exasperation. 
 
    Then Lucius arrived, and Morgan stood. The plan for the day was for the two of them to scout some more of the surroundings, while Vall and Ves trained the militia. 
 
    “Ready?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “I am,” Lucius answered. 
 
    Before setting out they headed to the storeroom where Ves had catalogued the loot from the battle. The entire room was as large as a midsized stable, and it was filled with loot. Most of it was trash, and most of that they had decided to leave for the people of Terbon to repurpose or sell to the other towns. But at the end of the room was a table with a few items that Ves had picked up for the Guild. She had taken up the Inspect skill as well after Morgan told her how useful it was. 
 
    There were a few weapons there and some armor, mostly recovered from the chieftains and the shamans that they killed, and Morgan used Inspect on them. 
 
      
 
    Great Sword of Strength LVL 9 (requires 20 Strength) — +2 to strength. 
 
      
 
    Fire Battle Axe of a Goblin Leader LVL 8 (requires 18 Strength) —  cuts sear the wound. 
 
      
 
    Mace of Crushing LVL 12 (requires 20 Strength) — attacks send small shock waves through the impact point. 
 
      
 
    Short Sword of Frost LVL 10 (requires 20 Agility) — has an aura of frost, dealing frost damage on hit. 
 
      
 
    Long Sword of Winds LVL 12 (requires 25 Agility) — sword can store wind energy and unleash it into a gust of wind. 
 
      
 
    Staff of Fire Shaman LVL 11 (requires 20 Intellect) — fires bolts of fire when given energy of a Domination alignment. 
 
      
 
    Staff  of Accumulating Power LVL 10 (requires 20 Will) — staff can store energy to be called upon later. 
 
      
 
     The weapons were at least ones with effects, whereas most of the armor was not. But Morgan didn’t worry about that; he figured that he could enchant those pieces. He grabbed one gauntlet, a light piece with small plates covering it. It didn’t have the other gauntlet—either the goblin who had worn it hadn’t had the other one, or they hadn’t found it. Still, it was a nice piece of equipment, and Morgan pulled it on his right hand and fastened it. He would experiment with enchanting or warding it later.  
 
    Lucius grabbed the Long Sword of Winds and put down his old gladius. He already had a good weapon, the Short Sword of Flowing Blood which they had found in the dungeon. Morgan switched his short sword for the Short Sword of Frost, as there wasn’t anyone in their group who carried short swords other than Lucius and Morgan, and Morgan only did in order to have something as a last resort. Vall and would probably choose between the battle axe and the great sword, and Ves would take the mace. 
 
    Lucius looked over the armor but didn’t take anything new. “These are great weapons,” Lucius said as he secured his knew swords. 
 
    “I know right,” Morgan waved his short sword around, looking at faint blue aura shining around the blade. He wondered what it would happen if he stabbed something. 
 
    “I must admit, I am eager to try them out,” Lucius said with a smile. 
 
    Morgan grinned back. “Well, let’s go and do that!” 
 
    With that, they left the storeroom and then the town.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Their route took them in a long circle around the town area, and mostly they just walked and paid attention to their surroundings. They had to make sure that all the goblins in the area had run off, and that there were no stragglers. 
 
    As they walked, Morgan realized that he had known Lucius for a very short time, yet he still knew quite a bit about the guy. Lucius was always holding himself straight, with composure—his family seemed to have been something like the equivalent of nobles for this world. At least until they had been betrayed. 
 
    “You know,” Morgan started, “I just now realized that I haven’t spoken much with you about the ascension process.” Morgan had asked the twins when they’d first met. But they hadn’t known much, as most of what they knew they had hobbled together from their parents’ stories and books that they’d left behind. 
 
    Lucius raised an eyebrow. “What do you wish to know?” 
 
    “Well, your family were all ascendants? Right? I guess I just wanted to know how much you knew about it. I must admit that I am stumbling along as I go. I mean I have some knowledge from my old world, but it doesn’t apply to everything.” 
 
    “Ah.” Lucius nodded. “Yes, I have learned some from my father.” 
 
    “You said that your grandfather passed away, but you didn’t mention your father before.” 
 
    “Aye, when my brother betrayed us, my father had been the Guild Master. Our grandfather had died fighting in the Tower, and my father wanted to pass on his duties as a Guild Master to my brother so that he could focus more on the Tower himself. When my brother betrayed us…his conspirators killed most of our family. The 13th Legion had been started by my grandfather, and he had many children and grandchildren. My brother killed them all save for my parents and me. We escaped in the night, but my mother…she died along the way. The only ones left were my father and me.” Lucius’s eyes got a faraway look to them. “Father… He became a shell of the man that he used to be. My mother’s death hit him hard. We reached this valley, and we found a home in a small town down south. I wasn’t an ascended, I was too young for that, barely seven years old. But I remembered what we were, what we had. I tried to get father to tell me how to become an ascended, but he didn’t want to hear about it. He forbade me to even try it. Still, over time, I got some tidbits out of him. Enough that I realized what I had to do.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Morgan said—he couldn’t imagine it. “It must’ve been hard. You said that your father was ascended? Is he?” 
 
    “He lives still,” Lucius said. “He was the head of one of the greatest Guilds in the world. He has quite a lot of life accumulated, enough that I never saw him hunt. I don’t know how long he has now, but, well…” 
 
    “So he agreed to help you ascend?” 
 
    Lucius gave him a sad smile. “No, I ran away and ascended on my own.” 
 
    “Ah, so you don’t know much about the best ways to utilize your points and such?” 
 
    Lucius shook his head. “I know only that you shouldn’t spread your attribute points too widely, at least at the beginning. When you hit higher levels… Well, you approach heights where you are almost god-like in nature.” 
 
    “Huh, well, thanks for the tip,” Morgan said. He had already known that, but still. Goddamn god-not-god person and lack of manuals! 
 
    “This is why ascendants join Guilds. To gain access to guides and trainers who have already been through the leveling process. Or to trade for guides from other Guilds or powerful ascended.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve figured that out,” Morgan agreed. Making one’s own way was not at all fun. “Uh… Don’t tell Vall that I said that.” 
 
    Lucius chuckled, but didn’t comment. Oh, he is so going to tell him. Crap. 
 
    “Hey, do you know what the max level is?” Morgan asked as it occurred to him. Nowhere had he seen it stated. 
 
    “Well… No one really knows,” Lucius said. 
 
    “What? Wait, so no one has ever reached max level?” Morgan asked in disbelief. 
 
    “No. The highest that I knew of, when I was a child, were Ulvor and Reana Stormheart. They were amri to each other, and were over level 60. They were the celebrities of Amon’Tor, until they entered the Tower one day and never came back out. But I have been away from the affairs of the Guilds for a long time. Who knows? Someone might’ve beaten their levels by now.” 
 
    “Huh, what’s Amon’Tor?” 
 
    “A city; actually, it is better described as the city. It is massive, surrounding the entire Tower, stretching for leagues in every direction. You could walk for days and still not get from one side of it to the other.” 
 
    “Whoa, that sounds…impressive.” 
 
    “It is. All the important Guilds have headquarters there and all are bound by the contract of peace. There is no war in Amon’Tor. Even the guilds that are the greatest of enemies would not dare break the peace of Amon’Tor.” 
 
    “So, if we keep expanding our Guild, eventually we will need to go there?” 
 
    Lucius nodded. “Amon’Tor is in the shadow of the Tower. It is the most important place in the world.” 
 
    “What levels do you usually enter the Tower?” 
 
    “The first floor of the Tower is usually attempted by people who are levels 25 and up. But the tower is not like a dungeon; it is far more dangerous. It requires greater groups of people to beat, and still many do not survive.” 
 
    “Well, at least we have time to level up until then.” 
 
    They continued walking through the forest. So far they hadn’t encountered anything dangerous, and had seen no sign of any goblin stragglers. They must’ve all run away, Morgan said to himself. And as the world was completely focused on proving him wrong, a small rustling sound was the only indication they had that something was wrong. 
 
    Then several shapes jumped out of the bushes, snarling and stabbing at the two of them with their weapons. Lucius drew his swords in a single smooth motion, cutting an arm off a goblin in the process. 
 
    Morgan unsheathed his short sword in a move far less graceful and he barely managed to get it in front of his face to block a swipe from a goblin. As soon as he blocked, Morgan jumped backward, flying through the air and back farther than any ordinary human could’ve managed. As he dropped down he pulled out a Binding Arrow and threw it like a knife at the goblin rushing at him. It didn’t stab the goblin—instead, it hit him with the blunt end and then tumbled to the ground, stabbing into the ground and activating. The roots expanded from the arrow and rooted the goblin and two more who were behind him. 
 
    Morgan unslung his bow and put arrows through their heads. A bit away from him, Lucius had just finished another goblin when a large goblin chieftain rushed at him with two swords in his hands. This one seemed to be carrying a bit heavier armor and had burn marks all over the skin of its neck and the arms. Morgan fired of an Arrow of Decay at him, which just bounced off the plate on his shoulder. Lucius was evading the chieftain’s attack and cutting shallow wounds when he got the chance to jump in and do so without much risk. 
 
    Morgan pulled another Arrow of Decay and pulled the string on his bow as far back as it could go. Then, using a trick he had learned from the Piercing Shot ability, he let the arrow fly with a slightly increased spin to it. The arrow struck the goblin’s chest and punched through its armor. 
 
    It turned around and roared at Morgan, but that only left it open for Lucius, who ducked in and put one of his swords through its armpit. It swung widely at the Roman as Morgan started firing energy arrows at it. The strikes didn’t penetrate its armor, but they were hitting the goblin hard, making him stumble every time he let an arrow loose, allowing Lucius opportunity to dart in and inflict more wounds on him. 
 
    Soon it was visibly looking tired, both from the loss of blood and Morgan’s decay effect, and he missed a step, allowing Lucius to put a sword through its neck. The goblin dropped to the ground, dead, and a few moments later it disappeared. 
 
    “And that’s how we do it,” Morgan said. Lucius sheathed his swords, and they looked through the loot, taking the crystals and leaving most of the rest, aside from the chieftain’s two swords. They weren’t as good as the ones they had found after the battle, but they were solid. 
 
    Morgan took a look at his notifications. 
 
      
 
    GROUP EXP GAINED! 
 
    5x Goblin Warriors killed = 25 exp 
 
    2x Goblin Scouts killed = 2 exp 
 
    1x Goblin Chieftain killed = 10 exp 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 12 — EXP 2131/4000 
 
      
 
    They barely even got any experience for that. But Morgan wasn’t about to argue; they’d had mostly an easy fight. They looked around some more and then finished their patrol. Tomorrow they would start bringing people from the militia with them, both to get them some experience and because they figured that it was safer now. They didn’t think that there would be much more of the goblin stragglers around. 
 
    As the sun was coming down, they headed back to Terbon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night Vestella and Morgan were in their room getting ready for sleep. 
 
    “You know,” she said as they got in bed, “I’m glad that you ran up on us that day, in that clearing.” 
 
    Morgan remembered. It seemed like it had happened so long ago, but in truth it had been only a few weeks. Still, he had lived more of a life in this world than he ever had on Earth. “Yeah, me too. I remember that moment when you saved my life by killing that goblin. I thought that you were a goddess.” 
 
    “Really?” Ves asked. 
 
    “Yup, you were standing over me all redheaded and beautiful, the light peering through the branches framing you all brightly and stuff. I mean, what else could you have been?” 
 
    Ves started chuckling, and Morgan frowned at her. 
 
    “What? I was in pain, and I had hit my head!” Morgan said, and she only laughed harder. 
 
    Morgan jumped on her and they wrestled for a while—and then they did something else for a while.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent the next two weeks in Terbon, training the militia and setting things up with the Mayor and the various craftsmen in the town. Morgan had convinced one of the town’s two smiths to relocate to the Guild Hold, and he had trained with the militia for the ascension. He had also convinced a few support staff, cooks and cleaners and such.  
 
    Out of the rest of the militia, only ten people had agreed to ascend—seven men and three women—but they would need a bit more practice to do that. So they, too, would be coming with them to the Guild Hold. They had purchased food, and had taken some more common items that they were missing at the Hold. They had also made arrangements for a team of lumberjacks to come up to the hold in a few days to get them some building materials. They needed to upgrade the Hold, but the less refined materials they had the more energy it cost, and they didn’t have high-quality ascension crystals anymore. Not to mention they would run out of materials quickly if they used up everything around the Hold. There was a large enough forest around Reach for their needs.  
 
    Before they left, Morgan had spoken with the Mayor, asking him to send word to the other settlements and see how they would feel about coming under the Skyreach Guild’s protection. After that, they left the town. 
 
    And so they found themselves on the road with two wagons with all the goods they needed pulled by two oxen. They set as quick of a pace as they could, but with the wagons and the non-ascended, it was slow going. Morgan took the opportunity to scout the woods some more and hunt. On the first night he caught a deer, which pushed his Hunting skill up a rank. It was a strange experience, now that he had the time to dwell on it, to just have knowledge in his head. He had figured out a few things, and had some theories on others, about how things worked in this world. He knew that Sabila was something like an implant, fashioned out of a piece of his soul, but he also knew that there was more to it. There had to be. She could just download information directly into his head, adjust his body, make it better, stronger. 
 
