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Chapter 1 – Primordial Cat
With charred fists, I watched as the coal-like texture spread down my arms until it covered my entire body. My innards were not spared from the effects. Shapeshifting, being true to its name, began to change me.
My mana was being spent at an unimaginable rate. It pushed at the edges of my physical form until I started to expand. Much like going In The Buff, I felt power well up inside my limbs and flesh, but where In The Buff would have found its limit, Primordial Cat Form had only begun. Scorching steam flexed inside me like honed muscle and yet I was not burned.
Steam was only the beginning. Soon, the heat inside of me swelled into a raging furnace. It did not destroy me. We became one. As molten rock settled in its place, I took in the room in which I stood. Through the thick lens of overwhelming internal power, I found it difficult to look beyond myself. I was on all fours but stood taller than I had before my transformation. The stone walls cooked in the heat of my presence. 
Opening my jaw, I could feel the weapon that was now my breath and the strength of being able to crush stone like ice chips between my teeth.
I rolled my neck, feeling strength that had surpassed muscle and bone. As naturally as taking a breath, I willed the hard substance of my back and spiked mane to kindle into liquid rock. The fluidity of my form was mine to command. Just as quickly as it had heated up, I encased myself in hardened rock, drawing the heat inside me.
I had feared this form, knowing that Xaphan had possessed an ocean of mana to smother the life out of almost anything alive. But instead of swimming in that endless power, this was like the first time I had used Force Learn on Lord Darius. It was mouthwatering. It was intoxicating. If I could only get more of it, I could keep myself alive. I could protect my friends. I could protect Aeris.
My consciousness started to fade as my vision dimmed. The power inside me began to deflate. Time’s up already?
I regained consciousness a few seconds later. I lay face down with my cheek resting on the searing hot floor. Nothing was left of my clothes. I was being cooked alive in the remaining heat.
Desperately, I tried to move, but there was no strength in my limbs. I had used every ounce of my mana, which had left me helpless for a few moments as my mana started to rebuild itself. What would have normally left me woozy had been bypassed by the pain of scalding skin.
A pathetic cry was the first thing that I was able to manage in my weakened state. 
As if in response, a tumultuous wind screamed in through the entrance of the room. Instead of enhancing the heat, the air found three other doorways and exited in a rush, sucking out the heat from those tight quarters in seconds and leaving me shivering and burnt. 
Immediately, I curled up and healed myself with the mana that had already returned to me. Moments ago, I had felt jaw-dropping power, but the cost had left me completely helpless.
Knowing the source of the wind that had just saved me from having to regrow even more skin, I lay there hugging my knees and hiding my frailty in shame. I was already healed, but this was not how I wanted anyone to see me, especially the woman I cared for.
A warm hand settled on my shoulder.
I turned toward her, onto my back, while Skeletal Armor covered me from the waist down. I hadn’t used my armor without undergarments before because I doubted it would be comfortable enough without them, but I’d forgo that comfort for the moment.
I took a deep breath as Aeris looked down on me with a feigned smile. Her trembling proved she was only trying to put on a strong face. 
She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. When she saw I was alive and well, her annoyance became clear, and I saw genuine outrage glaring down at me.
“Well, that went well,” I said sarcastically, trying to lighten the mood as I sat up.
She finally spoke. “I hate it when you do this,” she admonished. “I hate it.”
She sat on her knees at my side. Her arms hung loosely as if she had just undergone the same thing that I had.
How many times had I broken my promise to her? Just yesterday, I had determined to start putting the others first. The problem was, I needed to continue pushing myself and also be there for the others, for her, but I had no idea how to accomplish both of those things? This wasn’t selfish like the time I went off exploring The Belly before the others had caught up to help. I wasn’t putting the others in danger. Sure, there was risk to me, but it was necessary… The memory of what happened the first time I had used the blue spell Magma came to mind. If it wasn’t for Mel being there, I probably would have died from the intoxicating fumes that my own spell had given off as we fled The Belly. Not that there was the danger of death looming, just a lot of pain, but I really was being arrogant. I should have told someone I was coming here and what I was going to do.
“I’m sorry, Aeris. Even with 1,000 Intelligence it’s like there are holes in my thinking. I just didn’t want to wake anyone,” I replied soberly.
“I know you didn’t,” she said with a sigh. Leaning forward with her hands on her knees, she continued, “And just because your stats are high doesn’t mean you’re a different person. You’ve always gotten so focused on what you have to do that you ignore the possible consequences. It makes you focused and quick to act, but you need to learn when to turn that part of yourself off.”
Seeing that she had switched from her angry posture to one of hopeful irritation, I couldn’t help but respond. “So, what you’re saying is if I feel like putting myself in a position where I might end up passed out naked in a giant frying pan, I should talk to you first?”
Her jaw muscles clenched just before her fist dug into the muscle at the base of my shoulder.
“You’re a jerk,” she yelled in a huff.
I looked in awe at the rigid muscles of my arm. Where she had hit me pulsed like a new bruise.
“How in the world did you hit me so hard?” I asked, rubbing my arm. Her punch had been so fast. But was her speed enough to make up for her lack of strength?
“I don’t just have a talent in Wind Magic, I also have one with Dexterity, remember?” she muttered. “Well, I was at first torn as to whether I should work on my Intelligence next, or Dex. I think it would be a waste to not at least get my Dex to 1,000 for the bonus.”
I shook my head to acknowledge her logic before responding. “What is your Dexterity right now?”
“837. I also got my Strength and Constitution to 100.”
“What?! When?”
Aeris stood up, putting her hands on her hips as if to show herself to me for the first time. She shook her head. Her tight dark blue leather armor hugged her arms and legs. It was thicker in places that were common targets like her torso, shoulders, forearms, and thighs. She even had a solid collar that curled back from her neck, offering protection without restricting her movement. Her brown hair was back in a long braid, keeping her hair in order and out of her face. It also wouldn’t get in the way when she used her wind magic. She was still naturally petite, but there was no denying her muscle build was tauter than before and much better defined.
“What do you mean when? We killed a Hell Hound, about one hundred Imps, hundreds more in the Belly, a dark elf, a succubus…”
“What level are you now?” I asked, holding up my hands as if begging for peace.
She opened her character sheet and showed me.
Name: Aeris
Age: 17
Level: 387
 
Attributes
Strength: 100
Dexterity: 837
Constitution: 103
Intelligence: 103
Wisdom: 1,004
 
I quickly added up her stat points in my head and realized she had 42 more levels worth of stats than she should at her level. About 210 more. Astonished, I didn’t hesitate to ask her about it.
“One part of my talent is that I gain stat points in Dexterity faster than normal when exerting myself. My talent info doesn’t say how fast, though, so it’s hard for me to calculate,” she said.
“You’re incredible,” I replied, getting to my feet and allowing Skeletal Armor to finish its job and encase my upper body as well. In The Buff also filled me with the increase in size I had grown accustomed to. I supposed it was time to get used to my armor without undergarments if I could expect them to burn up every time I used this form.
She turned away when she noticed I was still shirtless. It took a few seconds for Skeletal Armor to finish the process of covering me. “You’re just trying to get me to forget that I’m angry with you.”
“Is it working?”
She gave me a sarcasm filled eyeroll as she shook her head.
“I’m sorry,” I said playfully. “But, will you accompany me as I try to power level this new spell?”
“Hey! I have some power leveling I need to do as well. But yes, I’ll rescue you when you need it. I’ll be two rooms over working on Dexterity.”
I nodded, happy to hear she wouldn’t just be sitting here watching me.
“Since I’m going to be up all night, you better heal me,” she added, just as Russ entered the room with Olivia at his side. 
“You better heal us as well,” Russ called out.
They weren’t alone. Skyler was there with the Sledge brothers, then Travis followed them in with Clarissa and Audrey. Trevon was with Mel, Chris, Steve and three of our Dexterity-based fighters who I was less familiar with. It suddenly struck me that all three of them were female… Why had I been thinking they were guys? I really did need to focus on getting to know everyone better. Lydia followed after with Richard in tow. Everyone was here.
Had they been listening to our conversation?
Crossing his arms across his chest, Skyler said, “Same here. Throw us a Heal.”
“That goes for all of us!” Richard said earnestly. “I’m going to take over the watch for now. I’m adding everyone to a group and I’m going to keep it active at all times. It’ll help me level my spell.”
The lot of them stood there looking at me expectantly.
When I first arrived in the Underworld they had all been strangers. I hadn’t trusted them then, but, even as I grew to know them and how dependable they could be, I still wasn’t giving them the trust they had earned. That needed to change.
Eyeing my mana, I saw I now had close to 25k MP. I didn’t spare any mana and cast a cloud of Advanced Heal that filled the room and smothered everyone. 
I saw the eagerness in their faces as they left to find a suitable place to train their unique talents.
A few of the ones I had grown the closest to remained. Russ and Olivia, Travis, Mel and, of course, Aeris.
I looked at them blankly, still unsure what had just happened.
Travis chuckled. “You really think a single one of us didn’t know you would be up to something tonight? Everyone was just kind of waiting around until they sensed your mana spike, then they came to find you.”
He wore one of the white long-sleeved shirts the Mistress’s Lich had packed that hugged his athletic form tightly. His legs were more exposed with his black athletic shorts and running shoes. He looked comfortable.
“Why didn’t anyone just ask me to heal their exhaustion?” I asked, grabbing a fist full of hair on the back of my head.
“We wanted to give you space,” Olivia chided. She was also dressed comfortably, except instead of athletic gear she wore a plain white tank top and a loose-fitting black knee-high skirt. It was such a simple look, but for the first time I thought I understood why Mel and Russ found her so attractive. There was a grin hidden behind her disdain.
Hadn’t the Head Mistress’s Lich packed us any extra clothing that wasn’t black and white?
I just shook my head. “I really am oblivious.”
They all nodded their heads as one.
They left a few minutes later, leaving Aeris and me alone.
“You knew this was going to happen? Them showing up?” I asked her.
“Yep,” she replied, closing the distance between us with a large stride. “Have you learned your lesson for the night?”
I reached out and pulled her close to me. “I think so, but I don’t know if it’s that simple.”
“Don’t worry. I have four brothers. I’m sure a few decades from now it’ll finally sink in.”
“How many sisters do you have?”
“Three.”
I couldn’t help but whistle.
“Don’t worry. I’ll keep you in line.”
 
***
 
When Aeris had gone, I looked at the popup I had received during my escapade trying Shapeshifting for the first time.
Primordial Cat Form
Level: 2
Cost: 99,100 Mana Per
Second (19,820 with buffs)
HP: NA (See Magma Manipulation.)
Strength: +5,050, +1% Strength
Dexterity: +5,050, +1% Dexterity
Special Abilities: Body of Magma, Magma, Manipulation, Magma Regeneration.
Body of Magma: Your body is transformed into one that consists entirely of magma. 
Magma Manipulation: Because your being exists within a magma state, you have full control over the magma itself. Harden or soften your body at will.
Magma Regeneration: If magma is displaced from your body, you are able to return to your Primordial Cat form indefinitely, unless 75% of your magma is lost.
Note: You do not take damage to your HP. Any attack that removes or separates magma from your body leaves you weaker.
Next Level:
Cost: 98,200 Mana Per Second
+50 Strength
+1% Strength
+50 Dexterity
+1% Dexterity
 
It had taken only one cast for it to reach the second level. That was great news, but there were so many questions that came with this discovery. Did it only level quickly because I had used up all of my mana or was it based on the number of times I cast the form? It was something I’d have to test.
Sitting down to Meditate, I came up with a game plan. Having over 206k MP took a while to restore, but with meditation, my Mana Per Minute was multiplied by 10 after 5 minutes. Since it took a full minute before my MPM started to increase, it really was something I could only use after battle when I was sure I’d be completely safe. Now was the perfect time to use it. In less than ten minutes, my MP was completely restored.
I stood, preparing myself for another cast of Primordial Cat Form. While it was leveling quickly, I’d take advantage and cast it over and over again until it started to slow. Even then, it would likely be too costly to get much use out of except in extreme situations. That didn’t mean I couldn’t use mana manipulation. Remembering the mantis and how it used Shapeshifting to mix more than one form, I knew there had to be a more practical use of my forms. Especially the really costly ones like this. The only thing left to do was to experiment. 
I tried to visualize what I needed to do. There were two things I had to try to accomplish during the next cast. One, I had to hold the heat in so that after I returned to normal, I didn’t get burned. Secondly, I needed to uncast the spell before I fully ran out of mana. If I couldn’t get these two things down quickly, it was going to be a long night. After going over what I needed to do, it was time to try again.
Heat began to well up inside me and I started to change shape. If I could get the hang of casting and uncasting this form, I’d soon need to calculate how long it took to change back and forth.
Keeping my focus on containing my heat, I recalled Xaphan who had approached me without giving off heat, which meant it was possible. As soon as I reached the same staggering level of power I had felt on my first cast, I encased my body in solid igneous rock. At least this part was easier than I feared. 
I kept an eye on my mana, only allowing a few seconds in the form. When I had less than 100k MP left I uncast the spell.
It startled me as my enlarged form I started to shrink. Uncasting a Shapeshifting Form wasn’t as simple as severing the flow of mana from the spell. My body was in the process of funneling mana to the form and had to use mana to restore itself to its original form. It was logical for this type of spell to work this way, but every other spell in my arsenal was different. Normally, as soon as the flow of mana was cut, the spell faded until it was shut down entirely.
I watched my mana diminish quickly as I returned to my natural form. When my body became my own, I gulped at what I saw. I had just under 20k MP left. It had taken close to 80k MP for me to revert to normal. Since it cost me approximately 20k MP each second that I was in Primordial Cat Form, that meant it had taken about 4 seconds just to change back to normal. If it took me that long to cast the spell as well… With my current 206k MP I could only stay in this form for a little over 2 seconds before I’d have to change back. It was practically useless in its current state.
Seeing no popups about reaching the next level, I figured it was likely that it would take more experience to get to level 3 than it had to get to level 2. I’d have to cast it, let myself take form, and immediately uncast it a few times to try and level it again. If that worked, I’d continue the process. If not, I’d let myself run out of mana a few times while in the form to see if it increased the level.
Despite not getting another level in the form, there were a couple of positives. I was able to cast it without turning the room I was in into a furnace. Also, I had been able to cast and uncast it without completely running out of mana. One negative. I was standing there contemplating all of this and I had forgotten to cast Skeletal Armor.
Red faced, I turned to see Aeris standing there, two rooms away, holding her hand to her forehead like a visor to cover her eyes.
“Sorry!” I called as bone armor started to move into place.
I watched as Aeris just shook her head, then exploded from where she stood like a spring. 
Sitting down, I began to meditate once again.
 



Chapter 2 – Shapeshifting Powering Up
I refocused on what I needed to do during the next cast: contain the heat, uncast it right away, and confirm the timing between each cast. This time I’d also try to keep Mana Sight active so that time would slow, giving me more room to breathe.
The real power leveling of my most powerful form, Primordial Cat, had begun. The four seconds to change to and from the form was correct. As I returned to my human form a third time, I remembered to cast Skeletal Armor, although I’d need some practice in order to get the timing just right. Mana Sight worked perfectly even if In The Buff was canceled out.
Another pleasant surprise was that Primordial Cat Form reached level 3 on the third cast. That was enough for me to establish that I didn’t need to use all of my mana each time to level up the spell. I gave a big sigh of relief. I hadn’t been looking forward to having to go through mana sickness after each cast, and, thankfully, I didn’t have to.
Reaching level 4 took 4 additional casts and level 5 took 8. After about an hour and a half, or 11 casts, I was finally 1 cast away from level 5.
As I began to take Primordial Cat Form, I prepared myself to try something I hadn’t yet dared. Now that I had more practice, I’d try to Heal myself during my transformation. Even if I hadn’t taken any damage, I should be able to feel the effects that Heal had on my endurance. It always felt like a little boost of adrenaline.
The moment I felt my Cat Form take shape, I cast Heal. I felt nothing at all.
It was as I had started to suspect. Somehow, when I changed shape, the spell took the mana that normally flowed through my bloodstream and balled it up inside me much like the mana orbs inside of monster races. The reason I was able to heal all of my mage friends despite their talents in different school of magic was because, unlike monster races, our mana flowed through our blood. That meant the Light Core that gave us life flowed through us and was intermingled with any other mana we had a talent for. Simply, my Life Magic wasn’t able to reach my Life Core in this form. A Mana Core made the most sense. Everything was at the theory stage at this point, but things were starting to become clearer.
Returning to normal with only a second to spare, I decided it was time to try my other forms. 
Werewolf and Hell Hound Forms interested me for different reasons, but I believed they could actually be useful to me right away without a lot of leveling. Despite the negative 50% to Wisdom and Intelligence, the HP Regeneration of the Werewolf Form could be a life saver. Hell Hound Form offered a 1,000 stat boost to Dexterity for only 2,000 Mana Per Minute with bonuses and had an interesting Fire Aura and Flame Breath ability. Both of them would allow me to keep them active indefinitely if I needed to. It would also be a huge benefit if I could use my Light Magic Heal and Buffs in those forms.
Hell Hound Form was next on the list. I needed to know if it was as easy to keep my Flame Aura turned down, or off entirely, as it was to conceal my heat in Primordial Cat Form. It wouldn’t be good if I used it for the first time with my friends present and everyone ended up bald or something due to my flames. If things went well, not only could I stay in this form much longer, but I could cast it over and over again without having to use Meditation between each cast! That would make for an incredibly fast leveling rate for the first few levels if it leveled at the same rate as Primordial Cat.
For some reason, I felt more apprehension becoming a Hell Hound than I had becoming a Primordial Cat. I think it was because the Cat form really wasn’t made of flesh, but magma, and when I became a Hell Hound I’d be covered in fur. Shaking my head at the ridiculousness of my own thoughts, I took a deep breath then cast it.
Just as before, heat started well up deep inside of me. Now that I suspected that my blood would be transformed, and my mana condensed into a mana orb, I could almost feel it happen as I started to expand. Unlike the Primordial Cat, which was about five times larger than my normal size, the Hell Hound form was only about fifty percent bigger. Neither one of these forms compared to Xaphan’s size, or the Hell Hound that we had faced. Still, my body had to expand as it changed.
I watched my mana as my body took shape. This form cost me 2,000 Mana Per Minute with buffs, or approximately 33 Mana Per Second. Since I regenerated over 100 Mana Per Second, I didn’t even notice a change. This made it more difficult to calculate the time it took for me to change forms, but it was just about half the time it had taken me to change into Primordial Cat, or 2 seconds. That was something I could manage.
I changed at such a fast rate that my Fire Aura was already starting to suffocate the room before I could get a hold on it. Just as easily as I had turned off Primordial Cat’s heat, I turned the Fire Aura off entirely. The moment I did, it felt as if my body stiffened.
Now that I had the time to experiment without having to worry about my spell running out of time, I brought up my Character Sheet.
Level: 593
Attributes
Strength: 983
Dexterity: 1,935
Constitution: 815
Intelligence: 1,163
Wisdom: 3,013
 
The first thing I noticed was that In The Buff was still actively giving me the 300 plus to every stat. That was incredibly convenient. That meant I wouldn’t have to put more points into Intelligence in order to continue to keep my 1,000 stat bonus. It had been out of the question to keep In The Buff going when using Primordial Cat Form because I needed all the mana I could get, but in this case, it was manageable and well worth it.
There was also an issue. My Dexterity should have been 2,135 with the Hell Hound +1,000 stat increase, but for some reason it was 200 Dexterity lower. I had a feeling it was because I had turned off my Fire Aura. 
Knowing I should tell Aeris before I moved a few rooms over to experiment, I started to uncast the form, then stopped myself. Xaphan had been able to talk. Would I still be able to speak in this form?
When I opened my mouth to call Aeris’s name, however, all that came out was a throaty moan like a dog’s whine.
I snapped my jaw shut. This will not do. Although, maybe…
The idea that started to form in my mind brought a big doggy smile to my face.
 
***
 
One paw at a time, I spread my puppy toes wide, so I could set the padding of my paw against the floor. Invisibility had worked perfectly, but if my claws clicked with every step, then I wouldn’t be able to sneak up on anyone.
I finally reached the doorway to the room Aeris was working out in. I heard her before I saw her. There was the tap of a foot on the wall to the left side of the room, followed by two quick steps that covered large spans of space. She blurred past the doorway, hit the opposing wall on the right side of the room and bounded back the way she had come. As she blurred past me again, maybe a second later, my invisible puppy jaw dropped open.
Inching into the room, I got a better view as she bounded from the floor without breaking stride. At only ten feet from the wall, it looked like she was about to smack into it. As she flew through the air, she twisted her body to get her legs between her and the incoming impact. Like a compressed spring, she landed like a cat and sprang back. In three bounding strides she took air once again and sprang off of the opposing wall again in similar fashion. Like a human bouncy ball, I watched her as she went.
When I realized my head was following her back and forth like a dog would a Frisbee, I stiffened. Nobody saw that. Right?
Should I wait until she stopped for a break? Nah.
Before letting Invisibility fade, I put my nose in the air and started to whine like a hungry pup.
Her momentum didn’t stop. Instead, she turned toward the sound and took to the air. A compressed Wind Slash surged from her palm. It was wide enough that there was no way it would miss me if I stayed put.
I hadn’t even fully emerged from Invisibility before I had to launch myself to the side to get out of the way of the attack.
As I landed, I found her bracing herself high in the far corner of the room like Spiderman. Her hand was outstretched. All emotion had drained from her face as she coldly calculated how to destroy me. Perhaps, this hadn’t been the best idea.
Now completely out of Invisibility’s shroud, I couldn’t back out now. Putting my nose in the air, I opened my mouth and begged for some love.
Her arm dropped to her side as if it was dead weight. She exhaled a breath she had been bottling up.
I cried again, trying to look as cute as possible.
The moment I thought she was starting to fall for my ploy, her hand rose, palm up, and a massive gust billowed into me.
I tried to lower my center of gravity, but was too late, the wind caught me and lifted me off my front paws, leaving only my back ones still making contact with the floor. A moment later, my doggy tush smacked hard against the stone wall behind me. The air continued, forcing me to sit back. There I stayed, a chastened puppy in my corner.
When the air stopped and Aeris approached me, I was sure to twist my head to the side like every confused puppy video I had ever seen.
“Elorion. Change back, now,” she demanded.
Putting my head down, I whimpered before doing as she said. I made sure to cover up with my hands as Skeletal Armor grew into place.
“Was that your idea of a joke?” she admonished me.
“Well…” I said, with my eyes on the ground. “I also thought you might think I looked cute.”
I dared to look up. She wasn’t buying it.
Shaking her head, she paced from side to side, flabbergasted at my answer. “So, you thought I’d find the monster than nearly killed Audrey and took your arm for a chew toy… cute?”
“I’m smaller than that one and I’m not on fire. Plus, I thought you might have been watching when I transformed…”
She stopped walking and threw her head back while saying, “Why are all boys the same?”
“Well, all the strong women have pets,” I challenged. “The Head Mistress has us. Mistress Nava had a Hell Hound and Lady Coressa had a dwarf and an elf, so I think it’s only fair that you have one too. Besides, I’m probably big enough that you could ride me,” I said, nodding my head up and down slowly to encourage her.
“Stop. You’re trying too hard. Did you actually want something?”
“Uh. Yeah, I was going to tell you I was going to move a few rooms away to test my Fire Aura.”
“Okay. Next time, let me know before you try a different form. Or, better yet, what forms can you turn into?”
“A Fire Imp, Blue Slime, Green Slime, Werewolf, Hell Hound and Primordial Cat.”
She nodded as she made a mental list. “Fine.” She stopped and thought for a moment before continuing. “I’ll take that ride now.”
I burst out laughing.
 
***
 
Aeris ran her hands through the fur on my back one last time before hopping off and saying. “You are so warm. It’s probably too much to ask but try to be a good dog.”
I swatted at her with my wiry tail.
She leaned back for it to miss her cheek. I darted forward, leaving the room, and wound my way through a couple more rooms before I stopped. She was too far away to see my doggy smirk. There were already a couple of popups waiting for me, but I wanted to test the theory I had about my Fire Aura before I check them.
The moment I released my aura, my limbs loosened up and I watched as my Dexterity jumped up an additional 200 all the way to 2,135. Better yet, my tail and ears were set ablaze and smoke started smoldering out of the sides of my mouth. Very nice!
What if I give it more mana?
I turned to its description.
Turn Up the Heat: For every 100 Mana Per Minute, an additional +5 Fire Damage/Per Minute is given. Maximum damage, 500.
 
If I maxed it out it would only cost me an additional 2,000 Mana Per Minute with buffs, so I might as well give it a try. Having second thoughts, I put two more rooms between me and Aeris just to be safe. 500 fire damage a minute wouldn’t kill her, but I had given her a hard enough time already.
As naturally as turning my aura on and off, I started to funnel mana into my Fire Aura, which felt much like flexing a muscle. Instead of reaching its peak, this muscle continued to flex. Flames surged from my tail, ears and mouth as my senses opened up. As Fire Aura reached its max, I noticed my Dexterity remained the same, but I knew something had changed. All that I could do was test it.
The room was piping hot, so I traveled further away from the others. Lunging toward the room’s exit, I exploded from where I had been standing and picked up speed at an alarming rate. Amping Fire Aura to its full capacity somehow lightened my form and exponentially increased my quickness and speed. No wonder the Hell Hound had been so fast. Only Mana Sight allowed me to keep from running into a wall.
I had only gone a few rooms over when I came to a skidding stop. It was a thrilling speed, many times faster than what I was capable of in human form, but there would be time later to play around with it. Now I’d level this beauty up. If I had had this form when I faced The Belly alone, it would have been a breeze. Though tearing into monsters with my teeth wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time.
There was one last thing I needed to try before I continued. Casting Advanced Heal, this time I felt it take effect, but to a much lesser extent than normal. I recalled fighting the Hell Hound and how my Heal spell had done a fifth of the damage it normally would have against any other creature that also had a Dark Alignment. There was something about the way this transformation had changed my internal mana system that made it difficult for my Healing Magic to reach my lifeforce. This form didn’t conduct magic as well as my human form did Which made sense because of its insane fire resistance. I was even more convinced that I probably had a Mana Orb when transformed.
I returned to my human form, but instead of casting Skeletal Armor, I immediately recast Hell Hound Form. As soon as I had retaken the form, I uncast it again. It was a bit discombobulating, but Mana Sight made the process bearable. From Hell Hound to human form, I changed back and forth as quickly as I could manage. All the while I watched as new popups informed me of my progress.
As curious as I was, I kept it going. A few minutes later, I watched as I received one more popup. I changed back to human form and cast Skeletal Armor to cover myself. As I did I ran from the room. Even though it had cooled since I had first let my Fire Aura run wild, it was still uncomfortable. I moved back to the original room I had started training in as I checked my popups.
It was then that I saw what I was hoping to see. Hell Hound Form had reached level 10!
Level: 10
Cost: 9,000 Mana Per Minute (1,800 with buffs)
Dexterity: +1,360
Special Abilities: Flame Breath, Fire Aura, Turn Up the Heat.
Flame Breath: +1,000 Fire Damage/1,865 MP
Fire Aura: Passive. +5 Fire Damage/Per Minute.
Turn Up the Heat: For every 100 Mana Per Minute, an additional +5 Fire Damage/Per Minute is given. Maximum damage, 500.
Next Level:
Cost: 8,900 Mana Per Minute (1,780 with buffs)
Flame Breath: +1,000 Fire Damage/1,850 MP
+40 Dexterity
 
It was a great start for something that would likely become one of my go-to forms. As excited as I was, there was something that was even more incredible. I had unlocked an additional skill!
Shapeshifting Mastery
Level 4
Due to your use of multiple forms, you have begun to become more proficient.
You will now change to a different form 3% faster.
Next Level
You will change form 3% faster.
 
I started snickering to myself like a crazy person. I had thought that leveling each form would eventually make it faster to cast, but having a mastery took away my worry. Now I knew for sure what I needed to do to improve my Shapeshifting rate of change. I just hoped I had enough forms to level it up to a decent level.
Before I moved on to test my Werewolf form, I looked at the time through my Character Sheet. It was already 2:37 AM, though I still didn’t know which time zone. I had already been at this for over two hours. The others would likely return in the next hour or two for another Heal and I really wanted to get started on Dungeon planning early in the day. I decided at 6:00 AM I’d stop what I was doing and head back to the Master Chamber to get started. After some breakfast, of course.
That meant I had better get busy.
Directing my words toward the group to inform Aeris, I said, “I’m going to start working on my Werewolf Form. Just to give you a heads up.”
“Dude! You can change into a Werewolf?!” Russ responded in shock.
“Awesome!” Skyler added.
“That’s so gross!” Olivia shivered.
“Eh. I got it, Elorion,” Aeris finally responded. “Probably come see me to tell me next time.”
“Yeah. Aeris wants to keep you all to herself. You beast you,” Richard quipped.
Everyone was suddenly silent across the group’s audible chat channel, before a pair of giggles broke out. Audrey and Clarissa just couldn’t help themselves.
There were a number of things that came to mind that I forced myself not to say. I was currently being on my best behavior.
I moved on quickly to cast my Werewolf form. It took effect much quicker than both Hell Hound and Primordial Cat had, maybe a second and a half in total. This time, no heat gathered inside of me. Instead, adrenaline mixed with liquid rage seemed to pump through my chest with each beat of my heart. My mind and vision were grasped by an unnatural intensity. My muscles tightened and were pumped with the same primal cocktail. When the form taken full effect, I was no longer on all fours, but standing at my normal height.
I wasn’t sure if the feeling it gave me made it my favorite or least favorite form. I feared I might like it a bit too much.
My neck had sprouted new muscle that was thick and powerful. My jaw had extended with my nasal cavity into a snout. Immediately, I recognized the familiar heightened aromas that Canine’s Sense of Smell gave me when I had it activated at full power. But now, I was able to pull in so much air through my extended nose that the ability actually seemed less overwhelming. 
There was a new popup that I was happy to see.
Shapeshifting Mastery
Level 5
Due to your use of multiple forms, you have begun to become more proficient.
You will now change to a different form 3% faster.
Next Level
You will change form 4% faster.
 
It seemed to be following a pattern of +1% increase for every two levels. If it continued, then at level 100 it would max out, giving me a 50% faster form change bonus. That would make the transformation time of Primordial Cat Form 2 seconds instead of 4 and Hell Hound Form 1 instead of 2. Werewolf Form would be less than 1 second.
I brought up my character sheet and confirmed that my Wisdom and Intelligence had been cut in half while transformed. That meant that since my Intelligence was below 1,000, I had lost some of my best bonuses. The good news was that these debuffs would lessen as it leveled up. So leveling it would be necessary to get the best use out of it. The Health Regeneration ability would be worth it once I reached higher levels.
There was one downer. I noticed that I hadn’t received a bonus when my Strength shot over 1,000. Considering I’d lose a bonus if my stats went under 1,000, that meant I couldn’t count on Shapeshifting to give me any extra stat bonuses that didn’t come with the form itself. Bummer.
Before I started recasting it over and over, I first confirmed that yes, In The Buff worked in this form as well. Also, Heal worked almost as well as it did when I was in my human form. It seemed this form would follow different rules than the other monster forms. Having access to the ability to heal myself and regeneration by itself meant I’d have to give this form some serious thought.
I sped through the levels until I reached level 10. I was already starting to notice that the veil of anger that seemed to be a part of the form was already becoming more bearable. I hoped that reaching level 100 would also bring with it clarity of mind. I could have probably gotten a few more levels out of it from speed casting, but the number of casts to level was doubling each time, meaning there was probably a better way to go about it as I reached even higher levels.
For each 5 levels I reached in the form, Shapeshifting Mastery also leveled up, so it ended at level 7 with a 4% bonus to the speed of change.
That left me with three other forms to level, and if I was fast, I could get them all to level 10 and get my mastery to level 16.
Fire Imp was the next form that I worked on. Until it reached the max level and evolved, I had little interest in it. That didn’t mean it wasn’t worth leveling.
Fire Imp
Level: 1
Cost: 1,000 Mana Per Minute (200 with buffs)
Strength: -20%
Dexterity: -20%
Constitution: +5%
Special Abilities: Novice Fire Magic, Ability to Fly
Next Level:
Cost: 990 Mana Per Minute (198 with buffs)
 
Seeing that the form unlocked Novice Fire Magic meant that it might give access to higher level Fire Magic as it leveled. That was a nice little surprise.
I recast the form as fast as I could. Because of the change in size it left me a little woozy. Heal and my Buffs did work in this state, which was a bonus. For now, I’d be happy with level 10.
Blue and Green Slime Forms were just as quick to level but distorted my senses even more. I had no real desire to use them except to level my mastery and I was curious to know if they would evolve at some point. Getting them to level 10 at least got my mastery to where I wanted it.
Shapeshifting Mastery
Level 16
Due to your use of multiple forms, you have begun to become more proficient.
You will now change to a different form 8% faster.
Next Level
You will change form 8% faster.
 
It was 3:00 AM when I finished getting my remaining forms to level 10. The ones with a lower mana cost had taken little time. That left me two hours to work on what I had ultimately been aiming for. Primordial Cat Form was far too expensive to use at this point, but that didn’t mean that I couldn’t cast it as a reduced form, or a partial one.
I let Aeris know that I was going back to work on my more dangerous forms. This time the others didn’t tease us through group chat. There was little conversation, so I wondered if a few of them had gone to bed. I mentioned that anyone who needed a heal should come see me, but there were no takers.
Safely wearing my Skeletal Armor, I spotted Aeris as she showed herself in the doorway a few rooms away. She waved that she got my message. 
Returning the gesture, I focused my mind on what I was about to do. It was time to see if I could make some use of the Primordial Cat Form.
I removed all of my buffs besides Mana Sight. I’d take it slow as I manipulated the form. I knew how dangerous it could be.
I took a look at the form’s level and cost.
Primordial Cat Form
Level: 5
Cost: 96,400 Mana Per
Second (19,280 with buffs)
HP: NA (See Magma Manipulation.)
Strength: +5,200, +5% Strength
Dexterity: +5,200, +5% Dexterity
 
After my bonuses and leveling it a bit, the form still had a cost of 19,280 MP a second. What if I only provided it with half the mana though? If it worked, I’d be able to hold the form for 21 seconds. The biggest problem was, the further I got away from the primary form, the less effective it would be. Still, if I could get the length of transformation to as much as 30 seconds or 1 minute, that could change the tide of a battle.
I reminded myself to keep my heat contained and to be sure to uncast the form at least 4 seconds before I ran out of mana. Remembering to cast Skeletal Armor as I retook my human form would also be nice.
My mana went to work. As I started to take Primordial Cat Form, I restricted my mana flow to half of what the spell called for. It seemed pleased to take whatever I’d give it and heat started to build inside me as I started to grow. I stopped expanding much sooner than I had when using the full mana cost. The amount of power was still intoxicating, but it just wasn’t the same. With Mana Sight speeding up my perceptions, I was able to calculate that it had taken me about 3 seconds to transform. I took a few seconds to examine my character sheet and found that I was receiving 40% of the stat bonuses that the form provided even though I was using half the mana. It gave me a 10% stat bonus penalty in other words. It ended up giving me about +2,350 Strength and +2,450 Dexterity. It was still incredible, but as I got further away from the base mana cost, the penalty would get worse.
I changed back to my human form well before the timer was up. With a little under half of my MP remaining, I cast it again at a fourth of the base mana cost.
My size increased very little this time around. Checking my stats, it looked like this time I had a 30% stat penalty at a fourth of the form’s normal mana cost. I still gained an additional 900 Strength and 1,000 Dexterity, approximately. It was still incredible, but the Hell Hound form gave just as much for a much smaller cost. The greatest benefit to this form now was that it would last 42 seconds, and I still received the form’s special abilities.
Special Abilities: Body of Magma, Magma Manipulation, Magma Regeneration.
Body of Magma: Your body is transformed into one that consists entirely of magma. 
Magma Manipulation: Because your being exists within a magma state, you have full control over the magma itself. Harden or soften your body at will.
Magma Regeneration: If magma is displaced from your body, you are able to return to your Primordial Cat form indefinitely, unless 75% of your magma is lost.
Note: You do not take damage to your HP. Any attack that removes or separates magma from your body leaves you weaker.
 
I transitioned back to my human form and cast Skeletal Armor before sitting down to meditate. I still needed to test the form out in combat, but if things got really bad, Magma Regeneration or just turning into a solid igneous statue could definitely save my life. I also had little doubt I’d be able to do a lot of damage building up speed and slamming into things in a hardened state. I was getting good results. Only a few more things to try.
Getting back to my feet, I prepared myself for the next stage. Form Manipulation. 
I cast Primordial Cat Form, but this time denied it all but a tenth of the mana. As I started to take shape, I completely stifled the shape change, but allowed my flesh to be replaced by magma. It worked! My shape had remained, human! Magma Man is born! Er. Maybe Lava Man sounds better? Molten Muscles? Hot Stuff? Mag?
In this form I discovered I had an 80% penalty to the bonus stats, but I still had full access to the form’s special abilities. Best of all, I could keep this going for almost 2 minutes. This was more like it. If I needed an almost invincible form that lasted a short period of time, I now had one!
Returning to my human form, I started pacing back and forth and was completely oblivious to the fact that I had forgotten Skeletal Armor. This discovery of being able to manipulate my forms was huge and encouraged me to take it even further. If what I suspected was possible then my battle prowess may have just skyrocketed.
With a shrug, I noticed I was lacking and cast Skeleton Armor. My attention quickly shifted to perhaps the most dangerous test yet. I examined my left hand. Primordial Cat Form, even when I limited the amount of mana, had one fatal flaw. Its extreme mana cost. But what if I could just tap its power? How would it affect my Magma spell or my ability to defend and attack?
In my current state, without my orb giving me an additional 250 to my Mana Per Minute, I had 6,198, which came out to 103 Mana Per Second. I used less than 600 Mana Per Minute for all of my buffs or less than 3,000 if I pushed my armor and buffs to extreme levels. There were some other cost per minute spells like Regeneration that could up that even more, but normally I had 2,000 to 3,000 Mana Per Minute to spare. That meant that there was a lot of power leveling I could be doing while I wasn’t fighting. Survival mode was over for now. It was about time I took advantage.
If my hand and forearm weighed 2 to 3% of my total body weight, then, in theory, my plan was possible. Anxiety filled me more than it had during any of my other tests. I had no idea what would happen if part of me became magma and the rest of me remained the same. Let’s find out, shall we?
I saw Aeris was sitting down taking a break. She looked up when she saw me turn in her direction.
I mouthed the words, ‘this might hurt.’
Even though she didn’t hear me, she nodded that she understood.
Looking back down at my hand, I cast Primordial Cat Form and funneled mana into my arm. It started to change.
I kept a close eye on my Mana Per Second, only allowing 50 max, or half of my total regen rate. As my forearm and hand started to blacken, my fears were realized. The flesh between my forearm and elbow screamed.
Falling to my knees, I grabbed my changing arm above the elbow and simultaneously flooded it with a stream of healing magic while trying to bring the heat under control. I trembled in horror at the revelation that my healing ability was so powerful that I could continue restoring my flesh indefinitely as it was destroyed by the molten rock. If I didn’t do something about the heat this pain could literally last forever.
As soon as my hand had fully taken form, control of the heat became mine and immediately I squelched it. It had been no more than a second, but Mana Sight had just shown one of its few drawbacks. It was not something I wanted to have to go through every time I cast this. I received a popup.
“Elorion!” 
Aeris’s voice rang in my ears. She stood less than a foot away, leaning over me.
Looking up at her, I exhaled a deep breath, letting her know the pain had passed.
Staring at my arm, she fell back, sitting down next to me.
I held up my charcoal covered arm. It had the same coarse, rocky texture my Primordial Cat Form had. 
She was watching my arm in dismay.
Leaning toward her, I held it out for her to examine. When I rolled my fingers into a fist, she jumped in her seat. She had been thinking the charred texture was damage done to my arm, not a manipulation of my Shapeshifting ability. 
“It’s okay,” I told her. “Watch.”
Holding my arm away from both of us, I willed my hand into a molten state. An intense heat radiated from it, so I didn’t let it stay that way for more than a few seconds before returning it to igneous rock. My fingers lost some mobility in this hardened state, but there was a strength in them that left me beaming.
“I think I’ve had enough,” Aeris said suddenly. She let out a breathy chuckle.
I watched her carefully, looking past my excitement to see she was beyond stressed. I healed her as I helped her up from the floor with my human hand.
For my safety and others’, I had my bone armor form over my hand and forearm to cover Magma Fist.
“Let’s head back,” I said.
She nodded. As we walked, she turned her attention to the others, saying, “Elorion and I will be in the Master Chamber if you need us.”
Studying my popups, I was happy to see that manipulating my Primordial Cat Form had helped give me another level.
Primordial Cat Form
Level: 6
Cost: 95,500 Mana Per
Second (19,100 with buffs)
Strength: +5,250, +6% Strength
Dexterity: +5,250, +6% Dexterity
 
Shapeshifting Mastery
Level 17
Due to your use of multiple forms, you have begun to become more proficient.
You will now change to a different form 8% faster.
Next Level
You will change form 9% faster.
 
Very nice. Hopefully, keeping Magma Fist cast long-term would allow the form to level while I worked on other things. So many other possibilities swirled through my head now that I knew I could manipulate and even cast partial Shapeshifting forms. Maybe Fire Imp would even be a worthy form after all if I just cast if for the wings. Werewolf torso for regeneration, Hell Hound legs for speed… So many things to try. Getting each form to its highest level had to become one of my top priorities.
We passed through rooms that some of the others used to train, but most of them had headed back to The Bridge and were training on the far side of the room. I had to admit, joining the others on the other side of the bridge made me to feel safer.
There were a number of giant vines sprouting out of the ground pointing straight up as people bashed on them like zealous lumberjacks. Olivia was standing off to the side, restoring the floral practice dummies as they were shredded.
Russ was handing out some rough looking swords to Chris and the Dexterity build girls. I needed to take some time to introduce myself to them. Maybe I should have Aeris invite them to lunch so I could eat with them. What were their names—Sarah, Kiera, Bonnie and Lulu? No, that couldn’t be it, could it?
It looked like the weapons Russ was handing out were new creations of his. If I had to guess, he had put them together for training so they wouldn’t blunt their main weapons.
“Hey,” Travis said, joining us. He was in his leather armor and carried a long hardwood spear with a ten-inch leaf-shaped spearpoint. It looked like Russ had provided him with a practice weapon as well.
“What’s up?” I asked as we continued to head toward the Inner Chamber.
“I’ll walk with you,” he said with a solemn nod. 
That was all he said as we arrived in the first room of the Inner Chamber. Aeris’s hand found mine and I looked down to see her look of concern. She suspected something was up with him as well.
When we reached the Master Chamber I stopped short when I saw Richard. Our communications expert was decked out in Russ’s old overly large platemail, doing jump squats as he watched the dungeon’s map.
“Uh. Hi, Richard,” was all I could manage.
As he turned to meet us, he waved with a steel buckler in each hand. Ridiculous as he looked, he was taking both of his talents seriously. With all of us grouped, his Communication talent was getting a workout, so to speak. Working out in platemail must have been good for his Defense talent?
“How’s the power leveling going?” I asked.
“Good. I have Armor and Shield masteries that are separate from my stats and abilities. Just moving around like a crazy person has gotten me into the high mid-levels,” he jabbered.
“Hey. Do what you gotta do.”
I healed him as a gesture of encouragement.
“Thanks, man. That’s better than a bucket of caffeine,” he said.
“No prob. Take a break and get something to eat.”
He threw his arms up in a stretch. “You got it, boss.”
We watched him go. When I was sure it was only the three of us, not counting Khun who hadn’t bothered to appear above the pedestal, I turned to Travis. I assumed Khun was still listening. I just didn’t think he really cared about any of our personal issues.
I look down at Travis without masking my concern until he was compelled to look me in the eye.
As soon as he met my glare, his eyes fell to the floor.
“What’s wrong, man?” I inquired softly.
“I’ll go,” Aeris said, turning to leave.
“Don’t,” he said, struggling to lift his eyes to look at us. “You both need to hear this.”
Looked from one of us to the other, he searched for a way he might proceed. Finally, he imparted to us what was bothering him. “Here, just have a look at this. It’s probably the easiest way to explain it.”
He brought up a notification and turned it around, so that we could look at it.
Bite of the Werewolf
You have been infected with lycanthropy. If the cure is not found in a specified period of time the disease will overtake you and become permanent. When this happens, you will change into a Werewolf forcibly every night. If you survive long enough to level up, you will gain mastery over when you transform and how often.
Time to find a cure: 28 days remain.
 
The memory of Travis being held up off his feet in the jaws of the Werewolf Pack Leader flooded into my mind. I suddenly found it hard to breathe.
Aeris pulled him into a hug.
Grabbing his shoulder, I used it to hold myself up as much as gain his attention.
“I’m so sorry, man!” I heaved in a full breath. “If it is in my power, I’ll cure you. Whatever it takes.”
“Well, I was thinking,” he said. “Since you can shapeshift into a Werewolf… what is it like?”
My eyes went wide in understanding.
“You’re seriously considering becoming a Werewolf?” Aeris scolded.
“Yeah…” he mumbled, his eyes once again dropping to the floor.
“Oh.”
 



Chapter 3 – Gathering Information
When I finished explaining the Intelligence and Wisdom debuffs that came along with the Werewolf form and the mind-clouding rage, Travis stared off into space for a long while. There were a number of positives, including the nice physical buffs and regeneration, but there was also the problem that we didn’t know how similar my Shapeshifting Form was to becoming a true Werewolf. Also, the forced nightly change could be a deal breaker.
“Do you think you could cure me?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I replied. “And once it becomes permanent, I doubt it.”
“I see.”
“You might ask Lydia,” Aeris mentioned suddenly.
“That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “And speak to Zorik. He still knows far more about this world than we do.”
“Okay, great,” he said.
“Let’s meet later and discuss it some more. Do you mind if I tell the council members? Or better yet, do you mind if we discuss it at the meeting? You’re going to be there anyway, right…”
His mouth flattened into a line, but eventually he shook his head. “Do it. I’ll be there.”
“Also, be sure to let me know if you start to feel different.”
He smacked me on the shoulder and gave me a firm nod. “Thanks, man.”
I almost didn’t notice Khun appear above the pedestal in the middle of the room as Travis left. “His transformation could greatly increase your group's power, master.”
“Yes,” I said, turning to face the ethereal purple face of the dungeon spirit. “It could also make my friend a danger to himself and others.”
Khun bowed his head to cede the point. “It is possible for him to gain control. Xenos had cages built for his were-slaves. Once they reached an Advanced Rank they were greeted as greater beings and given their own quarters.”
“I know you’re trying to help, but humans aren’t fond of caging other humans…” I asserted, but since he seemed to have some knowledge of the subject, I probed a little further. “Does that mean that when they transform at the lowest ranks they lose complete control?”
“Most do, but I’m afraid I don’t know what will happen to your friend. There are those that are born were-creatures and those that are made. Each race reacts differently if I recall correctly. The imp, Zorik, may know more.”
“Thank you, Khun,” I said. He and I would probably never see eye to eye on a lot of things, but there was no reason our working relationship had to have any more tension than necessary. “We have a lot to discuss. It’s time to start planning Sanctuary’s development.”
“I’m thrilled to hear that, master,” he affirmed with a bow of his head. I didn’t miss the upturned corners of his mouth.
Turning to Aeris, I found her deep in thought. Placing my hand in hers bought me her attention.
She smiled up at me. “I’m ready. Where do we start?”
Looking from Aeris to Khun, I unloaded my thoughts. “There are three things I think we need to focus on. Defense is primary, then Survival and Growth. Defense includes getting a handle on the available traps, doors, and anything that might help keep us alive when we’re attacked again. Survival is a close second, including things like food, which we’re sorely lacking. This also encompasses creature comforts like beds and pillows, which would be nice, and the basics like toiletries. Growth can probably be considered a subcategory of Defense. In the long term, we want to improve Sanctuary as much as we can but also find a way for us to all continue to progress our personal skills, magic, and levels.”
Quickly, I made a mental list of what we had already learned. Typical doors cost 1,000 DP for stone, 2,500 for steel and 4,000 for enchanted. The bigger doors were 4,000 DP each for those massive stone slabs. Traps started at 5,000 DP on the low end, but most of them were large and powerful, like the receding floor that dropped baddies into a pit of spikes. Then there were the mobs we could summon to help with defense. Lesser Elementals went for 1,000 DP each, Greater Elementals for 5,000 and Master Elementals for 25,000. We had access to Ice, Wind and Nature Elementals because of the makeup of the dungeon, and Dark ones because of the Dark Orb that was bringing the dungeon to life. If the Master Elementals were anything like Rock Hard, then they were seriously worth considering.
I faced Khun and began to query him. “I need to better understand how dungeons work in general. How is it that you have access to Ice, Wind and Nature elements?”
“Very well.” He cleared his nonexistent throat before beginning to divulge. “All matter is made up of energy. Different kinds of matter have different magical properties naturally. It is because of the surrounding area’s makeup, or the different minerals and substances, that makes these elements available.”
“Then why do you need an orb in order to appear?”
“For the same reason monsters possess an orb. Everything needs a spark of power to give it life. Putting an orb on my pedestal allows me to access the energy in the orb and focus the energy from the matter inside my borders.”
“Why isn’t the energy in the rock around us turned into DP?”
He stopped and looked at me, shaking his head as if to say, ‘Nice try, human.’ “Just like any creature, my basic structure needs energy to hold itself together. Without it, the rooms and halls inside of me would collapse. When a room is created, I don’t just clear a large space and leave it at that. The best rooms are designed with a limited ability to refine mana and keep their original shape. They’re self-sustaining to a point. Therefore, the more advanced rooms in the Middle and Inner Perimeter aren’t falling apart like the rooms of the Outer Perimeter.”
“I see…” 
An excited squeeze of my hand prompted me to look at Aeris. Her eyes were wide with possibility. 
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked with a glint in her eye.
“Self-repairing grill?” I said, taking a guess.
“What? No! Don’t you think about anything but food?”
“I did just get you a new puppy.”
“Don’t remind me,” she said, cringing. “No, an eternal hot tub!”
Twisting my head to the side, I blinked as the idea registered. “That’s almost as good as food,” I admitted.
“Better!”
“I hate to inform you, master, but even the best-designed room is not eternal. Over time, it’ll break down,” Khun informed us, lowering his head.
“What kind of time are we talking about?” Aeris wondered.
“Oh, two to three centuries.”
We both beamed at one another like we were about to get away with something… mischievous.
Turning back to the topic at hand, I asked Khun, “Will you ever run out of energy to sustain yourself?”
“It is possible, but not likely. I may lose form, but there are trillions of pounds of earth above our heads. Even Dungeons with cities on the Cavern Level above them have a great deal of weight bearing down on them to produce more energy. I’m lucky to have nothing but earth above me. The gravitational pull causes constant pressure which fills me and the rest of the Underworld with power. It is this pressure that gives me a steady supply of energy, allowing me to keep my shape and recharge the Orbs inserted into the facets on my podium.”
“That’s incredible,” Aeris said out loud, to no one in particular.
I had to agree with her. At least how this insane place could exist made a little more sense now. It was also a relief to know there wasn’t anyone or anything above us that could randomly invade at any moment.
“As I level up, I’m able to better filter this energy and restore DP to my orbs and myself at a quicker rate,” Khun stated.
“You can level up?” I asked in astonishment.
“Oh yes. I’ll bring up my Dungeon Rank on the status screen.” He said, nodding toward the wall that held our dungeon name and dungeon points. The information filled in below what was already there.
Sanctuary
DP: 50,000
Dungeon Rank - F
Power – F
Reach – C 
Technology – D
Utilization – F
 
“As you can see, ranks are measured with an alpha grading scale. G is the lowest, then it climbs to the most advanced as follows: F, E, D, C, B, A, and S. There is even said to be a rank higher than S, but if they exist there are probably only a few of them in the entire Underworld. Dungeon Rank is dependent upon every other rating. So, even though my Technology Rating is D and my Reach is C, my low Power and Utilization is greatly limiting what I’m capable of.”
Even though I thought I heard a hint of an accusation in his voice, I couldn’t be sure. He continued, “Reach is graded on how far my borders extend and the quality of chambers that I possess. You greatly benefit from what past Dungeon Masters were able to accomplish. Even before Xenos, long ago, all of my doors stood proudly, my traps sat in wait and my rooms were filled with dungeon monsters.”
He wore his pride on his shoulder. He didn’t stop there.
“Technology speaks of how advanced my kitchens, crafting stations, furnishings and my Building ability are. It is a sub-skill that has reached rank D. I have many schematics memorized, but you would have to provide new ones for me to create something I haven’t built before or design the layout yourself.
“Power is probably the most obvious. It speaks of the available DP and my Mana Refinement ability. Although my Mana Refinement is rank E, the current Utilization is dragging the rank down. At rank E Mana Refinement, I can refine 20,000 DP every 5 days, or 4,000 each day.
“Utilization is made up of Mana Refinement’s rank, how much of my Reach is in good repair and what rooms are in use. To be blunt, I’m scandalously in need.
“Now, what you can do about it. To level up, the easiest thing to do is to spend DP. Acquiring more Orbs to increase my Power rank will also be helpful and necessary. In the long term, increasing my Abilities, Technology and Reach will increase my Dungeon Level even more.”
There was suddenly so much information to consider. It was clear leveling up our dungeon was a priority, but I had to be careful that I didn’t put it before our basic necessities and our personal growth. 
A few questions came to mind immediately. “Is there a danger in leveling you, or the dungeon, too quickly? As an example, will it attract stronger monsters to attack us?”
“You can refer to me or the dungeon. We’re one and the same. To answer your question though, my Dungeon Aura is what attracts or dissuades visitors. It currently only affects low-level creatures though. If a stronger creature does stumble across me and sees a higher Dungeon Rank, only then might it make a difference. A higher rank might pique a stronger creature’s interest. My Dungeon Aura would have to rank up considerably before I could attract greater or master level mobs.”
Aeris and I shared a look of astonishment. Holding up my free hand, I rolled it into a fist. 
She crushed it, her knuckles meeting mine. There was no doubt that she realized we might have just figured out a way to continue increasing our levels and maybe even attract food.
“What is your Dungeon Aura rank and what is its current setting?” I asked.
“It’s rank F. It’s currently set to repel creatures, but it only affects those level 200 and under,” Khun informed us.
“What kind of creatures can you attract?”
“Those at the same level of 200 and below. Although, I must warn you. Any pack creature will likely bring higher level creatures with it, and certain creatures, like wererats, seem to be unaffected by my aura.”
Looking to Aeris, I inclined a brow.
“That’s perfect,” she agreed. “Can you summon different types of creatures and how exactly do you attract them?”
“I won’t be able to distinguish until higher ranks, I think. To attract creatures, it works like a magic beacon. I rotate between the different schools of magic available to me and send out a pulse of magic that mimics a dying creature. When something is dying, they bleed mana,” Khun replied.
It made perfect sense. It also reminded me of the Blue Magic: Mating Call that I’d learned recently. Perhaps it could help me attract different kinds of creatures to our dungeon as well.
“How much DP will it take to level up your Dungeon Aura?” Aeris asked.
“40,000 DP for rank E and 80,000 more for rank D. At E I should be able to attract those under level 500 and D level 1,000.”
Aeris looked to me tentatively.
“I’m thinking rank E might be worth it eventually, but we still have Mistress Nava and Captain Waldemar to worry about. It looks like we have growth figured out, at least for ourselves,” I said, giving her a wink. There goes one of our biggest hurdles.
She hugged my arm in a joyful squeeze.
“Do not forget,” Khun said, “to increase your own level you can also attempt to conquer other dungeons. Besides more Mana Orbs, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you the experience and treasure you can find in them.”
He was right. I also had a number of Magic Compasses that could be used to locate different nodes or places of power. We could learn new schools of magic from them. I also had a book with directions to different creatures I could steal Blue Magic from. Not to mention Lord Darius’s ring…
Most of our other decisions, like whether to spend our DP and for what purpose seemed rather straightforward. A plan was starting to form in my mind. One that would hopefully make this place inhabitable and keep us safe. The council meeting was only a few hours away. I’d put it forward then.
 



Chapter 4 – Dungeon Planning
Aeris had gone to get us some breakfast and to remind the others about the council meeting, so I was left alone with Khun. We had mostly finished our interrogation of the Dungeon Spirit and he had been more than happy to participate, if not a little impatient as he was waiting for us to spend our Dungeon Points.
Lifting my hands, I compared the two, even though they were both covered in bone plate armor. There was little to no difference in size and shape despite my left one being made up of magma. Already, Primordial Cat Form had leveled up once in the last hour during our conversation with Khun. 
Primordial Cat Form
Level: 7
Cost: 94,600 Mana Per
Second (18,920 with buffs)
HP: NA (See Magma Manipulation.)
Strength: +5,300, +7% Strength
Dexterity: +5,300, +7% Dexterity
 
Being in this state—Magma Fist, as I had named it—gave me little to no stat bonuses, or if it did, it didn’t show up on my overall Character Sheet. It was possible that the bonuses were only applied to my hand and wouldn’t register because my Character Sheet was incapable of distinguishing between body parts. All I could do was test it when I got the chance.
Since I hadn’t had the chance yet, I decided to play around with it a bit as I waited. Pulling back my Skeletal Armor, I purposely left my wrist and forearm solidified and only willed my hand to heat up. Almost immediately from under the dark crust of my igneous flesh it started to glow orange. With the heat, my joints loosened up but also started increasing the temperature of the air around me.
“Well, that’s not something you see every day, but I wouldn’t do that in here,” Khun scolded.
As soon as I realized he was watching I drew in the heat and had Skeletal Armor cover my hand.
Looking up, I saw him staring down his nose at me with his arms crossed. Since when did he have arms?
“Why’s that?” I replied.
“If you let loose lava in here it could cause a lot of damage. The cleanup would cost a lot of DP,” he insisted.
“I see.”
“I have to admit, I didn’t think you would last very long but rarely have I run across a Magma Mage. That bodes well for your survival.”
“Thanks…” I said, chuckling as I shook my head. You’re so encouraging. “I’m not actually a Magma Mage though. I use Blue Magic and Light Magic.”
He turned his head slightly as he studied me.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Many Blue Mages have walked my halls. Never have I met one able to use Magma.”
“I got lucky in more ways than one, I guess. I ran across a Primordial Beast that let me live.” I stopped myself from giving him more detail about what I could do. We needed him, but that didn’t mean I trusted him.
He lowered his head, slowly, never taking his eyes off me.
“Elorion!” Russ bellowed as he entered the Master Chamber from The Bridge.
Happy for the interruption to the strange conversation, I turned to my solidly built friend. Instead of armor, his upper body was clothed in a thick cotton long-sleeved shirt. It must have been white originally, but now it was gray with patches of black soot. 
I extended my hand and he took it, pulling me into a bear hug. After his transformation when he reached 1,000 Constitution, he was no longer the size of a bear, but stood at least six foot two and had what I guessed was a magically toughened body. It was obvious he had been increasing his Strength as well.
“How’s it going?” I inquired.
“Good. Good. Finishing up making everyone some practice armaments. Did you need anything?” he offered, looking me square in the eyes.
“Soon enough, I’m sure. But not at the moment. You better get some food. We have a meeting in the morning.”
“You mean in about an hour?” He snickered. “Yes, I remember. I’ll make sure Zorik prepares us some bacon. I’m sure we’re going to need appetizers.”
“Genius,” I proclaimed.
“I know, right?” 
“Any luck with the dwarf?”
“Ujurak? Oh, he’s open as can be at the mention of coin. He’s not convinced we’re going to survive here long enough to justify setting up a long-term trade route, though. All he’s willing to deal with is what he has in his Inventory, but he’s not letting any of his food go, which is what we’re in the most need of.”
“Figures. Well, keep working on him. We might have to take care of the minotaurs before he takes us seriously.”
“That would probably do it. Although, I think he’s also scared to leave here by himself. When he does decide to deal with us, we’ll probably have to send some people with him.”
I threw up my hands in defeat.
Russ shrugged.
 
***
 
Richard stood beside Khun in the middle of the room wearing polished plate mail that fit him better than Russ’s old set. Shifting from foot to foot, he tapped his tasset on either thigh. I couldn’t tell if he was excited, nervous, or both. Since he was our communications guy and wasn’t shy about telling everyone how he used to be a streamer, I’d asked him to run the meeting. I wasn’t exactly fearful of public speaking, but I didn’t enjoy it either. I was happy to let him take the reins even if the final decision rested with me.
Everyone was already here, lining up on the side of the room with The Bridge to our rear, which gave us a clear view of Khun and the two stone panels that he manipulated like big screen televisions. Most of the others were dressed in comfortable clothing. After the immediate threat from Lady Contessa was dealt with, the Lich’s Magic Bag had been opened and inventoried. Everyone had grabbed comfortable garb to work in. What the Lich had provided us with were all plain black or white, but it beat wearing armor during downtimes.
Olivia was still in her tank top and skirt, but she had made sure Russ cleaned up, used Mage’s Deodorant and put on a new shirt. He stood at her side. Mel stood close by, also dressed for comfort, with Zorik beside him, who had been kind enough to fix us a plate of bacon and cheese squares. 
Skyler hadn’t gone all comfy with his gear. He was still wearing his black and red streaked platemail.
Travis had changed into his tanned leather armor and stood as stoic as a statue. This whole werewolf thing was really bothering him. Before he would have been looking for a way to lighten the mood, or at least to liven up the place. I really hated that he was having to go through this.
Aeris flew in through the large doorway from the Living Quarters to join us. She touched down in front of me, placing a piece of paper in my hand.
I gave her a thankful wink.
She was still dressed in leather and I still hadn’t put on any real clothing, so I was covered in Skeletal Armor up to my neck.
“I believe that is the last person we’re waiting for?” Richard said, raising his voice over the chatter.
I nodded to him that it was.
“Very good!” he declared, bringing his steel plated hands together in a clap. It chimed throughout the chamber like someone had struck a gong. “Ladies and gentlemen! Mages and meatheads!”
“Hey!” Skyler objected.
“Don’t you like meat?” Richard probed.
“Yes…”
“There you go!” Leaning toward Skyler, Richard shielded his mouth as if to tell him a secret before saying loud enough for all of us to hear. “I love meat too, dude. I thought I’d give us bashers a new nickname because meat is awesome.” 
There was a moment of hesitation from Skyler, but after a moment he stroked the stubble on his chin and admitted, “It works.”
Stepping back, with his fists in the air in victory, Richard mouthed the word, “Yes!” to himself before proceeding.
“This morning, at 7:04 am, we begin the first official meeting of the great council of Sanctuary!”
Aeris, standing in front of me, choked down a giggle. The others had mixed reactions of humor and annoyance. 
“Before we get started, everyone please take a moment to look up,” he implored, directing our attention to the mural that had appeared when we took over the dungeon. 
At the highest part of the dome etched in fine detail was a depiction of every one of us that had fled Mistress Nava and come here to find a place to call our own. Below us, beneath our feet, were the most powerful creatures we had fought and defeated in just as fine detail. It was a vicious contrast between us standing in victory and our enemies the moment before their death.
“Remember as you look upon your friends and yourself… that we… are… awesome!” Richard cried.
Anyone that had been annoyed a moment before joined the rest of us in laughter.
“He’s actually not bad,” I whispered to Aeris.
She turned back to give me a wink.
When the commotion had settled, Richard went straight into the business of the day. “We need to decide how to best prepare for the-bulls-that-walk-on-two-legs and the best place to use the bathroom. Elorion and Aeris have come up with a proposal and are awaiting your wisdom on the matters at hand.”
He directed their attention to me. I took back anything I had thought about him being good at this.
“Uh, yes,” I said, clearing my throat, then began laying out what we had discussed.
Aeris and I started by laying out the basics of how the dungeon worked, then followed up by answering a lot of questions. It was only after that, when everyone seemed to have grasped the basics, that we moved on to cost.
“There are a few things we need to decide before making any firm decisions,” I remarked as we switched gears.
I began by laying out the possibility of using Khun’s Dungeon Aura to attract mobs. As I expected, everyone started freaking out. I made sure they knew that in order to level up this ability it would cost 40,000 DP, 4/5ths of our total budget. It would also take 10 days for the DP to be restored.
“The reason it’ll be best to wait to level this ability is that there are some more pressing matters,” I insisted. “We need to decide what is the most important to us, but I think we all agree that plumbing is not something we can compromise on.”
Everyone agreed without question. 
I continued, “There are two large bathrooms on the bottom floor of the Living District nearest to the kitchen we have begun using. Each of them would accommodate four people at a time, so I suggest we make one a men’s and one a women’s bathroom. They include sinks, but not toilet paper and towels. The problem is that they’ll cost 10,000 DP apiece and that is if we just have Khun fix the plumbing mechanisms. We’ll have to fix and clean them up as well. For him to do that for us would cost 20k each.”
“Are we seriously discussing plumbing in the Underworld?!” Russ called out.
Olivia smacked him on the arm, and he snorted in response. 
“Yeah, isn’t there any magic for that?” Skyler complained.
“This is with using dungeon magic,” I reassured him. “Technically we could try to build our own plumbing, but that would probably take months.”
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for plumbing, but couldn’t we just throw our… waste into one of the pits in the Middle Perimeter?” Olivia challenged. “I’m more concerned with the minotaurs.”
Looking Olivia in the eye, I saw real concern. Her objection was understandable. “Great question. We’ll get to security in a moment. The good news is that we can take the same approach of just repairing enough to make things functional for the rest of our basic amenities. For the kitchen, we could have Khun just activate the mechanism for the sinks and the grill. For the bedrooms, we have him repair the bedding. It’ll take some work, but we can clean up the rest by hand.”
“How much will that all cost?” Olivia asked.
“35,000 DP to make this place functional to live in.”
“That doesn’t leave us much for defense.” 
“No, but using it all for doors and traps would do little more than slow the enemy down.”
“What about summoning elementals?” Travis questioned. He was concerned enough that he had forgotten his own problem for the moment.
“The Lesser and Greater ones would be of little help if what Ujurak says about the minotaurs is true,” I admitted. “The Master level ones may be helpful, but we could only summon two of them. Then, if we continue to summon one every week, we have other issues like sanitation and morale to worry about. If we summon them first and wait to work on getting this place livable, it would be seven days before it would be fully functional. There would be a huge, filthy mess to clean up, or at the least, there would be a foul room no one would want to go into to. Honestly, it’s a gamble, but there is no evidence that they know where we are. If we make this place livable first, then every extra Dungeon Point can go into defense. Besides, there are other options besides elementals that might be better.”
“Better?”
“As in designing custom traps that could take advantage of our different talents. Room-sized furnaces, ice rooms with spiked walls… Wind tunnels?”
The room was suddenly silent as everyone considered the possibilities.
I took advantage of the silence. “I think we should make this place livable first, then summon one of the master elementals two days from now when we have the DP. After that, we can start repairing the doors that we think would be the most beneficial to our safety and a few traps. But most importantly, I think we should consider saving most of it after that and customize one of the closest rooms in the Outer Perimeter to make a kill box.”
For the amount of discussion that followed, there was really little objection to the idea.
“There is one final thing we need to discuss. Well, really two,” I said, bring everyone back around. “We have a big problem with our limited food supply. Zorik said we have maybe three weeks if we ration it.”
“Probably closer to two the way everyone eats,” Zorik spoke up for the first time to add.
That tempered everyone’s excitement. From their nods, there wasn’t anyone here that wasn’t aware of the situation.
 “We also have another situation that’s just come up, but I think we can solve all of our problems with the same fix. Travis,” I said, stopping to give him a moment to ready himself for questions. When he nodded, I began to explain. “When in the Belly, Travis was bitten by a werewolf and infected. In 28 days, if he doesn’t find a cure, he’ll become one.”
I’d considered the room silent before, but this time to sounded as if everyone stopped breathing. “Lydia has found a cure in her alchemy books but needs certain ingredients that we don’t have. Zorik has informed me that there used to be a low-rank dungeon nearby that he believes the army of imps we faced in The Belly probably inhabits now. It is also rich in water mana, so it’s likely that a lot of plant life grows there. They also must have had some kind of food source to sustain that many mouths. We wiped out over a hundred of them recently…”
“So, we find this cure and get some grub at the same time!” Skyler declared. He gave me a sharp nod of encouragement.
I sighed.
Aeris elbowed me lightly in the ribs. She didn’t turn, but I could see her shoulders rising up and down as she tried to smother her laughter.
“No objections?” I asked.
“Well,” Olivia jumped in, not to disappoint. “I think it has to be done, but I want to hear your reasons why we shouldn’t wait to see if the minotaurs attack us first.”
She was being uncommonly reasonable. “As far as we know, it is most likely the case that Mistress Nava doesn’t know our exact location. If we leave now, we can travel there and get it done before they can find us. If we wait, it is more likely they’ll find us when we’re already running low on food and it's already too late for Travis. Like I said, it's a gamble, but I think it’s the best thing we can do with the information we have.”
“Who’s going to go?” Olivia asked with a smirk.
“Aeris, Travis and me,” I replied.
Multiple voices protested at once. I let the chaos continue for a few minutes as everyone tried to tell me why I was wrong and what they thought was a better idea. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I held up my hand and cleared my throat, waiting until I had everyone’s attention. “One of the biggest issues we have right now is time. No one else can keep up with the three of us. There are a few that come close, like Steve, but we need to have a few stealth users here to handle possible invisible mobs.
“Which also brings up the point that the three of us can move stealthier in a small group. As nice as it would be to have more firepower, we have already handled over one hundred imps at one time. I think we’ll be able to get there quickly and safely, and wipe them out with little trouble. Perhaps the most important thing is that you all know that the three of us have already fought together against impossible odds and survived.”
“When will you go?” Richard asked.
Putting her hand to my chest as I was about to respond, Aeris stepped forward and declared, “Tomorrow morning.”
Chaos erupted.
 



