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    Arc VII – The Tribeslands 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 73 – Sharp. Pointy. TEETH! 
 
    Not long after we started moving the next dawn, we reached Fort Bilman. Well, it was more of an outpost with a wooden palisade guarding the gate through the pass into the Tribeslands. Still, there was a place for people to be checked over before crossing the border. The soldiers didn’t do anything to keep us from passing, but did offer a warning that we shouldn’t tarry outdoors after nightfall, as the monsters were much stronger on the other side. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, we’d sent Kamla’s new pet, Braleia, to Lithaes. As a new vampire, she wasn’t able to withstand the sun (and since she’d already had her Ascension, she probably never would be). However, we found that Kamla was able to sense and give commands to any vampire she created so long as they were on the same plane, and not in a warded space. I gave leave for her to make use of a space in the former dungeon below the Castle, provided she protected the Dark Shrine from any attackers. 
 
      
 
    You know, I seem to be capturing a lot of enemies and sending them to make themselves useful back home. Next thing I know, I’ll be seeing places offering free healing with identical nurses and ten year old brats will start pestering me to fight them so they can get badges and… yeah, stopping there. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, the walk from Fort Bilman to Cadbury was fairly tame. We stayed along the road, so we didn’t see any of the monsters that the guards were talking about until we were almost to Cadbury. Well, we saw the beastkin first. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Cadbury Farmer 
  Catkin Male 
  Level 40 Farmer / Craftsman 
  Titles: Green Thumb 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The catkin, who obviously had zero combat ability, was running towards us along the road. From what I’d heard, classes like Farmer or Craftsman actually gained XP primarily through their associated activities. It allowed someone who wanted to be a full-time crafter to simply do their thing, I guess, though having no combat abilities would mean that they’d be in trouble if they actually needed to fight something. 
 
      
 
    The catkin was screaming for help as he approached. I was already looking that way, so I barely managed to see the blur that bounded up from the woods, and launched itself at the catkin. The little ball of white fluffy death streaked through the air, and in its wake blood sprayed from where the farmer’s throat formerly was. 
 
      
 
    Without thinking, I cast Darkbolt at the white missile, and managed to hit it! 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vorpal Bunny (Deceased) 
  Magical Beast Male 
  Level 60 Magical Beast 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Aaaand I one-shotted it, with the basic spell I’d been training since my earliest time in game. Looking at the other players in the group, I sighed. “Great. These baddies are going to be a pain. They’re probably a straight DEX build, pumping everything into going as fast as possible. Makes them hard to hit, but they’ve got no defense to speak of, and their HP is trash. So one hit kills, but hitting is going to be trouble. And if the kitty is any indication, their attacks are going to HURT. So defensive formation, Della in the center, Severa and Kamla in stealth. Everyone else, keep your eyes open, and your guard up. Those of us with better defense may be able to tank a hit, but don’t count on it. Assume they are capable of one-shotting us if they crit.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded, we began advancing down the road. Interestingly enough, the loot from the dead catkin included an Egg. It looked like a chocolate treat wrapped in foil, but the description was surprising, to say the least. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hare Egg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Material 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  A unique feature of the Tardy Hares (the female version of Vorpal Bunnies) found in the Cadbury region is the eggs these creatures lay. No one knows how they lay these eggs, as in most respect they resemble normal rabbits. However, it is known that Vorpal Bunnies and Vorpal Hares hatch from these eggs as full-grown adults. Simply carrying an egg gives one a bonus to their stats, though at the cost of increased threat from Vorpal Bunnies. One can also eat the egg, use it as a crafting material, or shatter it to confer a temporary bonus on an individual. 
    
  When carried: 
  Gain a bonus to all stats equal to (101-Level)% of the base attribute (+48% to all stats at this level) 
  +300% Threat from Vorpal Bunnies 
  Vorpal Bunnies start at Hatred towards you. 
    
  When eaten: 
  Permanently increase a random stat by 100% current base stat. 
  Random permanent buff 
  Random permanent debuff 
  Can only be used once per character. 
    
  When used as crafting material: 
  Adds +100 DEX, +100 Luck to resulting item. 
  Random effect 
    
  When shattered on an individual’s head: 
  +20 to all stats for 1 hour 
  Invisible to Vorpal Bunnies for 1 hour 
  Unable to attack Vorpal Bunnies for 1 hour (damaging a Vorpal Bunny ends the effect) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I checked, and saw that the counter on my quest had moved to 29/30. Twenty-nine more chances to find eggs, plus wherever these Tardy Hares were. If I could get a breeding pair of these creatures, that would definitely secure the guild some high-quality crafting materials, and would also give our newbies a substantial boost in their levelling. 
 
      
 
    But first, we needed to finish the quest. I decided to hold on to the egg for now, since I had enough DEX and defense that I could see the bunnies coming, and defend against them well enough. If they all focused on me, that would give the others free shots. Normally, I would have given it to Yukiko, since she was actually a tank, but she had a weakness for cute, fluffy things. Asking her to keep the rabbits from killing her and the others was one thing. Making it so that the cute fluffies actively hated her would just be mean. 
 
      
 
    The next hour was pretty hairy, as the closer we got to the town, the more often we began encountering the Bunnies. One of them wasn’t a problem, since with our formation, and making sure they were all focused on me, we could more or less spot and intercept the attacking rabbits before they did any damage. But now they were coming two, sometimes three at a time! And a glancing blow from one of those things took off 500 HP. I didn’t want to find out what a clean crit would do. 
 
      
 
    We had all too clear ideas on what a rabbit’s attack could do, as we came upon villager after villager, all dead, and each with a Cadbury Egg, sometimes more than one. We had almost forty of the things now. Unfortunately, the effect of carrying multiple eggs wasn’t cumulative.  
 
      
 
    Also, the rabbits sometimes dropped interesting loot. We only had five more to find according to the quest, but we’d already gotten multiples of two interesting items, enough for the whole party to have one. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vorpal Rabbit’s Foot 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Trinket 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Made from the foot of a Vorpal Rabbit, some of the creature’s power remains within this foot. Superstitious sorts aren’t the only ones who carry one of these talismans around! 
    
  +100 Luck 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vorpal Fur Boot Lining 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Item Enhancement 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Made from the fur of a Vorpal Bunny, this item is designed to be added to an already existing pair of boots. Doing this consumes the Lining, but adds a permanent enhancement to the boots. 
    
  Enhancement: +20 DEX, +25% Move Speed 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As we reached the town square, the last five Vorpal Rabbits came from the direction of the largest house. Once again, they were single-minded in their hatred of me, and I used this to my advantage without the slightest regret. A flurry of spells and attacks, and the quest was complete. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Slaughter Them All 
    
  Vorpal Bunnies have been harassing farmers in Cadbury. Kill them all! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  C 
  
     
 
      
      	  Success 
  
      	  Kill the Vorpal Bunnies. 0/30 remaining. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Failure 
  
      	  Let the bunnies live. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards 
  
      	  Gold 
  Mysterious Box 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consequences 
  
      	  Cadbury farmers will hate you. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With the threat removed (for now), the surviving villagers emerged from the house. There were only six remaining, a wolfkin male and five female beastkin of different types. I moved to the wolfkin, since he looked to be in charge, and said, “So what happened here? The request said you were being ‘harrassed’ not ‘slaughtered like sheep’. No offense,” I said as an aside to a sheepkin woman nearby. 
 
      
 
    The man didn’t seem to appreciate that, but decided not to dig himself deeper. “The Vorpal Bunnies are a nuisance, since they interfere with our farms, but they’ve never done more than just raid the fields. The attacks only started a couple days ago, after everyone started finding eggs in their possessions.” 
 
      
 
    I held up my egg. “You mean like this?” 
 
      
 
    The man nodded, and said, “Yes, every villager has one by now. We would have all been slaughtered if it weren’t for you!” And with that, he handed me a sack full of gold (my share was 600 GP), and a box. The man tried to stop me, but I decided to open the Mysterious Box in front of everyone. What I found was pretty much what I expected. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Idol of the Eystr’e Hare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  This golden idol is shaped in honor of a little known deity sacred to Rabbitkin. Celebrations of the Eystr’e Hare involve hiding colored eggs for people to find. This idol contains a portion of the Rabbit God’s power. 
    
  While at a shrine dedicated to the Rabbit God, Eystr’e Hare, summons 10 Vorpal Bunny Shrine Guardians and 10 Tardy Hare Shrine Maidens to defend the shrine. The 20 summoned rabbits survive from the idol’s mana, but their offspring require sustenance, as normal. 
    
  When stolen from a shrine dedicated to the Rabbit God, curses the thief and their settlement. Hare Eggs are randomly distributed to 20 individuals in the settlement each day, and cannot be thrown away. 30 Vorpal Hares twenty levels higher than the thief are summoned to attack egg bearers each day while the idol remains within the settlement or the thief lives. 
    
  1/day, a person touching the Idol may summon a Vorpal Bunny to perform one task. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This was a nasty curse, as most divine curses were, but not as damning as Moradin’s curse. But this Eystr’e Hare was a lower-tier deity, so it was probably not able to do the truly nasty shit. Still, there was more than enough written there that I knew what had happened. 
 
      
 
    With a wicked grin, I held up the idol, and summoned the Vorpal Bunny. “Kill the thief who stole the idol from the shrine.” The wolfkin barely had time to yell before the bunny became a blur, ending his life just as the catkin had died earlier. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For avenging the insult to Eystr’e Hare’s shrine, you are awarded experience. 
    
  You are now Level 53! You have 5 points to distribute. 
    
  You have gained the Jeweled Egg of Eystr’e. 
    
  You have received a quest. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Eystr’e’s Shrine 
    
  The old shrine of the Eystr’e Hare, God of Rabbitkind, was disturbed and desecrated by those who proved unworthy. Cadbury’s demise is your opportunity, however. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  F 
  
     
 
      
      	  Success 
  
      	  Create a shrine to the Eystr’e Hare in your territory, and place the Idol there. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Failure 
  
      	  Sell, trade, or discard the Idol, or make your intention to not create a shrine known to others. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward 
  
      	  Blessing of the Rabbits (small game becomes more plentiful around your territory) 
  Unlocks Wererabbit race. 
  Vorpal Bunnies and Tardy Hares available as tamable pets in your land. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consequence 
  
      	  Unlocks Wererabbit race. You, your followers, and your guild all become wererabbits. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jeweled Egg of Eystr’e 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Material 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  Just as the Hare’s Egg bestows power upon one who consumes it, so too does the Jeweled Egg of Eystr’e. The power contained in the Jeweled Egg is greater, but so are the potential side effects of taking in that power. 
    