    It all begged the question: Why? He knew that Oxylus said that this was an experiment, but Morgan couldn’t figure out what it was for. Every ascendant was supposed to try and conquer the Tower, yet many died in the attempt, as far as he knew. Still, the promise of a great reward from a being that could create his own world was a tempting proposition. Morgan just didn’t know how much he could trust the god-not-god. 
 
    He didn’t let himself dwell on these thoughts, though; he had more than enough on his plate right now. 
 
    “What is it like, being ascended?” Herda, one of the new recruits, asked, her friend Anera walking next to her. 
 
    Morgan looked around himself for a moment, and then he realized that they were talking to him. Right, I’m the leader. “Well… It’s strange. You can learn things far faster than normally possible, and depending on how you spent your points you can be stronger, faster, and just better than an ordinary person in every way.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Anera wistfully. 
 
    “You’ll see for yourself once we get to the Guild Hold.” 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about Guild Holds,” Herda said. “But I’ve never seen one.” 
 
    “It’s small, a single large structure with some supporting structures. Not much larger than Terbon’s Town Hall. Although we have a manticore.” 
 
    The two women looked at him in horror. “A manticore?” Anera asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Rann is a good boy. He is the guardian of Skyreach,” Morgan told them. A good boy to our friends, and a nightmare to our enemies. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later they finally arrived at Reach, and climbed up the mountainside. We really need to upgrade this road, Morgan thought to himself as they barely managed to get the wagons up the road. Once they parked the wagons in front of the Hold, Morgan frowned as he noticed that the doors of the Hold were open. 
 
    “The hell?” Morgan said and started walking up the stairs. Ves, Vall, and Lucius noticed as well and followed behind. Where is Rann? Morgan pushed the door all the way open and stepped into the Grand Hall. Inside he saw tables turned over, some with holes in them, benches broken, walls scorched. And in the middle of the room on the ground sat Rann, looking intently at something cowering against the wall. 
 
    “Oh thank the Great Lord!” a voice yelled out as Morgan started walking toward the manticore. “Quick, kill the beast! It has been keeping us here for two days!” 
 
    Morgan approached Rann, his eyes looking at what looked to be three people sitting with their backs against the wall and their weapons extended in front of them. Two were human men—one of them somehow looked familiar—and the last one was an orc woman. Morgan glared at them as he put his hand on Rann and started scratching his chin. “Good boy.” 
 
    The three looked at him in shock, their eyes going from Rann to Morgan and back.  
 
    “Now, want to tell me what you are doing in my Guild Hold? And why are my walls scorched?” Morgan asked angrily. 
 
    Before they had the chance to answer, however, Ves and the others approached. “Titus?” Ves asked. Morgan remembered why the man was so familiar—he was the one who had left the twins when Morgan had just arrived to the World. 
 
    “Ves?” Titus asked, his shock giving way to hope. “Help, please!” 
 
    Ves put her hands on her hips. “It’s all right, you can move. Rann won’t do anything now.” 
 
    Morgan debated telling the guardian to eat them. The three stood up, looking warily at Rann, who growled faintly.  
 
    They immediately froze. 
 
    “Morgan?” Ves said. “It’s all right, you can let Rann step back.” 
 
    He debated doing that, but he was too busy staring at the orc woman with narrowed eyes. She was short, with shoulder-length black hair, and she was wearing a strange outfit—below the waist she had a skirt that came down to her calves, and her upper body was covered only with two straps which crossed over her breasts, leaving the rest of her toned body clearly visible. 
 
    When Morgan and Ran didn’t move, Ves took a step closer and noticed who he was staring at. The orc woman looked a bit scared of Morgan’s attention. 
 
    “Uh, honey?” Ves started. “You do realize that she is not the same as…the enemy?” 
 
    Morgan wasn’t so sure. “Hm…” he hummed. 
 
    “Morgan, her skin is green, and she is shorter than you,” Ves said patiently. 
 
    “It could be a trick.” Morgan narrowed his eyes. 
 
    The orc woman actually straightened and looked at him defiantly. Her eyes were brown, and she had a green-tinted skin. She was nothing like the adversary, but Morgan wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Morgan,” Ves said firmly. 
 
    “Fine,” Morgan said. He was probably being paranoid. Not like I have hundreds of movies’ and video games’ worth of experience with illusions and shit. He patted Rann on the neck and the manticore stood up, eliciting a whimpering noise from Titus. Rann then turned around and walked out of the Grand Hall. 
 
    “Great Lord.” Titus released a long breath. “I thought that we were going to die here.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, Titus?” Vall asked as he stepped forward. “And who are your companions?” 
 
    Titus shook himself, and then looked at Morgan and his friends. “I… Ah, of course. This is Odren Jost, and this is Clara of the Forest Tribe.” 
 
    Morgan blinked slowly, still staring at the orc woman. “Your name is Clara?” 
 
    She returned his look. “And what of it?” she said in a deep, raspy voice which did not sound anything like what Morgan thought a Clara should sound like. 
 
    “Morgan…” Ves warned. 
 
    “What? Does no one see what is wrong with that?” he asked his friends, who just gave him a look that he was all too familiar with. “I mean, she’s a badass orc chick, and her name is Clara. What the hell is up with that?” Goddamn fantasy world and its idiotic naming! Why are the orcs the only ones with normal human names? 
 
    Clara perked up when he called her “badass,” and the others just closed their eyes in frustration.  
 
    “Ves? Come on! You get it, right?” Morgan pleaded with her. 
 
    Ves sighed and turned to look at Clara. “I apologize for him. He is a chosen, and he doesn’t understand much about the World.” 
 
    When they heard that, Clara and her companions looked at Morgan with interest. And Clara nodded slowly. “I see. It is all right.” 
 
    Morgan threw his hands in the air and turned around. “Ugh!” No one gets me! 
 
    “So,” Ves started again, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    Morgan turned back around. “Yes, and why is my Grand Hall wrecked?” 
 
    Titus looked between Ves and Morgan, a bit confused, but it was Clara who started speaking. “We were traveling toward Terbon from my tribe up north. I am the only ascended in my tribe, and so I was sent to warn the other settlements about the goblin threat.” 
 
    Titus nodded. “Right. Odren and I had been traveling north for a few weeks now, fighting monsters and leveling up. We ended up in Clara’s village just before the goblins started raiding in force. And then when we heard about them getting united, we decided to accompany Clara south to warn the people, give them the chance to prepare, you know.” 
 
    Vall narrowed his eyes on Titus. “Didn’t you say that you did not want to go out and hunt monsters anymore, Titus?” 
 
    Titus turned a bit uncomfortable. “I… Yes, I must apologize for the way I acted the last time we saw each other. I did not handle that battle well.” 
 
    “Pff,” Morgan said. “That’s an understatement, you were screaming like a little girl.” 
 
    “What? No I didn’t! Wait,” Titus said as he looked at Morgan, closer now. “You are the stranger that helped us!” 
 
    “Yup,” Morgan told him. “And as far as all this goblin threat is concerned, it no longer exists. We took care of the goblin army.” 
 
    “What do you mean you’ve taken care of the goblin army?” Clara asked. 
 
    Lucius was the one to answer her. “We fought a battle against their army at Terbon, two weeks ago.” 
 
    “But that’s impossible,” Clara said. “We started traveling south a week ago, and the goblins had just gotten a king. It would take time for the new goblin king to unite all the tribes.” 
 
    “Say what again?” Morgan asked. Oh, I’ve got a bad feeling about this. 
 
    “How large was this army you fought?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Around five hundred strong,” Vall said. 
 
    Clara grimaced. “That’s not their army. It must’ve been a grouping of several raiding parties. The goblins haven’t had a king in centuries, and once this new one establishes his place, he will start sending true armies down south—thousands of warriors and hundreds of chieftains. Almost every goblin tribe under the mountains will be united under his banner by that time. And he is even negotiating with the ogres. It is why my tribe sent me to give out a warning, and to see if we could find a Guild representative who would be willing to send a call for their forces from beyond the pass to help us. It’s why we came here, actually.” 
 
    Titus nodded. “Yes, we noticed this building halfway up the mountain, and decided to investigate. It was obviously a Guild Hold, but I didn’t know that there was a Guild in these parts. And then when we got here, that beast attacked us.” 
 
    “Well, Rann is Skyreach Guild’s guardian,” Vall said. 
 
    “So you know whose Guild this is?” Titus asked.  
 
    Wow, some people are really slow. “You could say that,” Morgan said. 
 
    Titus and his group frowned, and Vall then took pity on them. “This is our Guild.” 
 
    “Your Guild?” Titus asked. “But how? Just a few weeks ago you had barely survived a goblin scouting force, and now you have a Guild?” 
 
    “It’s been a long few weeks for us, Titus,” Vall told him. 
 
    “Who is your Guild Master?” Clara asked. 
 
    “That would be me,” Morgan said. “Guild Master Morgan, at your service.” He gave them an elaborate bow, and then straightened only to have the three of them staring at him as if he were crazy. 
 
    Titus glanced at Vall, and the half-elf nodded in resignation. “I know. Trust me, he might be…strange…but he knows what he is doing.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Ves stepped forward. “You said that Rann kept you here for two days? Let’s get you taken care of, and we’ll speak more later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later, after they had unloaded the wagons, set up sleeping cots in the Grand Hold for the people that came with them from Terbon, and cleaned up the mess that Rann and the intruders had made, they settled down for dinner. Titus and his group explained to them all about this new goblin threat. If Morgan had understood right, there were hundreds of goblin tribes, all living in the mountains in the north. They rarely ventured forth from there; usually they sent just a few raiding parties into the valley, but every so often a single goblin among them would unite them, and then they would start raiding the human settlements in true force. According to Clara, a new goblin had moved in, coming from a tribe outside of the valley, and had started uniting the goblins under his rule, becoming the first king that these goblins had had in centuries. He was even negotiating with ogres, which according to her no other goblin has ever attempted. This meant that inevitably, once he united them completely, the goblins would spill from their dens under the mountains. 
 
    That made the situation very dire. The settlements in the valley had been dwindling for a long time. 
 
    “How long do we have?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “A year at most,” Clara said. “But as soon as they march, they will sweep right through this area on their way south.” 
 
    Morgan grimaced. From the maps and the talks he’d had with in town, Morgan knew that there were about a dozen villages south of Terbon, and another half a dozen towns about the same size as it. But those were all non-ascended—there might be a few ascended among them, but if what Lucius told him few had levels higher than five? Those that got that far usually moved on over the mountains to join a Guild. 
 
    “Damn,” Morgan said. “Well, that accelerates our timeline significantly.” 
 
    “We are not ready to face this, Morgan,” Vall said. “Reach is directly in their path. If they start south, they will hit us first, and we have almost no defenses.” 
 
    “We will need to get them. I already planned on raising the walls around the plateau. It would be death for any army to try and fight its way up that road,” Morgan said. 
 
    “There are a lot of them. They might be able to make an effective siege,” Clara said. 
 
    “Are goblins smart enough to do that?” Ves wondered. 
 
    Clara grimaced. “They might not be on average, but this new goblin king… He is smart, uncannily so for a goblin. And he has a lot of hobgoblins in his armies.” 
 
    “Uh, hobgoblins?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Clara looked uncomfortable for a moment. “They... goblins raid orc tribes often, they rarely do much damage of course. An orc is much stronger than a goblin, only the largest of goblin raiding parties are a threat. But sometimes goblins do manage to collect such numbers. When they do, they kill everyone in a orc tribe, except the women. They... they take them back to their mountains, and–” 
 
    “I get the idea,” Morgan interjected, feeling sick. Fucking monsters. 
 
    Lucius coughed uncomfortably. “So what is the plan?” he asked, looking at Morgan. 
 
    “The same as it was, only accelerated. We go out to the other villages and towns and offer them protection in return for service. We recruit for the ascended from their populations and train them up.” 
 
    “Will we manage it in time?” Ves asked. 
 
    “There are ways of fighting such large numbers while nullifying their advantage. We will plan and we will adapt,” Morgan said. His team nodded. 
 
    Titus shifted uncomfortably. “I think that we might want to reach out to the Guilds over the mountains.” 
 
    Morgan shrugged. “You are free to try. I personally want nothing to do with them, and I doubt that they will agree to help.” 
 
    Titus looked at Vall in confusion, while Vall shifted in his seat. “We tried to join one of the Guilds. They betrayed us and left us to die in the Mountain’s Heart dungeon.” 
 
    “What?” Titus asked. “But why would they do that?” 
 
    “Because,” Morgan said hotly, “the heart of a traitor is painted black.” 
 
    “What?” Clara asked. 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    “One of the commanders of the Glitter Force Guild,” Ves answered her. “She left us to starve or be killed by a boss.” 
 
    “Let me guess, she was an orc,” Clara said with a pointed look at Morgan. 
 
    “Yes,” Ves said. 
 
    “You know,” Clara said, getting in Morgan’s face, “not all orcs are the same, just like not all humans are the same!” 
 
    “What? I know that,” Morgan said incredulously. 
 
    Clara nodded firmly as if that was that. Morgan frowned at the tiny orc. She came up to his shoulders, but she was feisty. 
 