Chapter 5 – We Have Bathrooms
The toilet seats in the men’s and women’s restroom were not made of porcelain, but stone. It was smooth like polished granite and speckled with blue and green like all the rock in the surrounding area.
I watched closely with Mana Sight as Ice Mana crawled up the inside of the toilet bowl for the first time, covering it in blue power. We had just spent the 35,000 DP to fix up two of the Dungeon’s bathrooms, one of the larger kitchens, and the beds and bedding of twenty-one rooms. 
When you entered the Living Quarters from the Master Chamber, on either side of the entrance stood the two largest kitchens. Beside them were walk-in freezers followed by smaller kitchens. The large kitchen to the immediate right was the one that Khun was activating along with its freezer. There was a large counter running the length of the whole kitchen separating it from the Dining Area. Large groups of people, or mobs, could line up there and receive food. The dining area was much different from the Mistress’s mess hall, which had been made up of long tables with benches. There were dozens of large round tables made of solid stone planted firmly in the ground. There were few chairs that hadn’t been turned to rubble, but the dining area extended the length of the entire kitchen area, so we eventually found enough chairs for the 21 of us, including Zorik. All told there were enough tables to sit at least a thousand people. It was like a large mall cafeteria. It left me wondering what creatures had lived here when the dining area was first constructed.
After the long strip of the dining area was a wide-open space that felt like an atrium because of the dungeon-produced light that shone down from the ceiling at least three stories overhead. There was enough room here for a small army to train. It was at least four football fields lined up end on end. 
It was past the kitchens, the dining area and this wide-open space that you finally came to the sleeping chambers. Hall after hall was filled with nothing but bedrooms. Though no one had counted, we had chosen one hall on the bottom floor that was directly across from the entrance. It possessed exactly 24 rooms, so I assumed each hall had about the same number. Khun had said there were 2,000 rooms in total, and I believed him. We would eventually have bedding in
21 of the rooms restored, but not until after we had cleaned the place. Having a new mattress did no one good if it was covered in dust and cobwebs. 
Two restrooms stood to either side of the entrance of the hall we had chosen. These would also be restored to working order by Khun. We had taken the time to clean them first.
There was a sink, which was more like a large trough, near the entrance and each stall was blocked off by a wall but had no door to give complete privacy. After three weeks in the Underworld, though, we had worse things to worry about.
I slid the lever on the wall. It immediately slid back to its starting position as I watched ice mana release from the toilet bowl’s rim and liquify. Water ran around, then down the bowl just like a real toilet. Perhaps I should have felt ridiculous finding so much joy in the sight, but the Head Mistress’s restroom had resembled an outhouse more than a place with proper plumbing.
Victory!
I sat down and took care of business, then secretly thanked the Head Mistress, for she had provided one thing that I now considered priceless.
Mage’s Toilet Paper
Never run out of this household essential again! For anywhere you find yourself you will never be without! As the spell levels up lotion can be added to the effects of the spell!
 
Getting up from the new stone throne, I manipulated Skeletal Armor to cover my shame. Just as I made it to my feet, I found myself almost jumping back into the wall with fright.
“Elorion!” Chris cried, now standing a few feet away.
“Dude! You don’t jump out at someone in the bathroom!” I rebuked. Doors to the bathroom stalls suddenly seemed a lot more important.
He had been about to say something but stopped short. His mouth hung open. He was all geared up in a green leather jacket that hugged his chest and waist tightly. Instead of the skull cap I last saw him use in battle, he had donned a black hood that currently rested on his shoulders and around the back of his neck.
“Sorry,” he said quickly but wasn’t swayed from his reason for seeking me out. “You have to take me with you.”
I made a show of looking around. He literally had me cornered in a restroom stall. 
Stepping back, he let me out.
“Why do you want to go so badly?” I asked as I went over to the sink and washed my hands.
“Because I know what the herb Lydia needs looks like,” he insisted. He spoke faster with each word.
“She already showed us and is drawing up a list.”
“But I have them memorized.”
“The list?”
“No. All of them. Lydia was only going to give you the herbs needed for the Were-cure and a few others. About fifteen of them. But I know every ingredient that she has listed her books. Over three hundred of them.”
I stared at him for a long moment. He didn’t strike me as lying. Maybe a bit desperate.
“You want to impress her,” I said bluntly, calling him out.
He nodded, not bothering to hide it. “There’s more to it than that. She feels like she’s the most worthless person here. Anytime she goes out to level against mobs, all she can do is stand there and leech off of everyone else. I’ve read through her books though. Alchemy is capable of amazing things.”
“And if you get her the ingredients she needs, you think she’ll start to see her worth,” I said, finished his thought.
“Yes.”
Shaking my head, I had to admit I could understand how he felt. Everyone’s emotional well-being was more Aeris’s wheelhouse, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to help. Perhaps Aeris wouldn’t have to do all the work in taking care of the others after all. From day one Chris had been extremely generous to me, and everyone else for that matter. I feared he had fallen behind in level because he had spent so much time helping Lydia, but that might not be such a bad thing in the long run if it built her up.
It also worried me that Lydia felt as she did. Her poison had been a big help with Travis’s traps, and if we could get her the ingredients, she would be able to save him from turning into a werewolf, if he didn’t decide to become one. I had to admit though, I wasn’t making use of any of the potions she was capable of making now. I’d have to stop by her crafting station and make a point of taking advantage of what she had.
I decided to be as honest as possible with him. “The problem is, you might slow us down and possibly put the mission in jeopardy… What level are you, Chris?”
“Level 296,” he replied, straightening up to his full height. “And I reached 1,000 Dexterity, so I should be able to keep up.”
I had to admit that if he’d had any other primary stat than Dexterity, I’d have immediately turned him down. His endurance wasn’t a big problem because of my Heal spell’s properties.
“You’ll be the lowest level in our group by over fifty levels. What can you contribute besides your knowledge?” I continued.
He grinned. “Let me show you.” 
“Okay…”
As soon as I replied, he disappeared in a blur.
I spun around to find him a few meters behind me. His sword was drawn, and he grinned even wider.
“My talent isn’t good for fighting in formation, but it’s great for one on one situations.”
I raised a brow. Interesting. This was the perfect reminder that I really needed to get to know everyone and what their talents were.
He took my silence as a cue to explain what had just happened. “My talent is called Ambush. I have to target something like a mob or a spot on the ground, and then use it as a focal point. Once I activate Ambush, I get a surge of speed that whips me around to the rear of my target. It’s like running really fast, then grabbing on to a poll and allowing your momentum to swing you around even faster. It greatly accelerates my speed. I just don’t have to get a running start to pull it off.”
Maybe it really wasn’t a bad idea to bring Chris with us after all.
“How often can you use it?” I asked.
“That is the biggest issue I’ve had with it. It takes a lot of stamina and I was only able to use it safely twice at first. Now that I’ve been upping my Constitution and leveling my skill I’m able to use it seven times.”
I scratched my chin. That was more than I’d have guessed. “Let’s test something.”
Casting my Regeneration Aura, I extended it out to him. “See how many you can cast now.”
He blurred out of sight once again. This time I was able to follow his trail with Mana Sight, but even at double my normal perception he was too fast for me to turn with him. Almost as soon as I caught sight of him again, he blurred back around. I counted to myself as he used Ambush over and over. When he finally stopped, I had counted twenty-three times.
“About twenty-two without running out of stamina. Twenty-three is my max,” he said as he struggled to catch his breath. A few deep breaths later he started breathing easier thanks to my regen spell. “It looks like I’ll be able to fully recover in about ten seconds with your aura though.”
“No promises,” I responded. “I need to talk to the others first and see if they’re comfortable with you coming. If so, I think we can make it work.”
At hearing my words, he ran at me with a hoot and grabbed me in a bear hug. As small as he was, he nearly picked me up off the ground.
 
***
 
I took a bedroom near the restroom at the front of the hall for my own. Its location was important so that I could be the first to face any attack made it this far. Although I doubted I’d use it much. I had already grown accustomed to not having to sleep and I didn’t see that changing any time soon.
At first, I thought cleaning our rooms was going to take a lot of time since no one really had any cleaning magic. I considered trying to manipulate Ice Shard to create water to clean with, but then I saw Zorik step up and show off his skill. In less than an hour, he went through and power-washed all 24 rooms with his water magic. We’d decided to do every room in the hall even if we were only using 21 of them. Aeris came in behind him with her Wind Magic and dried the entire area in about fifteen minutes. 
When I finally entered my room after the deep cleaning, it was nothing more than a large, empty rectangle. There was enough room for a queen size bed, a desk and maybe a bookshelf or wardrobe. If only I had any of those things. When we gave Khun the word, all that would be added were beds stocked with a pillow and blankets. As a bonus, the linens were self-cleaning, but to customize things we would have to find the items we wanted, construct them, or spend DP. In the future, we would hopefully be able to purchase them, eventually.
Everyone had gathered in the hall, just outside of their rooms, when Richard made an announcement. “Here we go!”
My voice joined the gasps of the others as a bed-sized slab rose up from the ground on the right side of my room. There seemed to be no distinction from the blue and green speckled stone of the walls. Khun had guaranteed our beds wouldn’t be made of rock, so I watched closely in anticipation. As my bed reached full height, about three feet off the ground, its texture began to ruffle and dull. Before my eyes, its substance changed from stone to fabric. The green and blue specks that made up the rock started to move around until they all fell into place, making a dotted pattern.
I approached what looked to be a full-sized bed and placed my hand on top of the comforter. When I ran my hand over it, it undoubtedly felt like fabric. With a shrug, I plopped down on its edge and sank into the semi-firm mattress. Taking a deep breath, I pulled down the comforter to reveal a typical sheet of solid blue and a green pillow. Without further delay, I fell and buried my face in its cottony goodness. I hadn’t used the cots at the Head Mistress’s often, but a real bed was worth spending some time to enjoy.
Suddenly, a scream rang out. I was up and out of my room without hesitation, darting across the hall to scramble into Aeris’s room.
Instead of finding her in trouble, she was rolling about on her bed and hugging her pillow like a kitten high on catnip. As she rolled away from the wall, she finally spotted me and a few others standing there, worried. She froze, looking up at us wide-eyed. After a moment of staring, she screeched at us with a playful cry and returned to rolling about.
 
***
 
By lunch, our 35,000 DP was spent. Zorik had taken extra time gathering all the scattered and broken pots, pans and cooking utensils before power-washing the restaurant-sized kitchen. If we included the utensils from the smaller kitchens, he would have far more than he would need to do his job. It was a job he seemed especially excited about. I wondered if he had fond memories of working here in the past.
We had begun rationing the food, so today's lunch was a hearty soup made up of beef sausage, green beans, and sweet potatoes, with other seasonings. It went a long way, I had to admit, but I was nowhere near full. Ever since reaching my current level, I could easily eat enough for five normal people. My magic would have to sustain me for now.
Instead of making Zorik do the dishes, everyone lined up at the kitchen sink as they finished to rinse their own food tray. We had no cleaner or detergent, but Clarissa had enough control over her Fire Magic that we were able to fill up one side of the sink and sanitize everything with boiling water.
I waited until everyone was finished before approaching Zorik. He was flapping his wings just enough to hover there. With his hands on his hips, he examined the kitchen.
“Is it how you remember?” I asked.
Without looking toward me, he replied, “More or less.” As if returning from his thoughts, he added, “Sir.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” I pried. It was probably the fifth time I had asked him in the last two days. “I meant what I said about helping you level up.”
“No, no, no, no, no, sir. At best I’ll slow you down. And if you need to use your Light Magic to heal everyone, I’ll just get in the way.”
I nodded that I understood. “Let's head to the Master Chamber. Travis will meet us there, so we can get a handle on directions.”
Aeris and Travis were both waiting with Khun, who had already appeared above his pedestal. Travis was studying what looked like a large scroll unrolled in his hands when his eyes shot up to greet us.
“Elorion!” he sang, waving us over. “It looks like my mapping talent is going to work better than we thought.”
We crowded around him to get a good look at his scroll. As expected, it was a map that looked to be made of aged parchment. I immediately recognized it was of our dungeon. Each section of Sanctuary was visible, with enough detail that each room was shown at scale in fine black ink.
What Travis did next left me baffled. He held the scroll in one hand while he placed his thumb and index finger on the surface of the map. As he brought his fingers together, Sanctuary shrank in size and the surrounding area became clear. It worked just like a touchscreen on a phone or tablet.
“Khun. Bring up the surrounding area like a good ghost, if you please,” Travis directed.
My head jerked to see Khun. I was relieved he wasn’t offended by being called a ghost, and even more surprised to see a map appear on the wall, replacing Sanctuary’s stats.
“You have a world map?!” I accused. 
“Of course,” Khun responded as if it should have been obvious.
I had expected the dungeon spirit to have knowledge of the surrounding area, as I had confirmed with him in conversation, but he had never mentioned he could actually show us.
“There. That’s good,” Travis said, stopping Khun from zooming out any farther. Travis pointed at a spot on the map. “Look there.”
That was when I saw the giant cavern, bigger than Sanctuary that was depicted to the east. It was The Belly. My eyes quickly traced their way from The Belly to the crossroads with the horse-headed rock and then all the way to where we stood now.
“Watch!” Travis exclaimed.
Turning back to his map, I saw colorless mana seep from him through Mana Sight and into the scroll he held. His eyes were not on the scroll, but the map on the wall. As he studied what Khun was showing him, his map started to fill in the gaps until he had magically copied everything he was missing.
A croaking sound came from Zorik, who I found staring at Travis as if seeing him for the first time. “Wow,” he mumbled to himself.
“With this, can you show me where the dungeon is?” Travis asked the imp.
Still stunned after what he had witnessed, Zorik nodded his head frantically a few times in response.
We waited a moment until Zorik snapped out of his shock.
“This should make things easy,” the imp admitted. “Let's bring up northeast of The Belly and everything between us and it. Khun should have everything mapped in a twenty-mile radius and a few special locations that we used to travel to often. You might as well do some scouting while you’re gone. If we’re in luck, you might find some food closer to home.”
 
***
 
It was early afternoon when the time everyone had been waiting for had come. 
Chris had joined us in the Master Chamber as I readied to give the command. Aeris and Travis were also there. The four of us gathered around the local map that would track every creature that entered the Outer Perimeter of Sanctuary.
When I’d asked the others if Chris could join us on our mission to find the imp’s dungeon, surprisingly no one had any objections.
We were all geared up and ready for action if the situation called for it. Chris was in his green leather and his black hood. Travis was in his tanned leather armor, leaning against his spear. And Aeris had also donned leather armor with a slight red tint and a matching leather skirt. We were all dressed for speed, but I had to admit that fleeing from the Head Mistress’s labyrinth had drastically reduced the level of gear we would have had if we still had access to the merchants. I was in the worst shape, still garbed in my Skeletal Armor. At least now I wore undergarments and had a few backup pairs in my inventory.
“Alright, everyone. It’s time!” I declared, calling to everyone through group chat.
Looking to Khun, I gave him a nod. “Do it.”
At my word, he turned off the Dungeon Aura’s repel feature and turned it to attract. Now, all we could do was wait.
We were waiting until tomorrow morning to leave just in case things got out of hand. We had no sure way of knowing what would happen once the attract feature was activated and Khun’s answer to that question left too much up to chance. I remembered how the were-creatures in The Belly had worked together. There was a real possibility that level 1,000 werewolves could show up with their low-level pals. We would first get a feel for how the Dungeon Aura worked, then leave after everyone felt comfortable. Worst case scenario we would turn the Dungeon Aura back to repel until we returned. If it did only bring level 200 creatures, it was worth taking the chance. There were still several levels the others could gain even from lower level mobs while we were gone. Levels they would need.
Silence reigned through group chat as everyone waited in anticipation. I examined the map and saw the others broken up into two main groups. They were in the rooms of the Outer Perimeter closest to The Bridge and The Pits. The Maze was still blocked off from the Inner Chamber which allowed us to focus our forces.
As the minutes passed, I started to think it may have been a bad idea to get everyone’s hopes up. If it was hours before any mobs showed up, everyone would just be standing around doing nothing.
The first red dot blinked into existence.
A tickle of electricity crawled up my spine.
“One Wererat. Northern region,” Khun stated. “Make that two.”
“There we go,” I said aloud. 
“It has begun!” Travis called, startling us. He snickered as we all turned to glare at him. At least he was returning to his light-hearted self, for now.
Red dots on the map started to multiply on the northern part of the screen as they moved toward The Pits. They still had a lot of distance to cover, but Khun had made it clear that his Dungeon Aura would lure them into the Middle Perimeter. It looked like that would be the case.
“Seventeen Wererats. Northern region. One Dust Worm. Southwestern region,” Khun listed.
“Dust Worm?” Chris questioned.
“I don’t think we have seen one yet,” Aeris replied.
“We should totally run to its location before the others can get the bonus experience,” Travis joked.
I rebuked him with a look. “We’re going to have plenty of action soon enough. Right now, we’re backup. Let the others get a handle on this so we know they’re fine while we’re gone.”
“Yeah, yeah. This coming from the guy that went kill stealing as a joke.”
Bringing my hand to my chest, I gave him my best mock look of exasperation.
We shared a laugh.
There was a steady trickle of new mobs that started to appear every ten minutes or so. Wererats, Dust Worms, Rock Beetles, Dire Centipedes, and even a Goblin Scout showed up in the first hour. Khun was tracking their type and the region they entered so that we could go back and look for patterns that might lead us in the direction of any local mob hordes. The only drawback was that Khun wasn’t able to give us any information on the level or strengths of the creatures that entered the dungeon. To upgrade that feature would cost 100,000 DP. Twice the amount we had at max capacity. 
The first mobs to reach the others were the Wererats. They were acting cautious, slowing their approach as they neared the Middle Perimeter.
“Can’t we go just to watch?” Travis asked.
I had to admit, I wanted to see how the others did as well. They weren’t simply standing around waiting for mobs to approach. Our mages had prepared some interesting surprises.
“That’s probably not a bad idea…” I said.
“Master. I can show you if you don’t mind,” Khun remarked.
I gave him a stern look. “Why didn’t you mention that before?”
“Forgive me. My last master Xenos didn’t want me to show him anything unless he expressly asked to see it. I didn’t mean to displease you,” Khun responded, bowing his head in contrition.
“All’s forgiven. Your suggestions are always welcome. I’d rather you annoy me than miss something.” 
“I understand, master.”
This wasn’t the first time Khun had seemingly hid his features and abilities from me. Perhaps it was because he was still growing accustomed to me, but his personality seemed inconsistent. Sometimes he would go as far as interrupting me to voice his opinion and other times I’d have to pry it out of him.
Something the Head Mistress’s Lich had said came to mind, although he had said it about Zorik. “You cannot attribute human nature to him,” or in this case, to Khun.
As he had promised, Khun showed us the room where the wererats were about to run into the others. Instead of bringing it up on one of the wall panels though, his translucent image changed and suddenly we were watching a holographic projection above his pedestal. The image was made up of blues, greens, and shades of black, the mana colors of the elements Khun had access to.
When the hologram became clear, I couldn’t help but smile. Dozens and dozens of vines of all shapes and sizes were hidden to the sides and above the entrance that the Wererats were heading toward. This was the room Olivia had claimed or herself.
The little rat-faced creatures crept in, one after another. The lead wererat made it halfway into the room before its nose twitched side to side. There were no humans present, or any other enemy in its line of sight, but its senses weren’t fooled.
As the wererat turned back the way it had come to see an entire wall covered in vines and human-sized flesh-eating plants, its eyes went wide in terror. Before it could make a sound, a vine darted from the ceiling directly above it and impaled it in the gut, lifting it from the ground and delivering it into a giant plant mouth. It closed on the small, three-foot creature with a bone-shattering slam.
One after another, Wererats were ripped from the ground and devoured. Nine of the seventeen mobs that had entered the room were restrained in seconds.
Olivia’s Nature Magic wasn’t finished. The angle changed and we saw her a room away, kneeling down with her hand to the ground. I had seen her do something similar when she fought in The Belly. She was somehow able to feel the area with her magic.
The remaining Wererats had yet to enter the room with her nature traps but stood a room away watching in horror as their companions were snatched up.
They turned to run, but the numerous vines Olivia had in wait collapsed toward the doorway. They reached into the next room and grabbed at the remaining Wererats, fighting over the hairy little creatures. Not one escaped and many were strangled and broken before they made it into the jaws of the mob-eating plants a room away.
“Holey underpants!” Travis exclaimed.
I snorted. “More like finger food.”
“Gross!” Aeris proclaimed.
“French fried rat nuggets,” Chris suggested.
“Rat sushi? They ate them raw,” Travis responded.
“Yeah. Or rats in a blanket. They did have pants on,” I added.
“Seriously?! Are you guys really having this conversation?” Aeris scolded. She kept her eyes on the hologram, trying to ignore us. 
“Sorry, Aeris,” I said. “Here, I have some bacon jerky left. Do you want some?”
A gust of air blew up into my face. It was so intense I had difficulty closing my eyes. I held up my hands to fend it off.
When the gust had finally stopped, Aeris stood with her arms crossed, unwilling to even look at me. 
Leaning close to her ear, I whispered where only she could hear. “You’re cute when you’re angry.”
She turned her back to me, but it wasn’t enough to hide her grin. When she smiled, her subtly pointed ears rose up with the corners of her mouth.
Everyone fell into a nice rhythm and had plenty of downtime between attacks. Russ led the attack against the first Dust Worm, which was fifteen feet long and as thick as an adult python. He smacked it in the head with his hammer, stunning it enough for the three girls with Dexterity builds to finish it off by hacking it to pieces.
“Mel. Three Rock Beetles heading your way,” I said through group chat. 
The three mobs waltzed in from the south. 
Mel had his minions spread out over three rooms. He waited for three mobs to enter, hiding his skeletons against the wall, similar to the way Olivia had. These creatures were nowhere near as timid as the Wererats, nor did they seem to care when half a dozen skeletons wielding swords and axes cut them off. From the front and back the skeletons surrounded the chest-high beetles and cracked them open like giant eggs.
In the Master’s Chamber, at a distance from the action, we got little experience, which was a bummer, but with three of the creatures showing up in the first hour, I was confident I’d eventually get to kill one. I also tried Creature Observation through Khun’s holographic display to see if it would work, but there was no luck. Observing an image of a creature wasn’t the same as observing the creature.
Everyone else was spread out in the Outer Perimeter, but close enough that they were sharing experience. With the mages able to manage entire rooms of mobs, our bashers soon grew bored and started to compete against one another for the most kills.
Wererats were by far the most common creature they faced, coming from almost every region. The other scavenger types like Rock Beetles, Dire Centipedes, and Slime Badgers were also common. There were actually a number of creatures that were over level 200 that wandered in, like the Dire Centipedes which were close to level 300, but none of them proved overly difficult. Because the Dire Centipedes were tougher than the average mob, I went to get a closer look and confirmed their level. Certain types of creatures just seemed attracted to the bait of Khun’s Dungeon Aura more than others, so the level limit was a loose one at best.
The Goblin Scout that had been among the first creatures to enter our perimeter got close to our forces and remained at a distance for over an hour before leaving. 
Once dinner time came around the first real challenge started. Managing everyone’s time. I had to make sure everyone got a chance to eat while there remained enough people left to fight the incoming mobs. 
Technically, we had enough DP to just activate the giant doors to the Middle Perimeter. If we spent the points, we could just open them when we wanted to fight mobs and close them when we wanted a break. The problem was that two of the massive stone doors cost 4,000 DP each. That was two days’ worth of DP that could prove more useful elsewhere. When asked, everyone agreed that they would rather just take shifts fighting mobs, even if that meant they would have to take turns fighting at night without my endurance healing ability around while we were off looking for the imps’ dungeon.
It probably wouldn’t end up being an issue. Olivia and Mel had the greatest advantage fending off mobs in the Outer Perimeter. The numerous small rooms connected to one another in no logical pattern and possessed two to four entrances apiece. Olivia’s plant minions could be issued a command to auto-attack anyone outside her party and she could fill multiple rooms with them. Mel’s undead minions could also defend multiple rooms and work together to take on groups of mobs. Both of them had the ability to leave their minions to fend for themselves. It was possible that Sanctuary’s defense could be left to just the two of them. In time, they could defend it alone. That is, as long as any greater creatures didn’t attack.
They weren’t the only ones that proved to be able to easily handle the attacking mobs. Trevon and his ice magic could easily trap creatures inside a room filled with frozen spikes, or he could just flood multiple rooms with sheets of ice across the floor and greatly limit any enemy’s movements. Audrey already had a lot of experience using small rooms to amplify her Fire Magic like our time fighting the Earth Elementals. Our Earth Mage, Clarissa, was also coming into her own. She had likely learned something in our travels through the Underworld and was now dropping showers of stone spikes from the ceiling onto the mobs beneath and manipulating the mobs’ placement with spikes from the ground for crowd control. They could each easily solo full rooms of the enemy.
Our bashers weren’t all as efficient, although there were a few exceptions. Skyler, Russ, and Steve had outpaced the others and could clear entire rooms of the low-level mobs quickly. Skyler muscled his way through them swinging his sledgehammer with a fierce tempo while Russ’s ability to manifest an enlarged arcane striking surface for his weapon helped him batter mobs with ease. Steve wasn’t able to kill them as quickly, but his ability to slip in and out of Invisibility was much faster than mine. He picked groups apart before they knew they were dying.
Zorik was an oddball. He had the power to clear entire rooms with his Ice and Earth Magic, but something was holding him back. He was so stingy with his magic that he wouldn’t cast more than solo mob killing spells. 
That meant that about half of the people remaining in Sanctuary would be able to hold back the mobs at one of our two entrances on their own if things got bad. If things really went south, I had instructed Khun to allow Olivia, Russ, Skyler, and Richard to spend DP and close the doors to the Middle Perimeter.
The biggest problem we ran into was getting everyone to return from dinner on time. I attributed this to the fact that we really hadn’t had to track time since we entered the Underworld. Here we had no appointments to keep and just kind of did our own things, whether solo or with a group of friends.
That night went more smoothly than dinner even though I wasn’t healing anyone that would be up until 3:00 am. Although, I wasn’t sure anyone would be sleeping well with what we had gone through recently.
As time went on, the stream of mobs from the surrounding area slowed, until well after midnight we could go an entire half an hour before we saw any adds. It was possible that certain mobs slept at night, but more likely that we had already cleared the surrounding area of low-level mobs. Khun reassured me that his aura reached for miles, so some of the creatures wouldn’t have had time to reach us yet.
Still, a slower rate of mob attacks was reassuring.
The count reached 366 mobs before morning came. The group of us that would soon leave had left the fighting to the others, but it was interesting to know that over fifty percent of the mobs that had been drawn in by Khun’s Dungeon Aura had come from the northern region, the same area we were headed to. Hopefully, we hadn’t cleared the entire area, because this time, instead of heading toward The Belly to the northwest, we would head directly north and cut a path toward the imps’ dungeon.
 



Chapter 6 – Departure
When I visited Lydia for the last time before we left, I loaded up on each of the antidotes she was now able to produce after studying her poisons. I was confident in my ability to heal, but poison was not something I had much experience with. I decided to play it safe and keep some in my inventory at all times.
Making available her antidotes was not the only thing Lydia helped with. When we had been forced to flee the Head Mistress’s dungeon, I’d had 4 Experience Potions left that gave a 50% experience bonus over 24 hours. Lydia hadn’t been able to duplicate them, but she was able to dilute them for an impressive result. We gathered 11 potions in total from our group, which she turned into 44 Lesser Experience Potions that gave a 12.5% experience bonus over 24 hours. I kept one of the greater potions just in case.
In all honesty, part of me hated losing the Experience Potions for lesser ones, but it was only a matter of time before the minotaurs arrived. We needed as much experience as we could get in a very short period of time. 44 potions gave the 21 of us 48 hours of increased experience gain. This would likely give us more experience overall, I hoped.
Chris handed out the Lesser Experience Potions to the four of us as we stood in the northern section of the Outer Perimeter, preparing to leave. Each of us downed our potion in turn. The swallowing of the yellow liquid and the shuffling of feet was the only sound that passed between us. Everyone had their game faces on.
“I’m going to cast two forms of Invisibility and Dark Vision on everyone. Except for you Travis,” I said.
He nodded.
Chris had confirmed that he didn’t have any Invisibility or skill allowing him to see through Invisibility.
“Wait. Don’t cast Dark Vision on me,” Aeris said while filtering through her spell menu. “I’m still not sure how well it works, but I have a Wind Perception spell that allows me to see Wind Mana in the magic spectrum. Since all air has Wind Mana, even if it might be filled with other kinds as well, I think I’ll be able to see in the dark.”
“Mages can do all the cool stuff,” Chris said, smiling broadly. 
It was an interesting revelation. “What does it look like in the light?” I asked.
Shadows hung to the corners all around in these run-down blue and green speckled rooms, but there was enough light that Dark Vision was unnecessary. 
Looking up from her menu, she activated the spell and looked around. “It gives the world a silvery tint and makes air currents visible.”
I nodded.
“I tested it a little. It does work, but I need a lot more experience with it to get good at it.”
“Test it out then but fly low,” I said, narrowing my eyes in concern.
She grabbed hold of my bone plate covered hand and tapped it with her knuckles as if saying that she would.
“Let's do this.” I redirected their attention and cast my spells on the group. “I’m going to cast Rejuvenation as well, but it’ll only pulse to restore our endurance once a minute. This way mobs that are sensitive to Light Magic will have a harder time noticing our approach. It’s not perfect,” I admitted. “Travis, you take the lead. Chris, you follow with Aeris overhead. I’ll take up the rear. Aeris, if I see you about to run into any walls with Wind Perception, I’m going to cast Dark Vision on you right away.”
“That’s kind of you,” she chuckled.
We set off. To my natural sight my friends looked like semi-translucent ghosts. They remained visible to me since we were grouped. Watching through Mana Sight, Aeris glowed with silver light and the other two glowed in dull white. The dull white didn’t have the creamy thickness of Light Magic and was the same energy that radiated off of all of our non-magic users.
As we left the area, we’d eventually get out of range of Richard’s communication ability and would cease be able to contact each other at a distance. I guessed his range was a few miles. I could only hope we wouldn’t need it. Our destination was already set, and Travis had the best handle on where we were headed anyways. There were a number of locations we were to stop at on the way that looked like they might contain life or something Zorik thought we might need.
I had stopped to use Intermediate Blood Drain and Lesser Devour before we left so that the mobs the others had killed wouldn’t go to waste. By using both Blood Drain and Devour together, I came up with a new spell, which I just named Drain. My take of stats from the low-level mobs was almost nonexistent, but thanks to a few new creatures I received a few.
+7 Str
+8 Con
 
We walked through the last couple of rooms in the north of the Outer Perimeter to find the correct exit. It was one among dozens just in this upper area, and was more of a cave entrance than a proper doorway. But with Travis strutting his map skills, we went right to it.
Everyone naturally slowed, realizing that we were about to put ourselves in the position to face danger once again. Not a word passed between us. Travis seemed to realize he had slowed, twisted his head from side to side as if to loosen up for action and set off at a controlled run. We passed under the roughly hewn, arching hole in the wall which reached at least twenty feet in the air. We were off.
Almost immediately, I noticed a change in the stone. The blues and greens grew less consistent until all that remained was dismal grey. With Magic Sight turned up to three times my normal perception, I wasn’t excited about the next hour seeming to take three, but I wouldn’t compromise our safety to feel less bored.
I watched Aeris as she flew above Chris, looking around this bland tunnel as if it was a magnificent sight. I was truly happy for her. She was getting to experience a new spell that would literally change the way she saw the world. Remembering my first time with Mana Sight, I had no doubt she would be entertained for hours just playing around with it.
“Aeris,” I called. “If you focus more mana into Wind Perception, does time seem to slow down for you?”
Without turning her head, she responded, “Not sure! I’ll give it a shot!”
Even though I was unable to see her face, I saw the mana intensify where I imagined her eyes would be from behind her. It fluctuated multiple times before she shared what she had found. “Yes! It maxes out my mana per minute, but it's like watching the world in slow motion.”
After a few follow up questions, I figured she was able to double her perception of time. It made sense that she wouldn’t be able to reach the same level I was at since she didn’t have 1,000 Intelligence and Natural Channeling yet, so her Wind Perception wouldn’t be as effective.
I brought up the passive skill.
Natural Channeling
You have mastered the flow of mana.
Channeling is now twice as effective.
Your channeled spells no longer have an effective cap on how powerful they can become. Your only limitation is the amount of mana you possess.
You are now able to supply a spell with less mana than is normally required to cast a lesser form of even the most subtle spells.
 
It was certainly worth the effort for Aeris to try to get to 1,000 Intelligence to get such a boost to her channeling, but with her talent in Dexterity, perhaps it could wait… It only took another look at her for me to decide not to say anything to discourage her from her path. She was flying after all and that was solely because she was playing to her talents.
To be honest, I was rather intimidated. When she reached 1,000 in Wisdom, Dexterity, and Intelligence, would I even stand a chance against her? Already she was faster than me, able to fly, and had just revealed that she too was able to speed up her perception of time. If she was able to match my own perception and further increase her magic’s power through improved channeling… With enough time, maybe Mistress Nava really wouldn’t be as much of a problem as we feared.
I shook my head at such a dangerous thought. There was no way I could allow myself to underestimate our enemy. I forced myself to remember the liquid density of her mana. Her pool wasn’t as vast as Xaphan’s but was just as rich. We were advancing, true, but that didn’t guarantee our survival.
The cavern we traversed widened gradually with side passages appearing more and more often until it began to resemble a maze. Travis only slowed our pace slightly. I didn’t know how, but even without a physical map, he seemed to know exactly where he was going.
We neared the cavern where it reached its axis. At least six different tunnels all coming together at a natural crossroads of sorts. I saw tens if not hundreds of dense patches of mana scattered across the floor. The mana was still, unmoving like that of a mana orb or… a dying creature.
I ramped up Mana Sight to five times my normal perception and systematically scanned the area for any signs of life or traps.
A few seconds later, Travis held up his hand and started to slow. Just as I had, he seemed to conclude that nothing was left alive and continued forward at a jog. As we reached the bodies he lagged to a crawl.
At least a couple hundred mobs lay slashed open and dead, staining the cold stone floor with drying blood. It had been a massacre. Every creature, from Wererats to Tank Roaches, Gargoyles to Dust Worms, had unbiasedly been torn apart. 
Travis stepped over bodies, keeping one eye on his surroundings while kneeling low to scan the bodies for life and loot. He didn’t take anything but continued to creep forward. We followed close behind.
“There is a lot here Lydia could use,” Chris said in an excited whisper. He looked back at me with a grin.
I nodded that I understood, but something felt off. It was as if something had noticed our Dungeon Aura and instead of going to investigate it had set up an ambush…
Travis reached the middle of the crossroads and lifted his gaze to take in the entire area. 
A churning of energy pulled my attention. It came from a few meters in front of him. What I had thought a moment before to be a dead mob pushed itself a few inches off the ground. Ebony eyes suddenly glowed with dark energy. The top of its back and head were coated in black scales. It had a moderately lighter underbelly.
As I took in the creature for the first time, my stomach clenched up like a fist. It had the stout shoulders and arms of a human warrior, but the keen arrow-shaped head of a viper.
Creature Indicator told me all I needed to know.
Drakyrd
Level 403
HP: 15,350
Strength: 497
Dexterity: 1,211
Constitution: 307
 
It was undoubtedly some kind of stealthy Dragonoid and had the ability to slow its mana flow to make it seem dead. Incredible.
Lunging from the ground, it revealed three-inch claws and needle-sharp fangs as it reached for Travis.
I fired off a few Advanced Health Bullets before the others could react. The projectiles tore through the creature’s torso but didn’t have enough force behind them to stop the mob’s advance.
Travis’s spear made it in time to swat the Drakyrd aside. 
It rammed into his shoulder and spun him off balance, but Travis kept his footing.
Chris appeared on the other side of the monster before it hit the ground and buried his sword in its neck just to be sure it was dead.
A second Drakyrd rushed toward Travis from the flank. As I moved to intercept it with another spell, dark energy fluttered to life all around us. We were surrounded.
I shot at the mob leaping for Travis, then fired off another round at one rising up behind Chris. Aeris started to sling a downpour of Wind Slashes from her position overhead. As I spun to meet my attackers, I saw that there were at least twenty of them and they were all surging toward us as one.
Even with Mana Sight at full power, my body and cast rate weren’t fast enough to cast enough Health Bullets to take out so many Dexterity based mobs before they reached us.
Drawing a surplus of mana into my lungs I let it build as I took in a large breath and prepared Force Learn. I glared at the closest lizardman as he soared through the air to pounce on me. Heaving the air from my lungs, I released the pent-up mana, which exploded from my center. Light Magic flew in every direction with the intensity of one of Aeris’s Wind Slashes. Light Nova glared into life for the first time, battering the Dark Magic creatures off their feet and eating at their forms like empowered acid.
Time stopped as Force Learn let me delve into the creature’s being. Its essence became mine, but to my surprise I didn’t receive any Blue Magic for my efforts.
Travis and Chris were also knocked over, but the Light Magic didn’t harm them as it did the mobs. To my horror, Aeris shot from the air like a shooting star.
I followed the desperate spell by extending out Health Regeneration to the others without the delay I had been using.
Running over to Aeris, I found she had caught herself on the ground like a crouching cat.
I shook my head in a mix of relief and embarrassment. Those things had been dangerous.
“I’m sorry, Aeris. Guys,” I admitted.
“What just happened?” Travis moaned.
As Aeris stood, I met her forgiving gaze and shook my head in regret.
“Nice AOE!” Chris declared.
He was right. Light Nova had turned out to be an impressive Area of Effect spell. One that I had been wanting to try but hadn’t had the time. It was a manipulation of Advanced Heal that was similar to Health Regeneration but with a bigger kick. Thankfully, it worked better than I had imagined.
Aeris approached me, all the while eyeing the closest Drakyrd. “It’s still alive.” She swore.
My eyes shot to the creature. Its mana had stilled like a dead rock, but it had already proven to be able to manipulate its mana flow. I noticed the smallest of trickle of movement in the mana spectrum that made me look twice. It had stilled its mana flow but was still breathing at an astonishingly slow rate. I realized then that my advantage of being able to see the full spectrum of mana may have been a disadvantage in this situation. Since Aeris could only see Wind Mana, she was much more sensitive to it.
The mob’s mana churned to a boil when it realized it had been found out, but Aeris’s compressed Wind Slash finished the deformed lizardman before it could rise off the ground.
I checked my popups and found I had gained almost two levels. Even in the 400s, my level was too high for even twenty of them to give me much experience anymore. I could always count on the bonus experience for killing one for the first time though. My Wisdom climbed to 3,017.
“They disguise their mana as if they were dead,” I informed the others. “I can still see them though. Hiding among the bodies made them almost indistinguishable. Aeris, do you think you can spot the living ones that are hiding like that if we run across them again?”
She scanned the rest of the dead monsters before she replied. “Yes. I think so, now that I know what to look for.”
“Okay. I’ll try to help, but other forms of mana interfere with my ability to see subtle movement.”
“So, is it safe to start looting?” Chris asked greedily.
We spent half an hour there picking over the remains. I still didn’t completely understand how they had disguised their mana, but I suspected it wasn’t a skill solely attainable by their species or a Blue Magic spell would have been created when I cast Force Learn. That meant I might be able to discover such an ability through experimentation. Killing the clan of Drakyrds had been a good score for the others. Aeris had jumped up four levels. She was now level 391, 29 levels from 1,000 Dexterity. Travis had gained three levels and Chris had gained seven. It seemed Chris’s attack to its throat had finished it off. Not to mention that he was 100 levels lower than these mobs so he had the best take.
When we were finally finished, I Drained the lot of them.
+23 Dex
+6 Int
 
It was nothing huge, but any bonus to my Intelligence or Wisdom was a rare treat.
“We’re about a mile from the first stop Zorik marked on the map,” Travis mentioned when we were about ready to continue. “It looks like it’s the tomb of one of the original masters of Sanctuary. There is no known way inside, but monsters sometimes shelter there, so he wants us to check for sources of food.”
At the mention of a tomb, I met Aeris’s wide-eyed glare with a long, sharp whistle.
“Ready for more fun?” I asked her sarcastically.
“Yeah. I’m totally bored. I need more excitement in my life,” she replied with a laugh.
Travis led us in a new direction, down one of the passageways to the northeast.
 



Chapter 7 – The Tomb
A giant Wind Slash reaching from one side of the cave to the other crashed down into a small group of Wererats that were hunkering down a few hundred meters from the Drakyrd’s ambush. They had somehow realized there was something going on. Aeris’s spell left them in as much of a mess as the Dragonoids had left their prey. 
“Gross!” Chris called as we ran by.
I cast Drain, mostly to take advantage of further opportunity to level the pair of spells. I certainly didn’t receive any stats from them.
As we travelled through these semi-natural caverns, they began to change. Stalagmites and stalactites became less frequent until the ceiling, walls, and ground smoothed out into a grand hallway. That wasn’t the only clue that we were approaching something of note. A haze of mana filled the air in the magic spectrum, like a fog that thickened the closer we got. It was so thick after a while that I was finally able to pinpoint magic’s smell.
Canine’s Sense of Smell and I had a love-hate relationship. I hated the intrusive way it completely opened me up to the world of scent but loved the idea of having access to it. Even with it only activated at a fraction of its normal power, the aroma in the air weighed down on my senses. Exactly what it smelled like was almost impossible to say, because it wasn’t just one element of mana present, but all of them. The complexities of sweet, bitter, musty and cinnamon were too vast to understand in one moment, but now that I was sure that it was mana that I sensed, I could rule out numerous other smells. It was as if a master chef had laid out all his favorite dishes and was trying to spoon-feed them to me all at the same time. As chaotic as the smells bombarded me, I couldn’t ignore how pleasant they were.
The changes to the passage didn’t go unnoticed by the others. Aeris had slowed multiple times as she was distracted by something she saw. She would then speed back up quickly to retake her place only to fall behind again a few moments later. Chris was also looking around in wonder. I wasn’t sure if it was just the change in design of the halls, or if he was noticing something that had changed in the magic realm but was unsure what it might be. Even Travis had slowed. He kept focused on what was right before him, but something was battling for his attention.
Not long after the cavern had turned into a proper hall, markings of some ancient language that looked to be written from top to bottom appeared engraved into the walls. An intricate border flowed in delicate fashion between the long strips of writing, connecting some panels and separating others.
Further on, figures of a very human looking race with red skin stood shoulder to shoulder in formidable flowing scalemail of various tints of silver and gold. It was as if they were soldiers placed here to stand guard. The ceiling depicted dark clouds with piercing eyes hidden throughout, looking down upon the world of mortals with sinister intent. It was impossible not to feel the eyes watching us.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Chris asked in hushed tones.
“No,” was my only response.
“That’s reassuring.”
Our original purpose for coming here was to search for resources. Food and ingredients for Travis’s cure were our priority, and finding them here, this close to Sanctuary, would save us a lot of time. But surrounded by hieroglyphics, it was impossible not to be curious.
Travis led on. He was moving forward at little more than a fast walk, but he didn’t seem deterred.
Aeris stopped moving forward, floating to wait for me to catch up with her. When I did, she perched on my helmet.
Under her breath, she spoke. “Who exactly does this tomb belong to?”
“I don’t know for sure, but one of the first masters of our dungeon,” I replied.
“I don’t think he was just some high-level creature. The drawing of these warriors, there must be thousands of them. There is an entire culture here that we don’t know about. One day, after we’ve taken care of Mistress Nava, can we come back here and explore?”
“You’re a history buff?”
“I guess. A little. I just like old things. There is so much here. Who knows what we could learn or discover…?”
She was right, of course. Our attempts to grow in power had been primarily focused on trying to level up, but we already knew about places of power and had only gotten a taste of what items were capable of. What knowledge might be hiding here, just waiting to be found, we could only imagine, but it also hinted of great danger. There were entire civilizations in the Underworld that might not be happy to have us around. 
“It’s a date,” I proclaimed in a low tone. “Once we take care of that Nava chick we’ll make a vacation of it.”
She chuckled. “Where’s the souvenir stand? Maybe they have a map of this place. I’m not sure Travis will want to tag along as a third wheel.”
“Uh. That reminds me. I kind of promised Travis that I’d talk to you about helping him with girls…”
“Really?” she squealed. “I get to play matchmaker then! Hmmm. Definitely Kylie. She’s sweet, a little shy, but also a stealth user, so they could easily sneak away together. Besides, I think she already likes him.”
“Who’s Kylie?”
Her knuckles clanged off the bone over my forehead. “Seriously, Elorion. You should at least know everyone’s names by now.”
“Well. I know almost everyone, except, since I’ve turned crazy about you, I went out of my way not to talk with the other girls. I don’t want them to get the wrong idea or anything.”
“That’s totally a lie! But I forgive you because it is sweet of you to say.”
“We’re getting close,” Travis announced as he came to a stop, holding up his hand to direct us to do the same.
Aeris fluttered off of my head and took her place above us.
“There is some kind of creature ahead. A big one,” Travis warned.
Even though we were at least a quarter of a mile away, it was a straight shot from here to the large room at the end of the hall where an enormous mound of Earth Magic was coming from. We were too far away for me to use Creature Observation, so we would have to get closer to get a good idea of what we were dealing with. Xaphan came to mind. I really hoped this creature was nowhere near as powerful as he was.
Travis and I had the others wait as we snuck closer. After less than a hundred feet, we ran into another complication. Side halls began appearing on both sides of the passageway. After a moment of studying them, it was obvious they also possessed their own rooms and side passages, turning this singular hall into a domain of unknown scope. Thankfully, even with the dense fog of mana in the air I was clearly able to see that there were no lifeforms in the immediate area.
My friend was waiting for me to give him the go ahead before moving on. With a look, I indicated it was clear.
At each new hallway, we stopped, and I examined it before continuing. As I had seen with Xaphan, lesser creatures didn’t want to be anywhere near this creature’s presence. To my relief, as large as the monster we approached was, it was no Primordial Beast. Its mana density became clear. It was hazy at best. When we were finally twenty meters out, I got my first look at the monster. Deep brown rock in the shape of a lengthy and strong man sat Indian style against the front of two massive doors made of obsidian-like stone. Its head was lying back against the door and its shoulders rose and fell as it slumbered.
Rock Giant
Boss Monster
Level: 1011
Health Points: 350,000
Mana Points: 1,200
Strength: 623
Dexterity: 300
Constitution: 3,500
Intelligence: 48
Wisdom: 104
Description: This creature is imbued with toughness.
 
 
Creature Observation left me wide eyed. I shared my findings with Travis.
Inching our way into the room, we both froze in place at what we discovered.
The hairs on my magma-less arm stood on end even under my bone plated armor. I had to scramble to catch my breath. An exalted cathedral of dark crystal glowed down at us from on high. The walls were made of the same glistening obsidian as the entrance that the Rock Giant leaned against now. Even with its massive size, at least three times taller than the average man, it sat there like an infant in the tomb’s lap. A pure white marble floor led up to a hill of stairs on which the sleeping giant sat. To either side of the tomb’s doors, which resembled a massive vault, four pillars billowed with magic energy clear up to the immeasurably high ceiling. The left two pillars radiated Wind and Ice Mana, while the two on the right gleamed with Fire and Earth. The Vault itself had a mix of all four elements that flowed from its edges down toward the Rock Giant in a steady stream.
I knew immediately that the Rock Giant would have had to crawl on its hands and knees to enter this room at the size it was now. This was the only entrance into this room. If it couldn’t get in or out, then it was clear the giant must be sustained by the tomb itself. None of the energy here was as dense as Xaphan’s, but it was the only other time I had ever experience the same unending ocean of power. If this creature’s tomb had this much power in death, what kind of monster had it been in life?
Once I’d had a chance to settle my nerves, I laid my hand on Travis’s shoulder and held my finger to my mouth to remind him to remain silent. It was also to remind myself.
He nodded in response, but his eyes wandered away from mine and settled on the marvel before us.
It was approximately two hundred meters across the room to the vault. Great statues of armored warriors from the red skinned race stood at the base of either side of the stairs that were twice as tall as a man.
I let Mana Sight fade from my eyes to look upon the room that was thoroughly lit by the four columns to either side of the vault. Even without access to the magic spectrum, they glowed the same colors to the naked eye as they had through Mana Sight and were accented against the black mirror finish of the tomb’s walls.
Something inside me knew that somehow we had to not only defeat the Rock Giant, but we had to get inside. Something was pulling at me at the edges of my mind.
I don’t remember how long we were there before we headed back to the others, but when we rejoined them, I didn’t know what to say.
“It’s like the dark lord’s Fort Knox,” Travis remarked.
“The what?” Aeris asked, raising a brow.
“You know… Dark lord. Fort Knox,” he responded, taken aback when Aeris just shrugged. “Khan’s battlecruiser, Dracula’s castle, Darth Vader’s obsidian tower?”
“King Piccolo’s Chow Castle?” Aeris offered.
The three of us looked at her dumbfounded.
“How do you know about King Piccolo but not the others?” I asked.
“I grew up watching Dragon Ball.”
I looked at her blankly.
“No food, so we move on?” Chris asked.
Travis and I shook our heads as one.
“It’s a boss monster that is just over level 1,000. There is no way we can pass this up,” Travis insisted.
Chris’s face lit up, then suddenly he was shadow-fencing the air in excitement.
“I think Aeris and I should go. It’s a Rock Giant we’re dealing with,” I said. “It has an insane 350k HP, so if we have to cook the room, I don’t want anyone to get caught in there.”
“That’s more than Russ,” Aeris commented. 
I informed her of its low 300 Dexterity and unimpressive 623 Strength. “I’m going to test a few things before we really try to kill it if you don’t mind?” I asked, directing the question to Aeris. 
“Oh?”
“There is plenty of room in there, so just fly high and watch my back.” Turning to the others, I added, “Stay at the entrance so that you can watch how it moves and be sure to get the experience. If it gets bad. Be ready to run.”
Everyone agreed to the plan and we headed toward the tomb.
 
***
 
I uncast Invisibility on myself and boldly marched toward the base of the stairs that led up to the sleeping giant. I knew the position, if the giant was smart, would work in its favor, but I purposely allowed it the high ground to test the monster’s ability to strategize. It didn’t have the low Intelligence and Wisdom of a golem or elemental, so I expected it to put up a better fight.
I had been able to pull back on the amount of mana per minute I was using for Magma Fist over the course of the last day. Primordial Cat Form had already climbed to level 10, but its progression had slowed to a crawl after that. It looked like I’d have to push the spell a lot further to get it to advance.
 
Primordial Cat Form
Level: 10
Cost: 91,900 Mana Per
Second (18,380 with buffs)
HP: NA (See Magma Manipulation.)
Strength: +5,450, +10% Strength
Dexterity: +5,450, +10% Dexterity
 
Shapeshifting Mastery
Level 18
Due to your use of multiple forms, you have begun to become more proficient.
You will now change to a different form 9% faster.
Next Level
You will change form 9% faster.
 
I amped Skeleton Armor all the way up to Bone Titan’s Defense and channeled mana into Skeleton Warrior’s Sword so that it overtook my scepter and grew to take the shape of a man-sized Warhammer with a vicious spike opposite the head. Taking the weapon in two hands, I stopped at the bottom of the stairs.
I left myself 1,000 Mana Per Minute just in case a need arose.
As I came to a stop, the vault that stood at least five stories tall started to glow with power. Mana flooded into the Rock Giant.
The sound of a thousand gears grinding disrupted the peace of the creature that had been buried here. The Rock Giant’s head pitched forward as it started to rouse. Large lids slammed open, revealing brown, eerily human eyes. It found me immediately, as if it had been warned by someone that had been watching.
With Mana Sight at full power, five times my normal perception, I studied the monster as it began to rise. I had hoped to converse with it, but its features were human enough that I recognized the uncontrollable rage that overtook it.
It surprised me by lunging from the top of the steps to try to crush me underneath its enormous form.
I was currently a tank of bone and muscle, but I estimated the giant still weighed at least ten times more than me.
It was strikingly nimble for such a huge creature, but that didn’t mean it was fast. I watched in extreme slow motion brought on by Mana Sight as the creature flew at me. Earth Mana surged into its fist, causing it to expand into a crushing weapon.
Taking a few steps to the side, I waited for its landing.
Its feet spread out so that it could bring its fist down upon me, so I took a few steps back to correct my possession. 
Raising my Warhammer overhead, I timed its landing with my attack. I needed to know how this creature compared to the elementals we’d fought before.
Its impact sent a shockwave through the ground, but I had already anticipated it and was launching an attack of my own.
The pick of my Warhammer dug a shallow hole in the Rock Giant’s go-kart-sized foot, which proved it was far harder than the rock of anything we had faced before. It received no damage. With my 990 Strength thanks to Advanced In The Buff I knew my blow would destroy any normal rock. Sure, I could channel a bit more mana into In The Buff and get the 1,000 Strength bonus, but I’d save the surprise that would give for when I finally drained enough stats. Right now, it was unnecessary for what I needed to do.
Holding out my Bone Armor covered Magma Fist, I spread my fingers and mauled at the giant’s foot with an enhanced Flame Thrower. I fed the spell an extra 1,000 MP so I didn’t have to bother messing with how much mana I needed to channel into it.
It began to recognize what I was up to. I was able to bathe its foot in Flame Thrower for a full second before it found me. I heaved my Warhammer up and drove a crippling blow into a different spot on the same foot.
-1,323 HP
 
My weapon’s pick bit much deeper into the monster’s armored skin, but it wasn’t even one percent of its 350k HP. At least I knew I could damage it.
There was an angry rumble that came from the giant, as well as a deep brown liquid staining the tip of my Warhammer… It bled.
I jumped back as I recovered from my attack to evade another Earth Mana enhanced stone fist.
Mana streamed from the tomb’s vault through the air and began to fill the Rock Giant, healing it.
I grinned from ear to ear. Through Creature Observation I watched as it restored about 100 HP a second. With a sigh, I remembered that we didn’t have any time to spare, otherwise I’d have used the big guy to power level my spells for a while.
Now that I had figured out that the creature’s rock armor was much better than the Earth Elementals’, I could move on to what I really wanted to test. Magma.
Bone armor receded from my magma-covered arm, revealing nothing but the charged rock that made up my hand.
I was right-handed, so having Magma Fist covering my left hand and forearm probably wasn’t the most efficient use of the spell, but my high Strength and Dexterity made up for what I once had lacked in coordination in my off hand.
Forgoing trying to bring its fist down on my head, the giant lifted its leg and tried to stomp me into the ground.
I darted to the side, then pounced at the same foot as it landed. Reaching back, I swung with all of my weight, striking the monster’s ankle with an overhand left. The impact jarred my entire body, but the igneous rock that was my fist remained solid. 
No damage was done to my enemy, but it was a thing that had to be tested. Now I knew that Magma Fist was something I could utilize in melee combat.
I fled back, jumping from the giant’s foot. It had anticipated my attack of the same leg and had tried to grab me in response. It seemed the creature really was smarter than the mindless Earth Elementals with their basic attack patterns.
I retreated a little further as my weapon dissolved, leaving my scepter in my hand. I inventoried it and pulled up my spell information.
Rhyolitic Magma
Spell cost – 500,000 MP (100,000 MP with bonuses.)
 
When I had cast it to seal our escape from Lady Contessa and her Wargs, metric tons of magma had streamed out of my palm. If I was to use less mana for the spell, it should provide me with a more manageable amount of magma to work with. I didn’t know how much less effective it would become as I got further away from the primary spell, but it was time to find out.
Since it had poured out of me instead of shot out, I was also questioning its use as a projectile. With both hands held out before me aiming for the Rock Giant that was now lumbering my way, I cast Rhyolitic Magma from both hands. I limited the mana channeled to each hand to 1,000.
To my amazement, glowing magma shot out of both hands with the speed and velocity of Alpha Bolt. The amount of force it had taken to push out rivers of magma must have been tremendous for one hundredth of the mana of the primary spell to cause such an effect.
An even greater question was answered. The Magma Bolt that shot out of my right hand was about the size of a golf ball, but the one that came from my Magma Fist was the size of a bowling ball! Having just my hand transformed using Primordial Cat Form had greatly increased my proficiency with a spell of the same element.
The weight of what this could mean was tremendous. It was possible that through Shapeshifting I could gain one hundred percent proficiency with every element. Perhaps even the Dark Magic alignment. That also meant that my Light Magic spells would likely be weaker when I was transformed. Although, if I ever learned a Blue Magic spell of the Light Alignment it would likely be more powerful than normal.
A thunderous laugh rolled over me as the giant neared for his next attack. He was mocking my spells that had just struck him. Both casts of Magma Bolt had cooled excessively as they shot through the air and bounced off of the huge rock-man like pebbles against concrete.
I snorted. The giant had no idea that I could dual cast Rhyolitic Magma right now and melt him from existence in just a matter of seconds. Might as well have fun with it.
Its mouth curled up into a cruel smirk, revealing bone crunching flat teeth. Its mana built up in both hands. In one, instead of an enlarged fist, a boulder grew, which it threw at point-blank range.
I jumped up, high into the air so that any shattering rock from the impact would fly clear.
It was already following up its first attack with a right cross to knock me from the air, when my magma hand reached out to defy it.
5,000 MP enlarged my Magma Bolt into a glowing sphere the size of the giant’s foot. It pummeled the Rock Giant directly in the face, caking it in melted rock like an enormous water balloon. Its head rocked back and sent it crashing to the floor. The distance, plus the giant’s own momentum, had worked in my favor.
-1,100 HP
-8,018 HP
-3,675 HP
-2,711 HP
-1,022 HP
 
Landing nearby, I watched its HP get eaten away through Creature Observation as the rock of its face melted. This time, the larger mass of magma hadn’t hardened too quickly.
Mana streamed from the vault to heal the giant once again. It would take just under three minutes for it to be restored to full health.
Even if I used 5,000 MP Magma Bolts, it seemed my magma would cool too quickly for me to easily defeat the Rock Giant.
With it down for the moment, I fired off two more 5,000 MP Magma Bolts to its ribs, one after the other to the same spot.
-1,299 HP
-8,007 HP
-12,144 HP
-9,812 HP
-6,010 HP
-2,733 HP
-932 HP
 
The monster grabbed at its side and rolled away from me, but the harm was already done. The damage stacked! The longer I could keep the magma from cooling, the more damage it would do.
An idea came to mind when I saw it was down and being nice and submissive.
“Aeris! Cool its legs!” I cried as I aimed a 10,000 MP Magma Bolt at its ankles.
“Got it!” she called.
The magma spewed out of me instead of shooting like a projectile. It piled up over the ankles and feet of the Rock Giant and smothered them in liquid rock. 
Over 50,000 damage was given to the mob over a few seconds.
A heavy Gust pressed down from above.
I ran back a number of meters to stay clear of the fumes. I had learned my lesson and I wanted nothing to do with them. A dump truck’s worth of magma had been poured out on its feet, which would normally take quite a while to cool, but the wind from Aeris was not some slight breeze.
The giant tried to roll back to its stomach to push itself up, but it found itself pinned to the floor. Not to be underestimated, it arched its back, putting all its weight into jerking free from the solidifying rock.
Aeris intensified the pressure as the mob started to struggle.
When the giant got to its stomach, it found it had a worse problem than before. Its feet had also been welded together.
With 10,000 MP I cast Magma again. Considering its firehose type application of molten rock, I named it Magma Bath. Four more times I cast the spell, drenching the mob in Magma and creating a heaping pond of the stuff to drown the monster in. Despite the tomb’s desire to heal it, the Rock Giant was out of hope. The magma was not cooling quickly enough to prevent it from taking additional damage. It dissolved into the molten rock.
Force Learn was cast as its life energy leaked from its body. Jackpot!
You have learned the Blue Magic Form: Rock Giant!
 
You have learned the Blue Magic Stone Skin
Level 1
Cost: 500 Mana Per Minute (100 with bonuses.)
-50% Dexterity
Your skin is transformed into a layer of hardened rock.
 
Despite the debuff, with Stone Skin and Bone Titan’s Defense cast over it, I speculated that my survivability had skyrocketed once again.
 
You have learned the Blue Magic Hammer Fist
Level 1
Cost: 250 Mana Per Minute (50 with Bonuses.)
This spell enlarges your fists and turns them to stone.
Warning: Without enough Strength, this will greatly slow your hand speed.
 
If I had seriously been considering using Magma Fist in melee combat, this spell had just taken its place. Instead of Magma Fist’s 2,500 Mana Per Minute with bonuses, this spell cost a fraction of that. Magma Fist’s real strength, enhancing my Magma spell’s power, was not something that could be so easily replaced though.
 
You have learned the Blue Magic Boulder Throw
Level 1
Cost: 400 per boulder
A boulder forms in your hand and its weight is momentarily as light as a pebble. 
Note: As soon as it’s thrown, its weight is restored.
 
I finally had an Earth Magic attack spell! By unlocking Earth Magic spells under Blue Magic, that also meant I had access to Earth Magic Forms!
 
Rock Giant Form
Level: 1
Cost: 2,500 Mana Per Minute (500 with bonuses.)
Constitution: +500
+1% Constitution
-30% Dexterity
Special Abilities: Stone Skin, Hammer Fist, Boulder Throw
Caster’s Height and Mass are doubled.
Stone Skin - Passive
Next Level:
Cost: 2,485 Mana Per Minute (497 with bonuses.)
Constitution: +500 
+2% Constitution
-30% Dexterity
Note: The Dexterity penalty is reduced by 1 every 3 levels.
 
Besides the Dexterity penalty, the form was amazing. It seemed the penalty was less than it would have been if I cast Stone Skin without the form. With leveling, they could both be negated though!
“Elorion!” Chris screamed as he ran into the room like a crazy person. 
Travis ran jovially behind him.
“That was huge!” Chris continued. “Not the giant. Well yeah, he was huge too, but the experience! I got 21 levels!”
No wonder he was celebrating. That was a huge bump. Looking down, I saw I had gained 14 levels myself. It wasn’t even 500 levels higher than I was, but because there were only four of us and it was the first Rock Giant we had faced, we made out quite well.
“Sixteen levels for me!” Aeris cheered as she touched down next to us.
“Twelve for me!” Travis chuckled.
That put Aeris at level 407 and 13 levels from 1,000 Dexterity! Chris had climbed to level 324 and Travis had reached 378.
“Move back, everyone. I’m going to cast Drain,” I warned.
“On a rock?” Travis asked.
“It bled. I checked,” I replied with an exaggerated wink.
Casting Drain, I watched as brown blood seeped up from the mass of cooling rock into a large mana orb and flowed into me.
+215 Constitution
 
I blinked a couple of times, not believing my take. It was the highest amount of Constitution I had ever taken at one time and it was from a single, moderate level creature. I had trouble believing my eyes. All of a sudden, I had 1,038 Constitution.
Unyielding
You will now receive +100 HP per point of Constitution. 
 
Robust Internals
15% Internal Damage Resistance
 
“What is it?” Aeris asked.
I looked up at her, keeping the straightest face I could manage. With a sigh, I shared my best frown. “I reached 1,000 Constitution.”
“You what?!” Chris spat, pushing his way passed Aeris to get a look at my popup. 
When he saw my 130,816 HP, he blew out a long whistle.
I can’t say that I looked or felt any different. When Russ had reached 1,000 Constitution his entire body build had changed. It was more evidence of how important talents really were.
“Maybe we should try to find more of these Rock Giants,” Chris said.
“We didn’t notice any other life in the area,” I said. “Let’s check out that vault. Zorik said it’s probably impossible to open. Then we’ll check the side halls before we leave.”
We took a roundabout route to stay away from the pool of still steaming magma that now took up an entire corner of the room. We’d save our mana. The stairs up to the vault were clear, so we headed toward them.
“I can’t believe you got another stat to 1,000,” Aeris complained playfully while sitting down atop my helmet. I made sure to shrink my armor back to normal size before she got too comfortable.
“I can’t either,” I admitted.
Running up the stairs to try and be the first one there, Chris stopped short of running into it and rapped his knuckles against the obsidian surface.
“Careful!” I bellowed. “The doors are filled with mana.”
“It’s solid,” Chris responded, but took a step back just to be safe.
Travis played it safe and tested it with the blunt end of his spear. “It seems normal enough.”
Aeris flew up as I began to climb the stairs. A concentrated Wind Slash pounded into the doors’ surface just over the other guy’s heads and dissipated, not even leaving a mark.
Even in the mana spectrum, nothing reacted.
I got close enough to touch the surface of the door but held a hand up and cast a number of different elements into it at point-blank range, watching to see if anything would change. Nothing. The strength of this magically enforced rock looked to be far stronger than anything we had seen before.
I reformed my Warhammer, giving it a mighty whack. Not a scratch. Redepositing my Warhammer, I placed my naked hand against it to see if I could feel anything from the wall. It felt just like smooth stone. I’d have loved to try a few of my most powerful spells, but I suspected they would have had the same effect. Maybe if we’d had more time.
“Okay, guys. Let’s get going,” I said, before giving it one last good push. As I did, the wall lost its substance, remaining visible, and I passed right through it. I nearly fell on my face, being caught off guard, but caught myself before I could. 
Finding myself inside the tomb with the door between me and my friends, I turned to try and go back the way I had come. As much as I pushed, I knew the moment I had fallen through the wall that I was trapped. For some reason the tomb had let me in.
I called out, but there was nothing but the echo of my own voice. I couldn’t hear the others and trying to reach out to Richard did nothing.
An airy voice then called out to me from the tomb’s depths in a language I did not understand. Turning back from the blocked path, I turned to face whatever was inside.
 