  Permanently increase 2 random stats by 200% current base stat. 
  Random permanent buff 
  Random permanent debuff 
  Eystr’e’s Mark – All Rabbitkind is forbidden from attacking you unless you first attack that individual. 
  Eystr’e’s Missive – All stats reduced by 50% while fighting a member of Rabbitkind. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wow. That was pretty damn awesome, but the random stat boost and the random buff/debuff were worrisome. I didn’t like not knowing what I was getting into. And it looked like, if I wanted to, I could also eat one of the ‘normal’ Eggs, too, and get their benefit as well. But was it worth it to have the potential of two random debuffs? 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 74 – The Lost Archive 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have eaten the Jeweled Egg of Eystr’e. 
    
  Random stats: Luck, STR. 
  Luck increased by 420. 
  STR increased by 550. 
    
  Random Buff: Iron Constitution 
  Immune to all Poisons below Godly level. 
    
  Random Debuff: Monster Magnet 
  Random encounter rate increased by 100%. Random encounter difficulty increased by 50%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have eaten the Hare Egg. 
    
  Random stat: CHA 
  Cha increased by 682. 
    
  Random Buff: Unholy Radiance 
  Like Lucifer, the Fallen One, your visage is wondrous to behold, causing some to forget your evil deeds, but this makes those who know your true self hate you all the more. Infamy treated as 0 by all factions you are higher than Unfriendly reputation with. +4000 Infamy. 
    
  Random Debuff: Threshold Aversion 
  You may not enter a private residence without permission from the owner or one authorized to invite guests in. Once given permission, the residence is open to you so long as the owner lives there. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For your Luck passing 500, you gain a Perk based on your playstyle: 
    
  Lucky Spin 
  Once every 24 hours, you may use a Lucky Spin. This unique magic targets one creature within line of sight. A spin board appears behind them and they are bound to it before being spun. Whatever the spinner lands on will happen to the target. Some effects are good, some are bad, some are neutral. Every time Lucky Spin is used, the user must pay 1000 MP and 1000 HP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For your Strength passing 500, you gain a Perk based on your playstyle: 
    
  Overwhelm 
  Your melee strikes are so powerful that when you hit with a weapon wielded in two hands, or with both weapons within 1 second of eachother while dual-wielding, the force may stun even the most terrible foes. 100% chance to stun enemies 20 levels below yours. 50% chance to stun enemies 20 to 1 levels below yours. 25% chance to stun creatures up to 10 levels above yours. 5% chance to stun creatures greater than 10 levels above yours. Stun lasts 5 seconds. Can happen no more than once every 30 seconds. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For your Charisma passing 1000, you gain a perk based on your playstyle: 
    
  Deific Charm 
  Your physical charm and force of personality are so great that those who would be attracted to your race and gender normally are filled with overwhelming desire for you on your first meeting. Note, this applies to monsters as well. It does not make enemies any less hostile towards you, but it may make them wish to capture you for personal use rather than killing you. This lowers the inhibitions of those meeting you, making them more likely to act on their newfound desires towards you. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    OK, so of course I was going to eat the eggs. Besides the fact that they were chocolatey goodness (and trust me, they were WORLDS better than the candies you get around Easter), the potential for massive stat boosts and permanent buffs were too good for me to pass up, even with the debuffs. I admit, some of these may prove a problem, but fuck it, I had the stats to roll with it. 
 
      
 
    Of course, I didn’t do this in front of the remaining townsfolk. This was while we were at camp that night, just after dinner. We weren’t going to hang around Cadbury, and see what happened to the town, since I didn’t think there would be any quests worth our time there. For now, we had three choices on where to go: visiting Black Rock, killing the Trolls, or hunting the goblin. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, I wasn’t going into this blind. My Quest Map had both Black Rock and the troll village marked, as well as a hazy area marked for where the goblin could be found. Enough to get me leaning in the right direction, but not taking all the bother out of searching. And the border of the hazy area was nearby. Hmm. Well, since that was closest, I’d go Goblin hunting. 
 
      
 
    Our pace had slowed considerably, even though we were walking on the road (which was supposed to be less filled with monsters), thanks to my new debuff. But fortunately, we were in a zone where the monsters were in the 40-50 range, so our random encounters weren’t too bad. If it was a single monster, it would be in the 60-75 level range, but with groups of monsters, what would be a group of 6 would become 9, and so on. Sometimes they would split the difference, with a slightly increased group of slightly more powerful monsters. In this area, that wasn’t so bad. But I could tell that by the time we got to high level areas, I was going to have to really be on top of my game. 
 
      
 
    Ah well. Wouldn’t be worth playing if there weren’t any challenges! 
 
      
 
    Anyways, we mostly fought monsters of various types, though a couple groups of goblin warriors told us we were going in the right direction. And that direction appeared to be the ruins of a city. Oh, not a city of stone or other materials like you see in fantasy worlds, but like a modern city in one of those post-apocalyptic movies that get so popular. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have entered an Alchera. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    An Alchera. Fragging wonderful. Alcheras were like magic pocket dimensions overlapping the world. Sometimes they were simply extra space. Sometimes they were ‘elsewhen’ places, or even places that hadn’t been in this world. Hard to explain, but when they showed up, everything usually got either merged with the new reality, or shoved aside. Didn’t cause damage, but it was freaky as hell. Alcheras were classified as a kind of temporary dungeon. Only, they didn’t always have monsters and the like in them. According to the information online, some had shops, libraries, and other services. I even heard of one, off on the continent the Asians get to start in, that had a massive brothel filled with ‘workers’ of all species. 
 
      
 
    Walking through the ruined city, along the cracked streets and between the crumbled, rusting fragments of skyscrapers, we finally came to what was like a clearing in a forest of metal. Looking ahead, I saw a low building made of stone, which may have been white at one time, but was now stained and weathered by the elements. At a set of stairs leading to what must be the entrance, there were two pedestals, and upon each was a statue of a lion laying on its haunches, as though guarding the building. Above the columned arches, I could see a message carved into stone, obscured in places by moss. 
 
      
 
    Curious, I had the girls help me clear away the moss (it was easy enough to climb the weathered columns, after all), and was shocked by what was written there. MDCCCXCV THE NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY MDCCCCII. We had found an Alchera of New York City. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the others, I said, “By the gods, if I see one person wearing a Vault-suit or five-foot tall turtles, I’m going to blow this place sky high.” That got a laugh from the other Travelers, though the ‘locals’ didn’t understand the significance. 
 
      
 
    Pushing on into the library, weapons at the ready, we found the place, understandably, wrecked. Well, it was a post-apocalyptic alchera, so I guess that was par for the course. In one hall, we found the remnants of old computers at one side. I kicked at some debris, and found a box that, surprisingly, had survived all this time. Opening the plastic box, I pulled out something I’d never seen before. It was a blue square, about three and a half inches on a side, with a metal plate over part of it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchanted Archival Disk 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Artifact 
  
     
 
      
      	  This unassuming piece of technology has been infused with magic, giving it properties it never had before now. This disk is reusable, but can only be used for one purpose at a time. 
    
  Choose one of the following: 
  Skill Save – Store one of the user’s skills at one rank lower than its current level (Basic 8 would be stored as Beginner 8). The user’s skill is reduced by one rank.
Skill Load – Grant the stored skill to the user, at the stored rank. If the user already has the skill, increase the skill rank to match stored rank and level. If user’s skill level is higher than the stored skill, this function cannot be used. 
  Upload – Convert written text into appropriate stored skill (can be used for Skill Load). 
  Archive – Store an archival copy of the user at their current level, including current XP and skill levels. Costs 1000 XP. 
  Restore – Restore an archived copy of an individual to their saved state. If living, the individual is restored to their saved state (including loss of XP and character or skill levels if they’ve progressed since the last save), but retain their memories of the intervening time. Deceased individuals are restored to life as they were at the time of saving, but without memory of the intervening time. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    There were twenty-four disks in this pack. Twenty-four reusable ‘get out of death free’ cards. Well, not free, and while it wasn’t as good as what we Travelers got, it was certainly a good deal for the locals in our group! It would be better if they never had to use it, but if we could ‘back up’ our locals before a really tough fight, then that would give me a lot more confidence in taking on fights above our level. I knew as well as anyone how lucky we’d been to not run into anything we couldn’t fight or talk our way past, and there had been some close calls. 
 
      
 
    The silence was broken when Kamla spoke softly, and said, “I smell blood nearby.” 
 
      
 
    Following her vampiric senses, we soon came to the remains of quite the battle. And I groaned as I realized that I had left something out of my list things I’d blow this place for up if I saw them. Scattered on the ground were five rats, each the size of a St. Bernard. Of course, when you think about New York, you gotta consider the rats. At least it wasn’t giant roaches. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, and pointed down the hall, where it looked like there was a blood trail to follow. Whoever killed the rats had survived, it seemed, but was wounded, and pretty badly by the looks of it. Weapons drawn, just in case we discovered any more of the furry pests, we followed the trail. As we followed, we began to hear sounds of battle, and quickened our pace. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Irradiated Super-Rat 
  Level 50 Rat 
  Titles: Plaguebearer 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  K’thka the Vile 
  Level 65 Rat Lord 
  Titles: Plaguebearer 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Minsee Hardstaff 
  Goblin Female 
  Level 70 Beastcaller (Shaman) / Stormsinger (Druid) 
  Titles: Genius, Devoted, Hunted 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It seemed we had found our goblin, and she was fighting for her life against five rats, one of whom was at least the size of a dwarf. Well, shit. We were going to have to save the goblin so we could then decide the goblin’s fate, weren’t we? 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 75 – Goblin Loremistress 
 
    Nonchalantly as I could, I called out from where I was standing. “Hello there! Looks like you’re in some trouble. Would you like a hand with these vermin?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin was grunted as she used her staff to push back one of the rats, and unleashed some kind of lightning spell at another. She was clearly displeased with my asking questions, but said, “I’m doing just fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, sure. But you look like you’ve been backed into a corner. Oh, look out for that one behind you!” The goblin rolled forward, just in time to avoid a rat lunging at her unprotected back, but she ended up in the face of another one, which promptly took a chunk from her leg, causing her to scream. 
 
      
 
    “Ooh, that looked like it hurt. Did it hurt? You’re probably willing to pay for some assistance now, right? No, don’t do that, hit the other one! Well, now you’re just bleeding all over the place. Look, that second rat is about to eat your green butt!” 
 
      
 
    The goblin growled, but finally said, “FINE! I’ll owe you a boon if you’ll help me fight these rats! I swear by Bargrivyek the Peacekeeper!” I grinned, since she had just sworn an oath by one of the Goblin gods, and motioned forward with my hand. Della, Nithroel, and Hrozne unleashed their spells, simultaneously freezing, smiting, and blighting the rats. In the next instant, Yukiko, Severa, Kamla, and I all struck, our weapons taking down the stunned and battered rats in an instant.  
 
      
 
    It was, to be blunt, a slaughter, as one would expect of my party, after all the killing we’d done. The rats weren’t that strong, really, but they liked having numbers, as one could see with how the goblin had been struggling before, even though she had twenty levels on them. A sudden assault with all our group that specialized in overwhelming damage, well, the result was easy to see. And hey, the XP wasn’t bad, either. 
 