    “So,” Titus started, interrupting Morgan’s study of the woman, “we talked it over earlier, and we would like to ask to join your Guild.” 
 
    Morgan scowled. “Don’t you want to join a better, more established Guild? We can’t offer you much.” 
 
    “That would be preferable, but… This is a chance to get into a Guild at the start. We would have much higher standings here than we would in any other Guild,” Titus said. 
 
    Morgan thought it over, and it did make sense to him. But then again, he had never been all that much interested in joining the other Guilds. “What are your levels and classes?” Morgan could’ve used his Inspect skill on them, but he knew now that it was considered rude to use that on people. 
 
    “I am a level 5 Wizard/Mage,” Titus said. 
 
    Odren leaned forward. “I am a level 4 Soldier.” 
 
    “And I,” Clara said, “am a level 6 Wizard/Knight.” 
 
    Morgan raised an eyebrow at that; she didn’t carry any armor, nor any weapon aside from a staff. “What kind of a build are you using?” 
 
    “I am going into the healing and support arts. The Knight class is a prerequisite for what I want to upgrade to, and the Wizard class gives me access to spells which can be used to heal. My tribe usually produces a single ascended every generation, and those who survive and move on send back items to help the tribe, from time to time.” She reached into a pocket on her skirt and pulled out a small pouch. She untied it and showed him what was inside. 
 
    “A class stone?” Ves asked. 
 
    Clara nodded. “It is for a rare healer class.” 
 
    Morgan used Inspect on it. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  CLASS 
  
       	  REQUIREMENT 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aegis 
  
       	  Wizard/Knight (Discipline) 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “What can the class do?” Morgan asked. Already he had a plan. Their little group had a good balance, but adding a healer would make it perfect. 
 
    “I will be able to fortify my allies’ armor to absorb damage, and heal, of course.” 
 
    “That sounds very interesting,” Morgan said. “Very well, you may join.” 
 
    He didn’t really care for Titus and Odren, but they needed to grow. They spent another few minutes talking, and then the three of them approached the hearthstone and placed their hands on it, joining the Guild. Just then, Morgan remembered that he hadn’t checked the stone’s screen since they got back, so he put his hand on it as well. 
 
      
 
    Skyreach hearthstone — Hall of Myths Hold LVL 2 — Tier 1 Guild 
 
      
 
    The bar for the Hall’s level was about a third of the way up toward level 3, and they were maybe a quarter of the way toward being a tier-2 Guild. There was also a notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Your Guild Hold has reached LVL 2, and you have been rewarded one free add-on. Choose wisely! 
 
      
 
    Huh. Well, that’s cool. It looked like adding a town to their domain and the new recruits had given them enough points to level up the Guild Hold.  
 
    Then he noticed something else down below—he brought his attention to that screen and realized that it was a map. He took a look at it and saw that it showed Hall of Myths on Reach at its center. Some way away was Terbon. The area between them was marked with borders, and Morgan realized that he was looking at the domain of his Guild. On the side was a table that showed him the raw resources that his domain contained. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  RAW RESOURCE 
  
       	  AMOUNT 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wood 
  
       	  6800 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stone 
  
       	  8250 
  
      
 
       
       	  Iron ore 
  
       	  5300 
  
      
 
       
       	  Copper ore 
  
       	  4700 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silver ore 
  
       	  2500 
  
      
 
       
       	  Coal 
  
       	  10000 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Morgan had no idea what the numbers meant, precisely, but he could see the raw materials highlighted on the map. This will be very useful. With the people that would soon be coming from Terbon they would be able to start on harvesting some of those resources. Terbon didn’t have any miners, but Vall had told him that there was a town a bit further south which survived on it. I guess that mining is a priority, then. 
 
    Morgan blinked the screens away and stepped back from the hearthstone. They had a lot of work to do.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day the original group gathered up and decided which add-on they would take. Vall was arguing for stone walls, Lucius for the dormitory to house the newcomers, and Ves was all for the training grounds. Morgan wasn’t sure which way he leaned. He could see merit in all of them, but he knew that they needed to grow, and so in the end he decided to agree with Lucius, and they went with the dormitory. The black smoke flowed out of the hearthstone and then through the window of the Great Hall, going outside to the area that they had chosen and started building a large two-story wooden building. 
 
    It finished in just under an hour, and then they moved the few militiamen and the new ascended into the dormitory. Most of the day they spent training the militia, but also clearing an area for the training grounds. They didn’t need to buy every add-on, of course; they could just as well build them themselves. Sure, it would take more work, but it could be done. 
 
    According to Clara, the goblins wouldn’t move until the king united all the tribes, and once he did it would be slow start. Usually there were raiding parties which were followed by the horde—but that horde would be nearly unstoppable by the people living here unless they had the help of more ascended. Morgan was hoping that they would have enough by then. He had seen how powerful he and the others had gotten, and he knew that if they could get even stronger, it would be incredibly helpful. 
 
    So they spent the next two weeks training the militia and the rest of the staff enough that they could ascend. Then, when they were ready, they gave them each an ascension crystal—they had more than enough low-level ones from the battle at Terbon. 
 
    “You know,” Morgan said to Vall, as the people, the ten militia, the smith, cooks, and maids prepared to swallow the crystals. “We should stop calling them the militia about now. I think that they should be a part of a new organization serving under us.” The people that had volunteered hadn’t done so in order to go out and hunt monsters or to climb the Tower, but because doing so would help them protect their town. And for now they didn’t need to be like Morgan and his group. 
 
    “I know. I was about to suggest the same,” Vall said. 
 
    “Any ideas?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “I was thinking on forming a group similar to the guard of Terbon, only one that will serve the Guild. They could go out and patrol the area, making sure that there are no monsters in our domain.” 
 
    “I like the idea, and I was thinking along the same lines. So how are we going to call this new group?” 
 
    “How about Sky Guard?” Vall asked. 
 
    “Huh, sure. I mean, you’ll be in charge of them, so you might as well name them.” 
 
    “What?” Vall asked. 
 
    “What?” Morgan repeated. 
 
    “You want me to lead them?” 
 
    “Sure, for now. We’ll probably be going on dungeon dives and later on expeditions away from the Guild Hold, so you will need to groom a second in command who will do most of the day-to-day stuff. We will also need to create other groups for different kinds of ascended—for those who would be specializing in gathering resources, those doing dungeon dives, for the support staff, and so forth.” 
 
    “I…I think that I like that idea,” Vall said. 
 
    “Knew you would,” Morgan said. He noticed that the people were about to take the crystals and he watched in fascination. They plopped them in their mouths and swallowed. For a moment nothing happened, and then their bodies exploded, turning to dust, similar to what happened when monsters die. 
 
    The fuck! Morgan was stunned as he now saw glowing shapes in the places where the people used to be. 
 
    “Are those their fucking souls?” Morgan screeched scared shit-less. 
 
    Vall didn’t respond as the people pulsed for a moment, and then their bodies reformed. They collapsed on the ground. Morgan watched, utterly entranced. Did that happen to me, too? 
 
    Morgan turned to look at Vall, who had a similar look on his face.  
 
    “I never saw it before,” Vall said. “Both Ves and I used the crystal at the same time.” 
 
    “That looks like it sucked balls,” Morgan said. 
 
    “It did,” Vall said. “It hurt like nothing I have ever felt before.” 
 
    Morgan shook his head, for the first time thankful that whatever Oxy had done with him hadn’t been that…intense. 
 
    “Right then, I leave you to settle them. Team meeting at dinner!” Morgan said as he walked away. 
 
      
 
    Vall spent the next two days taking the new Sky Guard and the smith out into the wild for some exp farming. They were hunting wolves, mostly, in order to get the new ascended to level up a bit. In three days they had managed to get up to level 3, which Morgan thought was enough that they had some abilities and could at least defend themselves. Anera and Herda were Hunters like Morgan had been, and the others were Knights. They equipped them with the gear that they had looted from the goblins, which wasn’t all that good, but the smith was already working on better gear. The first thing that Artos, the smith, had done was increase his smithing skill, which made the man happy beyond words. The man spent all his points on smithing, and with him now being ascended, he improved far faster. The man had also reported that he had started getting experience from finished works; not nearly as much as a monster kill gave, but enough that he could steadily gain exp. 
 
    Morgan made his way to the forge, and found Artos pounding away at a piece of metal. 
 
    “Hey there, Artos, you got a minute?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Ah, Guild Master, I always have time for you,” the short and burly man said. 
 
    Morgan stepped into the forge area as the man put the metal bar back on the coals.  
 
    “How are you liking the forge?” Morgan asked as he looked around. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a beauty—I have never imagined working in anything like this! And being ascended, I can work so much faster and so much better. I don’t know why I didn’t try to ascend before!” 
 
    Morgan smiled at the smith. The reason that the man hadn’t ascended was because without Morgan and his friends to teach him and help him along, he would’ve needed to fight monsters. But he didn’t tell him that. “Good,” he said instead. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Guild Master?” 
 
    “Well, I know that you have been advancing your smithing skill. I just wanted to ask: What rank are you?” 
 
    “Ah, well, I started the skill at level three after my ascension, and I have been doing nothing but smithing every chance I get. Coupled with the points from my leveling, I have gotten it up to level eight.” 
 
    Morgan whistled, impressed. “Then perhaps you might be able to help me with something.” Morgan pulled out a bag from his BoH and put it on a table in the corner. Artos walked over as Morgan pulled out the contents. 
 
    It was now Artos’s turn to whistle. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Manticore horns.” Morgan nodded. “I was hoping that you could use them to make something for me.” 
 
    Artos looked attentively at Morgan and he explained what he wanted. Artos nodded in thought once Morgan finished. 
 
    “Hm…” Artos said. “I think that… Yes, I can do it.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “A day, maybe?” 
 
    “So little?” Morgan asked, surprised. 
 
    Artos grinned. “Ever since I became ascended, I just work faster, and I am stronger. Everything is better!” 
 
    Morgan nodded in understanding. He had a suspicion that one of the side effects of ascension was much better and faster developing muscle memory. If you knew something in your head, your body could just do it perfectly. 
 
    “Good, then. Come find me once you are done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, Morgan walked in their storeroom and found Ves there. She was in charge of their money, resources, and loot. 
 
    “Hey there,” Morgan said as he entered. 
 
    Ves turned around and smiled once she saw him. She saw him carrying something behind his back and quirked an eyebrow at him.  
 
    “What is that?” Ves asked. 
 
    Morgan pulled it out and showed it to her. “A gift.” 
 
    Her mouth opened wordlessly as she looked at the shield in his hands. It was steel with leather padding on the inside and an image of manticore on the front, with the real horns sticking out of its head. It had taken Morgan a while to figure out how to create a better enchantment, but he had managed it. 
 
    “Morgan, this is…” she whispered as she took it in her hands. 
 
    “It’s yours,” Morgan said. “I’ve enchanted it some—it has a ward which, once triggered, will siphon power from anything directly in front of the shield. That ward is placed on the steel itself. And I’ve also enchanted the horns: one is a battery—uh, that is a container which can store energy. The other will vibrate the shield slightly when it detects life in front of it. I had to make it directional, as otherwise it would be triggering constantly when we are in a group, but you can shut it off.” 
 
    It turned out that manticore horns soaked in magic easily. Devising new wards and enchantments is what had taken most of his time. 
 
    Vestella looked from the shield to him and then put it to the side and reached for Morgan, kissing him deeply. After a few minutes they separated breathlessly. 
 
    She looked him in the eyes. “I want us to make our mate bond official.” 
 
    “Uh…” Morgan was caught unprepared. But still, he had grown to care deeply for Vestella, and there was only one answer that he could give. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    When he said that, he hadn’t thought that she would want to do it immediately—but that’s what happened. In the end, it looked very similar to a marriage ceremony back on Earth. They gathered everyone from the Hold and they stood across from each other, stating their desire to be mates for life, amri. It was a short and sweet ceremony. 
 
    And later that night, with Vestella sleeping next to him, Morgan knew that he had never been happier in his entire life.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another three days later, workers arrived from Terbon and set up a camp in the base of Reach. Once settled, they immediately started cutting down trees into logs. A few others Morgan sent to a site about an hour away to start a quarry—Artos had already made enough tools for those that didn’t have them. He also sent Odren and two of the Sky Guard with them, in case they needed protection. 
 
    At the meeting that night during dinner in the Great Hall, as had become custom, Morgan and his group sat with Titus, Odren and Clara. Everyone who was at the Guild Hold was eating in the Great Hall at the same time. They had just pulled one table up near the hearthstone for the use of the leaders. The three newcomers weren’t Guild Leaders, but they were certainly something like officers. 
 
    “Tomorrow, I want us some of us to go to Mountain’s Heart,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Who did you have in mind?” Vall asked. 
 
    “The original group and Clara,” Morgan said, looking at the orc woman, who looked surprised that he had singled her out. 
 
    “Our group has a good composition, but I think that we will need a healer if we want to be a good dungeon-diving team,” Morgan said. 
 
    “But,” Clara began, “what about the goblin threat?” 
 