Chapter 8 – A Wraith’s Welcome
The voice called again, and it wasn’t unkind, which thoroughly gave me the creeps. I was unaware of the language it spoke, but the inflection it used made its desire clear. It was trying to entice me to come.
I immediately recast Bone Titan’s Defense, pumped my Wisdom with the 14 levels worth of stats I had received and checked to see how much mana I had left.
Level: 607
Health Points: 130,816
Mana Points: 172,664 /206,499
Mana Per Minute: 6,766
Attributes
Strength: 990
Dexterity: 1158
Constitution: 1038
Intelligence: 1,169
Wisdom: 3,083
 
I still had a comfortable amount of mana remaining and just over 2,500 mana per minute available. Equipping my scepter, I enhanced it into a bone Morningstar, which was more mana efficient than a larger weapon’s cost, and cast Skeleton Warrior’s Shield. Lastly, I cast Invisible. Better to be safe than dead.
The entire arched ceiling was made of the same obsidian as the outer court. Gloom settled down upon me. The only light was a purple glow from a Dark Mana vein that ran above. Even the ground was dark with a mirror finish playing tricks with the light, forcing me to rely mostly on Mana Sight. Even stranger, there was a weight to the mana in the room that caused real physical pressure. 
I took slow steps down the long corridor, which angled downhill at a gentle decline. Settling my breathing, I look for the source of energy that had powered the vault, thinking I could possibly manipulate it to trigger the door, but there was no sign of the elemental mixture of mana.
The voice deepened, purring as if pleased. Again, it spoke, but this time in question.
I didn’t want to give myself away, though I doubted my Invisibility would do much good here. I had wanted to try to converse with the giant anyways. Why not a tomb? 
“I do not understand,” I said in a level tone.
The voice did understand me. Its tone changed to that of a wizened old man. “What are you? Magma Mage. I do not recognize your race.”
Oh great. The last thing I wanted was to reveal that I was human and come face to face with some Underworld racism. I had a suspicion it would involve being eaten alive.
“I’m human,” I finally responded.
“Hu-man,” the voice said to itself. “Long ago… yes. I remember your race. They came from above. Noble at first, but easily corrupted… Not long thereafter. Before you were driven out. Such a lust for power. And foolish you were...”
“I hope not to repeat the mistakes of the past.”
“Of course. Of course, you do... Come. Come, child… I can help. Power I have and power will be yours.”
I stopped at its words. “Once I have this power, can I leave?”
“No, leave… Why? You have killed my guardian, so my guardian you will become. My power I will give you. Come. Come…”
Oh great. My worst fears of being stuck here would soon be realized if I didn’t find a way out. But how?
“Who’re you?” I asked as I continued down the corridor, heading deeper into the tomb.
“I am… not who I was. This is my eternal state. I made it and it sustains me.”
“Made it? Your tomb sustains you?”
“Oh yes. The design of these halls is mine alone. The mana machine gives me form and life. It is unique like none other. Even among my own race, my genius shone the brightest.”
“The red skinned soldiers that were engraved in the walls on our way here. Are they your people?”
The voice moaned as if the memory pained him. “The Ireki. Yes… We are ancient. The first… Gone now, I fear, but we discovered the elements and brought them under our control. All others were primitive… They begged in our streets for any scraps.”
“What happened?” I asked, my curiosity growing despite the danger.
“We became fat, immoral and bored… We experimented on the other races. They grew powerful. Jealousy and vengeance brought them to our door, and in their ambition, they wiped us out. We should have hoarded magic to ourselves, but the promise of coin was too much to pass up. So long ago… Millenia.”
I neared the bottom of the corridor, which opened into a round chamber. At its center was a purple bonfire as high as my chest. I took a moment to examine the room before I made my presence known. 
The voice had stopped. It waited as I took in the new marvel.
The walls and floor were made of the same obsidian as the rest of the tomb, but when I looked up, the ceiling was lit up with the brilliant glow of mana. Great cords that shone with every color from the light spectrum reached out from the edges of the room toward a crystalline sphere. The cords connected around the circumference of the sphere, empowering it. A storm of mana from every school swirled around on the inside of it in a vortex. How it didn’t explode baffled me.
“Behold, my mana machine!” the voice proclaimed. It was coming from the fire.
“A what?” I asked.
“A mana machine. This one is of my own design. Their uses are vast. It gives me the ability to interact with the physical world. Like this!”
With a crackle, the fire shot up, but instead of reaching flames the form of a person climbed high overhead. He was robed in a cloak with a billowing collar. Though it was impossible to know if his skin was red in the purple light, his large catlike eyes and high sitting ears made him the spitting image of the red-skinned race.
He looked down at me like an aristocratic snob, gifting me with the privilege of gazing at his image.
I used Creature Observation. My discovery didn’t bode well.
Ireki Wraith
Name: Forgotten
Health Points: NA
Mana Points: NA
Note: Wraiths are formed when their mana is trapped in death and forced to remain whole.
 
It looked like as a wraith he didn’t have any form on his own. This tomb must have been keeping his mana in place and giving him life somehow
Light danced across the glassy walls, revealing long thin columns built into the obsidian that ran from the ceiling all the way to the floor and reached toward the center of the room. They were scattered every couple of feet all around the room.
I studied the flow of mana with Mana Sight at full power. Dark Mana ran down the columns and across the floor to the fire, giving it power. It seemed the mana machine somehow converted other forms of mana into Dark Magic somewhere above the vortex where I couldn’t see.
The idea of mana machines confused me. “Are they like dungeons?”
He sneered. “We invented dungeons. They’re just mana machines with the ability to create lesser ones.”
“But… Aren’t dungeons alive?” Had he turned himself into a dungeon spirit?
With a frustrated sigh, he replied, “Yes, yes. In a manner of speaking. All mana machines are directed by the will of a master. But enough of this… Come,” he entreated, opening his arms to embrace me. “Become my guardian. I will make you powerful!”
End of the line. Taking the creature up on the offer was not something I was going to chance. I had a feeling anything he gave me would come with chains attached. Not that I was much better off at the moment. Still, I currently had options. Nothing had presented itself as a means of escape and fighting this…thing…seemed like nothing but a losing battle. The only thing that seemed to be working in my favor was that the guy liked to talk.
I considered Primordial Beast Form and trying to bust through the vault at the top of the corridor. It was possible, but I would only have a few seconds to try it before it drained me. I didn’t want to be left in here without any mana. 
I needed to buy time.
“Before that. Can you tell me about this marvelous creation? I’ve never seen anything like it.” I asked with all the flattery I could muster.
The Wraith glared down upon me, unmoving. I feared I had offended him and was about to see what he was capable of, when he lowered his chin and showed his teeth, grinning widely. “This is my audience chamber. Splendid, isn’t it? The machine’s prime purpose is to work as a projection engine. That is what makes it possible for you to see my image and for me to form a mana link with you.”
Mana link… That didn’t sound good. 
I made a show of releasing my Invisibility spell and looking up at the mana machine in awe. Though I doubted it would prove much use, I decided to charge up Mana Sight and cast Force Learn on the crystalline orb to get a closer look. If my freedom wasn’t on the line, I’d have found it interesting anyway.
Time came to a standstill and I found my consciousness wading in the vortex of power. To say I was shocked was an understatement. Unlike the simplicity of a living creature, the dozens of mana streams, and how they flowed and interacted with one another, were unveiled. 
I was able to see the tomb as if from above and how it acted as one colossal mana catch that spanned far further than this tomb suggested throughout this area of the Underworld. The literal weight of the world, countless tons of earth from above, pressed down to empower it. The mana catch led to a refinery underneath it, many meters above the tomb’s ceiling level. It separated the different elements through refining crystals, then filtered them into giant coils made of an unknown substance that acted as a battery. From there, cords of mana ran to sixteen different mana machines. The one above my head was just one of many. 
Like electricity, the different forms of mana ran down their cords and into the crystalline orb, where it was compressed before going through another filter that converted it into Dark Mana. It ran down the sides of the room and into the center to power the Wraith’s mana projector.
It was then that I noticed that Light Magic was the only school of magic not in use by the machine. That had to mean that the reaction between the two magics meant they could not be used together. It also made me painfully aware of the danger of letting the Wraith give me its power. It had called me a Magma Mage. Was it unable to sense what I was capable of? I’d even used multiple elements against its vault before I fell through, so how did it know I used Magma but not that I used the other elements?
The Rock Giant. Of course. When I defeated it, I must have blinded the wraith to the area outside of its vault. Knowing it used the giant to see through made me even more reluctant to let the thing leech off of me.
Time was almost up and yet I had only begun to understand. I had used much more mana than this when I cast Force Learn on Xaphan, which had allowed me to stay for an extended period of time, but I had let it build before casting it. I was in the middle of a cast of the spell this time, but I didn’t want it to end. That didn’t stop me from trying to will more mana to be used to fuel my time in this state. I didn’t know if it was working, but I quickly moved on to trying to finish my exploration.
I moved on to the next machine, which had a similar design, but a different filter. It was a machine that worked with other machines to provide energy to a long rectangular container. No, it wasn’t a rectangle in shape. It was a coffin. 
Every machine led to this one place. They supplied it with mana and mana flowed from it. Like a computer, this was the brain—the processor. This was where the Ireki’s remains must be.
From there the entire operation started to make sense. Each of his sixteen mana machines had been designed for a specific purpose, but unlike physical machines of the world above, the work that these machines did required the will and direction of a master, or user. They weren’t limited to one job or action even if they were primarily used for one purpose. There were so many things it could do, but that didn’t mean it was limitless. The wraith had built himself a system to sustain his life after death. But he was also trapped.
Despite the fact that this creature wanted to steal my freedom and use me as his pet guard dog, I couldn’t help but feel pity for him.
It was almost enough, but I knew time was not on my side. My consciousness quickly returned to the machine in this room and looked for any possible way out. There was one thing that might work and not automatically kill me. When I found what I was looking for, I stopped trying to hold Force Learn any longer, and immediately shot back into my body. 
I found I had numerous popups waiting for me. My mana now sat at 150k and climbing. So I could extend the time of Force Learn even after casting it.
The Wraith rose up multiple feet in the air and shrieked, “What did you do?!”
“I’m just admiring your work,” I replied, finding it difficult not to be rattled by the sudden outburst.
“No! You are stealing my designs!”
Depositing my weapon with a flick, I held up my hand to show him I meant no harm. “Here,” I said gently. “I even have a gift for you.”
For a moment, the Wraith was silent. He began to shrink back to his normal size. “A gift?”
I scrambled to think of something that might work. “Yes. I’m capable of more than Magma Magic. Let me introduce you to my friend.”
With a glance at my inventory, I pulled out the appropriate number of ounces of iron ore and cast Animate. I had done little to level the spell so that I didn’t eat into Russ’s limited stock of ore, but I needed a distraction and a Golem was perfect. I threw the ore to the ground.
A mass of porous grey rose out of the ground and solidified when it reached ten feet tall.
“I’m also a summoner,” I said. “You’ll be much better protected with both of us.”
“I see…” the Wraith began.
Two bone appendages shot out of my back and reached high into the air. I made sure to stand directly behind the golem so that it blocked what I was up to.
Making it to the ceiling, my appendages weaved between the cords of mana. I was careful to make sure they didn’t touch any with Dark Mana. Currently, my appendages were neutral, but what I needed to do would take a large burst of magic and I didn’t want anything blowing up when I used Light Magic.
  “Very good,” the Wraith admitted. “What elements do you have access to?”
“Earth and Magma,” I said as I searched for the command channel with maxed out Mana Sight. It required looking past the numerous mana cords that ran from the ceiling to the crystalline orb. They were almost impossible to see past.
I gritted my teeth, knowing I could be found out at any moment.
The command channel ran parallel to the floor and ran to every machine. After a few seconds of struggle, I knew I just couldn’t see clearly enough for this to work. Two more appendages shot from my back and I pulled the first two back. When the four of them were in place, I took a deep breath and moved two of them forward to part the mana cords enough that I could see through them.
As the bone limbs came in contact with the cords, I hesitated. When the Wraith didn’t respond, I opened enough space to see clearly.
“Then you will be more help than I thought. No wonder you are so interested in my machines. We’ll be able to build together,” the Wraith rejoiced.
“I look forward to it,” I mumbled.
“Now. Come forward for the joining.”
I didn’t answer. I thought I saw what I was looking for. Long seconds stretched on through Mana Sight’s effect on my perception of time. The cord I was looking for was actually a vein built into the wall.
“Enough delay!” the Wraith demanded.
I knew that as soon as my appendage pierced the command vein he would know that something was wrong. It was now or never.
I drove an appendage straight up into the crystalline mana vein. Remembering the vein’s shape, I commanded my appendage’s point to expand like blowing up a balloon inside a water hose. 
Dark Mana jolted out of the vein like static electricity in every direction.
“My machine!” the Wraith bellowed.
I successfully cut off the Wraith’s commands to the outer part of the tomb. Including the one that powered the vault.
Stabbing another appendage into the same vein that connected him to the vault doors, I flooded the vein with neutral mana. If what I suspected held true, this would drain the line of all Dark Mana and allow me to send Light Mana through it to command the vault doors to open. If I didn’t rid it of Dark Mana first, my Light Mana would react with Dark when they two came in contact and possibly destroy the command vein, leaving me trapped in here for good. Nothing to it, right?
A thunderous grind filled the room as my golem began to turn around.
I commanded him to stop, but he didn’t listen to my call. Then I realized the Wraith had commandeered him.
“You will regret that!” the Wraith screamed.
I pushed the neutral mana through the vein with even more force. As the golem had completed its turn to face me, I couldn’t wait any longer. I changed gears and sent a stream of Light Mana through my appendage and into the vein, commanding the tomb vault to open.
Flamethrower shot out from my scepter, engulfing the golem in fire. I watched as it lifted its fist and cranked it back to crush me.
A giant rumble came from behind me as the vault doors began to part. It actually worked!
My golem’s fist soared through the flames right at me.
Wail of the Banshee resounded from my mouth. A rock fist twice the size of my head veered toward me to shut me up. The golem’s fist shattered. The entire rock beast exploded outward, littering the room with gravel and rock.
I turned to flee as the Wraith became clear. A Dark Magic Bolt as wide as my chest was already prepared. It erupted from the creature’s hand less than ten feet away.
Hunched down, giving it my back, I cast Stone Skin under Bone Titan’s Defense for the first time while pumping more mana into my skeletal armor.
The impact launched me forward with so much force that my face slammed into the ground and my legs arched back, flying over my head. I flipped over onto my back after a few feet of skidding on my face and continued to slide another couple of meters up the corridor.
“It’s opening!” Travis called.
Even with Mana Sight’s buff to my perception of time, flipping end over end had left me woozy. Hearing Travis’s voice, I shot to my feet and ran in his general direction as fast as I could. There was no pain, so I uncast Stone Skin to give me all the speed I could muster.
“Come back here, deceiver!” The Wraith’s voice called as I made my escape.
As I reached the top of the passageway, I saw Chris and Travis entering the tomb, heading my way.
“Run!” I howled.
The ridiculous looks they gave made me almost want to plow through them, but instead, I ran past. Turning back, I made sure they were coming before I cleared the span of the vault room entirely and sprinted down the hall.
Aeris caught up with me quickly, looking down at me from above. She held out her hand to motion me to slow, so I did. The others caught up a moment later.
We passed the murals of the Ireki soldiers before they finally got me to stop.
“What in the world happened?!” Travis demanded.
They circled around, struggling to catch their breath.
Throwing them a heal, I looked them each in the eye in turn before answering. “You are never going to believe this.”
 



Chapter 9 - Mushrooms
“There are actual machines in the Underworld?!” Chris asked, confused.
“Yes and no,” I confirmed. “They aren’t what you and I would consider machines. What they may do is allow us to gather mana from the Underworld itself and make use of it. So even those that don’t use magic will gain access to it, in a roundabout way. I’m hoping this new crafting skillset helps.”
I held out the skill information page for all of them to see. They huddled around to check it out. I noticed Aeris was uncommonly quiet and keeping her distance from me while looking over the information.
Arcane Engineering
You have unlocked the ancient science of mana machine crafting and design. As this profession levels up, you will be able to create more efficient, varied and powerful mana collectors and refiners, plus a variety of mechanisms that apply mana to the physical world.
 
It was interesting to note that even though I had used Force Learn to discover this profession, it wasn’t Blue Magic in nature. It was simply a profession that could be unlocked like any other. Not that that undermined its rarity.
Now that I knew I was able to use Force Learn to examine things other than creatures, the spell could literally unlock the world of magic for me. What it technically allowed was for me to have a crystal-clear view into the mana spectrum that was all around us, just like Mana Sight except with far more detail. That meant that it was possible to examine items and enchantments, dungeons and traps, and just about anything else that used mana. The question was, why had my past experiments failed in trying to examine items? Did I just need to use more mana?
 
Arcane Design
Intermediate Level 12
Via the study of existing machines and the experimentation of your own, you are able to catalog your design and unlock new designs based on your current archive. 
 
Seeing that I had already advanced this sub-skill to Intermediate Level 12 was a shocker. When I examined the next section, I understood why.
 
Archive
Designs
Master Machines: 2
* Spirit Compressor
* Spirit Command Hub 
Advanced Machines: 3
* Spirit Projector
* Arcane Tomb Conduit
* Mana Refinery: Dark
Intermediate Machines: 10
* Elemental Battery Bank: 4
* Sub-Elemental Battery Bank: 4
* Minion Generator: 2
Basic Machines: 1
* Mana Channel
 
New Designs
Test Designs: 23
 
Materials
Minerals: 9
Metals: 4
Crystals: 11
 
Both the designs and materials listed were the ones that made up the Wraith’s Tomb. With my high Intelligence, it took little effort to memorize them. As excited as I was at the new possibilities that were opening up through this profession, many of the materials were things that we had never run across except in the tomb. It made me question seriously if it would be worth it to return to the tomb later and strip it of resources. Facing the Wraith again wasn’t something I was excited about though. There were too many unknowns. 
 
Material Collection
Novice Level 1
You are a novice in the art of gathering arcane engineering construction materials. As you practice gathering material you will gain new techniques and proficiencies.
 
Construction
Novice Level 1
You may have a theoretical understanding of a number of mana machines, but you have no experience constructing them. As you practice construction, you will gain new techniques and proficiencies. 
 
Despite my surprisingly high Arcane Design level, my Material Collection and Construction levels put things in perspective. Force Learn had given me the advantage of being able to quickly study and understand existing Mana Machines, but that didn’t mean that I could just go and easily create one. In that arena, I was still a noob.
“So, these machines will make it possible for me to use magic?” Chris questioned.
“In theory, yes,” I speculated. “But there are a lot of materials we’ll need to even get started. Things that I’m not sure we’ll have access to.”
“Let’s move on,” Aeris said abruptly. “Need I remind you that time is pressing.” 
The others reluctantly agreed, but I knew there was more going on with her and I had a pretty good idea what it was. At our first stop on our trip, I had already found myself alone in a dangerous situation. Even with her here, I had found a way to go off on my own. Not that it was in any way on purpose, but I doubted fault would have any bearing on how she felt.
We moved on soon after, running at a comfortable pace with Travis out front and me at the rear. Aeris retook her place overhead and Chris ran below her in the middle of the pack. I watched Aeris for any hints that she needed to talk.
Soon we approached the body-littered crossroads where we had fought the Drakyrds just north of Sanctuary. Besides seeing bone fragments everywhere, as if something had been having them for a snack, there was no sign of life. We took a different path to the northwest, which would take us to The Belly if we followed it to its end. That wasn’t where we were headed, though.
Travis slowed as we diverted off the main path down into a cave that narrowed in around us but kept its height. The humidity grew the further we proceeded until mold and mushrooms covered the walls. The fungi here was far different than what we had found before. Big patches of mushrooms glowed yellow and green in the dark cavern. Moss covered the ceiling and shone blue like crystal clear water overhead.
“Wait,” Chris hissed at Travis, trying to get his attention while still keeping his voice at a whisper. 
We stopped at his request and he began collecting the green and yellow glowing mushrooms in addition to a few others that didn’t produce their own light.
Once again, I tried to make myself available to Aeris, but she flew up and occupied herself with the blue moss on the ceiling. After five minutes we were off again, but at a slower pace by Chris’s request.
Soon, more than just fungi decorated the cave. Small glowing flowers of nearly every color started to appear on the cave floor. They grew in tight buds, like that of a rose. 
I considered picking one to offer to Aeris as a peace offering, but then I saw Chris put on a pair of thick leather gloves as he collected some of them. Maybe that’s not such a good idea.
We continued on. I was shocked to not find more monsters here feeding off of the rich plant life. Then we made it to the last room, and I found out why. 
At the end of the cave was a large cavern that could have easily fit a five-story apartment building. There was a pool of steaming water at the far end of the room, but to get there we would have to go through a tight forest of giant mushrooms. They ranged from the size of a large dog to twice as tall as a man. The slit at the base of their caps or mid-way up their stems suggested there was more to them than their vibrant orange and green colors. The orange ones were the biggest, with their slits—which I suspected were their mouths—at mid-stem. The green ones were smaller and had theirs at the base of their caps.
Chris waved us over and we joined him before the entrance to the cavern. “This is better than we could have hoped but they’re bigger than I thought they would be,” he remarked. 
“Do they hold the cure?!” Travis asked, but seemed distant.
“Oh, no. I’m sorry.”
When Chris held out the list with the image of the ingredients we needed, Travis hardly glanced at it. 
Unsure how to respond to, Chris explained. “The orange ones are a base ingredient that helps bolster or make potions stronger. The green one is the primary ingredient for one of the best healing potions.”
That caught my attention. As much as I felt bad for Travis, it was hard not to be excited seeing a room full of healing potion ingredients. Having the others less dependent on my healing ability would only be a good thing.
“Don’t worry,” Chris added quickly. “We have all but one ingredient needed for the cure.”
“Can you give us a break down?” I said.
“Sure. We got fresh were-blood from the were-rats the lizard-dudes had killed. It’ll direct the potion to attack the disease. The Witterblossom is a flower we found a little further back that will attack the disease, but also poison you. Bone meal will soak up a large part of the poison in your body, blunting it. So, the final thing we need is Oistem. It’s an herb that will build your immune system, so you don’t relapse after the poison wears off.”
“That’s great,” Aeris said encouragingly, breaking her silence. “Do you think we can find it here?”
“No. Oistem grows where it’s dry and cold. It couldn’t survive here.”
We were all silent as we absorbed the information.
After a few moments, Chris took the opportunity to continue. “The main thing to worry about here is that we need to kill just one of each mushroom while leaving the others unharmed. The larger the population we leave the quicker they’ll replenish themselves. Then we need to collect as much of the goo as we can. One of each should be enough. And the most important thing of all, no fire.”
 
***
 
Killing the Shrooms wouldn’t be a problem at all. The Orange Shrooms were levels 120 to 180 and the smaller Green Shrooms were surprisingly a higher level, between 220 and 250. It was keeping the remaining shrooms from being collateral damage that would be the most difficult thing.
Since it required such precision work, we all elected that Aeris should give it a try. 
Never one to turn someone down when she was asked to help, she stepped into the cavern and turned off her inner turmoil like it was an out of control water hose. She wasted no time. One of each Shroom grew next to one another at the tree line about twenty feet from the entrance. Raising her hand, she took a moment to measure the distance. A single Wind Slash shot out, expanding as it whistled toward the Shrooms. By the time it reached them it was wide enough to sever them both at the stem. As quick as a breath, the job was done.
I cast Force Learn on one after the other, stealing both Shrooms’ Essences, but gaining no Blue Magic. They were both Dark Magic creatures, so it was not possible to shapeshift into them either.
As the Shrooms died, we all watched in shock as their fellow Shrooms came awake. Like ravenous beasts, their mouths parted revealing shark-like teeth. Four of them collapsed upon their Shroom brothers, taking large bites.
Intense power burst from Aeris and she shot up into the air, coming to a stop above and behind the dead Shrooms. A blast of wind was hurled toward them. What was left of the Shrooms was ripped from their neighbors’ mouths and soaked the air in goo.
I pumped mana into my shield, causing it to expand to the size of a door, which I hoped would work like a giant net. The Shrooms smacked into me, splatting like bugs on a windshield. 
Turning, I found Chris and Travis lowering their goo-covered hands to reveal they were covered from head to toe, except for the small areas they had managed to block. My shield had blocked the Shrooms from running us over, but they had burst, tossing the goo over my shield and onto my friends.
“Gross!” Travis declared.
“It’s not too bad,” Chris objected. “The green ones taste like cucumbers.”
“You tasted it? On purpose?!” Travis said, staring dumbfounded as Chris licked his arm where a large patch of the green liquid covered him. Removing a few jugs from his inventory, Chris began to clean himself and collect it at the same time.
As I allowed my shield to return to its normal size, I heaved what was left of the Shrooms onto the ground.
Aeris rejoined us and saw Chris and Travis covered in green and orange. Her eyes went wide. “Uh. Oops.”
 
***
 
My level went up by two with the bonus experience, bringing me to level 611 with 3093 Wisdom and 6,786 Mana Per Minute.
Devour gave me a meager +4 Constitution because Chris had taken far more goo than I thought he’d be capable of. It raised my HP to 131,216, increasing it by 400. It also acted as a quick way to clean the mushroom guts off of everyone and my shield.
“Are these mushrooms edible?” Aeris asked as we prepared to leave.
“Sort of,” Chris said with a shrug. “They could fill your belly, but they aren’t generally nutritious. They make better ingredients…”
As she nodded in response, her eyes met mine and she froze. We shared a long, silent moment before she turned away and returned to her place in line. We were off soon after.
A large part of me wanted to talk to her, but that was impossible without making a scene in front of the others. I didn’t see that going well, so I decided to continue to give her space.
The next stop was little more than a maze of intertwined tunnels infested with more Dust Worms than I ever cared to see. I gained an additional 3 Constitution and 4 Strength from Drain though. I was just 6 Strength from 1,000, so I didn’t mind looking for any possible thing that could give me the remaining stats that I needed.
To my disappointment, our next couple of spots were filled with creatures, but only the type I no longer received stats from. Wererats and giant bugs were abundant.
I might as well make use of the time.
We ran upon a group of eight Wererats who were minding their own business scavenging in a dead-end cave filled with spider webs. These weren’t the webs of giant spiders that might be worthy of hunting, but the small variety that you might find on the world's surface.
Not bothering to slow, we shot into their midst. Ambush whipped Chris around to the furthest one’s rear, where he cleaved it from behind. An extended ghostly spear penetrated the chest of one, straight out its back, and dug deep into the ribs of another. Like a submachine gun, compressed Wind Slashes were fired off, taking out most of the group in seconds.
Only two remained, which would make a perfect test. Two skeletal appendages winged out from my back and struck, piercing each one in the gut.
Casting Succubi’s Caress, which cost me nothing, the Wererat’s energy was siphoned from them through my appendages to filled me. There wasn’t even 400 MP between them, so I was able to drain them in two seconds. It was immediately apparent that I was able to steal 100 MP a second. The skill leveled up.
Succubi’s Caress
Novice Level 2
Mana Siphon +2% Per Second
 
It worked! If only I’d had this spell during my battle in The Belly. I’d have been able to restore my own mana much quicker and caused much more havoc. 
“Can your tentacles cast that out of your hand?” Chris inquired.
I gave him a questioning look. “Sure. I guess. Why?”
He looked to Travis, whose face lit up in understanding. They replied as one. “Mortal Combat…”
Travis took it one step further. Squatting down in a horse stance he threw his palm forward and cried, “Get over here!”
With a chuckle, I rose my brow. “I think I could do Subzero too.”
As we moved on to the next group, a duo of Dust Worms, I jabbed one with my bone tentacle before the others could claim it. Even though it was filled with Earth Mana instead of the Dark Mana of the Wererat, the spell worked the same. 102 MP Per Second thanks to it being level 2, but this time I didn’t level up right away.
When we came across the next group, I tried something different. Instead of stabbing the Rhino-beetle with my appendage, I had it wrap around the creature’s neck. As I had feared, Succubi’s Caress only drained a quarter of the mana per second. Having a direct link to the mob’s blood or mana source greatly increased the spell’s output. For a creature without blood, like an Earth Elemental, the spell would be much less effective.
Six stops later we were finally finished with the side quest of exploring the local area and had found almost nothing humans would eat willingly. The Tomb and Shroom Cavern were the only real places of note.
It was then that we headed in the direction of the place that left me nervous at the very thought. The Belly.
We didn’t actually go into The Belly, just passed by as we made our way north. That didn’t keep us from slowing our pace and being extra careful when we knew we were close. Thankfully, there was no incident and far too much earth between us to even catch a glimpse of Xaphan, the main cause of my fears.
Our destination took us northeast from there, toward the Imps’ dungeon. It would only be the second dungeon since leaving the Head Mistress’s where we expected to face hostile creatures. Unlike The Belly, this dungeon would be run by a ruling party directing its entire force toward a common goal. Though I hoped we would have an easy time of it, I also hoped we ran into enough opposition to get some decent experience. Either way, we couldn’t afford to underestimate what we might face. We had already faced enough surprises on this trip.
We ran for hours, coming across fewer creatures the further we got from The Belly. Remembering it had only taken the Imps a couple of hours to reach it after Xaphan unleashed The Belly’s monsters upon me, I knew we probably weren’t taking the fastest way there, at least for creatures that could fly.
After a full half hour of running without spotting a single sign of life, I started to worry. Even the earth surrounding us glowed with less mana than I had ever seen. It was dull and lonely. Just as I would have thought the Underworld to be if I couldn’t see it with Mana Sight. The cave we were in was uninteresting and plain. There seemed to be nothing special about this area at all. When we came upon the subtle red glow of a trap that reached from one cave wall to another, I breathed a sigh of relief. At least there is something down here.

There was no sign of life or even a semi-uncommon rock, so why was the trap out here in the middle of nowhere? Hopefully, it meant we were getting close.
I approached the trap with Travis, but we found it was a simple snare. He grabbed the cord that stretched a few inches off the ground and pulled. The noose that had been laid out near the middle of the path was pulled and skidded across the floor catching nothing. Travis untied the cord, unwound it from its lever and pocketed it for himself. 
It wasn’t long before we ran across another one. This one had a tripwire that was waist high. Travis took it as well. They started to become common the further we went, but there was still no sign of life.
The biggest problem with the traps was the inconvenience. They slowed us down, but none of them presented a threat. It was clear that they were meant more for hunting weak creatures than keeping away any threat. Why would they trap a mostly abandoned cave?
It was getting tedious when I first noticed the air had taken on a blue glow. It was like a candle was lit in the distance and only a twinkle was reaching us. Remembering that Zorik had said that the Imp’s dungeon would be rich in Water Mana, I began to grow hopeful.
Instead of the earth changing, a puddle appeared, one of many. As if mist had painted the walls, the cave grew moister. The traps that had been so plentiful were gone, but other than that, the cave itself remained just as dreary. Only when the mana of the cave grew as thick as fog did I allow myself to get excited.
As we rounded a house-sized stalagmite that put a bend in the path, we stopped short, letting Invisibility take us. No change in the cave had prepared us for what we saw. It emptied out a few meters away like a hole in the wall of an ancient crypt. 
Inching forward, we came to the cave’s exit and knew we had reached the Imp’s dungeon. An arching ceiling at least three stories high allowed plenty of room for mobs like the imps to fly comfortably to and fro. There were at least one hundred feet to the other side of the room, with a stream of water hewn into the brick floor smack dab in the middle of it. The place glowed with blue light which was visible outside the magic spectrum. The light came from the water itself.
The length of the room was even more impressive. It reached an undiscernible distance to the left. There were periodic catwalks that crossed over the stream so that someone could walk from one side to the other. They rose up above the ground level to form a bulwark in the middle of the room to stand against anyone that was trying to advance through the dungeon and give the defenders the high ground. 
To the right, we saw a few of the catwalks, but beyond them was a fortress wall with no entrance at ground level except two narrow flights of stairs that ran up either side of the dungeon’s stream. At the top of the wall were pillars that met with the arched ceiling and gave room for flying creatures to pass through unhindered. Well, it was clear why the imps had chosen this place. It gave winged creatures a huge advantage.
There were no signs of life to the left in the long stretch of dungeon, but at the top of the stairs on the wall that was blocking our way at least half a dozen creatures were waiting for us.
We retreated into the cave to discuss our plan of attack.
 



Chapter 10 – The Imp’s Dungeon
Travis’s Dungeon Mapping skill wouldn’t come in handy at first, but against my better judgement, I let him run off alone away from the enemy. He was going to scout out the long expanse of tunnel to our left and come back with what he hoped was more information. The only reason I didn’t insist on going with him was that I could almost guarantee there was nothing living in the direction he was heading. Still, it didn’t sit right.
He didn’t go at full speed, because his ability to build momentum made it impossible for him to silence his footsteps. 
As he took off, I watched the mobs on the fortified wall for any sign that they noticed him. They were about half a mile away. When I saw no sudden movements in response, I rested a little easier.
“I’m going to fly up to get a better view,” Aeris whispered.
I moved to say something but she shook her head. “I’ll move slow enough to stay invisible.”
She did. Floating up from where we stood at the mouth of the cave, she rose at a snail’s pace.
I shook my head at the show of her mastery of flight.
As the minutes rolled by, I couldn’t help but think of what might happen if Travis was caught while he was gone, or if a flying creature grabbed hold of Aeris when she was out of my reach to help. Alone, I’d have been able to trust in what I knew I was capable of, but now I felt like my control was unraveling.
When Travis returned, I could feel the tension in my chest lighten.
Aeris joined us as we pulled back into the cave once again.
“Any luck?” Chris asked as we gathered in a huddle. 
“Yes, but it’s still only an estimate,” Travis replied while looking at his popup window. “After examining about a mile’s worth of this tunnel and the architecture, it’s telling me this is likely a Rank F dungeon.”
“That’s the same as Sanctuary…”
“Right. But this is at best an estimate. I’ve been able to fully explore our dungeon and confirmed it lines up with Khun’s ranking system. Sanctuary is Rank F. The only other thing we have to compare it to is the Head Mistress’s Labyrinth. Though I was not able to fully explore it, my skill has leveled up enough that it tells me it was a Rank D.”
“Does it give you a breakdown of why a dungeon ranks as it does?” I asked.
“Not until I fully explore the dungeon,” he admitted. “You all know how different Sanctuary is from the Labyrinth. The Labyrinth was probably many times bigger, but still lacked personal rooms, crafting stations, proper plumbing… Sanctuary had much more advanced architecture, but is half falling apart. Honestly, there are too many variables for it to help us too much.”
“It’s better than nothing. We now know that it’s unlikely they have anything more advanced than what we have seen. Keep an eye out for traps and let’s clear this place out.”
“Yes!” Chris exclaimed.
We all shot him looks of rebuke.
“Sorry,” he said, returning his volume to a whisper.
 
***
 
Aeris took to the air but stayed back far enough to hopefully not draw aggro as we approached the fortified wall. There was no reason not to take advantage of stealth, so we took our time to remain invisible.
We made it to the base of the stairs to the south side of the stream in the middle of the room. Looking up, I saw Aeris signal us with ethereal fingers that there were indeed six of them.
Since I had the best defense, I took the lead. Bear-crawling up the stairs, I tried to keep my movement as silent as possible.
Three normal, two fire and one earth imp were spread out along the wall doing anything but paying attention. They ranged between level 235 and 387. It was high for serving imps, but only average for these wild ones.
They hadn’t noticed us. I motioned for Chris and Travis to take the ones hovering on the south end of the wall. I’d take the north. I couldn’t think of a clear way to communicate to Aeris which ones she should take, so I’d leave it up to her to pick a few off once we got started. Even if we weren’t exactly talking right now, I had no doubt I could trust her to do her thing.
Eyeing up one fire imp that was twirling his finger in a circle with a flaming hula-hoop looping around it, and an earth imp picking his nose, I summoned my Skeletal Appendages and they crept slowly toward my prey.
The first memory I had of an imp came to mind and the urge to punch them in the face became very real. My spear pointed appendages shot out and skewered the imps as I took Chris’s advice and yanked them through the air toward me.
Casting Hammer Fist for the first time, my magmaless hand bulged. Taking a step toward the fire imp that was almost in range, my ten-pound stone fist met it square in the schnoz. There was a satisfying snapping of bones as the first mob went limp.
I unleashed Force Learn as it died but wasn’t rewarded with any Blue Magic. Honestly, I was unsure if I should even bother casting it on imps. They didn’t seem to give Blue Magic like other creatures.
Hearing the others behind me, I began draining the imp remaining on my appendage of mana as it motioned to cast a spell. To give credit where credit was due, the little monster was casting with a bone spear piercing its gut. Props, little dude.
Pulling it in range, I threw an overhand right, catching in solidly across the side of the head and driving it into the ground. Force Learn went off and rewarded me with the Earth Imp’s Blue Magic Form.
The remaining imp in front of me on this end of the wall had both hands forward to release a spell when a Wind Slash parted him from his head.
Jerking around to check on the others, I saw Chris sheathing his sword with two imps at his feet. 
I couldn’t help but laugh. He was taking every advantage to get the experience bonuses from throwing the deathblow.
“What was that?” Aeris challenged.
Looking back to the imps behind me, I saw her kneeling down at the furthest one as she gazed up at me in question.
“What?” I inquired, unsure what she meant.
“You had your scepter in your hand, but instead of using it you hit them…”
“Oh. There is something about imps that makes me want to hit things.”
“You don’t find that odd?” 
“No odder than your fascination with removing creatures’ heads,” I replied, giving her a wink.
Looking off to the side for a moment, she finally shrugged.
“When I eat apples, I like to eat the seeds,” Travis said suddenly.
It was so random that I coughed on a laugh. “What?!” I asked.
“You were mentioning odd things that you like. I like to eat apple seeds…”
“Heh. That’s not weird,” Chris said, joining us and patting Travis on the back. “I like ketchup on tacos. Only beef ones though.”
I couldn’t find the words. Looking to Aeris, I saw she was looking at the two of them blankly and shaking her head.
I was quick to cast Drain on each of the Imps but received no additional stats. After draining a small army of them they were all tapped out.
Letting Invisibility retake us, we took our time descending the stairs to the other side of the wall. Gone were the catwalks and in their place was a long stretch of tunnel that resembled a massive underground train station. Like a honeycomb, hundreds of arched tunnels were lined up one after the other spanning the entire length of the room and stretching three stories high. If each one of these was an imp’s individual quarters, then we may have greatly underestimated their numbers. 
The stream continued to flow through the middle of the room, exuding its blue light. With so many hiding spots and no one in sight, I couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable. I didn’t see any signs of life through Mana Sight, but I had already learned it wasn’t infallible.
Leaning over to Aeris who use us at the base of the stairs, I whispered, “Do you see anything?”
She took a moment to look over the room before replying. “There is too much wind flow to be one hundred percent sure. I don’t think so…”
The room completely lacked obstacles, so choosing an angle of approach was difficult. We could walk down the middle of the room but that would put us out in the open for both sides to have a clear view, or we could walk up one side of the room and limit visibility to any creatures on the second and third floor of that side. That would also give any creature on the first floor an advantage of having us close for an ambush. I liked the idea of seeing any attacks coming, so as nerve-wracking as it was, I took the lead and stayed close to the stream at the middle of the room and headed for the arched opening at the far end of the tunnel.
I forced myself to go slow so that Invisibility would remain fully active. With Mana Sight at full power, each minute felt like five. The tedium was worth it. I was able to systematically scan the room. Aeris remained a few feet off the ground, taking up the rear to keep a careful eye on the room as well.
As we moved on, the others did a good job of staying quiet. Heartbeats and breathing sped, but that couldn’t be helped. The further we went, the faster they got. I controlled my breathing by taking slow, deep breaths, but my heartbeat wasn’t as easy to control. Reaching the middle of the room, we were exposed, naked for all to see. 
Sighing to myself, I reminded myself we were invisible.
With the swiftness of an unexpected storm, water rose up from the middle of the stream in a great mass. Blue Mana surged through it. A mist was expelled from it high over our heads. I danced back to keep it from touching me, but I was more confused than worried about the mist itself.
Aeris swept her arm overhead, pushing the mist to the side with a gust of wind. As she did the tunnel lit up as the honeycomb came alive with a multitude of magic blasts of many shapes, elements and sizes. It was an ambush.
The mound of water dropped back down into its place. It seemed its job of revealing our whereabouts was finished.
I suspected the imps were still invisible to us, but as their magic blasts shot toward us, I saw them appear from just outside the entrances to their rooms. There must have been some kind of cloaking shield we couldn’t see past. I was almost jealous we didn’t have this kind of defense at Sanctuary.
With time slowed down I cried out to the others to evade as I began taking pop-shots at the rooms I saw magic leap from. To keep it simple, I sent mini-Alpha Bombs with about 300 MP each. It might not kill them all, but I knew it would cause some damage and buy us some time.
Shooting up into the air like an angry wasp, Aeris began slinging Wind Slash after Wind Slash that would do much more than sting.
Instead of just retreating from the incoming blasts, Travis and Chris launched from where they stood and headed right for the first floor of the closest part of the honeycomb. Chris followed Travis as he dodged a fireball with ease.
The first volley of projectiles was incoming. With plenty of room to maneuver, I was able to dance to the side causing six or seven of them to miss. The advantage of having us pinned down with little room to move that the imps had had in The Belly was gone here. It was our turn.
Looking at the magnitude of their numbers and admitting that there was no way to know if our spells were doing any good against those still in hiding, the only way we could really take care of them was to attack head on. I could possible cast greater Alpha Bombs, but I’d prefer to save my mana for their strongest fighters. If they were this organized, I expected a boss monster or two.
“Aeris!” I cried.
Seeing her glance down, I pointed in the direction Travis and Chris had gone. “Take that side!”
With a nod, she spun in the air and darted toward them.
I began to run. 
Reaching the edge of the stream, I followed it for a few strides, examining it to make sure it was safe. Seeing no surplus of mana, I leaped.
Touching down on the other bank, I turned to run directly at the enemy.
The next volley of magic from my side of the room was aimed right at me.
I veered to one side without losing my forward momentum and closed the distance between me and the mysterious rooms. As I did, something similar to the silky sheen of a delicate cloth that covered the entrance of each room became clear. Once I was twenty feet out, I could see the contents of each room like seeing through a clouded window.
Bursting into the first room, I passed through the forcefield like it wasn’t even there. An imp hovered there ready with a bolt of Dark Magic that seared toward me like a bolt of lightning. Holding my bone plated magma hand up to block it, I neatly smacked the attack aside and thrust forward. 
Bone scurried up the shaft of my scepter, hungrily growing into a spear with a head as wide as the imp’s chest. With a single jab I ended him and ignored casting Force Learn for the sake of time.
As I pulled my spear back from my attack, I leaped out of the room in the same movement and sprang into the next room without losing a beat. Like playing whack-a-mole with a pickaxe, I destroyed each imp so that it could never resurface.
Most of the imps were in the 200s, so the experience was low, but it was adding up.
When I had cleared the first floor, there was no easy way to move on to the second, as there was no walkway. It was designed solely for creatures that could fly. Or jump. Jump I could do.
From room to room I went, finding magic staring me in the face each time I entered the next one. I had only ever tested my armor during battle and tried to keep from being hit at all. I faced spells from every school of magic you could imagine, which did little more than dent my armor. I repaired it immediately. Titan’s Bone Defense was incredible.
When I reached the middle of the second row, I was cut off by a friend. Aeris appeared hovering just outside of the next room and blasted it with Wind Slash. Like a hummingbird of death, she darted to the next room, blasted it and hurried to the next one. She had cleared out the rooms on the other side of the stream before I was halfway done. 
Jumping down, I went to join Travis and Chris, who had just crossed over the channel to this side of the room and were watching Aeris in awe.
“Loot?” I asked them as I caught up with them.
Travis shrugged before answering. “We were worrying about killing everything first when this firefly from hell showed up…”
I gave him a pat on the back to let him know that I understood.
“Since she’s making such short work of them, it’s probably a good idea for us to come back for it. I doubt whatever is waiting for us would expect us to finish up in here so quickly, or to see us alive at all,” I suggested.
“Yeah…” Chris replied.
I wasn’t completely sure he had heard a word I said.
As Aeris reached the third floor, the imps remaining began to flee, flying out of their rooms at full speed. It was probably our fault that they caught on. We were standing near the middle of the room watching Aeris as she neared.
Happy to take out a few more imps, I drowned them in Alpha and Health Bullets depending on their element.
Not to be outdone, Aeris launched a few giant Wind Slashes that sent a number of imps crashing to the ground. The room was cleared a minute later.
Joining the rest of us, Aeris was unable to hide her grin brought on by our stares. Before any of us could congratulate her, a rumble began to resonate from the direction we were headed, from behind the arching entrance to the next room. Okay, it looks like they will be ready for us.
“Take a seat and recover your mana,” I directed.
Without hesitation Aeris did just that. Looking at my Character Sheet, I saw that my MP was nearly full and would soon be replenished even without Meditation. 
198,007/206,499 MP
 
Drawing back my mana from my spear, it returned to only a scepter. Even with all of my buffs and Magma Fist I still had over 2,500 of my 6,786 Mana Per Minute available. Throwing everyone a heal, I stood between them and the next room, at the ready, just in case.
 



Chapter 11 – The Throne Room
Minutes passed, but nothing joined us from the next room, giving Aeris the time to fully recover. When she had, I took to leading again. There was a single arched gateway to the next room and where they would be waiting for us. It was undoubtedly a trap. 
Since there was only one entrance, we could either give up now, or trust that our abilities would be enough. Invisibility was cast, but I assumed it would do us no good here. This dungeon seemed to be ahead of the game in the Invisibility department. 
“Follow close behind me and be ready to retreat if things get heated,” I commanded, not moving on until each of them nodded that they understood. “You guys ready to conquer your first dungeon?!”
Travis’s eyes started to widen as he let out an obnoxious snicker. 
Not missing a beat, Chris threw out his fist in an exaggerated right cross as an offering to his friend. Travis brought his leather-covered fist to the party, gave it a bump and blew it up.
Aeris started to smirk.
Meeting her eyes, I held her gaze and mouthed where only she could see, “Be careful.”
She stuck out her tongue. At least she was playfully mocking me again. That’s a good sign.
With Aeris a few steps behind, flying overhead, and the others following underneath her, we took our first step toward the next danger.
This passageway was cloaked just as the smaller ones had been. The arching entrance was three times my height and covered the water channel that joined each room. There was a path to either side of it.
Passing through the field of cloaking magic, I could tell from the tingling sensation that any help Invisibility would have provided had just been taken from us. It had coated us with mana.
I uncast Invisibility as we came under the gaze of the congregation that had been waiting for us. 
The stream ran right up to the far side of the room at the base of a flight of stairs where it ended. To either side were the best dressed twenty or so imps I had seen. Instead of flying around bare chested, they hovered there staring at us wearing chain and scale mail, fitted shirts and decorations of gold and fine jewels. Some of them wielded staves and wands, while others had swords strapped to their belts.
This was their king’s throne room and they were his nobles at court, gathered at his feet. The walls were lined with mounted weapons, many far too big for an imp to carry. So many enemies they had defeated… 
At the head of the room, at the top of the stairs, sat a fair, crimson skinned creature upon his throne of purple stone. The creature was leaning back with both of his wings curled up, out to his sides. A dangerous intelligence looked down upon us from behind his silvery glare.
I didn’t have to use Creature Observation to know what this monster was, but I cast it anyway.
Fire Incubus
Name: Feuer
Dungeon Master
Level: 1132
Health Points: 512,200
Mana Points: 54,820
Strength: 2,627
Dexterity:  2,078
Constitution: 2,561
Intelligence: 1,241
Wisdom: 549
 
The Fire Incubus’s stats were far higher than what was appropriate for his level. He had the stats of a level 1,800 monster. I started to see why the Succubi feared them. His Strength, Dexterity and Constitution were among the highest I had ever seen, and why did he have such insanely high HP? His Intelligence and Wisdom were also impressive, especially for what looked on paper like a monster that liked physical confrontation.
Many feet above him, at the top of his throne, was the stone image of a turquoise serpent. The Incubus was obviously strong with the Fire Element, but did this dungeon’s element mean he also had access to Water Magic?
The Incubus’s voice rang out in a haunting tone. It spoke a language we did not know. The imps of the creature’s congregation turned from us to give their lord their undivided attention as he spoke.
We may have been able to make short work of the imps in the last room, but we had stumbled upon a monster that could likely end us. Even though I was never able to discern Lady Contessa’s level because it was too high to observe with my skill, I suspected she was around 2,000. This Incubus could be just as dangerous.
Remembering how easily she had torn through us, I knew immediately that we had to get out of here, fast. There was a chance that we could defeat the Incubus, but with a room full of his most powerful minions I could almost guarantee we would not all survive.
Watching the scene at five times my normal perception, it was clear the Incubus’s followers had no fear of us, despite the fact we had just slaughtered over a hundred of them.
Taking a step back was all that it took. The Incubus leaned forward, and all of his followers turned on us. These weren’t your typical imps. The mana that built as they cast their spells was many times that of the others.
I spun and screamed for everyone to run. Not waiting for Travis and Chris to react, I drove into each of them, hoisting them up on my shoulders.
I glanced up and saw an enormous slab that stretched from one end of the room to the other hung over the exit. The rumble we had heard must have come from this thing. Instead of just closing, it started to fall. If we weren’t fast enough it could crush us as we made our escape. 
There had been enough mana conservation for one day. I dug deep with my legs and hurled us toward the exit. Throwing 30k MP into my armor, something like a giant turtle shell sprouted from my back. Not forgetting Aeris, I limited the height of my shell to give her room to fly over us. 
One solid thud to the back of my shell followed by a second blasted us forward. It gave us a boost. Already staggering, I jumped. We passed under the slab just as it crashed down.
I started to laugh hysterically as I got off of Travis and Chris. I had just landed on them, so their responses were more grimaces than smiles.
“They totally just helped us escape.” I said.
“That’s great, dude. It would be funny if you hadn’t crushed us,” Travis complained as he got to his feet.
“Seriously. You’re fat,” Chris agreed.
“Hey. Part of my weight is from this giant turtle shell that saved us.” I pointed to the thick bone structure growing out of my back. I stopped funneling mana to it and let my armor return to normal. 
Looking at my mana I saw I had 189,337 of 206,499 remaining. It was a good amount to work with. 
Looking up from my screen, I called out to Aeris. “Do you think we should wait them out? Maybe we could ambush them when they leave… How much food do you think they have in there?”
No answer came. My head started to spin as I looked around frantically and realized she wasn’t there.
“She’s still in there…” Chris said aloud, making it more real.
Even with the huge shell gone, a large weight seemed to press down on my shoulders. Had I blocked her escape while guarding the others? Glancing at them, part of me wanted to curse them and then curse myself, but they had done nothing wrong. I knew for sure that I had left enough room for her to escape, whether it was over my head, or around us. Knowing her speed, she could have probably made it back and forth to the exit ten times before the slab had blocked her way. 
Had she been crushed? I immediately shook the thought from my mind. I knew that not to be the case. She hadn’t been crushed, because I knew instead that she hadn’t fled at all.
I started to shake. Anger at her and at myself, it didn’t matter. She was in danger and there was nothing that I could do to help. There was only one thing that had made getting kidnapped and dragged into the Underworld about more than just surviving and leveling up. One person. Aeris. She made the idea of life down here more than just bearable. I believed I could actually find joy here, love, but not without her… Was this some kind of sick joke to get back at me for all of the times I had made her worry?
Remembering the others, I didn’t turn as I spoke. I didn’t want them to see me on the brink of losing control. The muscles in my chest and neck trembled as rage made its demands. “I must go back.”
“You can’t!” Travis rebuked. “Look! The water has receded. That door cut off even the stream from getting through.”
Looking down, with Mana Sight surging, I saw what he meant. The door had been designed well. Not even light escaped from beneath it.
“Stand back. I don’t want to hurt you,” I warned with a somber tone.
“Come on, man. Don’t waste your mana,” Chris begged. “We can’t get through that thing.”
Inventorying my scepter, I held up my hand to stop them. “You’re wrong,” I said. “This door is made of normal stone.”
Time was short, and I didn’t have any more left to waste on words. They had been warned.
Titan’s Bone Defense began to shrink as it lost its mana flow, leaving me wearing nothing but my long-sleeved undergarments. I didn’t bother removing them. Looking down at my hand covered in cool igneous rock, I gritted my teeth. Kindling the fire inside me I started to change.
Out of habit I calmed my internal heat as my flesh gave way to magma. Instead of taking Primordial Cat Form, I used only 10% of the Mana Per Second required, or 1,838 including my buffs, and kept my humanoid shape forgoing any fancy nicknames. I decided to call this Magma Form.
I marched toward the stone door that barricaded the way. It had to be at least five feet thick. Unlike the obsidian-like doors that ran with mana we had faced at the tomb, through Mana Sight I saw the neutral glow of normal rock.
Letting go of all control of my Magma Form’s heat, I began to glow the color of molten rock.
As the heat rose, Travis and Chris yelped, then retreated as I had asked. I’d have instructed them to not follow me, but I doubted they would be able to. 
My muscles and tendons had been replaced with cords of magic power, but as I willed my temperature to rise, I felt tension where my muscles had been. I flexed with all of my strength, blackening the stone around me with the intensity of my heat without even coming in contact with it.
Reaching the stone slab that stood in my way, I didn’t slow. With both hands extended I pressed them into the wall, which turned to glowing mush on contact. As they seeped into the stone, I drove them deeper. My forehead neared the surface and instead of stopping, I plowed my head into the rock. Leading with my hands and face, my legs drove me on.
To all who were looking it would have looked like the rock had devoured me, but that was far from the case. I burrowed like a manic badger with a flamethrower in each arm and one spewing from its head. It was like swimming through thick mud as I pushed. Aeris’s life could depend on how quickly I dug. I drove even harder.
Twenty-eight seconds later I emerged, tearing through the wall and out the other side. A few imps that were standing close by squealed as they saw me. They jumped so quickly into the air that they returned to the ground before their wings lift them off the ground.
I let the excess magma run off of my form before cooling down a second later. Starting out with 190k mana, I now had approximately one minute and twenty seconds left in Magma Form. That was when I was able to make out what kind of trouble Aeris was in.
She was alive. Almost half of the imps had taken to the air. She was at one the side of the room as high as she could fly without running the risk of smacking into the ceiling. Her hands waved from side to side. She had thrown the air in the room into a gusty mess, which sent their attacks wide and made it difficult to stay in the air. She was buying herself a little time and enough space to maneuver. 
Looking at the floor below, I saw she had already felled a handful of them. Many stayed on the ground in wait.
My eyes met those of the Incubus who was slumped forward with a shocked gaze. He had put the slab between Aeris and me. He didn’t realize it yet, but I’d put a slab into his skull. 
Besides a few that had been close by when I arrived, many of the imps were still obvious to my presence, so I took advantage of the element of surprise. I lobbed three Alpha Bombs into the middle of the room where the bulk of the monsters flew, channeling 3,000 MP into each. Even with Alpha’s natural propulsion ability, hitting a moving target that could fly was no easy task, especially in the windy conditions. My Alpha Bomb would explode like an anti-air missile when it reached its destination, knocking them from the air with the concussion if it didn’t outright kill them. I aimed at what I hoped was far enough away from Aeris that it wouldn’t affect her.
Like a series of fireworks, the Alpha Bombs went off. At least four of the Imps were caught directly in the blast, sending them crashing to the ground. It shook the rest of them where they flew.
The bulk of them turned toward me. Big mistake. 
An onslaught of Wind Slashes cut through the room. The imps fell in the ugliest meteor shower I had ever seen.
I looked at my mana. 
123,422/206,499 MP
 
As much as I desired to do so, I couldn’t win this with hate alone. I uncast Magma Form and began to return to normal, letting Titan’s Bone Defense start to overtake me. I let my left hand and forearm remain in the magma state, unsure if I’d need the bonus it granted to magma spells.
Over half of the imps were still alive, many of them just taking to the air. Some came to meet me, but most of them headed for Aeris. The threat against her was far from over. Whatever it took, I’d end it.
Even if the imps were flying, Mana Sight still allowed me to observe the scene as if it were happening five times slower. Already three spells were surging toward me. Eyeing the closest imp high above me, I jumped.
Magma Form had mostly receded as two bone appendages shot out of my back. Nearly ten feet in the air, I reached out with my skeletal tentacles and wrapped up the closest imp and his partner. I entangled one around his neck and the other his waist. I sent a current of Pain through the bone connecting us. They quivered savagely as Intermediate Pain hit them.
I pulled them from the air as I started to fall. Now that I was sure Pain was doing its job of stunning them, I drove the sharp ends of my appendages into the imps’ skin and activated Succubi’s Caress. Mana started to fill me.
Activating Skeletal Shield, I swiped away a dual magic attack and shot forward at a run with my living mana batteries in tow. I threw Pain at every opponent, grabbing the closest ones with additional appendages I summoned from my back when the need arose. 
Pain cost very little compared to summoning the appendages, but in a matter of seconds I was holding up seven imps in my clutches, draining 700 MP a second. It made the cost of both the spells next to nothing in comparison.
I slowed as I reached the middle of the room where about ten of a remaining twenty imps were watching Aeris’s fight.
Clearing my throat, I watched as they turned to see me. Their desire to fight dissolved from their faces when they saw their fellow imps spasming in my tentacles. The lot of them spun to fly away. 
Hitting five of them with Pain, I was grabbed two of them with my appendages. The three remaining stunned ones I finished with Alpha and Health Bullets where appropriate.
With the other five trying to escape, the rest of the imps that were higher in the air and facing Aeris directly, finally took notice of me.
Never wasting an opening, Aeris sent another barrage, this one with much more precision, slapping the rest of the shell-less flying turtles from the air. She opened her menu and began clicking as fast as she could.
From the corner of my eye I saw a blur of motion. Turning, I caught a glimpse of Feuer as he launched himself from the foot of his throne. He was heading for Aeris at an incredible speed. His eyes met mine for a moment. They were filled with scorn.
He was traveling at a speed that bested the Hell Hound we had faced. His size and powerful wings cut through the turbulent wind in a way the imps never could. I knew none of my spells could reach him in time. Aeris was focused on her Character Sheet, so she was blind to the sudden attack. 
In desperation, I moved my hand toward my target as my mana started to gather. Channeling 15,000 MP into the most compressed Alpha Bullet I had ever summoned, I tried to force all of the mana into a space the size of a marble. It was desperate. It was rash. It exploded from my hand. The bone armor of my palm shattered at the force.
The Incubus reached up with a graceful hand as clawed and powerful as that of the most mighty beast.
Like a high-powered rifle, the Alpha Bullet tore through the distance like a bolt of lightning, punching the Incubus right in the side of the head. It knocked him from his path, and he was hurled toward the wall.
-1,033 HP
 
Ah, man. 511 Alpha Bullets to go.
With a single flap of his dragon-like wings, he halted himself before impact. Spinning around, he faced me, without a mark from my attack. At that distance I saw in him something that stole my breath. The density of the mana inside him wasn’t the consistency of a liquid or fog, but something like a solid shell of power that had joined with his skin. Any question of whether this creature was as dangerous as Lady Contessa had been answered. No wonder the Head Mistress’s Lich had warned me to kill Zorik before he evolved. This monster was far worse.
Like an eagle spotting its prey, Feuer lowered his chin to pierce me with his gaze. With a single flap of his wings he repositioned himself in the air as if he was getting ready to pounce.
I equipped my scepter to prepare for his attack, when a glaring light caused me to wince away.
The Incubus hid behind both hands to shield himself, for he was much closer to the glow.
After a few seconds the glare became bearable and I looked up to see that it was coming from Aeris.
With a twist of my head, I stared at her, confounded. She hadn’t cast a spell to cause the light. She was the light…
The light faded, and her image became clear. The fair skinned girl no longer remained. Her eyes gleamed like quicksilver and her hair like charcoal with a glossy sheen. Her skin was like pale silver and her features had sharpened with her frame. The taut muscle she had possessed before was more defined in her arms and beneath her leather gear.
As angry as I had been with her for staying while we fled, I now had a better idea of why she had done it. But how could she have known this would happen? She had just reached 1,000 Dexterity, and like Russ, her body had changed.
What surprised me the most was that she was now silver, the color of Wind Mana, when her Dexterity should have nothing to do with it. Once again, the nature of talents baffled me. It was almost as if her talent for Wind Magic and Dexterity weren’t separate but linked…
When Feuer saw the change, he turned back from me to renew his attack on her. This time, she was watching.
A meteor of flame was hurled toward me as he launched himself toward her.
I began to run from the explosion of his attack but didn’t take my eyes off Aeris. Even as he sped at her at what seemed like full speed even at five times my normal perception, she didn’t move.
Another compressed Alpha Bullet started to form in my palm, but I was already too late.
Besides Xaphan, Feuer was the fastest creature we had faced hands down. But as fast as he was, just as Aeris was coming into reach, she blurred from his grasp, appearing at his side. At point-blank range an empowered Wind Slash drove right into his temple.  
Like a fist to the face, the attack wrenched his head to the side.
-1,491 HP
 
After fleeing the middle of the room, I turned and hunched down behind my shield as the giant fireball went off. It was hot, but it wasn’t enough to do any damage.
In response to Aeris’s attack, the Incubus threw out his wings to their full reach and stopped his advance. Fire poured out of his open mouth as he turned his flames toward Aeris.
Blurring out of the path of his fire, she appeared below him and another Wind Slash fired. It caught him square on his jaw, and his head jerked back.
-997 HP
 
As superior as her speed was, he was proving to be nearly invincible. She came to the same conclusion and hastened toward me.
As she arrived at my side, she continued to watch Feuer; unwilling to look me in the eye.
It was impossible not to notice her change in appearance. The texture of her skin was like the joining of metal and flesh. As alien as she seemed, it was obviously still Aeris. She was more striking than ever.
“I’m too low on mana to cause him any real damage,” she admitted.
Ignoring my more selfish questions, I stayed focused on the issue at hand. “How long can you fly at that speed?”
“Indefinitely.” 
My eyes went wide, even though I had half expected as much.
“I can’t think of any quick way to kill him,” I confessed. “Work on luring him within my range and keep him distracted. There are a few things I’d like to try.”
She gave a swift nod that was almost too swift to be real. “Easy enough. Here he comes.”
Though I could see the Fire Incubus searing toward us, the same problem presented itself that had when we faced the Hell Hound. My body couldn’t move as fast as my mind could.
I sunk my appendages deep into the imps that I held, ending their lives, and reclaimed my appendages. My Mana had been mostly restored to just over 200k MP.
Casting Stone Skin beneath Titan’s Bone Defense, instead of trying to get out of the way, I lunged into the air to meet him.
I thrust my scepter as it grew into a bone spear, flung Pain through its shaft and let it fly from its end. I may not be as fast as he was but we’d see how quickly he could change direction.
Pulling his wings in to his body, he spun. He drifted just wide of Pain as it darted by.
I had enough time to adjust the angle of my spear, but it was all for naught. With a swipe of his hand, he knocked my spear aside. I watched his open palm blot out the light as he grasped my head and drove me into the stone floor.
-6,119 HP
 
My ears rang as the pain drove its fangs into the back of my skull. It was harsh, but my wits remained.
I grabbed his wrist that had yet to let go of my skull and let Magma Fist’s temperature soar. Melting through my bone gauntlet in seconds, I gripped the monster with all of my strength.
To my utter dismay, the heat seemed to have no effect. Being coated in hardened Fire Mana had some extreme benefits. Fair enough.
Pain leapt from my hand into his wrist. It began to flow from me in a constant stream.
His hand released me. My vision returned.
He was perched atop my stomach like a practiced grappler. He examined his hand before returning his attention to me. A smirk took hold at the corners of his mouth as he pulled back and made a fist.
A Wind Slash caught him in the side of the head, pushing him off balance.
With my feet solid against the ground, I thrust my hips in the air, throwing him off. Casting Advanced Heal as I scrambled to my feet, I let it blanket the area. It covered the recovering Incubus but had no effect.
Things weren’t going well. He seemed immune to Magma, Pain was little more than a nuisance and he shrugged off Light Magic. 
Restoring my Skeletal Warrior’s Shield to its place, I lunged at him with my spear. 
He dodged to the side with ease, but I had expected as much. The spear point of my appendage hooked toward him from below, just outside his peripherals, and jabbed him right in the neck.
Like a blade to a stone wall, it pinged off of his armor like skin. Any hope of pumping him full of the mana he was weak against resounded into the distance. Draining him of mana would also be more difficult.
It was starting to seem impossible. His HP was too high, and his natural armor was on a level beyond anything we had ever faced. Thankfully his magic wasn’t strong. I could probably outclass him with Primordial Cat Form, but his fire resistance was too high for me to chance wasting all of my mana. Hell Hound Form might allow me to keep up with his speed, but it offered no further benefit, and to get full use of it I’d have to activate its Fire Aura to be at full speed. I was sure Aeris wouldn’t appreciate that.
His claws raked into my shield. It knocked me off my feet and sent me skidding across the floor. At least I had the presence of mind to catch my fall with my knees.
A trio of Wind Slashes beat hard against the back of his head. As if convinced Aeris was the biggest threat, he bent low to prepare for takeoff.
I snorted at the thought. Perhaps he had come in contact with my Magma, the magic I had used to melt my way into his throne room, and wasn’t impressed. Fine.
An Ice Shard rifled toward his head. 
Hesitating, he leaned back as the Ice Shard passed by. 
Another 20 standard Ice Shards were already on their way. At their normal cost, Ice Shard only cost me about 33 mana apiece with my bonuses. I didn’t expect them to do much damage, but they had grabbed his attention. I also needed to find out how Ice Magic would affect him.
He leaped into the air to dodge the attack, and the shards I had already cast curved up to meet him.
When he realized his mistake, it was already too late. Over fifteen shards pounded into his gut and chest. Only 1,300 damage was done in total from the attack. It wasn’t nearly enough.
Firing off another 20 Ice Shards, I mixed in Alpha Bolt, Health Bolt and Boulder Throw from angles that I knew would hit. None of them caused enough damage to make for a solid strategy. His natural armor was just too strong.
The damage we had done to him wasn’t even one percent of his total, but it had been enough to accomplish one thing. He was angry. As the leftovers from my spells fell to the floor, smoke started to billow from Feuer’s nose. Unlike the Hell Hound that produced literal flames as its temperature rose, only the Incubus’s eyes began to glow like red-hot coals.
I could survive his fire aura with the help of my Shapeshifting forms, but Aeris… Our time was running out.
 