      
 
    The shaman was breathing heavily now that the fighting was over.  Well, she wasn’t really a front-line type, so it was no surprise that she didn’t have the stamina for drawn out battles. Looking up at me with hateful eyes, she said, “So, you rescued me and all that. What boon would you like of me, so I can be rid of your company?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Ah, it was so refreshing to see someone who truly disliked me for no reason other than me being an asshole to her. Most of the people who hated me were either jealous of my success, or they thought I was evil incarnate or some crap like that. Someone hating me because I was a dick to them was pleasantly normal. 
 
      
 
    Walking forward, I pulled a simple Iron chain necklace from my inventory. As I approached the goblin shaman, I said to her, “Simple, really. The boon I require is for you to wear this necklace.” And with that, I tossed it over her head, letting the chain fall around her neck. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Improved Necklace of Servitude 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Necklace 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  A well-wrought iron chain necklace, the likes of which many crafters often make. This necklace has been enchanted with the improved version of the Enslavement curse, and acts similarly to an improved slave collar. The necklace may not be removed except by the master, or in the case of the slave’s death. 
    
  Works on creatures up to level 100. 
  +10 CON 
  Enchanted: Mana Sealing – Spells and abilities using MP cannot be used without Master’s permission. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Minsee’s eyes got wide as she realized what I had done to her, but a word from me, and she was frozen in place. I left her there, while I looked over the drops from the rats. There were some skins and teeth, which were probably worth something, as well as two skill books. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Tome of the Plaguebearer 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Skill Book 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  This tome, written on parchment and bound in the skin of rats, grants the reader the Plaguebearer title. The bearer becomes a carrier of a terrible plague, but is immune to its effects. 
    
  Plague Strike – 50 MP cost. Next Melee weapon attack infects target with Plague. 
  Plaguebearer – All bodily fluids and natural melee attacks have a chance to infect those who come in contact with them with Plague. 
  -5000 Fame 
  +5000 Infamy 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Banner’s Guide to Gamma Rays 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Skill Book 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  This textbook is hard to understand without the proper level of Intelligence. However, those who read it are able to use energies from the lost civilization in the Alchera to change creatures in unpredictable ways. 
  Requires 100 Intelligence. 
    
  Learn Mutation. 
  Mutation – Touched target is rapidly changed (consumes 50% of user’s MP and 50% of target’s HP), with random and unpredictable results. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yeah, considered that, not going to bother with either one. They’ll go to the auction house, where hopefully whoever uses them will be located far, far away from me. I can already see how very wrong that can get if someone lets a plagued or mutant monster get away from them. 
 
      
 
    With that done, I turn back to my new pet. “Minsee Hardstaff. Remove all your clothing and gear, and empty your inventory. While you do that, tell me why you came to this place. And sound cheerful while you do it.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin scowled at me with a murderous glare, but began to comply with my orders all the same. And I’ll just have to say that goblin just doesn’t do it for me. Sure, I guess she’s better looking than some of the other goblins in the world, but that’s like saying a frat boy isn’t quite as big an asshole as the others. Not really a great comparison to begin with. 
 
      
 
    “I came here seeking the lore contained here. With only a few more pieces, I will earn the Loremistress title.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? And what did you discover here?” 
 
      
 
    “That this is indeed the fabled Lost Archive. For centuries, it has moved about the continent, staying in one place for only a week, before disappearing. Fortunately, this Alchera is one of the ones that does not take outsiders with it when it seals itself and moves.” 
 
      
 
    “So anyone left inside when it closes appears where the Alchera used to be?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They appear on the ground again, and are unharmed by the transition. No one understands why the magic works like that, only that it does.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Now, on to other matters. Are you the descendant of one of the four individuals who sealed away Mirelth?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Bogruz Hardstaff fought alongside the Heroes, and helped to defeat the Dragon Goddess.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent! Then I haven’t been wasting my time.” 
 
      
 
    With that, I turned away from the goblin, to examine the pile of loot. There was a nice store of gold, as well as a bunch of potions for MP and HP recovery, and other useful gear, as one might expect from a veteran adventurer. Her equipment was race-locked to goblins, and all of it was only suitable to shamans or druids, so it wasn’t really useful to me, or my guild, but I was sure I’d be able to find someone to buy it on the auction house. There was some loot from the Alchera, as well, but honestly most of it was crap compared to my current gear, though I could see newbies or people on a post-apocalyptic kick liking it. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, I found a complete set of the Twilight novels, and took great pleasure in Kamla’s reaction when I presented them to her. Seems our resident vampire hated the whole ‘sparkly emo’ vamp thing as much as I did. We had a good laugh at her expense, except for Minsee, who was thoroughly unamused by us taking all her stuff and going through it in front of her, while she was forced to stand there naked and watch. 
 
      
 
    Still, I had no reason to continue searching through this Alchera. The enemies would likely be more of the rats (or worse) and since everything here seemed to have plague or other nasty shit about it, I didn’t want to risk any of our group coming down with something we couldn’t cure. Plus, I had to deliver my prize and get my reward. 
 
      
 
    With that in mind, we trecked out of the library, and made our way to the edge of the Alchera. Stepping through the edge was weird. One moment, we were in the apocalyptic wasteland, and the next we were in the Tribeslands again. I noticed that, apparently, time flowed at a different rate in the wasteland as it did out here, because it was already nightfall out here! 
 
      
 
    Without any further ado, I took a breath, and chanted the incantation for the Dragon Summoning ability I’d gained after the battle of Duskhaven. I was pleased to see that, for the first time since I’d put the necklace on her, she was more scared than angry. Apparently, she recognized what the chant was for. But since I’d told her to remain still, she couldn’t even try to run away or hide herself. 
 
      
 
    With a crash of thunder, a portal opened in the air above, and a dragon with crimson scales flew out, majestic as only a dragon could be. Landing before me, the dragon said, “You have summoned me by the ancient magics, mortal, and yet I see no enemies here to fight. What is it that you wish of me?” The dragon looked slightly annoyed, but friendly enough. I was a Dragonfriend, after all. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, and said, “As the mortal consort of Mirelth, the Dragon Goddess, I ask for you to deliver this goblin to her side. She is the descendant of one of the four who imprisoned the Goddess long ago, and is now herself bound by my will.” I looked at the goblin, and said, “Step forward, Minsee, and obey all instructions a dragon gives you as though they were mine.” The pool of liquid forming at her feet was a clear indication of what she thought about that idea. 
 
      
 
    The dragon, on the other hand, laughed. “Ah, for a mortal you think almost like a dragon! But I do sense some draconic blood in you, so that may be it. Very well, mortal. I shall take this goblin to the Goddess, where you can be sure that there will be many long ‘discussions’ about her fate.” With that, the dragon’s clawed hand grabbed Minsee, and they flew off, back into the portal. Which caused a notification to pop up in front of me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest FAILED! 
    
  Find the Heir 
    
  Minsee Hardstaff, a goblin shaman, is rumored to be the descendant of one of the Four Heroes who defeated Mirelth, Bane of Cities, before the Scourge. She was last reported to be in the Tribeslands. It is known that the Dragon Goddess is searching for the kin of the ones who defeated her. Find Minsee and deliver her to the tribesmen of Gogruk Hold. 
    
  You have betrayed the goblins of Gogruk Hold, and delivered the shaman, Minsee Hardstaff, to a dragon swearing fealty to Mirelth, the Dragon Goddess! Due to your actions, the shaman is sure to undergo terrible tortures before her death. All members of Gogruk Hold have been informed of your treachery, and are commanded to kill you and your party on sight. A war band is being assembled to hunt you at this very moment. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  A 
  
     
 
      
      	  Success 
  
      	  Find Minsee and protect her until she reaches her clan at Gogruk Hold. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Failure 
  
      	  Kill Minsee. 
  Deliver Minsee to the Dragon Goddess’s agents. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consequences 
  
      	  3000 Gold 
  Reputation with Mirelth now Revered 
  Reputation with Gogruk Hold now Hatred (At WAR!) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looking over the notification, I nodded to myself, and then looked to the others. “Well, Mirelth loves us, and me especially, but the goblins are going to be hunting us. Apparently, they’re putting together a war band to try and kill us. Who wants to go and wipe them out first?” That got a few laughs, and wicked grins from the party. It was time to do what we did best, hunt humanoid targets. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 76 – Hunting the Hunters 
 
    Finding the War Band wasn’t hard. We had a map of the area, and knew where we were, and where Gogruk Hold was. So scouting the intervening space along the easiest route was a breeze. Finding an appropriate spot for an ambush was a little more difficult, but finally we found a lovely area at a wooden bridge that spanned a river in a little gully. It was possible to cross without the bridge, but it wouldn’t be easy, and mounts probably would have to be left behind. The nearest crossing most mounts could ford was a few miles away, according to the quick aerial survey we took. 
 
      
 
    Anyways, we knew where the War Band was coming from, and they would have to come through here, so we set up a welcoming party to let them know how fucked they were. That took the rest of the morning, but since it was a two day’s ride to Bogruk Hold from where we captured Minsee, we still had some time. It wasn’t until after lunch that we saw the dust rising up from the trail as the war band came at their best speed. 
 
      
 
    The war band was bigger than I expected. There thirty goblins in total, all riding Wargs as mounts. The Wargs looked to be level 30-40, and most of the goblins were in the 40-50 range, but there were a few exceptions. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chonk Bloodtooth 
  Goblin Male 
  Level 55 Berserker (Barbarian) / Warrior 
  Titles: Thug, Manslayer, Human Bane, Goblin Bane, Battle Raper 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vrord Sharptooth 
  Goblin Male 
  Level 60 War Leader (Marshall) / Blademaster (Fighter) 
  Titles: Chieftain, Human Bane, Goblin Bane, Troll Bane, Ork Bane 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Keelt Bonetalker 
  Goblin Female 
  Level 30 Shaman / Necromancer 
  Titles: Consort, Lichloved, Broken One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Savina the Dark Fang 
  Werewarg Female 
  Level 60 Pack Alpha (Warg) / Twilight Mistress (Warlock) 
  Titles: Slave, Alpha, Nightrunner, Brood Mare, Goblin Bane, Human Bane, Lycanthrope 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm. So, we had a berserker, the chief, and probably their strongest spellcaster, along with a ‘werewarg’ that the chief was using as his mount. Looking at the classes, I guessed she was a Warg that ascended into being a Werewarg, and was being ordered to keep in her wolf form. 
 
      
 
    That tears it, I want that Werewarg! If I can have a pack of the things guarding my lands… Well, I’d have a lot of options available to me. Especially if she could infect others with lycanthropy. A pack of werewolves, or werewargs, with their alpha as my slave… yeah, I could work with that! 
 
      
 
    Fortunately for my plans, the Berserker was riding at the front of the band, while the Chief and the Shaman were in the middle, where they were most protected. Their wargs hit the bridge at a run, but were ready for them. 
 