    “You said that we have time,” Morgan pointed out. “And there isn’t much that we can do about it now. We are building up resources and training ascended, and Mayor Fennes is reaching out to other settlements near here to ask them about joining us. We need to get stronger, and the first thing on our agenda is to get you to level 10 so that you can upgrade to your Aegis class. Besides, only five people can be in a dungeon group at a time.” More people could enter the dungeon, but only those five in the group that killed the monsters would get the experience. 
 
    He noticed that Titus and Odren looked a bit disappointed, so he turned to face them. “Don’t worry, you will get your turn as well. But that dungeon is dangerous, so I want us to get you through it one by one. While we are gone, I want Odren to make sure that the workers keep getting us materials, and Titus will be in charge of the Sky Guard. Make sure to patrol the area and keep the monsters away from the workers. That said, we will be taking one wagon with us.” 
 
    Titus perked up a bit at being given some responsibility. 
 
    “I think that is a good idea,” Lucius said. 
 
    Vall and Ves just nodded, and so it was agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took them a two and half days to get to the dungeon with the pace of the oxen who pulled their wagon. Morgan planned on bringing back as much of the loot as was possible—ore from the kobold mines, especially. 
 
    As they reached the doors to the dungeon, Morgan was reminded of the last time he had been here, and couldn’t help but feel a flash of anger. I’ll get you one day. There is nowhere on this world where you can hide from me! Morgan thought angrily in his mind. Ves put a hand on his shoulder and he reached up and squeezed it for a moment. He really did not like being tricked. 
 
    “All right,” Morgan said, and turned to look at Clara. “Ready?” 
 
    She nodded firmly, her hands tightening on her staff, and they walked in. They moved through the entrance hallway, with Ves up front and Vall just a step behind her, Lucius in the middle, and the back brought up by Morgan and Clara. The orc woman didn’t have many offensive abilities—she was nature alignment, just like Morgan, but had focused more on training her life aspect. 
 
    They crossed the entrance and entered the first chamber. The familiar kobolds met them, and Ves jumped forward before they could react. She stomped in front of two kobolds, and Morgan saw them ripple as if all the liquid in their body just shook. They dropped down to the ground, and as Ves stepped over them, Vall came from behind and stabbed down, killing them. Morgan shot one in the eye with an arrow and Lucius jumped over the remainder of the kobolds, cutting off their escape route.  
 
    Clara watched attentively and raised and pointed her staff at the kobolds. Morgan felt a wave of energy leave and attach itself to the kobolds, and then he felt her start to pull their life force right from their bodies. It wasn’t really powerful, but it weakened them, and allowed Clara to practice. 
 
    They cleared out the rest of them quickly enough. Morgan glanced at the bodies, which were starting to disappear, and noticed that these kobolds had metal collars around their necks. Strange, Morgan thought. He picked one up and turned it over in his hands. Not seeing anything interesting, he dropped it back to the ground; they would have the time to look through the loot afterward. He scanned the room. Huh, there are a few more of them than last time, Morgan noticed. It didn’t really matter in the end, but from what he had been told the dungeon should respawn with the same amount of monsters as before—although his friends had admitted that their knowledge was limited.  
 
    They continued forward. They didn’t know how much experience they would get for themselves, but from their talks earlier Morgan knew that Clara would get a full share of exp like they had the first time, which was the point of this run. They continued deeper and cleared the first floor almost in half the time it had taken them the first time. Clara was using her Drain ability to weaken the kobolds and then the rest of them would cut them down.  
 
    They were leaving all the loot behind again, but hopefully this time it wouldn’t get stolen. There wasn’t a lot of great stuff there, but the kobolds’ weapons were at least of better quality than those of the goblins, and there were a lot of medium-quality crystals, at least for their level. Thinking about loot, and theft, he was again reminded of his enemy. Emily! He waved a hand in the air menacingly, eliciting a few glances from the others, but nothing like he had been getting in the beginning. They’d grown used to his quirks. 
 
    Then they entered the second floor. As they had agreed beforehand, Lucius darted forward to deal with the kobolds on the balcony. The rest of them followed closely behind, and so they saw Lucius hesitate for a moment as he came face to face with not kobolds, but rather human-sized monsters. The two monsters had similar builds to kobolds, only they were bigger, and looked something more like lizard-men. Morgan didn’t know who was surprised more, Lucius or the monsters, but the Roman recovered first. He swiped his sword in their direction, sending a blade of air and taking the head off the first one. The second one ducked and started yelling in a language that Morgan didn’t understand. Morgan pulled his arrow string back and released the arrow, which took the lizard-man in the throat, ending its call.  
 
    It didn’t matter; more voices sounded in the distance of the level.  
 
    Ves and Vall ran up to the edge of the balcony just as Morgan noticed the doors slam closed behind them. 
 
    “Fuck!” Morgan said as he joined the others on the balcony. “Fuck,” he said again as he saw what was waiting for them below. There were at least two dozen well-equipped lizard-men all now running toward them. 
 
    “Ves, Vall! Protect the stairs now!” Morgan ordered as he looked over assessing the situation. 
 
    Ves summoned her spirit bear, and ran over to the stairs with her brother. Morgan used his Inspect skill and saw that the lizard-men were all between levels 8 and 10, and there were magic users among them—four of them to be exact. While the other warrior lizard-men were running at them, some already climbing up the stairs, the magic users were on the other side of the room standing in a circle and chanting. Morgan fired an arrow in their direction, but it just bounced off an invisible shield surrounding them. He cursed, but he didn’t have the time to waste on them, not when the other lizard-men were a more immediate threat. Still, Morgan could already tell that he wouldn’t like whatever it was that they were trying to do.  
 
    As the first of the lizard-men climbed up the stairs, Vall gave out a bellow that stunned the aggressors, and Ves’s bear swiped its massive paws at them, ripping one lizard-man’s entire face off. Vall was swinging his unstoppable great sword around, cleaving them in half, but there were more coming. Morgan fired an arrow with a ward on it at those below them and it exploded, weakening the lizard-men in the distance. It did not seem like it had done as much to them as it had to the goblins. Clara wasn’t using her weakening ability; instead, Morgan saw small tendrils of green energy reach out from her to the rest of their group, and a moment later he could feel himself being just a bit faster. She was buffing them somehow, and Morgan used it to his advantage, firing arrows quickly at the lizard-men running below them. But they were smarter than kobolds, and after the first few got hit with his arrows, the ones with shields raised them and protected themselves and those close to them.  
 
    Morgan grimaced and turned to his friends. Vall and Ves were holding the top of the stairs for now, but the bodies were piling up, and it was difficult to maneuver. The lizard-men would soon spill over onto the balcony and surround them. Lucius was sending blades of air at those below, as well toward the stairs when he saw a chance to do so. Clara was keeping up her buffing magic, but he could see beads of sweat on her face as she struggled to hold it at distance. 
 
    Morgan let her do it; she wasn’t having much impact on the fight, but he knew that practice was a way for the ascended to advance, and they needed every bit of help they could get. 
 
    A strange sound brought Morgan’s attention to the end of the room, and the four magic users. The ward-like glowing symbols in the circle between them was glowing—and then it disappeared, getting swallowed into some kind of red-and-black pool. A moment later, an arm reached out of it. Morgan’s eyes widened as more of the creature started appearing, with long horns being next. Goddamn it! A fucking demon? Morgan turned around immediately. “Lucius!” he yelled, pointing at the mages. 
 
     The Roman turned his eyes on them, and Morgan could see the horror and realization on his face. 
 
    “We need to stop them!” Morgan yelled, preparing to fire arrows at them even though it probably wouldn’t make a difference with that shield around them. 
 
    Lucius cursed, and then ran up to the balcony and jumped off. A sudden burst of wind hit him in the back, sending him forward over the few lizard-men still remaining below them. Morgan watched in disbelief as Lucius landed on the ground a bit more roughly and then fell into a roll. As soon as he came out of it he started running at the mages. 
 
    Morgan glanced at Ves and Vall, seeing them keeping the lizard-men back. Ves had a cut on her arm, and Vall was favoring his left leg. Most of the lizard-men were now on the stairs, and Morgan knew that he wasn’t going to be of much use there. His friends were too close to the lizard-men for him to shoot from here. 
 
    He turned toward the running form of Lucius and cursed loudly. He turned to Clara. “Stay here, help them!” He nodded toward Ves and Vall, then took the few steps to the balcony and jumped off. He pulled out and fired a binding arrow at the ground as he fell. Roots expanded out of the arrow catching him and softening his fall. As soon as the roots started entwining around him, he reached out to them and ripped the life energy back into himself. He had never really done that, and he felt a sudden surge of power that slowly dissipated as the roots crumbled to dust. 
 
    He shook his head at the sensation, and then turned to look at the base of the stairs, seeing a few lizard-men notice him and run back in his direction. He shot them with a Scatter Shot of three exploding arrows, and seeing them fall, he took off running after Lucius. 
 
    The Roman was standing just outside of the shield, hammering at it with his swords, but the shield was still there—and the demon’s shoulders just left the pool. It had a bull’s head with long horns and dark brown skin, with short fur over its arms and long claws which were bracing the ground as it raised itself up. Already, its upper half was as tall as Morgan. FUCK ME! 
 
    Morgan noticed that the mages were all looking tired, and with each of Lucius’s strikes, they were wincing. Morgan ran up and drew his short sword, adding his strikes to the Roman’s. 
 
    The demon was looking at them hungrily, but then the shield cracked under their blows, and one of the mages staggered. Both Lucius and Morgan rushed forward, putting their blades in the backs of the two mages closest to them. The other two abandoned their chanting and pointed their staffs at them, firing bolts of red fire. Morgan ducked and rolled, coming close enough to the circle that the demon lunged after him, catching one of his legs as he came out of the roll. Morgan screamed like a little girl, which seemed to surprise the demon. It was a moment of hesitation, enough that Lucius could take care of the other two mages, with the combination of his air blades and sword through the neck. The demon’s inhuman eyes widened and it let go of him, trying to get back in the circle. But it was too late—the circle snapped and disappeared, cutting the demon in half. 
 
    “Holy, fucking, shit,” Morgan said as he looked at one half of a demon lying on the floor and dripping blood everywhere. 
 
    Lucius agreed with a nod. “That could’ve been dangerous. If I am not mistaken, that was a class-three demon; they are usually between level 20 and 30. We wouldn’t have stood a chance.” 
 
    Morgan shook his head, and turned to look at the balcony, where their friends were still fighting. Wordlessly, the two of them started running back. They reached the stairs and climbed up, hitting the lizard-men from behind. It was a tough battle; Morgan let Lucius take the lead and stayed mostly back. His bow was useless in such close quarters, but he did use his short sword whenever he saw an opportunity. In the end, they prevailed. 
 
    Once they had finished, Morgan looked at his friends, each of them tired, exhausted. Vall and Ves were bleeding from several wounds. Morgan found the tired-looking Clara and approached her. “You okay?” 
 
    Clara nodded. “Yes, I just…need a moment.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. He knew that the closer one got to depleting your energy, the more one felt the effects of that depletion. “Can you heal our friends once you recover enough?” 
 
    Clara gave him a resolute nod, but didn’t otherwise answer. He studied the orc woman; she looked fierce, and yet she was a healer. He didn’t think he was someone who would be into orc women, but he couldn’t deny that she was striking. Hell, I fantasy-married an elf. Looks like I’m into weird stuff.  
 
    This was her first dungeon, and she was holding up pretty good. 
 
    He turned to find his friends, who had all found spots on the ground, leaning against the walls. “So, what the hell was that? I thought that the dungeons respawned with the same monsters?” 
 
    They exchanged glances, and he could see that neither Ves nor Vall had an answer. It was Lucius who answered him. “That is usually the case. I have heard of only a few dungeons which changed their compositions after a clear.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing that someone warned me about that!” Morgan said sarcastically.  They conversed a bit, and after a short discussion decided to keep moving deeper into the dungeon. Clara recovered enough to heal the others, and did so. After a few moments, they made their way toward the stairs. The others went ahead, but he stayed with Clara, who was catching her breath after the healings. 
 
    “I didn’t think that it would be like this,” Clara said as they were climbing down. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “There were so many of them. I can’t imagine what it was like doing this when you were my level.” 
 
    “Well, we are all pretty badass.” And we were fighting tiny kobolds. 
 
    Clara glanced at him with a small shy smile around her tusks. “That you are.” 
 
    They rejoined the others, who were peering into a few chests in the kobold—now lizard-men—workshops. There was a lot of ore here that they could transport back to the Hold, thankfully.  
 
    After accounting for everything, Morgan and the rest of the group moved to the end of the room and then down to the next floor. 
 
    They cleared the mines fairly fast; there were still kobold miners here, but also a few of the lizard-men, though not as many as there had been upstairs. They weren’t really a challenge, and Lucius and Morgan moved stealthily and took them unprepared. Finally, they reached the gate. Morgan considered turning back then, but he really wanted more ingredients from the manticore boss, if there was still a manticore boss, and he wondered what kind of loot would be in the chest this time. The addition of the lizard-men might’ve given them even more loot. The problem was that he was having really bad flashbacks to the last time, so once they raised the gate, he had Lucius cut off the lever to prevent the gate from being lowered. He was being paranoid, but he couldn’t help it. 
 