 



Chapter 12 - Feuer
How do you counter heat? By turning on the air conditioner. It wasn’t the first time the need had arisen for us to cool down a room. This one was ten to twenty times the size of the little cave openings we were used to when hunting for Rock Lizards, though.
One look at Aeris was all it took. She met my eyes and nodded. 
I had been holding back channeling too much mana into my attacks until I knew what school of magic would be the most effective against him. The time for testing was over. I had to act. At least I’d been able to discern he didn’t have any big weaknesses I could exploit. Ice and Alpha Bolt were my go-to spells. They would be the most mana efficient. Earth might be a secondary attack, but it was a new spell to me, so its cost would be high and damage output low. 
Sifting through the many ways I could distribute the ice to cool the room, I ruled out a dozen ideas immediately. If I made pillars, he could just attack their structure and ruin any air channel I created that Aeris could take advantage of. Coating the walls with a layer of ice would spread the ice too thin and make it easy to melt. There was only one thing that seemed like it might work, but it was still a gamble and would be costly. The possible answer was lying at my feet.
Taking a few steps forward, I lowered my spearpoint until it was just over the surface of the stream that ran through the middle of the room. Creating ice wasn’t difficult for me, but I had never tried to freeze water. To keep things simple and as mana efficient as possible, I didn’t change Ice Shard’s size or shape but started to fill the stream with the Ice Shard ice cubes as quickly as I could cast them.
Aeris saw what I was trying and sent a Wind Slash sailing right for his nose.
In seconds, the channel was filled with dozens of shards, making it look like a long trough of ice water. I had only begun. The water level rose slightly with every addition.
The muscles in the Incubus’s jaw and neck bulged as Aeris’s Wind Slash collided with his face. His glare didn’t waver and kept digging into me as he hovered above. As his rage grew, so did the power sweltering from him.
I dared a glance at my mana pool and saw I had just dipped under 100k. 
The air in the room began to churn. I ran across the surface of the stream in the middle of the room. At the rate of about 500 Mana Per Second, I continued to swell the water with ice. Dozens of shards became hundreds and the stream was threatening to overflow its bank.
Feuer came. He swooped down upon me with his arms cocked and ready. His speed had increased.
I thrust up with my spear, letting an Ice Shard fly, which he didn’t bother to deflect.
As he reached my razor-sharp spearpoint, he once again smacked it away. The bone spear splintered into a fragmented mess. 
A grin spread across my face as my thrust turned to a swing and I cracked the monster with my scepter, which had been hidden at its base, on the side of the jaw.
As large as he was, the smoldering demon tumbled to the floor like a dropped cherry lollipop.
-3,101 Hp
 
Superior speed only went so far. Sadly, the trick that I used would only work once. Now he would be ready for it.
I reverted to adding ice to the stream but stopped a moment later when I saw the results. The stream had spilled over its bank, but the current of air pushed it toward one end of the room as it started to freeze. A sheet of ice had already formed across its top. 
Despite the heat the Incubus was adding to the room, the temperature started to decline. In comparison to the heat my Hell Hound and Primordial Cat Forms could produce, increasing the temperature didn’t seem to be his goal. One thing was clear, he had grown faster.
With only 80k MP remaining, even if it was rising, I couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable. We still had only taken off about two percent of his HP. At least, his MP was starting to dip. He had 22,991 of 54,820 remaining and it was going down at a rate of about 50 a second. That might be something I could exploit…
Feuer rose from the floor with a spring. He didn’t bother to take to the air but tore across the ground so quickly all I could do was bring my shield up between us.
I watched as my shield exploded and the hardened igneous rock that made up my arm snapped in two at the wrist. His opposite wrist slipped past any defense I had left and sank into my gut.
-17,122 HP
 
The air was driven from my lungs as a sharp pain bit at my insides. The impact lifted me off my feet and hurled me at the wall of wind Aeris was propelling across the ice.
My vision blurred the moment I passed into the current of air, then cleared as I passed through. A moment of dread overtook me as I realized I was not slowing down.
I began casting Advanced Heal on myself just before I slammed into the wall. One moment I was planning my next move, the next I was wobbling like a spinning top starting to slow.
Sensing Aeris landing beside me, I realized I was face down on the floor. I turned my head toward her, setting my cheek back down against the cool stone. She was kneeling down and scooping up my scepter, which I had obviously dropped. She vanished from sight.
My senses were too dull to correctly interpret what Mana Sight was showing me. I Healed myself again, suspecting my collision had interrupted my spell.
I then saw the damage that had been done. My health was climbing from 71,654. Nearly half of my 131,516 had been driven from me in a single attack. I recovered quickly but had to use another chunk of mana to restore my armor as well as my HP, leaving me 77k MP.
As I caught sight of the fight, my stomach began to churn, but not because of any damage the Incubus had caused. 
High in the middle of the room, Aeris darted past Feuer with such speed he seemed to be standing still. She clocked the growling boss mob in the back of the head before he could manage to block. 
Like a giant swatting at an angry hornet, he clawed at where she had been, just as another attack clobbered him in the ribs. 
Swallowing hard to try and wet my drying throat, I watched as she battered him from every direction. She distanced herself between each strike so that the monster’s heat wouldn’t harm her. What’s more, the current of wind Aeris was running across the now ice-covered stream shot up one side of the room, then across the ceiling and down the opposite wall to form a continual vortex. They were fighting in the eye of the storm. 
The wind speed was only growing. As before, her most powerful spells took a while to build in strength but build they did.
A shiver of elation and fear crawled up my spine. As happy as I was to see her new strength, it was impossible not to be dismayed at what she was now capable of.
Checking the Incubus, I shook my head in disbelief. He still had 490,384 HP of 512,200. We had only been able to get him to just below ninety-five percent HP?
The damage Aeris was doing with each of her attacks was about 500 HP. This was getting ridiculous. Aeris had already mentioned she didn’t have enough mana left to do much damage. The storm’s eye was building. She was giving it everything she had left.
The least I could do was make sure she didn’t run out of steam. I cast Advanced Heal to blanket the area of the fight. It caught her in its midst, hopefully giving her a boost to her endurance.
The Incubus’s frustration reached its high-water mark. Like a desperate beast, he opened his mouth and howled, spewing fire while twisting his head in every direction.
Aeris was momentarily caught in the flames but rocketed out of them and was soon floating at my side, mostly uninjured.
“I’m spent,” she confessed while keeping her eyes on the Incubus. Heal reached her a second time.
I checked and saw that Feuer’s MP had descended into the 9k range as he cut off his flames. Every plan that came to mind had one characteristic in common: I might not be able to survive long enough for it to work. Turning into a Hell Hound would give me speed, but I still wasn’t practiced at running around on four legs and one hit in that form would probably be the death of me. Primordial Cat might give me an advantage, but if I didn’t finish him in seconds, it would all be over…
“How long can you hold the vortex in place?” I asked.
“I already cut off the mana going to it. Soon it’ll slow and stop altogether.”
I acknowledged her answer with a nod. “You did awesome, Aeris. Keep the scepter for now but stay back unless he swats me across the room again.”
“You have a plan?”
I laughed. “Lots of them. I just don’t know which one I’m going to use yet.”
She turned from Feuer, giving me a solemn look.
Offering her a wink, I took off at a run.
A normal powered Alpha Bullet sped for the monster who was regaining his composure. Seeing me running in his direction he dive-bombed toward me. It was time to decide.
Summoning Skeleton Warrior’s Sword, I reached back high overhead. 
Reaching ground level, he spread his wings, putting us on a crash course with one another.
My sword came down, as his hand moved to meet it. His other fist was already driving right for my face.
Forfeiting the attack with my sword, I braced with my legs. My bone lance shot from my chest aimed directly at his throat. We were too close for it to miss.
The thick bone, as thick as my thigh, that had sprouted from my chest was unlike the lance I had cast when facing Xaphan. I had widened its point to a flat surface, instead of continuing the losing battle of trying to pierce his armored shell. It had the desired effect.
Like a high-speed car crash, our momentum came to a disastrous head. Even though I had braced my lance against my armor to spread out the impact, my head and limbs whipped forward at neck-breaking speed.
-29,900 HP
 
The Incubus, on the other hand, had caught the entire impact with his throat. 
-48,333 HP
 
His head jerked forward, bringing his face in contact with solid bone. What had been meant as a punch had twisted his body awkwardly. Both of his arms and legs folded under my lance, sending them swinging toward me.
As his legs met mine, sweeping me off my feet, my appendages reached around him like grappling hooks and pinned us together. The thick bone lance wedged between us separated us by just over four feet. Feuer could still almost reach me. He was bigger than I thought.
His weight and momentum won out, sending us skidding across the floor back the way I had come. I ended up on top as Succubi’s Caress started to drain him as fast as I could make it. I couldn’t penetrate his skin to get the best effect, so getting my appendages to cover the most surface area possible was my only hope. I wasn’t able to pull more than 30 MP a second. At just under 9,000 MP, that meant it would take me 6 minutes to drain him. This might be impossible
Heal began to restore my HP just as the Incubus started to come to.
I didn’t bother to channel more mana to Magma Fist but let the spell end to redeem as much Mana Per Second as I could get. My hand was restored. Even with the extra 30 mana, my appendages were taking their toll, bringing me to 60k MP.
The moment Feuer regained consciousness, his eyes glowed hot and he reached up for me with both hands. 
New appendages shot out from the bone lance between us and looped over both of his arms, pulling them together on the lance’s shaft. Like a prisoner’s chains, more and more bone looped around his arms, holding him tight.
As he opened his mouth to release more flames to spend even more MP, I almost screamed like I had won the lottery, then realized he was aiming at my face.
A bone faceplate crept over my eyes and down my mouth as the fire billowed toward me. Almost instinctively, a bone appendage reached out for his mouth, swam into the flames and down into his throat.
With a shield of bone protecting my face, the heat wasn’t blunted as easily as the fire. Even with Stone Skin activated, in a matter of seconds my face felt like it was being held against a preheated grill. Healing Magic stopped it from doing much damage, but the pain only grew.
I tried stabbing something, anything with my appendage down his throat, but the same layer of mana protection that applied to his skin seemed to apply to his insides. Nevertheless, I greedily drunk in all the mana I could steal from him as quickly as possible.
The flames stopped just as Feuer tore an arm free from my hold.
I didn’t dare let my helmet return to its normal state, but that didn’t mean I was blind. Relying on Mana Sight, I watched as he reached back before striking the bone lance that was still jabbed into his throat and helping me hold him down. It snapped.
He grabbed me by the throat from his position on the floor as he shook his other arm free and bit down, shattering the appendage in his mouth.
Our legs were still held together by the bone grappling hooks, which was about to get me killed. Releasing them, I grabbed hold of his wrist with both of my hands and pulled my feet to his chest. Standing on top of him I grabbed at anything I could get ahold of with my appendages and activated Rock Giant Form.
At only 500 Mana Per Minute, it was a form I could keep active indefinitely. It actually debuffed my Dexterity by 30 percent but gave me a decent +500 to Constitution. The stats weren’t my reason for choosing it though. 
Caster’s Height and Mass is doubled.
 
Instead of relying on the Form’s base advantages, I tripled the Mana Per Minute it called for to 1,500 as I started to grow. My feet expanded quickly until I had to move one onto the floor because it had grown too big.
Feuer’s eyes went wide as I started to change. He squirmed to get out from under me, but I still held his arm tight with all of my strength. When I had grown too large, I tried to keep ahold of his arm with one of my enormous hands. I had to keep bending lower until I was almost taking a knee. When the transformation had reached its peak, I was three times my normal size and covered in Stone Skin. 
What was left of my Titan’s Bone Defense covered only my foot and lower leg like an armored sock. My appendages were still hooked into the monster at awkward angles.
Letting go of his hand, I rose up but made sure to keep my balance. My speed had greatly reduced, but he was already within my grasp. Checking his MP, I saw he still had 6k left.
Sticking out my rock-solid tongue, I jeered him on.
He clawed at my armored foot, which dealt me damage as he dug into the bone platemail over my foot with his powerful claws. It stung, but looking at my own MP, a little over 50k left, I cast Regeneration and gave him a smirk.
His eyes started to glow, which I knew would increase his strength, so I lowered my center of gravity like a prepared surfer. He pushed and struggled which sped his mana’s depletion. In a final desperate attack, he let his flames fly from his mouth.
I grimaced as they cooked my foot but knew he would soon be spent.
Focusing on my menu that was displaying his mana, I ignored the pain as best I could. When he finally reached 0 MP, the flames stopped.
His eyes rolled back in his head like he had gone into shock. I wrapped him in appendages, spending 20k MP to make sure he was secure. Succubi’s Caress stayed active, draining him of every ounce of mana that returned to him as his body desperately tried to recover.
Evolved imp or not, he was still an imp. Spreading my stance to get good leverage, I rose up to my full height before throwing all my weight into my fist. I hit him in the face.
With his mana depleted, the mana shell that had merged with his skin had faded to a thin film. Even with close to 450k HP it only took three hits for the deed to be done.
Something was different—was wrong. I watched through Mana Sight, with the MP gathered to cast Force Learn, but mana didn’t leak out of him as it did when a creature died. Casting Force Learn anyways, it failed. It was as if my consciousness slipped past him like he was covered in magic bacon grease.
Despite the oddity, my giant mouth turned up in a grin as I leveled up 31 times. He was dead, but still his body held in his life energy and was blocking me from stealing his essence.
Aeris’s wind vortex had already died down to a chilly breeze. She flew over and stopped to float in front of me. 
Crossing her arms, she shook her head playfully and rolled her eyes as she spoke. “Really, Elorion? Really…”
Pointing down at the floor, she instructed me to return to normal.
It only seemed appropriate, so I brought my arms up and flexed, giving her a giant wink before I cut mana to the form. As I shrunk, I kept Stone Skin active until my Skeletal Armor settled into place. Then I released it as well.
Holding up my hand to motion her to wait, I refocused on the Incubus’s body, but its final defense remained intact.
 



Chapter 13 - Pork
With a foot on the battered Incubus, I stood victorious as Aeris floated down to settle back to the floor. My appendages retracted, revealing that his torso was mostly unharmed. 
“Proud of yourself, eh?” Aeris chided.
Raising a brow, I was a little surprised by the rebuke.
She gave me an exaggerated wink of her own. “Good job. That was some plan,” she congratulated.
“Thank you. Thank you. It just came to me. I was inspired by… desperation. There is one problem though.” I then explained to her the issue I was having with Force Learn.
Examining Feuer closely through Mana Sight, his mana shell didn’t seem to have any intention of fading away. It must have somehow become a part of his body. Focusing on the blood that was leaking from his nose and mouth, I saw such a small amount for someone that had just been literally beaten to death. The rich mana of his blood wasn’t nearly as compressed as that of his fleshly shell, but it didn’t seem to have the same shielding. 
Unleashing the mana that was pooled around my eyes, Force Learn directed my focus into the mana of his blood. It worked!
I followed the flow of blood that trickled out of his nose to the broken skin inside Feuer’s nasal cavity where his defense had been breached. From there I gained full access to the mana inside him.
Unlike Lady Contessa, no life granting orb was found in his person. His Dark and Fire Mana was one with his blood. Remembering Zorik’s explanation of imp origins, it was clear that Feuer hadn’t been a pureblood imp. That meant one of his parents had been a member of a prime race: human, elf or dwarf…
Just like Zorik, he had at one time likely been a slave. Somehow, he had survived long enough, and fallen into favorable circumstances so that he could reach level 1,000 to evolve. 
His level of 1,132 meant a couple of different things. The first was that Incubi were incredibly powerful from the moment they evolved. If Zorik ever reached level 1,000 I’d have to be much more powerful then I was now to be able to deal with him, especially if I wanted to keep him in line. I doubted any of the others could defeat him, except maybe Aeris, and the circumstances would have to be perfect for her to prevail.
Also, since Feuer had only gained 132 levels after his transformation, he had either transformed recently, or had found it difficult to find high enough level creatures to keep progressing. Since Xenos had ruled Sanctuary approximately twenty years ago, Feuer couldn’t have been at it that long. Xenos wouldn’t have allowed another Incubus to live, so Feuer would have had to evolve sometime after the Head Mistress displaced him. As powerful as Feuer was, he would have found few creatures that he couldn’t easily dispatch. It meant that the soft cap for leveling in our area was probably around his level. For quick leveling, the cap was probably even lower than that. I’d have to relay this information to the others as soon as I could so that they could best choose how to spend their stat points.
As Force Learn ended, I was left with a surprise. I learned the Incubus’s essence, but no Blue Magic along with it.
Fire Incubus Form
Level: 1
Cost: 5,000 Mana Per
Second (1,000 with buffs)
Strength: +500, +1% Strength
Dexterity: +500, +1% Dexterity
Constitution: +500, +1% Constitution
Special Abilities: Impenetrable Skin (Passive), Fire Breather, Enraged 
Impenetrable Skin: A Passive skill where your mana bonds with your skin to form a powerful armor.
Fire Breather: At will, you are able to exhale flames with your breath. 
Enraged: At the expense of mana, you are able to boost your Dexterity and Strength.
Next Level:
Cost: 4,960 Mana Per Second (992 with buffs)
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
+1% Constitution
 
The Fire Incubus Form was only the second form I had that calculated its cost with Mana Per Second instead of Per Minute. After facing one I knew why. The buffs were good, but its passive skill Impenetrable Skin was insane. The only problem with the form was that I could only hold it for three and a half to four minutes. Using any other skills or my own spells would make it go that much quicker.
Shapeshifting Mastery
Level 20
Due to your use of multiple forms, you have begun to become more proficient.
You will now change to a different form 10% faster.
Next Level
You will change form 10% faster.
 
After getting Stone Giant and Fire Incubus Forms, I’d be able to transform that much faster because of my mastery. When I got the time, I’d need to power level their early levels.
Returning my attention to the present, I took a step toward Aeris, holding out my arms to embrace her. Startled, she darted up into the air overhead. She was holding one arm with the other, as if she was covered in filth.
I watched her for a moment before speaking slowly, emphasizing every word. “You look beautiful!”
“I don’t like it,” she said, with tension in her voice. “This isn’t me.”
“Of course it’s you. You earned it.”
Her eyes rose from the floor and looked to see if I really believed what I said. With her newly acquired inhuman speed, she shot towards my neck and hugged me before I could even react. 
Grabbing her in my arms I held her there. After a moment, I whispered, “By the way. Never go off on your own again.”
She burst out laughing, leaning back to show me her scrunched-up nose, and mockingly mouthed the words back at me.
I let another couple of minutes pass before moving on. “So, what do you say we figure out how to open this door for the guys?”
“I suppose,” she replied. “Do your blood sucky thing then and let’s go.”
With a nod, I agreed. She flew up to give me some space.
Turning back to Feuer, I cast Drain. As his lifeblood and flesh merged together, then funneled into me, the exquisite surge of power was so intense it reminded me of Lord Darius.
+320 Str
+235 Dex
+315 Con
+12 Int
+5 Wis
 
My intake of stats was almost beyond belief. Perhaps I should have cast Devour and Vampire’s Embrace separately, but I suspected Devour’s tendency to leech physical stats at a higher rate than Vampire’s Embrace had just showed its true worth. Feuer had hands down been the toughest physical creature we had faced but feeling the increase in my physical stature was incredible. Either that or I was so excited I was…
White light flooded my vision. Looking down, I saw the same light leaking from beneath my armor. 
“Elorion. You’re glowing…” Aeris said as she floated down and poked her nose close to mine to examine me.
Drawing back the armor over my arms, I saw the light firsthand. It illuminated the surface of my skin and seemed to be coming from my pores. Unlike the blinding light that had preceded Aeris’s transformation, the intensity of light coming from me was slowly growing brighter.
I examined the popup window that appeared with the light.
Congratulations! Your ascension has begun! 
In place of future stat progression bonuses your bonuses will take on a personalized nature.
 
Ascension
Race: Human
Due to each of your stats reaching 1,000, or ten times your natural limits, your mind and body can no longer be contained by your human frame. A person’s ascension is talent dependent. You have talent in Light and Blue Magics, so your transformation will bolster these natural inclinations.
 
As the light grew brighter, I looked to Aeris, or I tried. Even with Mana Sight at full strength, the glaring white drowned out every detail. 
Tension overtook me. Every muscle fiber, my skin, and even my bones seemed to flex all at once. It was not painful, or exhausting, for the tension wasn’t coming from physical effort. I began to compress. The light dimmed enough that the world became clear. It felt like I was being pressed from all sides, but instead I grew taller. It was only a few inches, but impossible to miss as it happened in a moment’s time.
I may have grown taller, but my muscular frame decreased in size despite having Advanced In the Buff currently activated. My muscles hardened to something inhuman, as did the surface of my skin. Every part of me was changing, but unlike Aeris, my complexion mostly stayed the same.
The light departed, leaving me a much leaner, but no less powerful version of myself. Before I even looked at the next popup, I could feel much of what had changed. 
In the Buff has become a part of you.
+300 Strength
+300 Dexterity
+300 Constitution
+300 Intelligence
+300 Wisdom
No mana cost
 
Regeneration has become a part of you.
+100 HP Per Second
+25 Endurance Per Second
No mana cost
 
These changes are based on your current Light Magic Rank. When you advance, your ascended abilities will advance with you.
 
Mana Sight has become a part of you.
Ability to view the Mana Spectrum
Increase your perception of time at will
No mana cost
 
What I had felt with the change was my Mana Per Minute becoming available. Except for my armor and a few defensive Blue Magic spells, almost all of my Mana Per Minute was free. The possibilities…
Seeing that there would no longer be a cost for Regeneration or Mana Sight was also game changing. Perhaps it was the fine print that was the most intriguing part. “When you advance, your ascended abilities will advance with you.” It only referred to my Light Magic, but looking at my level 90 Advanced Healing spell, I knew it would only be a matter of time. I didn’t expect it to be any time soon, though, for I had just reached level 90 and the experience was much harder to come by. It had taken my extreme uses of Light Magic to get this far and its normal use just didn’t seem to be enough anymore.
The only downside seemed to be that my ascension had replaced any 1,000 Strength bonus I’d have received. It also seemed that future bonuses would be tweaked depending on my talents.
Bringing up my Character Sheet, I was giddy with delight.
Level: 642
Health Points: 162,516
Mana Points: 208,299
Mana Per Minute: 6,546
 
Attributes
Strength: 1,314
Dexterity: 1393
Constitution: 1355
Intelligence: 1,181
Wisdom: 3,098
Points to Spend: 155
 
I quickly spent my stat points on Wisdom, bringing it to 3,253, which gave me 6,856 Mana Per Minute even without my scepter.
Aeris was kind enough to wait a few moments as I read through my popups. When I looked up, she was two feet from my face.
“Yes? Do you want something?” I teased. Flipping my popup about my ascension around I let her see.
Her finger went to her mouth as she scanned it, then her eyes scrunched up in confusion.
“What is it?” I asked.
“I don’t understand,” she replied, as she brought up her own menu to compare. “We’ve both changed, but yours says you ascended and mine says I’ve taken my true form…”
She showed me what she meant. 
True Form
Wind Sprite
You are able to move about with the grace and speed of the Wind
Your Magic and physical form have become one
Manipulate your buoyancy at will
+50% Wind Magic
 
That was all it said. It was extremely general except for the Wind Magic buff.
“I think yours is unique to you,” I suggested, scratching my chin. “But ascending is something that anyone can do. Once they get enough stats.”
“So, it’s possible I’ll change again?” she asked, shaking her head as if it was too much to take in.
She was conflicted about her change and I doubted there was anything that I could say to truly help.
“At least you still look human,” she grumbled.
Offering her my hand, I pulled her in close and held her tight.
She wouldn’t meet my eyes.
I waited until she finally looked up. Her eyes glowed with a silver light even if I had Mana Sight toned down. It was then that I realized it was impossible to fully deactivate the spell. Mana Sight had really become a part of me.
“You know everyone is going to be jealous, right?” I insisted.
“I don’t know,” she answered.
“Think about it. I just got skinny. You are actually one with Wind Magic. Now I’ll have to fight off every guy of every race in the Underworld. Next week, we’ll have some hot arrogant vampire lord showing up to ask you out.” Changing my voice, I imitated the best arrogant noble I could. “I’ve never dated the embodiment of Wind before. Your unique beauty is beyond mere immortals. Would you do me the honor of joining me for a glass of Bloody Mary? She’s still fresh…”
“Ewww,” she yelped, smacking me on the chest armor. “You’re an idiot, you know that?”
“So you’re going to choose the vampire lord over me?” 
“No!”
“Good. Because I’d then have to kill him. Although, I’d probably do it anyways… Vampires give good stats.”
Digging my fingers into the leather around her ribs, I was able to apply enough pressure to cause her to jump. Well, she was still ticklish.
After some teasing and petting, we finally turned to the problem at hand. Chris and Travis were stuck outside, and we were trapped in here.
“So, what do we do?” Aeris asked.
Turning around to face the now empty throne, I pointed to the turquoise serpent that rested above it. “I think that is our answer.”
With a nod, she rose up into the air and floated over to it. 
I jogged over, slowing as I reached the ice-covered channel at the base of the stairs.
“It’s not Wind Magic, but air flows around it without touching it at all,” Aeris stated.
“Yeah. It looks like it is covered in Water Magic,” I confirmed. “Try touching it and issue a command with your mind to open the door.”
“Command?” she said, as she placed her hand on the serpent’s neck. Almost immediately a thunderous creak proceeded the rising of the gigantic stone slab that had trapped us in here.
Climbing the stairs, I joined her on the platform that held the Incubus’s purple throne and examined it. The majority of it just looked like a cushioned stone chair, except for the armrests. Beneath the purple fabric at the end of either arm was a round section under the cushion about the size of an apple that glittered blue in the mana spectrum.
I immediately recognized that a rod of silver was being used to carry mana through the armrests to control the rest of the dungeon. It was like a command console of sorts. Activating Force Learn, my consciousness entered into the mana conduit in the armrest. Following the mana flow, I traveled through the silver rod in the chair into a channel of silver that ran into the wall. It ran to the image of the serpent, which I confirmed was aquamarine and was being used in a unique way. 
The way aquamarine was used in the Wraith’s Tomb was to refine water mana. Here, the mana was already refined. Instead, the aquamarine acted like a magnifying glass, greatly amplifying the mana’s potency. This amplified mana ran through a thick silver vein, then into a golden slab at the base of the now frozen stream of water. It was here that the water was created and controlled.
It seemed silver conducted all energy well, just as it did electricity. Gold, like silver, was used for the same purpose and pure gold wouldn’t tarnish.
Back to the aquamarine, an intricate web of channels flowed to the door that Aeris had just commanded open, the Water Mana Cloak that had hidden the contents of the room and a second door behind the throne.
My time in Force Learn was getting ready to end. I could have extended the time, but my mana was already low. I’d speak to the others before exploring any further.
Shaking my head as my consciousness returned, I turned to face the entrance to the room as the slab continued to rise.
I felt Aeris join me. She slipped under my arm. I held her close to me, knowing she would not be comfortable now that someone else was about to see her new look for the first time.
Travis and Chris ran in with weapons in hand. After a few turns of their heads, they confirmed that none of the enemy were left alive. Travis came to a stop, lowering his spear, and Chris followed a moment later, sheathing his sword.
They saw us standing in front of the throne. 
I stood as a tall man of lean chiseled muscle in the same bone armor their friend would have worn. Under my arm was a lady of vibrant silver wearing the same leather as the girl that I had melted through a wall to rescue. 
They took in the frozen river that sat motionless, running from the base of the stairs, with over forty imps crushed on its banks. Near the middle of the room, to left side of the river, lay a red demon with a broken face. Astonishment froze them in place.
Removing my arm from Aeris’s shoulder, I offered her my hand. 
She hesitated for a moment but took it. 
We descended the stairs at a slow pace, so that they could grasp what had happened at their own pace. As we stepped over the edge of the frozen stream to one side, they began to approach. We all came to a stop in the middle of the room with what was left of Feuer between us. 
Drain had taken his blood and flesh, but a shell of skin remained like an insect’s exoskeleton.
Chris was the first to speak. “You made it,” he said under his breath.
I nodded to him with a kindly grin, but his eyes darted uncomfortably from one of us to the other.
“I told you not to drink the water!” Travis blurted out.
The tension dissolved in an instant as we all shared a laugh. We could always count on him.
Without waiting for them to ask, I went ahead and shared what had happened to us while we were trapped in here.
“So basically, you tricked us into staying out there!” Travis teased.
“Did you guys get experience?” Aeris asked, speaking for the first time.
Travis smiled from ear to ear like a fat tomcat. 
It was as if Chris hadn’t heard her question. He was captivated by the new way she looked and moved. Aeris looked away, embarrassed. So Travis elbowed him in the ribs.
“Sorry, Aeris,” Chris apologized. “Your eyes look pretty. Er. I can’t say that because you two are together, but you look good, and I, um.”
“What he’s trying to say is that you look pretty dang awesome,” Travis asserted with a nod.
I gave her a squeeze. 
She recovered quickly and at least seemed to be relieved that they hadn’t thought she was a monster or something.
“So, who’s ready to explore the secret room?” I asked with a smirk.
Even Aeris’s mouth dropped open as everyone’s eyes fell on me.
 
***
 
Hurrying over to the throne, I put my hand on the silver conduit and issued the command. The sound of metal grinding cut through the room as the entire wall behind the throne started to rise. I had to catch myself from falling, since I was standing so close to the wall.
Taking a step around to the side of the throne, I saw an ancient hall of many rooms. I had been wrong when thinking the slab to the entrance of the throne room was the source of the sound we had heard before we had entered the throne room. Instead, it had been this door that Feuer had closed to protect his stuff.
Before I joined the others, I cast Drain on the rest of the imps in the room. To my disappointment I received no more stats from them. At least the loot looked decent.
There was a flight of stairs at the back of the throne’s platform, which I took to meet the others below. The hall was illuminated by blue light coming from the walls and ceiling. The stone here was speckled with minerals rich with water magic.
Immediately, I recognized the smell of roasted meat. My mouth watered at the very thought of food, even if it had been cooked by imps.
We followed our noses as we took the first entrance to the left. It opened to what looked like a royal ballroom furnished with tables for an army of guests. Another throne sat at the far end of the room in the same purple as the other one. The kitchen we found at the back of the room through an open door. It was small like the one in the Head Mistress’s Labyrinth, with an assembly line type design.
There was an enormous cooking spit that was turning of its own accord, on which we found a pig the size of a cow slow-roasting over an open-faced fire. Best of all, it was ready to eat.
Travis found a two-handed cleaver and chopped at the rear leg until it was dangling. Chris was there with a tray to catch the large chunk of meat which had to weigh at least twenty pounds.
I didn’t have to taste it to know it was Cave Swine. The neutral mana that simmered inside of it gave it away. As much as I wanted to eat it, there was a lot to do and I didn’t have the willpower to sit down to eat.
Chris and Travis did a shabby job of cutting the meat, but in a few minutes we all had a large portion of Underworld pork. Now armed with a plate of pork, we continued to explore. The cupboards here were well stocked. The problem we now had was to figure out was what was going to stay and what was going to go.
“Everyone take inventory of what you see, and we’ll come back after we have a better idea what all is here so that we can plan what we’re going to take,” I suggested.
The next room we explored was filled with beakers, jars, pouches and kilns. It was a much larger alchemy crafting station than Lydia’s. 
“Jackpot!” Chris hollered. He shot over to a set of shelves that were filled with ingredients and grabbed something. He looked at Travis. “We have everything we need.”      
Chris was done in the room, however. He had just found the last ingredient to cure Travis, but he was here for so much more. Specifically, a way to impress Lydia.
“That’s great, man,” Travis replied. Even with the smile on his face, it seemed to me that he had just been hit in the gut.
We left Chris there a few minutes later. There was no doubt that he would take care of grabbing everything on Lydia’s list and then some.
 The smithy, forge and armory were in one long room. To the left was a wall full of armor and weapons. Near the front of the room were spears and knives, and imp sized scalemail. Further down, near the back of the room, was much older equipment that looked like they had just never bothered to move it when they had taken over this dungeon. Swords and axes, scraps of leather and steel.
A few of the knives shone with mana. Most of them glowed with blue, but there were a few of the most common elements. I took one that possessed water, fire, earth, lightning and air. They only had around +50 elemental damage for each one, but who knew if they would come in handy for something. 
“Dude!” Travis said aloud, announcing his find. He pulled a spear out of a crate on the right side of the room at the back of the smithy. Its blade was as long as my arm and glowed with two different shades of blue. On one side the darker blue indicated Water Mana and on the other the crystal blue indicated Ice Mana.
“+215 Ice and +300 Water and 75-546 Base Damage! This metal looks decent too,” he boasted.
It was the highest elemental damage I had heard of, although, I wasn’t sure about the base damage. It was high for what we had seen at the Head Mistress’s Labyrinth, but I didn’t know how his skill and stats would affect the damage further. I had seen Travis one hit a Werewolf with HP that was many times that.
After a round of knuckle bumps I joined Travis as we explored the smithy. The anvil was made of basic steel, so it was not worth dragging out of here, but two of the hammers that hung on the workbench exuded mana. 
I shared a smirk with Travis and grabbed them for Russ.
Chris hurried in a few moments later. He had heard Travis celebrating and didn’t want to miss anything.
Moving on to the forge, we hurried to the bins of materials where we found a least a ton of sorted ore. There was no way we could take more than a fraction of it, but the rarer stuff would be worth the effort. 
Putting my plate down, I took a few handfuls of Firazite, Blizzarine, Thundargite, Aeroyst, Quagate, Biodite… But then I laid eyes on an entire crate of Aquamarines and Sapphires. Aquamarines, of course, were the gemstone used in Arcane Engineering to refine Water Mana, but Sapphires were used to refine Ice. Why they were hiding in the forge I didn’t know, but I took a whole bag full of each of them. There was an entire bin of coarse sacks, so I used them to load up.
I needed to start considering my Inventory before I got carried away. I had 1,314 Strength and 1,355 Constitution, which meant I could probably carry 1,000 lbs., but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be without effort. I also had limited slots available, so I’d need to package things up in bags and whatever else I could find. It was time to loose my secret weapon.
Reaching into my inventory screen I grabbed my skeleton by the hand. He appeared before me with an empty backpack. Opening the pack’s inventory, I placed the ore I was taking for Russ inside. I joined the Sapphires and Aquamarines in one bag to save slots. Those I put in my personal inventory. Bagging the knives I had taken, I also gave those to my minion. He could only carry about 400 pounds, but since that was his only job, I’d load him up.
As we left the room, I followed behind Aeris, who had also taken a set of the elemental knives and had loaded a belt with enough sheaths to hold the lot of them. 
“That’s scary, but strangely attractive,” I teased at a volume where only she could hear.
She rolled her eyes and replied, “I need some kind of weapon to take advantage of my speed. I like the idea of having access to so many elements, but I’m not too sure a knife it the best fit for me.”
“I’ll help you look. I think a few of the imps we killed in the throne room were wearing rapiers. Since they were the highest-level imps, we should probably check them out.”
“Yeah, that sounds more like it.” 
The next room we entered was a mix of tannery and spinstery. The aroma of tanned hide immediately lifted my spirits. I didn’t know why but I had always loved the smell.
Sadly, the items available were designed for the much smaller imps, or a few pieces looked to fit Feuer. Neither size would fit us. We didn’t have these crafting stations in working order at Sanctuary, but I didn’t see much that we could actually take that would do us any good even for future projects. We took some of the unused leather and left the room as is.
There was also a workshop for tinkerers where repairs would have been made to everyday items. It held scraps of copper, tin, brass and bronze. We left most of it where it was except for an entire bucket of scrap gold.
“Dibs!” Travis insisted. He lifted his arms to his sides and started to dance in a rhythm that matched no song ever sung. He’s actually a worse dancer than I am…
Bringing her hands to her hips, Aeris stared him down.
He stopped awkwardly. “I share with my friends.”
“That’s so kind of you,” she mocked.
At the end of the hall was a ten-foot-high arched doorway with Feuer’s image engraved into its surface. It seemed we were getting closer to the Dungeon’s Master Chamber. Chris and Travis took hold of the handles on either side and pushed. The door opened at the middle, unleashing an uproar of snorts and scampering hooves. 
We entered the largest single area in the dungeon. Pens made of bar steel reached up the two-stories to the ceiling and lined the right side of the room. Their bars and gates resounded under the stress of the cow-sized Cave Swine that filled them. Each pen was the size of a half basketball court and housed four to six of the swine. There were fifteen pens in total and easily over fifty Cave Swine. 
Even with a pound of pork still left on my plate and a mostly full belly, my mouth watered at the thought of an endless supply of giant slices of bacon.
Aeris had to tap me on the shoulder to keep me from staring. When I gave her my attention, she motioned to the other side of the room. There I found a couple of acres of crops. It was the first time I had seen a garden in the Underworld. No, it was more than a garden, it was a farm’s worth of some kind of root vegetables growing in grey-brown soil.
Where had the soil come from?
“So, uh, how do we move all this?” Chris asked.
I just shook my head.
 



Chapter 14 – Loot
We headed to the far side of the room, passing the curious swine and flourishing crops. Nearing the last pen, the furthest two were filled with swinelets, or piglets if you will. There were 33 of them in total. To the other side were crates of mostly potatoes, but also onions, garlic, beets, and ginger. There were also several carts that could greatly increase what we could carry.
The complications only grew. I couldn’t imagine Cave Swine taking orders to pull a cart so that limited our options. An Iron Golem could probably handle a cart, but I had a feeling I’d end up as a workhorse on the trip back.
On the far wall, we came to another door. This one shone with polished steel, but as we approached, the door opened on its own.
Stepping inside, I saw water circle in a foot-wide moat around the pedestal at the center of the round room. Unlike the Master Chamber in Sanctuary, this one didn’t have a mural of its master looking down from a high dome, but a small waterfall that crashed into a low pool at the back of the room. It soaked the surrounding stone in a wide radius.
Far enough away from the waterfall that they remained dry were stone shelves standing waist high. There were four of them to either side of the entrance. Each held an item of high mana content. Not only had we found the Master Chamber but Feuer’s personal vault.
A mound of water rose up on the face of the pedestal to take the shape of a humanoid head. He was bald, with wistful eyes, and spoke to us in a calming tone. “Welcome conquers, to Vodnyy Zomak. I am Dukh.”
Approaching the dungeon spirit, I found it suspicious that he conversed with such a friendly tone. Zorik had mentioned more than once how selfish dungeon spirits were. I suspected this one wanted to put his best foot forward when meeting his new possible master.
“Thank you, Dukh,” I replied, returning his cordial greeting. “You have magnificent halls.” A glance at the podium’s surface provided me with the info that he had not one but three dungeon orbs. My words may have had a hint of flattery, but what I said was true.
“That is kind of you. Would you like to take possession and become my new master at this time?”
That was the real question now, wasn’t it? In many ways, this dungeon was much better prepared to received new guests. The livestock and crops alone almost convinced me it would be worthwhile to uproot everyone and move here. But no. The long channel with fortified catwalks that reached for more than a mile was this dungeon’s main defense. Following that was a wide-open room with the honeycomb of choice ambush locations that doubled as rooms. Then finally the throne room. 
Sanctuary offered superior defense, especially in the long-term. The Outer Perimeter of numerous rooms with a confusing, inconsistent layout was only the beginning. If we manipulated the doors, it could easily be turned into a maze or a locksmith’s nightmare. The Middle Perimeter gave us three different defensive layouts to choose from for any attacking force. We could block certain paths and keep others open, or just close ourselves in if we had to. Also, there was no control arm that I knew of that would allow the opening of the large doors from the outside like the ones on Vodnyy Zomak’s throne. Then the Inner Perimeter was made of narrow rooms that offered great cover for defenders and a small entryway. Perhaps the most important thing was that the Living Quarters were behind the defenses and not a part of them.
“At the moment, that is not possible, I’m afraid. We must take what we need but if we have the opportunity to expand, we would love to make you a part of our territory.”
His mouth slammed shut and his lips curled up in a grimace.
I turned up my perceptions to max. Mana began to gush from the ceiling above. He meant to drown us.
Ignoring his shouts of objection, I tossed my plate of pork and grabbed the three orbs from their sockets on his pedestal then turned to run. Water sprayed in all directions, sprinkling the room. I didn’t have to tell the others. They grabbed the items from the stone shelves on the wall and hightailed it out of there. 
A wave of water rumbled toward us. Shouldering the steel door, I slammed it shut, then felt the weight of the wave behind it threatening to push me back. I got soaked as the water flooded out of the bottom of the door and around its seal.
Despite having Magma Fist active, I cast a low percent Magma burst at the edge where the wall and door met. I held my breath as I moved my hand quickly with the outpour of molten metal, welding the door shut with a long seam.
Water began to spray out from the bottom of the door as pressure built. The danger to the livestock and crops was pressing, so I winced through the stinging water and welded the door fully on all sides.
“Well, he can pout with the best of them,” Travis jeered.
I winced to squeeze the water from my eyes.
“Guys. Look at this thing,” Chris insisted.
He held up a crimson bracer that glowed with red mana. A quarter-sized ruby was socketed on its wrist.
“Oh yeah!” Travis said, as he placed a cast iron crown with a fog of Dark Mana rolling off it on top of his head.
“Take that off!” I objected.
His eyes went wide, and he didn’t hesitate to do what I said. 
“Did you take any damage?”
He shook his head cautiously like he was holding a poisonous snake.
Taking it from him when he offered it, I first restored my bone armor gauntlets and was ready to drop it if that wasn’t enough.
It was too powerful of an item for me to observe its stats normally, but I had plenty of identity scrolls left in my inventory.
The Living’s Hazzard
Artifact
Crown of the Sentient Undead
Degeneration: +100 Dark Magic Regeneration Per Minute
+500 Intelligence
Maximum Creatures Summoned +2
On equip, a Dark Spector is summoned with the sole purpose of protecting its wearer.
 
“So?” Travis asked.
“It's pretty impressive, but once a minute you’ll take 100 damage from Dark Magic Regeneration,” I informed him.
“Oh.”
“Maybe Mel or Zorik can use it,” I added, handing it back to him. “Keep it in your inventory to be safe.
“Can I have the sword?” Aeris asked.
We turned to her to see she was carrying four of the eight items that had been on display. The sword was on the top of her pile. She held a diamond shaped shield of Ice Magic to cradle what she carried, a Stone Mana Amulet and a Nature Magic Comb. The Sword was a thin-bladed saber made out of a pearl white steel that glowed with Light Magic.
“Sure,” Chris was the first to say, even though he was the only one of us that primarily used a sword.
“What’re its stats?” I asked.
We kept an eye on the welded door to the dungeon’s Master Chamber, but even if the room filled up I doubted my welds would leak. My biggest concern was what kind of problems he could cause throughout the rest of the dungeon. I had taken his Mana Orbs, but Khun had mentioned that it would take a day or so for him to lose his form if his orbs were removed from his pedestal. There was no reason to think the same wouldn’t happen here.
Aeris did end up with the sword that had an incredible +400 to Light Damage, but the blade consistently glowed. It was a feature Chris was happy to pass up. Instead, Chris ended up with the Ice Magic Shield. It had an interesting magic reflect feature that returned a fraction of a magic spell back at the caster.
Travis took a ring for himself that gave +250 to Strength and granted him the ability to cast a Fireball 3 times every hour. He bulked up before our eyes and it was just enough of a buff that it didn’t leave him strangled in his own armor.
Taking the amulet from Aeris, I cast Rock Giant Form with it on my neck. The magic item disappeared into my chest as I changed, and the color of my form darkened as my armor hardened. How much it would help I didn’t know, but the fact it was considered an artifact level item led me to believe it was a decent boost. It was a keeper.
Stone Reaper’s Amulet
Artifact
Every Earth Spell cast obtains an enhanced status and is harder and more durable than normal.
 
The rest of the items we kept for the others. They didn’t seem to fit our talents anyways. 
Perhaps the biggest find was the orbs we had looted. The largest was a Water Magic Orb approximately the same size as the Dark Magic one we had won after defeating Lady Contessa. There was no way of telling how much DP it would provide until we got home, but I expected it to be around the same level. There was also a smaller Fire Magic Orb, about the same size as the one we had gotten from the Hell Hound and a Water Magic one of similar size. If I was right, this would more than double our dungeon’s current DP.
“So now that we’ve seen everything. How are we going to proceed exactly?” Chris asked.
“We need to tread carefully,” Aeris reminded us. “This dungeon isn’t exactly happy with us right now.”
“You know, maybe it wasn’t a good idea to turn him down…” Travis mentioned.
“It was the only real option,” I objected. “The food supply here is incredible, but our biggest problem is an army of Minotaurs that could be at our home in a matter of days. This place is not nearly as defensible as Sanctuary. Do you really want the place you sleep to be in the room that is the second line of defense? We could, of course, make new rooms, but then we would basically be giving up one of the main advantages of this place. Defense above survivability in the short term. Although I don’t think we’ll really have that problem.”
“What do you mean?” Chris replied, tapping his chin.
“I mean if they were able to set up a farm, then so can we.” 
“Are you serious?” Travis said. “There is no way we’ll be able to carry enough food to have some for planting and eating. Then there is the problem with not having any soil… at all. Don’t even get me started on the monster pigs.”
“There’s a way. Those carts,” I said, pointing to the ones behind me. They were built large enough. Each one had three poles for the imps to grab ahold of when they were toting them back and forth. They were a too big for an average man to be able to haul alone, even if the middle pole was removed. With my stats, one wouldn’t be difficult, but loading one up with an adult Cave Swine would be a problem. Not only could they weigh 1,000 pounds, but only a few of the carts had cages built on top of them to handle the job.
“What can we manage, maybe three of them, tops?” Travis remarked with a shrug.
“If my plan works, we’re going to leave with every single one of them, filled to the brim.”
Travis and Chris looked at me in concern, like I had hit my head. Even Aeris turned to me with a look of confusion. 
“How are we going to do that?” she said.
“How much ore do you think we’ll be able to carry between us?” I inquired.
“We’ll need most of the room to focus on carrying food. So maybe a crate or two…”
“Good, so if I use the rest of it, Russ won’t be missing out.”
“Oh,” Aeris said, catching on.
“What?” Chris begged, confused.
“You guys go loot the imps and save something good for me.” I grinned. “I’ve some power leveling to do.”
 
***
 
Making my way to the back of the forge where all the ore had been stored, I took a seat to meditate to fill up my mana. At least a ton of ore filled the crates and most of it was iron. A lot of the rarer ores were still fairly abundant since we hadn’t planned on being able to carry much of it.
I brought up my spell menu and selected the spell of the hour.
Animation
When used, you gain the ability to create and control a Golem. As the spell levels up, you will be able to manage more than one. The abilities of the Golem will depend upon the level of the spell and the item consumed in its creation. 
Requirements: 
Earth Golem – Ore, or refined ore. Different ores give the Golem different characteristics.
Wind Golem – Pure source of gas. Different gasses give the Golem different characteristics.
Fire Golem – Fire. What is fueling the fire will give the Golem different characteristics.
Ice Golem – Ice, Water, or Vapor. The different forms of water and the water’s makeup will give the Golem different characteristics.
Note: For more advanced Golems or Golems using other than base schools of magic, experimentation is required.
 
Level 3
Mana Cost: 4,850 (970 with bonuses)
Maximum Golems: 1
 
Last time I had the opportunity to work on leveling this spell, I had a quarter of the mana I now possessed, and my bonuses weren’t nearly as effective. It was time to really push what this spell could do.
There were a few things I considered doing first. Even though In the Buff had basically become a passive spell that cost no mana, I needed to find out how helpful it would be to channel further mana into it. The problem was that I didn’t want to cast it with too much mana, or it might be a beacon to bring the minotaurs here. I’d rather meet them on our own terms after we prepared Sanctuary to defend against them. There was no hurry. I’d save it for later.
Rock Giant Form had really come in handy when the time was right. Currently, it was limited in use because of the 30% Dexterity debuff, but if I could master the form, I should be able to cancel out the debuff entirely. It was a great defensive form and cost very little, so I might as well work on power leveling it as well. Besides, it might be exactly what I’d been looking for to fix another problem.
Pulling back my skeletal armor from both arms, I cast Rock Giant Form on my left one. Stone Skin stiffened my skin as my arm solidified internally. I pumped my arm up and down a few times to experiment with the slower movement. It felt like there was extra resistance, but it didn’t feel clunky. The full form only cost 500 Mana Per Minute with my bonuses, so limiting the change to my arm reduced the mana cost to approximately 80. Perfect. It was time to see if it could help me with my other problem. 
I took a few solid breaths before gritting my teeth and willing Magma Fist to start to form.
Immediately, my stone wrist and hand began to heat up. Even as it started to glow, the pain I experienced was a shadow of what it had been without casting Rock Giant on my arm first. I silently cheered to myself for finding an easy and efficient way around the unwelcome, searing side effect of one of my most promising spells.
Even with Magma Fist and Rock Giant Form cast further up my arm, I had almost 4,000 Mana Per Minute still available. That left a lot of additional power leveling I could do. 
For an additional 1,200 Mana Per Minute, I cast Fire Incubus Form just on my right hand. Normal Stone Skin, not a part of the Rock Giant Form, I cast on my head. The -50% Dexterity wouldn’t really bother me if it was only slowing down the muscles in my face. I needed to level the spell to get rid of its nasty debuff. It would be much cheaper to use if I didn’t need the growth in mass that the form produced.
The final form I decided to level was Hell Hound. I cast it just over my torso and legs, forcing it to keep my human shape, but the growth of the pitch-black hair still bothered me. Still, it was my most cost-effective Dexterity buff overall.
Coming to my feet, I had about 1,800 Mana Per Minute in reserve. Grabbing my first handful of iron ore, about 9 ounces in total, I cast Animation.
The ore rolled across the floor like a bunch of dice as my mana took hold of it. The nuggets spouted like blossoming flowers and joined into one. The rigid grey mold started to rise, giving birth to a nine-foot golem.
Iron Ore Golem
Level: 542
Health Points: 30,000
Mana Points: NA
Strength: 1,110
Dexterity: 400
Constitution: 1,200
Intelligence: 10
Wisdom: 10
 
I was happy to see the increase in strength. The only main drawback these minions had was that they didn’t get any stat bonuses for reaching the 1,000 mark. Hopefully, with leveling up, that would change. It was also still a maximum of 100 levels less than my personal level, giving more reason to advance it.
After checking the creature’s stats, I uncast it, letting it fall to dust. 
There was very little skill required in what followed. Grabbing the required amount of ore for a max level golem, I cast it again. As soon as it had formed, I dismissed it and did it again. As quickly as I could, I cast Animate repeatedly. I counted eight bins of iron ore that were wider than my arms could hug and reached up to my gut. Even after an hour of casting only one of the bins was down to halfway full.
Despite the tedium, it bore results. Level 4 came after approximately ten casts. Level 5 was twenty casts and to reach level 10 I cast it fifty times after reaching level 9. Level 10 provided me with exactly the boost I was hoping for.
Level 10
Mana Cost: 4,500 (900 with bonuses)
Maximum Golems: 2
Single Golem’s Max Level is Equal to Caster
Multiple Golem’s Max Level is Equal to 50% of Caster
 
Finally, multiple Golems! It was also interesting to see that I could cast a single Golem that was equal to my own level now, but if I cast two of them, they would only be half my level. 
My group peeked in a while later to check on me but didn’t interrupt. Each of them had further geared up, so it looked like the haul was a good one. I knew that they would share later, so I forced myself to shake off the call of loot for the time being.
I began experimenting with casting two Golems at a time. Their cost was equal to that of a single golem, but I got two smaller ones for the price of one. I also cast the single Golem equal to my level just to check it out and found it now reached ten feet high.
Casting two of the smaller Golems at once greatly enhanced my leveling speed and I flew through the 20s as fast as I had through levels 1 through 10.
Aeris brought me another plate of roasted cave swine with a stone mug of steaming liquid. 
When I gave her a questioning look, she motioned for me to try it.
Taking a sip, I immediately recognized the hot drink as sweet tea with a little nutty taste. I looked at her in wonder.
“I don’t know what it’s called, but there is a plant that has tea-like leaves that they have been growing here and a root that is sweet,” she said, answering my unasked question.
“It really hits the spot. Thank you.”
She left me after that. I took bites between casts and kept at it. 
Level thirty further pushed the practical uses of the spell.
Maximum Golems: 3
Single Golem’s Max Level is Equal to Caster
Multiple Golem’s Max Level is Equal to 60% of Caster
With the increase in the max level of my multiple Golems came a big increase in ore cost. I had emptied one crate and had just started the next one. It took 21 ore to cast three Golems at a time. 
Level 40 came rather quickly thanks to my vast resources. Casting 4 Golems at a time was the only change. Leveling to 50 was a much slower process. It had only taken about three hours to get from level 3 to 40, but it took a full hour to finally reach 50. When I did, it seemed to completely unlock what the spell was capable of.
Maximum Golems: 5
Single Golem’s Base
Level is Equal to Caster
Note: With additional ore, a Golem’s level is limited to the Caster’s channeling ability and the amount of mana provided.
Multiple Golem’s Max Level is Equal to 70% of Caster
Note: It is now possible to cast any number of Golems up to your maximum and control their level, 
Golems are Now Capable of Following Simple Instructions Without Micromanagement
 
In every respect, Animation had just powered up. It was now possible to enhance my Golem with mana and ore. My Multiple Golems were now customizable. I could summon between 2 to 5 of them, instead of just the maximum number, and if I wanted them to only have 10% of my level that was now possible.
Hands down the greatest improvement was their ability to follow directions. That was a game changer.
As I began to level again, I ran into a problem. Animate was costing even more ore but was no longer leveling up quickly. After half an hour without making it to level 51, it was time to try a different approach.
Approaching the other bins of rare ore, I realized that the sheer number of combinations I could make with the different types of ore was insane. The max ore one of my Golems needed without channeling for further enhancement was 10 ounces. There were 6 rare ores available, not including some lesser ones like copper, tin, and nickel. I began by testing 9 iron and 1 blizzarine.
The single Golem rose from the earth with the same iron flare except it now had additional white streaks covering its body. It still stood ten feet tall, so the only obvious difference was its coloring. I was suddenly unsure how to test it. I doubted he had any ranged attack, but something had to have changed.
I gave a mental command to show me any special abilities it might possess, and the giant rock dude squatted down like a martial artist and flexed its fist in front of its face. Frost appeared over its knuckles in a thin sheet.
When I commanded it to show me more, it didn’t move. Still, there was more to it than before. Now it could give an enemy a chill before crushing it.
Casting it again with 2 blizzarines and 8 iron ore, an almost identical white-streaked Golem appeared except its ability to produce Frost was greatly enhanced. Moreover, Animate leveled!
I continued on, increasing the amount of blizzarine and reducing the iron ore until I cast one purely of blizzarine. Chalk white stone rose up from the ground as an Ice Golem. When I commanded it to produce ice, its entire fist was covered and above the knuckles appeared a razor-sharp set of jagged spikes. 
Now that’s more like it.
I moved on to the next ore, firazite, and went through the same process. By the time I reached 10 firazite ore, I didn’t have to command the Fire Golem to activate its ability. It stood like a ten-foot coal with flames dancing over its entire body. In addition, by the end of the process, Animate had also reached level sixty.
Tundargite produced a metallic looking creature that was an Electric Golem. It was able to produce arcs of electricity between its hands and the floor. Aeroyst generated a Wind Golem that was deep blue with a smooth and curvy shape. It literally blew on me with its cold, gusty breath. Quagate was the most unexpected. The Earth Golem was twice as thick as any of the other Golems and seemed to have no other ability besides its size. Its HP was three times greater than the others. The last one was Biodite, a Golem of green stone that oozed green liquid at will. The substance was acid.
By the time I was finished with the tests, I had been power leveling for six hours. I had reached level 71 and my progression had greatly slowed again. Animation’s practical use had greatly increased to a point where I thought we would finally be ready to move on.
Maximum Golems: 7
Single Golem’s Base
Level is Equal to Caster
Note: With additional ore, a Golem’s level is limited to the Caster’s channeling ability and the amount of mana provided.
Multiple Golem’s Max Level is Equal to 90% of the Caster’s Level
Note: It is now possible to have any number of Golems up to your maximum. Their levels are limited to the current maximum for multiple Golems.
Golems are Now Capable of Following Complex Instructions Without Micromanagement
 
Raising seven Golems, each at 90% of my level, I had the giant stone minions line up. It was starting to feel a bit crowded. These were basic Iron Golems and had 1,200 Strength apiece. They would be perfect for the job that I had in mind for them.
Peeking outside of the room, I didn’t see the others, so I commanded the Golems to head to the next room and wait by the carts. Since I didn’t see anyone I headed in the opposite direction. Entering the throne room, I saw the stream had mostly melted and was once again flowing into the next room. It didn’t bother me.
I came to a stop beside the dead Incubus. Before I forgot, there was something I needed to do.
Unsure what would happen to Magma Fist and Fire Incubus’s Hand, I cast Rock Giant Form to find out. As I grew, both of my hands remained the same size.
Standing twice as tall, with double thick arms, I gaped at the tiny hands attached to my body. Releasing both spells, my hands grew to the appropriate size and took on their stone texture. 
Stone Skin was automatically deactivated. It had reached level 10 during the time it had been cast on my head but did not overlap.
Primordial Cat Form was proving to be difficult to level. I doubted Magma Fist would help it advance any further. Fire Incubus’s Hand had been a big help, though, getting Fire Incubus Form to level 6 over the time it was activated.
Looking down at the now small Incubus, I cast Skeleton Warrior’s Sword. A puny bone weapon appeared in my hand. Pumping it with mana, I made it grow. The handle expanded to one big enough for both my hands. With even more mana I directed the bone at the end to expand and stretch into a massive axe head the size of an imp.
I heaved the axe up with both hands and took a few practice swings. When I felt comfortable, I lowered the axe blade to the Incubus’s neck. I had no doubt that Mel would want this creature’s head.
Raising the axe and lowering it a few times for good measure, I finally lifted the axe up to my full height and leveled giant chop. With enormous glee, I watched as the head parted from its shoulders with a pop.
From the honeycombed room came a cry, followed by several worried voices. My friends came running a moment later with Aeris at their head.
Lifting my bone axe to my shoulder, I posed like a mighty lumberjack.
“What in the world!” Chris wailed.
Aeris and Travis, on the other hand, rolled their eyes.
“It’s cool, man,” Travis assured Chris.
“He’s looting him,” Aeris agreed.
“Loot?” Chris asked, unsure.
Releasing Rock Giant Form, I cast Stone Skin as I shrunk, and my Skeletal Armor soon covered it. I stepped over and retrieved Feuer’s head. Holding it up, I answered Chris’s question. “It’s a present for a friend.”
Understanding registered across his face.
 
***
 
We loaded the carts soon after. I didn’t trust my Golems to help with the loading except for the biggest, least delicate loads. They handled the large barrels of seeds and what was left of the rarest ores, but that was about it. 
Most of what we loaded into the nine carts was food and seeds. The food consisted of primarily potatoes and a little bit of all the other vegetables that they had grown. There was also one filled with cured meat that had been sealed in airtight sacks of some kind. The other main portion of our meat was still moving.
There was a constant squeal of protesting piglets who were crowded onto two of our carts. Both carts had steel cages built over them with doors large enough for a full-sized Cave Swine.
The other two caged carts carried an adult Cave Swine each. One was male and one was female. As best as we could tell, they were young adults and in great health. Besides their physical appearance, it was the density of their mana I saw through the mana realm that convinced me. Their size pushed the limits of the cars for they both weighed about 1,200 pounds.
I had also taken a lot of the rare ore for myself since it had become much more valuable to me at Animate’s new level.
When presented with the loot the others had gathered, I was thoroughly impressed. There were numerous rare and unique level items. Anything from jewelry to armor to weapons. Much of the armor was too small for us to wear, but some of the unique items would grow to fit the owner’s size. Even if they didn’t though, Russ could likely deconstruct them.
The prize item I took was a Magic Bag. It only lightened the items inside by 30%, but it would be of great use. It wasn’t the only Magic Bag either. My group had found 11 of them in total ranging from 10 to 40% item reduction. Aeris got the highest percentage one, but everyone ended up with at least 25%. The rest of the bags we filled and placed on our carts.
I filled the remaining space in my bag with additional food stuffs.
Twelve hours after we had arrived, we started to leave.
Grabbing a wooden pole with each hand, I stood, lifting my cart at the front of the procession. It was filled with the smallest group of Cave Swine piglets. I didn’t trust my Golems to be as gentle as they should be with our future bacon. That was also why at the back of our train of carts, Travis and Chris were lifting the other cart of piglets. All kidding aside, they could be our future.
We were out of the dungeon and a mile away before Aeris stopped me. I issued the command and everything slowly rolled to a stop.
“I’ll be right back,” Aeris promised.
She took off in a flash, flying back the way we had come. No one was surprised to see her go. We had all discussed it before we left.
I took a moment to set down the cart and check the spells and forms that I was leveling. It required me to draw back skeletal armor, but everything seemed in place.
Chris and Travis were doing some power leveling of their own. They had asked that I not cast Heal on them during the trip unless they prompted me first. This way they could gain some stats the hard way during our travels by lifting the heavy carts. If I could have, I’d have joined them, but my passive regeneration from my Ascension made it impossible for me to work out.
Only a few minutes later, Aeris appeared above me in a gale of wind. The piglets behind me started to complain about being startled. 
“Is it done?” I asked.
She gave me a firm nod.
I once again picked up my cart and gave the mental command. We started to move.
Before we left, we weren’t sure what to do with the locked-up Cave Swine and there was no way we could take them all with us. After we were safely out of the area, Aeris had flown back and let them out of their pens. It just seemed wrong to let them starve and there was no way we would be back this way soon enough to get them before they did.
Aeris flew back and forth between me and the guys to let me know when they needed a Heal and kept an eye on our rear.
 
 



Chapter 15 – Homecoming
“Richard. Are you there?” I asked, sending out the mental message as if I was using group chat. I had been trying to contact him for the last hour because of how close we were getting. We had just passed the crossroads where we had been ambushed at the start of our journey.
“Elorion?” Richard’s voice sounded in my head.
“Yes!” I replied.
“Hey, Richard!” Aeris said with delight.
“Aeris!” Olivia screamed. “Are you close? Is anyone hurt?”
“Yes and no,” Aeris said. “We’re a few hours away coming from the same path we left on. We’ve had it easy on the way back, but the guys are pulling carts.”
“So, you made out well?”
“Let’s just say we have a number of surprises. How is everyone there?”
“Ready for a fight!” Skyler insisted, joining the conversation.
I could almost see Olivia rolling her eyes. “He’s not wrong,” she admitted. “We have cleared most of the mobs in the area and even had a few skirmishes with higher level goblins. Nothing serious so we have just been accumulating DP. We haven’t summoned the Master Elemental yet.”
“We’ll be able to catch up soon,” I promised. “Tell Clarissa to be ready when we get there, and Olivia, I’ll need you and Mel. We need to figure out a way to pen up some giant pigs, and if you have any idea how to turn the ground into soil, I’m all ears.”
Olivia was silent for a long moment. “Assuming you haven’t gone crazy, I might have an idea of how to create some soil… How much do you need?”
“I think two acres would be a good start.”
“Forget what I said about going crazy. You’re already there.”
“Noted.” I chuckled. “Would four carts half-filled with pig poo help?” The Cave Swine had made a point to make the journey a smelly one.
She didn’t answer.
“Uh. There’s more. We need the doors between us and the Middle Perimeter expanded so that we can get the carts through.”
“Hey, guys,” Russ said. “Carts, you say?”
“Yes. Big ones.”
 
***
 
The glow of mana grew as we approached the last stretch of the tunnel’s exit into Sanctuary’s Outer Perimeter. From a distance, it was hard to make out the mana’s color due to so many different forms of mana being present. One thing was sure, our friends were waiting for us.
Aeris touched down, dangling her legs on either side of my horned helmet as everyone started to come into sight. I turned down Mana Sight to see the hospitable light of Light Orbs that lit up the remainder of our path. We weren’t able to reach the end of the tunnel before they started their approach.
Russ and Skyler were in front. Shoulder to shoulder they marched toward us, but Steve, followed by Olivia, skirted around them. Clarissa and Audrey, with Trevon not far behind, pushed past Russ. The floodgates opened up after that and a friendly mob hurried in our direction.
Commanding my Golems to stop, we waited as they neared. Almost immediately everyone’s eyes fell on Aeris. I got a few odd looks as well.
My hand found Aeris’s and I took hold of it, grasping it tight.
There were so many familiar faces gathered before us. I realized then how much I had missed them. I was not given to sentiment, but there had been a very real possibility that this meeting would never happen. Once again, we had survived. There was a built-up tension in my chest that I hadn’t realized was there until it suddenly loosened. I found it difficult to speak.
Everyone’s eyes shifted between the two of us. I gave them a moment before I planned on saying anything, but Russ spoke first. “Am I mistaken or did your golem get bigger?”
A surprised laugh came from above. Out of all the changes we had undergone since we left, my golems were among the smallest of them.
Russ crossed his arms, happy with himself. He had successfully deflated the growing awkwardness.
I took advantage of the diversion. “Now there are seven of them.”
Russ’s eyes went wide, and he joined the others crowding to the side of the cave to try and get a view of the carts behind us. There were only a few meters to either side of the carts, so they hadn’t been able to see very far behind us.
Not joining the others, Olivia called out, “You weren’t lying about the pigs.”
Aeris lifted off from my helmet and shot down to her friend. 
Meeting her with a tight hug, Olivia took over bolstering Aeris. I was grateful.
“There are seeds?!” Skyler bellowed.
Olivia looked up from her hug and gave me a questioning glare.
I showed her my teeth, grinning widely.
When everyone had taken their turn to examine the first few carts in our procession, Skyler called everyone back and Russ waved us to follow him. Aeris walked with Olivia and went off with a few of the girls.
“I’ll meet you in the Master Chamber,” she confirmed.
Clarissa waited for us in the first room of the Outer Perimeter and examined our carts as we entered Sanctuary for the first time in days. She eyed them, measuring them against the enlarged doorways she had helped Russ construct quickly over the last few hours. 
“Good job,” I commented as I passed through the first one. She had turned the door frame into thick stone pillars and lifted the top of the door all the way to the ceiling. Though I doubted Khun could create doors here anymore, I had a few ideas about how we could use these to our advantage.
“You underwent a transformation,” Russ commented as we walked through the maze of rooms. His girth had greatly reduced during his own transformation, leaving him lean with a durable body beyond what was natural. 
I gave him a quick explanation of what Aeris and I had discovered when comparing our changes.
He rubbed his chin as he took the information in. “Do you think we should all go for ascension or keep min-maxing our stats?”
“I really don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “My initial thoughts are that those who have had a true form transformation like you and Aeris should stick to your main stat, but ascension takes all of your future stat bonuses and customizes them to your talents…”
He nodded. Giving me a firm pat on the back, he gave me his full endorsement: “You look good, man.”
“Thanks, man.”
As we neared the Middle Perimeter, Mel made an appearance for the first time since we had returned. He had stayed to guard our base while everyone else went to meet us. There were a few new additions to his minions that I noticed right away. 
After the last battle with Lady Contessa, all of his undead troops had died so he had had to resummons those that he could. I wasn’t completely clear on the process of his summoning, but it wasn’t as limited as my Undead Dominance spell, which really just allowed me to take over someone else’s minion. Even if his minions were destroyed, he could resurrect them from a pile of bones, but it wasn’t a simple process. I knew it was too involved to try it in the middle of battle for example. 
Many of the Skeleton Warriors he had originally summoned were among his minions, the Skeleton General was also still there, but now several Wargs and the Dark Elf had joined them. Instead of skeletons, they resembled zombies that had yet to begin rotting.
Two Wargs and four Skeleton Warriors split their ranks to let us pass. Mel was at their rear waiting with a grin. Zorik was by his side, wringing his hands in excitement.
“WB!” Mel shouted above the noise of the crowd and squealing swine. His use of the abbreviation for welcome back was a fond reminder of who we were, or at least who we used to be.
I stopped momentarily to retrieve something from my inventory. With no easy way to get ahold of it, I grabbed the Incubus’s skull around the neck and removed it.
“I got you a present!” I called.
His eyes lit up at the sight of the head but turned to confusion.
“Sorry. I didn’t have a chance to remove the Incubus’s skin-shell. Just let me know if you need a hand with it,” I said as I got close enough to them that we didn’t have to shout. Turning to Zorik, I continued, “His name was Feuer. He was tougher than Lady Contessa.”
Zorik didn’t take his eyes off the Incubus’s head.
Putting my bone plated gauntlet on the Imp’s shoulder, I drew his attention. “His mana was somehow joined with his skin creating something like an almost impenetrable exoskeleton.”
He started trembling at my touch. I tried drawing back my natural Light Magic aura but found it already at its minimum. It wasn’t my magic that was hurting him. He feared me.
Removing my hand, I reassured him. “Feuer wasn’t many levels from being a new Incubus and he was incredibly powerful. Keep up the hard work.”
Swallowing deeply, he stared blankly at me for a long moment before nodding his thanks.
Nudging him, Mel said. “You can help me study him as I prepare to raise him.”
Zorik’s eyes went wide and he started rubbing his hands together in anticipation.
As I handed the head over, Mel and I shared a secret knuckle bump. It seemed he was growing close to our flying friend.
Russ and I continued on. As we entered The Bridge, I looked up and took in the tall ceiling and large space. It wasn’t as formidable as the honeycombed room of the imp’s dungeon, but the chasm in the middle of the room with a single bridge to cross it was a mighty obstacle. There were a few ideas I had been kicking around that could take it to another level entirely. 
When we entered the Inner Perimeter, I saw that Russ had even removed the chest-high stone slabs near the middle of the room that acted as cover for defenders.
Khun was waiting atop his pedestal at the middle of the Master Chamber when we entered. Aeris was there with Olivia.
“Master! You’ve returned richer and more powerful, I see! Glory!” Khun cried.
His words and enthusiasm were startling.
“Thank you, Khun. It’s good to be back,” I conceded. “We need to get these carts to the Living Quarters, but then we have a lot to discuss.”
“Very well, sire. Let me make that easier for you,” he said with a wink.
At his word, he disappeared, and his pedestal started to sink into the floor. After a few seconds, it had completely disappeared, and a stone slab slid into place over it. He could hide our Magic Orbs?!
I shook my head before crossing the room and finishing the last leg of our trip. 
Olivia took over defending the Outer Perimeter from Mel, with help from Aeris, Clarissa, and Audrey. They needed time to catch up and Mel’s minions would be of great help unloading. Storage of the foodstuffs was the easy part. We stocked our walk-in cooler to the brim with the cured meat, seeds and some of the veggies. Zorik happily got to work making a giant stew out of some of the dried pork and potatoes. We now had enough supplies for months, and if we could figure out the farming and Cave Swine breeding, it might be enough to sustain us indefinitely. 
Finding a place for the Cave Swine was easy enough. We hauled them to one of the halls filled with rooms that were far enough away from the one we had taken for ourselves so as not to keep us up at night.
I called Clarissa back from our defense’s front line, but Olivia butted in and came back instead. She raised up vine gates at the entrances to each of the rooms that would obey the commands of anyone in her group. We split up the piglets into groups of three or four so that there would be plenty of room for them, even in the small bedrooms, but they wouldn’t be alone either. The two adults we separated because of their size, but also because we didn’t want to have to worry about newborn Cave Swine just yet. It wasn’t a perfect situation, but practically, it worked.
We unloaded the rest of the loot after that. As I suspected, everyone swarmed to the new weapons and armor. Like a close-knit guild, there was no fighting over the gear. It helped that there was plenty to go around. 
Travis took it upon himself to play item matchmaker and sped up the process with his knowledge of what we had found. I slipped out after most of the excitement had cooled and left Russ a surprise on his workbench. It was the set of hammers I had found. I also filled his bins with some of the rarer ore from my own inventory but kept about 200 ounces of each for myself. It wasn’t to help me level Animate but would come in handy if I ever needed an elemental Golem of some kind. There were also some experiments I had in mind. 
Four out of my seven Golems I had stationed in the first room of the Outer Perimeter to back up any defenders. The other three were to man the carts for any odd jobs anyone gave them. Setting their permissions to allow group member to give them commands was easy enough.
I left the smithy and found Chris in the Alchemy station with Lydia who was already busy sorting her prize. There were more ingredients than I’d thought Chris was capable of carrying. It seemed that besides a few odd items, he had filled his inventory and magic bag with nothing but gifts for Lydia.
I entered just in time to see her give him a peck on the cheek. 
As I turned to leave, she stopped me. “Elorion! Chris told me about the mushrooms. And all of this… There is so much. Oh, and Travis’s cure. Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll have it ready to go.”
Chuckling, I reassured her that there was time.
She thanked me, then thanked Chris again. 
I slipped out when I had the chance.
For good reason, everyone was in good spirits. As anxious as I was to get started, it was impossible with everyone running about. The best I could hope for was a meeting with my advisors before the food was ready. After the bulk of everything had been unloaded, we finally got a chance to come together.
As we met in the Master Chamber, the sounds of scurrying feet and ardent chatter filled the Living Quarters. Khun had to close the door in order for us to get a semblance of privacy. It was then, with the leadership group assembled, that I unloaded my plans for Sanctuary’s short- and long-term future. There were questions and objections, but in the end, everyone agreed to at least try even my most ambitious ideas.
I took out the three Orbs we had earned on our trip to the imp’s dungeon, and Khun gazed at them with a lustful stare. I didn’t hesitate to add them to the sockets on his pedestal. 
We had 21,000/50,000 DP before I added them. Khun had been able to refine an additional 6,000 DP while we were gone. With the new Orbs, our numbers shot up. 
89,000/140,000 DP
 
The room was silent as they watched the numbers tick up on the wall panel. Everyone had begun to turn to their neighbor and offer congratulations when Skyler happened.
“How you doin’!” he howled with Italian flare.
“Dude!” Richard objected. “Why you gotta scare me like that?”
The look of confusion that Skyler gave him set the room off in a laughing fit.
“Skyler. You’re Italian?” I asked. I had to know.
“No. My mom has watched Friends reruns for the last ten years…” he answered.
“Oh.”
The conversation stopped the moment the wall panel faded to a blank pane. Text started to appear from left to right.
Your Dungeon has Ranked Up!
Dungeon Rank E
 
Turning to Khun, I found he was already looking at me. He smiled. “After restoring the mess hall, living quarters and washrooms, Sanctuary’s Utilization ranked up to E. With the addition of these Orbs, my Power rank has gone up to E as well. Congratulations on achieving a new rank!”
“How you doin’!” Aeris called.
Everyone lost their composure once again, including Skyler, and the room was filled with laughter.
“Are there any bonuses that come with ranking up?” I asked above the chatter.
With a smooth nod, Khun took his time looking at each of us in turn. “One of those bonuses is this.”
Khun moved forward as if to fall off his podium, but suddenly Dark Mana seeped out of it to reveal an ethereal body. Seeing everyone’s shock, he bent low and bowed with perfect grace.
“In this form, I’ll be much more of a help. My range is rather low at this rank though. I have free rein in the Inner Sanctuary and the closest part of the Living Quarters. It should also give me a bonus to mana refinement and speed of build.”
“That’s great,” I responded cheerfully, but inside I had my doubts. Knowing that we had just made it possible for our dungeon spirit to very literally haunt us gave me the creeps.
 