      
 
    Diving down out of the sun in my Drake form, I breathed hellfire on the berserker and the leading warriors. They screamed in pain, but that breath wasn’t enough to kill them, even though they were now on fire. But killing them outright wasn’t the point. The wargs they were riding and the bridge they were crossing all caught fire as well! Riders lost control of their mounts, and were hurled into the churning water below. The bridge, covered in oil conjured by Kylana, immediately caught flame, and in less than thirty seconds it was falling apart, sending the Berserker, and the remaining wargs, to their doom. 
 
      
 
    Well, mostly. A couple of them managed to survive, and cling to rocks in the rapids, but arrows and spells from my girls quickly ended their lives. I was pleased to see the berserker die, impaled on a pillar of ice, even while the hellfire burned him. It was a poetic end for a warrior, I thought. 
 
      
 
    The remaining goblins, still numbering about twenty, were beginning to come out of their shock as spells and hellfire began landing amongst them now. Nithroel swooped down out of nowhere, and used her hammer to take the shaman’s head from her shoulders, using the speed of her flight to add to the impact. The Chief turned, and was about to give orders when I swooped down, and grabbed him from his saddle with my forelegs. The goblins (the ones that weren’t on fire, at least) got to watch as I took the Chief up to a couple hundred feet, and then proceeded to drop him, head first, to the ground. 
 
      
 
    That went about as well for him as you would expect. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have slain Vrord Sharptooth. As such, you gain control of his slaves: 
  Salvina the Dark Fang – Werewarg Female 
  Sely Grocer – Human Female 
  Sharn Blackhand – Orc Female 
  Lotula Kegblade – Dwarf Female 
    
  As Salvina the Dark Fang is a Monstrous Humanoid, Master Chainmaker’s bonuses apply to you. +5 to all stats. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With the four big names out of the way, it was a simple matter to kill the remaining goblins. The wargs that survived were all part of Salvina’s pack, and I didn’t doubt more than a couple were actually her pups. They submitted once it became clear that I was now holding her leash, so to speak, and we managed to save fifteen of them. Not one of the goblins survived. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, we still got the loot. In addition to several Warg Pelts, Goblin Teeth, potions, and various vendor trash, there were a few neat items. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hope’s End 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Greataxe 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Artifact 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  200 – 300 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This double-bladed greataxe is forged of Adamantine, and infused with the power of the Nine Hells. It was made for one of the sons of Maglubiyet, Goblin God of War, to be used in the eternal battles against the other denizens of the Hells. When that son fell in battle, this axe was lost for a time, becoming a trophy on the wall of an Orc chieftain, until it was stolen by Adventurers on an epic quest. Since then, it has circulated through goblin tribes in the material plane. 
  Requires: Must be a Goblin or Goblinoid species. 
  Requires: Must have Rage or Frenzy ability. 
    
  +100 STR 
  Battle Fury –  All effects of Rage or Frenzy are doubled. +100 to all stats while under the effects of Rage or Frenzy. Weapon damage taken reduced by 50% while under the effect of Rage or Frenzy. Immune to mental compulsions while under the effect of Rage or Frenzy. 
  Scaling – This Weapon’s attributes and damage increase depending on the user’s level. 
  Enchanted: Vampiric – Heal self for 25% of all damage dealt with this weapon. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chieftain’s Tyranical Slicer 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Sword (Scimitar) 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  100 – 150 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This scimitar is made of finely wrought steel, and is blessed by a priest of Maglubiyet, as his role as the Great Chieftain of the goblin races. When held by a goblin leader, they gain power based on how many of their followers are nearby. 
  Requires: Must be a Goblin or Goblinoid species. 
    
  +30 STR, +30 CON, +30 DEX 
  Cheiftain’s Might – Gain +5 to all stats for each living subordinate within 100 feet. 
  Protection of the Horde – Reduce incoming damage by 5 for each living subordinate within 100 feet, per strike. 
  Enchanted: Flaming – Weapon deals 20 – 30 Fire damage with each strike, may catch target on fire. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Slaver’s Ring of Control 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Ring 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  This silver ring is a favorite adornment of slavemasters the world over. When it is worn by an individual who owns slaves, it allows them to command and control their slaves at a distance. 
  Requires: Must own a Slave. 
  Requires: Level 50 
    
  +20 INT, +20 WIS, +20 CHA 
  Telepathy – May communicate telepathically with any owned slave within 10 miles. 
  Summon – 1/day Summon any owned slave to his side. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looking up from the loot screen, I turned my attention to the Werewarg, I said, “Can you transform?” The creature nodded. “Turn into something where we can speak. It seems I have other slaves to pick up, and these goblins must be taught not to come making war upon me, or my people.” 
 
      
 
    The Werewarg howled, and that howl became a scream of pain as she shifted. The process took only about a minute, but they clearly were painful as hell, complete with the sound of snapping bones and dislocating joints as her body changed shapes. Definitely not the kind of instant painless transformation you see in certain books about whiny emo girls and sparkly vampires that pick up jailbait even though they’re hundreds of years old. 
 
      
 
    When she was finished, a woman with dark brown skin, and an unkempt ‘afro’ stood before me, still naked, except for the spiked iron collar around her neck. She had a good-looking figure, with full breasts (about a C cup), a tight round butt, and a lean set of curves giving her some definition. Looking at her, I said, “Salvina?” 
 
      
 
    When she spoke, I saw that her teeth were pointed, like a canine’s. “Yes, Master. This is the human form I gained after Ascending to become a Werewarg.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I was right, and you started life as a Warg? Interesting. Tell me, can you spread this lycanthropy of yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master. I was born a Warg, in service to the Goblins. When I defeated the former Alpha, the chief put this collar on me. At the time, I thought it was just a collar to show who the Alpha was, but it bound me to the chief, and the Pack through me.” 
 
      
 
    She paused, and then said, “As for spreading the lycanthropy, it is possible, if I bite someone in my wolf or hybrid forms, but they will have to survive the sickness first. If they survive, then they will be able to change.” 
 
      
 
    “Will they be a werewolf or a werewarg?” 
 
      
 
    “The skill says that it depends on their level. If they are less than level 40, they will be a werewolf, not a werewarg.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. And how many of this pack are your pups?” 
 
      
 
    “Five of those here, and ten more in the Hold.” 
 
      
 
    “How many warriors are there in the Hold? How many spellcasters?” 
 
      
 
    “With the loss of the war band, there are only thirty or so warriors remaining, mostly the younger goblins, and the other apprentice shaman, to help with healing. The goblins tend to be too stupid to have many spellcasters, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I gathered that from the way they didn’t even bother having scouts ride ahead to warn of a possible ambush.” 
 
      
 
    “They did not expect you to be hunting them. They were trying to make all speed to the place where they were told you had captured the High Shaman, and track you from there. In truth, I did not expect them to be so easily overmatched, even in an ambush.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Humanoid foes are basically our favored prey at this point. We have more trouble against monsters or constructs, but goblins? We mow through them like a scythe through wheat.” 
 
      
 
    Turning to look at the path the goblins came down, I made my decision. “Turn back into a warg, Salvina. We ride for Gogruk Hold, and none shall stand in our way!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 77 – Abyssal Rift 
 
    Vark was scared. He was just past his first hunt, and now he was one of the ones responsible for guarding the Hold. The War Band had rushed off three days ago, after the notification came that some Traveler had betrayed them by enslaving the high shaman and giving her to the dragons. They all knew that Hardstaff was dead, or would be soon, and that attacking the Warlock would not return her, but they had the clan’s pride to consider. So they began the hunt. 
 
      
 
    The Chieftain rode with the war band, taking all the best warriors and the shaman with him, as well as the strongest wargs. What was left to guard the hold was simply the younglings, like himself, and twenty wargs that were too young to go on the hunt. That meant that the remaining thirty warriors had to do their part to defend the Hold until the War Band returned. 
 
      
 
    Even if they were scared. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the howling of wargs pierced the night. Had the war band returned already? Before Vark could turn his eyes to try and find the source of the howls in the dark, there was a commotion by the pen where they kept the warg pups. They were barking and howling, attempting to get through the gate of the pen! 
 
      
 
    One of the other goblins laughed, and said, “That’s Salvina’s howl. Probably wants her pups to come and taste some fresh meat from that Warlock and his friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if Salvina’s out there should be safe enough for the pups.” 
 
      
 
    “True. But if Salvina’s that close, then the Chief is out there, too. Don’t think he’ll take too kindly to you letting the Wargs run free, or to opening the Hold’s gate for them.” There was a good deal of laughter at that. Vark hurried to straighten his posture and focus his gaze outward. Jaaq was right. If the wargs were that close, then the Chief would be back soon, and it wouldn’t do to look like he’d been slacking on protecting the Hold. 
 
      
 
    That was when he suddenly found himself in great pain. Looking down, he was shocked to find an arrow sticking out from his knee. Other screams of pain joined his own, as other sentries were attacked. Each one brought down in some way to keep them from joining the battle, but not killing them. 
 
      
 
    Vark gulped. Whoever was doing this wanted them alive. 
 
      
 
    ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
      
 
    Taking down the pitiful excuse for sentries was child’s play. Doing it without killing the level 20s outright was somewhat more difficult. Fortunately, they were able to take down the six sentries, which put the hold on high alert. Just like I wanted. After talking with Kylana, we had come up with a plan for this hold. Blood, pain, fear, and sacrifice were what we needed now, and these goblins were going to provide it for us. 
 
      
 
    Looking at my team, I nodded. “Let’s go. Remember, take as many of them alive as you can. I don’t mind a little breakage of the warriors, but the more living sacrifices, the easier this will be. Now, ATTACK, ARIANS, IN THE NAME OF THE TWILIGHT! LET ALL OUR ENEMIES KNOW THE TERROR THAT AWAITS THEM!” 
 
      
 
    With a battle cry, that turned into a roar as I shifted into my Drake form, we charged forward, my wings taking me faster than the rest as I reached the wooden gate. It was a crude design, one I could have simply broken down with raw strength, but that would not be as effective for my designs. Hellfire flew from my mouth as I breathed upon the gates, causing them and the wooden walls to light up in the hellish green flames. The few screams of pain inside were now joined by screams of terror. 
 
      
 
    The breath of hellfire did a great deal of damage to the gate, and weakened the thing so that on my next pass, the breath blasted the remains of the gate open, sending green flames streaking over the heads of the twenty or so goblins who had gathered to try and defend the gate. I aimed high so that I wouldn’t kill them outright. 
 
      
 
    Flying through the gate, I allowed my team to disable those goblins. I, on the other hand, went to the rear of the Hold, to the large house the Chieftain lived in. There I found the remaining defenders, along with the apprentice shaman. None of them were over level 35. 
 
      
 
    The result, as you can imagine, was a very short, and very one-sided, ‘conversation’. 
 