    Then, as they moved past the gate, Morgan froze. He looked at the wall with disbelief in his eyes, and the others did the same. Up one the right side wall was writing, in softly glowing letters. Morgan blinked as he read through it. Hidden lever here, it said, followed by an arrow pointing down. 
 
    “That hadn’t been there before? Right?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “No,” Vall answered. “It hadn’t.” 
 
    Morgan moved closer to the wall, and looked around the stone block that the arrow was pointing at. He reached out slowly and tried to push the block. Nothing happened, it didn’t even budge. But he did notice something: the rock was chipped at two corners, one down, one up. From the distance it looked like it was nothing but the rigors of time, but up close Morgan could tell that the two corners looked identical. He put his fingers into the holes, and then caught the edges. Acting on instinct, he pulled instead of pushed. The entire block came out, grinding against the others, revealing that it was hollow, and inside the indent in the wall was a lever. 
 
    “Motherfucker,” Morgan whispered. “That hadn’t been there the whole time? Tell me that it hadn’t been there. We checked this wall, right?” 
 
    Morgan was looking at his group, each of whom was looking at the wall in disbelief.  
 
    “I hadn’t noticed anything,” Vall said slowly. “But, I…I didn’t try to pull the stone out. I just pushed.” 
 
    “Well, fuck me sideways. We could’ve left here without fighting the final boss?” 
 
    No one answered him. 
 
    “Great, just great!” Morgan threw his hands in the air. 
 
    “Morgan?” Ves said as she peered into the indent. 
 
    “What?” He turned to look at her, and saw her pointing at something beneath the lever. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes as he noticed a small silver plaque. There was more writing on it. He frowned as he read through it.  
 
      
 
    For M, L, V & V: Next time, look closer—or try not to get trapped in the first place.  
 
      
 
    It was signed G.F. 
 
    “The hell does that mean?” Morgan turned to look at the others, who all wore looks of open astonishment on their faces. 
 
    “A message from the Guiding Force herself…” Vestella whispered. 
 
    “I…I have never heard of anything like that,” Vall said. 
 
    “Right, just what I needed, another god taking interest in me,” Morgan murmured. Stupid-ass gods-not-gods. 
 
    He left them there to gaze at the stupid plaque, as he walked toward the boss chamber. The hell did I do to deserve the gods-not-gods of this place to mock me? He took a peek inside, and saw the manticore, sitting on the rock, the same as before. Great, at least the boss hasn’t been changed. 
 
    A few minutes later the others joined him. The boss had been level 14 last time, but this one was only level 11. Still, it was a powerful creature, and they proceeded carefully. Morgan had Vall stay back this time to protect Clara, with the plan being Ves grabbing its attention and then Lucius and Morgan to keep attacking until it died. 
 
    As soon as they got down in its area, the manticore roared and began its attack, charging at them. Clara attached her Drain and Morgan fired off two Arrows of Decay with wards, each hitting it and making it falter and shake its head. Ves charged forward and bashed her sword on its head, stunning it. Lucius was at its side almost immediately and stabbed his swords in its stomach. Its tail lashed out, but he was fast enough to jump away. 
 
    Morgan fired an explosive arrow, which struck near its shoulder and damaged half its face and an eye. The manticore roared and attacked around itself blindly, catching Ves on the arm and tearing a deep gash. Ves slashed at it in return, taking out its other eye before jumping back and holding her arm. The blind manticore raged all around as Morgan put arrows in it and Lucius sent blades of air in its sides, cutting deep gashes there. 
 
    Then an energy arrow to the face ended the fight, and the manticore fell down on the floor, dead. 
 
    “Never been easier!” Morgan said, pumping his fist into the air in triumph.  
 
    That’s when the second manticore crashed into his back. 
 
    Its maw closed down over his shoulder and it threw him to the side. Morgan flew through the air and crashed against a rock, hard. He could barely think from the pain, but he managed to sit up and lean against the rock. He couldn’t see his bow anywhere, but he still had his sword. He hissed as he moved his other arm and pulled it out. The others were fighting the other manticore. Morgan wanted to help, but he was out of the fight. He could do nothing but watch. 
 
    Ves was keeping it occupied, as Lucius tried to get around it and stab at it. He got a few good hits, before the manticore managed to catch him with one of its paws and pummel him into the ground. Vall charged it before it could finish the job and kill the Roman. His two-handed sword burned with red fire as he stabbed it in the shoulder. The manticore roared and tried to dislodge both the sword and Vall, who was holding it.  
 
    That’s when Vall released a power-wrought bellow right in its face. The manticore was stunned, disoriented, and that’s when Ves stepped forward and stabbed her sword through the bottom of its jaw up into its brain. 
 
    “Great…job, guys…” Morgan murmured, trying to lift his sword up in the air. It toppled from his grasp and everything went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he woke up again, he looked right into the concentrating face of an orc. Clara was leaned over him with her eyes closed. Morgan felt energy from Clara push into him and the life within him being encouraged, increasing his regeneration, and he could feel as his wounds slowly closed themselves shut. Once done, Clara sighed deeply and nearly collapsed, but Ves was there to catch her. 
 
    “I’m okay, I just need a moment,” Clara murmured. 
 
    Ves kept holding her until she was sure that she could stand on her own. Ves put a hand on the orc woman’s shoulder and smiled at her. “Thank you.” 
 
    Morgan groaned on the ground. “That was not fun. Not fun at all.” 
 
    “At least you aren’t dead,” Vall said. “Which you would’ve been, had we not had her with us.” Vall gave Clara a respectful bow of his head. The orc woman was too exhausted to react to it. 
 
    “Good thing I had her come with us then,” Morgan said with a grin on his face. Vall rolled his eyes and walked away, murmuring something that Morgan couldn’t catch. 
 
    Morgan slowly got back to his feet, aided by Lucius, as his Ves was too busy holding up the orc woman. After a few minutes Morgan felt well enough to walk, and they all moved to the chest behind the rock and looked inside. 
 
    There was not as much loot as the last time, but they still got three high-quality ascension crystals, two small pouches filled with gold, and a horned helmet that gave a bonus to strength, which Vall took. 
 
    After that Morgan returned to the manticore corpses and started harvesting the ingredients. This time he even took some bone and fur, while the others left back into the other parts of the dungeon to begin collecting the rest of the loot. After he finished with them, he went back to the second floor, and found the half of the demon’s body still there, so he harvested its heart and horns as well. When he finished, he put it all in his Bag of Holding and then made his way to the spawning point’s doors. He looked at them for a moment. They still couldn’t remember how they got out, how they ended up on Reach, but they remembered the spawning door opening and them stepping inside and the next thing they knew they had been somewhere else.  
 
    Morgan couldn’t help but think that it had something to do with Oxylus or the Guiding Force. The image of a young woman was featured prominently on the doors, and something about her appearance nagged at Morgan; he just couldn’t figure out what it was. And she had left a message directed at them specifically—he didn’t know what that meant. 
 
    He reached out slowly to the doors and placed his palm on them. Nothing happened. For a moment he considered punching the door like last time, but he thought better of it. Right, better not provoke godlike beings. 
 
    Morgan headed back to the rejoin the others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took them two hours to gather as much loot as they could pack onto the wagon. They took some weapons that were of good quality for the Sky Guard, some armor which Artos could hopefully refit for humans, and as much ore as they could manage to pack. 
 
    After they finished with that they all checked their notifications to see how much exp they had all gotten. 
 
      
 
    DUNGEON GROUP EXP GAINED! (DUNGEON GROUP CHANGED TO GROUP) 
 
    24 Kobold Warriors killed = 480 exp 
 
    37 Kobold Miners killed = 370 exp 
 
    10 Kobold Scouts killed = 150 exp 
 
    34 Lizard-men killed = 1700 exp 
 
    4 Lizard-men mages killed = 240 exp 
 
    2 Manticores killed = 280 exp 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 12 — EXP 5351/4000 (ascension possible) 
 
      
 
    Morgan whistled at that and, seeing that he could ascend, he immediately entered his soul space. 
 
    “Master,” the floating implant/ghost thingy greeted. 
 
    “Sabila,” Morgan greeted back. 
 
    The dungeon had given him less exp than what they had received the first time, but it looked like they hadn’t out leveled it yet—especially with the new monsters now occupying it, they could still get some use from it. He pressed the button for ascension and leveled up. 
 
      
 
    Morgan Newton LVL 13 — EXP 1351/5000 
 
      
 
     He got two attribute points from that, so he put one in Agility and the other in Will. He also got two skill and ability points, but he still didn’t want to spend those, and that left him with 6 skill and 5 ability points. He glanced at his tables and saw that he had upgraded a few of his abilities; some he had upgraded during the run, and a few others before, when he had been practicing. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  STRENGTH 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  AGILITY 
  
       	  (23+1) 24 
  
      
 
       
       	  CONSTITUTION 
  
       	  15 
  
      
 
       
       	  INTELLECT 
  
       	  20 
  
      
 
       
       	  WILL 
  
       	  (21+1) 22 
  
      
 
       
       	  WISDOM 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  CHARISMA 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  LUCK 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  SKILLS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hand-to-Hand Combat II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weapons I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Language-Basic 
  
      
 
       
       	  Elemental Alignment-Nature V(+one rank Guild buff) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Archery VII 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunting II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Lore III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skinning III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enchanting V 
  
      
 
       
       	  Inspect III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Energy Manipulation III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arcane Mark I 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  ABILITIES 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scatter Shot II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Piercing Shot I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sight II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Nature Sense II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Infusion V 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Siphon II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Energy Arrow III 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rain of Arrows I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Exploding Arrow II 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ward II 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Satisfied with his stats, he glanced at Sabila and waved at her. “Bye, Sabila.” 
 
    “Bye, master,” Sabila said, and sent him back out. 
 
    The others seemed to have done the same as he had. 
 
    He turned to look at Clara, who had a big smile on her face. “Did you hit level 10?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Clara smiled, and then pulled out her class stone and popped it in her mouth. Her eyes unfocused, and Morgan turned to others. 
 
    “Any leveling up?” 
 
    All of his friends nodded their heads, which meant that they had hit 13 like Morgan. 
 
    A moment later Clara came back to the real world and smiled at the group. “You are looking at a new Aegis-class healer.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days after they got back to the Guild Hold, they had a visitor from Terbon: a messenger carrying a letter for Morgan. 
 
    “What did it say?” Vall asked during their daily meeting. 
 
    “Mayor Fennes got word back from the few neighboring settlements,” Morgan said. 
 
    Vall looked at him impatiently. “And?” 
 
    “Out of the four that he contacted, two are willing to join us—a fishing village on the coast, Orsa, and the mining town of Gebel. The town of Jarul wishes to negotiate, and the town of Heddos refused.” 
 
    “That’s a good start,” Lucius said. 
 
    “It is. The only thing is that I need to go there in person to have them swear to us.” 
 
    “That has always been the case,” Vall said. 
 
    “I know,” Morgan said, but he really didn’t feel like leaving the Hold right now. They had just started getting things off the ground, soon enough they would have enough materials for a wall around the plateau, and he already had plans on building another one at the base of Reach that would surround a smaller village he planned on building conventionally. He planned on having more workers here, and to move in people from the other settlements. For now, he just didn’t want them living in camps like they were now. And then there were the goblins; they needed to deal with that as well. They had some time, still, but he didn’t want to meet them for the first time when they arrived at Reach. He wanted to start scouting them out as soon as possible, to gather more information, but there was just too much to do. 
 
    “How long would it take me to go and visit all these places?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Three weeks minimum,” Lucius answered. 
 
    Morgan grimaced. “Fine, I guess I have no choice. I’ll assemble a group of people and we’ll go,” Morgan said. He would need to leave someone here to be in charge, so he would probably take Ves and a few of the Sky Guard. 
 
    “Good,” Vall said. “We need to increase our domain, get more people here to work and more to ascend. We need to get our Guild level up as well—it will give us more bonuses as it becomes stronger.” 
 
    Morgan agreed, he just didn’t want the hassle; still, he was the one who had wanted to be the leader. Suck it up. 
 
    They ate dinner as Lucius and Vall reported on the most important things that Morgan had to know, and they debated how to proceed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Morgan was standing in front of the Great Hall, looking over the plateau. He was surprised at how quickly it became so busy. The dormitory was placed against the mountainside, half hidden in the hole that the creation of the Guild Hold had created—and a bit away from the Great Hall, near the stream, was a cleared area which they had dedicated to training grounds. He could see Clara from here, training there with a few of the Sky Guard. She had summoned bark armor over her body and held her staff in her hands. She was a healer, but Morgan had suggested that she put some effort and points into fighting with that staff—it wouldn’t be good for her to be completely defenseless. 
 
    He watched as she tripped one of the Sky Guard and sent him tumbling to the ground. He heard a chuckle from behind him and turned his head to see Ves standing next to him. 
 
    “She is feisty,” Ves said. 
 
    “She is,” Morgan agreed. 
 
    “I like her. She is a good person,” Ves said. 
 
    Morgan didn’t reply. It wouldn’t be good for him to comment on how good of a person he thought Clara was, especially since he found her rather cute. Not that he would ever do anything; he was with Ves, and he loved her. Still, he had eyes. 
 