Chapter 16 – Public Speaking
My stomach growled as the aroma of the stew hit my senses. I squirmed forward in my seat. One of Mel’s Skeleton Warriors carried a tray of hefty cream-colored bowls filled with the pork and potato goodness and set it down before me. It struck me as odd that no one even batted an eye at our undead servers.
With my helmet uncast and my armor drawn in to a normal skeletal breastplate with sharp pauldrons across my shoulders, my arms were naked with no buffs or shapeshifting forms manipulating them. My hair was growing shaggy, and to my surprise, a thin beard was starting to take shape. Tonight was a special occasion, so I was putting off power leveling for a time for the sake of appearances.
I waited until everyone at my table was served before I dared to take a bite. Normally, I wouldn’t have cared about displays of manners, but there was a lot more expected of me now. An obnoxious gamer would have rubbed it in everyone’s faces and made a show of enjoying every bite while the others looked on with their drool pooling on the table before them. If I was honest, I didn’t know how I wanted others to perceive me yet. In the short-term, it didn’t really matter, but in the long-term… Whether it was my increase in Intelligence, Wisdom, or I was just taking the time to consider these things that had never mattered to me before, the small things like table manners were easy enough to adopt if it made some people more comfortable.
After everyone had taken a bite, I freed my hunger, loaded up the largest helping my spoon could carry and shoveled it into my mouth. The juices filled my cheeks. Leaning my head back I closed my eyes and chewed slowly to fully enjoy what we had fought so hard to win.
I found Aeris looking at me when I finished the bite. All the self-doubt that had been plaguing her due to her change in appearance seemed to be gone. What remained was pride. Not conceit, but a growing confidence that dared to hope for our future.
Leaning over, she whispered, “You’re getting good at this.”
“At what?” I questioned.
“At being the person that everyone needs. At bringing home the bacon,” she said with a giggle. “At giving speeches…”
“Don’t remind me. I’m not a fan of public speaking.”
“Then you have nothing to worry about,” she stated, letting her words linger so that they could sink in. “They aren’t the public.” She pointed to the surrounding tables where the others sat eating. “They’re your friends. Family.”
I couldn’t find any words to respond, so I grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze.
“What would I do without you?” I finally asked, taking a bite.
“Suffer a lonely existence and likely die in a dark corner, surrounded by vampires,” she said matter-of-factly.
I gagged on my food. 
She gave me an exaggerated wink.
“You’re probably right,” I admitted.
“After all this time, do you really doubt me?”
“So, Aeris,” Russ called from across the round table, “you have to tell me. What’s it like being awesomely silver?”
Olivia gave him a swift elbow to the ribs, which didn’t seem to faze him even without his armor, but he acted like it had pained him anyways. 
Aeris chuckled, though I wasn’t sure if it was at the question or Olivia’s swift justice.
As the conversation with the others got into full swing, I focused on devouring my food. With my ability to heal, food didn’t have the same meaning to me that it did before, but the properties of Cave Swine Pork were unique. That was one of many promising discoveries we had made that needed to be explored. After tonight, we would finally get the ball rolling on our future.
When everyone was getting close to finishing, Richard scooted his chair back from the table and asked if I was ready to go.
Despite the tension in my gut, I told him that I was.
Standing, he stretched and headed over to the platform that Clarissa had constructed with her Earth Magic a few hours before. It was impressive work for such a short time. The stage platform was about ten feet wide and four feet tall with stairs to one side. The platform was smooth stone, and as simple as it was, it was perfect for our purpose.
Richard took the stairs two at a time in his new red-grey platemail that he had chosen from the loot we brought back. It fit him much better than Russ’s old suit because of its unique item ability that allowed it to change sizes to suit its owner. He took center stage and looked out at the small crowd.
With a self-assured smirk, he opened his mouth and began. “Good evening. All of you mages, meatheads and sneaky folk, how about we give a round of applause to Zorik for preparing this gut filling grub and the group that went out of their way to haul it all back here for us to enjoy?!”
There was a moment of hesitation from the crowd, but Skyler brought his bear paws together in an annoyingly loud clap and got everyone else to join in. He seemed to have accepted the meathead nickname and was running with it.
Richard continued, “Our fearless leader, who has returned to us a much skinnier man, wanted to bring everyone together tonight to have an open forum.”
No one hesitated to laugh at the mention of my less bulky change. I held myself back from standing up and flexing.
“He has been informed of the development of the goblin raids and the level five hundred plus Hobgoblins that have attacked with them. But most importantly, our queen, Aeris, has returned to us and answered the most important question of all! The Silver Surfer is really a woman!”
Except for a few choked down snickers, everyone was horrified that he had actually gone there.
My gaze shot to Aeris to see her hand over her mouth as she held back tears. A single laugh slipped out from beneath her hand when Chris of all people stood up and shouted, “Blasphemy!” 
A soggy potato wedge launched from the crowd and splatted onto Richard’s breastplate, sticking there.
It was minutes before the laughter calmed down. My own eyes were watering.
Richard wore his potatoed armor proudly as he began again. “I’d like to apologize to every Silver Surfer fan who I offended by not remaining true to the original. Aeris is awesome. Get over it.
“Now, before things get further out of hand, Elorion, get up here and save me!” 
It was unexpected to be called up so soon, but I found my legs had a mind of their own. As I took the stage, Richard made a show of hiding behind me, but everyone laughed when they realized he couldn’t fully hide because of my thinner stature. 
He whispered to me as he left the stage, “They’re ready.”
What was that supposed to mean?
Looking out at everyone, I scanned their faces and quickly forgot my anxiety. After our run-ins with the Hell Hound, The Belly, Lady Contessa, and most recently the Incubus Feuer, it was impossible for me to forget how lucky we were to still be alive. Richard had chosen humor to lighten the mood. It was a good appetizer before what I was about to serve them.
My eyes settled on our dwarf guest Ujurak who was sitting in the back enjoying a full belly. He had friendlied up enough to share this meal with us, but the humor that had everyone in a good mood hadn’t cracked his stubborn gaze.
“People of Sanctuary,” I greeted them. “We have a lot to discuss. First, as Richard said, I’ve been informed of the goblin problem and I’m thankful that you had the opportunity for so much experience in our absence. The Minotaur danger will remain our primary focus, but I assure you we’re not ignoring the present danger. With the steps we’ll begin to take after we’re done here tonight, we should be able to improve our defenses in the short- and long-term to help combat every threat.”
I took a moment to scan their faces. Everyone sat with those they had grown closest to. The two sledge brothers sat a table away from Skyler their leader, with Steve the Assassin and Trevon the Ice Mage at their side. Clarissa and Audrey, who were also in their hunting party, sat at another table with Lydia and Chris. The three girls with rogue-type abilities that I hadn’t had time to get to know sat together near the stage. Mel sat with Zorik. Despite them having eaten their fill, I had their full attention.
 “Next, I want to give everyone a summary of our trip.” I began to recount everything that had happened in as much detail that I could. I told them about the mobs that could hide their mana, our stop at the tomb, the imp’s dungeon, and of course Feuer, the dungeon’s master. Then I explained to them about the changes that Aeris and I had undergone. I made it clear, just as Russ and I had discussed, that I wasn’t sure if everyone should change the focus of their character builds or not. Talents varied so much that there was no guarantee which direction, min-maxing or ascension, would be the most worthwhile. It could very likely vary from person to person. I also informed them about our theory that there may be a soft cap to leveling in our area of the Dungeon Level of approximately level 1,000.
“With the loot we brought home, we now have a real chance to make Sanctuary a force to be reckoned with.” At the mention of loot, faces lit up.
A few cheers sounded, but most people were transfixed by my meaning. 
“It’s time to get down to business,” I stated. “We have two primary goals: Dungeon Defense and Food Supply. Let’s begin with Dungeon Defense.
“There are many approaches we can take to defending Sanctuary. We can take advantage of what is already here. We have yet to activate every door and trap, which would undoubtedly improve things.”
I found Khun standing in the back. He had at first objected to what we were planning, but as after he got the full picture, he had come around.
“After discussing it at length with…” I hesitated at what to call my council. The whole leadership thing still felt odd to me, but I settled on a term. “With my advisors, we have decided against spending the guild’s limited DP on such things and instead decided to build new defenses that will take advantage of our strengths.”
There were several confused faces looking up at me, but looking to Aeris, her confident grin drove me on.
“With help from Khun and Clarissa, we want to build a second-floor balcony in The Bridge and The Pits around the sides and opposing wall to give us a high vantage point for stealth and attack. Even with our increase in DP and with Clarissa providing most of the work, we’ll need Khun to solidify and anchor the structure to make it safe. It is the biggest project we have in mind and will cost approximately 50,000 of our current 89,000 DP. After our visit to the imp’s dungeon, we have seen firsthand how much of an advantage high ground can provide. It can greatly increase our offensive and defensive capabilities.”
A number of side conversation broke out, but before anyone could object, I moved on.
“That is not the only project. We want to redesign some of the Outer Perimeter rooms closest to Middle Perimeter. This is probably not news to you. Many of you have already voiced your own ideas on how we can customize them to maximize killing potential. We’ll do the same thing with two rooms in the Inner Perimeter. With so many different ideas we’re still considering which ones will be the best use of DP, but know we’re setting aside 20,000 for such projects.”
A sharp whistle rung out, celebrating the announcement. It was joined by subtle applause and approving faces.
“The benefit of activating the traps already in place is that they would work even if no one was available to man them. But we decided against them for now because they’re very limited. By using the environment to magnify our own abilities, we should be able to take on a force many times more powerful than we are.”
Any subtlety vanished as fists pounded on tabletops and shouts carried to the top of the Living Quarters. 
“Many of you may have been hoping that we would upgrade the Dungeon Aura, but we have decided against that until the goblin raids settle down or the Minotaur problem is taken care of. It is possible that they possess an entire civilization and there are cities filled with them. We’ll not, however, turn off the attract function. There are still new mobs wandering in hourly and Khun confirmed that his Aura’s radius did increase by a small percentage when he ranked up.”
I acknowledged the looks of disappointment but didn’t let them stop me.
“Let’s move on to our Food Supply. In short, I need your help. This was the most debated topic in our meeting earlier today. Currently, we’re functioning like a small military guild. With 21 members, everyone is expected to chip in and give what they can for the good of the group. This is as much out of necessity as it is by choice. It won’t always be that way.
“When we get this Minotaur problem behind us. When trade opens,” I said, motioning to Ujurak sitting in the back, “you’ll once again have freedom to pursue your personal goals. The situation has forced us together, but once things settle down, you’ll not be forced to serve the guild like vassals. Your personal items are your own as are your rooms, and so much more.
“What about the food, shelter and safety that Sanctuary provides? We have decided to begin a transition period once the Minotaurs are dealt with and trade has started. A monthly tax will be established and every person that provides a service to the City of Sanctuary will be paid a fair wage. Perhaps it’s a little ambitious to call Sanctuary a city, but our little guild must level up just as we are. What the government and what each individual owns will be set. When that time comes, much of what we decide will be put to a vote, so start considering what kind of government you want Sanctuary to have. It’s completely up to us to create the kind of society we want to live in.”
A still quietness stretched out over the men and women of Sanctuary. I envied Richard his job at that moment. As terrible as I’d have been at trying to lighten the mood, I’d have switched with him in a second. No, that wasn’t true. I wouldn’t put the weight of this responsibility on anyone else.
“That brings us to why we spent so much time debating our food supply. The first issue we considered was the job of creating soil so that we can plant a field. Numerous people have already offered to help. Thank you everyone that has offered, but also, I want to thank all of you. There is no doubt in my mind that any of you would help if we asked.
“The first strategy we came up with to handle the problem was to call everyone to take turns chipping in, just as everyone already takes their turn at watch in the Master Chamber. But as everyone knows, Richard has taken ownership of that and spends much more time than anyone else doing that job. It is because his talents align well with it, he’s good at it, and he admits that he even enjoys it. Well, he enjoys making witty remarks to anyone he notices getting bored.”
That brought a chuckle from the crowd. Turning to Richard, I added, “Thank you for making us laugh. We appreciate you, man.”
For the first time that I could recall, I saw Richard light up like a cheery and was without a wisecrack in response.
The entire group put their hands together to show him how they felt. 
He held up his hand and waved his thanks. If I wasn’t mistaken, he swallowed back a sob.
“His example has given us another idea that falls in line with our future goal of transitioning to a city with a proper government and the freedoms that it would provide.
“Instead of getting everyone involved, we wanted to first ask for volunteers… with the idea that you would be responsible for managing the field and eventually taking ownership of it. That’s right. Your labor will be rewarded over time as we slowly give you more and more ownership of the field that you work. And you won’t be alone. Olivia and I are already committed to figuring out how to create soil. Many others will help with planting and the first harvest.”
When no one jumped at the chance, I wasn’t surprised. Who really wanted to become a farmer with all the Underworld had to offer?
“That is not all. Lydia will join us after the field is constructed and we’ll begin to experiment with manipulating the properties of different plants. You’ll not just be a simple farmer. Nothing in the Underworld is the same as it is in the world above. We already know of plants with healing and poison properties and several different buffs. It is true that there will be a lot of hard work, but just imagine the secrets and riches that await the people that put in the effort…”
Out of all the people that stood up, Steve, our assassin, was the last person I expected to see. His leather armor was black and completely lacked the sheen that made tanned leather smooth and catch the light. Under his dark eyebrows his eyes were squinty with an assassin’s studious gaze, or, as I realized in that moment, a man’s practiced squint from spending hours out in the sun.
“I’ll do it,” he agreed. “I grew up on a farm and have a bit of a green thumb. But mostly, I’ve always enjoyed playing a merchant.”
As soon as I saw him stand, I knew his departure from the front lines would possibly weaken our stealth detection ability. I’d make a point to heal him often and personally take him to our defensive front line to continue leveling if I had to.
“Thank you, Steve,” I said. “The next position we need to have filled is someone to take charge of managing the Cave Swine. The same offer stands, and you’ll have help at the beginning. Your labor will be rewarded with ownership of the livestock over time. It’s not a glamorous profession, but I’m sure many of you remember the magic bacon ordeal that happened before we left the Head Mistress’s dungeon. The Cave Swine, out of all creatures in the Underworld, may hold as much promise as a field of crops. They have a high concentration of neutral mana naturally and it’s possible that through diet or breeding their meat may give buffs. They also have multiple forms, and according to Zorik, in the third form their meat is rare… and expensive. They may also end up having other uses in their other forms.”
I saw Skyler turn in his seat to give George, one of the sledge brothers sitting a table away, a firm nod. 
George was not a tall man, but with over 1,000 Strength he was built with as much girth as Ujurak, our dwarf friend.
“I’ll do it,” he announced, coming to his feet. “My family raised horses.”
“Thank you,” I replied. Skyler had said he knew someone that would be interested, and he had been right.
Everyone started to applaud.
“Since our food supply is at a decent level, and not as time sensitive as our defense, no one will be made to help Steve and George. That does not mean you can’t help when you have the time. Whether you volunteer to help them without pay or offer them your service for an agreed upon amount is up to you and them to decide.
“Everyone will still be required to help when called on to defend Sanctuary and help build up her defenses. In that we have little choice. At least not yet. With that, everyone get some rest, for tomorrow morning we’ll begin working around the clock.”
Lowering my head, I made for the stairs. I reached them only to be bombarded with the vociferous approval of twenty people, including one imp. Looking up, I saw it was more than that. Khun bowed his head in respect and even Ujurak smacked his fist to his chest when our eyes met.
Making it to the bottom of the stairs, I was met by half a dozen people already voicing questions and making suggestions. As best as I could I began hearing them out and fielding their questions.
Aeris landed behind me a moment later and stepped up to take her place at my side. Her hand found mine and I appreciated the touch of my real skin against hers. Olivia joined us, as did Skyler, Russ, Mel and Travis for a time as we settled in to hear what was on everyone’s minds.
 
***
 
Aeris joined me later that night in the Master Chamber as I took my turn at the watch. Mel’s minions and Olivia’s plants were making short work of anything that attacked. My Golems would have been bored if they had been capable of it.
Two chairs sat facing the map, which we were relaxing in. I was barefoot, wearing nothing but a white t-shirt, boxers and some loose black shorts. The comfort I should have felt had dissolved in the presence of Aeris’s bare arms and legs. She was dressed just as I was but her silver skin in the Master Chamber’s pale white light literally seemed to glow without any help from Mana Sight.
“You’re staring,” she remarked.
“I’m sorry if it makes you uncomfortable,” I said, turning away. “You really look stunning, you know.” 
“That’s what you keep saying.”
“And I mean every word of it. There is nothing about your transformation that I find unattractive.”
She snuggled up to me and I placed my arm over her shoulders. Grabbing her hand in mine, I brought it to my mouth and kissed it.
“Do you ever think about us getting back home?” she asked suddenly.
“I… I don’t think I’ve had the time to really give it much thought,” I replied.
“Do you find that strange?”
It took me a moment to reply. “Maybe.”
“Do you think we’ll ever make it back?” she said, looking up at me with glimmering eyes. They were almost alien, but I had looked into them often enough that I knew exactly who they belonged to, even in the short number of weeks we had had with one another.
“I think it’s looking more and more promising. Yes. Yes, I think we will.”
“I’m not sure I’ll want to go back,” she revealed, averting her eyes.
“Why? Because of the way you look?”
She shrugged.
“Do you think your brothers would make fun of you?” 
She looked at me like it was a given.
“That sounds pretty good if you ask me.”
“Are you serious?”
“Completely. One of the surest ways you can know if a guy cares about you is if he teases you.”
“You haven’t teased me since I changed.”
“This is true. My high Wisdom stat is working overtime to try to keep me alive.”
“Alive?” She chuckled. “You’re scared of me then?”
“I’ll always fear not keeping you happy.”
She met my eyes once again with a hint of suspicion. 
My empty hand found the crease between her arm and ribs and dug in.
As fast as a bolt she shot out from under my arm into the air.
Giving her a wink, I then reassured her. “I haven’t lost my ability to tease you.”
Crossing her arms across her chest, she replied, “Just for that you’ll have to come with me to meet my dad as soon as we make it back to the surface.”
Mimicking her by crossing my arms, I retorted, “I’m not afraid of a shotgun.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll tell him to bring out the really big guns. Besides, if you don’t make sure that he approves of you, I won’t be happy.”
“Anything to make you happy,” I jeered, holding my hands up in surrender.
“Good,” she said with a nod, before floating down to take her seat. Turning her back to me she commanded, “Now play with my hair like a good boy.”
We shared a good laugh, but I didn’t hesitate for a second to do as she requested. Any sign that the girl I had grown to adore was returning to her playful self was worth far more than a little pampering. I directed Light Magic to flow from my fingertips as I ran them through her hair. It sent a shiver up her spine.
 



Chapter 17 – Building
Now that we had figured out what needed to be done, the biggest problem we faced was where to get started. I began by making a list of priorities. Building the second level in The Bridge was at the top. Especially since the Minotaurs would likely be our next challenge, I was convinced it would be the best battleground to face them. 
If we could get them to charge into The Pits, that would be even better, but all they had to do was not go in or retreat too soon and the room’s advantage would be gone. With such a narrow path down the middle of the room, it was likely they would send in a scout or small party, then look for a different way in after we wiped out the first group. Worst case scenario they could set up camp in the Outer Perimeter and try to starve us out.
We didn’t have a lot of information to go on, but Ujurak had provided enough to allow us to build a basic strategy. Waldemar, the Minotaur’s Captain, was known for being cunning and gruesomely efficient at slaughtering his targets. He accomplished this through means of superior group tactics. His bovine army was able to take out creatures hundreds of levels above their own because of their teamwork. It was their reliance on group tactics that made me believe The Bridge, with its large open space, would be inviting enough to draw them in as a whole.
I doubted the chasm at the middle of the room would be much of a deterrent for a Minotaur. Ujurak said that even the smaller ones were eight feet tall and could grow to be twice the height of a man. Even at twenty feet wide, it was likely the Minotaurs could clear the gap.
Entering The Bridge from the Inner Perimeter, I found Clarissa near the corner on the left side of the room. Her blond hair flowed out of the back of her sallet down her white t-shirt. It was odd enough that the only armor she wore was a helmet, but her pink running shorts left me befuddled. I understood trying to stay comfortable, but what was she thinking?
It surprised me that she was alone. Audrey was almost always at her side.
Taking a deep breath, I walked toward her, making sure my steps were loud enough so that I didn’t startle her.
When she turned and saw me coming, she placed her hands on the top of her thighs and rubbed her shorts as if second-guessing her choice of outfit.
Lifting my hand to wave, I greeted her.
She glanced at me and grinned, but immediately dropped her eyes.
I had been planning to get to know everyone better and much of the construction would depend upon this tentative Earth Mage. Her magic was going to allow us to save a huge amount of DP. Having Audrey here, who was the bolder of the two, would have made things easier, but it was time I broke out of my shell and at least tried to make things more comfortable between us.
“You’re thinking of putting the stairs in the corner?” I asked, making sure to leave all judgment out of my voice.
“Yup.” She nodded nervously. “It seems like the safest place.”
“It’s a good spot. It’s the furthest spot from the bridge and if we put the stairs going up along the wall it would provide cover for those climbing them.”
She looked at the wall, trying to imagine how they would look.
“Did you ever play any first-person shooters?” I queried.
She lowered her eyes to the floor at the question. “Not really.”
I frowned. 
“Nothing wrong with that. Just wondering. Come this way.” I motioned for her to follow me.
Walking toward the middle of the room, I purposely went at a slow pace so that she could easily catch up.
As we reached the bridge, I turned and faced the room from the perspective of the enemy. 
She did the same, but when her arm grazed mine, she hopped away uncomfortably. 
Taking a heavy sigh, I invited her to tell me what she saw.
“Well,” she began softly. “The corners are definitely the furthest from the bridge, but…”
“Go on,” I encouraged her.
“From this angle, they wouldn’t add much cover.”
“True. What if we had to retreat?”
She looked back and forth from the corner to the entrance, before understanding suddenly registered. “Anyone who was on the second floor would have to run down the stairs then all the way to the middle of the room to get away.”
With a big grin, I held out my fist.
She lifted her knuckles to mine to execute a knuckle bump.
“Good,” I said. “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t use the corner, but what are our other options?”
“If you put the stairs by the entrance it would make for an easy escape. But we would probably want to have them running against the wall or they would get in the way of the people fighting on the first floor.”
“What about cover?”
She let out a defeated sigh. “Then there wouldn’t be any.”
“They would have a better view of where the enemy was, though, which could allow them to defend themselves.”
“Yes... It doesn’t seem like there is any perfect solution.”
“That’s the right answer.”
She whirled to look at me in frustration. “Then what do we do?”
Looking her in the eye, I let her see that I wasn’t without doubt. “First person shooters are all about angles.” Pointing, I directed her eyes. “The stairs in the corner would offer some protection, but only at the right angle. They lose their advantage when you don’t stand directly behind them. The stairs near the entrance wouldn’t have any cover at all. In exchange, you get a quicker means of escape and a better view of the enemy force. Neither is a perfect solution, but perhaps there is something we can do to get the best of both?”
“Duh,” she replied, giggling to herself. “We could just build a wall along the side of the stairs if we built them by the entrance.”
“Yup. They would lose their view of the enemy though, so adding something like portholes might be a good idea, too.”
“It would also give us a hard to target place to attack from!” She cheered. “Wait! Why don’t we build a wall in front of the entrance for everyone to duck behind if they need to escape? We could add portholes there too so that those escaping could turn and fire on any jerk after them.”
“Now we’re talking.”
All I could do was look on as she brought her hands together and started to dance. I gave her an awkward smile when she realized I wasn’t joining her celebration.
After an uncomfortable silence, we got to work a few minutes later.
Getting started on a big building project without a plan would have been insane. Especially since our lives would literally depend upon it. Khun had helped me put together a diagram last night. Other than the blueprints that the dungeon already possessed, there was a Custom Build system that allowed 3D modeling on the level of the best CAD programs out there. Not that I had any experience working with something so advanced, but real-time strategy and survival building games had at least prepared me with a lot of the basic concepts. The rest Khun filled in for me. Though he was rarely up for giving strategic advice, his knowledge of the dungeon systems was thorough, as was his understanding of physics.
“Khun,” I called as we stood near the entrance where we had agreed to begin the stairs.
Our ghostly black dungeon spirit appeared before us wearing something like a pirate’s trench coat with the knee-high boots to match.
“Greetings, master,” he said with a bow. “I assume you are ready to get started?” 
“Yes, Khun. Thank you,” I said, giving him a nod.
“Splendid!”
With a snap of his fingers, something like a hologram shot up out of the ground and rose into place. It was dark and ethereal just like Khun’s form, but this wasn’t a miniature diagram. It was a true to life replica of exactly what we were going to build. A dark shadow of the room's future literally stood in place before us. This ability of Khun’s hadn’t come cheap with a cost of 20,000 DP. It had been worth it though. Instead of worrying about getting all the measurements right, construction would now be like connecting the dots. Well, it was still nowhere near that simple, but it would likely save us a huge amount of time.
It was a new day, which earned us a new 2,200 DP. With Khun ranking up to Rank E, he had gained an additional 10% DP a day, so we now had a total of 71,200 to work with after I had spent the 20k for Khun’s ability. It wouldn’t help us with the Outer Perimeter’s construction because we were literally at the limit of how far Khun could be from the Master Chamber, but here and in the Inner Perimeter I expected it to speed up construction exponentially.
Clarissa’s eyes found the stairs and followed them up to the second floor that stood three stories in the air. I knew it was exactly 34 meters to the bottom of the platform. With a stone floor 1 meter thick, it would be 35 meters at its top. She spun in place as she took in the vast size of the structure overhead.
I walked over to the closest pillar that held up the stone overhang above the entrance to the Inner Perimeter. We had agreed to extend the pillars that were already here up to the base of the second floor to use as supports. There was something else now that needed to be added.
As Clarissa had concluded, a wall running up the side of the stairs would give us needed cover. I already had it built into the diagram. The portholes were there as well. What I didn’t have was a wall in front of the entrance to cover anyone that had to flee from the ground floor.
“Khun. How about we add a wall from pillar to pillar before the entrance. Clarissa, do you think seven feet tall is high enough, or should we make it eight?” I inquired.
“Eight,” she said without hesitation. “Who knows if someone will have a transformation and end up really tall.” 
“Eight it is. And Khun, add portholes every meter with the same specs as the ones on the stairs.”
“Very well, sir,” Khun replied. Within seconds dark energy rose up in place where we had requested the wall.
“What’s the additional DP cost for adding a wall here?” 
“Not even 100 to the overall total. Since you are providing the actual stone, all I have to do is take dominion and fuse it permanently to the room. The room’s dedicated mana collector shouldn’t have any problem keeping it in good repair even with the entire second story being added. If anything is heavily damaged though it’ll cut into our total DP if you want it repaired.”
Last night, I explained to Khun how I was able to examine mana based machines. After a few moments, he directed me to try Force Learn on his podium. As I executed the spell, Sanctuary’s inner workings opened up to me, leaving me in awe.
In comparison to Sanctuary, the arcane machinery of the Ireki Wraith’s tomb seemed like a one-bedroom bachelor’s pad. The imp’s dungeon would be best compared to an apartment building, but Sanctuary… Sanctuary was an entire town. Even with my high Intelligence, it was beyond my ability to completely grasp all of it in one go. 
When my consciousness entered into the socketed platform on top of the pedestal that Khun often appeared from, it acted just like the control arm. The bolts of lightning that ran down the sides of the pedestal were far from just decoration. They were what was visible of the crystal pillar that made up the internal workings of the pedestal itself. It wasn’t fashioned with the tools of men but was a gigantic jagged shard that speared into the ground. 
Beneath the massive control conduit was a vein of pure silver that spider-webbed in all directions. Deep in the earth, at the base of the silver vein, perhaps 100 feet down, was an orb of Dark Magic, but unlike the orbs atop the pedestal, this one was active and alive. Its mana flowed through the silver as if the silver was its own body. There was no guessing necessary. I knew it to be Khun’s Orb.
The network of silver tentacles that reached out from the vein resembled an organic growth except for one unique feature. They sprouted out from Khun’s Orb and surrounded it as if he had pulled all the silver in the area to himself to extend his reach into the area with it.
The network reached up the walls of the Master Chamber into a network of methodically woven strands. There was great redundancy of mana pathways, so that if one path was cut off then Khun will still have access via another path. I took the time to trace the threads of silver from room to room of our dungeon. 
Above the Master Chamber, I examined the room’s mana catch, which spanned the full radius of the round room I had been standing in. The weight of countless tons of rock from the earth above supplied it with what seemed like an endless supply of power. It was then that I first noticed a problem.
Following the network through the Inner Perimeter and into the space above The Bridge, I found a similar mana catch that was as big as the room itself. It supplied far more power than the room needed, or Khun could collect. The problem became clear. There was no refinement or mana storage system for the room. Khun could only collect so much mana from each room and redirect it into the orbs on his pedestal. They were his only mana storage. Leveling up our dungeon rank started to take on a whole new meaning. The foundation of what was possible here was incredible.
Arcane Engineering offered some additional solutions, but I knew my Construction sub-skill needed a lot of work before I could even consider them. I had yet to mention what I had in mind to Khun. I wasn’t sure how happy he would be about having me intrude on his role.
“Perfect. Alright, let’s get started,” I said, waving Clarissa over to the space between the two pillars. Starting with the wall that she’d suggested was probably better than starting with something more complex. 
Beginning at the pillar furthest from where we were going to put the stairs, I observed Khun’s hologram-like outline was exactly as thick and tall as we needed it to be. To keep it simple the wall would be one foot thick, exactly. It would also be stronger than any typical brick wall, which relied upon cementing multiple bricks together. Our wall would be made of one seamless stone, magically merged together.
“I think I’m ready,” Clarissa said, clenching her jaw in determination. “I’m going to mimic the properties of the dungeon, although I don’t think my Earth Magic can produce mana-rich minerals.”
“That should be good,” I said. “I’d help, but the little Earth Magic I know isn’t permanent.” It was a shame, but I had tried it last night and nothing I did would allow any structure I made to remain after I had ceased channeling mana into it. “Now that I think about it, here.” I removed Stone Reaper’s Amulet and handed it to her. “It should give your Earth Magic a special quality.”
She took a moment to examine it before putting it on. “Cool.” She thanked me.
“After you finish a small part of the wall, I’ll examine it and we’ll see if we need to rethink its thickness,” Khun offered.
Turning her focus to the base of the pillar, Clarissa took a number of seconds to examine it. 
I had no idea how difficult it would be for her to create something with such precise measurements. Everything was riding on her ability to make it work. If she couldn’t…
She knelt down and held her hands out to either side of the dark image of Khun’s diagram. Brown mana seeped out of her palms and into the ground. A moment later, I saw a mound start to rise with the same color and textured pattern as the floor. She went slow, but to my delight, one square foot of stone rose up, fitting perfectly into Khun’s visual blueprint.
I met the ghostly dungeon spirit’s gaze and shared his smirk. It might not be as fast as spending the DP, but this was actually going to work.
A few minutes later, she stepped back as the first foot of the wall, reaching eight feet in the air, was magicked into place. She was so lost in what she was doing that she grinned to herself, but then remembered we were there and the muscle in the side of her neck twitched nervously as she turned to search for our response.
“It looks great!” I announced. “Your control is incredible.”
Her eyes widened in pleasure at my words before her cheeks turned red and her eyes once again retreated from the praise.
“Thank you,” she whispered so quietly that it was hard to make out.
Khun stepped forward and placed his hand on the new stone. After a moment, his hand shied away from it. He looked at me perplexed, then glanced at Clarissa.
“There is something about the mineral makeup of this stone that I’ve never come across before. I don’t know what to make of it. What I can say is it’s as hard as granite. It’ll be sufficient for our plans.”
If I’d thought Clarissa was red before, at that moment it was like her blushing ability leveled up before our eyes.
 
***
 
Audrey joined us about half an hour later, just as the bulk of Sanctuary was starting to head to the Outer Perimeter from breakfast. Clarissa had finished half of the wall between the pillars at the entrance and had figured out how she was going to handle the portholes. I left her to it.
The wall covering the entrance was approximately twenty feet away, so there was plenty of room for moving our carts back and forth. 
I weaved my way through the Inner Perimeter and greeted those heading to our defense’s front lines. It was already close to 7:00 AM, so I stopped by the kitchen and grabbed a bowl of last night’s leftovers and devoured it right there where I stood.
Heading toward the south end of the Living Quarters where we had put the Cave Swine, I was no more than one hundred meters from where everyone’s bedchambers were when the smell struck me in the face like a projectile cow patty. It had only been a day and the smell of manure was already becoming a problem.
Aeris was waiting with Skyler and George who were both manning the poles to one of our carts. She was the only one wearing her armor. The guys were wearing the ever popular shorts and t-shirt.
Seeing Aeris shielding her nose with her hand the best that she could, I wondered why they didn’t have a golem doing the work.
The guys gave me watery-eyed grins as I neared to see that the cart was already filled with manure. 
Any idea my jaw had of dropping open was rejected by the rest of my body’s protest. Squinting, I nodded in greeting, hoping I didn’t have to speak much while standing next to the filth. 
It was worth asking. “Aeris. Can you do anything about the smell?”
“No!” Skyler and George cried as one.
Aeris shook her head frantically, rejecting the idea. What could I do to help the situation? There had to be something. Cold might do it. Fire was out of the question. No one wanted to deal with a literal steaming pile of dung. There was one thing that I was expecting to help with the creation of soil, but it might also help with the smell.
The first spell that I had mastered was Decay. It had been a great help defeating the skeletons when I first started fighting in the Head Mistress’s Dungeon, but ever since then a practical use for it hadn’t really come up. Until now.
Decay was a very minor spell that cost me literally 1 MP per cast at this point. I began to spam it all over the dung heap. One of its benefits was that each cast stacked to a point. Channeling it for an extended period of time worked the same as multiple casts.
Skyler and George both set down their poles and hurried away. It seemed Aeris’s try at taking care of the smell had made them as bashful as goblin scouts. 
Almost immediately it seemed to dry out, which lessened the smell a noticeable amount.
The guys slowly returned to their posts but were still far too distracted by the smell to thank me.
“Coming!” Steve called, as he exited the hall of Cave Swine. He was dressed in his assassin’s leather, but as I was starting to picture him as a farmer, the outfit seemed to fit his new station as well. Across either shoulder, he held a freshly used shovel. Even if he wasn’t our pig farmer, it looked like he had happily helped George with the manure shoveling job.
I nodded my greeting as he stepped up beside George and motioned for us to move.
No one hesitated.
Aeris hurried over and took her place at my side. She grabbed my arm and leaned in as if to use me as shelter from the smell.
“Your Wind Magic didn’t work?” I said.
“Well. My first try didn’t. They wouldn’t let me try again after that,” she admitted with a shrug.
I burst out laughing and immediately regretted it, trying to cough out all the air I had inhaled. 
She scrunched up her nose as she tried to keep herself from making the same mistake.
We passed the kitchen and eating area to our left and our bedrooms and the restrooms on the right as we headed clear to the other side of the Living Quarters where we planned on creating our field. The idea was to keep the Cave Swine as far as we could from our crops in case they got out, but perhaps that wasn’t a good idea. Thankfully, it was after breakfast and most everyone wouldn’t have to worry about the smell until lunchtime.
Olivia was already hard at work when we arrived. The sounds of her toil echoed throughout the Living Quarters.
An entire football field sized stretch of stone floor had been chosen for our little farm. There was enough space for foot traffic to the apartments to the east of the field, and to the crafting stations to the west. It was tight, but unless we wanted to take the time to literally dig out more space in the wall of the Living Quarters, this was the best solution we could think of. 
Khun had untethered this slab of stone from the room’s mana supply so that it wouldn’t automatically repair the damage we were doing. Our new field would reach a depth of as much as five feet.
“That’s freaky deaky!” Skyler proclaimed as Olivia’s handiwork came into view.
Dozens of thick green vines were rising up from beneath the earth and then diving into the stone floor to break it up like enormous earthworms. They churned the ground of blue- and silver-streaked rock into gravel.
Lowering her arms, our Nature Mage turned from her work to face the incoming smell. Wearing a knee-high purple dress, her outfit made a fashion statement among the rest of us.
Seeing the manure, she shook her head.
Aeris and I greeted her as the guys came to a stop.
Steve joined us as if he didn’t even notice the odor.
“How’s it coming?” I asked.
“See for yourself,” she replied, motioning with her head to the strip of rock she had already broken up.
There was a row, about ten feet thick following the outside perimeter of the field closest to the living area. It spanned three quarters the length of the field. Most of the rock that had been broken up was still far from soil. It was mostly gravel in consistency, like the patch they were working on right now.
“You’re doing the edges first?” I questioned.
She nodded.
“This is the hard part,” Steve announced. “Once we get the border done, we’ll have an easier time chipping away at the rock remaining. It’ll be less stable.”
George approached, scratching his chin. “How are you going to turn that,” he pointed to the broken-down rock, “into soil? Just mixing in manure won’t be enough, will it? Not to mention, it’ll be months before the pigs produce enough to make a big difference.”
Everyone was silent. It was a real problem.
“Olivia. Are your plants permanent? Or will they vanish after the spell is finished?” I asked.
“These are temporary. I do have more permanent ones, but they’re slower and would likely drain the rock of the little nutrients it has.”
“Do it,” Aeris insisted. She looked up at me. “I think I know what El is thinking. We should be able to kill the permanent plants and speed up their breakdown with his Decay spell. With them and the added manure, that should greatly speed up the time it’ll take for us to make real soil.”
I marveled at the silver-skinned girl beside me. Her ability to follow my logic wasn’t a surprise, but the realization that we were growing close enough that we were starting to commonly share one another’s thoughts struck me as a big deal.
My mind returned to the issue at hand. “That is okay? Killing your plants?” I probed, not wanting to offend her.
“Of course,” Olivia said. “They’re just plants.”
The two girls shared a laugh at my expense. I took a little pleasure in their struggles of dealing with the increased intake of air.
Adding the manure was more difficult than anyone would have liked it to be. With our increased stats, it wasn’t back breaking work by any means, but everyone secretly wished there was some gravity magic that allowed us to command the dung to float out of the cart and into the gravel. Instead, we simply moved the cart close to the edge of the field and grabbed shovels. Starting at the end where they had begun, the manure hardly helped filled in a 10 ft by 10 ft square chunk of earth even when mixed with the gravel.
Olivia did her thing and added her permanent vines to the already manured section, and they began churning it slowly, mixing the earth and further grinding down the remaining rock. It would be days before our first patch of earth was ready to even begin planting something.
The creation of the field took up another hour of my time. I ended up leaving with George and Skyler when their work with the manure was done. For some reason, Aeris didn’t want to join me. Who could blame her?
I wasn’t excited about the smell, but the wellbeing of our livestock was more pressing than the field. Neglecting our meat source was not something I could stomach. The thought of a future bacon and pork belly supply drove me on.
As filthy as it was, I had to admit that the cart used to carry the manure had lost most of the repugnant odor now that it was empty. The dung had broken down even more since I had first cast Decay, making our job much less of a burden than it could have been. What normally would take weeks to decompose would now only take days. It made me wonder what the surface world would have been like if magic existed there in the same way it did in the Underworld.
“Even if we delay breeding the swine, they still eat hundreds of pounds of food a day. I hate to be the one to tell you this, but the food supply you brought back will probably only last us a couple of months, tops,” George advised. “I’m still figuring out how much they eat a day, but even the piglets eat as much as a normal adult pig. The adults… are monsters. We need to get that farm going and producing soon or we’ll need to find another food supply, or just eat the pigs.”
Skyler and I stood there in the hall of rooms that had been turned into a pigpen listening to him while trying to breathe as little as possible. George seemed to already be growing accustomed to the smell.
It was as if the minor quests to build our settlement just kept adding up. At least our raid on the imp’s dungeon had bought us some time to hopefully deal with the Minotaur problem before we were running out of food again. We could always slaughter one of the adult Cave Swine, but I really hoped we could use them for breeding because of their high amount of natural mana even for members of their species. 
The pigpen itself received praise from George, but he wasn’t entirely without complaints. Eventually, we would need to place the adults in a larger pen so that they had room to move around.
“Once I get a good idea of how much they need to eat, I’ll start experimenting with their diet. Lydia had some ideas as well, but I think we’ll be limited with what we can do until we get the first yield of crops. I doubt adding something with special properties will have any effect on their mana if it’s not consistently a part of their diet,” he added.
“If you need any help, let me know,” Skyler offered. He had been lingering alone watching one of the adult Cave Swine sleep.
Richard abruptly answered over group chat. “Just looking at them giant piggies makes your mouth water, eh?”
The very thought of trying to eat in the presence of the stench made me cringe. 
Skyler’s hand shot to his mouth as he swallowed hard, trying to keep his breakfast down.
A wicked snicker sounded over chat.
“That’s cruel, man,” I retorted.
His mockery only intensified.
 
***
 
My day only became more hectic. I visited Clarissa to check in on her just before lunch to see that she had already finished the stairs and was discussing with Khun the best section to work on next. Audrey stood at her side but seemed rather uninterested in the process itself.
I encouraged them both and reminded them that lunch would be ready soon. Then I headed to the Outer Perimeter to check on our defensive line.
There were many different exits to The Bridge, but only one main one. Most of the smaller ones were just dead ends, with only a few of them leading into the maze of the Outer Perimeter. All of these smaller passageways had been heavily trapped by Travis, even before Lady Contessa had arrived, and everyone let them be. A more permanent solution would be necessary eventually, but it wasn’t a priority. 
From the main exit, I found the room that four of my Golems were hanging out in, standing guard along the walls. I left them, exiting to the left and heading south. There I found Mel’s minions hanging out and the red-headed man himself sitting against the wall in a dark robe with The Living’s Hazzard
crown
placed upon his head. I was glad to see he could make use of it. The +500 Intelligence stat was incredible, not to mention the regen and Necromancer specific bonuses. He was examining the Incubus’s skull. His hand sat over its brow and his eyes were closed. Dark Mana escaped his hand with hundreds of static electric shocks dancing between him and the red skin that had yet to be removed.
I had never seen him work his magic and found myself watching in fascination while I tried to puzzle out what exactly he was doing.
A few minutes later his magic stopped, and I found him staring at me.
“Sorry,” I said quickly. “I’ve never seen an examination skill like that.”
He grinned but it fled from his face as quickly as it came. “I’m having a lot of difficulty grasping the essence from this skull,” he admitted.
“Do you want me to remove the hard skin shell?” I offered.
He shook his head no. “Normally that would be necessary, but not with this. I’m close to understanding why that is… it should speed up the process.”
“You mentioned its essence. I also try to understand a monster’s essence with Force Learn and it gives me access to the Shape Shifting form and Blue Magic. Is it the same for you?”
He thought for a long while before answering. “I think it’s similar, but I can’t change myself, only recreate what was already there. The better I understand it, and the higher level my mastery, the more powerful these advanced minions become.”
“I’m jealous. That’s pretty amazing.”
He gave me an earnest look before bowing his head in thanks.
“I’ll leave you to it,” I concluded. “Need anything before I go?”
He thanked me but assured me he was doing just fine. 
I retreated to my golems’ hangout then took the door that headed west. From there a whole assortment of groups were holding their own rooms and staying quiet in the hope that some random mobs would wander in, lured by Khun’s Dungeon Aura. I was glad to see Chris there, grouped with the three girl rogues that I didn’t really know. I greeted them but felt it wasn’t the time to admit to them that I didn’t remember who was who. The rest of our bashers had set up camp in their own rooms. To the north, Trevon had three rooms to himself. If there was any doubt he was coming into his own, the boredom written across his face spoke volumes.
While there, I drained a few odd monsters that the others had already finished but didn’t stay very long. These were creatures we had already faced so I received no stats. When I arrived in each room, most of the others felt like it was necessary to start up a conversation with me so as not to be rude, but I saw it in their faces. It was an unspoken rule that silence was appreciated so as to not scare off any mobs.
After lunch, I found myself unsure what to do next. It was about time I started experimenting with Arcane Engineering and got my Construction skill up.
 



Chapter 18 – Arcane Engineering
I entered my room for only the second time since it had been restored to working order. The bed called out to me. Its comforts were very tempting in the moment, but after a cast of Heal, I laughed in its face. 
Letting out a deep sigh, I shook my head. I was laughing at a bed… 
Even though I was alone, I found it impossible to feel that way. People were close at hand, even if I was the only person in the sleeping quarters. Richard’s audible form of group chat was always active and gave us direct access to one another as long as we were within a square mile or so. Here, we were never alone.
Before I had been captured and brought to the Underworld, I’d have bucked at the idea. I had been a fairly private person that enjoyed the freedom to do my own thing. But now, I wasn’t so sure I felt the same way. Loneliness came much easier when the few people left in your life could very easily not live to see tomorrow. 
Our privacy wasn’t completely gone, but whoever was watching the dungeon’s map would know exactly where everyone was at all times and anyone could message you and suddenly be literally in your ear. It wasn’t like a cellphone where you could let the call go to voicemail.
My Skeletal Armor drew back from my shoulders and disappeared entirely. A t-shirt and shorts sounded good right about now.
I decided to give the room a bit of love before I got started. As I had seen some of the others do, I took a trip out of my chambers and headed north toward the Cave Swine pens. On the other side of the Living Quarters, where the minor kitchens stood, a massive amount of kitchen supplies were scattered about. Much of it had seen better days but some of it was still salvageable.
The stench of manure permeated this place. At least I hadn’t noticed it when I was in my room. 
Most of the counters were one with the stone floor and were a part of the dungeon itself. There were a few well-worn stainless-steel carts and tables that looked like they had originally been pushed around to help transport food. The wheels were missing entirely in most cases, but I didn’t need wheels for what I had in mind. There was one cart with many levels that must have originally been used to fill with trays. I inventoried it. Missing wheels or not, it would make a perfect set of shelves. I also took one of the stainless-steel tables and grabbed an odd assortment of tubs, bowls and crates to help me store goods. The last thing I took was a chair.
Arriving back at my room, I was walking heavy with every step due to the weight I carried in my inventory. Even with my strength, my inventory was still mostly full. It had been a while since I really unloaded, except for a few things I had left with Russ, so I was interested to see how much lighter things would seem without 1,000 pounds on my back.
First, I let my Skeleton Minion exit, which I probably should have done when I first arrived at Sanctuary. He wasn’t exactly heavy, but he could have been waiting here happily while I was getting the goodies for my room. Better yet, he could have been carrying much of the rest of my burden.
With my bed to the right of the room’s entrance, running against the wall, there was enough room opposite the doorway for what I had planned. I choose to place the cart, which stood nearly as tall as me, up against the wall near the foot of my bed. The desk I placed in the corner by itself. Sliding my chair into place, I returned to my new shelves. They were deeper than any normal wooden shelves, so it gave me plenty of room for the crates and large containers I had grabbed. The crates went on the low shelves and the smaller containers went higher up.
I began to unload my loot. With my inventory and magic bag open, I unloaded the minerals, gemstones and metals that were on my Arcane Engineering Archive list into the lower crates. My profession shared many materials with Animate, so I made sure to keep enough in my inventory just in case I needed a few elemental golems for whatever reason. 
There was plenty of Iron Ore, but I started to wish I had grabbed more copper. I only had about twenty pounds of it in total. The imps’ dungeon had held hundreds of pounds of it. One day I might need to take a trip back there and stock up. At least it looked like I could substitute copper, silver and gold for any project that needed mana transfer.
I had a lot of odds and ends that consisted of mostly magic items. I had taken nothing that was very big in exchange for grabbing many little items. There was a sword and a one-handed battle-axe, but most of the gear was made up of magic knives and jewelry. None of it was anything I was going to use myself, but some of it I planned on giving to Russ and the rest I’d save for trading later. While at the Head Mistress’s Labyrinth I had at least got a basic idea of what would sell and what wouldn’t. It was possible I could use parts of it for Arcane Engineering…
After unloading my gear, there was a noticeable difference in how light I felt. I only had about 150 pounds of extra food and ore, probably more extra food than I really needed, but it was almost a tenth of what I had been carrying just moments ago. I made a mental note to remember that my inventory could have a very practical effect on my ability to fight.
Sitting down at my new table, I started to scan through the numerous mana machines I already had designs for. 
One of the first things that I noticed while opening up the designs was that my Material Gathering subskill had not leveled up when I looted the different minerals, metals and crystals that we had won at the imps’ dungeon. It looked like I’d have to try my hand at mining to increase it.
Even more designs had become available to me when I examined the imps’ dungeon and Sanctuary. It had leveled up many times.
Arcane Design
Intermediate Level 39
Designs
Master Machines: 6
Advanced Machines: 11
Intermediate Machines: 16
Basic Machines: 7
 
It immediately became obvious that the real difference between the different ranks of designs were the differences in complexity. Basic Machines were as simply as it could get. There was a power source and an active component. A Mana Channel—a path that mana traveled through like a wire—was considered a Basic Machine. That seemed weird. I’d consider it more of a component than an actual machine. The power source wasn’t even a part of the machine itself, but as long as there was one to plug in to, the Mana Channel was considered a machine. So, I wasn’t entirely wrong. An Intermediate Machine was really just two Basic Machines combined. A Mana Channel, with a trigger, or something like a light switch, could be considered an intermediate one.
I scanned the list of Basic Machines to get a better idea what they were: Mana Channel, Focus Crystal, Mana Catch… When I came across Mana Catch I tapped my chin for a few moments before I switched to the Intermediate archive list and found Dual Layer Mana Catch. Then I moved up to Advanced Machines and found Multi-Layer Mana Catch, which was made up of three layers, or more. This didn’t include the different kinds depending on the material used. It seemed like there were almost a limitless number of design possibilities. Most of the complex machines seemed to just be upgraded basic ones.
Once you got to Advanced and Master Machines, you were looking at complex designs made up of many Basic, Intermediate and even Advanced ones. As an example, Sanctuary’s entire dungeon system could be considered a giant Master Machine, even though it was composed of multiple Master Machines and many more lesser ones. 
The general concept of how everything worked was starting to make sense, but where should I start? Every machine that I could make use of started with one necessary component, a Mana Catch. It was probably one of the simplest concepts in Arcane Engineering. Some material is placed in a deep layer of the ground and captures the energy from the earth above it. As simple as the concept was, I still had a big problem understanding how a Mana Catch was even possible.
I had only done the minimum work in school just to get by. I got mostly Bs with a C here or there on my report cards. Still, I’d say I had an average understanding of geology. Unless we were in some other dimension, which I couldn’t completely rule out, we were literally deep in the Earth’s crust here in the Underworld. Possibly deeper. How far I didn’t know, but even if we were still in the crust, shouldn’t it be hundreds of degrees Fahrenheit? And, if we were in the mantle… How we were still alive right now I couldn’t comprehend. It contradicted everything I had ever learned.
I understood that the energy from all the pressure that should have turned to heat was instead somehow creating mana, but the process was beyond me. There was too much information I still didn’t have.
As difficult as it was, I shrugged off every contradiction of logic and focused on what was practical. Mana Catches were real and there were numerous materials that could be used. Just like solar cells, different types of materials reacted to intense pressure differently. Thankfully, quartz was one of the crystals used, because it was among the most common gemstones. I didn’t have a lot of it, but in my odd assortment I had a couple of pounds. It was another ingredient I’d have to focus on getting more of. 
The problem with starting by creating my own Mana Catch was that I needed to somehow take the quartz that I had, make an even sheet of it, then place it in the earth. The immense weight that literally hung over my head abruptly struck me as a dreadful reality. Digging out a small hole in the wall could displace a loadbearing section that held up the earth above our heads and bring it all crashing down.
I found myself gripping the edge of the steel table with both hands, bending it slightly. I relaxed my grip. Arcane Engineering was far more dangerous than it first sounded. I’d forget about creating a Mana Catch for now and get Khun’s advice later. 
Even creating a Mana Channel would not be simple. Grabbing a good fist-sized copper nugget, I had no way to shape it to make it into a rod or wire. For Construction, it looked like I’d need Russ’s help, or at least access to the smithy to do it myself. Is there any kind of experiment I can do without someone else’s help?
With the nugget of copper still in my hand, I tried to push mana into it, gently. Mana Sight was at full power as I watched my Light Mana seep into the nugget and flow in odd directions following the crystalline grains. It looked like the mana flowed with the grains, not against them, so preparing this copper to be used as a Mana Channel would require a lot of work.
Opening up the Basic Machine details of Copper Mana Channel it confirmed what I had seen, sort of. Instead of just trying to get the grains to go in the same direction, the goal was to remove grain boundaries all together and create a seamless cord of copper with no grains at all or a monocrystalline structure.
The amount of details provided about the Copper Mana Channel was extreme. A diagram compared differing structures and gave instructions on how to forge the best type of channel. It was directing me to forge it by hand. 
Considering the other simpler machines were either Mana Batteries or Mana Filters, I still needed a mana channel of some kind to pair the two together in order to charge any battery or use a filter. There was something I could try.
Taking one of my Firazites from out of the crate on the bottom self, I retook my seat and let Light Mana flood into it. It was an unrefined crystal, so the mana leaked out of it in many directions, but it succeeded in transforming my Light Mana into Fire Mana.
Refocusing, I summoned Ice Shard, but instead of casting the spell, I let Ice Mana enter into the gemstone. Just as with the Light Mana, Ice was transformed into Fire as it moved through the stone, but there was a noticeable difference. The amount of mana that escaped was far less.
With a twitch of excitement, I changed from Ice Mana to Fire and watched as the amount of mana escaping the crystal increased exponentially. 
Now we’re getting somewhere.
Not only did the different elemental crystals change the mana that filtered through them into their base element, but the mana’s intensity depended on the mana being used. 
I jumped up again and searched for an item, this time in the bins near the middle shelf. Grabbing a knife that added fire damage, I brought it over to the table and sat it next to the gemstone. Leaning back, I started comparing them. The knife was a simple dagger in shape, but with a red tint to its steel. It was impossible for me to tell whether it possessed Firazite with nothing but Mana Sight. It was possible something else gave the metal its fire damage. I assumed the metal itself had somehow absorbed Fire Mana according to what I had learned with my conversations with Russ.
Readying Force Learn, I cast it on the Firazite and quickly found myself deep in its structure. The crystal held its own share of Fire Mana, but there was far more to it that made it what it was. There was something about the formation of its crystalline structure that I didn’t quite grasp. It held just as many impurities as the copper did. And how in the Underworld was I supposed to improve its structure. I couldn’t forge it like metal. Maybe I had to look for purer Firazites?
Returning to my own body, I then focused on the magic knife and cast Force Learn again. I had the same issue I had had in the past, slipping over and past the material, like it was covered in grease. Instead of giving up, I tried more mana. Even with 20k MP, the cast seemed to fail, but there was a noticeable difference. It was almost as if the knife was coming into focus. Trying once more, I upped my mana use to 40k. It was then that time seemed to stop, and I was able to zero in on the knife’s structure. 
Just as I had seen with Mana Sight, the mana infused into the knife was rather minimal. What was immediately apparent was that the grains all flowed together and were mostly uniform in size. The biggest surprise was that I didn’t see any Firazite in the grains or around their boundaries. Nor were there any other materials that could explain the Fire Mana, only red steel. At least, it looked like steel, but I had little experience, so I could very likely be wrong.
That gave me another thing I had to research. I’d need to go to Russ and have him give me some normal steel to examine. If he could tell me what this knife was made of, that would be even better. Having the knowledge of both materials would give me something to compare new materials to.
Grabbing the knife, I treated it like the Firazite gemstone and tried pushing Fire Mana into it. Seeing its red glow intensify caused me to smirk. So it did share some of the characteristics of the gemstone. I wasn’t sure if the others could use this information, but it was something I’d pass on. 
I looked at the time and found that three hours had passed since I had started my research. Three hours! I hadn’t even been able to try my hand at constructing anything yet. Talking to Khun about building a Mana Catch and Russ about metal structure would have to wait. 
Lunch was already well underway when I finally poked my head out of my room. I could hear the sound of voices filling the dining area and the aroma of pork-rich stew.
“Elorion,” a familiar whisper came from behind me.
Turning, I saw Travis. His eyes were trained on the floor, but he had a resolute air about him.
Lifting his gaze, he straightened his posture before saying with much more confidence, “I’ve decided I’m going to become a werewolf.”
Any thought of what I was going to do next was wiped from my mind. I had been planning to give him a few days to think about it before I brought it up. He still had weeks left before he would be forced to decide whether to take the antidote Lydia had created. 
The suddenness of his decision caught me completely off guard and I spoke without thought. “You must be hungry?”
 



Chapter 19 – Enraged
“I know that changing into a Werewolf would have more long-term benefits than short-term. I can’t help but think I’ll regret it if I don’t,” Travis insisted, ignoring my comment about hunger.
I gave him a long look before responding. “I had a feeling you would choose it, to be honest.”
A grin curled up the corners of his mouth, but only for a moment before his thoughts returned to the severity of his decision.
“Well. Let’s go figure it out then. Come with me.” I waved for him to follow as I headed out of the sleeping quarters and into the open air of the Living Quarters main hall.
He hurried to catch up, taking his place at my side. “Figure it out?” he said.
“Have you already eaten?”
“Not yet.”
“We’ll eat after.”
“After…”
I gave him an evasive smirk and cast my Skeletal Armor. It took its place over my more comfortable attire.
We waved a greeting to the others who were chowing down in the dining area. Aeris flew over to investigate when we passed the entrance to the food line. With her hands on her hips, she stopped, hovering before us. “What’s up?”
“No worries. We’ll be back in a few. There’s something we need to test,” I replied, purposely being vague.
She studied me for the briefest of moments before turning to Travis. “I’ll have Zorik keep two bowls warm for you, then.”
Darting away, her hand grazed my bone plated shoulder. I knew she would understand my desire not to make an issue of the situation. She was awesome like that.
I led Travis into the Master Chamber, where we found Richard doing his platemail aerobics. A glance at the dungeon map told me approximately where we needed to go. We passed through the Inner Perimeter and stepped into The Bridge. Clarissa was eating so she wasn’t present, but I couldn’t help but admire her handiwork. The original pillars that held up the overhang were now extending up to the level where the second floor would soon stand. With the stairs, the pillars and the defensive wall guarding them, it looked like she was ready to start on the second floor.
We traveled through the room, then into the Outer Perimeter. Heading south past Travis’s minions, I stopped in the room just outside of their vicinity.
Looking at my friend, I offered him a rigid glare. 
He looked worried.
“You ready to see what a Werewolf can do?” I said, cracking a smile.
He nodded up and down like a giddy bobblehead. “Yes, please. If you try to eat me though, I’m going to stab you.”
“Fair enough.”
Pulling up the form’s stats, I got a good reminder of where it stood.
Werewolf Form
Level: 10
Cost: 3,230 Mana Per Minute (646 with buffs)
Strength: +545
Dexterity: +545
Constitution: +545
Intelligence: -41%
Wisdom: -41%
Special Abilities: Bloodlust, Regeneration.
Bloodlust: When faced with battle, the lust for blood has a clouding effect on the mind, making it difficult to think of anything other than your prey.
Regeneration: Your HP Regeneration is three times higher than your natural state.
Next Level:
Cost: 3,200 Mana Per Minute (640 with buffs)
+5 Strength
+5 Dexterity
+5 Constitution
Intelligence: -40%
Wisdom: -40%
 
I brought up my passive bonus menu as I cast Werewolf Form. Skeletal Armor remained active, covering my shame and the fur the form brought with it. It was interesting to see my Skeletal Armor automatically allow for my claws and grow with my neck to cover my new muscles.
As I had expected, my Intelligence dipped down under the 1,000 mark. What I didn’t expect was for my Ascension bonuses to remain. Like a grinning dog, I turned to Travis, who raised a timid brow.
“Do you mind if I lick you?” I quipped, showing him my teeth.
He froze in place.
At least I could speak in this form, though it felt like I was opening my mouth as wide as I could with every word.
I marched forward with more vitality surging through me than ever before. Unlike the Primordial Cat Form, this form was made of flesh and bone. The effects of the magic seemed more real because of it. 
They had to be getting close now. The very thought of prey filled my vision with a blood red tint and my chest pounded with desire. After reaching level 10 the effects of the form’s mind clouding had seemed to lessen, but I had yet to experience the Bloodlust ability.
“What am I supposed to do?” Travis queried.
“Stay back and watch!” I growled. “Learn if you really want to have to deal with this. I don’t know what is going to happen or how much control I’m going to have. It’s already difficult. Be ready to run.”
If he said anything in response, I missed it. I took off at a run.
It was almost like I was on autopilot. I was driven by the bloodlust that welled up inside me. The hunt had begun.
My focus was not on finding my prey but getting ahold of the beast inside me. My control wavered. That did mean this rage was a blind one. The scent of the world bombarded me with information. Thanks to the ability’s intense single-mindedness, it focused my purpose and allowed me to take what I needed from my improved sense of smell and throw out the rest.
Then I found them. A group of five curious wererats were exploring a room as I burst in. There was no hesitation in my movements as I lunged toward one of them, swiping my claws up under its chin and tearing its head from its small body. My other clawed hand slashed down across the side of another’s head, crushing it as much as rending it into shreds. 
All the while, though tinted, I had a clear view of the actions I was taking. I was in the moment and enraptured by how it felt. 
When my jaws sunk into the rear flank of one of the fleeing creatures, it wasn’t hunger that compelled me. It was dominance. I was superior. Execution by my massive jaws was the ultimate form of expressing it.
It happened so fast that my control waned. What was worse was that bloodlust made me want to indulge. Even as a part of me, deep inside, was disgusted with what I was doing, I held back from enhancing Mana Sight. I needed Travis to see this form in action. If I used Mana Sight to slow time, it would give my mind more time to process and it would give me much more control.
I’d probably be sick with myself later, but that was a small price to pay. Travis had admitted that at first, he thought I only cared about myself. I had only won his trust after protecting the group. He’d admitted this right before I put the entire group in danger with my selfish actions in The Belly. Instead of turning his back, he put himself in danger and fought with me. It was then that he was bitten by a werewolf and contracted its disease. Instead of hating me, he trusted that I’d find him the cure and even came with me to find it, facing unknown danger. How could I not put my friend first now?
With two more left, I began my struggle for control. The lifeless wererat I loosed from my jaws and flung across the room. 
I slowed my approach on a wererat that was scurrying against the wall in the corner, trying to find a way out where there was no route to take. My mind was flooded with images of my claws finding purchase from different angles and tearing the creature every which way. How dominant that would make me feel was the bait on the hook. It was like a power flavored Frappuccino.
I gave in. Hulking over it, I slashed up from below, lifting it from the group, causing it to flip high up onto the wall, before falling down like a furry sack of potatoes.
The final wererat stared at me blankly. It couldn’t get away and it knew it. Lunging for it, I stopped with my claw raised ready to finish it where it stood. My desire to humble it had not diminished, but another desire warred with it. Part of me still realized that the desire to destroy just because I was stronger was wrong, but that realization seemed to have no power over such fierce emotion. One thing did. I wasn’t using bloodlust. Bloodlust was using me, and I hated it because of that.
Turning all my focus inward, I lost sight of the wererat that cowered before me. My mind pushed away all emotion like it was a filthy putrid thing. I examined this bloodlust. At first, I wanted to be rid of it, but I had to admit that the single-mindedness it produced had its uses. It had made it possible to make better use of Canine’s Sense of Smell and sped up my reflexes without me having to rely on Mana Sight’s ability to speed up my perception of time. Combined, they might become the perfect combination. How do you train a wild dog?
I turned my attention to the wererat and forced myself to stare at it without attacking. My emotions soared, and I let them but denied them all satisfaction of acting on their impulses. One thought kept cycling through my mind: Dominate them, or they’ll dominate you. 
To say I gained control would be untrue. I remained there for what seemed like forever, holding myself back, unable to move for fear my arms would act on their own. Eventually, the wererat regained some semblance of wit and scampered away. It was only then that the bloodlust really started to fade. When I was finally able to focus, I saw the popup.
Werewolf Form has reached level 11!
 