      
 
    Once the village defenders were captured and maimed, to keep them from mounting any resistance, we began rounding up the villagers and the few slaves left alive in the village. Goblins are not known for their stellar treatment of slaves. When all was said and done, we had thirty-one defenders, the apprentice shaman, and sixty-five women and children, all gathered in the ritual area the goblins used for their own distasteful rites. I was pleasantly surprised that it counted as a Dark Shrine. The slaves that still lived we separated out, for the moment. They would bear witness to what happened next. Those that survived, any way. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Sely Grocer 
  Human Female 
  Level 10 Merchant 
  Titles: Slave, Broken One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Sharn Blackhand 
  Orc Female 
  Level 30 Barbarian / Fighter 
  Titles: Goblin Bane, Slave, Unbreakable 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lotula Kegblade 
  Dwarf Female 
  Level 30 Craftsman / Fighter 
  Titles: Slave, Broken One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Leef Sharptooth 
  Goblin Female 
  Level 40 War Leader (Fighter) / Shaman 
  Titles: Goblin Bane, Orc Bane, Troll Bane, Slave, Broken One, Brood Mare 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Emalia Hawkoak 
  Human Female 
  Level 40 Spelldancer (Bard) / Rogue 
  Titles: Devious, Oathbreaker, Manslayer, Goblin Bane, Slave, Broken One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hiqea 
  Half-Goblin Female 
  Level 1 
  Titles: Slave, Broken One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Avina Souldrinker 
  Feytouched Human Female 
  Level 60 Wordtwister (Beguiler) / Rimefrost Sorceress (Ice Sorceress) 
  Titles: Treacherous, Oathbreaker, Manslayer, Ladykiller, Human Bane, Slave, Broken One, Brood Mare 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Thessalia Aehice 
  Elf Female 
  Level 5 Merchant 
  Titles: Slave, Broken One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Phelki Goldbottle 
  Gnome Female 
  Level 10 Artificer 
  Titles: Genius, Slave, Broken One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Oraela Shadowkissed 
  Succubus Female 
  Level 30 Mindwarper (Enchantress) / Bard 
  Titles: Beautiful One, Sadist, Black Widow, Slave, Broken One, Brood Mare, Masochist 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I looked the slaves over, seeing some that were more useful to me than others. Other than the three I had gained by killing the Chieftain, it seemed that these seven were slaves to the tribe. Which meant when the tribe was dead at my hands, they’d belong to me too. But I didn’t intend to keep them with me for long. 
 
      
 
    I looked over to Salvina, and scratched the werewarg behind her ears, causing her eyes to close in a perfectly canine reaction. “Bite them, but leave them alive. Those that survive the change will be part of your new pack.” There were more screams as a couple of the slaves realized what I was about to inflict on them. But they couldn’t resist, and couldn’t run, and each was bitten on a leg or an arm, so that the curse would be spread to them. 
 
      
 
    With that done, I ordered the wargs to guard the slaves, while I turned to deal with the ritual. The basics had been prepared, now, I just needed to execute. 
 
      
 
    With the help of Kylana and Hrozne, I began drawing the runes I would need for the ritual I intended, forming a great circle in the ritual space. The ritual was written in the runes of the demonic language, and there were several necromantic runes mixed into it, which was perfect for what I was about to do. 
 
      
 
    Kylana, Hrozne, and I all took our spots as three points of a triangle outside the circle where all the bound goblins were lying, more than a few crying out in pain or fear. As we began chanting in the abyssal tongue, the flow of mana around us grew, causing the wind to pick up, soon becoming a howling gale, as stormclouds hid the stars in the sky above us. 
 
      
 
    “Hear us now, forces of Chaos! 
 
    Hear us now, forces of Evil! 
 
    Hear us now, forces of Death! 
 
      
 
    By Blood we Call to you! 
 
    By Fear we Entreat you! 
 
    By Pain we Entice you! 
 
    By Sacrifice we Command you! 
 
      
 
    Let the Way be opened now, and Forever! 
 
    Let the Paths of the Damned open! 
 
    Let those who walk below be freed! 
 
      
 
    By our will, make it so! 
 
    By this blood, make it so! 
 
    By these lives, make it so! 
 
      
 
    NOW LET THE GATE BE OPENED!” 
 
      
 
    As we started our chant, the goblins began screaming as one, in fresh pain and agony. Blood stained the ground as the bones were ripped from their still living bodies one by one, flying through the air to begin building an archway from the bones, seven feet wide at the base, and twelve feet tall at its height. The keystone of the archway was the skulls of the apprentice shaman and the other highest level warriors. 
 
      
 
    When the chant finished, the goblins were all dead, so they did not see their lifeblood rise off the ground, and infuse the gateway, causing the bones to turn crimson. The did not witness the flames of hellfire flashing up amidst the gateway, before a portal was opened into another realm. The portal, wreathed in flame that did not burn where it met the skulls, opened up into the outskirts of a great city, forged in iron and adorned with spires of obsidian. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GLOBAL EVENT NOTICE! 
    
  Zayn Darkmore, leader of the Aria of the Twilight, has opened a permanent gateway to the 390th Plane of the Abyss, known as Xanlham, home of the Hellion race. This gateway allows unrestricted passage between the two realms, opening Xanlham and the other planes of the Abyss up for exploration (recommended level: 80+)! 
    
  Hellions are now unlocked as a playable race! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For performing an act of utter evil, you are granted the following title: 
    
  Dark Ritualist 
  Ritual magic you use is 20% more effective, and requires 10% less time and resources. 
  +4000 Infamy 
    
    
  For unlocking a new playable race, you gain the following:
+4000 Fame 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As I finished looking over my notifications, I grinned as I saw the image of people moving through the portal. They were Hellions, like Kylana, and the first few seemed to be dressed as a city guardsman might be. They took up a defensive position near the portal, but didn’t say anything. Soon after, a man wearing much nicer armor, with a sword and shield made of some black metal, stepped out of the gate. Kylana surprised me by running forward and jumping at the man. “DADDY!” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ozmeros 
  Greater Hellion Male 
  Level 120 Dark Templar (Fighter) / Blademaster (Fighter) 
  Titles: Demonbane, Orc Bane, Undead Bane, Angelkiller, Blademaster, Unbreakable, Unstoppable, Doting One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Daddy? Guess we managed to make a rift to near Kylana’s hometown. Cool. Stepping forward, I coughed once to get Kylana’s attention, and was pleased to see her blush before letting go of the man. He, on the other hand, was looking me over like a father might someone who had taken his daughter out on a date, and didn’t bring her back until the next afternoon. 
 
      
 
    “You are the contractor who summoned my daughter, then?” I simply nodded. “And what have you been doing with my daughter, incubus?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, it was going to be like that, hmm? With a shit-eating grin, I shrugged, and said, “Oh, you know, the usual. Going around, finding ancient treasures, chatting with dragons, killing people, fucking like rabbits.” 
 
      
 
    I was rewarded by seeing the man draw his sword, and start to issue a curse, before Kylana slapped both him and me upside the head. “Both of you, stop this at once! You are embarrassing me!” We looked at her, then at eachother. I shrugged, and we both laughed. Seems that got that out of the way, at least until she was out of earshot. 
 
      
 
    “So, what brings you by?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it seems someone decided to open a gate from here to our city. A PERMANENT gate. As Captain of Xanl City’s City Watch, I needed to come see who decided that would be a good idea, and see if I needed to beat some sense into them.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was me, and just think how easy trade will become once people realize there’s an easy way to get to other planes here. Just make a garrison here, maybe get some people to start a town, and you’ve got an instant trading outpost with a whole world that would love new and exotic things.” 
 
      
 
    “And when the Celestials hear about this?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll offer to kick open a door to their plane, too. I’m equal opportunity like that. Doubt they’ll be too happy to let me, though, seeing as I sacrificed a goblin village to make this door.” 
 
      
 
    Ozmeros looked at me for a moment, and then hid his face with his hand. “Warlocks!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 78 – Trade Chat IV 
 
    MightKord, Dread_Doom, Scholar, Might_Makes_Right, l44tPally, Darkmore, Darkmore’s Knight, Darkmore’s Bitch, Daywalker, Balderdash, Chamber, Sexy_Lady, DoorKicker, Gobby, Anonymous3, Anonymous5, RighteousAmazon, and Crackle are in the chat. 
 
      
 
    <LivingDeadDrow has joined the chat.> 
 
    <Lexichan has joined the chat.> 
 
    <Killjoy has joined the chat.> 
 
    <Bercilac has joined the chat.> 
 
    <Raunaeril has joined the chat.> 
 
      
 
    Lexichan: ZAYN! WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU DO THIS TIME????? 
 
    Crackle: Uh-oh! Someone’s in trouble! Lol! 
 
    Gobby: Damnit, I just had a whole bunch of quests canceled on me! 
 
    Dread_Doom: What happened, Gobby? 
 
    Gobby: I started as a Goblin, so I’ve been running around the Tribeslands, right? But I was on my way back to Gogruk Hold, where I started, to turn in some quests, and they’ve all been canceled! 
 
    MightKord: Ouch! 
 
    Scholar: Sounds like something happened to the NPC questgivers. 
 
    Doorkicker: What did Zayn do this time? 
 
    Daywalker: Heh. Well, it is a funny story, actually… 
 
    Darkmore’s Bitch: Ugh. What did he do now? 
 
    Lexichan: DAMNIT ZAYN! ANSWER ME RIGHT NOW!!! 
 
    Darkmore: Chill out, Lexichan. This time it wasn’t my fault. 
 
    Raunaeril: Right. 
 
    Bercilac: Suuure. 
 
    Darkmore’s Knight: *side-eyes Darkmore* 
 
    LivingDeadDrow: *chuckles* That’s how you’re playing it? 
 
    Lexichan: Zaaaayn! 
 
    Darkmore: What? The stupid goblins declared war on me. So I discussed my displeasure with their chieftain. That discussion led to another discussion with the rest of the Hold, and the result of that discussion was me meeting my Familiar’s father. 
 
    Lexichan: What. Did. You. DO?? 
 
    Darkmore: *sigh* I laid an ambush for the war band at a river crossing. The first fighters across the bridge got a bad case of ‘catching on fire’, followed by acute ‘arrow to the face’ poisoning. Then I may or may not have dropped the chieftain on his head from 300 feet up. There were a few other things, as well. 
 
    Raunaeril: And what happened at the Hold? 
 
    Darkmore: Oh, I just had my girls and some new companions raid the village, capture the remaining goblins, and gather them for a bit of ritual magic. 
 
    Gobby: Wait, what? 
 
    Darkmore: Long story short, I have access to a lot of books. Some of those books have rituals. I used one of those rituals to create a portal between this plane, and the plane where Hellions live. I might have put the other side of the door right outside their city, which caused the captain of their City Watch to come try and yell at me. 
 
    Daywalker: Which is when his familiar stepped in, and smacked the both of them for embarrassing her. Turns out the captain is her father. 
 
    Lexichan: Damnit, Zayn! 
 
    Gobby: What about the people in the hold? 
 
    LivingDeadDrow: The goblins? Material components for the ritual. You can’t create permanent gateways without a lot of power, after all, and it is much easier to use sacrifices than to use other means. 
 