    The stood there in silence, simply enjoying each other’s company. It was comforting somehow, and it was something that Morgan never had before. This familiarity, the feeling of being content. 
 
    Too bad that it was interrupted by yelling and screaming. Everyone who was outside turned and looked at the man running toward them from the road down the mountain.  
 
    It was Orden—he was bloody and dirty, and also out of breath. Morgan and Ves reached him first. The man tried to speak, but he just couldn’t get anything coherent out. Clara finally reached them and immediately put her glowing hands on him. The man’s injuries shrunk and disappeared, and he got his breathing under control over the next few minutes. 
 
    “What happened?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Orden was still shaking, but he spoke much more coherently. “The quarry, we were attacked.” 
 
    “Who attacked you?” Ves asked. 
 
    “Goblins…and hobgoblins,” Orden whispered. 
 
    Clara cursed, and Morgan remembered how hobgoblins were made. It made him sick to his stomach. 
 
    “Go get your brother!” Morgan said to Ves. “We need to get there fast.” I’m not about to leave my people to those monsters. 
 
    Before she could go, Orden caught her hand. “Stop. There is no point… They are dead. They are all dead.” 
 
    Morgan looked at the man, seeing the look on his face. He wanted to argue, but Orden’s eyes convinced him that he was telling the truth.  
 
    Orden spoke again. 
 
    “They are coming here.” 
 
    “What?” Ves asked surprised. 
 
    Before Orden could answer, Morgan raised his hand. “How many, and how long do we have?” 
 
    Orden shook his head. “They were just behind me, but I was faster. An hour, maybe, half an hour, probably. And I don’t know how many. At least a hundred.” 
 
    “A large raiding party,” Clara said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Morgan…” Ves started. “We don’t have any defenses.” 
 
    Morgan was quite aware of that fact. They had a few ascended, but most of their people were non-ascended, and their camp at the base of Reach was undefended. “Get Vall and Lucius to the hall. Clara, go down to the base camp and warn the workers, have them come here.” 
 
    Morgan was already trying to come up with a plan—and he needed to come up with a good one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were gathered around the hearthstone, with Morgan looking through the menus of the add-ons that they could build. They had some materials stockpiled; Morgan had planned on having more buildings built and a wall around the plateau, and maybe even around the base of Reach. He had intended on building a town down there eventually. Now, however, they needed something fast. The typical build time for buildings was several hours, so he couldn’t build something so large. In the end he decided on two small scout towers, both at the top of the road leading to the plateau. It would take just about half an hour for them to be built, and they would be simple, wooden things. They didn’t have the materials nor the time for anything else. 
 
    He blinked his eyes and returned his attention to the people around him as black mist left the hearthstone and flew out of the windows. 
 
    “How did we not notice them before?” Vall asked angrily. 
 
    Lucius shook his head. “We have only a single patrol unit to cover a vast area around Reach. It isn’t enough.” 
 
    “There is no point in arguing about it now. We’ll have company soon,” Morgan said, ending their argument. He turned to Clara. 
 
    “Does this mean that the goblin king has finished uniting the tribes and is sending his armies south?” 
 
    Clara thought about it for a long moment. “I…I don’t think so. If he had, we would’ve seen the entire army here. My people would’ve come down this way before then, too. From what Orden had described, this looks like a raiding party.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, filing that information in his head. He could worry about the goblin king later; now, they needed to survive the coming storm. 
 
    “All right, this is what we will do,” Morgan said, and then explained his plan, though there wasn’t much to it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two towers were finished just as they got all the workers from the camp up to the plateau, along with anything that they thought was valuable enough to carry up the mountain road.  
 
    At about the same time, the raiding party arrived. Looking down, he could see them rush into the camp, searching for prey. When they didn’t find any, they started wrecking and setting the tents on fire. Morgan grimaced at their battle cries and howls. They were far up he couldn’t see much more than tiny shapes moving about, and there was no way to for him to use his Inspect on them or even tell how many there were. 
 
    Orden’s recollection of the attack suggested that this raiding party was better equipped than even the large party they had fought off at Terbon. He knew that this was not going to go as easily for them as that fight had. They had no walls, they hadn’t had the time to prepare traps, and had hardly had time to strategize at all. Still, they had moved some of the logs that they had around the plateau and made simple barriers. It was no wall, but Morgan hoped that they would help. They put them around the top of the road, next to the two towers and leaving a hole in the middle. Morgan hoped that goblins would rather rush through the opening that try and climb over the logs, but he did have a plan for if they did try to climb. 
 
    It was several minutes before the enemy started climbing up the road. Morgan cursed the fact that they had cleared and made the road more passable. They had even widened it a bit so that carts and wagons could pass more easily, but now that would help the raiding party get up to them faster and safer. If only they had the time, Morgan could’ve made it impossible for them to reach them, making traps, collecting boulders to roll down the road—all of these things were feasible, if they only had the time to do them. He cursed himself for not preparing before, but he had thought that they had time. 
 
    When the enemy reached about halfway up the road, Morgan motioned to the group. Morgan and Clara climbed one of the towers, and Titus took the other one. They were not very tall, maybe double Morgan’s height, and they were barely large enough for two people to stand on the top. They climbed up through the ladder inside the square tower. Once up there, Morgan glanced to the rest of his people. Ves and Vall were standing just inside the opening in their hastily assembled barriers, and Lucius and Orden stood behind them with the Sky Guard ascended. Over toward the edge of the plateau were the non-ascended, holding simple bows in their hands and getting ready to fire down on the enemy as they came into range. Morgan didn’t like them standing there like that—the enemy might not be able to scale the rock wall, but they had no cover.  
 
    They also didn’t have a choice. 
 
    The first to come around the bend were tall monsters, as tall as an average human. They had muscled bodies with a green, and some even brown, tint to their skin. Their faces had goblin-like features, with longer noses and long pointed ears, but these had tusks peeking out of their mouths. Morgan recognized that they were hobgoblins, and he shivered as he remembered how those were made once more. It was another thing that made him hate the goblin bastards even more. The hobgoblins had tall shields in their hands and assortment of weapons from swords to clubs and axes. As soon as they came in range, Morgan yelled out. 
 
    “Fire!” he ordered as he took aim and let an arrow fly. Clara had said that hobgoblins were not very intelligent, even when compared to goblins, but that they were stronger. Still, the hobgoblins had enough sense to put their shields up. His arrow found its mark, but many of the others didn’t. They kept firing, but the hobgoblins kept their shields up, protecting those behind them as they approached the opening on the top.  
 
    A few of the goblins had bows themselves, and started firing at the unprotected non-ascended. Morgan saw one man take an arrow in the chest and tumble over the edge. The others ducked back, stopping their fire as spears and arrows started flying their way. They moved to fire only intermittently, and then only when the attackers fire lessened. Morgan fired off his warded arrows, splashing the area in weakening auras. They still kept coming. Titus started chanting something, and a moment later a ball of fire left his staff, hitting the hobgoblin shields and exploding, sending several of them flying. Morgan and the non-ascended took advantage of that and fired a volley into the opening. 
 
    They still hadn’t halted the attackers. They pushed forward, abandoning their defense and covering the short distance remaining in a rush. The hobgoblins reached the opening followed by a wave of goblins, and were met by Ves’s bear. It laid into them, swiping from side to side, but there were too many opponents, and they were cutting at the bear from every side. Ves had her ice armor and icicles covering her shield, and she fired them off at the attackers. Vall jumped into the air and came down in the middle of them with a stomp that cracked the ground and sent those around him tumbling. A moment later his sword caught on fire, and he whirled around, sending a ring of fire flying a few paces out. 
 
    But the goblins kept coming.  
 
    Morgan and the rest were firing their arrows at them as they came up the road. Titus continued throwing fire at them, and Clara was keeping her buff over Ves and Vall beneath the tower. They goblins coming up were holding their shields up, at least those that had them, but the non-ascended and Morgan were taking a lot of them out. It didn’t seem to slow their assault. Then Morgan saw a ball of fire flying in his direction, and he didn’t have the time to move out of the way. The fireball reached the tower and exploded against an invisible shield in front of it. Morgan noticed Clara standing next to him with her hand raised up. 
 
    “Thanks,” Morgan whispered, getting a small smile from Clara in return. Then Morgan swiped his eyes across the attackers and found two magic users preparing to fire more bolts at them. He fired at them, taking one in the throat—and Titus sent a lance of fire at the other, burning him to cinders. 
 
    And then a few of the goblins and hobgoblins broke through the opening, managing to get around Ves and Vall as they held off the rest. Lucius and the Sky Guard met them in melee. Morgan was doing as much as he could to lessen the throng coming—already more than fifty attackers had come up the road, and he had no idea how many more there were. 
 
    Vall released a roar, freezing all the goblins around him in place. Ves’s bear mauled the rest, and then they moved back. Morgan recognized the signal and he changed his target, firing at two large clay pots placed near the opening. His arrows smashed them, and water flew out. Ves smashed her shield into the ground in the center of the opening, and the water flowed toward her. She than raised her shield and pushed, forming a wall of ice between the two towers. The two of them then turned around and ran to help Lucius and the Sky Guard. 
 
    The goblins left outside were slamming into the ice wall, chipping at it, and they had filled out the road. Morgan turned to the non-ascended on the edge. 
 
    “Do it now!” Morgan ordered, and the non-ascended dropped their bows and ran over to the logs, keeping the goblins from spilling over the sides of the road. They each took hold of the levers, stabbed them at the base of the logs, and pushed. Clara chanted and then threw her hands out, putting a large circle on the ground in the middle of the attackers. A moment later a dark purple glow enveloped them, and Morgan saw them visibly lose strength. 
 
    The non-ascended yelled out from the effort, but they managed to push the logs off, and the long round pieces of wood tumbled down the road, rolling over the goblins and crushing them. In only a moment, they had managed to clear the road. 
 
    Then more of them came around the bend.  
 
    “Oh, come on!” Morgan said as he fired his arrows at them. They didn’t have the logs now to protect them, and the enemy would be able to spill into the plateau far too easily. 
 
    Ves and Vall moved back to the towers as the ice wall broke apart and new attackers rushed forward. Titus was throwing fire at them, but there were just too many of them. He saw Ves’s bear falter under its injuries amidst the goblin throng before falling down and disappearing into mist. 
 
    Then Morgan heard a loud thumping sound, and he turned to look down the road. Coming just around the bend was something big—a white-skinned monster with a large, bald head and a flat face. It was tall, as tall as the tower Morgan was standing on, and wide, bulky. It was dragging what looked like a tree trunk behind itself. 
 
    “Fuck me sideways,” Morgan whispered, just as Clara noticed it. 
 
    “An ogre!” she yelled. 
 
    Titus noticed it and started firing off his balls of fire at it, but it didn’t seem to do much more than piss it off. The ogre roared and started rushing forward, stomping on the goblins in its path. It reached the tower and swung its tree-club at it. Morgan could see Titus’s eyes widen from where he was standing, and he saw the moment when Titus turned and jumped off from the tower. The ogre’s club smashed the tower, sending pieces over the Sky Guard and the goblins fighting there. 
 
    Morgan sprang into action—he slipped his hand around Clara’s waist, eliciting a small cry of surprise, and he pulled her tightly to him as he turned and jumped from the tower. A moment later the ogre rushed and smashed its shoulder into their tower, and it lost its footing and staggered for a few steps, giving Morgan and Clara enough time to move. Ves and Vall were pulling back, and Morgan started heading their way. Putting his bow over his shoulder, he pulled Clara with him as he drew his sword. 
 
    Clara smashed her staff into a goblin that came too close, Morgan skewered another, and then Vall was there to cover their retreat. Over on the other side, Morgan saw Titus fighting a group of goblins approaching him, small bolts of fire exploding from his staff, but Morgan could see that they would overwhelm him soon. Then Lucius was there, swiping his air blades at the goblins and pulling Titus back. 
 
    “Retreat to the Hall!” Morgan yelled out. The non-ascended had already done so, and he could see them running up the stairs. 
 
    The ogre started walking in their direction, and Morgan pulled off his bow and fired a few arrows at it as they ran. They hit it in the chest, but they might as well have been mosquito bites. The ogre roared and swiped its club across the ground, smashing one of the Sky Guard along with several goblins. 
 
    They ran up the steps. Vall and Ves, along with the remaining Sky Guard, took positions at the base of the second set of stairs and made to hold off the goblins. Lucius and Titus were on the top, both bleeding from cuts and breathing heavily. Clara moved over to them to heal them immediately.  
 
    Orden, however, got stranded behind with several attackers around him. Morgan fired his arrows to help him, but there were too many—one hobgoblin got behind him, and pushed his sword through the man’s chest. Morgan saw the moment when the light left his eyes…and Orden turned to glowing dust.  
 
    Morgan watched for a long moment, stunned. He had known that the ascended were like the monsters, but he hadn’t really realized what that meant. 
 