I moved to turn to Travis but suddenly felt shame at losing control. It was nonsense, of course. This was an experiment on how to gain self-control as a werewolf. I let my emotions settle as much as I could before spinning to look at him.
He took a step back and was ready to run.
“That was not as fun as it looked,” I voiced slowly.
After a moment, he seemed to relax before replying, “Yeah. Fun.”
“Well, let’s keep at it.”
Over the next half an hour I faced two more groups of wererats, a giant mole with horns and a lone warg. They were all low level and gave little experience. My Werewolf Form did reach level 13 though. Casting it over and over again had reached its limit to power level the spell at level 10, but just fighting while in the form made for quick leveling at my current level. 
My control did increase with each fight, but more than once I completely gave in to bloodlust’s call. When I was in control it seemed that I lost all the benefits that bloodlust gave me. Only experience would tell me if it was possible to gain control while in bloodlust. If not, I doubted it would be worth using.
“Once again, we don’t know how different changing into a werewolf will be from my shapeshifting form. It could be my Intelligence and Wisdom stats make it easier for me to control it. Since it debuffs both of those stats, it has the danger of making you an uncontrollable beast. What are they by the way?” I asked as we passed Mel’s minions, heading back to finally get some lunch. Not that I was hungry. I had returned to my human form and completely lost my appetite.
“57 Intelligence and 36 Wisdom,” he responded tentatively.
It was what I should have expected from a scout, but the discrepancy between our stats struck me as extreme. Since 100 represented the highest a normal human could reach in a lifetime, he was doing pretty good for a teenager. Above average. If changing into a werewolf cut those stats in half though when he first started to change… I told him as much. “I really don’t know for sure, but it might be a good idea to get both of those stats to 100 before you change. That way you’ll at least have the same mental capacity when in that state.”
He was nodding his agreement as I spoke. “I have the stats saved already,” he admitted. “I’ve been thinking about it since before we left the Head Mistress’s dungeon.”
“No guarantee it’ll help, but I think it’s worth the chance. The 100 stat bonuses might help with other things as well.”
Before we had even made it to the dining area, he had done as I recommended. I saw the mana inside him grow as he did. There wasn’t anything abnormal about the bonuses he received, but the cost of his piercing skills was reduced as his Intelligence increased.
After lunch, I backtracked to see how Clarissa was doing and was delighted that she got visibly annoyed when I interrupted her. I thought the construction would be one of my major time sinks as we prepared for the coming assault. Instead, it looked like I was unwanted. 
I stole Khun away from her for a few minutes to ask him about the Mana Catch. It was almost immediately obvious that the magic he used to create one was far different than anything I’d have to do to construct one and install it myself. Dungeons had some definite advantages over Arcane Engineering. He magically created the machine in the rock, installing it and constructing it at the same time. It would cost about 300 DP to have one installed close to my room and get a conduit run to where I could access it. Perhaps later. I could just supply mana to any device I created myself without having to rely on the mana from a Mana Catch, so I’d do that for the time being. Hopefully, Russ could help me with the construction of some basic components. 
I found him lost in his work, hammering away at his forge in the new smithy. The space was much larger than the one we were having built in the Head Mistress’s dungeon. It was one large room with the smelting cauldron in the back of the room and the forge off to the right side. To the left were a couple of workbenches, numerous crates full of ore, items to be deconstructed, and his finished goods, which were all hung up on wood mannequins or in their own bins.
Despite his change in size when he had taken his true form, the merry tempo with which he worked had only increased. An orchestra of corded muscle strummed with ever fall of his hammer. It was a brown shaded hammer he used now. One of those I had brought back for him.
“I haven’t gotten to thank you,” he called over the melodic clangs. Eyeing the glowing metal bar between his tongs, he struck it a number of times before continuing what he was saying. “These hammers are incredible.”
With a final look, he turned and placed the half-worked billet back into the forge before taking a step back and giving me his full attention.
“Can I see that?” I asked, motioning to his hammer.
He flipped it up and caught it by the head, offering me the handle.
Taking it from him, I cast Force Learn and discovered that the steel in the hammer was the same as the steel in my knife with fire damage. The metal possessed the mana itself. Far more than my knife.
Turning it back around, I offered it back to him. “It really is incredible,” I agreed as he took it. Removing from my inventory, I asked, “Can you tell me what this is made of?”
With a nod, he took it and held it out where he had a good view of it. The mana welled up in his eyes and he cast his observation skill.
“It’s Fira-steel,” he informed me.
Fira. Firazite…
“So, it is steel?”
“Yes. Fira just means fiery, or fire. It has Fire Magic imbued into it.”
“Like an alloy?” 
The edges of Russ’s mouth spread wide. He was undoubtedly happy to have someone to geek out with about his new hobby.
“Nope,” he confirmed. “An alloy is the combination of metal with another element to improve certain properties. Imbuing is a process where an element is applied during the forging process. In many ways, they can have similar effects though. These babies,” he said, waving his hammer, “allow me to imbue anything I forge with its element. Creating an alloy requires the use of additional ingredients.”
I indulged him, producing the Firazite and proceeding to get a full lecture on how to refine it. Every ore that we were dealing with was considered a metal in its own right, but not all of them could be easily smelted. Firazite was one of the easiest because it had a low melting point. But Quagate on the other hand, or Earth Ore, had a melting point higher than iron.
He took me over to his smelter and introduced me to his bins of elemental bar stock. He grabbed a billet of Fira and handed it to me. When he set it in my hand, I was surprised the red glowing bar of metal didn’t burn me. It had the purest glow of Fire Mana I had seen since the Hell Hound we had fought.
“No drooling in my workshop,” he jested, following it with a firm pat on the back.
“How much of this can you make?” I begged, sounding rather pathetic.
“I try to keep twenty pounds of the prime elements refined at all times. With the amount of ore we have, I shouldn’t run out for at least a month going all out.”
“What about copper?”
“Out with it,” he said with a chuckle that shook his entire body. “What do you need?”
“Well…”
I promised to substitute ore for any of the refined products I took from his stash. As long as he didn’t need it for an important project, I was welcome to it.
Before I left, I went against dude protocol. “How are you hanging together, man?”
As always, he was all smiles, but the downturn at the corners of his eyes told me he took the question seriously.
“I’m ready to break a Minotaur’s snout, or—” His temples trembled with tension as his countenance changed. “Or take Olivia and go hide in a corner someplace to keep her safe.”
As goofy and socially awkward as he was, this was the same guy that had grabbed a zombie sergeant more than twice his level by the collar and headbutted him in his undead face. Come to think of it, I thought this was the first time I had really seen him fear anything. No wonder he had earned all the bashers’ respect.
“If it would do any good, I’d help you do it, too,” I swore. It was little more than a gesture, but I meant it.
He cleared the distance between us in a single stride and grabbed my shoulder in his powerful grip. His eye dug into me. “I know how much of all of this relies on you and the other magic wielders. But I swear to you that you won’t always have to do the heavy lifting. I’m still not there yet, but soon our bashers and tanks will be fashioned with equipment that will make a real difference.”
I met his conviction by giving him a slow nod. As uncomfortable as it made me to have this conversation, I realized then how much it helped me better understand my friend. There were 19 other humans in Sanctuary, and each and every one of them had something they were fighting for.
It was a while before I could respond because of the pressure in the back of my throat.
A few minutes later, I left the smithy with a few bar stocks of each prime element and a couple of billets of copper. My mind was filled with new ideas for Arcane Engineering, but also Animation. If ore created elemental golems, what did the elemental metal produce from its purified form?
 



Chapter 20 – Guardians
The effects that the refined metals could have on Animate diverted me from my original plan of working on Arcane Engineering. If the four bar stocks of Fira, Blizzar, Quazium, and Aeronium, the prime elements, gave me a chance of greatly increasing our defenses then it was something I couldn’t pass up.
There were also the other types of golems I hadn’t even experimented with yet. Earth Golems had been easy to start with because I had unlocked the spell when ore was readily available to me. It was time to push the spell even further. Because time was limited, I wasn’t kidding myself that I’d be able to truly master Animation or test it as I would’ve liked to if I had unlimited time and resources. 
After returning the four Iron Golems that had standing guard in the Outer Perimeter back to ore, I got to work.
To contain any damage that was done I found an unused hall of rundown empty rooms in the Living Quarters. The ceiling was high enough that my 10 foot golems would have plenty of clearance and the walls would repair on their own if something happened.
With four open slots of my seven total to cast new golems, I began with fire. Creating a flame with Flamethrower as its base spell, I summoned it into the palm of my hand. The way the spell quantified ore was easy to understand, but how would it quantify fire? Fire wasn’t its fuel but had different characteristics depending on the fuel it fed off of. The magic-based flame I created now burned off of MP. There were still more variables. Would increasing the temperature of my flame increase the stats of the golem, or would increasing the volume of my flame give me the best results?
In the end, both were true. The fire golem’s size increased with the volume of flames I used, and its temperature increased when the temperature of my flames did as well. It was truly a marvel to behold. 
The first Fire Golem I animated was about a foot tall and made of self-sustaining flame. For some reason, I had expected it to have a material base, but that was not the case.
I substituted different intensities and volume of my flames while testing it to see what would give me the best results. I started by focusing on a single golem, then moved on to more than one.
With the new focus on the different types of golems, the rate that I leveled at increased once again.
Over an hour later I had exhausted my experiments with Fire Golems and was about to move on when a small draft of wind brushed the back of my neck. The way it flirted with my neckline was enough for me to know that it wasn’t random.
“Hey there,” I greeted her.
A much less subtle gust hit me in the chest, pushing me back. Aeris’s arms wrapped around me from behind. Her breathe warmed me where her tickle of Wind Magic had grazed me.
“Hi,” she chirped like a songbird.
“You’re in a good mood,” I commented.
“Yep. I just had a nice conversation with Kylie. She agreed to go out with Travis.”
I arched my head to the side to try and get a good look at her. 
She accommodated me by poking her head forward.
“Even with the whole werewolf thing?” I inquired.
“Oh yes. She’s very supportive. It’ll be a good distraction for him. He’s been unusually quiet after someone took him on a werewolf killing spree.”
My mouth stopped. Forgetting what I was going to say, I replied. “Is he okay?”
“Yeah.” Removing her arms from around my neck, she flew around to hover before me with her arms crossed and gave me a suspicious glare. “What were you thinking though? Did he ask you?”
I shook my head. “I just thought it had to be done.”
“Don’t you think that’s pretty harsh?”
“Is it… It’s how I was raised, I guess.”
“Benefits of being raised by an army of cops?”
I shrugged, before asking her advice. “Should I apologize?”
“Nah. It’s Travis we’re talking about here. He probably would have asked you anyways. And Kylie will keep his mind occupied. Just be careful with the others.”
“What have you been up to anyways?” I pried.
She gave me a questioning look before throwing her hand out and blasting me in the face with a burst of air.
“Sorry I asked.” I chuckled. “I should have known… While you’re here, can I borrow you?”
Turning to show off her side profile, she pointed to her chest and playfully mouthed the word ‘me?’
If there had been any growing tedium from the repetitive nature of testing Animation, the addition of flirting with Aeris wiped any such thoughts from my mind. For a time, it seemed like we were just a couple of teenagers enjoying each other’s company while playing a crafting simulator. It ended too fast.
When she left, I had Wind and Ice Golems pretty much figured out. The amount and density of both magics were the prime variables that manipulated the stats and levels of both golems. My Animation spell had increased to level 76. I hadn’t received a lot of levels for the time spent, but it was much faster than the last time I had power leveled it.
There was one more thing I needed to try before I attempted to recreate the golems that would become our guards. When I unlocked the Blue Magic Boulder Throw, I also unlocked Earth Magic. Using it allowed me to create stone from nothing, but once that spell ran its course the stone disappeared. That brought up a serious question. Could I make the stone permanent by casting Animation?
Bringing up a stone boulder was easy enough and using it as material to cast Animation went off without a hitch. The golem that was summoned was extremely general and named simply Earth Golem. It had respectable stats for what it was, mixing the characteristics of Iron and Bauxite Golems. It was when the Stone Boulder should have faded that the real magic happened. The Earth Golem didn’t disappear.
I had successfully changed a non-permanent form of magic into permanent! It was a big discovery.
 
***
 
I passed Clarissa, who was back to work, and didn’t interrupt her this time around. She was already started on the second floor at the top of the stairs. I had made an announcement through group chat about recreating my golems and there had been little reaction. Maybe I should have been a little more forthcoming about what was about to happen, but in my defense, I wasn’t entirely sure what that was.
Aeris was already waiting for me at the far side of The Bridge near the entrance to the Outer Perimeter. She was pacing back and forth like a normal human might, except she was hovering three feet off the ground. When she saw me, she rubbed her hands together like she was as excited as I was.
Our Fire Mage Audrey showed up a few minutes later, her caramel tone blended in with her Corinthian bronze helm giving her an almost Greek goddess-like appearance.
The girls embraced each other. 
With a curious look, Audrey passed over greeting me entirely and expected answers. So I began to explain what I needed her to do.
I hadn’t yet had the opportunity to test the billets Russ had provided me with. There were only so many of them, so I was saving them for the actual recreation of the golems. There were a number of different approaches I could take to make use of the limited billets. In a perfect world, I could break the ten-inch rectangular bars of metal into smaller pieces, but that would further trouble Russ. There were no power tools, so cutting metal couldn’t be an easy process. Then there was another option that I was going to try now.
I scanned my Animation information and found what I was looking for.
Note: With additional ore, a Golem’s level is limited to the Caster’s channeling ability and the amount of mana provided.
 
It was an assumption on my part, but I believed that “additional ore” was only the beginning. Sitting the Fira and Aeronium billets side by side on the floor in front of me, I directed the two girls to take their places to either side of me about ten meters away. I had no idea how this would affect the golem’s size, so I’d take no chances.
For the same reason, we stood back from the entryway to the room and off to the side. If someone happened to be passing through, I didn’t want them to get caught in the effects of the spell.
I nodded to Aeris and she began manipulating the air above us, slowly creating a vortex that spun parallel with the ground so as not to put us in too much danger. Because her Wind Magic took a moment to build, she would be the one to signal Audrey.
I went all out as I built up the mana to cast Animation. As I surpassed 100,000 MP, the air around me seemed to vibrate. Hitting 150,000, there were little pops like the crackle of electricity as I funneled all the power into my hand. Intense pressure compressed against my eardrums as if I was deep underwater. It felt like I’d drown in the energy around me.
The vortex of wind grew and Aeris worked to compress it into a powerful sphere of violent wind. Intense gusts batter into me in spurts. When it became a constant downpour, she signaled Audrey.
To the other side of me, a ball of fire the size of a small blimp sprouted out of nothing. Like our own personal sun, it bore down upon us like a blanket of steaming chainmail.
Reaching 200,000 MP, I cast Animation. Like a hungry dragon, mana spilled out of me and gobbled up the wind and flames that the girls had prepared. It compressed their magic into the billets. Suddenly, the billets exploded in blinding crimson light.
A startled screech came from the other side of the room. I’d have spun to help, but the light was too intense to see anything even with Mana Sight at full power. 
I found myself on my rear staring up at the new golem as the light dwindled and returned to normal. Looming over us from at least twenty feet in the air was a polished red steel monster with silver streaks that had air drunk flames drifting up from its shoulders and off the crown of its head.
Casting Creature Observation, I sat there, hardly believing what I saw.
Firaestus
Elite Golem Champion
Level: 1,300
Health Points: NA
Mana Points: 2,130,000
Strength: 2,000
Dexterity: 2,000
Constitution: 2,000
Intelligence: 50
Wisdom: 50
Special Abilities: 
Essence of Wind and Fire – Firaestus possesses the very essence of the Prime Elements Wind and Fire. Don’t let his physical stats fool you. It’s not his fists alone that he fights with. His speed and power come from the wind and flames he wields.
In place of HP, Firaestus’s lifeforce is measured by his MP. His abilities also utilize this same stat. As he uses his abilities or takes damage, it’ll cost him MP, but his extreme Mana Regeneration will help to keep him alive.
 
Turning to Aeris, then Audrey, I saw that both girls shared my shock.
Getting to my feet, I opened my mouth to command him, but remembered there was another matter at hand and took off at a run to the other side of the room.
 “Clarissa,” I called out in a soft tone as I rounded the stone barricade and found her cowering behind the wall near the top of the stairs glaring out of the porthole at Firaestus as if she was afraid to lose sight of him.
Aeris was already there at the poor girl's side, trying to get her attention.
Clarissa’s eyes darted to me and her hand shot out. A stone fist the size of a bowling ball surged toward my chest.
The moment I sensed danger, Mana Sight climbed to its max power. I stopped myself from blocking the attack and grew additional bone plating over my chest.
It smacked into me, knocking the wind from my lungs. I slid back four or five feet before I caught myself. I took no damage, but her attack added countless hairline fracture to my breastplate that I had to repair.
When she saw it was me, her face went ghost white.
“I probably deserve that.” I grinned awkwardly, trying to lighten the mood.
She sank down and came to a rest on the stairs, holding on to Aeris, who now sat at her side.
“Elorion!” Olivia screamed from the far entrance. It seemed my little experiment had attracted the entire dungeon. I had warned them.
“Clarissa. This might be too soon to ask you, but could you give me a hand?” I grinned.
She stared at me blank faced.
 
***
 
This time, when I had gotten Trevon and Clarissa to join me in The Pits, I had an audience. It didn’t take much to convince everyone to line up on the walkway that lined the wall and to stay off the path down its middle. One look at my last Golem’s size and it was easy to understand why I’d request it.
With the Blizzar and Quazium billets sitting together on the middle path, I stood with my back to the Inner Perimeter with the two assisting me on either side.
This time, I was the person delaying the processes as I built up mana for another extreme cast of Animation. When I was ready, a nod of my head indicated to them to begin. A boulder of rock and ice formed above my head, as Trevon and Clarissa began to provide me with the material I needed.
Gasps from the crowd were the last thing I heard before I unleashed my spell.
Just as hungrily as the first time, my magic reached out, grabbed the boulders and billets, and imploded. Instead of light, the air itself seemed to freeze. The creature that arose was so large that instead of standing, it sat straddling the path that we stood on with each leg dangling in either pit. Even as it sat there it was taller than the first golem. I had expected it to be big because of the earth billet, Quazium, but this was ridiculous. Like a dirty glacier, jagged ice covered the rock that made up its core.
“Back up!” I warned the mages at my side.
I joined them as they backed away. When we were close to the exit, at least thirty meters from the Golem, I commanded him to lift his leg over the path he sat on and into the other side. Eyeing the bottom of the pit, it looked safe, so I commanded him to jump.
The mountainous golem shoved off the stone walkway. It landed with a thunderous impact that shook the entire room. When it stood from where it had landed, its head and shoulders rose above the pit’s surface. I had met my first Rock Giant just a few days before and now I was in the presence of a monster that made the first giant look like a gingerbread cookie.
Remembering to cast Creature Observation, I checked out its stats.
Quake
Elite Golem Champion
Level: 1,235
Health Points: 1,350,000
Mana Points: NA
Strength: 5,000
Dexterity: 700
Constitution: 6,750
Intelligence: 50
Wisdom: 50
Special Abilities: 
Essence of Earth and Ice – Quake possesses the very essence of the Prime Elements Earth and Ice. It is a physical powerhouse, but also possesses the basic ability to manipulate its elements. 
Note: He also enjoys well-played percussion instruments of every kind so that he has an enjoyable beat to crush his victims to. 


Welp. I didn’t think we needed to bother spending DP on any elementals any time soon. I was also happy to see that Animation had reached level 77. 
 



Chapter 21 – Making Progress
I didn’t manage to get any more alone time until a few hours after dinner when any normal human being would be taking it easy and preparing for the inevitable need for sleep. I Advanced Healed everyone who was Light Aligned, so only Zorik would need to rest. 
With the night before us, I couldn’t help but be impressed with how much we had truly gotten done during the day. The first stage in converting our plot of land was halfway done, and it was starting to resemble a field, or at least the sections that Olivia’s vines had spent the most time tilling did. The row on the perimeter had been broken down into a mix of gravel and sand. There was also a mix of organic material from numerous dead vines that added to our improving topsoil, which was also being broken up further by the active vines. I’d drenched the entire thing in Decay a few times to help speed the decomposition. It would probably be a week before the entire field was ready, but the furthest along areas might be ready for planting by the end of the day tomorrow. I couldn’t wait to start trying to mix mana with the soil to see if we could get the crops to grow faster and possibly give them new characteristics
Clarissa’s work on The Bridge was really coming along as well. She had completed the first section of the second floor. It was the platform attached to the wall directly over the entrance to the Inner Perimeter. The way she was going, I wouldn’t be surprised if she was finished in two more days. Then she would be off to build the second floor in The Pits.
Even though Clarissa was back to work, Khun had found the time to join me. It was my turn to watch the map as Richard went off after dinner. From his normal position in the Master Chamber, Richard was close enough to leech experience as the others killed incoming mobs. His level may have been going up, but his actual battle experience was the least among us except for Lydia. Tonight, Skyler was personally making sure he got some action on the front lines.
I passed up sitting down before the dungeon map. There was too much to think about.
“Please give me an update on everyone’s progress,” I said to the dungeon spirit.
“Yes, master,” Khun replied, clearing his immaterial throat. Standing before the podium instead of taking his place upon it, he still made a rather dashing pirate specter. 
He began by listing everyone’s levels from the highest to lowest. There were few surprises, but it was how high everyone’s levels were exceeded my expectations. Aeris was second behind me at level 456. The other guys that had gone with us to the imps’ dungeon were on the higher end. Travis had reached level 403 and Chris 351. A few others had surpassed them.
Mel was now third in line behind me at level 413. His minions’ ability to fight without him was paying off dividends. The fourth position and the biggest surprise was Russ. He had reached level 409. With his time split between fighting and the smithy it seemed unlikely, but it made more sense when I reminded myself that the entire group was funneling most of our extra resources to him and he got experience from forging. With his ability to work like a madman because of his insane Constitution, he could probably go two or three days before he needed me to heal him or finally take a nap. He was our highest-level basher.
Olivia was next at level 393 followed by Skyler at 378. Olivia, I understood. Like Mel, her plants could fight when she was gone. But Skyler had to have been really pushing himself while we were gone to make it so far. He had surpassed Steve, who had once been higher than him. Our assassin was still at an impressive level 351. Our Elemental mages were grouped together: Audrey was 336, Trevon 326 and Clarissa 324. From there, the rest of our bashers followed. There was a pretty big gap in level. The other two bash bros came in at just over level 300 and our rogue types were in the 280s and 290s. Even Richard was almost level 280, and Lydia was 267. The person with the lowest level was Zorik.
I knew our imp friend had been dragging his feet, but at level 243 it seemed like he had been going out of his way to not level as quickly as the others. I planned on talking to him anyways and this might be an easier topic to breach than the topic I had in mind.
My impressions from hearing Khun’s account left me with a number of questions. “The rate everyone is leveling at seems rather high even with Experience Potions. Do you have a breakdown of the mobs that have been attacking Sanctuary?”
With a nod, he continued. “Today will be the fifth day since my Dungeon Aura was set to attract creatures. On day one a total of 366 creatures entered Sanctuary. On day two there were 613. Then there was a spike on day three with 3,716. On day four, 1,584. So far today 988 creatures have entered my borders. That’s 7,267 in total.”
If the sheer number of mobs wasn’t enough, he continued, “An average of 42% of the creatures have been under level 100. 44% have been between levels 100 and 200. 8% have been between levels 200 and 300. 4% have been between 300 and 500. And finally, 1% have been over level 500.”
It was truly a good sign that we were progressing so quickly, but there could be some serious issues that I needed to revisit.
“What are the chances that your aura will attract the Minotaurs if they’re in the area?” I asked.
He leaned back against his podium and crossed his arms before responding. “That’s impossible to say. They may notice it, but unless they suspect you have taken mastery of a dungeon, I’ll feel like a low-level dungeon to them.”
“What about when we use magic? How far away will they be able to notice our spell use?”
“That depends. If they have someone talented at sensing magic, then they could probably feel magic from a couple miles away. It also depends on how powerful the magic is.”
“Okay. What about really powerful spells? Let’s say like something that uses 200,000 MP?”
His narrowed his gaze. There was only one person I could be indicating. “Then they’ll notice it at a distance many times than that of a normal spell. Especially if it’s from a rare school like Light Magic.”
I betrayed myself with a grin. He had already answered my next question. “Is there a way to contain it so that they don’t notice, or to limit the intensity of what they sense?”
Attracting unwanted attention was probably the biggest danger we faced as we continued to try and level while we waited for them to find us. It was a decision I had championed. We could have decided to focus on stealth and forgone trying to level up for a time. I believed they would eventually find us anyways, though, and using as much of the time that we had was a wiser course of action.
“There is a way. The more earth you put between you and those hunting you the more your magic will be confined. Even just casting spells in the Middle Perimeter in comparison to the Outer will make a big difference. The Outer Perimeter is very porous. There are much thicker walls in the Middle and the entrances are fewer…”
We were making a lot of progress with the dungeon and the others were still getting experience from the higher-level creatures that Khun attracted. But with everyone else taken care of another problem presented itself. What was I supposed to do to get stronger?
Focusing on leveling my Shapeshifting Forms was the obvious answer. When I leveled personally, I only gained 5 stat points. A number of my forms gave me many times the stats for each level they gained. But which one should I focus on? Many of the forms I knew were not available to me because I had yet to learn Dark Magic, or Dark Magic-based Blue Magic spells. Most of the ones I could use, except for Fire Incubus, had reached level ten through repeat casting. After my little experiment with Werewolf Form, I now knew that using it while fighting mobs was a good way to level it faster. This further narrowed down my problem.
There were only five forms that I considered useful. Rock Giant, Hell Hound and Werewolf had relatively low mana cost. This category I could keep casting indefinitely with my Mana Per Minute. The other two, Primordial Cat and Fire Incubus, would eventually drain me of mana, giving them a limited cast time. 
Many of these forms had some amazing benefits and drawbacks. Rock Giant had the least mana cost, increased Constitution, literally made me into a giant, and provided some interesting Earth Magic-based abilities, but it gave a penalty to Dexterity. The penalty and benefits would improve as I leveled.
Hell Hound would give a great Dexterity buff and some interesting Fire abilities, but to get full benefit I’d have to walk on all fours. That would require me to relearn how to walk and run to really master it. There were better options.
Werewolf gave an amazing health regeneration ability and bonuses to every physical stat, but the debuff to Intelligence and Wisdom, plus the forced ability to make you go all rage monster were among the worse drawbacks of the lot. 
Primordial Cat was easily the most powerful form I had, but its mana drain made it almost useless at its highest form. Casting it with less mana or in Magma Man form made it more useful, but I lost the stat bonuses. The last option seemed more useful.
Fire Incubus Form would currently drain me of mana in just under 4 minutes. But if I could figure out a way to get it to level 100 then it would last for 26 minutes. That was a timeframe in which I could do a lot of damage. Like turning a bunch of overgrown cattle into steaks. Not to mention, if I did happen to get it to level 100, then it would give me +100% to Strength, Dexterity and Constitution, plus an additional +500 in each stat. That was over 1,500 stat points in each stat and the bonus would increase the more I leveled. The Enrage ability was also something that I could trigger, unlike the Werewolf Form’s Rage which was a forced ability. With the increase in stats and the insane natural armor the form would provide, it was a winner in my mind. 
The only drawback were the wings the form would provide. If I mastered them then they would provide a huge advantage, but just like with Hell Hound, I didn’t want to have to relearn how to move in a matter of days—a few weeks at best. I’d have to experiment with casting it without the wings. 
I had a plan, but that wasn’t enough. Casting something that cost as much as Fire Incubus Form could easily attract attention. I was also tired of having my Light Magic sitting at Advanced level 90. It would probably take something drastic to push it hard enough to make it to the next rank. The very thing that could attract a small army of Minotaurs.
“Let me do a little experimenting with Arcane Engineering. I’ll call on you in about an hour,” I promised.
“Of course, master,” Khun replied with a nod.
“Oh, and bring Clarissa with you.”
At that, the cheeky little dungeon spirit laughed at me.
 
***


I was bound to get caught up in leveling my spells, so before that I made my way to my room and took a seat at my once well-polished desk. All that I wanted was to be able to construct one thing before the day was over. It didn’t have to be complex. The simplest of machines would do. First, I needed to do some tinkering.
Pulling out one of the copper billets, I set it to the side with the Firazite gemstone I wished to connect it to. Copper and the gem couldn’t exactly be welded, forged or forced together, so I’d have to create a socket for the gem to sit in.
Summoning Earth Magic with my Boulder spell as its base, I formed it into a hollow container shaped like a giant egg except with a flat surface on top and a hole coming out the top of its back side. It was the size of a large microwave with an opening near its bottom. I held the Earth Magic in place while manipulating the flat surface on its top. 
I wasn’t concerned with making it pretty, so I kept it simple. The stone near the center of its surface I commanded to sink in on itself, leaving the impression of a long shaft with claw-like pinchers on one end.
With a shrug to myself, I placed the copper billet into the impression the best I could. I was measuring it by eye, but from what I could tell I had a good-sized cast to work with.
There was nothing else stopping me, so I continued to supply magic to my makeshift furnace as I placed my hand at the opening at its base and furnished it with a small stream of flames. I closed the opening at the base ever so slightly as I pumped more fire into its belly. 
It wasn’t exactly a fast process, mostly because I didn’t want to burn my face off. Slowly the heat grew in the stone furnace and began to melt the copper I had placed in the cast. Once it had reached the right temperature, it only took a few minutes before the copper had taken the shape of the mold. 
I cut the supply of Fire Magic and let the furnace cool for a minute before anything else. Because there were no coals in its base, the hot stone cooled quickly. 
The final step was to cut mana from the furnace itself. The stone faded as it lost power, leaving the copper rod in midair with nothing holding it up.
With a bone gauntlet, I caught the still cooling copper and set it down quickly. When it had cooled fully, I grabbed it and the Firazite and held them both up. The copper rod had something like a crab’s claw at one end. I place the Firazite gem between the two claws, then slowly started pushing them together to hold it in place. It was probably the ugliest thing a human being had ever created, but the copper rod held the gem in place.
In the same way I pushed mana into my scepter, I pushed Light Mana into the rod. Like electricity running down a copper wire, my mana traveled down the rod and into the gemstone. The stone began to glow, and red mana started to seep from it.
Congratulations! You have created a Primitive Fire Mana Converter.
 
Everyone’s a critic. Even the gaming system was mocking me. At least the follow-up popup made the ridicule worthwhile.
Arcane Engineering Subskill Construction has reached level 2!
 
Now that the simplest possible component I could make was out of the way, I needed to figure out how to not waste my time when there were other more important matters at hand.
 
***
 
I stood alone in a distant hall of the Living Quarters that was as far away from anything important as possible. It was on the second floor in the corner by the field. Clarissa waited for my word from outside the corridor. Khun had raised a template for her so that when she raised the wall to block me in, there was enough air flow that I wouldn’t suffocate. 
There’s no reason to be nervous, right?
Rolling my shoulders a few times to combat my nerves much more than to loosen up, I finally called out to her, “Do it!”
Her Earth Magic assisted by the Stone Reaper’s Amulet dug into the ground before rock started to rise out of the floor. In a few moments, I was shut in.
It might seem like an excessive approach, but I wasn’t just going to cast Fire Incubus Form.
Casting a form repeatedly would get me to level ten quickly before that approach lost its effectiveness. The next obvious stage to level it up would be to fight mobs, but because of the form’s high output of mana, that was dangerous. If I did decide to chance it and fight mobs, what about after that? Eventually, that method would also lose its effectiveness and I’d be stuck looking for a new method. So, what caused Shapeshifting forms to level up in the first place?
I could be wrong, but I believed I had my answer.
Looking around, I examined the rundown hall. There were numerous empty rooms on either side. Making my way to the back, as far from the entrance as I could be, I turned and took a deep breath to prepare myself.
I started to gather mana in my core as I prepared to cast Fire Incubus for the first time. It was a big mana sink, but nowhere near as much as Primordial Cat.
I took a final deep breath before casting the spell.
A familiar heat, much like what I experienced when casting Hell Hound, filled my chest. My arms thickened as I started to grow. It was only a few inches, but the power that welled up inside of me felt like so much more.
When bulges started to form on my back, I suppressed the mana flow to them, but made sure to supply the form with the same amount of mana I’d have if I kept the wings.
When my new body took shape, I was still me, mostly, just larger with smooth, crimson skin. I could also confirm that even without the wings I retained the full stats the form gave.
Skipping the first approach I had taken to power leveling my other forms, and with fighting mobs out of the question, it was time to push the form to its very limits. It would have normally taken me close to 4 minutes for the form to drain me of MP. That wouldn’t be the case today.
There was no time to get used to my new state. I had work to do. Any part of me that feared for my safety I squelched down through gritted teeth. As easy as breathing, I started to channel more and more mana into the form. All of it.
 



Chapter 22 – Kids
Well, I didn’t suffocate.
When I finally exited the hall four hours later, I had to heal myself to keep from falling over. My regeneration just wasn’t powerful enough. Not only had pushing the form extended it to its limit, but it had also pushed my body to its limit as well. Like a balloon blown up to its max, my body had increased and decreased over and over again.
It had gone extremely well. The base cost of Fire Incubus Form had gone from 1,000 Mana Per Second to 744 when it reached level 32. It would now last me 5 minutes and 22 seconds, at the form’s normal rate, and give me just under +1,000 bonus stat points in Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution. Constitution getting such a bump gave me an additional 93,360 HP.
Getting the spell so high boosted my mastery as well.
Level 25
Due to your use of multiple forms, you have begun to become more proficient.
You will now change to a different form 12% faster.
Next Level
You will change form 13% faster.
 
I was now convinced that this method of pushing my forms to their max was probably the best for leveling any Shapeshifting. That might change as I got into the higher levels, but there wasn’t much I could think of that would push the form any further. 
With my Healing Magic seemingly stuck at level 90, I’d work on it after I got Fire Incubus to a comfortable level. If the Minotaurs didn’t come first. The danger with Light Magic was that it would be like putting up a beacon to say, here we are! Even locking myself in the stone-walled room wouldn’t eliminate its mana footprint from the surrounding area entirely. 
As soon as I saw Clarissa, I healed her. The smile on her face told me she had been looking forward to its recovery benefits.
I was surprised that she seemed relatively undisturbed after what had been happening in the hall she had shut me up in. It wasn’t just the form that I had channeled my mana into at a rapid rate, but I’d also tried pumping as much mana as possible into Fire Incubus’s Enraged ability. With tens of thousands of MP flooding into it, the fact that the rest of the Living Quarters remained unscathed was a relief. The heat it caused had to be reaching close to Magma temperatures.
The first routine I’d been able to establish since fleeing the Head Mistress’s dungeon started to take shape. The kitchen was closed with Zorik asleep, but I had one last package of bacon jerky that I began snacking on. It was a good distraction for my overworked mind that was struggling while trying to understand the feelings that came with excessive mana use. My Light Magic was incredible with its added ability to heal endurance, but this wasn’t the first time my mind had had trouble recovering even if my body was ready to go.
At 3:00 am, it was too early to say that the day had begun, but with everyone going without sleep who was to say that we should measure days in the same way we used to. 
Clarissa left me to go hang out with Audrey on the defensive line and to take a break from construction and babysitting me. She had already started to extend the wall up one side of The Bridge. There were no complaints from me if she needed to take some time.
Almost as soon as I was done with my snack, George showed up and requested help with the morning's fresh supply of dung. Yay!
My first glance at our field took my breath away. Or was that the smell of the gigantic pig droppings? It had been transformed overnight. Almost half of it was being churned by an army of Olivia’s vines. There was still a middle section that they hadn’t broken up. The preliminary work would probably be done by the end of the day, but I wasn’t sure how many days it would take to turn the rock bed into soil. The outer perimeter of the field was definitely further along than the rock closer to the middle of the expanse.
“We need more poo…” George said, suddenly.
He wasn’t kidding. Even with the dung and leftovers from our meals, the waste material currently just wasn’t enough.
“We just need time,” Steve said, waving off the complaint. “Growing crops doesn’t happen overnight.”
I did my rounds and talked to our craftsman after we finished up. Russ had been up all night, as expected. There wasn’t really a point to our conversation, except for me to give him some face time. I did ask him to try and learn more from the dwarf when he got a chance about how the Minotaurs would be tracking us. 
I also made some time to speak with Lydia, even though our conversations were always awkward. Spending just a few minutes to check in with her couldn’t hurt and it was something I thought Aeris would do. I acknowledged she was better with people than I was, so I’d mimic her in that arena.
The conversation with Lydia took an interesting turn when she asked if she could use one of the empty halls in the Living Quarters to grow mushrooms. She held up her first Healing Potion and looked at me as if nothing else had to be said. She was right. 
I wasn’t sure how excited I was about having an area of our dungeon filled with man-eating mushrooms, but if it meant we could have a steady supply of healing potions it would be well worth it.
Once in the morning and in the evening, I’d have my turn at the watch in the Master Chamber. I began insisting Richard join the others on the front lines during my turn. He was reluctant.
I spent a little time with Clarissa as she continued her work in The Bridge. She mentioned to me that her Earth Magic was leveling quickly. She hoped to reach the Master Rank by the time she was done with The Bridge and The Pits. If she did, she would be the first among us to reach that level in any school of magic.
I split my personal time, which was most of the day, between Arcane Engineering and Power Leveling my Fire Incubus Form. If I was honest, I only spent a few hours on Arcane Engineering. My progress was slow because of the difficulty in making even the most basic machines, which was a tad discouraging. Power Leveling was very straightforward and I could see the results immediately.
After lunch, I found Zorik hanging out in the kitchen trying to busy himself even though everything was already clean. He flew from counter to counter, cleaning places he had already cleaned at least two times before.
I greeted him.
As timid as ever, the muscles on the back of his neck twitched at my call. Realizing it was me, he turned and offered me a smile. “Hello, master. What can I do for you?”
I made a point of watching him for a long moment before answering to see how he’d respond. His eyes shot from side to side like there was someone about to jump him from behind.
He hadn’t been shy about taking some of the loot that we had brought back from the imps’ dungeon for himself. He wore a blue-steel chainmail that fit him perfectly, a silver chain around his neck, a red clay colored cap and had two fists full of rings. There was an interesting wand of either stone or wood, I couldn’t tell, sheathed at his waist. 
It was a least a good sign that he might be at least considering growing more powerful. It also helped that the items were taken from imps, so the clothing pieces were nearly designed for him.
“I want to talk to you about increasing your level,” I said bluntly.
He swallowed hard.
“It’s pretty obvious you have been dragging your feet…”
“Dragging my feet?” he asked, bending down to look at his feet which were currently three feet off the ground.
“Eh. It’s a figure of speech. It means you have been purposely not leveling as fast as you could.”
“Oh.” He didn’t deny it.
“I’d like to know why.”
His eyes glanced up at me then settled on the floor. He didn’t answer.
“I’ve also noticed that you never use powerful spells and I suspect I know why. Would you like me to continue?”
Even three feet off the ground he looked as low as he could possibly get. The slump of his shoulders, the droop of his head… 
“If you will it,” he said.
“My suspicion is that under your previous master any show of power was frowned upon. You hold back what you are capable of out of fear. For the same reason, you are holding yourself back from leveling. Zorik, do you believe I’ll harm you?”
His eyes met mine and he held my gaze for the longest time since I had first known him. When he finally dropped them, he spoke. “I believe you’ll kill me if I become a threat.”
“Will you?”
He shrugged.
“Do you wish to harm us now?”
He was quick to shake his head.
“Do you think that will change when you become more powerful or evolve?”
“I don’t know.”
At least he was honest.
“What do you want out of life, Zorik?”
There was a glimmer in his eyes for just a moment, before they returned to their place staring at the ground.
“To live, eat, procreate.”
At the mention of the last one, I was taken aback. It shouldn’t have surprised me that he would have such urges, but what exactly did he mean? Procreate was not the word I had expected him to use.
“Do you want to have children?”
“I want to be a patriarch. When I lived under Xenos’s rule, there was a story about a time before the succubi enslaved male imps. There was no Head Mistress. The head of the family was an incubus with the help of his succubus wife. Because they were both evolved, all their children were born that way. Many generations came from their union which created a peace between the incubi and succubi. Xenos spoke of it fondly but wouldn’t have any imps evolving to challenge his rule. If ever faced with the same problem, I don’t know what I’d do.”
After the warning from the Head Mistress’s Lich, I’d expected Zorik to be little more than a creature driven by lust. To find that he had a lofty dream, and a noble one at that, solidified an idea in my mind as to what I wanted for his future.
“I’ll promise you this: Unless you murder one of my people, if you lose control, I’ll stop you from any harm you might cause and spare your life. I want you to become an Incubus and I’ll even help you become a patriarch if it is within my power to do so.
“Zorik, focus on leveling up and reaching your next form. The dungeon we looted, Vodnyy Zomak, is now clear and in need of a dungeon master. After we’re finished with the Minotaurs and Mistress Nava, it is yours if you want it.”
He was speechless for the longest time. Eventually, he asked, “You’ll want me to go?”
“No,” I said without hesitation. “I’m not sure it’ll be safe to do so at first either. But a patriarch needs his own place, eventually. You are welcome here and even if you do move to Vodnyy Zomak you’ll remain our friend and ally.”
“I don’t know what to say, master.”
“You don’t have to say anything. We’re different than the people you have known. That is all. Will you take me up on my offer? Are you ready to level up?”
Though a hint of his timidity remained, he gave me a full teeth-baring grin. “Yes, master.”
With that, he tossed the rag he had been carrying across the room into the sink and headed for the front lines.
“Was it wise to offer him Vodnyy Zomak?” a voice called from behind me after he was gone.
I didn’t turn to face Aeris. It didn’t surprise me she was there. With the speed at which she now moved it was almost too easy for her to sneak up on people. 
“I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I don’t think he’ll be the last non-human ally we’ll need to make. After hearing his goal of setting up a place where all imps can get along, I may have offered too much,” I admitted.
“Still. That dungeon is perfect for an imp army. Can you imagine incubi and succubi working together? That’s scary… and romantic.”
Turning, I looked at her with a raised brow. “Romantic, huh? Is that your ultimate plan? To take over the Underworld with our babies?”
Flying up to meet me at my eye level, she blew a small gust of air in my face.
“What if I don’t want kids?” she asked, crossing her arms.
“Then I’d respect the wishes of the woman I love.” I gave her an extra wide smirk.
“Good, then we’ll have no less than a dozen!”
I caught my jaw before it hit the floor.
 
 



Chapter 23 – Let There Be Bread
Fire Incubus Form reached level 47, getting me even closer to my goal. Despite a bit of brain fog from mana exertion, it was an announcement by Olivia that put my training on hold. The first section of the field was ready to be seeded. Looking at the time in my menu, it was about 1:00 am.
When I arrived, there was quite a crowd. Not everyone showed up, but George was at Steve’s side to help where he could. Aeris was with Olivia, so there was no surprise when Audrey and Clarissa joined them. Lydia was near the front, with Chris close by. Russ was there, with Skyler, who was showing his support for George. Zorik was there, rubbing his hands together, anxious to have an increase in the food supply.
“I want to thank Olivia,” Steve bolted out loudly, in a stern almost grim voice like that of an old-time preacher. He still wore his assassin’s leather. “Without her Nature Magic, the creation of this field would not be possible. Also, George, Zorik, and Elorion have been a huge help. 
“I’ve determined, as best I can, that two ten-by-ten-meter plots are ready to be planted.”
We all stood near the corner of the field where Olivia had first begun construction with her vines. It was also where we had been dumping all the manure and leftover food. Thanks to Decay, the smell was almost pleasant because we were only moving the manure in the mornings and all the food had decomposed since dinner.
He continued, “The first plot I’ll use to plant our two main crops: wheat and potatoes. To be honest, I’ve no idea how these will be able to grow in the Underworld without the sun, so this will be our test group. Zorik will water them every morning and I’ll experiment with providing them energy from a Light Orb.
“In the second plot, Olivia will experiment with providing them Nature Magic and getting them to grow faster. Lydia and Elorion will also be performing a few of their own experiments. They’ll start with wheat because that is what I’m the most experienced with.”
Flicking through his menu, he pulled up the time before adding, “By the end of today, there should be an additional three to four plots ready. The reason it’s not more is that there just isn’t enough manure to go around. Olivia’s vines will provide organic material, but instead of switching gears before the job is finished, we’ll let her complete the rest of the field. That should be done by the end of the day. Tomorrow we should be able to really get started planting.”
I put my hands together to join the others as they applauded him. When you really thought about it, what he was describing was a miracle. The field would not exist without magic. The crops would depend on Zorik to provide them with water. They would get energy from Light Orbs, or some other magic source. It shouldn’t be possible, but here we were.
With a nod of thanks, he added one last thing. “Many hands make light work. Everyone grab a shovel and I’ll instruct you on how deep and spread apart the holes need to be.”
No one hesitated to jump in and help. What ended up happening though was that Skyler and Russ grabbed the first shovels and were too efficient for anyone else to bother. Steve instructed them and they were finished in a few minutes. They moved dirt as easily as a couple of kids poking holes in loose topsoil with a toothpick. 
George followed Steve as he planted the first plot. His job was a simple one. He covered the seeds Steve meticulously placed with a thin layer of soil. Then they followed up with the potatoes.
With that done, Steve moved on to the next plot, where Olivia stood ready. It never struck me as something she would be interested in, but she watched intently as Steve planted her first row of wheat with the seeds spaced much further apart. She showed great control as he started on the next one. The only sign that her patience was being stretched was her hands which she wrung together before her.
I slowly made my way to stand close to Olivia to get a better view.
Aeris saw me approaching and joined me. 
My nerves were starting to get the better of me. I stopped myself as I opened my mouth to lecture her on what I thought would be the best approach for her to use to get the plants to grow.
When Steve was finished, he turned to Olivia and gave her a big smile. With that, she dug in.
She bent low and held her hand above the first mound of dirt. 
Everyone that was there seemed to hold their breath as one.
With Mana Sight at full power, I watched as Green Mana flowed from her hand and into the ground. Her mana covered a wide area. As I was about to correct her, the seed started to sprout. It was still beneath the dirt, so it wasn’t obvious to everyone watching, but I could see the little seed drink in the mana that found it. It was the greatest discovery we could have hoped for. There was no special spell or technique to make the plant grow. All we had to do was provide it with mana and it would do the rest.
“It’s working,” I said, little louder than a whisper.
Turning to me, she looked past Aeris and shared the biggest genuine smile she had ever given me. Her attention quickly turned back to the plant.
The little sprout broke through the topsoil and continued to grow. It wasn’t an excessively fast process to watch, but about a minute later, it had reached almost a foot high. It continued to grow until it was officially a stalk of wheat. In about five minutes the plant was fully mature.
Steve stood on the other side of the small plot and was nodding his head as he thought to himself.
The celebration that came was announced by Richard, who wasn’t even there. He must have been watching in the Master Chamber. 
It was later, after those who were excited about having a sustainable source of food had left, when I was sitting there across from Olivia and Lydia, that I finally got to begin my own experiments. 
Ever since I had first examined Cave Swine Bacon and saw the large amount of mana it possessed my mind had been swimming with ideas. My love of food had a lot to do with it, but it was the gamer inside of me that smelled a hint of something more.
I sat Indian style with a mound of dirt in front of me with a single seed a few inches below. Just the presence of Nature Mana allowed Olivia’s plants to grow. Now she was on her fourth one. Was it too much to hope that my Light Mana would produce the same results?
Instead of leaking my mana into the ground all around the plant, I reached out with a thread of it that slowly made its way into the earth and penetrated the soil. A steady stream of mana pushed it deep until it reached the seed. The smallest amount of Light Mana caressed it. Nothing happened.
I began to press more mana into my thread, still unsure it would work, but calculating every point of mana that had flowed into it in case it did.
When 5 MP didn’t do it, I slowly increased the flow. As it reached a total of 15 MP over about 20 seconds, it began to glow. It wasn’t the green glow of Olivia’s Nature Magic, or the clear glow of wheat’s normally neutral state, but the milky white of Light Magic.
A chill of excitement went up my spine. I was like a kid discovering the wonders of dirt for the first time.
I had to hold myself back from flooding it with mana and instead continued with my experiment. Reaching 1 mana per second, I waited to see if it would do more than glow. It soon had soaked in 50 MP and started to change.
It struck me as odd that I was still surprised to see magic at work, but a theory was becoming a reality before my eyes as the tiniest of sprouts broke the surface of the ground.
I didn’t look up, but I knew Olivia and Lydia had stopped everything to look at the little guy.
I sped the flow of mana to 2 mana per second. The speed at which it grew did seem to double. How quickly it would grow, what was the limit on the amount of mana it could take at one time, what was the maximum amount of mana a full-grown plant could hold, were all questions that needed answers. Not to mention, what were the effects of eating our new creations?
My first stalk of grain took nearly ten minutes to grow. A single stalk held a whopping 2,200 mana! Comparing Olivia’s plants to mine, there were some very interesting observations to be made. First, the kernels of wheat held a large concentration of the mana we had supplied to them. It seemed the plant itself did this on its own. Secondly, each stalk contained the kind of mana it was grown with. Her stalks glowed with green mana and mine glowed white. Even turning Mana Sight down to its minimum, I was able to see the glow of light to a lesser extent. It was too soon to tell if the mana would fade over time or not.
For more time than I really should have spent, I continued my experiments on the row that Steve had allowed me. Almost two hours later I had grown just over 60 stalks of wheat.
I found myself standing with Olivia admiring our work. She had finished with her own row.
“That’s crazy. Nature Magic uses close to half the mana to grow one stalk,” I replied, combing my fingers through the hair on the back of my head. I needed a shower. And a haircut.
“Are you surprised?” she said with a cackle. 
I chuckled in response but was too focused on the last thing we needed to do to get into a verbal sparring match with her.
She didn’t even try to push me further. “What is it?”
I didn’t answer right away, but instead just stared at her with an all-knowing look.
When she finally rolled her eyes, I interrupted her protest. “Bread. We need to make bread.” 
She stopped what she was about to say with her mouth half opened. “Richard! When it’s safe, get Zorik!”
 
***
 
Zorik happily complied and already knew the kernels I was offering him were filled with Light Mana before I mentioned it. He took the bag of grain from both of us and flew off toward his kitchen. I had at least expected him to be wary of it, but it didn’t seem to faze him.
As we waited for our bread to bake, I took a quick stroll to the front lines, Drained some creatures, then left. I needed to continue draining creatures so as to not lose the stats I had already gained, but I left so as not to lessen the amount of experience of the others were getting.
Olivia and I hadn’t advertised what we were doing because there was not going to be enough to go around, yet. I planned on hanging out with Russ while he worked, but Olivia was there so I let myself out.
When the time finally came, I was already waiting in the corner of the kitchen, watching Zorik work. He seemed happy…
I watched as he took Olivia’s first loaf out of the oven. It still possessed the green glow of nature magic. Mine came out a few minutes later.
A scurry of feet came to a halt outside the kitchen entrance. As Olivia walked in, I just had to say something. “Sorry. I ate yours.”
“Did you now? Is that why you’re large and green?” she spat.
“Like the Incredible Hulk?” I gave my best pose.
“I was thinking an overweight Kermit the Frog.”
My eyes started watering I laughed so hard. “That was pretty good.”
“I’ll forgive you then since I approve of your sense of humor.”
The loaves Zorik set out were on a cream tray. He was careful not to touch them with his hands. They were perfectly round and risen a good ten inches. They reminded me of mountain bread.
“They’re beautiful,” I told Zorik.
He looked at me like I had slapped him. 
“It was a joke,” I hurried to explain.
Olivia looked away to have a little private laugh at my expense.
“Is this kind of mana-filled food common?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Normally it’s very expensive, master. I’ve never seen it grown, but I know a competent mage is required. It’ll also lose its benefits fairly quickly, so if it's not eaten right away, then in a few days it’ll be little more than normal bread.”
That answered one question. So, the mana would make its way out of the grain in a short period of time. That was a problem, but a couple of possible solutions came to mind. More to experiment with later.
“Well, let’s try it,” Olivia insisted.
With a nod, I grabbed my loaf, which was still pretty hot, and tore it in two, handing her one half. I did the same with her loaf. 
For a moment, we shared a look, before diving into our loaves. I couldn’t say there was any change in the taste or texture, and I began to chew the first bite of the Light Mana Loaf. Swallowing it, it just seemed like a good loaf of fresh bread. There was no failure in it having a decent taste.
Taking another bite, I began to work on finishing half of what was left in my hand, when I received my first popup. It seemed that the bread had to begin digesting in my stomach before the bonus would register.
I was about to report to Olivia when the bonus changed. The more bread I ate, the larger the bonus got.
Seeing the way Olivia stared into nothingness before her, it was obvious my loaf wasn’t the only one that gave some sort of buffs.
“The bonus increases if you eat more,” I confirmed.
After I had finished about six or seven bites, the buffs stopped going up. It looked like there was a limit to the amount you could take in at one time.
From eating a mana-rich food, you have received bonuses for a limited time!
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
+1% Constitution
+1% Intelligence
+1% Wisdom
Bonuses expire in 12 hours!
 
It might not seem like much but spread across the entire population of Sanctuary that +1% to all stats would equal out to hundreds of stat points! And this was only the beginning. I had yet to determine how much mana a single stalk could hold. What if these bonuses stacked with other food bonuses we ate?
Without waiting another moment, I shoveled a quarter loaf of Olivia’s bread into my mouth and waited to see what would happen.
When she saw what I did, she quickly started eating mine as well.
It was a minute before the additional buffs were tallied.
From eating a mana-rich food, you have received bonuses for a limited time!
+2% to Nature Magic
+2% to Nature Magic Resistance
Bonuses expire in 24 hours!
 
Should I have been surprised that plants grown with Nature Mana gave any buffs at all? Yes, it was the element that granted power over plant life, but normal wheat didn’t have a dense supply of Nature Mana. It was entirely neutral. This meant that there was a good chance that every element could benefit us.
I tried not to grab Olivia by the shoulders and demand that she show me her notifications so that I could compare our buffs.
She chewed furiously as she tried to catch up. She wanted to see just as badly as I did.
When she turned her popups to me and I turned mine to her, I found that there was no difference between the buffs that we received.
“Interesting,” I said aloud to myself.
“Not cool!” Olivia objected. “How come your magic adds the best buffs?”
“Mine only lasts for 12 hours though…”
We spent some time speculating about what we could do to increase the mana during plant growth or even mix our two manas, or even more elements, to create some ultimate kind of food. There would probably be limits, but both of us were totally geeking out.
“We have a problem,” I said, realizing I had been too excited to think about it.
“What?”
“I’m assuming you saved your bread for Russ?”
She shrugged, then motioned to mine. “Aeris?”
I nodded before saying, “We need to save some of it to leave out so that we can see how quickly the mana fades.”
“Oh yeah… That’s true.” She thought for a moment before giving me a sly wink. “Here!”
Setting her two loaves down on the table, she asked Zorik to find a container for them.
Holding out her hand, she looked upon the remainder of her loaf that I held. 
I gave it to her.
“You give Aeris yours and I’ll give Russ mine. This way we can test the mana bread’s expiration date and make them happy at the same time.”
“Did I ever tell you that you’re a genius?”
“No, you didn’t.”
“Well don’t expect me to tell you now.”
Zorik suddenly spoke up, eyeing Olivia suspiciously. “Master. I can’t tell. Are you two friends or enemies?”
My face contorted into a wrinkly red balloon with a mouth as I struggled to hold back a laugh.
Olivia showed no such self-control and splattered my face with spittle. 
As I wiped my face with my bare hand, she waited until I was done to laugh even harder at my predicament.
“Zorik, when it comes to girls, I have no idea.”
 



Chapter 24 – Making Adjustments
After our meeting had split up, I tried to pump mana into my bacon jerky. Instead of absorbing it, the mana passed right through. I suspected the growing process made the grain susceptible to the mana, but I’d test it on normal bread at breakfast.
I walked the grounds of Sanctuary and Healed everyone that needed it to keep their endurance up. When finished, I requested Clarissa block me up in my training hall for a few hours.
Sitting down with Aeris when breakfast finally came, I couldn’t help but make a little game out of it.
“I got you a present,” I said with no small amount of gravity in my tone.
Her face lit up as she looked to me with great curiosity. “Oh?”
“Yes. I’d like to present you with… bread.” Pulling a small bundle out of my inventory, I unwrapped the cloth and set it on her plate.
“Eh. Thanks,” she said, narrowing her eyes. She played along. “I’ve been looking high and low, and I mean really high because I can fly, throughout the Underworld, for bread. Thank you, Elorion. I’ll cherish it.”
With a solid nod I accepted her mocking grace. 
She took a bite, all the time not taking her eyes off me. “Did you make this or something?”
I didn’t answer. A moment later, the first popup appeared before her. She stared at it in disbelief.
“Keep eating. It gets better,” I instructed.
When she had finished, she tilted her head and beamed. “You did. You made Buff Bread.” She chuckled.
“And you thought I had just given you a piece of plain bread. How embarrassing…”
She was so ecstatic that she ignored my jest and instead asked, “Aren’t its bonuses pretty extreme? How did you manage it?”
“Not sure yet. This was the first experiment, but it seems to be a pretty effective process. I was bumbling through it and managed this. Olivia’s Nature Mana adds a bonus as well: 2% to Nature Magic and Nature Resistance.”
She got very still as she realized what all this might imply. “Does that mean I might be able to do the same and get a bonus to Wind Magic?”
I gave her a grin. “I think so. It also means that we might all be able to get a bonus to Earth Magic, which if you remember is the base element of most Minotaurs.” 
She brought her hands together, and with her inhuman speed, clapped in approval.
“There is so much more. I haven’t talked to Lydia, but we may be able to grow her mushrooms just as quickly and get a huge supply of health potions going. Then there’s mixing manas, trying different plants, feeding our mana crops to the Cave Swine and seeing if they take on new characteristics.”
“You just want more magic bacon,” she said, putting a halt to my previous train of thought.
“You know me so well. And it might just be possible.”
 
***
 
With such a variety of projects going at once, it felt like I was leveling up faster and slower than I should at the same time. Faster because every project was seeing progress. Slower because I couldn’t focus on just one thing so that it could advance as quickly as possible. 
I was beginning to think I had underestimated how quickly Clarissa would finish The Bridge. She had gotten into a real rhythm and was almost finished with an entire side of the second floor. Everyone was still growing in level, though the number of mobs entering Khun’s borders had dropped. Russ was working toward his breakthrough. Lydia had a number of new things to show everyone but wanted to finish something before she did. She had all but given me the cold shoulder when I mentioned how we had sped the growth of the grain and that we could possibly apply the same method to her mushrooms. 
As new plots of soil became available, Olivia and I took advantage and increased our grain production. I wasn’t surprised to find Aeris joining us, and just as we’d theorized, she was able to grow wheat as well. It was too little to go off of, but the standing hypothesis was that neutral plants like wheat would probably take in any form of mana. I looked forward to testing more elements to see if anything might blow up.
There was one big distinction between Aeris’s Wind based bread and ours. Her buffs were the same as Olivia’s except with her element, +2% Wind Magic and +2% Wind Resistance, but the buffs her bread gave only lasted for 6 hours. At this point, all we could do was guess at the reason why, but it was reasonable that plants would be inclined to accept Olivia’s Nature Magic. My Light Magic wasn’t contrary to their nature either, since it wasn’t technically an element, but Aeris’s Wind Magic was alien to the wheat stalk. That must have been why it didn’t last as long.
I finished most of my preliminary tests with wheat before we were done that day. The maximum amount of mana a wheat seedling could take in at once was 5 mana per second. Anything more and it would just pass right through it. I found that the maximum amount of mana a wheat stalk could hold wasn’t affected by the speed at which the plant grew. More could be added once it was a fully-grown stalk. Its grains would just collect more of the mana. Each plant could handle around 3,000 MP. 
I found the best way to grow the seeds in bulk was to send mana out in patches into the dirt where the seeds began, and the roots would ultimately end up. What had taken two hours last night I could take care of in ten minutes if I focused on bulk. Now that we were done with the initial experimentation, Steve was placing our seeds much closer together in the same way he had his trial plot where he wasn’t using direct mana. We were getting a lot more product over the same space.
It was during this second phase that Steve began his own second plot. Though he wasn’t a mage, that didn’t mean he didn’t have mana or mana control, which he proved when his first seedling broke ground.
I stopped what I was doing to watch him work. The same neutral form of mana escaped out of his hand that I had seen from other craftsmen when they worked their craft. Russ and how his mana seeped into his hammer came to mind. What surprised me the most wasn’t that he was able to get the plant to grow, but the amount of mana that he had. Even a low-end stalk held more than 1,000 MP. 
“Congrats on your first,” I said as I sat down next to him in the dirt. Olivia’s vines were still churning the remainder of the field behind us.
 He gave me a nod of thanks.
“Do you mind sharing your stats? That’s pretty impressive control for a non-magic user.”
“Sure,” he replied, bringing up his menu and turning it to face me when he had found his Character Sheet.
Level: 353
Health Points: 55,100
Mana Points: 4,000
Attributes
Strength: 300
Dexterity: 1,003
Constitution: 551 
Intelligence: 200
Wisdom: 100
 
The first thing I noticed wasn’t his Intelligence and Wisdom, but his high Constitution. For a rogue type, it seemed rather high. Not that having an assassin with high HP was a bad thing. Did his damage go up from Dexterity instead of Strength? I also noticed he had leveled twice since yesterday.
“I use mana for a couple of my skills, and the clarity of mind that comes from a high Intelligence stat helps.” He snickered.
“That is wise,” I replied.
Seeing his proficiency reminded me of the general magic spells the Head Mistress had taught us on our first day in the Underworld. Light Orb being one, Mage’s Toilet Paper and Mage’s Deodorant being the others. The utility of such spells seemed to lump them in with Blue Magic, but they didn’t show up on my Blue Magic spell sheet. These instead were listed together as General. Were there more General Spells? Their nature held more mystery than any other magic I had run into. I wondered if they were designer spells, created by the Head Mistress, or some succubus long ago and passed down over the centuries. If that was the case, could we also create our own designer spells and even share them with anyone we desired?
I made a lot of progress that afternoon with Fire Incubus, progressing to level 61. Leveling had slowed, but it was still going strong. The sooner I got it to a high level, the sooner I’d be able to work on my Light Magic. I was trying to prepare myself. I could almost feel it, like an internal itch, that as soon as I really began to try to push my Light Magic to the Master Rank, the Minotaurs would find us. If I could reach the next rank, my Ascension should rank up with it and greatly improve the passive buffs I got with it. Who even knew how powerful my Light Magic would become?
That evening at dinner, I made a point to sit with Travis and check in on him. He hadn’t exactly been keeping his distance from me, but he had hardly left the front lines since our little werewolf experiment except for meals.
I had to admit, he looked nervous when I sat down, but quickly I realized it had nothing to do with my presence.
He glanced over his shoulder toward a group of three girls that were coming this way with their trays of food. It was the same three girls I had yet to get to know. One of whom was Kylie, the girl Aeris was trying to hook up with Travis, of that I was sure.
Each of them wore fine leather armor and had matted down hair from helmets that were probably inventoried. Which one was Kylie, I could only guess…
Leaning over to Aeris, I whispered, “Help. I don’t know who’s who.”
She seemed to ignore me at first but stood and waved the girls over to make sure they didn’t find an excuse to sit anywhere else. 
They filed into the seats around the table and joined us. Two of the girls took the seats to Aeris’s side, but one bravely parted from her friends, passed over a seat, and headed toward the one next to Travis. Must be Kylie.
She was the shortest of the group, possibly the shortest person in Sanctuary besides Zorik, with a cute round face speckled with freckles high on her cheeks and over her nose. She had short chestnut hair and carried a quiet confidence. 
Hadn’t Aeris said she was shy?
Coming to a stop just before reaching the chair next to Travis, she waited as he half stood and slid the chair out for her to take a seat.
“Hey,” he greeted.
I almost laughed at his stiffness, but I wouldn’t do that to him, not right now. It could wait until after she was gone.
“Hello,” she sang as she sat down in the seat he offered.
The following moment could have turned awkward, but Aeris took the reins of the conversation.
“Hey girls,” she began, “how goes the hunting?”
Kylie’s friends both looked to her.
“It’s going so good,” Kylie replied, looking up at Travis as if he was the one that had asked the question. “We’ll probably reach the 300s tomorrow! Which is saying a lot since we have mostly defensive talents.”
Motioning with her hands, she pointed out each girl while she spoke. “Jess Fades. Melony Parries. And I have Dodge. Melony does have a cool counter ability though, like a real duelist!”
Maybe my timing was terrible, but this was a perfect opportunity to find out about their abilities. 
“Interesting.” I broke into the conversation. “What are they like? I haven’t gotten to see you girls in action very often and I’ve wanted to, but…”
“But you were afraid Aeris would catch you spying on us and cut your horns off?” Kylie jibed.
Her response was so unexpected I froze with my mouth open and my tongue half sticking out of my mouth.
The girls, all four of them, had a laugh at my expense.
When I had recovered, I joined them, elbowing Travis who had yet to loosen up. He cracked a smile at least.
I made a show of waving my hand over my head where my horns normally stood. My Skeleton General’s Helmet wasn’t currently cast, so my horns were obviously missing, but the act won me some additional giggles.
“I Fade,” Jess said, half raising her hand. She was tall and petite with dark brown skin and cute black curls that made her look like a pixie. Her eyes kind of fluttered from person to person as she shyly explained, “It’s not really fading from existence or anything like that. My talent just gives me quick bursts of speed in one direction, but it’s limited to about five or six feet. It helps to keep from getting stabbed.”
Even shier than her friend, Melony gave a classic deer in headlights look when the attention turned to her. She had a wide brow and a homely look, but her thick build and long black ponytail framing her pale complexion made her look more formidable than the other two.
 Jess picked up for her. “Kylie isn’t kidding when she says Melony is like a real duelist. We faced a hobgoblin the other day that was at least level 500 and she smacked away every attack it threw and then poked it full of holes.”
Perhaps, to be gracious to her friend, she moved on quickly, changing the subject by turning back to Kylie.
“Now Kylie, she’s just quick. Like, really quick. Like, the speed I have when I Fade, but she can do that all the time but in every direction.”
“That’s not true,” Kylie butted in, rolling her eyes, but obviously flattered. “Fading allows you to quickly move a good distance away. I’m tiny, my movements are tiny. But I’m very hard to hit.”
“So, hitting on you would be impossible if you weren’t already willing?” I spoke without thinking, while giving Travis a nudge.
Everyone was suddenly dead quiet except for one person. Kylie was cracking up.
Aeris gave my hand a hard squeeze, reminding me I was supposed to be easing them into a new courtship or whatever. In my defense, Kylie was far from the shy girl she had described.
When she had gained control of herself, Kylie leaned over and took hold of Travis’s arm before responding. “He’s not wrong.”
Travis was grinning broadly, but I may have caught an ounce of terror in his eyes. Jess and Melony looked at the two of them fondly. My eyes lastly found Aeris, whose eyes bore into me like a silver fairy of death.
 