    Gobby: DAMNIT! I just raised my rep with them to Respected! I was going to buy that cute half-goblin to be my personal slave! 
 
    Lexichan: Oh, Zaaayn! Would you care to explain why a bunch of fragging wolves came out of a portal, escorting ten very sick and very NAKED female slaves into our castle? 
 
    Darkmore: Oh, yeah. So some of those were the Chief’s personal slaves, and some were slaves of the tribe. They’re all my slaves now, as is the alpha of those wolves. 
 
    Darkmore: Actually, they’re wargs, and the alpha is a werewarg. Oh, and the reason the slaves are sick is because I had the alpha bite them. 
 
    Gobby: NO! Poor Hiqea! 
 
    Bercilac: So let me get this straight. A random tribe of goblins declares war on you. Why would they do that again? 
 
    Darkmore: Oh, I enslaved their high shaman, who was descended from one of the four families that captured Mirelth, and summoned a dragon to deliver her to the Goddess. 
 
    Bercilac: Of course you did. So this random tribe of goblins declares war on you, for perfectly understandable reasons. You lay an ambush for their war band, and go through them like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    Darkmore: And capture most of their wargs, including the werewarg the chief used as a mount. 
 
    Bercilac: And then you go to the goblin hold, round up the goblins, and use ritual magic to sacrifice them all and kick open a permanent gate to another plane? 
 
    Doorkicker: When you put it like that, you gotta admire his style. 
 
    Darkmore: Yep! 
 
    Bercilac: Only you, Zayn. Only you. 
 
    Lexichan: And WHY did you have the alpha bite the slaves? 
 
    Darkmore: C’mon, Lexi! How many guilds can say they have a pack of werewolves guarding their lands? 
 
    Sexy_Lady: So, um, did you do it with the werewarg? 
 
    Daywalker: *spitsoutdrink* 
 
    Lexichan: *facepalms* 
 
    Might_Makes_Right: HAH! 
 
    Darkmore: Heh. Damn right I did. 
 
    Doorkicker: I hesitate to ask, but which form? 
 
    Darkmore: Oh, she was in her wolf form. I was in my drake form. 
 
    l44tPally: *DIES* 
 
    Lexichan: DAMNIT, ZAYN! 
 
    Darkmore’s Knight: He also used that spell he got from following Sharess, the one guaranteed to knock someone up. 
 
    Darkmore’s Bitch: So, what, she’s going to have dragon-pups? 
 
    Darkmore: Who knows? It’ll be fun to see! 
 
    Lexichan: Ugh. Why do I even try to make you see common sense? 
 
    Gobby: So, um, is there any chance you could sell Hiqea to me? I was seeing her pretty regularly, before the hold was destroyed… 
 
    Darkmore: I’m not unreasonable. If she survives the change into a lycanthrope, I’ll consider a trade. 
 
    Gobby: What kind of trade? 
 
    Darkmore: Slave for slave. Bring me something exotic, that you think worthy of your girl, and I’ll trade you. Impress me, and I may even pay you something extra on the side. 
 
    Darkmore’s Knight: For the record, he already has elves, humans, half-celestials, drow, an angel, a nine-tailed fox, dwarves, an orc, and a werewarg. 
 
    MightKord: Damn, that’s impressive. 
 
    Darkmore: Anyways, Gobby, I promise that, if your girl survives, she will remain untouched by me for four months, in game. You have that long to find me an exotic slave to take her place. 
 
    Gobby: *sigh* Any preferences? 
 
    Darkmore: If you find a Succubus with the ‘Pure One’ title, I will not only free your girl, but give you 1000 PP from my own purse in exchange. 
 
    l44tPally: 1000 PP? You could buy a set of level 50 armor for that! 
 
    Darkmore: And it would be money well spent. 
 
    Gobby: I… I’ll see what I can do. 
 
      
 
    <Gobby has left the chat.> 
 
      
 
    Lexichan: So, now that you’ve broken the poor kid’s heart, what THE HELL WERE YOU THINKING OPENING A DOOR TO HELL? 
 
    Darkmore: It isn’t actually hell, you know. The Abyss and Hell are two different things, apparently. Anyways, you’re thinking about this all wrong! I opened up a whole new zone for exploration, a new player race, and a crap ton of trading opportunities. 
 
    Lexichan: I’m going to throw my dagger at you. 
 
    Darkmore’s Knight: Get in line. He already got attacked by one of the mage trainers back in Fathon. 
 
    Chamber: I heard about that! That pregnant rabbitkin threw ice at this incubus. That was you? 
 
    Darkmore: *shrugs* She might be a little upset that I haven’t called. 
 
    Balderdash: You’re horrible. 
 
    Darkmore: Thank you very much! 
 
    Balderdash: That wasn’t a compliment! 
 
    Darkmore: Anyways, I still have a couple quests going on in the Tribeslands, and then I’ll be moving on. 
 
    Bercilac: Can we expect any other groups to declare war on you? 
 
    Darkmore: Dunno. One of the quests is to kill some trolls. Then I need to see the orcs about a couple things. Probably going to go see the dwarves after that. 
 
    Crackle: Hey, since you’re in the tribeslands, you wouldn’t happen to know anything about that disturbance near Fort Bilman? 
 
    RighteousAmazon: YOU BASTARD! 
 
    Darkmore: Are you talking about the new art piece by the road? 
 
    RighteousAmazon: I’m going to find you and OOOH kill you, asshole! 
 
    Scholar: What happened? 
 
    Darkmore’s Knight: This Amazon started preaching feminazi crap at Master. That went about as well as you’d expect. 
 
    l44tPally: Details plz! 
 
    RighteousAmazon: OOF Shut AAHH! Up! 
 
    Daywalker: He used some kind of tentacle spell to immobilize her, and while we took out her backup, he made two Golems, and commanded them to fuck her until they were destroyed. Then he and his familiar used magic to mount four of the five minions on stone pillars and fused them there, watching their leader’s disgrace. It counts as combat, so if she couldn’t break free, she’d have been stuck there until force-logout. 
 
    Crackle: Damn! 
 
    Sexy_Lady: Sounds exciting! 
 
    Scholar: … 
 
    MightKord: … 
 
    Might_Makes_Right: … 
 
    Doorkicker: *sends Sexy a party invite* 
 
    Darkmore: HA! 
 
    RighteousAmazon: Oh god, just make it stop! Yes, I UGH was forced to wait until the force logoff. But when I logged back in, the golems caught me before I could run, and did it again! 
 
    Darkmore: And what have we learned about being an insufferable bitch? 
 
    RighteousAmazon: I’M GOING TO TEAR YOUR DICK OFF AND MAKE YOU EAT THE DAMN THING YOU BASTARD! 
 
    Darkmore’s Bitch: And they say I was a slow learner. 
 
    Crackle: What happened to the fifth survivor? 
 
    Daywalker: Oh, she’s my vampire servant now. There’s a mine that was formerly full of undead that we’ll be using as a base of operations. 
 
    Scholar: So you have elves, lycans, and now vampires helping to protect your castle? 
 
    Lexichan: And we’ve got a dwarf craftsman working the forge, and a gnome artificer helping come up with ‘improvements’. Oh, and a bunch of drow, and a dragon. Few others. 
 
    Scholar: What’s keeping you from taking over Wyrmwood? 
 
    Darkmore: Meh. I could probably manage something, but why would I want to do that? Running a guild and a castle are enough hassle already. Running an entire country? No thanks! 
 
    RighteousAmazon: AND NONE OF IT WILL SAVE YOU WHEN I GET FREE! 
 
    Darkmore: Sexy_Lady, if you put a slave collar on RighteousAmazon here and ‘free’ her from her golem playmates, I’ll give you a ride you’ll never forget. 
 
    Sexy_Lady: DONE! 
 
    RighteousAmazon: What, NO! DON’T LISTEN TO HIM! 
 
    Sexy_Lady: Stupid whore. Some of us LIKE the patriarchy! 
 
    Raunaeril: Just when I think I’ve seen everything… 
 
      
 
    <Sexy_Lady has left the chat.> 
 
    <RighteuosAmazon has left the chat.> 
 
      
 
    Crackle: So, the new zone is supposed to be level 80+, right? 
 
    Darkmore: Yeah, but the gate is close enough to the city that you can get from it to the safe zone, no problem. Don’t start shit in the city, or you’ll get ganked, obviously. 
 
    Crackle: Hmm. This will drive down the cost of demonsteel, won’t it? 
 
    Darkmore: Yep. With easier access, it should become a lot more common. 
 
    Crackle: Eeexcelent! 
 
    Scholar: What about angelsteel? 
 
    Darkmore: Well, if I thought I could do it without calling down some righteous whoopass on my own head, I’d open a gate to the celestial planes, as well, but I’m pretty sure they don’t approve of me, or my methods. 
 
    MightKord: Sacrificing an entire village does seem just a bit over the top evil, yeah. 
 
    Might_Makes_Right: So, which Orc clan are you visiting after the trolls? 
 
    Darkmore: Don’t see why it matters, but Black Rock Hold. 
 
    Lexichan: You do know that there’s a bounty on your head, right? 
 
    Darkmore: Really? Awesome! 
 
    Lexichan: What? 
 
    Darkmore: Seriously, bring it on! I’ll crush them, take a couple trophies, and it’ll be fine. 
 
    Scholar: Trophies? 
 
    Darkmore: Oh, yeah. Way back after I first got to Wyrmwood, and was made a Knight and all, I met some idiots from the Sons. Cut the wings off a half-celestial elf, and gave me the Trophy Hunter title. If I take a trophy from someone I kill, then it doesn’t disappear. Better yet, if I take a trophy from a Traveler I kill, then they respawn still missing that part. Well, unless it was something critical, like their head. In that case, they respawn as an undead. 
 
    MightKord: Damn, that’s cold. 
 
    Darkmore’s Bitch: Oh, that isn’t the worst he can do. 
 
    l44tPally: What?!? 
 
    Darkmore’s Bitch: After he ‘acquired’ me, he spitted me, like with a steel spit and everything, and roasted me alive! And the bastard had the spit enchanted so that it healed me the same as the DoT from the spit and the fire! I was still alive while they carved me! 
 
    Darkmore: But you tasted excellent, you must admit. 
 
    MightKord: You didn’t… 
 
    Darkmore’s Bitch: He did. He made me eat my own tits! He kept having his other slaves heal me enough to keep me conscious while they ate. 
 
    Dread_Doom: *is going to be sick* 
 
    Might_Makes_Right: Umm. I think I’ll skip meeting you for now. 
 
    MightKord: That sounds like a good plan. 
 
    Lexichan: Damnit, Zayn. 
 
    Raunaeril: Told you that story would get out. 
 
    Brecilac: *pays the 10 GP* 
 
    Lexichan: You two were betting on this? 
 
    Raunaeril: Naturally! 
 
    Brecilac: Of course! 
 
    Darkmore: HAHAHAHA! 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 79 – Trolling the Trolls 
 
    Trolls are known for a few basic things. 
 