    The ogre stomped closer, and Morgan turned his attention to it. He fired Arrows of Decay at it, as well as a few energy arrows and exploding arrows. He was doing damage—he could see it on the ogre’s burned and bleeding hide—but it just wasn’t enough. It raised its club over its head and smashed it down at Vall, who jumped to the side at the last moment. Ves stepped forward and slashed at its leg, and it roared and swiped at her with its fist. Ves put her shield up and it stuck it, sending her flying in the air up toward them. She smashed through the doors of the hall, her ice armor shattering, and fell on the floor inside. 
 
    Morgan turned back to the ogre, pissed off. He took careful aim as the beast was distracted, trying to strike at Vall. He let the arrow fly and it stabbed right into the ogre’s eye.  
 
    It cried out in pain, stumbling back and swiping widely with its club, taking down several of its allies in the process. That was when Rann jumped off from the roof of the Hall and right on top of it. Rann bit into the ogre’s neck, forcing his claws deep into the ogre’s shoulders as his scorpion tail stabbed repeatedly into the ogre’s flesh. Raising its arms up with a roar and grabbing hold of the manticore, it squeezed, and Morgan saw the manticore release the ogre as it cried out in pain, its ribcage crushed. The blood gushed out of the ogre’s wounds as it threw Rann aside, and Morgan saw the manticore die and dissipate. The body faded out, unlike the death of an ascended, and Morgan knew that he could bring Rann back—the manticore’s soul was bound to the hearthstone. 
 
    The ogre stumbled around a bit, and then fell to its knees, the poison and the wounds Rann inflicted taking their toll. Morgan put another arrow in its head, and it fell down on its face. 
 
    “Now! Push them back!” Morgan yelled out as the attackers faltered at their ogre’s death. 
 
    Lucius jumped from the top of the stairs, and with a gush of wind flew down near the remainder of the Sky Guard and started cutting down the attackers. Titus was throwing fire from the top of the stairs with Clara holding her weakening aura on them. Morgan let his arrows fly, and Vall swiped his sword through the goblins. 
 
    There were only about two dozen of them left, but all of them were tired, and some even injured. Vall had an arrow sticking from his thigh, but he was still fighting. Morgan was just about to yell out for him to pull back, as he had almost gotten too far ahead, when Vall took a bad step, and lost his footing. A hobgoblin saw the advantage and attacked. Vall tried to block, but he was of balance. He stumbled back, missing the parry, which probably saved his life, but the hobgoblin’s sword cut right through Vall’s hand, taking it off at the middle of his forearm. 
 
    Vall screamed out, and Morgan rushed forward, firing arrows of binding at the goblins surrounding him and entangling them in the roots. Lucius was there a moment later, cutting down the rest, and grabbing hold of Vall and pulling him back. 
 
    Morgan switched to firing at the remaining attackers, Titus was sending waves of fire down on them—and a moment later the attackers broke and started running away. Morgan kept the fire up even after they got to the road and started back down. He rallied the Sky Guard and followed the goblins all the way to the base of the mountain. 
 
    Less than a dozen attackers survived and escaped into the forest.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later Morgan and the rest were still clearing the damage from the fighting. The goblins had completely destroyed the camp at the base of Reach; but on the bright side, they had gotten a lot of loot from the attack, and Morgan had gained another level. Vall, Ves, Lucius, and Clara had all gained a level, too, and the survivors of the Sky Guard and Titus had gained several. Morgan had earned about four thousand experience points; the amount varied depending on what level each ascended was, but the higher-level group had all gotten around the same amount. 
 
    Ves’s tumble through the Grand Hall had given her a small concussion, which her ascension took care of, as it hadn’t been a permanent injury. Vall, on the other hand, had healed his other injuries, but hadn’t gotten his hand back. The ascension regeneration didn’t do anything to recover what was already lost. His stump ended just over his elbow, and Morgan could see that the man was having a hard time with it. He had tried to speak with Vall about it, but the man didn’t want to talk. Morgan understood, and gave him some room, but also responsibilities. He didn’t want the man to shut down and do something stupid, and Morgan had already discussed with Lucius about what their options were. According to the Roman, there existed potions which could regrow lost limbs, but there were also high-quality artificers who could build artificial limbs that could be moved the same way an arm could. He had made sure to let Vallsorim know that they would get him a potion, or at the very least a replacement hand as soon as they could manage it.  
 
    They had lost twenty non-ascended, and four Sky Guard, along with Orden. They held a funeral for the non-ascended, and a wake for the ascended, who had left no bodies behind. It had been a somber night, and Ves had kept close to Morgan, the two of them finding comfort in each other. 
 
    It could’ve just as easily been one of them who had died. 
 
    Lucius had started training the Sky Guard even more intensely, and they started building short walls around the base of Reach. They weren’t all that tall, but they were better than nothing.  
 
    Ves started spending more time with Clara, training with her. The orc healer was adamant in her desire to learn how to protect herself more. The two women had grown closer over the last few days, and more often than not Morgan found them together. 
 
    After they had cleared most of the damage and gathered all the loot, Morgan used one of his manticore hearts to revive Rann. The manticore appeared next to the hearthstone, aided by a white mist, and immediately started purring and bumping Morgan’s chest, and Morgan scratched behind his horns. 
 
    Morgan knew that they didn’t have a lot of time before the goblin king united the tribes and turned a real army down on to the south—he decided that he needed more allies. They discussed it over their meetings, and a decision was made: Morgan was going to go and visit the other settlements. He had planned on taking only Ves and one other member of the Sky Guard, but Ves had roped in Clara instead. Morgan had wanted to leave her in case of another attack, but Lucius insisted that since they would be taking such a small group they would have a greater need of a healer on the road. 
 
    Morgan gave Lucius access to the hearthstone’s crafting menus—he had discovered that he could give access to every Guild Leader—and told him to see if he could gather enough materials for a wall at the top of the road. They were building the one at the base of Reach by hand, to conserve energy, but he still wanted to have a few more things up in case of another attack. In the end he gave the Roman free reign to do as he wished; Morgan trusted his judgment. 
 
    Now they were standing in front of the Great Hall, packed and ready for the trip. He was feeling a bit uncomfortable. Being on the road with two beautiful women wasn’t exactly something that he had experience with…especially when one of them was his fantasy wife. Morgan was looking at Lucius, trying to ask for help with his eyes, but the Roman had a smug smile on his face as he ignored him.  
 
    “We are ready,” Ves said finally.  
 
    “Right, I guess that we can get going then?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Clara said, and she and Ves started climbing down the stairs. Morgan looked at the sky, hoping for some god-not-god intervention, but there was nothing. He wondered how he had gotten to this place, about to go out and ask people to swear allegiance to him in order to fight an army of goblins, hobgoblins, and ogres.  
 
    “Right, cool, cool, cool, cool, cool… I can do this shit,” he said to himself, and started walking. 
 
    How in the hell did I get here?
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    EXCERPT FROM MY FANTASY SERIES 
 
    ETERNAL PATH BOOK ONE – ETERNAL SOUL 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    VIN 
 
      
 
    Kai Zhao Vin woke in darkness on cold stone with shackles on his wrists and ankles. Thick chains kept him tied to a wall, allowing him only a few steps in any direction. He did not know for how long he’d slept, nor did he even know for how long he had been imprisoned. He had lost count of the days, with no sunlight to tell him the passage of time. Once again he cursed his captors for making his soul suffer through this abomination, for trying to break him and refusing to let his soul pass to the realm of the gods. 
 
    A rattle turned his attention to the doors of his cell; Vin heard voices and realized that he had been woken up by these visitors. He closed his eyes to shield them from being blinded by the orb of light that his jailers would certainly have, and waited. A few moments later he heard the door open and the sound footsteps growing closer. Suddenly, large hands grabbed him and removed the shackles from his wrists and ankles, and then the visitors picked him up and half carried, half dragged him outside. 
 
    The legs of this body were weak compared to the one he had been born with. The original owner of this body had been a weak spirit artist, his body not even reaching the first step of the path. So, even though he hated being carried, he swallowed his pride and conserved his strength.  
 
    He opened his eyes just a bit, letting them slowly adjust to the light. He hated that he was constrained by this frail body, hated that this body’s core was so weak that he could barely push ki through its channels, hated that he couldn’t seek justice for what had been done to him and to his people, and to Orb—his world. 
 
    He managed to turn his head enough to see the two that were carrying him. Beasts with dark red scales and black horns, over two meters tall and wide as oxen, with leathery wings folded on their backs. Brutes, they served as heavy infantry for the enemy, slow but powerful. Vin guessed that now, when there was no one else to fight, they had been delegated to other lesser tasks, such as retrieving prisoners. 
 
    They carried him out of the dungeon and into what had once been a city of his people, the last that was standing before Vin was captured. The soaring towers of Heavenly Orders no longer pierced the blue sky; now, only craters remained where they had once stood, and the once azure sky had turned crimson as blood. What previously had been the brown-and-gray shape of the Father Storm was now tinted in that same red, and the storms that danced across his surface now seemed angry as he rose above the horizon, filling half of the sky.  
 
    Buildings once filled with crafters and practitioners of the spirit arts were now tainted by the invaders. Vin did not know exactly for how long he had been a prisoner; he knew only that he had spent at least a year as a prisoner in his original body, enduring invasions of his mind. The enemy wanted him on their side, but Vin’s will was greater. He would never bow and accept their offer. He had tried to escape, of course—his honor as a spirit-artist demanded the attempt—as these were not artists from another clan, but honorless invaders. He had prepared for months, compressing and purifying his ki in order to gain a burst of power great enough to overcome the strange aura that the enemy used to keep him imprisoned. 
 
    He had almost succeeded; he escaped the prison and then ran right into one of the enemy commanders. Had he been at his peak before the imprisonment had weakened him, or if had he still possessed even one of his blessed arms, he could have won, he knew. Instead, he had found himself back in the cold, dark cell. The enemy had then used their cursed artifact and strange powers to extract Vin’s soul from its earthly vessel and put it into another, weaker one, ensuring that he would not have enough strength to escape again. And in fairness this body was not truly weak, Vin admitted: whoever had inhabited it before simply hadn’t even attempted to make the first step on the path. By the shape of the body’s muscles, Vin knew that the body’s previous owner had taken care of it, had trained it to the best of his meager ability.  
 
    A strong man for sure for his level of power, but nothing compared to power that Vin had wielded in his original body. The strength that the body possessed now was no match for even the lowest of the enemy’s soldiers. Despite that, Vin cultivated the body’s—or rather now his—ki, pushing and pulling it through the body’s channels. He was familiarizing himself with his new body, hoping that someday he would have enough power to escape. 
 
    The brutes led him through the streets toward the main square. Pain shot through his heart at the sights around him, for they gave truth to what his captors had been telling him. His people were gone.  
 
    The two brutes carried him through the throng of creatures and their leaders. Human-like creatures with horns and red skin that called themselves Arashan watched over their subjects. Eventually they reached the large square, and Vin immediately noticed the massive construction effort in the center of the clearing. Vin recognized it immediately: a World Gate. Made of gray stone, once finished it would tower above the buildings around it. Memories came to Vin of five thousand warriors, spirit artists all, the best of the best, following behind him as they marched on the gate the enemy had used to invade their world. It had been one last attempt to destroy it and cut them off from Orb, hoping that without support from their own world that they could be defeated.  
 
    They had lost. Most were killed; though a few were captured, Vin among them. 
 
    This new World Gate drew Vin’s eyes, and he could see that it wouldn’t be finished for a long time, years even, but it told him that the enemy was getting ready to invade another world. In order to do so, they would need a mirror World Gate on the world they intended to invade—that much Vin’s people had managed to learn. As he was dragged past the World Gate, Vin noticed something else. An archway similar in appearance to the larger gate, only smaller. Sized enough for maybe two people to pass through at the same time, with two large crystals placed on two pedestals on each side of the archway, each glowing with tainted red aura. 
 
    The two brutes carried him in the archway’s direction, and then past it toward a large round table covered with maps and documents written in what was to him an unfamiliar language. The brutes dropped him to the ground in front of their Arashan commander, who was leaning over the table and looking at maps of unfamiliar lands. The commander turned and looked down at Vin with his yellow eyes. With this new body’s weak sight, Vin could no longer see the soul of the commander, but still he remembered the sight when he’d had the ability: there was a red aura that added power to the being before him. It was as if there were a tether reaching from somewhere far beyond this place that fed power to the being in front of Vin.  
 
    The commander studied him, and Vin did the same in return. He glanced at the black armor that covered every part of the commander, each interlocking plate etched with glowing red symbols that wisped with smoke. 
 
    “Have you changed your mind, Vin?” the commander asked. 
 
    “No, Narzarah,” Vin answered. 
 
    Narzarah sighed. He gestured with his hand and the two brutes picked Vin up from his knees, allowing him to stand. Narzarah then turned to the table, pointing. “These are the maps of another world, Kai Zhao Vin. We have finished with yours. Mostly. The few that remain in hiding will die soon enough. And we have already made contact with the people of this new world—a World Gate will be built and the Host will spill through, adding the power of their world to that of our God. You have suffered enough, Vin. You have seen our power. Why delay the inevitable?” Narzarah asked. “A soul is immortal. You know that we can keep you alive and bound to earthly vessels forever. Forcing you from one body to another until you forget what your original one looked like. You will never see the heavens. Accept our God’s offer, Vin. Join the Arashan, and you will have a respected place among the Host.” 
 