***
 
Instead of having leader meetings daily, I allowed things to fall into a reliance on the leaders group chat. I spoke with everyone individually a couple times a day and decided to leave meetings for situations that might require everyone’s full focus. 
I had a brief conversation with Russ that night about what he’d found out from the dwarf. 
“I paraphrase. Basically, Minotaurs don’t use no stinking wargs to track folks. They got strong sniffers themselves and some are mighty hunters,” Russ said.
I was able to put together another trinket that Arcane Engineering considered a machine. With the discoveries we had been making with growing wheat, an idea was starting to form of a kind of machine that might actually be useful. The problem was that it would probably take me years to get my Construction subskill up enough to create what I had in mind. Perhaps Khun could help me with that.
As the day came to a close, I considered our DP. 50,000 of it was set aside for construction in The Bridge and The Pits. An additional 20,000 was set aside for construction in the Inner and Outer Perimeters. The time changed to 12:00 AM, bringing with it 2,200 additional DP. It was the third day since we returned, so that meant 6,600 was added to the 19,000 we had accumulated, giving us 25,600 to work with.
There were two possible ways we could spend it that would be of the greatest benefit in our current situation. We could save it for another 7 days and increase our Dungeon Aura to Rank E, which would attract mobs up to level 500. Now that we had experience with how the aura worked, it was more accurate to say that the mobs it would attract would have a higher probability of being close to level 500. Even at our current rank, we had a small percentage of level 500 mobs coming. I was leaning toward this as our next major spend. Giving the others a week to keep leveling would likely prepare them for the increase in higher level mobs. The major drawback was that the timing might hurt us. If the Minotaurs were in the area when the higher-level mobs started to attack, it could backfire.
The second possibility was to go to Khun and see how expensive it would be for him to build the Mana Machine I had in mind. I didn’t expect it to be cheap, but it could automate an essential aspect of farming. Best of all, it could allow us to mass produce our crops and even customize what we grew. It might be too ambitious for now…
There were other things of course. Summoning Elementals, restoring parts of the Living Quarters to livable condition, rebuilding the doors and traps, and even fixing up some of the crafting stations we had yet to experiment with that could use the DP. In light of current events, none of them made any sense at the moment.
It was time to find Khun to figure out what damages this idea of mine would cost us.
 



Chapter 25 – Things are Coming Together
The idea I had for automating the farm would have to wait. Khun confirmed it would cost 30,000 to 50,000 DP, which was something that we couldn’t afford right now with the promise of an incoming enemy. That left us with upgrading our Dungeon Aura as the best option.
After doing the math and taking into consideration Clarissa’s speed of build, we would be able to upgrade much sooner than I had first calculated. It would take her another day to complete the construction in The Bridge. I expected it to take about 4 days to finish The Pits. That was before we even got started on the Inner and Outer Perimeters. The 20,000 DP we had set aside for the smaller construction projects would take approximately 9 days to recover at the rate Khun gained DP. With 5 days before we even started, that meant we could safely upgrade the Dungeon Aura in 4! It was also true that we wouldn’t need to spend the 20,000 DP all on day one, so upgrading it in three days would be a safe bet. It would also give us more time leveling with the higher-level mobs. 
When I mentioned this to the leadership chat, there wasn’t a single objection. On the contrary, everyone wanted to know if we could upgrade sooner.
That morning, after spending some time helping Steve plant the now completed field, I noticed a big change in Zorik as I was getting my breakfast tray. The change in demeanor was part of it, but it was the density of his mana that was the most obvious. He had obviously taken what I said to heart and then some. I’d have to make some time later in the day to encourage him.
To add to the peculiar way Lydia was acting, she asked to confiscate one of the halls in the Living Quarters near the field to use for her alchemy. I readily agreed since we had already spoken about her having a place for her mushrooms but was met with resistance when I asked what it was for. She had Olivia block the way with one of her vine gates and wouldn’t let anyone in as she scurried back and forth between the hall and her crafting station.
After breakfast, we began the process of growing an entire field of wheat for the first time. Olivia showed off by doing her entire section at once. Because I feared using too much Light Magic would reveal our location to the Minotaurs, I stuck with a couple of rows at a time. Still, within an hour we were done. 
Row upon row of kernel fat wheat filled the northern section of the Living Quarters. As much as it pained her, Olivia had agreed that we should mostly grow Light Mana Wheat instead of Nature because of the buffs it gave. Because of this, three-quarters of the field was filled with my wheat.
The rumor that we had discovered a way to create buff bread was already out and people were finding excuses to venture near the field to spy on us. Not that they weren’t welcome. It was ironic that when we had first arrived in the Underworld bread had been one of the few things available to us in excess. Most of us had grown tired of it quickly. But tonight, it would become the prime staple of our diet and everyone was jumping at the chance to get a taste.
With the amount of grain that we were able to produce, there was no way we could have eaten all of it in a month, let alone one night. To become self-sufficient was an incredible feat. But to say that our work was done was far from reality. Much of the grain, almost thirty percent, would go toward feed for the Cave Swine. Which presented a new problem. George and Steve both insisted that the Cave Swine needed to have their grain ground so that it was easier to digest, otherwise much of it would just go straight through their digestive systems. Zorik had the tools to grind enough for a meal but feeding the growing Cave Swine was like asking him to grind enough for a small army. We needed a better option, otherwise he would end up grinding wheat all day and doing nothing else.
George took the reins on figuring out what could be done. He would watch Zorik to get some ideas.
Our time with the grain was limited. After 48 hours off the stalk, it began to lose strength, and by 72 hours it only contained trace amounts of the buffs from my Light Mana. Olivia didn’t seem to have this problem though. Three days later and her first crop of grain was still packed with Nature Mana. The Nature Mana Bread was starting to fade though. My Light Mana Bread started to lose potency after 24 hours.
The final thing we had planned for the grain was to use it to reseed the field. Planting it when it still contained mana offered intriguing possibilities. Second generation mana seeds might need less mana to grow, hold more mana, or even give improved buffs…
Steve had decided to put the potatoes and other crops off for a few days until we figured out what we needed to with the wheat production.
As I made it into the 70s with Fire Incubus Form, the leveling process started to slow drastically. With that said, there was still progress, so I kept at it. The form’s default cost was now less than half of its first level cost. It was now 440 Mana Per Second and would last for over 10 minutes. This would give me just under ten minutes in the form and raise my stats to 2,733 Strength, 2,868 Dexterity and 2,803 Constitution. With the additional 144,850 HP that came from the Constitution boost, to say that the form made me a monster was an understatement. We might actually survive this. 
Unlike most nights, the bulk of the leadership group sat together for dinner. There was no spoken reason for this, but I suspected no one wanted to be the person to explain the reason for the new bonuses from our food. The enthusiasm was as thick as creamy ranch dressing and was likely to gush all over the place like a newly opened bottle when everyone saw their notifications for the first time.
No one at our table took a bite of their bread as the tables around us began to eat. As the first notification windows popped up, faces lit up with them. 
I watched as Clarissa and Audrey huddled together to compare their notifications with eager squeals. Sitting close by, Trevon just stared openmouthed at his own. Chris was frantic in the way he chatted up Lydia. She was mostly ignoring him as she was deep in her own thoughts. Kylie literally ran over to Travis who was across the table from me. Jess and Melony were close behind. 
Getting up from his seat, Skyler walked over to the other sledge brothers to stand over them as he took his first bite from the loaf he was holding.
Soon, everyone was out of their chairs and they were heading our way.
Glancing at Aeris, I saw the joy in her eyes as she was about to receive our overexcited guests. Tonight was a real victory. With the magic we possessed, it might seem like a small thing, but it spoke of how far we had truly come. We had more food than we knew what to do with, no master looming over our heads, and beds to call our own.
 
***
 
I caught up with Zorik after dinner as he was leaving the kitchen to join the front line. 
“Hey there,” I greeted from the other side of the counter where we loaded our trays with food. 
This time when I caught him by surprise he only seemed to jump half as high as he normally did. He stopped at the door and turned to greet me.
“I can tell you took my advice and started taking leveling seriously. You’re looking good,” I said.
His grin was like watching an orc trying to smile. “Thank you, master.”
“Can I walk with you? I’d like to discuss your stats if you don’t mind.”
“Of course. I just reached 1,000 Intelligence!” he declared, nodding his head cheerfully like a delighted squirrel chewing at a nut.
I joined him at the exit to the kitchen and let him show me his character sheet instead of casting Creature Observation. It had only been a day, but he had leveled drastically.
Name: Zorik
Level: 272
Health Points: 2,950
Mana Points: 100,100
 
Strength: 50
Dexterity: 50
Constitution: 59
Intelligence: 1,001
Wisdom: 200
 
“Congratulations on getting 1,000 Intelligence,” I said, making sure to encourage him before saying anything else.
He did the thing with his throat that sounded like a purr. 
“Do you get 5 stat points with each level?”
He nodded.
“Interesting. Do all creatures get the same?”
“No sir. Orcs get 6 but can only put them in physical stats. Dark Elves get 5, but also get stat bonuses when they get close to one of their race’s totems. Those are the only ones that I know, but I’m sure that there are others.”
“There is a question I’ve been meaning to ask you.”
Wringing his hands together and holding them against his chest, he was ready to please. 
“The Fire Incubus we faced was physically very powerful but didn’t use his magic. His Intelligence was over 1,200 and his Wisdom over 500, so it seemed likely that he had used his stats while still an Imp for a magic build. Do you happen to know why?”
“Well,” he began. “Elemental Imps, like the fire variety, are different than regular imps like me. Their talents are limited to one school of magic and they use it more naturally than we do. It could be said that they don’t have magic, but magic-based abilities. These abilities can grow more powerful, but they can’t learn more of them. I have access to Water and Earth spell trees, so the variety of spells I can learn are vast in comparison.
“It is also likely that his abilities weren’t as powerful as his physical strength. Elemental Imps are often more powerful than normal Imps at low levels, but few of them are as powerful later on. At least, that’s what is said. I’ve only met one Incubus in my life, so I couldn’t say for sure.”
Scratching my chin, I nodded my understanding. “How are you planning on spending your stats before you reach level 1,000?”
“Next, I’ll get my Wisdom to 1,000, then my physical stats to 100. After that, I’m not sure. I could put 1,000 in each stat or focus on just one…”
“I know it’s difficult.” I began to tell him what the Head Mistress had told me about Wisdom being superior to Intelligence, but then acknowledged that since we didn’t have much information about Incubi, I didn’t know for sure it would be the best for him. After my own Ascension, a lot of what I had first considered the best path for me had been brought into question.
He thanked me for giving him the information about what the Mistress had taught me.
 
***
 
Three days remained until we would upgrade the Dungeon Aura. I was determined to get Fire Incubus Form to level 99 before then. If I could manage that, then working on getting Light Magic to its Master Rank would be my next major goal. 
A few hours later, I was shocked to hear from George that he had found a solution to our wheat grinding problem. 
“How many Golems can you summon?” he asked.
“I have five slots remaining. Why?” 
Suffice it to say, a bunch of Iron Golems were soon crushing grain in their own mortar and pestles in a cleared-out kitchen near the Cave Swine’s abode. Not just any mortar and pestles mind you. Ones the size of a witch’s caldron. Er… Maybe if the witch was 8 feet tall.
Lydia found me watching them work as soon as the last one was summoned. “Come,” was all that she said.
I followed her out of the smaller kitchen, which still held the rank manure smell this early in the day. It didn’t seem to bother her. Somewhere she had found a navy-blue apron that completely engulfed her around the waist and reached down past her knees. It looked like a dress with a slit up the back. The black shorts and white t-shirt underneath kept her outfit from being immodest. 
It only took me a few moments to realize she was taking me to the place in the Living Quarters that we had set aside for her to grow the man-eating mushrooms. When we arrived, Olivia’s vine doorway parted at the middle to let us through. She led me to the back of the hall and only kept a single Light Orb dimly lit as we neared the last couple of rooms. It was here that she turned around and held up her hand to stop me.
“I don’t want anyone back here. It’s dangerous for the mushrooms to have too much contact. They’re very delicate,” she said.
I nodded that I understood. Was it wrong that I wanted to experiment with them even more now that she had forbidden me?
With that, she stepped aside and offered for me to take a look.
Very little light was allowed in the room, so it took my natural eyes a moment to focus. It was the movement of an already three-foot-tall orange mushroom that caught my eye. It was snarling at me.
Taking a step back, I was shocked that it had already grown so much. Had it even been a day since she had started to grow them?
There were three orange and at least a dozen smaller green ones bunched in the back of the room.
“Under no circumstances do I want anyone feeding them mana like you’re doing to the wheat,” she demanded, anxious for me to respond.
“Okay,” I said. “Is there no chance for my healing magic to increase your potions’ healing ability?”
“Very little. Alchemy isn’t based on the mana in an ingredient, but chemistry. We have a limited number of spores to work with. Any experimentation could ruin what we have, then no health potions at all.”
She was right that we should probably play it safe then. For now. “We could name it Lydia’s Mushroom Fortress to strike fear into the hearts of all that hear it to help keep people away.”
My attempt to lighten her mood didn’t work. Instead, she continued as if I had said nothing at all. “Alchemy ingredients aren’t food. Any tampering with them can completely degrade or eliminate their usefulness.”
“I hear you.”
“Good. I want to show you so that you can let everyone know what is going on in here and they’ll stop pestering me to have a look.”
I didn’t want to be the one to tell her that my word wouldn’t sway the most curious among us from asking her, but I could at least try to fulfill her request.
Our meeting was over quickly, and I returned to what I had planned for the day. Fire Incubus Form, I’m about to drop the elbow on your face! Let’s do this!
The stone slab that covered my exit was raised quickly by Clarissa. Now that she had the measurements down, it only took her a moment. Shut inside, I went to work.
 



Chapter 26 – Power Leveling
Does one ever get used to fire? I was reaching a satisfactory level in my Fire Incubus Form. Yet after all my time practicing the form, the scorching heat that the Enrage ability caused and the fact that it left me unsinged still left me uncomfortable. Since it wasn’t my natural form, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be comfortable with it. There was just something about not burning up that made it feel impossible, yet here I was, alive and well.
I had spent over 50 of the last 72 hours power leveling my form. My mind wasn’t unhinged by the excessive mana use anymore. Well, nowhere near how it had been at first.
You would think that continuously repeating the same process would get boring but pumping as much mana as possible into a spell as quickly as possible was equivalent to any intense physical activity. Take a sprinter. This wasn’t just sprinting a single race, but constantly getting up to your top speed as quickly as you could and holding that speed as long as you could until your limbs lost the ability to function. It was anything but boring. If it wasn’t for my healing ability, I doubted I’d be able to do it more than a couple of times a day. 
There was undoubtedly an ecstasy that came from being able to feel the intense power that came from maximum channeling. Knowing I’d get to feel it again was one of the few things that kept me going. On the other end of the spectrum, to be completely drained of mana, or even nearly so, brought with it more than just physical exhaustion. It was as if the life had been sucked out of me. With it came hopelessness. When I let my transformation go on too long and completely ran out of mana, I ended up at the weakest I had ever been in my life. There was always a moment where I felt that even the lowliest of creatures could kill me with little effort. 
In that was uncertain danger. I didn’t know if it was more than a feeling, but to test it could be life-threatening. I asked Khun and Zorik, yet neither of them knew. It was possible that at the moment you ran out of mana any attack would cause a critical hit. Perhaps worse. I was thankful to have a stone cage for practice. Of that, there was no doubt.
Standing in the back of the hall, I cast Fire Incubus Form. The mana in my blood became liquid heat, but I did not burn. My blood and flesh seemed to merge into one. That was when I began to grow, and the crimson shell of a Fire Incubus started to take shape over the whole of my body. 
With the form only costing 248 Mana Per Second, it would now last just over 20 minutes. During all my time power leveling, it had remained unclear if channeling my extra mana into the form or using my extra mana on the form’s abilities like Enrage would bear the best results. To save Khun as much DP as possible when having to repair the place, I was staying away from using the form’s abilities. That meant that every mana point that I had was fuel to empower my change. With it at higher levels and costing less, that also meant that its change was more drastic.
With my character sheet open, I watched my stats climb as the form soaked up every ounce of mana that I offered it. I quickly reached the form’s base Mana Per Second.
Health Points: 339,886
Strength: 3,049
Dexterity: 3,202
Constitution: 3,128
 
With Mana Sight at max, the moments stretched out and allowed me to contemplate how much my stats had grown in such a short period of time. I had yet to really test what I was capable of with more than twice my normal stats. It was humbling when I remembered how the Hell Hound had nearly wiped us out with its high Dexterity, or the Werewolves’ superior speed and strength had put me on the ropes. I had surpassed them both.
Just as my channeling continued to increase, so did my stats. The surge of energy became so intense that it was no longer just a trial of will to direct my mana, but the corded muscles throughout my body flexed out of necessity to keep itself from being pulled apart. The very mana that was enhancing my body was also threatening to destroy it as it demanded my physical existence to be better than it was in its current form.
Bone and ligaments, skin and blood, it all bulged as it grew into a better version of itself. As my Mana Per Second reached 500 my stats neared 4,000. If all else failed, I could always channel more into the form. At this rate, it would only last 8 and a half minutes.
Still, my channeling continued to increase. My height stopped increasing and instead my form began to grow thick and dense. At 1,000 Mana Per Second, 4 times the base amount, my stats hit 4,500. At this stage, I’d only have 3 minutes and 45 seconds. 
Channeling’s ability to improve my stats began to slow. Glancing down at the monster I had become, there was nothing but boulders of crimson muscle that I hardly believed could belong to me. It wasn’t until my Mana Per Second reached 2,000, or 8 times that of the form’s base cost, that my physical stats reached 5,000. If for any reason I had to use such an extreme level, I could only count on the form for a minute and a half. It took me nearly 15 seconds to reach this level.
The irony of what I had told my group on our first day in the Underworld struck me at that moment. I had wanted to be a basher because I wanted nothing to do with healing. It seemed my wish had come true.
My Mana Per Second surpassed all levels of practicality, pushing my transformed state to the heights of insanity. Though I didn’t know if I had ever reached the maximum Mana Per Second I was capable of, I was pretty sure it was around 5,000. If there was a river of mana inside me, it was at that point that it felt like it reached its apex.
I could only hold that intensity for a few seconds before it was time. I cut the flow of mana. It wasn’t a quick process. My Mana Per Second was plummeting, but so was my remaining mana. I had timed it wrong countless times. When my mana ran out, my mind and body would crash.
I watched it closely as my mana continued to fall. My timing had been good, and my mana stopped flowing when I had a couple thousand left. With it came multiple popups!
Fire Incubus Form has reached level 95!
Cost: 1,200 Mana Per Second
(240 with buffs)
Strength: +500, +95% Strength
Dexterity: +500, +95% Dexterity
Constitution: +500, +95% Constitution
 
Shapeshifting Mastery has reached level 38!
You will now change to a different form 19% faster.
 
With two hours left until we upgraded our Dungeon Aura, I had reached my goal for Fire Incubus Form. The final five levels would take days to reach. Sure, it would be beneficial, but the stats I could get for the final five levels were minimal. If I could reach the Master Rank with my Light Magic, then not only could I sustain my forms longer, but just as Advanced In The Buff became a permanent buff with no cost, it was likely I’d obtain Master In The Buff in its place. How much of a bonus that would be, I couldn’t say, but basing my past buffs, I expected it to be more than 200 to every stat. Possibly twice that. With the little time we had left, it would give the biggest bonuses for the time spent.
As exhausted as I was, I couldn’t help but feel invigorated by how far I had come. Now to mention to the others that I planned on practicing my Light Magic, the very thing that could alert the Minotaurs to our presence. Aeris already knew about my plans, and instead of discouraging me, she’d gone to Clarissa to talk about what could be done.
 
***
 
Everyone had taken their place on the front lines. Only Khun and I were in the Master Chamber as he awaited my command to upgrade the Dungeon Aura.
“We’re ready!” Aeris shouted through leaders chat. 
Moving to look at our dungeon spirit, I gave him the nod.
With all the pomp of a highborn noble, he inclined his chin to show off his full stature, before pushing his arms out in front of him. Dark power shot out from his palms, striking his pedestal at the center of the room. With a thunderclap, the streak of lightning running down his platform lit up in brilliant purple and sent a rumble through the room that shook the floor and the walls as one. It stopped suddenly.
His eyes met mine with a twinkle of satisfaction. He answered my unasked question. “Now we wait.”
Over the last three days, the number of creatures attracted by the Dungeon Aura had been in steep decline. Yesterday had been our lowest day yet when only 113 creatures had come. Today that should change. Not only would the aura attract higher level creatures, but its radius would also reach more than twenty miles in all directions. It easily reached The Belly and was nearing the realm of the Head Mistress’s Dungeon.
The dungeon wall became a screen with a live feed to the event. A wider perimeter than normal was made by the player groups around the entrance to The Bridge. They were ready to receive any mobs with a deadly welcome. Mel’s main force stayed back to the sole remaining entrance. The others had been completely closed off with Clarissa’s Earth Magic. Olivia also stayed back to support any group that might need it. They both still had a room on the front lines that their minions would champion. Zorik was with Mel’s minions and would try to pick off mobs from behind a wall of skeletons.
Like a micro-whirlwind, Aeris drifted back and forth between two rooms just like a normal person would pace back and forth. Clarissa and Audrey had taken rooms side by side, so they could chat while they waited. With many of the bashers taking rooms beside one another, Skyler roamed from room to room, smacking his men and women on the back to bolster them. Knowing him, he was probably just bored with all the waiting.
Khun had stepped up beside me and was perfectly still, lacking the normal movement of a living creature. I studied him, wondering if his mind worked like a normal sentient. 
“Yes?” he said suddenly.
“You look pleased,” I replied.
“I am. Humans are much more inventive than I expected.”
“If we survive, hopefully we can further impress you.”
“I’d like that.”
Travis stood with Kylie and her friends, but now that he had something to focus on besides his own awkwardness, he was directing the three girls to ready a strategy that would take advantage of all their strengths. Pretty soon I’d have nothing to give him a hard time about. On second thought, there was the wolf thing that was a few weeks away.
We had been waiting close to an hour with nothing but random lone wererats attacking. I was about to ask Clarissa to seal me in, when a mob that exceeded all our expectations entered our dungeon from the west. It was heading straight toward The Bridge at a steady trudge.
“Ogre. Level 742,” Khun said.
“Ogre?! Can you show me?”
What appeared on the screen was far from what I had expected to see. With flesh like an elephant’s and the muscle definition of a prize bull, the creature stood no taller than a man but was at least five men thick. It was bald from head to foot with small beady eyes beneath a massive forehead and vice grip for a jaw. It was little more than muscle and mouth.
I took a step to leave to face it before I stopped myself short. Soon the others would face even mightier monsters. I needed to give them a chance to prove themselves.
Opening my inventory, I removed one of the gifts Lydia had handed out to everyone from her first batch of Health Potions. We’d each been given two. 
The red liquid was contained in a tiny leather-wrapped glass bottle with a cork in its top. It was so small that it fit in the palm of my hand. They were similar to the ones that we had found or bought in the Head Mistress’s Dungeon, except instead of healing a set amount of HP, these healed a full 20% over 30 seconds. It had been a long wait, but to have such a superior product was well worth it.
I gripped the potion as an extra comfort as I reached out to the leadership group to let them know what was incoming.
In response, I received a private message from Aeris with Richard attached. “You’re not rushing in to take care of it?”
“No. I think it’s time I step back a bit. Let someone else get the last hit bonus.”
“I’m proud of you.”
“Uh, thanks.”
“Where is it right now?”
“Near the middle of the Outer Perimeter heading straight for the Sledge Brothers’ room.”
“Thank you.”
The image on the wall jumped to show Aeris as she darted from her room. She was going to take it on herself. 
“Hey! What are you doing?” I said.
“Getting the last hit bonus,” she replied with a snicker.
As I watched her fly, low enough that she didn’t smack her head on the top of each doorway, a silver glow overtook her. There was no way for me to watch her with Mana Sight through Khun’s display, so the light was visible to the naked eye. Her hands were behind her at her waist with fingers outstretched like she was gathering all the air she could into her palms. In mere moments she was closing in on the ogre. 
Besides the light, I could no longer make out her figure, there was only a blur of motion. As the ogre passed through the entrance to a new room, Aeris entered through the opposing one. It happened so quickly that all it could do in response was widen its beady little eyes.
Entering the room that held the ogre, Aeris stopped. All of the air she had been cutting through as she soared toward the mob didn’t possess the ability to stop so quickly. For a moment, it looked like a tidal wave of wind would knock the creature back, but then her hands shot up from her sides. Coming together in front of her, all of the air she had gathered obeyed her command. It joined with the brilliant silver that shot from her like the bolt from a tremendous siege weapon. 
Instead of knocking the creature back, it all rushed to a single point in the middle of its chest. There was no resistance. A hole the size of a fist appeared abruptly as the beam of silver light shot out its back and took the torrent of air with it.
The ogre’s eyes were already glazed over. It was dead on its feet. 
Aeris pumped her fist in celebration as the mob smacked against the floor.
“Have you ever seen anything like that?” I asked Khun.
“No, master. I’ve seen my share of Wind Magic, but nothing like that.”
“Aeris,” I messaged her.
“I got it!” she screamed. I probably could have heard her whether we used Richard’s communication ability or not.
“I saw. How much mana did you use?”
“A girl doesn’t reveal such things!”
“Well, either way, you looked hot.”
She turned her head like she wasn’t sure what angle Khun was viewing her from. With a shrug of her shoulders, she gave an exaggerated wink. “Too bad you are going to seal yourself in for the next couple days.”
“Don’t remind me.”
Over the next hour, many more higher-level mobs arrived. The ogre was the highest yet, but there were a few 600s that also added to our experience pool. It was after everyone had gotten a taste that Clarissa pulled herself away from the front lines to come seal me in.
I had loaded up my Inventory with food and drink because what Aeris had said was true. I had decided that I’d work nonstop until I was able to reach Master Rank in Light Magic. As soon as I began, it would be like setting the timer on a ticking bomb. I needed to reach the next rank as quickly as possible.
I settled in the back of the same hall in the Living Quarters that I had been using for my power leveling. This time, Clarissa was going to do much more than just raise a single wall. She was much better practiced and confident in what she was capable of after finishing construction in The Bridge. 
Any timidity she had had on the first day we started construction was now gone, replaced by focus. She didn’t even have Khun here to give her a template to work with. She gave me a kind enough wave before she began, but any gesture lost its touch when you were the one walling someone off.
The first wall rose up from the floor. I was rather easy for her now. It stopped a foot from the ceiling just as we had planned. Only the last two rooms in this hall would remain open and accessible to me. 
The next wall was lowered from the ceiling, blocking off the little light that had been leaking in from above. She stopped it a foot off the ground, leaving just enough room for air to easily pass under it. I heard her start on the third wall as soon as the second was done. It would be raised up from the ground, just as the first. Like a set of stone teeth, there would be more than thirty such walls raised and lowered between me and the Living Quarters before she was done. 
“Can you hear me?” I said, trying to contact Richard. 
“Loud and clear!” he replied.
“Level 460!” Aeris said, joining us. “I hope you don’t mind if I give you an update every two minutes while you’re in there.”
“Anything to keep me sane. Let me know if the bread loses potency before my time’s up.”
“Don’t worry. If it does a few hours early, it's not like we can’t live with having to rest once or twice while you’re gone.”
I had been surprised to learn that eating the Light Mana Bread helped alleviate the exhaustion of the others just like my healing did. It didn’t affect me though because of my constant regeneration. Why I hadn’t gone to each and every person to confirm the buffs they got was beyond me. I had asked enough people about the stat bonus. 
“Be safe while I’m gone and contact me immediately as soon as there are any signs of Minotaurs,” I said. 
 “Yeah right. You really think I’m going to share the experience with you?” she replied.
“Aeris.”
“Fine. Fine. I’ll share, but you’ll have to make it up to me.”
“It’s a deal.”
 



Chapter 27 – Light Magic
There were many similarities between leveling Light Magic and my Shapeshifting Form. I could channel additional mana into the form itself to increase its base effectiveness, just as I could add mana to In The Buff to increase my stats. I could also enhance a form’s abilities to make them more powerful in the same way I could pump more mana into Heal or Health Bullet. 
I channeled the 1,200 Mana Per Minute into In The Buff, giving me double the bonus and 300 to every stat. It was twice as effective as it had been before my Ascension! In comparison to the Fire Incubus Form, the cost rated in the Mana Per Minute instead of Mana Per Second, but the bonuses were also far less. I’d now get the chance to see if my Light Magic could compete.
My mana started to flow as I watched my stats climb. The feeling that Light Magic gave me was entirely different than the Fire Incubus Form. They both filled me with power, but with Light Magic, there was no heat. It wasn’t a raging thing that transformed me, but something much more natural that nourished what I already was.
To hit the 600 stat bonus, the mana cost once again doubled, costing 2,400 Mana Per Minute. In The Buff’s real advantage was that the buff also increased my Intelligence and Wisdom. Since my Mana Per Minute replenished at over 6,000 normally, the additional 1,200 gained from the bonus 600 Wisdom was a big help. It made up for half the mana cost. 
Continuing to push what In The Buff was capable of, I made another discovery as my body continued to change. My body grew in girth and height equally. Unlike my Fire Incubus Form, this change wasn’t violent. Reaching a cost of 4,800 Mana Per Minute, I had an increase of 900 in every stat. My mana regen rate continued to climb.
Channeling reached 9,600 Mana Per Minute as my stat bonus increased to 1,200. It was at this point that my base regen rate reached its limit. It was no longer able to keep up with the cost. If I moved up one more level to 5x In The Buff, my MP would start to take a hit.
For so long I had been wanting to try this. Before I began power leveling Fire Incubus Form. Even before leaving for the imps’ dungeon. The fear that Mistress Nava would find us had left me neglecting my Light Magic for far too long.
With 19,200 Mana Per Minute or 320 Mana Per Second, In The Buff gave me an additional 1,500 to every stat. Even with the bonus of 3,000 Mana Per Minute that this level gave me, the cost was more than I could recover. Without items, the most mana I could regenerate was 163 Mana Per Second in total. But, with my Intelligence buffed, my mana was reaching close to 450,000. It would take 45 minutes before I was out of mana. Not too shabby. If I needed to cast the most powerful spell possible, this was a way to massively pump my maximum mana.
In contrast, this was where the Fire Incubus Form started to shine. At 240 Mana Per Second, I received about the same number of physical stats as a 7x In The Buff. For twice the mana, Fire Incubus Form would send my max stats to over 4,000. For an even higher cost, an 8x In The Buff would only give me an additional 300.
I continued to let my channeling surge, but it became far less beneficial for such a high cost.
As I ran low on mana and canceled my channeling, I received a notification that I felt had been a long time coming. 
Advanced Healing has reached level 91!
 
Finally! I was on the right track. Channeling to enhance In The Buff was only the beginning. In The Buff was actually a joining of 4 separate spells: Advanced Muscle Buff, Advance Skeletal Buff, Advanced Organ Defense, and Advanced Mind Buff. Casting all of them together cost me 1,200 Mana Per Minute. Would it cost just a fourth of the total to enhance just one?
More than anything else, I had been wanting to test the channeling of Advanced Mind Buff. 
After meditating to replenish my mana, I decided to remain sitting. With my back against the wall and my legs outstretched in a comfortable position, I directed my mana to fill my mind.
Reaching 1,200 Mana Per Minute wasn’t necessary. As I had hoped, 300 Mana Per Minute gave me 300 to Intelligence and Wisdom. With a bonus of 600 Mana Per Minute, it paid for itself and then some! 
Immediately, I felt like kicking myself. My Ascension had improved my channeling and I hadn’t even taken the time to test it out of fear. Surely walking around with an extra 300 Mana Per Minute to Light Magic wouldn’t have attracted the enemy. I had used more Light Mana than this to grow our wheat crops.
It only took a couple of quick calculations to realize I probably could have power leveled Fire Incubus Form in less than a day if I’d utilized Advanced Mind Buff to its full potential. I had played it safe, so I couldn’t kick myself too much.
I began to calculate the sweet spot to get the best regeneration rate and increase of maximum mana. Not only could I use this to increase my casting ability, but when paired with Fire Incubus Form, it would last even longer.
Reaching as high as 4x Advanced Mind Buff, the buff continued to pay for itself. At a rate of 2,400 Mana Per Minute, I received 1,200 Intelligence and Wisdom. That gave me 180,000 MP and 2,400 Mana Per Minute… It literally cost me nothing. There was so much more to my Ascension than I had first realized.
Perhaps, leveling Light Magic wasn’t going to be as difficult as I thought. Even if I didn’t reach my Master Rank, it felt like our survival was within my grasp. This was also going to have drastic effects on how long my Shapeshifting forms would last. 
Much of my fear started to fade away to be replaced with growing confidence. Knowing that the monsters we were about to face would be higher levels than us and likely had undergone their own ascensions of sorts, I still felt that I was finally on equal footing. That didn’t mean there wasn’t still doubt. If my Ascension could provide me with such an increase in power, what effect would it have on the Minotaurs?
Once I had gotten a grasp of what was possible without using any items, I took out my scepter that increased all my Light Magic buffs by 50%. It was time to go nuts.
As the hours passed, my Light Magic levels came quickly. At least until I reached level 95. Even pushing my channeling to its peak cost of just over 5,000 Mana Per Second, it took me over 6 hours to get to level 96.
 
***
 
A day and a half had passed, and still, I was at only level 98. Soon, I’d have to take a break and join the others. With Light Magic constantly filling me, not only had rest been unnecessary, but I had to remind myself to eat.
Sitting back down to meditate to recover so that I could go again, I continued to channel 3x Advancement Mind Buff because it gave me an extra 1,500 Mana Per Minute. It also gave me an extra 202,500 MP to recover, but Meditation’s rate also improved with the buff. Suffice it to say, I hadn’t had to stop channeling Light Magic since I had first begun.
“Everyone…” Richard said through the dungeon voice chat.
“What is it?” Olivia asked.
He gave no answer.
“Richard?” Aeris said.
As I was about to shrug it off to an accident, his answer finally came. “Retreat! To The Bridge! The Bridge. Now!”
Without skipping a beat, his voice sounded over the leader’s chat channel. “They’re here! Minotaurs. Hurry!”
“I’m not finished with The Pits!” Clarissa cried through dungeon chat.
“Go get Elorion!” Skyler replied. “We’ll work with what we have.”
“Travis!” Richard shrieked. “No time for traps. They’re swarming the Outer Perimeter from the Northwest! Four scouting parties coming in fast!” 
Taking a deep breath, I tried to relax my tightening throat before making an announcement over general chat. “Stay calm. Get to your places and recover your mana if you can.” The strain in my voice betrayed my own nerves.
“I’m two minutes from being done with meditation.” I said to leader’s chat. “Have Khun turn the Dungeon Aura to repel!” Switching gears, I returned to general chat. “Clarissa. What’s your eta?”
“Running. One second. Living Quarters… Did you have to pick a hall so far away?!”
“We’re just about set! A few stragglers,” Aeris announced.
“The first squad has almost reached the northern section of the Outer Perimeter! Should I have Khun shut the door to The Pits?!” Richard said.
“No!” I insisted. “Just the door to the Inner Perimeter. How much DP do we have right now?”
“32,000 and change.”
With Mana Sight at full strength, I considered our next number of moves as if it was a grand chess match.
“Let Quake distract them while we prepare,” I commanded. The golem should at least slow them down, and hopefully take care of a few while he was at it. It should buy us some time.
As soon as Clarissa retracted the walls in my path, I’d dart past her and make it to The Bridge as fast as I could so that I could cast Invisibility on the entire group. Not only would we have the advantage of the high ground, but I was determined to give us every advantage we could get.
Gritting my teeth, I wanted to smack myself. If I’d been more patient and waited to level my Light Magic, then it was likely that the others would have had more time to level on the higher-level mobs.
Shaking my head to myself, I couldn’t dwell on what could have been. Skyler was right. We needed to work with what we had.
It was only a moment later that I heard Clarissa start to work on the first wall. The rate at which the stone moved was faster than when she had shut me in, but I wished it was faster. Every moment of delay put the people of Sanctuary in mounting danger.
“I have everyone in place,” Aeris said through leaders chat. 
A moment later, I heard her through private message. “Elorion?”
“I’m here. Should be with you in about a minute,” I replied.
“Good. I have a bad feeling about this. I mean I feel a pressure. Like something’s coming.”
The muscles in the back of my neck twitched of their own accord. “Does it feel like Mistress Nava?”
“No. It’s different. It’s not as intense as that, but… It also feels bigger.”
“A squad entered The Pits!” Richard interrupted. Suddenly he let out a hysterical roar. “Quake knocked three or four of them off the path into the Pits! And… What in the world! Ugly bull-faced monkeys! The remaining minotaurs formed up in a shield wall and took one of Quake’s blows head-on… And they definitely have some kind of ability to communicate at long distances. The remaining scouting parties are heading right for The Pits. I also have a reading on their levels from Khun. It looks like the lowest level minotaur is 800. At least a third of them are too high for him to read. That means about 25 of them are over level 1000.”
Turning my attention back to Aeris, I said, “Well, don’t take all the experience for yourself this time.”
She was cut off by Richard, who gave another update. “Something’s happening. Quake is pummeling them with boulders, but the minotaurs are blocking every blow. Still, they’re busy, so why is he twitching? Oh. Oh, snap! The minotaurs that fell in The Pits are still alive. They’re climbing him. And… Their axes seem to be causing some decent damage. They’re biting into Quake’s stone skin like it’s clay.”
“They’re probably wielding magic weapons,” Russ informed us. “Minotaurs are famous for their blacksmiths. Don’t worry. Our bashers are now equipped to take care of business.”
“The second scouting party has arrived. Bummer. Quake couldn’t get a good hit on them before they formed up with the other group.”
Aeris spoke up in a break in the updates. “We’re ready. Just get here, okay?”
At her word, the final wall started to fall from the ceiling at a steady pace.
“I’m on my way.”
 
***
 
As practical as it would have been, I didn’t pick up Clarissa and carry her back with me. With a nod to her in thanks, I confirmed that my mana was full and shot past her at the fastest speed my own body had ever traveled at. 4x In The Buff filled me with an additional 1,800 to every stat with the help from my scepter. I had just enough Mana Per Minute to make up for its cost.
The time had come to stop hiding. I suspected if they had noticed me when I was behind 30 slabs of stone, then they definitely felt my presence now. 
With my physical clothes in my inventory and my Skeleton Armor covering me from neck to toe, I’d hold back what I was truly capable of until it was necessary. If they had someone that could track me, it was possible the same person had a skill similar to Creature Observation that could give them an estimate of my strength. I wouldn’t just hand that information over to them.
As I sped through the Living Quarters, I spotted our dwarf friend leaning back in a chair with half a dozen bottles set out before him. He was drinking while staring off in the distance. Was he really so sure that we would fail?
I didn’t know why, but I skidded to a stop. 
He jumped up in his seat as he choked on a swig of whatever he was drinking. His eyes were having trouble focusing on me, but he gripped the table and steadied himself.
“Best of luck, son,” he said when he recognized me before falling back to a more comfortable position.
“Just be ready to strike a deal,” I insisted.
“Ha. Even if you somehow defeat Waldemar, there is still Mistress Nava to worry about. The best you can expect is for her to find something better to do with her time. If you defeat her Captain, there is no chance of that.”
Whether I truly believed it or not, I let him see my wide smirk, and let a single pulse of Light Mana flow at such intensity that it would have been impossible for him not to feel it whether he was talented with magic or not. “We’re far more capable than you know.”
With that, I was gone. I rushed from the room, leaving him looking at empty space. I only glanced in Richard’s direction where he stood in front of the dungeon map. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, the three squads facing off with Quake were somehow winning. Perhaps it was the fact that many minotaurs were naturally of the Earth Element that gave them an advantage against my golem. Or maybe they were just that good.
Hurrying through the Inner Perimeter, I regretted not having more of our construction complete. There was no way around it. It was my fault they had gotten here this early. I’d take responsibility and make our guests regret showing up without an invitation.
Entering The Bridge, I saw our ground force lined up on this side of the bridge. I hit them with Invisibility immediately. 
Mel’s minions were also on the ground floor to either side of the of the group. Even though they had their own form of Invisible cast, I saw them clearly with Mana Sight. Many of them were new. Six Wargs stood near the front followed by a line of upgraded Skeleton Sentinels. Four werewolves were split between the middle of both packs. Mel’s Skeleton General had been resurrected after the battle with Lady Contessa. That wasn’t all.
As I scaled the stairs Clarissa had done a marvelous job on, I saw that there were three undead imps looking down on either side of the room near the far entrance. The group to my left held a surprise. The Dark Elf Shapeshifter had been raised and stood as the imps’ captain in skeletal glory. Mel was at his side.
Aeris joined me near the back of the room as I cast Invisibility on our casters, who were also lining both sides of the second floor with a great view of the enemy’s entrance below. Firaestus, my fire and wind golem, towered over the entrance as the first line of defense against the minotaurs when they arrived. Thankfully, I had made it in time.
With everything going on, there was one thing that stole my attention. Aeris’s mana shone brighter than anything in the room.
“You look different,” I mentioned.
“My intelligence has tripled since you last saw me.” She winked.
“You’re just aiming to get more kills than me.”
“Exactly.”
I had no real idea what I was supposed to say to her at that moment but trying to lighten the mood didn’t feel sufficient. The feeling she’d warned me about was just as she had said. It felt like one big monster was on its way. I wrapped my arm around her leather cloaked shoulder and pulled her in to hug her tight.
“I love you,” I whispered.
She didn’t look at me directly, trying to hide the crystal dampening of her eyes. “I love you,” she replied.
“Incoming!” Richard announced. “Quake has fallen!”
There was a gasp that seemed to escape from the mouths of every person in The Bridge at once. Silence followed.
Even with meters of solid rock between The Bridge and The Pits, the shout of victory that sounded from the minotaurs rumbled through the room. If they could beat Quake, they could probably easily bust through the stone door that kept them from the Inner Perimeter.
“Richard! Be ready to have Khun activate the Inner Perimeter doors connecting to The Pits,” I commanded while preparing to run to intercept them.
“Yes, sir!”
“It’s time we give them a proper welcome!” I shouted, ignoring chat all together.
Reactivating 4x In The Buff, I ran toward the ledge that overlooked the bottom floor and leaped. Soaring over our bashers at the foot of the bridge, I landed on the side opposite them.
“Show off!” Russ shouted followed by a chorus of laughter.
Letting Invisibility and my muscle buff fade, I lowered Advanced Mind Buff to 3 times its normal rate. Even with my Skeletal Armor and Invisibility cast on my friends, I had nearly 6,500 Mana Per Minute available. The extra 202k MP was icing on the cake.
I strolled up to Firaestus from behind. The metallic red golem didn’t stir at my approach. Unlike my other golems, the Elite kind like Firaestus had their own sentience of a sort, although neither Quake nor Firaestus spoke. 
I sent out a strand of Light Mana that connected to Firaestus on the back of his leg. With a thought I issued a command and watched as it obeyed, taking a large step to the side. I stopped when I reached the golem, placing myself directly in front of the entryway about thirty meters out.
With plenty of mana at my disposal without even tapping into my mana pool, I channeled Light Mana into limbs then released it. Like a beacon I repeated the process, using the same trick I had used when speaking with the dwarf. Pulses of energy echoed through the surrounding area. 
Come and get me so I can wrap you in bacon!
I really should have been eating more during my power leveling session.
“The scouting parties are retreating to the Outer Perimeter, but… It looks like the main force is moving toward The Bridge!” Richard said. “They’re no longer moving quickly but coming together in the rooms beyond the entrance.”
From where I stood, I could only see into the first room of the Outer Perimeter. They didn’t seem to be lining up there. Well. It looks like it worked.
Letting Invisibility overtake me, I headed back the way I had come. Reaching the bridge, I waved to the bashers, who parted as I neared. Russ and Skyler stepped forward to meet me. It was the first time I’d had a close look at Russ’s new creations.
“Looking good,” I commented with a nod toward what he wore.
“Thanks, man,” Russ said, rapping the knuckles of his dark chocolate colored gauntlet. He had moved quickly enough that his Invisibility had dissipated for the color to show through. The design of the platemail was fairly straightforward, but the Earth Mana glow in the mana realm was far greater than anything I was used to seeing from normal items. “These are nowhere near the quality that I promised you, but they exceed anything we had. I got five sets finished before Richard sounded the alert.”
Looking to Skyler, then the many bashers behind him, it was obvious that Skyler also wore a set, followed by his Sledge Brothers. I didn’t see the fifth set.
Examining the armor, I saw that they were all forged with the Earth Element.
I was then surprised to see Travis still in his leather garb.
Speak of the devil; or future werewolf in this case. Travis joined us with a snort. “Don’t let him fool you. The weapons he made for us far exceed even the ones we found at the imps’ dungeon.”
He pounded the butt of his new spear against the ground with a sharp clang. A similar glow but with Ice Mana shone from the partisan spear. It had two thick spikes at the base of the spear blade jutting out either side that could skewer a cave swine.
“That’s pretty sick,” I couldn’t help but agree. “And nice focus on Earth Mana for the armor.”
“I do what I can.” Russ grinned. “Speaking of which. This is for you.”
He reached into his inventory and pulled out a weapon that glimmered with ruby light.
“I forged it with Fire Magic in mind since you use the element so often. It’ll also protect from high heat.”
Russ handed it to me. Switching my scepter to my off hand, I took the weapon. It immediately struck me as surprisingly light. The handle wasn’t wrapped but textured to stay in the hand during use and it wouldn’t melt off at high temperatures. Its long shaft joined together a three-pronged hammer face and a long spike with a thick point for punching holes in armor. Another spike, with a sharpened point, stuck out its top, finishing a savage looking Warhammer.
Checking its stats, I saw it had a normal base physical damage for the hammer and both spikes, but a whopping +700 Fire Damage. It was perfect. My scepter’s ability to increase my Light Magic’s ability had become far too valuable to risk as my primary weapon. I took a moment to choke up on my scepter, holding it near the middle of its shaft, and encased it in bone. I cast Skeleton Warrior’s Shield through it, turning my scepter into the handle of my shield.
“It’s beautiful,” I said.
He smacked me on the shoulder as if to say it was nothing.
They made way as I began to depart. As I passed, everyone seemed to line up and clap me on the back. Each one drummed into me the realization that these were living people. They were my friends. If anything went wrong, many of them might not be breathing tomorrow.
I hurried from there to take my place on the far side of the room on the second floor, where I overlooked the room and had a clear view of the entire battlefield. With Mana Sight turned up to full power, I suffered through the moments as they stretched out. I was determined that today I’d miss nothing.
The first sign of the minotaurs was a single snort. It flew into The Bridge from the Outer Perimeter like a ravenous vulture looking for prey.
“Here they come!” Richard declared.
An impact rang out as if a herd of cattle had stomped together with all their strength. Their march forward began. The monstrous minotaurs, walking two by two, filed into the room at a trot and began to line up. Firaestus held his ground until they made the first move.
The beasts had to stand at least ten feet tall, while some of them were a head taller than the rest. The fur on their arms and faces was a rich dark red. Some had specks of white. Their horns jutted out of the sides of their heads reaching wide before turning up into sharp points. As Russ had said, their armor ran thick with mana and covered their torsos, groins, and thighs. Almost all of them carried axes large enough for a man to wield with two hands, with spike meant for thrusting on the end. If it wasn’t for Firaestus towering over them, I’d have probably pulled our bashers back.
It only took them a minute to form up. They stood shield to shield in a giant semicircle. The largest minotaurs seemed to be sprinkled among them. They may have been squad leaders of some kind. To their rear stood a single minotaur at least 15 feet tall with his arms crossed. He was the only one of them without a shield. Waldemar, I suspect.
I was able to get a better read on their levels. It was as Richard had said, about a third of them were over level 1,000. Half of those hovered around level 1,200 and at least three of them were too high for me to observe. That meant three of them were over level 1,642.
An irritated moo trumpeted from their massive leader before he opened his mouth and let out a shrill roar that seemed to press against me like a physical attack. It was as if a weighted net had been thrown on my head. It passed quickly, but I saw it affect Aeris and everyone else. The most interesting bit was how mana seemed to blast off of the bull captain when he gave his battle cry. Like a bubble of energy, it now engulfed his entire troop.
I informed Richard of what I saw, and he relayed it to everyone else.
Aeris’s hand found mine. I squeezed it to hopefully help encourage her.
When nothing attacked, Waldemar stomped as if demanding something, then spoke with the minotaur that had approached him.
The minotaur was hard to see at the back of the enemy’s line, but soon the enemy troop started to part so that he could make his way to the front. When he appeared, he was only average in height compared to the others, but there was something about him that I couldn’t place.
Setting his eyes on Firaestus, he swung his arms out to the sides, showing off his thick physique before bringing his axe and shield together like a mighty drum. As the ringing came to a stop, he let out a final snort before charging the golem alone. They were making a blasted sport out of him.
Creature Observation told me one thing that I wasn’t happy to see. Unlike many of the other minotaurs, this one was at least a thousand levels higher than I was. I couldn’t get a reading on him.
Messaging Richard, I informed him to have everyone watch the fight to learn as much as they could. Unless we were attacked, or the fight moved into dangerous range, no one should attack. 
Making sure my connection to Firaestus was strong, I prepared to act the puppet master and see what damage I could cause.
 



Chapter 28 – Holy Cow
As powerful as Quake had been, he had ended up being little more than a roadblock to the four minotaur scouting squads. I regretted not seeing the fight play out, but despite that, Firaestus was a creature of Fire and Wind. There was no reason this fight couldn’t go differently.
Firaestus had some impressive stats, with 2,000 to Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution. It was his special abilities that might really make him really dangerous though.
Essence of Wind and Fire – Firaestus possesses the very essence of the Prime Elements Wind and Fire. Don’t let his physical stats fool you. It’s not his fists alone that he fights with. His speed and power come from the wind and flames he wields.
In place of HP, Firaestus’s lifeforce is measured by his MP. His abilities also utilize this same stat. As he uses his abilities or takes damage, it will cost him MP, but his extreme Mana Regeneration will help to keep him alive. 
Note: Mana Regeneration based on Constitution instead of Wisdom.
 
As the minotaur charged, Firaestus had a perfect view of not just the minotaur, but the entire enemy troop. With 2,130,000 MP at his disposal, there was no reason to not start off with a big bang.
Flames shot up from my twenty-foot golem as he gathered tens of thousands of MP. The bashers at our front line had to duck below their shields to fend off the heat and they were three times as far away from it as the enemy. With the minotaurs’ champion closing in, Firaestus drew the flames into himself, pushed his arms toward his attacker, then unleashed hellfire. 
The minotaur was completely engulfed in flames, but it didn’t stop there. Like an oncoming train, fire pushed past him and billowed into the enemy line. The torrent carved a deep cavern into their troop, reaching as far back as Waldemar himself.
Even with Mana Sight at full strength, it was difficult to track so many minotaurs’ dwindling HP. I grimaced when I saw that even the lowest level minotaurs that had been in the direct line of the flames had only lost 40% of their HP. Still, it caught a third of them in its path.
My attention turned back to the minotaur champion. He didn’t slow or try to evade. I found it hard to breathe as I watched him lower his head as if to shade his eyes from the sun. He plowed through the fervent heat.
Reaching out to Firaestus, I tried warning him of an incoming attack, but was too late.
The minotaur’s axe swung in a wide arch and bit into my golem’s knee. The strength and momentum behind the blow caused him to buckle. Without slowing, the minotaur launched his head into Firaestus’s gut and battered the giant golem off his feet, sending him crashing to his back.
It was hard not to cringe. It sounded like someone had thrown a truck across the room to smack into the wall.
“Holy cow!” Richard said.
As if in response, Waldemar bellowed with a deep baritone like a war-horn. The same neutral mana that had engulfed his army sent a shockwave through his force. At once those minotaurs that had been injured during Firaestus’s flames were bolstered.
They weren’t healed in the way my Light Magic worked, but those that were burnt had their uninjured flesh strengthened and their HP began to rise. It came to rest at 90%. It was then that I saw the HP of the minotaurs that had not been caught in the flames. Their HP had gone down a couple percent as their comrades were restored to fighting shape.
I had to swallow back a knot in my throat. They were not going to be easy to kill. Rambling off what I learned to Richard, I’d rely on him to communicate to the others in more succinct fashion.
The minotaur champion wasn’t giving Firaestus time to recover. He marched forward with his shield outstretched and his axe at the ready.
As big as my golem was, he was no lumbering brute. With 2,000 Dexterity, he jumped to his feet and lunged forward. His right hand became a paw of fire claws that swept low across the floor as it surged toward the enemy’s chest.
Squatting low, the minotaur braced for the incoming blow, catching it square on the shield. He shrugged it off and charged in the same breath. His head smacked into the golem’s gut once again, pushing him back, but as the minotaur swung his axe, the golem’s left arm blasted into him like a wall of air and sent him surfing across the ground.
The minotaur slowed to a stop almost forty feet away and had been able to keep his footing. He snorted as if laughing before bursting into another charge.
Firaestus seemed ready. His windy left hand slashed across the ground where the enemy should have been, but somehow the minotaur’s speed skyrocketed.
Instead of ramming into my golem’s gut, the minotaur leaped, driving his horns deep into Firaestus’s chest.
The impact drove the golem off his feet and knocked off over 100,000 MP from his remaining life. Since he used his MP as his health and power source, his utility was becoming bleak, but it wasn’t over. He still had more than 1,500,000 MP left.
After he’d been pushed back multiple times, there was a problem. I was considering turning him into a firebomb, but our bashers were far too close to come out unsinged unless he got closer. If I commanded them to move back, their numbers and position would become known. There was no perfect solution, but one idea presented itself.
I had no idea if he would be capable of what I asked of him, but I sent the command and received no rejection in response.
Coming to his feet, Firaestus lowered himself like a basketball player readying to leap for a rebound.
The minotaur champion wasn’t waiting for whatever he was about to try. At ungodly speed, he charged the golem once again.
Exploding from his stance, Firaestus shot up into the air.
Clipping his foot, the golem’s three biggest toes on his left foot were torn clean off. It was too late.
Hovering for a moment twenty meters in the air, Firaestus’s upper body cleared the second floor. His mana turned to flame, which sent our casters lining the ledges to run for cover. There had been no time to warn them. At least they wouldn’t be visible to the enemy as they fled.
My golem turned into a meteor of fire. Though some of the minotaurs could have possibly moved for cover, with help from his wind magic Firaestus shot toward the minotaur troop like a small caliber bullet.
Impacting the ground, his remaining mana exploded into an inferno of fire.
Three-quarters of the minotaurs were caught in the blast. Those near the middle suffered the worst. At least a dozen were brought to their knees. A handful were no longer standing.
Waldemar shouted out a moaning moo. It was long and drawn out, almost like a monk’s extended chant. The same magic, if it could be called magic, bolstered his minotaurs and let those with less damage share their HP with the injured. In less than a minute, except for those that had never gotten back on their feet, not one of his men had less than 80% HP.
I knew at least a few of them had died, for I had gained 4 levels. I automatically put my new stat points into Wisdom.
Our mages retook their places overlooking the carnage below. I found our bashers in just as good health. No one had taken damage.
I could feel the nerves of the entire room as the people of Sanctuary realized it was over. Next, it would be our turn to fight.
The minotaur champion strutted over to the middle of the front line where Waldemar met him and the remaining minotaurs stomped out the remaining fire. After they nodded to one another, Waldemar slammed his hoof into the stone floor, grabbing the attention of the entire room. The rest of his men followed as one. A multitude of snorts sounded. Whether it was because they considered their champion victorious, or it was to honor their fallen comrades, I didn’t know.
The most unexpected thing happened next. Waldemar inclined his massive head and called out in our language, “Humans! I will speak with your leader! Come forward!”
I looked to Aeris with an open mouth.
“Should we attack?” she asked.
“No. I don’t think so. Even after we killed a few of them, he still seems to have kept his cool. I don’t think he’ll just attack me if I go.”
“What can we possibly get from talking to them?”
“I don’t know. If they know we’re here, why don’t they just attack? Do they want us to reveal our position? I think I’ll try to downplay our hand.”
“Fine. I’m going to get closer if you are going down there, though.”
“Just stay out of sight.”
She nodded that she would.
Waldemar didn’t move from where he stood, nor did he say another word. The scariest part was that he had probably done this so many times in similar situations that he could have probably guessed how long it would take me to make up my mind.
I decided against jumping down from the second floor. As impressive as it might have been, it would also direct their attention to the second floor. If I could help it, I’d keep them guessing as long as I could.
I spoke to general chat for all to hear as I started down the stairs. “I’m going to speak to him. Continue to be as still and quiet as you can. Bashers. Slowly make a path for me while trying to stay invisible and making as little sound as possible. Do not attack unless I say.”
Making it near the bottom of the stairs, I stopped. Thankfully, Clarissa had come up with the idea to put a wall here, so it would be impossible for them to see if I had come from the second floor or the Inner Perimeter. Releasing my own Invisibility, I walked the remaining steps until I was no longer behind the protection of the wall.
Turning to face our enemy, I stopped and took a deep breath. Skeletal Armor was insufficient for such a meeting, so I let Bone Titan’s Defense magically equip before their eyes. With my shield in one hand and the Greater Fira Warhammer in the other, I started forward.
4x In The Buff was active. If they knew about me from Mistress Nava, then it was my Light Magic they would have heard about. My stats at this level were near the same level as 1x Fire Incubus Form, except my bone armor was nowhere near as tough as the Incubus’s skin. At least in this state, my buffs were just barely dipping into my maximum mana while giving me the stats I needed to react quickly if the need arose.
I quickly checked my total stats with buffs for a last look to make sure all my calculations were sound.
Level: 646
Health Points: 342,516
Mana Points: 545,799
Mana Per Minute: 10,396 (173.26 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 3,114
Dexterity: 3,193
Constitution: 3,155
Intelligence: 2,981
Wisdom: 5,073
 
4x In The Buff cost 9,600 Mana Per Minute plus the near 1,000 Mana Per Minute I was using to keep everyone invisible and my armor and shield active. Needless to say, with my mana I could remain in this state without running out of mana for more than a day.
As I passed Sanctuary’s bashers, I didn’t dare look in their direction for fear that I’d give them away. To be perfectly honest, I didn’t know if they would be of much help against what we had seen of the minotaurs, but it still felt good to have them at my back.
Nearing Waldemar, even with my buffs and Ascension, I stood only seven feet tall. He was a monster that was literally twice my height. His eyes seemed small in comparison to his head, but there was no doubting the intelligence that examined me as I approached.
He began walking toward me as I reached their side of the bridge. 
The tension in my shoulders and neck betrayed my nerves. It wasn’t just his size. The mana flowing through him was comparable to the Dark Elf we had faced when battling Lady Contessa. Why would an obvious basher have so much?
We stopped in the open space between both of our peoples, whether he knew my men were there or not.
“You are Elorion,” he grumbled.
“I am,” I replied. “You are Waldemar.”
He snorted. “You are well informed. You have prisoners?”
“No prisoners.”
Raising his shoulders, his beady eyes widened as he took in a deep sniff. 
Was he a dog trying to smell me?
He snorted out a kind of laugh. Just as quickly his tone changed to deadly serious. “Where is Lady Contessa?”
Should I lie? It would have been impossible for us to take her prisoner. Instead, should I make a show of strength? There wasn’t much to lose. I doubted this would end without a fight anyways.
“I killed her,” I said bluntly.
He sniffed again, but this time with not nearly as much air. He was quiet for a long moment. “A shame. She was Mistress Nava’s favorite. Where are the others? There were twenty of you.”
“They died in the fight with Lady Contessa.”
He lowered his head like an angry bull. With the slightest sniff, he replied, “You lie.”
With a shrug, I amended my fib. “Two others survived, but they aren’t really fighters. You will be fighting me.”
He shook his head slowly while staring into my eyes. Cocking his head to the side, he took in a mighty breath while turning his nose about to test the air. When he had finished, he glared into me. “They’re here. Aren’t they?”
Well, there went our moment of surprise. We should have attacked all as one the moment his troops arrived. It was clear now we had lost our greatest advantage. Or have we…
“I think you need to get your sniffer fixed.”
“Enough. Do you know why we’re here?”
“Because Mistress Nava will get in trouble if she tries to come here and kill me herself.”
“Then how do you want to proceed?”
This really wasn’t going to end any other way. If that was the case… “All of you against me.”
The blank-faced way he stared at me made it look like I had just smacked him in the face. When he turned his back, I took the opportunity to throw 10,000 MP into Force Learn and try to grab some free Blue Magic from him before things got crazy. To my surprise, there was only one ability to learn and it immediately became mine.
Battle Horn
Level 1 Rank 1
Abilities
Battle Cry
Cost 1,000 MP (200 MP with base buffs)
Increases the Stamina Regeneration of everyone in your group by +2 Per Second for 5 Minutes.
Note: As Battle Horn improves, new abilities and buffs are unlocked.
 
It was underwhelming at this level, but if it was the same ability I had seen Waldemar use then its usefulness after some ranking up couldn’t be underestimated. Sadly, I hadn’t been able to steal his essence with the skill.
Speaking under my breath, I said to general chat for all my people to hear, “When I attack, mages throw everything you have at them. I repeat, don’t hold back.”
“What about you?” Aeris rebuked.
“Trust me. I’ve got a plan.” I couldn’t help but begin laughing out loud. 
Waldemar was nearly to the front line when he turned to see what was going on.
Grinning like a wild man, I rushed toward him. Onward to meet an army of giant cows! Lifting my Warhammer high overhead, I aimed my attack directly at his groin. 
With a flick of his wrist, he swatted my attack aside. Before he could retaliate, vines as thick as full-grown maples shot up from the floor. The spell that had once created a patch of annoying, knee-high ankle grabbers had been transformed. A forest of bone-crushing vines sprang up to grind the enemy into manure.
The Minotaur Captain drew a battle axe from his inventory that was taller than I stood. With a single flick, he severed the vine that was trying to entangle him and tore another one from the ground with his bare hand.
Instead of attacking, I stood there with an obnoxious grin.
When his attention returned to me, he stopped short in confusion. He was unaware of the compact car-sized boulder that was flying toward his head.
At the last moment, he must have sensed it, for he turned. Rocking back for a split second, he burst forward. His head met the boulder straight on and it exploded into dust.
Note to self. Don’t hit them on the top of the head.
He jerked toward me, but I had already crouched down. Fire and Ice, Rock and Wind, were all rushing toward us with a fury I hadn’t seen since The Belly. This really wasn’t a good idea.
Layer upon layer of bone rose up and covered me like a shell. I didn’t expect my Bone Titan’s Defense to survive, but it should serve its purpose.
Even enclosed in a ton of bone, the sound of what was going on around me was deafening. Maybe we hadn’t been too late to play our hand. 
It was over a full minute before the bombardment stopped. My layered bone shell didn’t hinder Mana Sight’s ability for me to see what was going on around me in the Mana Realm. Once the assault had paused, I was able to spot the bodies of the living and the dead before me. Many lay on the ground dead or dying. But not all. Not nearly as many as I had hoped.
A quick count told me that about two thirds of them had survived, but some were in bad shape. Waldemar had left my side and was gathering his remaining minotaurs into a defensive formation. Those that were injured but able to continue started to rise to their feet. It was my turn.
It took little effort to bust out of the already crumbling bone that had sheltered me. The violent power of the Fire Incubus Form flowed into me, allowing me to make easy work of it. Bone Titan’s Defense disintegrated, exposing my form’s blood red physique. I rose up a monster among monsters. 
Health Points: 341,241
Attributes
Strength: 3,062
Dexterity: 3,216
Constitution: 3,142
 
1x Fire Incubus Form combined with 3x Advanced Mind Buff allowed me to extend the form to an hour and forty minutes. Even with the mana I had used to create my bone shelter, I still had over an hour and a half left to take care of business. I let Skeletal Armor minimally cover me like a pair of shorts. It would keep the mana cost to a minimum and hide my shame.
Many of the minotaurs that were still on the ground were struggling with Olivia’s vines and Trevon’s ice which were working together to hold them in place. Those that were loose were struggling to free their fellow bovines so that they could obey the command of their captain. 
Lunging toward a minotaur that was chopping at a vine that entangled his friend, I found it more difficult to judge my speed than was I used to. Still, with Mana Sight at full blast, I corrected my trajectory and spun. The spike on the rear of my Warhammer burned deep into the back of the uninjured minotaur’s neck. It didn’t sink in like it would with normal flesh but jutted in like a pick into rock. It was then that the weapon’s Fire Element really started to blaze. Instead of getting stuck, my weapon fell out thanks to the Fire Damage loosing the surrounding fur.
It was a lesser minotaur at level 903. Despite that, nearly a third of its HP vanished from the blow.
Seeing a slash whistling toward my head, I ducked under the swing and hammered the minotaur in the gut. As powerful as it was, it couldn’t take a blow from my overwhelming physical stats. My three-pronged hammer cratered into it and blasted it into the floor. 
It was nearly dead. Instead of finishing him and his fellow monster, I summoned my bone tentacles which grabbed both him and the friend he was trying to free around their necks. Succubi’s Caress activated. Their mana began to fill me.
Another minotaur charged at me. His speed was incredible, but not nearly enough.
Another bone appendage shot out from my back and sped for his face as a distraction. He ducked low to meet it with the top of his head and I stepped to the side.
My hammer drummed against his knee as my appendage looped around his neck. Before he hit the floor, I landed on his back with the spike of my Warhammer swooping down toward the back of his head.
Even there, his thick skull was difficult to puncture. He fell to his chest, where my next blow dug into the side of his neck. That was more like it.
With this one dead, my free appendage grabbed hold of another minotaur’s dying body, to leech its remaining mana.
Near the entryway through which the enemy had arrived, Waldemar had nearly mustered thirty of the remaining minotaurs to counter our attack.
Numerous cries rose up as Russ and Skyler surged past me with our bashers in tow. 
Elation rose up inside me as I saw them fall upon the mobs that were still struggling.
As I gained levels, I increased my Wisdom instinctively without having to look. The opportunity was right, so I gathered 5,000 MP and lobbed Drain above the heads of the minotaurs. The flesh and blood of the downed bovine liquefied as my spell began to gather it. I preferred my steak medium before eating it, but any gain in stats could make all the difference before this battle was over.
I was 33 levels richer. Bringing up my notification, I watched my stats jump and Drain filled me with new vigor.
+243 Str
+42 Dex
+186 Con
 
I was hurrying to join the others as they neared the first straggler when Skyler got a burst of speed. As he neared the level 1,138 minotaur that still had 80% HP, he bounded up like a missile, dragging his sledgehammer behind him.
The minotaur placed his shield between them like an iron wall.
With the speed of a master rogue, his hammer swung up from below as he continued to rise into the air. Coming up from under the minotaur’s shield, his hammer drove through it. Finding purchase somewhere low on his gut. Whatever special ability Skyler had activated left me in awe. He picked the minotaur clean off the ground and must have ruptured something internally because before the mob had returned to the floor, its HP fell to 20%.
Chris appeared above the fallen monster and drove his sword into the creature’s back. Skyler was soon with him, joined by the two remaining sledge brothers, and they pounded the minotaur into the ground.
Undead wargs swarmed around them and lunged at the throat of a minotaur whose lower torso was covered in a thick block of ice.
I unsummoned my bone appendages to save mana after leeching what was left in my two halfdead captives. Finishing them off, I heard a familiar sound as a blur shot past me. Travis appeared ten meters from the minotaur’s newly formed line, with his spear in the back of one that was about to rejoin them, and twenty spearpoints exiting out the front of its torso. His skill had improved.
As calm as I had ever seen him, he glared at the minotaurs hiding behind their shields on the front line and casually walked over to another dying minotaur and buried his spear in its ribs. Kylie and her two friends were close behind mincing the remaining life out of a dying minotaur with their swords.
Russ stood alone, scrapping with a level 1,204 minotaur that was at half HP. Like a genuine tank, he exchanged blows with the ten-foot monster. The leveraged attack rocked the very ground under Russ’s feet as he caught the assault with his shield. It didn’t faze him. 
Suddenly, as another attack came, ethereal energy shot out from the border of Russ’s shield, extending its radius to reach over eight feet in the air. The minotaur’s overhanded slash collided with the phantom shield and was stopped sooner than he expected, leaving him off balance. With a single step forward, Russ jarred his shield into his enemy, forcing him back. With the minotaur’s foot exposed, Russ flattened it.
The minotaur tried to counter with a bash of his shield. Russ stepped aside and clobbered the monster’s ankle, just above its already injured foot.
Unable to hold his own weight, the monster tumbled. Russ dismantled him at the leg joints like he was one of his scrap items.
I saw Waldemar's chest rise as his lungs filled with air. The rumble that followed was unlike anything I had ever heard. Instead of bolstering his men, a sonic blast shot out from where he stood. Travis and his group, Skyler and his, even Russ was pushed back by the wave of energy that knocked almost all of our bashers to the floor. I was able to brush it off, but it still stopped me where I stood.
A cheap Intermediate Heal found each of my men. They were more shaken than hurt. I found Waldemar glaring at me. His calm control was gone, and he was fuming.
“Retreat!” I screamed to my friends that had fallen. If the herd of minotaurs that had finally recovered charged now, I didn’t know how many I could save.
Silver lightning beamed down upon us from above. A mountain of air pressed against the minotaur horde, extinguishing the remainder of any scattered flames that had ignited the ground in the area. Dirt and gravel scattered and left the floor absolutely bare except for the minotaurs’ dead.
Aeris floated down as she gathered more air. Stopping a few meters from the ground, her left hand was extended and commanded a horizontal squall. It pushed against the minotaur line and made each of the monsters work to hold their ground. Her free hand commanded something else. 
Looking up, I saw a twister had already formed and its spiral was looping down toward the minotaurs’ heads.
A command boomed from Waldemar. The shields of the middle of his troop shot up to meet the incoming vortex.
Running to help Jess who had stumbled as she fled with Kylie, I smiled to myself. Even as large as they were, no shield and no minotaur could stand Aeris’s wind once she got it to full power.
A defiant cry thundered from Waldemar. A new wave of power shot out from the war-bull. Ethereal energy cloaked his troop. It filled their shields and joined them as one.
The twister touched down. Not believing my eyes, I watched as it laid into their shields with impossible force but was unable to move them. The storm continued to grow.
Aeris’s frontal assault ceased and she put all her effort into channeling the tornado. Even as it engulfed the entire herd, I knew at that moment that we had indeed succeeded in catching them off guard. The defense they were showing now was not something we could have so easily penetrated.
Through the downpour that was the storm, a spear escaped, rocketed out toward us. Even with Mana Sight, it was only a blur. Aeris moved to escape, but the projectile struck her and shot out her back like she was a paper target.
The bolt exited just shy of her shoulder blade. She had moved out of the way enough that it left her wounded, but not seriously so. Advanced Heal bathed her before she hit the ground. Even if there was no lasting damage, seeing her injured made my blood boil. I ran to her side and propped her up.
The twister that held Waldemar’s army dissipated quickly. Yes, we had caught them off guard, but they had survived everything we threw at them.
The minotaur captain bolstered his herd once again, raising their HP to a safe level. There were only 41 still standing, but when they lowered their shields, this time they were done waiting. The front line surged.
Only 5 headed my way with a mind to finish me and our bashers. The rest, over 10 of them, ran toward the side walls and jumped. Every one of them cleared the 30 meters to the second floor. They planned on slaughtering everyone.
I commanded through general chat. “Do everything you can to break up their groups! They are stronger together!”
At nearly full mana thanks to the minotaurs that had so kindly shared, I doubled my flow to jump up to 2x Fire Incubus Form and reached over 4,000 in each physical stat.  The heat inside me raged as if it would pull my body apart if I didn’t soon let it loose. I could only stay at this level for 20 minutes, but I needed the speed. They had come for a fight, so I’d make sure that they got one.
 