      
 
    First, they are, almost universally, big, strong, and dumber than a sack of hammers. Second, they heal really fast, and are resistant to physical damage. Third, the only way to kill the fuckers is with fire, as that stops their regeneration. Except for fire trolls. Those beasties need ice. But they didn’t show up except in volcanoes and deserts and the like. 
 
      
 
    Most importantly to most people, however, was the fact that trolls had a very nasty habit of catching and eating people. However, not all the people they captured ended up on the menu. Not at first, anyways. See, Trolls were almost exclusively male. Kindof like Smurfs, if smurfs were hulking eight-foot-tall idiots who lived for the purpose of eating, fighting, and fucking. 
 
      
 
    Oh yeah. Since trolls were almost exclusively male, the only way they could reproduce was by catching females, and raping them to produce their broods. Needless to say, few women who survived such an ordeal, and the subsequent pregnancy, were ever the same again. 
 
      
 
    Since the only way to ‘negotiate’ with trolls was to cow them with a display of power, and the brutes were too stupid to remember the lesson if it wasn’t regularly reapplied, this meant that trolls were, understandably, not welcome in most places. In fact, it was only here in the Tribeslands, where there was no unifying authority, that they could even begin to do something like building their own settlement. Anywhere else and they would have been killed or dispersed long ago. 
 
      
 
    But that only lasted for so long. Eventually, the trolls forgot their ‘lessons’, and started attacking travelers cutting across the tribeslands. This caused a series of small battles, but none of the tribes had the manpower to take out the trolls without opening themselves to an attack from one of their rivals. So someone contacted the Adventurer’s Guild, put up a request, and now I was on my way to kill some trolls. 
 
      
 
    Finding the trolls was easy. Their village was marked on my map, and there was a distinct lack of wildlife around, with so many hungry monsters all in one place. Oh, and there was the remains of a caravan on the road, destroyed by the trolls, with all the bodies of people and animals missing. Most of the goods on the wagons were either ruined or useless to me, but I found a lockbox containing a good amount of coins and jewelry, along with a few other small bits of loot. 
 
      
 
    Oh, and a really nice tent. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Charbek’s Movable Mansion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  From the outside, this object is nothing more than a traveler’s tent. Nicer than the simple tent a common traveler may use, but easily what a noble or wealthy merchant might use while on the road. Inside, however, is an extradimensional space that can change between one of five settings chosen by the creator during the item’s creation. 
  Current setting: Sultan’s Palace 
    
  Provides comfortable shelter for up to 20 people. The space provides basic food and drink according to the setting, but anything more complicated must be brought in from the outside. 
  Settings – Can be changed to one of the following five settings: Island Villa, Sultan’s Palace, King’s Castle, Elven mansion, Dungeon complex 
  Indestructible – Exterior item is immune to damage. Interior space repairs itself when changed to a new setting. 
  Quick-set – Command word causes the tent to set itself or collapse ready for transport. 
    
  WARNING: Individuals who remain in the space when the command to collapse the tent is given may be trapped in the extradimensional space until the tent is set up again. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Anyways, now that ‘roughing it’ while we were traveling was a thing of the past, we followed the trail the trolls had left. They had some captives, and they were dragging bodies, so it would have been easy to track them, even if trolls weren’t about as subtle as a South American soccer riot. 
 
      
 
    The troll ‘village’ of Trollmoore was really nothing but a few VERY rough huts made of logs and piled stone, set against a cave entrance. The only defenses in place were the trolls themselves, and even then, most of the trolls were engaged in their three favorite pastimes, and not paying a bit of attention to the rest of the world. 
 
      
 
    While killing humans and the like was easy for my group, we were really lacking in the ‘fire’ department. A couple of us had weapons that did fire damage, but otherwise, the majority of the fire damage we had available to us was through me, or Kylana, and our hellfire attacks. That meant we needed a plan to chop these brutes into bite sized pieces so we didn’t get overrun. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Aya Bitar 
  High Human Female 
  Level 40 Humanoid Monster Tamer (Tamer) / Ranger 
  Titles: Taboo Tamer 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Troll Warrior 
  Troll Male 
  Level 60 Barbarian 
  Titles: Human Bane, Violator 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I put together a wonderful plan, really, involving me, Severa, and Kamla stealthing through the village laying down trails of oil that we’d use to create fires that would divide the village into sections, making it easy to conquer. Then I threw out that plan as a very pretty (and very naked) human woman came running around a corner, and nearly lept into my arms, followed by a very large (and also very naked) troll. Given that the ‘weapon’ dangling between the troll’s legs made the outrageous thing I had look small, I didn’t blame her for running. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, there was no way to do this quietly, so we’d have to settle for quick and brutal. I used one hand to pull the naked woman up against me, where she would be out of the line of fire, and then it was on. Della’s ice spell locked the troll in place, and the rest went to town, swarming and overwhelming the troll, who began yelling once the shock of our attack wore off. Fortunately, Kylana and I unleashed hellfire blasts at the same time, silencing the creature. 
 
      
 
    With the fight done, we paused, ready and listening for any sounds of further trouble. Fortunately, it sounded like a big fight had broken out between a couple trolls, so the one troll’s noise didn’t seem to raise the alarm. I hoped that anyone that heard it figured it was just the troll enjoying a ‘victory’ over the attempted runaway. 
 
      
 
    Turning to said runaway, who was almost certainly in shock, and was trying very hard not to break down as she leaned against my chest, I said, “Now, sweety, as much as I love having a pretty lady cuddle up against me like that, why don’t you tell us if there is anyone else left alive. That’ll change how we go about doing this.” 
 
      
 
    The woman suddenly realized I was talking apparently, and shook her head. When she spoke, she was all business, on the face of things. I figured she was blocking everything out until we finished this. “The rest of my party is still back there! There’s only four of us left. The two guys died defending the caravan, along with the NPC guards.” Ah, so she was a Traveler. That explained a few things. “Essie and Canki were still chained in the cage. They’d almost run through the rest of the women, so when they tried to grab me, Dae made a play, and I was able to run. Are you here to kill these monsters?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, got a quest to kill off this entire village. Guess we’ll have to do this the hard way now that we have people to rescue.” I considered the options, and pulled out the tent. When I gave the command, it opened up and set itself into the ground. Very convenient. Looking at our naked damsel, I said, “Get in. We’ll close the dimension up, and you’ll be safe until we can finish this.” She didn’t look happy, but when the alternative was running around the country naked with horny trolls after her, she did what she was told. Once she was in, I closed up the tent. 
 
      
 
    Looking to the others, I said, “Kamla, Severa, stealth and scout. Find that cage and free the women. This area will be home base. Try to bring them back this way, if you can. The rest of you, we don’t have time to make this simple. So Kylana, forget about the divide and conquer strategy. I need a wall of flame to keep the trolls from escaping. Make it so their only retreat is into that cave. The rest of you, protect her. I’ll supply the diversion.” 
 
      
 
    We broke up into our groups, and I shifted into my drake form. Now that we were fighting in open terrain more often, this form was seeing a lot more use than I’d been giving it before. Flying up above the village, I saw the main gathering area of the trolls. It was little more than a wide open space, where about 40 of the 50 or so trolls reported to be in the village were gathered, eating what were clearly the remains of the men from the caravan. There was a cage to the side, with two women in it, an elf with an ethereal look about her, and a gnome. They huddled against the back of the cage, both just as naked as the first girl. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Essaerae Reystina 
  Feytouched Elf Female 
  Level 40 Wildshaper (Druid) / Ranger 
  Titles: Friend of the Wild, Faekissed 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Canki Fizzlebottom 
  High Gnome Female 
  Level 40 Flameblast Artificer (Artificer) / Rogue 
  Titles: Genius, Insane Genius, Pyromaniac 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Around the clearing, there were screams and cries. Maybe ten other women had been captured, it seemed, and had already been passed around to the trolls. I figured killing those women would be a mercy. Well, I’d try to keep them alive, but I wasn’t going to risk my neck over it. Then I saw Kylana signaling. She was ready on her end. 
 
      
 
    As I began my dive, a bolt of magic came flying past me. Instantly I saw the culprit. A female troll! Trolls were almost exclusively male. About one in fifty trolls was female. The downside of that is that the females were always far more intelligent, and were able to use magic. I needed to eliminate her, fast. 
 
      
 
    I unleashed my hellfire breath, strafing the trolls as I flew over their heads, making sure to wash the breath over the female’s position. She was unharmed, thanks to a barrier she put up, but the flames did a number on the trolls around her. I rose, avoiding another blast of magic. As I turned, I saw a wall of hellfire spring up from the oil Kylana had conjured. The trolls, except for the female, were panicking now. 
 
      
 
    Nithroel and Kylana joined me in the air, while Yukiko, Della, and Hrozne patrolled the edge of the fire, ensuring no escapes. Nithroel dove, and smashed the female troll with her warhammer, breaking her concentration, and doing a fair bit of damage, as well. Kylana followed it up with blasts of hellfire. Not as strong as mine, even in incubus form, but hers was a racial ability, while in incubus form it was based on my class. But against trolls, it was more than enough. The female fell down, dead, just as I finished strafing the last of the trolls outside. 
 
      
 
    And that’s when the first roars of challenge came from the cave. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Daemira Ravenhair 
  Greater Succubus Female 
  Level 40 Mindtwister (Enchantress) / Earth Sorceress 
  Titles: Human Bane, Goblin Bane, Broken One 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chief Bigstaff 
  Demontroll Male 
  Level 80 Battle Raper (Barbarian) / Wrathlord (Barbarian) 
  Titles: Troll Bane, Violator, Human Bane, Elf Bane, Dwarf Bane, Orc Bane, Goblin Bane 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    At the head of the ten remaining trolls, all of whom were wearing armor and had actual weapons, was the biggest troll I’d ever seen. Demontrolls are, as one might expect, trolls from the Abyss or Hells. They were very powerful, and, like Fire Trolls, traded their weakness against Fire for one against Ice. This group of demontrolls were probably the elite of the village, and had taken the time to gear up before coming out to challenge us. Oh, and the leader was still ‘wearing’ a succubus on his cock, which was probably painful as hell for her, since I could see the tip coming out of her mouth. But her regen must be enough to keep her alive… for the moment. Della would need to see to her soon, though. 
 
      
 
    I landed in the clearing, the rest of the girls joining me. I looked to Severa when she and Kamla appeared next to me, and she simply said, “In the tent.” I nodded. So the only member of the party left was the succubus. I could work with that. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, and Hrozne, if you would be so kind as to eliminate the Chief’s followers? I’m going to separate him from his hood ornament.” Drawing my blades, I pointed at the chief with Munsuraisa, and then walked to a clear area, kicking the smoldering corpse of the female troll as I did so. The troll took it for the challenge it was, and charged my way, just getting out of the range of the ice storm that came down on his men as Della began her assault. Another spell coated our weapons with an icy edge, allowing them to do additional cold damage. It was a mana intensive spell for the person we relied on as our healer, but for this fight, it would make all the difference. 
 