    “Why are you doing all of this to get me on your side, Narzarah?” 
 
    “Because you stood up to us, of course. Your little moon is the first low-magic world we have ever encountered that stood against us with such success, considering your handicap. The only one that had refused to bow and add its strength to the Arashan. Your people have somehow learned to harness their innate power in ways that we have never seen before. There is so little magic on this world that most spells simply can’t work without us bringing gems and anima-wells from other worlds to power them. The innate anima of our mages is not enough to power them.” Narzarah considered him shrewdly. “Yet you have achieved something once thought impossible: you have devised a way to strengthen your own anima. To change it, and to achieve power without the use of spells and magic in nature. And you, among all of your people, have stood on the top, the youngest ever to become a Sage. You killed the most of our warriors and mages, and you prolonged what was supposed to be a short campaign of several months to five years. My God can use such talent and strength. I know that you are a warrior in your heart, just like me. Join us, Vin, and you will be by my side, leading the Host in the conquest of the stars.” 
 
    Vin listened to the words Narzarah spoke. And even though his words were in Vin’s own language, words which he knew the meaning of, he did not understand half of what Narzarah was saying. But it didn’t matter, in the end, whether Vin understood or not. He would never submit his soul to them. He had seen the mark of their God: the twisting red aura that coiled through their souls, giving them power. It was not something that any honorable spirit artist would even consider. To take such power unearned, to bow and step off the path, would take away so much of what it meant to be a spirit artist. 
 
    “If you wanted my power and my talents, you should not have put me in this weak body. In any case, I would never submit my soul to your God. Look at what you are, Narzarah! You have been twisted and corrupted by a power not conquered by your own will. I know that, once, you must have been like me—and now you are nothing but a disfigured puppet of a dark God.” 
 
    Narzarah laughed at Vin’s words. “I forget, sometimes, when we encounter worlds like yours. Those that have forgotten about the Sundering, forgotten about your origins. You look at me and see me as disfigured; you think my horns and eyes are a result of what you call demonic energy. Yet there are thousands of species all shaped as the first children of the Lifebringer, and my kind are just one among them. There is so much that you do not know about the rules of our plane of existence.” Narzarah leaned down to look at Vin, making their eyes level. “You think that your body was what made you powerful? It is not. It is your soul. The vessel of flesh you possess is only a conduit to what the soul has the will to do. It is the soul and the will that shape all the power in our universe. Given time, you could get that body,” Narzarah said, poking Vin’s chest with a finger, “to be as strong as your original.”  
 
    Narzarah shook his head and looked aside for moment, gazing at the construction of the World Gate. Then he turned back to Vin with a somehow softer look. “I have encountered others like you, Vin. You are an old soul, a favored soul. One which keeps finding its way back to this plane. You want to die and go to the heavens? Hah! You would only be sent back to this plane, and in time we would meet again.” 
 
    “None of your insanities change my answer, Narzarah. I will not abandon my honor. I will never give you the secrets of my people’s spirit arts,” Vin said firmly, looking the destroyer of his world in the eyes. 
 
    “Well, there is time yet. You are still young, and I will convince you eventually. But I don’t need you to teach me anything. I have already convinced others to share with me the secrets of your arts,” Narzarah said, and glanced to his side as two shapes stepped forward. 
 
    Vin had noticed others around the table, but hadn’t paid them any attention. Now he turned his eyes on them and froze. He knew them—Xhao Wa Lei of the Stone Heart Clan, and Xiang Hao Ming Li of the Fire Serpent Clan. He had not seen them since they had marched on the enemy’s World Gate. He had believed them dead, killed in the battle. But now… He might not be able to see their souls, but he felt them. They felt the same as Narzarah, and he knew that there was a pulsating tether that had been connected to their souls from somewhere beyond. 
 
    “What have you done?” Vin asked, disgusted. 
 
    Lei winced, his face taking on a shameful expression and his eyes looking away, evading Vin’s glare. Ming Li stepped forward, looking Vin in the eyes with a smile on her beautiful face. 
 
    “We survived, Vin,” she said. “Our people lie dead on the ground, rotting—and yet we live, and are more powerful than ever.” 
 
    “You disgraced your ancestors, your families! What would your father say if he could see you now?” Vin spat at her. 
 
    Ming Li’s face contorted into an ugly expression of rage. “Why do I care what the old fool would have thought? He was petty, and jealous of my power—he withheld the family secrets from me! Well, now I don’t need his scrolls, or the Way of the Coiling Fire Serpent! I have more power than he could’ve ever hoped to achieve!” 
 
    “And the only thing you gave in return was your soul.” Vin shook his head in disappointment. “You dishonored yourself—for what? For power? Your father was right to deny you the secrets of your Clan. You are not worthy.” 
 
    “I am more worthy than anyone ever was! And what do you think your honor will get you?” she spat back. “Our people are dead, and you will never be free. You will spend the rest of eternity as a prisoner of the Host, and there will come a time when even you must break.” 
 
    “I will never disgrace myself by stepping off my way, by abandoning the path—by betraying the arts created by our ancestors,” Vin said in return. 
 
    “Then I pity you and your honor,” Ming Li said haughtily.  
 
    Vin turned from her, not able to keep his eyes on what she had become a moment more. He looked at Lei, someone who he had thought an honored rival once. “And what about you, Lei? Will you not try to convince me to betray all that I am?” 
 
    Lei grimaced and turned to look at Vin, the shame clear in his eyes. “I know that there is no point. You will never agree to compromise your beliefs and stop walking the path.” 
 
    “That,” Narzarah interjected, “is where we disagree. Solitude and time break everyone eventually.” His eyes got a faraway look about them, and he whispered, as if to himself, “I know that better than most.” 
 
    Vin prepared to speak again, but they were interrupted. A group of Arashan approached them. Three men and three women, red-skinned and horned. The first half of the group, made up of two men and a woman, were wearing robe-like garments and carried large staffs adorned with gems on their tips. Vin recognized what they were. The enemy called them “mages,” wielders of strange powers. The last half, two women and one man, were adorned with armor similar to Narzarah’s, swords fastened at their waists.  
 
    The group stepped close—yet, among them, Vin noticed a man with no sign of corruption, dressed in an unfamiliar garb. He had red hair and green eyes, and his garb was a black tunic with green embroidery at the hem. A symbol of a strange blade piercing a black-and-yellow sun adorned his right breast. He had a black sash around his waist beneath a leather belt and a long, wide sword sheathed on his left side. The man walked with the corrupted completely at ease, not bothered by their demonic appearance in the slightest. 
 
    The leader of the group, a tall Arashan, stepped up to Narzarah. “We are ready to open the breach, Commander,” he said. 
 
    Narzarah nodded. “Good.” He then turned to look at the strange man standing among the other Arashan. “Are you ready, Grand Marshal?” 
 
    The man looked at Narzarah with contempt. “You fulfill your part of the bargain, and we will pay your price.” 
 
    “Careful, Grand Marshal,” Narzarah said threateningly. “There are countless others on your world who would jump at the opportunity to aid us.” 
 
    “As long as you help me achieve our goals, we will have no problems,” the Grand Marshal replied tersely. 
 
    “Good,” Narzarah said, and the group left, heading toward the archway. 
 
    The Grand Marshal’s piercing green eyes glanced at Vin as he passed him, but he didn’t stop. Vin’s gaze followed the strange man as they reached the archway. Two Arashan mages stepped close to the two crystals on each side of the construct, and started chanting. 
 
    “You disapprove, Vin?” Narzarah said, forcing Vin to look back at him. 
 
    “That man has no honor. Whatever he wants is not worth what you will do to his world,” Vin said. 
 
    “Your own people have done the same. The Golden Lion Clan built a World Gate for us in secret, and here we are.” 
 
    “Yes, and they were the first that you killed.” 
 
    “Your people are strong,” Narzarah said simply, “and strength breeds arrogance. The Golden Lion Clan misunderstood what we are. They sought to control us and use us to conquer the other clans.” 
 
    “And that man, does he know what you will do after you reach his world?” 
 
    “Of course not. He thinks that the Host will aid his people in the conquest of their world. And we will—for a time. Perhaps if they prove worthy, we might even allow a few to join us. But we will deal with them appropriately once the time is right.” 
 
    “Their world must be without honor if any of them would use you to further their gains,” Vin said sadly. 
 
    “Ah, the ignorance of your people never ceases to astound me. For all the knowledge you have gained in your arts, you are ignorant of greater realties of this plane.” Narzarah shook his head, and gestured to the two brutes. “In time you will see the truth. And when you do, you will join us.” 
 
    The brutes stepped close to grab Vin and carry him away back to his prison. 
 
    “I can walk by myself. Allow me this decency, Narzarah. In this body I am harmless to you and yours,” Vin said, defeated. His dignity had been stolen; he needed something back, even something as small as this. 
 
    Narzarah looked at him for a moment, then nodded at the brutes. “There is nowhere for you to run now. This world is ours. Walk back to your cell, Vin, and think hard on what I have said. At any moment you can change your answer, and I will welcome you in the ranks of the Arashan with open arms.” 
 
    Vin nodded at Narzarah, and turned to walk back toward the prison. He glanced at Lei and Ming Li as he walked pass them. 
 
    “You will break, Vin. I know you will. And then you shall see the power that the Arashan and their God offer,” Ming Li said, smiling darkly. 
 
    Vin ignored her and walked away, the brutes following two steps behind him. He drew close to the archway, seeing the group of six Arashan and the strange man waiting as two Arashan mages kept their staffs pointed at the two crystals, red energy seeping from the staffs to the crystals. Vin slowed as they stepped close. The brutes, seemingly content to follow his pace, slowed as well. 
 
    “Be ready! We can’t keep the breach open for long!” one of the mages yelled. 
 
    A strange man grabbed Vin’s attention—he looked much like the Arashan with horns and long, black hair, and piercing golden eyes. But where the Arashan had red skin, this one was pale. The man held Vin’s gaze, then cast his eyes to the archway and back at Vin, raising an eyebrow at him. Vin turned to look at the archway as it pulsed with visible aura. He turned back, but the man was no longer there. Vin cast his sight around him, looking, but saw no one that even resembled the man he had seen. I’m seeing things. I’ve been imprisoned for too long, he thought to himself. 
 
    Vin looked at the mages as they worked. And then, suddenly, the archway pulsed with power, and a tear appeared that spread to fill the archway, and Vin could see trees through it and people waiting. Narzarah had been right: there was nowhere on Orb that Vin could run to. 
 
    Vin looked behind him, and saw that the brutes were watching the archway as the first of the group passed through it. He was close to the archway, a dozen steps at most. Vin’s eyes slid further behind him to look at Narzarah, Lei, and Ming Li, as they too watched the archway. Narzarah’s eyes met Vin’s, and Vin smiled. Narzarah’s eyes narrowed in confusion and then widened in realization. He opened his mouth to speak, but it was too late. 
 
    Vin took a deep breath and jumped forward, running as fast as his vessel could carry him. The body was not even at the first step of the path—its core was not developed, preventing Vin from using any of the advanced techniques he knew. But being housed in a weak vessel did not mean that he couldn’t use ki, it only meant that he was very limited in doing so. Vin pushed the air out of his lungs, pulling ki from his core and pushing it through his channels. It was dangerous, a thing that should never be attempted before one reached at least the second step, but there was no choice.  
 
    He could cripple his ki channels if he made a single mistake. But Vin wasn’t someone on the second step, nor was he at the same level that this body was. He was a Sage on the seventh step of the path—a master of the spirit arts. His legs burned as ki flooded through them, and he activated a Surging technique. In the blink of an eye, he reached the archway as the last of the group passed through. The two mages holding the breach open failed to act in their shock as Vin reached out with his hands and grabbed one of the crystals from the pedestal, pulling it with him. Red energy flashed across his vision and he slipped, turning mid step as his back passed through the breach. 
 
    A shape appeared in front of him. Lei had finishing the Wind Step technique faster than Vin had ever seen him move before. His hand reached out to grab Vin, to pull him back—but then Vin saw Lei’s eyes and the sorrow and regret deep within them. And just as his hand was about to grab him, Lei hesitated, his fingers bent, and his hand missed. Ming Li appeared a step behind him, just as Vin passed through the breach and into a strange, dark realm. Seeing Lei’s failure, Ming Li jumped forward through the archway as its aura and energy twisted and churned, and Vin fell through it. Ming Li passed through the archway and was close to grabbing him when the crystal in Vin’s hand exploded with a blast of force. The opening they passed through closed, and the force of the explosion threw Vin sideways, separating him and Ming Li in the ether.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eyes, Vin saw the other opening in the distance, and saw Ming Li falling toward it. Then the darkness disappeared and was replaced by light. Vin was falling through the air, and then he hit the surface of what felt like a body of water, leaving him confused and disoriented. His muscles burning from the ki he had sent through them, he had no strength to move. Sinking deeper, he rejoiced, for he knew that he would truly die, and at last he was going to be free. His soul would ascend to the realm of the Gods.  
 
    His eyes stared at the bright spot above him, the sun shining through the waves illuminating his path to the heavens—but then a shape broke the surface of the water and swam toward him. But Vin was too weak to stay awake, to see if he would live or die.
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