 
Chapter 29 – Facing the Herd
Aeris darted out of my arms and took to the sky. She was focused on the minotaurs that had made it to the second flood. I’d join her in a moment.
I wasn’t the only one that was prepared to put it all on the line. Taking his place on my right, Skyler stepped up and cracked his neck. He said nothing.
Russ appeared on my left wearing a goofy smirk. “Has anyone ever told you that you look like a giant cherry popsicle?”
A snicker escaped from my mouth.
“What are you guys waiting for?” Travis blurted out as he jogged past us.
Just as he spoke, all six of Mel’s skeletal werewolves darted past him to meet the incoming charge head-on.
“Ah crap!” he said, hurrying to catch up.
With only Russ and Skyler still at my side, I called out. “You can have my leftovers.”
At 1x Fire Incubus Form I was insanely fast. The minotaurs I’d faced up to that point had little luck keeping up with me. At 2x Fire Incubus Form, it was as if they were standing still. 
I shot from the line, passing Travis and the werewolves in the blink of an eye. Cranking back with my Warhammer, I used my speed and leveled my three-pronged hammer into the closest minotaur’s hip joint. My hammer blasted through it like a blowtorch to butter.
With such strength at my disposal, stopping despite my momentum was as simple as a thought. From behind the minotaurs I lunged back into the fray, severing the leg of the next mob and pounding one in the chest. The blow threw it into the remaining minotaurs and sent them tumbling toward the side wall like bowling pins.
Travis and the undead werewolves were piling on the first minotaur had I crippled. Skyler and Russ would soon reach the next closest one. Checking the minotaurs’ levels, I confirmed the guys could take care of the rest.
Even though I had no practice moving with such speed, my immense strength brought with it many benefits. One included supernatural coordination. I could only imagine what ability I’d have after I gained experience using my new strength.
Jumping from the first floor, I flew into the air with gravity as my new plaything. Aeris had gone to the south side of the room, so I quickly got a feel for how she fared as I soared up toward the opposite side with Mana Sight speeding my perceptions. I wasn’t able to check their mana to get a precise read with Creature Observation, but from the intensity of their mana glow, it looked like our mages had between one-third and two-thirds of their mana left. 
Five Minotaurs had tried to corner Clarissa, but she retaliated by throwing up a makeshift wall that surrounded them on four sides and reached ten feet in the air. Talk about crowd control. The only problem was that they were already breaking through. Audrey roasted them in the massive stone cauldron. Four undead imps threw spells of their own and Aeris and Olivia were preparing something for when they broke out.
It looked like they had it covered, but I did make sure to cast Creature Observation on the mobs to reveal the truth. At least two of the minotaurs were over level 1,500 and weren’t even taking damage. That’s some tough meat.
My attention fell on the five minotaurs I was about to face where I was about to land. 
I found Zorik and Trevon fighting side by side. Zorik’s Water Magic was spewing like a firehose. It had already soaked all five minotaurs and Trevon took advantage. He blasted them with ice to try to slow them, but with the added water it became a makeshift ice prison. Three of the mobs had arrived grouped together and were drowned in a pillar of ice. The two that had arrived further away from the group of mobs were breaking through even as more ice accumulated.
Landing behind our defensive force, I was moving to put myself between our mages and the enemy when I saw Mel. He stood there calmly with the undead dark elf at his side. His four undead imps weren’t even facing the minotaurs that would soon be upon them. Instead, his imps were at the edge of the platform overlooking the first floor and slinging spells at the minotaurs’ main force.
One of the minotaurs finally broke free and charged Mel with his axe held high. The dark elf took a step forward. When it flashed green in the mana spectrum, I realized how powerful Mel’s necromancy had really become.
The dark elf’s form expanded to equal the size of the incoming enemy. An undead dire bear rose up on its hind legs. He was able to use the dark elf’s Shapeshifting abilities it had had when still alive.
The minotaur’s axe came down and bit into the bear's shoulder. A single swipe from the bear’s claws raked deep gashes into the enemy’s face, floored his shield, and drove him to his knees.
Dark energy swam from Mel’s hand and filled the dire bear’s HP. There was no hesitation from Mel’s minion. With the minotaur kneeling below him, the bear opened his jaws wide and clamped down on the monster’s neck.
A chunk of flesh was torn from the minotaur’s throat as the bear pushed the dying minotaur aside and ran up on all fours to meet the next one that was still twisting and turning to combat new additions of ice. Coming to his hind legs, the skeletal bear tore the axe from the enemy’s hand and filled his mouth with the minotaur’s snout.
I nearly burst out laughing at the sight. It looked like they were making out. Well, except for the blood.
The minotaur died quickly under the dire bear’s assault.
A blizzard of ice blasted us as one of the minotaurs broke free from Trevon’s pillar of ice. Its escape helped the remaining two get almost free from what was left of their ice prison.
Creature Observation revealed why this one was able to break out when the other two had been helpless. It was on another level. Checking its stats, it had over 3,000 in Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution. A level 1,500 minotaur had come to play. 
It charged the undead dire bear, which rose up to meet it. Lowering its head, the minotaur drove in under its ribcage. With a toss of its head, the minotaur threw the massive bear clear off the second floor.
Mel lowered himself to brace for the minotaur’s charge. He had no chance of surviving such a head-on attack.
My hammer caught the minotaur at the base of its ugly snout and snapped its head to the side. Its body followed, diverting its charge.
To my dismay, it didn’t fall but came to a skidding stop. 
Its eyes were wild as they locked on to me. It was crouched down with its axe-carrying fist to the floor. A series of snorts came out as a warning as it dug its hoof into the ground like it was about to charge.
Holding my Warhammer out to the side, I dared it to come.
It was indignant enough to oblige.
Turning my wrist and tightening my grip, I spun it so that the spike of my hammer faced forward.
The minotaur’s speed dwarfed its lessers and neared that of my 1x Fire Incubus Form, but today just wasn’t its day. I ducked under its outstretched horn as I stepped to the side. The spike end of my hammer was already speeding toward it.
The minotaur was so large that its shoulder was about to plow through me. My weapon connected.
My Warhammer’s spike dug in where the monster’s jaw met its neck and sent it wobbling toward the wall. It stumbled before impact and smacked into solid stone at an awkward angle. This time it did not recover.
Before the remaining two minotaurs could fully escape, Trevon switched gears and began punishing the closest one with his version of Ice Shards. Alone they didn’t do much damage, but he must have remembered the lesson the Head Mistress taught us the day the vampire Lord Darius came to attack her. Even though the vampire had a strong affinity with Ice Magic, she had created countless small shards and overwhelmed him with them. It had been a humiliating defeat.
With both hands outstretched, Trevon became a double-barreled machinegun. The minotaur was being peppered with so many rounds that its oversized head was bouncing back and forth like a bobblehead. 
Leaving that one to him, I leaped high overhead and came down on the last minotaur like a sunburned Thor. As it died, I left my Warhammer’s spike lodged deep in its chest and cast Succubi’s Caress. I quickly examined Aeris’s group and took a few moments to replenish my mana.
Four bone appendages flew from my back, grabbed ahold of the other four dead minotaurs, and stole all the mana I could. It wasn’t much, maybe 10,000 MP each, but it would at least add a minute to my form.
Looking to the others, I saw they had made it to the ledge and were watching the fighting below. My gaze met Mel’s. We shared a nod, then I was gone.
Taking two steps to pick up speed, I leaped from the ledge and flew toward the other side of the room.
The battle below on the first floor was nearly over. The undead dark elf had survived and had retaken his original form. He was pestering Waldemar’s troop with his sonic beams.
I landed behind the remains of Clarissa’s ten-foot stone box that she had been raised to contain the attackers. They had busted out of it and were now wading through a small forest of Olivia’s vines. She was low on mana. One Minotaur succumbed to the vine’s constant tug and fell to be quickly smothered in their crushing grasp.
The two high-level minotaurs dragged the vines with them and pushed the two lesser minotaurs out of their way. Creature Observation gave me the bad news. One had built his stats by only put 2,000 into Dexterity in exchange for adding extra to Strength. At 4,000 it nearly matched my own. The second one may have been even more dangerous. Instead of preferring Strength, he had chosen Dexterity, possibly putting him on equal footing to me with speed. Great. A brute and a speed build. 
Clarissa’s flames joined with Olivia’s vines to slow them. The heat would overwhelm any normal creature, but these minotaurs seemed completely unaffected. Thankfully, I possessed the same strength. I was currently a Fire Incubus.
With a mind to level the playing field, I sped through the flames toward one of the lesser minotaurs and pounded his lower back. His spine snapped and my hammer nearly tore him in two.
The brute turned at the sound. I skirted past him and swatted the last lesser minotaur in the back of the head. Like a spring-loaded mousetrap he fell face first into the hungry vines.
An axe whistled toward my head. I had to jump back from the edge of the vines to keep the attack from testing the strength of my armored skin. The Dexterity based minotaur had joined the fray.
Time was not on my side, so I attacked first. My Warhammer hooked toward the faster minotaur’s knee. His shield met it, diverting the blow.
His axe jabbed toward my head, forcing me to dance to the side. 
I lunged again, this time putting all my might behind the weight of the swing. 
Smashing into his shield, it drove him back. As fast as he may have been, I had twice his strength.
Clenching my jaw, I shook my head as the brute charged with his shield out front. I leaped back, but not without throwing a backhanded counter that punished his ribs.
Clarissa’s flames cleared, revealing my presence to the others. There was no time to check their mana. The faster minotaur was already upon me.
The teamwork these two possessed was beyond anything I had ever faced. Despite their different builds, their timing while fighting with one another was flawless.
Mana Sight’s ability to speed up my perception of time was still an advantage, but at this level of speed, my advantage was disappearing fast.
I ducked under a blow from the faster minotaur and caught the next one with the joint between my weapon’s hammer and top spike.
I was being handicapped by keeping my shield cast. Its skeletal frame would not hold up to a lesser minotaur’s blow, let alone a greater one, and the mana cost to repair it repeatedly would just lessen the time I had in my current form. Using it this way was literally forcing me to fight with one hand. Putting it in my inventory wasn’t an option either. My scepter that gave a 50% buff to Light Magic was acting as part of my shield and greatly extending the time I had in this form.
My front kick pounded the faster minotaur’s shield, sending him staggering back.
With my increase in height and size, my scepter was fairly small anyway. Turning it back into a weapon would make it little more than the handle of my Skeletal Warrior’s Sword. Besides, keeping it from damage was my top priority. Since I was currently shirtless, why not? Slamming the scepter into my chest, I commanded my shield to collapse in on me and cover my form. It transformed into a skintight breastplate with a bulge in the chest. Much better.
Bringing both hands to my Warhammer’s grip, I spun to meet the brute head-on. When I batted his shield aside, his head was already lowered and ready.
I dipped low, my hands touching the floor, as the bull’s head passed above me. Before getting trampled under his weight, I exploded up from the ground like a super burpee. The minotaur’s legs flipped up over his head as he flew through the air. 
Just as he was about to crash to the floor, a mini-twister rose up and caught him, driving him up and away. The twister grew as it moved the mob toward the ledge. Instead of tossing him off, the vortex pushed the minotaur up. Picking up speed, it didn’t slow before pounding the minotaur into the ceiling.
The twister vanished in a flash, leaving the mob momentarily stuck to the ceiling face first. With nothing holding him up, he fell. Flailing wildly, he was completely out of his element as he sped toward the ground of the first floor.
The remaining minotaur’s head was turned, facing Aeris who had given his friend a flying lesson. His eyes quickly returned to me as his breathing sped up and chest heaved.
The speed build minotaur was the only one remaining, but he could make things difficult if I let him.
I didn’t have to talk him into attacking first. He charged like a wild bull.
He was fast. Minotaur or not, his stats allowed him to face me on nearly equal footing. Almost.
Letting go of my Warhammer with my left hand, I waited as he neared.
His head was lowered as if to plow through me, but at the last moment, he rose up and brought his axe down from overhead to cleave me in two.
His aim was true. The axe sped toward the base of my neck.
My hand shot up and met the axe a few feet from impact. I secured his axeblade in my grip even as he tried to pull it away. I had twice his strength. His speed couldn’t help him now.
I tore the axe from his hand and swatted his shield to the side. His head fell to squash me, but grabbing his horn, I drove him to the ground. I cast Succubi’s Caress, leeching mana through my contact with his horn, and battered him on the back of the head. Reaching out with my appendages, I drank the mana of the three other minotaurs while I had the chance. I pumped 13 more levels into Wisdom and clenched my fist in celebration when I saw that Fire Incubus had leveled up to 96.
Looking at the others, I found that their attention had turned to what was happening below. Had the minotaur brute survived his flight?
Aeris’s hand shot to her mouth at the same moment her other hand shot out. A flurry of Compressed Wind Slashes flew. Fire and Earth Magic joined the attack. Mel’s imps that had been on this side of the second floor were already attacking.
I sped to the side as fast as I could. The bulk of the minotaur herd, twenty of them, stampeded toward our people below. Waldemar had baited us by sending his men to attack us on the second floor. Only he and four others stayed back to watch the carnage. 
Russ and Skyler were still too far away from the bridge to have help from the others. They had no choice but to meet the charge head-on. Energy extended from Russ’s shield, putting a protective barrier between the two of them and the enemy’s charge. It made little difference. They disappeared beneath the mass of hooves where they were trampled underfoot.
I dove from the second floor without another thought to somehow cut off the charging herd from the others. Advanced Heal flew in the direction of our fallen.
Travis was on the opposing side of the bridge with the remaining Sledge Brothers. They began to form up some kind of defensive line. Kylie and her friends, Chris, and even Lydia were lining up with them to meet the herd head-on.
It was then that Mel’s remaining force, a squad of skeleton warriors and their captain, pushed past our bashers line and formed up in front of them to take the brunt of the attack.
“Retreat!” Richard screamed through general chat, trying to talk sense into them. Even as a few of them tried, it was clear from my position flying toward them in the air overhead that the swarm would engulf them.
Where were the werewolves? Where was Mel’s dark elf? Had they already fallen beneath the herd’s charge…
Our mages were low on mana, but still, the elements fell. Despite our best efforts, the herd was not hindered. Waldemar must have used some kind of war cry to strengthen their defense.
I was helpless. Pushing off the ledge of the second floor with over 4,000 Strength and Dexterity wasn’t enough. I was at gravity’s mercy and I was falling too slowly. A charged Alpha Bolt with 10,000 MP flew at them, but its explosion had no effect. A charged Pain flew right behind it and was just as useless.
Aeris sped past me, but what could she do? With only a fourth of her mana remaining, her winds rose up to push the monsters off the side of the bridge, but it might as well have been a gentle breeze against a rolling boulder.
As the enemy throng reached the bridge, Mel’s skeletons charged. Travis ran close behind them. His spear was already extending beyond its physical limit as his extended thrust ability took effect.
I clenched my teeth knowing that if I tried to buff Travis then Mel’s minions would take damage. I held back.
Mel’s Skeleton Captain leaped as they came together, removing the arm of the lead minotaur just before the mob demolished him. The skeleton line fell over like saplings in the face of hurricane force winds. One minotaur had a phantom spearpoint explode out the back of its neck just before Travis’s was pulverized.
Light Magic filled the area as my healing magic reached them faster than my physical presence could. It filled the area, ready to heal those that had yet to be crushed. I tried buffing our remaining troops Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution to give them every advantage that I could.
It was no use. The minotaurs flattened the remainder of our bashers that hadn’t already fled. A few of our Dexterity-focused bashers survived the onslaught because of their abilities to evade, but now sorely outnumbered, they wouldn’t last long. 
Finally reaching the scene, I came in like a meteor with my shoulder leading the way. The tail end of the minotaurs’ group was still crossing the bridge. I flew into one of them, who inadvertently tackled two more. One of the monsters was pushed off the bridge into the crevasse below. The remaining two landed safely on their stomachs close to the ledge. I was on top of them.
My Warhammer roared into their earth-strengthened flesh before I pushed them over the ledge with their friend. Hopefully, to land on his head.
On my feet, I now faced the slowing horde. Its new target was Kylie and Jess.
“Someone take my place at the Master Chamber! I got this!” Richard cried through general chat. 
“I’ll go!” Olivia called. “Mana sickness…”
Richard rounded the corner to enter the room equipped with the fifth chocolate colored platemail that Russ had forged. With a shield and ball mace, he was heading straight for the group of minotaurs alone.
I just shook my head.
Spinning, I saw Russ on his feet helping Skyler up. Somehow, they had survived.
I was torn on what to do, for I saw the mana of three of our people dwindling in the mana realm at a rate synonymous with death. My Light Magic wasn’t helping them.
There was no right answer. Three of my friends faced twenty minotaurs alone, with only two others coming to help. They were getting a little support from our mages above, but as Olivia had just made clear, they were sorely low on mana. Then there were the three others that needed medical support. The worst thing I could do was do nothing, so I ran to the closest person and started to act. 
I found Melony, Kylie’s duelist friend, who was covered with countless wounds. Many were even healing, but there was so much blood it was impossible to pinpoint what was keeping her from healing entirely. I tore her leather armor into pieces as I pried her out of it, yanking a steel stud from her back that had been embedded in her like a bullet. It was enough to seal in her mana and allow her to heal.
I bear-crawled to the next person while looking over to see Kylie dodge a minotaur’s axe with the quickness of a cat. Flying overhead like an angry hornet, Aeris was jabbing the minotaurs closest to them with flesh tearing bolts. Richard tumbled across the ground before smacking into the wall. He jumped up with a howl and ran back to the fighting like an adrenalin high lunatic.
Skyler and Russ shot by.
Jess seemed to disappear from Kylie’s side as another minotaur charged through the spot where she had been standing. She appeared off to the side. It reminded me of Chris’s Ambush ability.
Speaking of Chris, he was the person lying on the ground before me. The reason was obvious. His arm had been stomped clean off and blood was pooling on the ground. Instead of removing something from his body so that he could be healed, his arm needed to be regrown. I directed my healing magic directly into the wound, and his mana stopped bleeding out and began gathering around the injury. His arm began to regrow. 
His bewildered screech of pain drew the attention of some of the minotaurs closest to us. His reaction was no surprise. After blowing myself up when facing Lady Contessa, I had felt firsthand the pain of regrowing limbs. It was no joke.
I was losing mana fast, but what could I do? Should I have started by healing someone that needed it less? Perhaps they could have already been up helping the others.
Two minotaurs were incoming, but I still had one more person to heal. There was no choice. With Chris’s arm fully restored, I launched myself from his side and met the first monster with a two-handed strike. I burst through his leg and stepped past him to blast the next one on the shield. He faltered. 
One of my appendages grabbed hold of his foot and started to drain his mana as we fought. My appendage wasn’t strong enough to pull or push, but it wasn’t as easy cord to sever. I grabbed his shield so he wouldn’t fall back and caught him by the horn when he tried to headbutt me. He had lost. As soon as they were finished, I ran back to Travis. 
Chris stared dumbly at the twenty or so minotaurs that were attacking the girls. Not knowing what he could do, he picked up a random sword from the ground and ran at them to help.
Finally getting a close look at Travis, a knot rose in my throat. I removed his armor even though I knew it wouldn’t help. The blood he had lost... Nearly all his mana was already gone. Gathering mana in my eyes to cast Force Learn, I’d see if I could bring him back from the brink as I had Aeris. Suddenly, Lydia was there. She stooped down to kneel on the other side of him.
I was about to ignore her and assume she just wanted to be there for moral support when I saw the syringe in her hand. It was a massive thing, with a vial full of gray liquid at least ten inches long. The needle was at least three inches and much fatter than the small gauge needles I had seen in the world above. 
She looked me dead in the eye. “Go.” She motioned to Kylie and Jess. Without another word, she stabbed the needle right into his neck.
I don’t think I had been that shocked since entering the Underworld. She pushed hard to empty the vial quickly then nodded to herself.
Shaking off my horror, I saw a strange glow that began where she had given him the shot that flooded into his system with the help of his beating heart. I decided to trust her since she had already proven she could heal with her potions. Something was definitely happening.
The six men and women who stood against the twenty-minotaur attack party were still alive, but only just.
I flew into the midst of them and bone appendages exploded from my back. Ten of them reached out and grabbed whoever was closest and began to leech the enemy of mana as I swung my Warhammer like a wild man. 
Mana flooded into me and my hammer found purchase, but not without taking my fair share of blows. I was knocked aside by numerous shields. Axes tested the toughness of my skin. I even took my fair share of friendly fire as ice, rock, and fire pelted the herd. A low-grade Health Regeneration took care of it all. If I had been taller, it would have been over much quicker, but few shots to the legs or gut are instant one hit kills. 
“Incoming!” Olivia cried from the Master Chamber.
There were still a dozen minotaurs facing off against us when three of Waldemar’s remaining four minotaurs rushed toward the bridge.
I tried everything to speed up this group of mob’s demise. The spell Pain was still useless. As more of them fell, the remaining minotaurs started to die faster. Please, let it be quick enough.

Like a man with a hate filled foot fetish, Russ was pummeling minotaur feet at every opportunity he got. Skyler was the only one that matched their strength, so he was smashing their shields where he could reach them to keep the mobs off balance.
Kylie and Jess stuck to defense and were giving those minotaurs after them a dancing lesson. 
 I swatted one in the hip to knock it into its neighbor, which gave Melony a perfect shot at the hunched over one’s face. Her rapier dug deep into its eye socket and nearly pulled her to the ground as it fell down dead.
Like an annoying bug that just wouldn’t die, Richard kept charging the same minotaur who kept smacking him across the room. As three more mobs fell, I crippled his attacker at the ankle and caved in the ribs of another. Perhaps getting his only clean shot of the day, Richard’s sword jabbed into its neck.
I felt it as much as saw the new group of minotaurs as they neared the bridge. At the head of this group was one of the three minotaurs I had been unable to observe. He cried out in a powerful war cry similar to the one Waldemar used. He covered them in a blanket of energy.
Trying to observe him again, I was now able to see that he was level 1,678. My level had risen so I was no longer in the dark to how powerful he was. He had 4,000 Strength and Dexterity, so I was finally meeting something that was my match.
It was then that I noticed Travis was still lying at the foot of the bridge. He was only starting to pick himself up. 
“Help!” Lydia cried as she ran from there to get clear of the assault.
I rebuked myself. Of course, she doesn’t have the Strength to carry him and I just left them there.
Hope welled up inside me as one of Clarissa’s stone walls climbed into the air in front of the attackers at the center of the bridge.
“Clarissa’s spent!” Audrey said over general chat.
As they reached the bridge, the minotaurs stopped. 
It was then that Travis started to rise. I dropped my appendages entirely and sprinted right for him. “Move!” I cried.
The lead minotaur lowered his head. With a few rapid steps, he left the wall in ruins with a single attack.
Pelted with rubble, Travis shook it off as he came to his feet. The eyes that looked back at me weren’t the eyes of my friend. His shoulders and chest ballooned with power as fur started to take root. His jaw widened and his snout expanded. He was transformed.
Lydia hadn’t healed him. She had forced his change…
Finally aware of the world around him, Travis’s jaw hung open as he tasted the air with his tongue. His head twisted around to look at the minotaur that had just covered him in rock.
The minotaur stepped forward, dismissing him.
With no weapon to speak of, Travis sprang into the air. He landed on the lead minotaur’s shield that was meant to repel him. Claws and a mouth full of fangs tore at the minotaur’s face as he scrambled over the shield.
I had nearly reached the bridge when the minotaur’s two companions stepped forward to defend him. Each of them were greater minotaurs, but I couldn’t lose this opportunity of having the lead minotaur distracted.
Their shields slammed into the ground side by side to form a wall. That’s kind of you.
I ran straight into the minotaur furthest from the ledge at full speed, lowering my shoulder as I went. A thunderclap sounded. The one near the ledge fell off the bridge into the crevasse below. The remaining mob hadn’t lowered his center of gravity enough to brace against the collision.  His legs were swept out from under him and he landed on his face.
Scrambling to push his legs off of me, I found I had an open shot. My Warhammer screamed toward the lead minotaur’s knee.
My target began to move as I reached for him, but he stepped back to evade. He was quick. My three-pronged hammer clipped his lower thigh, but instead of exploding through it, the blow grazed off like it was made of stone.
Suddenly, the world was spinning as the minotaur’s axe clobbered me from behind. I was tossed over the gap and across the floor on the minotaur’s side of the bridge. I came to rest fifty feet away. He had been aware of my approach all along and used his opening as bait.
-21,816 HP
 
It was only a fraction of my total HP, but he was the first minotaur to get the drop on me. Eyeing my Mana, I saw I had 345,097 MP remaining. It gave me seventeen minutes of 2x Fire Incubus Form remaining. I needed to thank all these walking steaks for sharing their mana.
With a jerk of his head, the largest minotaur sent Travis flying.
Heal sped toward him, as I checked his stats with Creature Observation. I got a good little shocker. Travis’s Dexterity was now over 3,000 as a werewolf. The bonus he was getting was significantly higher than my Shapeshifting Form.
Instead of smacking against the wall, Travis spun in the air. Getting his feet beneath him as he collided with the wall, he landed on all fours and dug a deep trench into the wall as his claws dug in to bring him to a skidding stop. He leaped to the floor and, like a wolf stalking its prey, held himself low on the ground and bared his teeth.
Before I could see Travis’s next move, the lead minotaur hurled himself into the air right for me. 
Placing myself on his shield side, I waited for him to come.
Immense leg strength allowed him to land in a fighting stance. His shield swung out to meet me. 
With a two-handed grip, I pounded it with my hammer.
His whistled toward my chest as he spun to face me.
Swatting it up and over my head, I struck toward the same leg I had clipped before.
His shield arrived in time, deflecting it.
Misleading combinations left me scrambling at such speed. His skill was obviously beyond mine. If it wasn’t for Mana Sight, I’d have already been a goner.
I tried to attack his shield, possibly destroy it. Besides a couple of dings, it didn’t seem to be working. I hoped that since I had him alone that Pain would work, but once again, there was no effect. Perhaps it was because of his Earth Alignment…
At the best, it was a stalemate, but I knew that wasn’t really the case. After stealing stats through Drain, I currently had a slight stat advantage over him, but still, I was gaining no ground. 
Throwing a channeled Light Orb into his face that sparked into blinding light, I had won a moment to check my stats. My advantage had grown. Instead of 4,000, the physical stats I had gained pushed them up past 4,500. That was originally 3x Fire Incubus territory.
There had been a number of minotaurs still dying when I had first cast Drain on the room. We had killed fifteen since then and only four were left of the second wave. If I couldn’t beat him with skill, then I needed all the stats I could get.
I lobbed Drain with 10,000 MP charging it into the air. It had enough extra mana that it shouldn’t matter where the enemy bodies were in the room.
The minotaur thundered toward me.
I rolled to the side as it sped past and began to run.
The minotaur hoofed at the ground to come to a forceful stop. He ran after me, snorting in delight. It seemed like he thought I was giving up.
Launching myself into the air, I flew toward the second floor. My trajectory was all wrong and I was headed straight for the stone ledge. 
The minotaur jumped after me but had no idea what I planned.
Landing against ledge with both feet, I sprang high above the second floor into the air in the middle of the room.
The minotaur crashed into the ledge but had the strength to shrug it off, then drop to the floor below.
Drain filled me with the power from blood and flesh.
+216 Str
+111 Dex
+120 Con
 
I fell toward the ground. Twisting, I landed facing the minotaur who was already storming toward me.
Now with over 750 more Strength and 500 more Dexterity than he had in total, I ran to meet him.
Casting another Light Orb to fly at his head, I left this one uncharged.
As I had hoped, he closed his eyes in anticipation of a blinding light which didn’t come.
Dipping under his axe, I drummed my Warhammer into the leg that had eluded me. It shook him to his core. I knocked his axe aside as it chopped down upon me and followed up by placing my weapon’s spike in the back of the same knee.
He lost balance as he tried to headbutt me and his chin hit the floor.
An earthshaking roar caused me to stumble. It wasn’t the lead minotaur I had been facing but Waldemar. He was done waiting. I saw neutral energy rise up from the minotaur at my feet to join even more energy in the air. It came from every minotaur in the room, including the corpses of those I had already drained. I watched as the power came together before answering Waldemar’s call. 
I realized then just how much his mana had diminished since I first saw him. He had been the only minotaur that shone like a mage. Now, as the bulk of the shared power reached him, his mana started to replenish. By the time he had collected it all, his mana had skyrocketed to four times what he had just had a moment ago.
It was obvious then what the battle cries had done to him. Not only had they granted injured minotaurs strength from their comrades, but he had given them his strength as well. Looking at him now, as he lifted burly battle axe to his shoulder, I realized the battle had just begun.
His champion who had yet to join the battle, turned and fled.
Whether he was going to inform Mistress Nava of what had happened or going to try and find a way to attack us from behind I didn’t know.
Waldemar began his march.
In panic, I returned my attention to the minotaur I had been facing. He looked like his strength had been sucked out of him. I shattered ever hope he had of rising again with a few quick swings of my hammer, then Drained him.
+32 Strength
+33 Dexterity
 
I reached level 703.
As quickly as I could, I did an assessment. Travis was still facing off with his minotaur and, despite not having his spear, tearing it apart. Four minotaurs still stood against our bashers, but they were bloody and on their last legs.
“What is everyone’s mana levels?” I called to the group. While at it I put my boot upon the back of the dead minotaur at my feet and drained what mana he had left. Strange. I didn’t know what Waldemar had taken from him, but he still had a good deal of mana left.
Trevon was the first to answer. “I’m out. Zorik is too.”
“Clarissa collapsed, but she’s meditating now,” Audrey said. “I’m nearly done. About 20k left.”
“I’ll be out… Now!” Aeris yelled as a whoosh of air sounded followed by a sonic boom.
Looking back over my shoulder, I saw her fall from six feet in the air. Blood sprayed from the remaining four minotaurs they had been facing. The monsters fell to the floor dead.
“I have some saved up,” Mel replied.
“I’m halfway there!” Olivia answered last. “Just a few more minutes and I’m ready to go.”
As they spoke, I sprinted to the bridge where Travis was still fighting, while keeping an eye on Waldemar. There was no telling when the boss monster would start his assault, so I laid into the minotaur as soon as I arrived.
Taking the minotaur’s legs out from under him, Travis grasped onto the mob’s throat.
I turned my head so as not to see the rest.
“Everyone meditate and recover!” I hissed. “Get off the first floor. If I fail to finish Waldemar, you’ll need to throw everything you have at him!”
My appendage hooked the arm of the fallen minotaur and I stole its mana as well. Forcing myself to look at my feral friend, I quickly considered what to do with him. He was as likely to attack me or the others as he was the enemy, but if he did face Waldemar it could be the end of him.
“You have slaughtered my herd!” the sole remaining minotaur rumbled. “Payment is required!”
Even as I watched him set off, Waldemar blurred toward me at unfathomable speed. Any advantage Mana Sight had given me was gone.
I’d just barely got my Warhammer up to meet his axe when it swept me off the ground, launching toward the wall. 
Travis leaped to attack him, but the back of the minotaur’s hand swatted him from the sky.
Like a bug on a windshield, I hit the stone wall. My back screamed and my limbs felt numb. I healed myself even as my consciousness tried to blink out. 
I heard screaming through general chat.
As my health returned, I wondered why I hadn’t hit the ground. Looking down, I saw I was in a crater in the wall.
“Elorion!” Aeris called frantically.
“I’m fine,” I replied. “Keep everyone away.”
My Character Sheet appeared at my command.
289,333/502,572 HP
 
My health was still rising.
Returning to 1x Fire Incubus Form, I shrunk in size, making it easier to squirm out of the hole.
Travis had landed close by and had reverted to his human form. He didn’t have mana bleed, which was a good sign. Observing him, I saw his HP percentage was worse than mine, but it was climbing quickly. It seemed his werewolf regeneration would affect him even when he was not transformed.
Shaking myself off, I watched Waldemar stroll across the bridge like it was his own. After all he had seen of us, he had no fear.
The others had done as I commanded and retreated from the first floor. It was just the two of us now.
“Do you need a hand?” Mel called from the second floor. Without waiting for an answer, he jumped. Speeding toward the ground, he landed on shaky legs but rose up without injury. He was holding a familiar skull.
As he stood between me and Waldemar, I amped back up to 2x Fire Incubus Form and moved to race forward when Dark Magic flashed from him as he lifted his Fire Incubus’s skull. 
Like equipping a helmet, he placed it on his head. The skull drank his Dark Mana and gulped it all in. When it had finished, a light devouring shadow seeped from it like the smoke from a flame. After covering itself, it swept over Mel’s body until he was shadow itself. 
He took a new form. At least a foot taller and with the muscle mass of a proper tank, the shadow solidified, leaving him with dark Incubus skin.
I was at his side in a flash, unsure if he would really be of much help. Creature Observation revealed more than I expected.
Level: 510
Health Points: 248,800
Mana Points: 120,555
Attributes
Strength: 4,014
Dexterity: 3,211
Constitution: 2,488
Intelligence: 1,000
Wisdom: 1,555
 
I leaned over and whispered, “How long can you stay in this form?”
“Five minutes tops,” he replied, not taking his eyes off Waldemar.
“Follow my lead. I have almost 1.5k more Dexterity than you and yet he’s still faster than me. Regardless, this just might work.”
“Got it.”
Time was limited, so there was no reason to hold back. My body battled the violence of my own power as 3x Fire Incubus Form overtook me. It became more bearable as the increase in channeling stabilized. With over 5,500 Strength and surpassing 5,000 Dexterity, I was ready to go all out, but it wasn’t without cost. If I didn’t finish him in 6 minutes, it would be all over.
Taking hold of his massive axe with both hands, Waldemar lowered himself then erupted toward us.
 



Chapter 30 – Waldemar
I rushed forward with 57,600 MP flowing through me each minute like rivers of fire. Instead of destroying me, my muscles raged. Empowered, my Warhammer flew faster than the human eye could see, intercepting Waldemar’s axe.
A concussion sounded preceding the storm. The first boom rattled me to the core. It wasn’t a storm of wind and lightning, but an outbreak of thunder with each exchange. 
His follow up attack arrived as I struggled to comprehend this level of power. Mel’s weapon blazed into its path, a poleaxe of black steel that was blasted aside.
Darting back just in time to dodge the attack, I lunged as Waldemar’s axe was already screaming for Mel’s head. Even with his pole weapon’s long reach, it couldn’t compare to the gigantic axe. Ducking under the blow, Mel tried to jump back but was grazed. It was enough to send him hurling across the floor.
I swooped under the same blow, driving up with my hammer and targeting his upper shin. He was the tallest minotaur I had faced, standing fifteen feet tall. The same attack would have reached the knee of even the greater minotaurs. Finally, I connected. Even with 5,500 Strength, it was like hitting solid stone.
Coming in from the flank, Mel threw a chopping blow at his back. Waldemar didn’t budge as he took the full brunt of the attack. The twitch in the crease below his eyes revealed that he wasn’t completely immune to it.
Taking his axe up in one hand, the minotaur captain spun it like a bow staff, then grabbed its handle and whirled it through the air with the command of a master swordsman.
I dove back but couldn’t escape the flurry of attacks. His axe caught my shoulder and sent me spinning through the air.
Before I hit the ground, I was able to bring myself under control and landed in a three-point stance. Mel wasn’t so lucky. End over end he cartwheeled over the chasm at the middle of the room and came to a skidding stop as he smacked face first into the floor.
With some ground between us and the enemy, I examined Mel to find he had 181,900/248,800 HP left. Thankfully the enemy hadn’t landed any critical hits.
“Mel,” I said over general chat at a level I hoped would be difficult for Waldemar to hear. “I can’t heal you while you're covered in Dark Magic. If you get too low, change back so I can help then high tail it out of here.”
“If,” he replied. “Any ideas?”
“A few. Let’s keep these positions. One of us in front, the other behind.” I took a quick look at my own HP which was at 461,373/552,572.
“Got it.”
Waldemar targeted Mel next. Racing after Waldemar, I told Mel to run. I decided it was time to try something I had been holding back.
Mel bolted to the side.
As our enemy turned to pursue, Magma hit him square in the face. It quickly covered him beneath its flow as it gushed out of my hand. I stood there showering him and cut off its flow after 80,000 MP because he was already covered in excess magma.
Like a wet dog bathed in melted chocolate, our enemy began to shake himself to be rid of the molten rock.
I saw his mana take a hit through the mana realm, but as he loosened his joints and cleared it from his eyes, he raised his arms in the air as if to dare us to do better.
You can’t be serious!
Instead of letting Waldemar decide who to attack next, I raced toward him.
His axe spun with the agility of a baton and smashed into my hammer as I held it out before me. It sent me skating to the side.
Before Mel’s poleaxe could connect with the boss mob’s lower back, he flicked it aside.
I was already on my way, driving my Warhammer into his hip. His balance faltered and he stumbled forward a step.
Mel had taken the chance to jump back. I did the same as his axe swept by.
We were finding our rhythm.
“Go high,” I whispered through general chat. 
I wasn’t sure if Waldemar had super hearing, but Mel was already on the attack. Trying to keep us both on the flank, the boss mob turned sideways to intercept him. As I had requested, Mel leveled an overhead chop high at his chest.
The minotaur captain easily defended, but I had danced in behind him. Winding up like a batter, I lunged forward with my front foot and rotated my torso with all of my strength. My three-pronged hammer punched through his ankle, knocking it into the air. With him firmly off balance for the first time, I lifted my hammer as he fell back. His impact shook the ground beneath our feet. 
My spike spun to face him before clamping down like the fang of a vicious beast. As I retrieved it to mount my retreat, it left a bloody wound in the side of his gut.
Mel threw a perfectly aimed slash at his throat. 
The wrathful cry that escaped from our enemy held no special power, but the violence that followed was an exclusive kind of crazy all its own.
He sat up from the ground to meet Mel’s poleaxe with the brow of his head, butting it out of the air. Leaning toward Mel while still sitting down, he swept him off his feet with his horn and began twisting his head in a frenzy to try to tear us apart.
Coming to all fours, the minotaur left his axe where it had fallen.
Struggling to get to his feet, Mel tried to get up and run but a charging bull’s head the size of a small bulldozer plowed into him and lifted him from the floor. Waldemar didn’t just buck him but stood as he did with hellish speed and pitched him into the air. 
I heard as much as I saw the impact that he had with the ceiling. He fell out of sight to the second floor.
“Mel!” I cried in horror, unsure if he had survived. “Is he alive?!” I demanded, hoping someone was close by to check. I was too afraid to heal him in case he was still covered in Dark Magic. If he was too close to death such a mistake would surely kill him.
I didn’t move from where I stood. Seeing Waldemar standing there, suddenly still, I could feel that something had changed.
Energy gushed from him as if a powerplant was charging up. Then the energy faltered, only to swell a moment later with more power than before. Like the cadence of a heartbeat, waves of force settled into a steady tempo that beat against me as I faced him. Any magma that had dried on his fur was repelled like dust. Besides the wound from my Warhammer, his skin was completely unscathed.
Through the mana realm, I saw it clearly. Just as I could channel my Light Mana into my body to give it power, he was using his mana to do the same.
His fist appeared before I could react, hurling me toward the wall. Colliding sooner than I could comprehend, 3x Fire Incubus Form kept me conscious, but my HP fell down to half. 
I burst from the man-sized hole in the wall and healed myself to reach just over 300,000 HP. Looking at my mana, I saw I only had four and a half minutes left.
As much as hope seemed to be drifting away, I had yet to give it my all.
Setting off at a jog, I headed straight for him.
He charged like a raging bull. His axe was long forgotten.
My hammer met his fist but was driven back.
His horns swiped through the air from side to side as his fists lobbed at me at an impossible rate.
Out of desperate need, I summoned Skeleton Warrior’s Shield and channeled 2,000 Mana Per Minute into it so that it was thick enough to take a hit.
Mana Sight was completely useless to me now, but somehow, I was blocking everything he threw at me. With each attack I found myself driven back an inch at a time.
Defense was all I could muster. There was no gap in his attack, only a frightening onslaught of death-carrying blows. It was no longer a question of whether I could keep up. The question was whether I’d make a mistake before he ran out of gas. It was my only way out. I watched as his mana was slowly dwindling.
A few seconds later, I found myself nearing the wall. He would soon drive me into it, leaving me no way out.
1,000 MP of Alpha coated my Warhammer. I just hope the neutral energy wouldn’t react with my weapon’s flames. 
As Waldemar’s horn dipped in to skewer me, my hammer intercepted it, smacking it back. The force was enough for me to dip in under his fist and take a new position behind him.
Thinking I had finally won an exchange, I had no time to react as he bucked forward and kicked out with his hind legs.
Both of his hooves caught me in the shield, shattering it as they sent me flying to the opposite sidewall. I landed on the floor with both feet but was close enough to the wall that I slammed rear first into it. The stone crumbled, leaving me sitting upon a ruined throne.
Against such a superior killing machine, what could I possibly do?
“He’s alive!” Aeris said through general chat, referring to Mel.
I wanted to rebuke her. She had just fallen from the air a few minutes before and had to be nearly out of mana herself. Couldn’t she have let someone else check on him? I knew it was just that my emotions were running high and I feared for her safety, so I refocused on what could be done.
“I’m here,” he confirmed but was still out of sight. “I don’t think I have anything left.”
“How much mana do you have?”
“About 50k.”
“Okay. Then do exactly as I say…”
After rattling off my plan to him, I once again removed myself from the wall. Waldemar was already facing me, reading to reengage from the other side of the room.
I took off at a run, this time away from him. Jumping over the chasm in the middle of the room, I landed and quickly hit full speed.
He slowed after following me to the middle of the room. His suspicion gave him pause. It was as I had hoped.
Reaching the wall at the entrance to the Outer Perimeter, I jumped. Landing high above the arched doorway and the second floor I pumped my legs and continued to climb. I didn’t have Aeris’s ability to fly, but extreme stats made almost anything possible. Running up the side of the wall, I neared the ceiling and jumped back. Spinning, I faced down, taking in the aerial view of the entire room. Sadly, there was no time to admire the awesome sight.
Below me to the left, on the second floor, I saw Mel back in his normal form, gathering all his remaining mana into a single large blast. Aeris was there, looking over the ledge at Waldemar below.
The fighting that had just taken place had lasted only seconds but had drained me of a full minute of my 3x Fire Incubus Form. What I was about to do would use up even more. I only had 220,000 MP left. If this was going to work, I had to use the perfect amount of mana to combat Mel’s. Too much would have my spell overwhelming his. Not enough and his would win out. If I could match his exactly, the reaction between our manas would cause mass devastation.
Light Magic shone from the scepter beneath my bone breastplate like a ray from the sun. The mana all met at a single point to create a massive Health Bomb. My full attention was on feeling the power behind Mel’s attack. My mana reached just over 40,000 as his spell reached its max.
Waldemar bent low as if readying to flee. We were ready. I let loose.
Instead of trying to escape, the minotaur captain leaped into the air to meet the attack head-on.
I willed it to fly faster as Mel released his own enormous blast.
With the top of his head readied to punch through it, the boss monster collided with my attack. Mel’s colossal bolt of light-consuming lightning struck my Light Bomb as it went off. A blinding glow pierced through my already closed eyelids as light and darkness met. Thunder shook me where I was. Propelling me like a giant fist into the ceiling, it held me there.
Light and darkness quarreled like raging titans. Anything and everything that got in their way was crushed. Even at this distance, my HP was decreased to 187,221/502,572.
As the blinding light returned to normal and my eyes began to focus, I found it hard to breathe. Mel and Aeris had been at the same level as the blast. There was no way they could have survived.
Without the pressure holding me against the ceiling, I began to fall. My eyes searched frantically for Aeris. The stone of the second floor where they had been was gone. A large chunk of the second floor to both sides of the room had been carved out like a giant sphere in the middle of the room. There was nothing of it left.
My heart pounded even as my mind struggled to accept that they were gone. Landing on the ground twenty meters from the middle of the room, my worst fears were realized. Waldemar was standing there mostly unscathed except his mana had been cut to a third.
Not only had he survived the impossible, but the damage he had sustained was taken from his mana instead of his health like some kind of mana shield. 
Fire Incubus Form reverted back to 1x as I looked on in a daze.
“Elorion! We’re fine! Travis is fine too!” Aeris shouted. She didn’t bother with general chat but had called from behind the wall by the entrance to the Inner Perimeter.
“How…” I replied through chat.
“Let’s just say Mel doesn’t weigh much. The others are still recovering, but they could probably give you some support.”
“No!” I demanded. “I’ll give you as much time as I can.”
Looking down, I had somehow kept ahold of my Warhammer. This weapon Russ had provided me had exceeded my every expectation. If I’d had to use my scepter and a channeled Skeleton Warrior’s Sword, it was possible that I wouldn’t have the mana left for what I was about to do next.
Power still pulsed from Waldemar. He walked toward me, arrogance radiating off of him as densely as his energy. He knew he had already won.
I took off at him, holding nothing back.
He mocked me with a grunt and sped up his approach. If it was at all possible, I could have sworn he was smiling at me.
A gale of power exploded from me as I powered up to 4x Fire Incubus Form for the first time. At 115200 Mana Per Minute, I had less than two minutes to mount a comeback. With 6,000 Strength and 5,500 Dexterity, I healed myself just enough so that I reached 250k HP. It should be enough to take a single critical hit.
He didn’t anticipate my boost in speed. With two hands bracing my weapon, I drove its top spike into his gut. Pushing through, I lifted him from his feet and thrust him back.
Before he could land on his hooves, I hammered his lower legs aside and followed up with a mighty uppercut, battering him into the air.
He flew over the chasm in the middle of the room and plummeted to his back.
I dashed forward, clearing the gap and landing on the other side in an instant. I could not give him chance to recover.
I lowered the spike of my hammer to his throat.
Any hope I had remaining of being able to beat him was battered out of me as he knocked me into the air with his fist. The waves of power emitting from him sped into a faster rhythm as he grew more powerful.
He flew up past me, faster than I climbed. Appearing above, even as I tried to move my Warhammer into place, he moved faster than I could comprehend, headbutting me to the ground.
I came to a moment later at the foot of the bridge with him standing over me. His chest shook as he laughed at me with a series of snorts.
At below 50,000 HP, I healed myself quickly and was forced into the realization that this was no longer a fight to buy the others time. I was about to die.
I tried to shoot up when his hoof stomped into my chest and buried me into the ground.
Even as my healing magic fought to keep me alive, my mana was dwindling fast. I had less than a minute in this form.
I began kicking and hitting him with all the strength I had. He didn’t budge. Even in 4x Fire Incubus Form, I was nothing to him.
There was one thing left for me to do. With my remaining MP, I’d cause as much damage as I could. He had about a quarter of his mana left. With any luck, my final attack would be enough for the others to finish him after I was gone.
Dropping my hammer, I let my mana flood into my hands. It would be a little less than 100,000 MP, but an Alpha Bomb should take a good chunk from his remaining MP.
“Aeris, I love you,” I declared through general chat.
“Boys are idiots,” Olivia sighed, responding on her behalf.
Rope sized vines shot up from behind Waldemar and wrapped around his legs and waist. Larger ones followed immediately after, helping secure a stronger grip.
The minotaur captain grabbed the vines at his waist and ripped them apart like they were made of grass. He glared at me and pressed more of his weight into my chest.
The largest vine I had ever seen looped around him like a giant python. With a radius of five meters, the vine blocked my view of Waldemar’s face just before it yanked him off of me.
I made it to my feet while holding my mana in place.
He had his beastly arms encircling the vine around his chest. He began to squeeze, trying to crush it.
An all familiar strategy took shape.
As he dislodged the magic vine and moved on to another at his waist, I used what was left of my remaining speed and launched myself at his chest. 
With my arms and legs holding him as securely as possible, I called out to Olivia to fasten me to him.
“You’re nuts!” she screamed.
Despite her protest, another enormous vine wrapped around him, wedging us together. Succubi’s Caress began to gulp at his remaining mana.
At its relatively low level of 13, the spell only leeched 113 Mana Per Second with a normal touch. There were two things that made it work even faster. I already had contact with the open wound on his stomach and the more surface area I could cover the more mana I could take. It had worked on the Fire Incubus Feuer. Why wouldn’t it work now?
Waldemar dug into the lower vine and split it in two. The upper vine tied his arms to his sides, but his hands were free to tear at it from below.
His mana was declining quickly, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough.
As reluctant as I was, I released 4x Fire Incubus Form and returned to 2x. It would buy me some time. I needed to speed up mana leech and there was one thing I could do to greatly improve it.
Bone Appendages exploded from my shoulders and hips. They wrapped around his arms and back, under his armpit and around his neck. Below they wrapped around his legs like a blacksmith tightly wraps the cord on a blade’s grip.
As he finished dismantling the vine between us, he moved to pry me from his chest.
My skeletal platemail expanded in size as Bone Titan’s Defense took shape. It thickened the armor around me, but this time I also extended it to reach around Waldemar’s torso and envelop him with me.
It was little more than an annoyance to someone with his outrageous strength. He bombarded it with his fists, sending new cracks and fractures through it each time he connected.
Sending mana into it to repair the damage, the drain on my mana was too much. At the rate my mana was being depleted, there was no way I could outlast him. I let Bone Titan’s Defense fail.
Reverting to 1x Fire Incubus Form to keep the protection of its armored skin, I moved to do something that could very possibly backfire. I began to heal myself. 
My natural healing aura was an internal thing that didn’t affect anything outside of me. Healing or even regeneration didn’t work in the same way. If anything was close enough, it would feel the effects of my spell. After seeing Waldemar survive the detonation of light and dark magic, I couldn’t be sure how this would affect him. Through the mana realm, all that I saw of him was Earth Mana. I had no idea if he had a Light or Dark Mana Core. Or possibly something else.
I became a giant leech upon our enemy’s chest. As he beat the life out of me, I stole as much mana as possible and used it to heal myself.
Fire Incubus Form had made me tough enough to survive this long, but beneath the minotaur’s onslaught, the pain was unbearable. It blinded me just as thoroughly as staring at the sun.
Queasiness overtook me as my limbs lost all strength. Their grasp around Waldemar faltered. Fire Incubus Form receded entirely. What was left of my armor and bone appendages began to crumble. Mana Sickness took effect. 
It was hard to say if I was conscious or not, for my exhaustion was so complete that my mind could have just reset itself and I wouldn’t have known. The only thing I had been able to hold on to was 3x Advanced Mind Buff.
When the world made sense again, I found myself in the clutches of a fifteen-foot minotaur. His two hands were so big that they reached all the way around my chest. How was I still alive?
Looking up, I saw his head drooping forward with his eyes shut. He had also run out of mana but his strength was so immense that he was out on his feet.
Terror overtook me. He could regain consciousness at any moment and end it in an instant.
A bone appendage shot out from my palm and jabbed into the wound in his side.
The pain seemed to jolt him awake as his eyes sprang open but seemed unable to focus.
I activated Succubi’s Caress. As his mana filled me, my own wooziness started to improve. I retrieved Lydia’s Health Potions and downed it as quickly as I could.
His eyes rolled as he started to sway. 
Two bone appendages shot from my feet to fasten around the back of his knees. I pulled with both hands against his forearms that held me in place. Finally, I slipped from his grip and headbutted him in the chest. It may have been the least effective headbutt in the history of the world, but it did have the effect I required. Waldemar rocked back and began to fall.
My mana wasn’t being replenished as quickly as I expected. The skeletal armor that held my scepter to my chest had crumbled and my scepter and orb had fallen. The bone appendages wrapped around his legs I redirected to search across the ground as we fell. Skeletal Armor covered me as he hit the floor.
With my appendage in his gut, I leeched mana faster than he could regain it. In my opposite hand, I summoned Skeleton Warrior’s Sword and stabbed him in the chest. It did no good. His body was as solid as rock.
One of my appendages found my scepter and grabbed ahold of it. Bringing it to me, I uncast my sword and equipped it. Casting 4x In The Buff, I channeled mana into Skeleton Warrior’s Sword once again to overtake my scepter. At its point, I empowered it with Alpha. Once again, I drove the blade down.
-165,777 HP
 
A giant fist gripped my arm which held my appendage in his gut. As impossible as it was for him to move without mana, his strength welled up and he began to crush my arm. Suddenly, he rocked wildly and swung me. I flailed to the ground.
My appendage had lost its grip, but that didn’t matter now. Mana Sickness had given me a shot at him, but the damage I did wasn’t even a tenth of his total HP.
The creature that rose up on all fours wasn’t the minotaur captain I had faced just moments ago. In his moment of need, Waldemar had reverted to a primal state. He bucked and kicked in every direction. I hurried to roll out of the way.
Even joining the strategy that had taken out the Fire Incubus with the power of Fire Incubus’s Form had made me no match for this minotaur’s battle prowess. He was beyond me.
A group of voices cried out as they streamed toward us. They appeared out from behind the wall that hid the entrance to the Inner Perimeter. Our bashers were heading this way.
“Now!” Trevon said from above.
I scampered to get out of the immediate area entirely.
Zorik unleashed a downpour of water that he had gathered overhead. A shaft of blue mana joined with it as it swamped the raging bull.
With his feet in an outstretched kick, Waldemar froze solid in a small glacier of ice. His mana regen wasn’t very impressive, so as soon as he was hit with the spell his mana shot back to zero and any additional damage went straight to his HP.
I released In The Buff and let 3x Advanced Mind Buff fill me with as much mana as possible.
Trevon and Zorik weren’t alone. Everyone had come.
It took only a moment for the enemy to break free of the ice, but I threw myself to the floor as Audrey dropped a ball of fire on his head.
Instead of exploding, it smothered him like a blanket of napalm.
Clarissa surrounded him with a pin of stone spikes to make him think twice about trying to go far. They reached six feet in the air and jabbed him from every direction. Each of his movements made it worse.
Our bashers surrounded him, readying for when he broke out.
Waldemar shouldered into the spikes on each side, pulling back from them with a snort. Lowering his head, he leveled them, heading right for Jess.
She faded out of the way as the minotaur charged past. Skyler sped in, empowered by his ability, and clobbered the bull’s rear hoof.
When the mob took his next step, one foot wasn’t there. He teetered to the side before crashing to the floor.
At once our bashers were upon him. Sledgehammers beat against his back as swords stabbed his gut.
Russ dodged a swinging horn, before pounding him in the nose.
Before I could call out for them to retreat, they fled after their quick assault so as not to be trampled. A forest of vines rose up around Waldemar as he rolled to his feet, helping their escape. The little damage they did also drained him of mana, not allowing his real strength to return.
A sonic boom sounded as Aeris shot from the ceiling in a flash of silver light. The distorted air around her was pulled together to join with the mana of her attack and driven into a single point on the back of his neck.
Only Mana Sight allowed me to see her swoop out of the fall so as not to collide with the enemy at death-defying speed.
Waldemar collapsed and the floor beneath his feet crumbled.
I heard the rapid movement of steps in the distance. The bashers made a path as Travis shot from the far side of the room, cleared the chasm without even seeming to jump, and drove his spear into his ribs. It wasn’t just one spearpoint, but twenty of them that broke the skin and left him bloodied.
The smile that dared to pull at the corners of my mouth was wiped away as the boss monster came to his feet. We must have already spent a couple of million MP bring the monster to this point, but it still hadn’t been enough.
I took a look at my status to see I had just over 30,000 MP and 8,866 Mana Per Minute at my disposal. What could I possibly do that hadn’t already been done? Waldemar’s toughness would soon be our downfall. 
“Olivia, keep him as still as you can!” I said through general chat as I began ramping up to 4x In The Buff and ran at him. Once again, I joined my scepter to my armor at the middle of my chest.
She answered by surrounding him with even more vines. 
As he ripped through them, blankets of jagged ice smacked into him from above. Trevon was desperately trying to slow him with everything he had left.
I closed in barehanded, waiting to cast.
Waldemar burst through the last patch of Olivia’s vines and began to regain speed.
Stone Skin overtook my arms as Magma Fist blazed into life over both my fists. Magma had done little good before but now I lunged for the minotaur’s open wounds.
My fingers clawed into the flesh at his ribs where Travis had left him full of holes. My Magma Fist glowed as the heat rose to the highest level I could employ. Reaching for the wound on its neck, my other hand dug into the much deeper wound that Aeris had caused.
Waldemar shot to his hind legs and arched his back. He clawed at me with both hands.
Securing my grip in the wound on his ribs, I pushed at the hole in his neck. Just as I had melted my way into Feuer’s throne room, my strength and magma worked together to push my way into his thick hide. His Earth Alignment meant little now as my grip clamped down on his spine. After a few moments and a final squeeze, I felt it shatter.
With the little extra mana I had left, I struggled to charge Force Learn and release it as his mana spilled out.
Minotaur Essence received!
 
As he crumbled to the ground for the final time, I yanked my hand from his flesh and rolled off, letting Magma Fist and Stone Skin fade.
The 27 levels that filled me ensured I was finally safe to rest.
A dozen shouts of joy sounded at once as a bunch of annoying people decided it was a great time for a huddle. Russ picked me up off the floor and hugged me, while Skyler stood right next to him and pounded me on the back. Our bashers were there a moment later in a jumbled mess that pressed into me.
An exhausted laugh escaped me as our casters joined in soon after. Some sight we were. The minotaur’s blood was spilling out on the ground beneath our feet and we embraced in its wake.
 



Chapter 31 – Time to Hunt
When Audrey objected with much fervency to our standing in blood, I watched her eyes go wide when I raised my hand into the air. Drain gathered the blood from the floor and the flesh from Waldemar’s body while sucking it off the boots of my friends. More than one ran from where they stood as my spell pulled the blood into the air. It ran up their legs before drawing up to join with the rest of it.
+112 Strength
+101 Dexterity
+198 Constitution
 
It was a really good take after already draining nearly 80 other minotaurs.
All that remained was the Waldemar’s skeleton. His skull nearly as large as a Volkswagen Beetle. It would be a good prize for Mel. 
Our sudden respite turned any complaints of my spell’s disgusting quirks into laughter.
As solemn as it might have seemed with 80 minotaur skeletons scattered about in The Bridge, it was far cleaner than a bunch of bloody corpses. Looting them of weapons and armor also became much easier. There was a surplus of gear, even if none of us could fit in it, but Russ could break them down and reuse the material.
Heading toward the bridge, I reached Waldemar’s giant axe. Despite the abuse that monster had to have given to his weapon with every swing with his massive body, it still shone like it had been polished for the first time. It had no coloration that hinted at it having elemental damage. Stooping down, I grabbed ahold of it and tried to bring up its stats. Instead of using one of our rare Identification Scrolls, I moved aside as Russ stepped up to examine it.
He grabbed ahold of its shaft with two hands and stood. Its immense size looked ridiculous in his grasp, but he could probably wield it if he dared.
After he had done his thing, he showed me the popup with its information. One note stood out.
+1 Damage for every 5 points of Strength
 
Not only would the weapon take someone with immense strength to wield it properly, but it rewarded its owner with damage if they had the stats to use it. 
Shaking off my sudden desire to have it, I said to Russ, “Take it to Ujurak and see if it changes his mind about trading with us.”
He chuckled. “He probably has all his excuses planned out. Will do.”
“After that, do you think you can break it down and figure out how to create a weapon with this attribute?”
“If he doesn’t want it for trade… I’ll cry if I can’t.”
I gave him a large grin. “Wait until I get back before you try. I’d like to be there to observe.”
“I can’t blame you.”
Leaving the immediate area where everyone was busy looting, I found a place to sit down.
“You okay?” Aeris asked, plopping down beside me.
“Never been better,” I said with obvious relief. “I just want to rest up before we go after the last minotaur.”
“Yeah. It’s probably best to track him down before he gets too far…” Suddenly, she had a mischievous look.
“What?”
“You said we. Is this your idea of a date?”
I gaped at her, before shaking my head. 
She didn’t stop there. “We could let him make it back to Mistress Nava. Fighting ancient succubi is more romantic, don’t you think?”
“That may be true,” I countered. “But minotaur steak tastes much better.”
“How would I know, you kept all the steak to yourself.”
I realized it was just as she said. 
“Well… do you want to try to cook the last minotaur after we find him?” I asked.
“No!” she cried out before bursting out laughing. “He’s a cow-person.”
“A cow-person?”
Jabbing me in the arm, she rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”
“So, steak is off the menu. I have an idea.”
Calling over Zorik and George, I gave them a request. They both soon agreed.
We pulled Travis from Kylie’s arms as we readied to depart. Aeris and I would need his skills to track while we were off on our mission. It shouldn’t take long. Hopefully we didn’t have any problems with him transforming…
Without anything equipped except for my skeletal armor, I took a quick look at my base stats without buffs.
Level: 730
Health Points: 212,916
Mana Points: 208,299
Mana Per Minute: 7,386 (123.1 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 1,917
Dexterity: 1,681
Constitution: 1,859
Intelligence: 1,181
Wisdom: 3,693
 
After fighting so many basher type mobs, my physical stats had surpassed my Intelligence and then some. Perhaps it was for the best. I hoped to run into some caster types soon and my physical abilities would make survival much easier. I pulled up another thing that might help as well.
Minotaur Form
Level: 1
Cost: 20,000 Mana Per Minute (4,000 with buffs)
Strength: +1 for every Character Level, +1% Strength
Dexterity: +1 for every Character Level, +1% Dexterity
Constitution: +1 for every Character Level, +1% Constitution
Special Abilities: Magic Resistance, Wild Bull
Magic Resistance: 
Level 1
5% Damage Resistance to every School of Magic 
Wild Bull: Pushes past any mind-affecting status effects and allow you to continue your attack.
Note: This puts you in a state of auto attack if you lose consciousness. Target picked at random. If you regain consciousness the attack stops immediately.
Next Level:
Cost: 19,850 Mana Per Minute (3,970 with buffs)
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
+1% Constitution
 
It was a much more affordable Form than Fire Incubus, but it wouldn’t start out nearly as powerful. There were no real drawbacks though and it was set up to scale with you as you leveled. The magic resistance was a nice touch as well.
As we left, I surprisingly had no fear of facing the remaining minotaur. Even if he had been Waldemar’s champion, I had seen the intensity of his mana and it was rather pathetic. 
That did remind me that I had a new Blue Magic spell, Battle Horn, that I was interested in power leveling. Even though right now it only increased our stamina regeneration, it looked like there were numerous different types I could unlock. Might as well get started.
As I cast Battle Horn, nothing came from my mouth, but a horn blast sounded all the same. It looked like everyone in hearing radius was affected by its buff.
I had a few more notifications to look through as we started out. Light Magic had reached level 99. Fire Incubus Form had reached 97. Even Drain’s two root spells had leveled quite a bit. Intermediate Blood Drain, or Vampire’s Might, had reached level 34 and Lesser Devour was level 78. There was still a lot of power leveling with many of my spells that had to be done, but if we could reach the minotaur before he reached Mistress Nava, not that I had any doubt, then our new dungeon would stay a secret for a little bit longer. She would then have to send someone else to find us or come herself. As powerful as we had become, facing her captain Waldemar had made one thing very clear. We weren’t nearly powerful enough.
Growing more powerful could wait for tomorrow. We would worry about hunting down the current threat, then returning to Sanctuary for something I had been longing for since we left the Head Mistress’s Dungeon. George was about to choose which of our maturing swine he would slaughter for our first pig roast and Zorik promised to have Cave Swine bacon ready for us when we returned!
 



 
Thanks for reading!
Besides purchasing the book, nothing helps an indie author more than reviewing their work!
Please take the time to review on Amazon and Goodreads!
 
 
Looking for Updates for the next book?
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Facebook Group
Interested in reading chapters early?
Patreon
 
Character Spells and Stats will be up on the Website!
ApollosThorne.com
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
For anything GameLit/LitRPG related,
 check out the Facebook Groups below!
 
GameLit Society
GameLit is any literature that includes table top game or video game mechanics that are essential to the plot.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
LitRPG Group
To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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