      
 
    The troll may have almost thirty levels on me, but he had clearly neglected any of his stats besides STR and CON. I dodged out of the way of his first swing with his massive greatsword, and slashed out with my blades as I circled around him. The tendons in his ankles were cut, crippling him for a moment, dropping the troll to his knees. Another slice had the troll roaring in pain as the succubus fell to the ground, the troll’s severed ‘sword’ still sheathed inside her. That roar ended soon after, when I relieved him of his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 80 – Black Rock Hold 
 
    
    
      
      	  Flames of Vengeance 
    
  The Trolls of Trollmoore have gone too far! Their attacks on humans and dwarves traveling the Tribeslands must end! Put these trolls out of everyone else’s misery. 
    
  With massive use of hellfire and ice spells, you’ve wiped Trollmore off the map, and even managed to rescue some of their captives! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  B 
  
     
 
      
      	  Success 
  
      	  Kill the trolls of Trollmoore. 0/50 Remaining 
  Killed troll chief Bigstaff. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Failure 
  
      	  Let the trolls live. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards 
  
      	  Gold 
  Experience 
  Troll Bane Title 
  Trollsblood Potion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consequences 
  
      	  Unknown 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Troll Bane 
  Most people know better than to dive head first into a warren of trolls. You are not most people. When confronted with a community of trolls, you killed them, down to the last child. 
    
  +10% to all damage against Trolls.
-10% damage received from Trolls. 
  +10% resistance to spells and abilities of Trolls. 
  +100 Fame 
  +10 CON 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Trollsblood Potion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Potion 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Very Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Made from the blood of trolls that have ascended into higher forms, such as Demontrolls, this potion offers a substantial increase to your ability to recover from wounds. Unlike the Lesser Trollsblood Potion, which is made from normal trolls, the effects are permanent, and further uses of Trollsblood Potions or their lesser versions will have no effect. May have some side effects. 
    
  +20 CON 
  +20 HP Regeneration 
  Can regrow lost limbs or organs. 
  10% chance of having an adverse reaction, resulting in random mutation. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The gold was only about 10000 gp. Nice, but not exactly world-shattering. But at these levels, getting a group together with enough fire on their side to deal with trolls wasn’t that difficult. And ice wasn’t an uncommon element, either, so even though the demontrolls were a surprise, it wasn’t something a reasonably balanced party couldn’t handle pretty easily. 
 
      
 
    The experience was enough to get me halfway to my next level, and was GREATLY appreciated. Leveling slowed down a lot once you got past 20 or so, unless you got involved in insane events like I had been, before Duskhaven. Now that I was back to ‘regular’ gaming, it would take a lot more work to level up. Hopefully the Troll Bane title would help with that. 
 
      
 
    The real interesting thing was the potion. We got enough of them for each of us, which was great. Especially since the trolls didn’t have much in the way of loot. Oh sure, they had items, but they were all locked to Troll races. They’d be a difficult sell, unless someone out there had a few troll slaves they needed to equip. 
 
      
 
    Of course, I should have known that having a high Luck would bite me in the ass one of these days. Luck, after all, increases the randomness, both good and bad. So far, I hadn’t had anything really bad happen, since there’s only so much luck can do when you load the dice. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have had an adverse reaction to the potion. Calculating mutation… 
    
  Trollmind Affliction 
  Let’s face it, trolls are dumber than a sack of hammers. Unfortunately, you got some of that, as well. 
  -20 INT, -20 WIS 
  +100 Infamy 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, fuck. Losing the INT and WIS hurt, especially since I used a lot of MP on some of my tricks. But it definitely could have been worse. Hell, it would have been worse if I wasn’t a cheat character. Luckily (heh) I was the only one to trigger a mutation. 
 
      
 
    With the spoils taken care of, I turned my attention to the four naked women. Della had gotten to the succubus in time to keep her from dying, but looking at how she twitched whenever I got near, it was clear she was going to have issues with men for a while. “Yukiko, did we find their gear? Or at least something they can wear?” 
 
      
 
    Yukiko sighed. “Well, we found their weapons, but their clothing and armor was destroyed. And I doubt they want to wear what is left of the trolls’ loincloths.” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced at that. “Yeah, I imagine it would be unpleasant.” Checking in my inventory, I was pleased to see that I still had some fabric left over from when I was experimenting with Tailoring. I hadn’t gotten the skill that high yet, but it was still enough to make some simple clothes with what I had here. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, making basic clothes was really pretty quick, especially with my stats. Once they were dressed in the matching black knee-length dresses, I asked them what their plans were. Aya, it seems, decided to step up, both since she had had the most time to recover, and to take attention away from the group’s co-leader, the succubus. The leader had apparently been one of the two dead men, who was still waiting on a respawn. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Probably retreat someplace safe, and wait for the others to respawn. Though we’ll probably log out for a while so Dae has a chance to… relax.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded to her. “I can get you back to Fathon, or to the remains of Gogruk Hold, where there’s a portal to the Hellion city now. Fathon would probably be best, especially if one of your two missing members can teleport?” Aya nodded, and so I continued, “All right, that makes things easier. I can use the dark portal spell to take you to Fathon. Can’t do anything about your gear, unfortunately, but at least you have your weapons.” 
 
      
 
    I paused, and then glanced over to the succubus, before looking back to Aya. “If she needs help, I know someone from my old days back in WoD. She works as a therapist for assault victims in the real, and has played enough VR games to know that things like this can get to you.” 
 
      
 
    Aya blinked in surprise, and looked about to say something when I shook my head. “I’m playing a rat bastard in this game, yes. But the people I’ve done horrible shit to are either dead, and don’t have to worry about the aftereffects, or they attacked me, in which case I’m not exactly sympathetic to them not liking the consequences. You and your friends did nothing to me or mine, so I have no grudges to hold against you. Simple as that.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded, and took a piece of paper I wrote Doc’s contact information on, slipping it into her inventory. I opened the portal to Fathon, and allowed them to step through, before shutting it behind them. I wished them the best, but I figured that the succubus, at least, was going to be in a bad way for quite a while. Not my problem, though. That was up to her and her friends. 
 
      
 
    Turning to the rest of my group, I sighed, and said, “All right, we’ve played around here long enough. Let’s go and see what is happening at the orc hold. 
 
      
 
    It was a three day ride to Black Rock Hold. Finding that tent was a real boon, since it allowed us to sleep in relative comfort, with only one person at a time needing to slip outside to stand watch over the horses and the wagon. The tent’s various settings were very comfortable, except for the Dungeon setting, which was obviously a ‘mixed use’ setting, since it could do both the fun kind of torture, and the not so fun kind. I was pretty impressed at whoever enchanted this thing, honestly. Now I just needed one that could move on its own and was shaped like a police box. 
 
      
 
    Black Rock Hold is, as one might expect, built around the Black Rock, a massive spire of obsidian shooting out of the rocky cliff to a height of almost one hundred feet. The stories about how the Black Rock came to be are more numerous, and more varied, than the tabloid stories about which celebrity is having drama in their life now. Below the Black Rock are a set of mines, and the Hold, which is where one of the strongest orc tribes in the area lives. 
 
      
 
    It was just after noon on the third day when we came across the first scouts. They briefly stopped us, since were a large party, and didn’t look like merchants, but when I gave them Shagar’s name, they let us through, though they had one of the scouts run ahead to relay the message. The tribe wasn’t at war, currently, so there was no reason to keep us away. They did, however, make sure we knew that violence would not be tolerated in the Hold, unless it was a sanctioned bout. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shagar Bloodthistle 
  Orc Female 
  Level 50 War Priestess (Priestess) / Barbarian 
  Titles: Princess, Demonslayer, Devoted, Kinslayer, Thrall, Goblin Bane 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    We’d just dismounted at the gates of the hold when I saw a procession of orcs coming to meet us. Six of them were simple warriors, about level 80 or so, and clearly the bodyguards for the seventh. I would have recognized her even without the helpful name identification and the subtle hint on my minimap that one of my thralls was here. She’d grown more powerful since we parted, and she was indeed quite pregnant. 
 
      
 
    As she walked towards me, I bowed my head, respectfully. “Princess, it is good to see you well. I would have come sooner, but there were a great many things I had to take care of a little closer to home.” 
 
      
 
    That caused her to smile at me. “Yes, we have heard about your deeds, even here in the Tribeslands. Stopping the undead, finding ancient dragons, and freeing the human city. Now I hear you’ve set up a portal to the abyss built with the bones of a goblin tribe. It seems my son will have quite a lot to live up to.” 
 
      
 
    I return the smile as I approach her. “Ah, a son?” Then, in a louder voice, I said, “I am glad to hear it. May he grow strong, and bring honor and glory to his tribe.” That got a few cheers from those who heard it, and Shagar nodded to me in appreciation. That last part was for the benefit of our audience, after all. 
 
      
 
    In my normal voice, I said, “I would dearly love to catch up with you, but first, I should pay my respects to the Chief of the Hold. Also, a merchant in the human lands had a delivery for the Chief that he dared not bring himself due to the danger of the roads, and I undertook the quest as an excuse to see how you were doing.” 
 
      
 
    Shagar chuckled, and actually batted her eyes at me as she turned, and said, “Well then, we should hurry and introduce you to my Father, so that you can get him his package, and he can see you. I would love to ‘catch up’ with you again, thoroughly, though we’ll have to be careful of the little one.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, I followed her through the hold, with my group following. “Indeed, indeed! Well, I think we can figure something out. I would hate to have an unsatisfactory reunion with you.” Along the way, we paused at the stables to arrange stabling and food for the horses (the ones that were living, anyways), and gave me a brief tour of the various parts of the hold. I definitely needed to check the marketplace later. Could be some rare gear there. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before we got to the Chief’s home. It was fairly obvious which one it was, as it was the only two-story building, resting against the rock, with an excellent vantage on the orcs’ ritual site at the base of the Black Rock. A temple lay opposite the Black Rock from the Chief’s house, clearly symbolizing the two pillars of this tribe. 
 
      
 
    As we came closer to the chief’s house, a huge orc stepped out of the door, wearing armor that looked ceremonial, yet functional, and carrying a large, double-bladed greataxe. He growled, looking at me with what was surely killing intent. 
 
      
 
    “So, the incubus worm who defiled my daughter has come crawling to his doom, I see!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 81 – About as Expected 
 
    “So, the incubus worm who defiled my daughter has come crawling to his doom, I see!” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Pargu Bloodthistle 
  Ironblood Orc Male 
  Level 250 War Leader (Fighter) / Berserker (Barbarian) 
  Titles: Chieftain, Goblin Bane, Troll Bane, Orc Bane, Human Bane, Kinslayer 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was about to say something when a loud CRACK came from behind the chief. My mouth shut as the chief’s eyes rolled up in the back of his head, and he fell forward, unconscious. Standing behind him was an orc female, who bore a resemblance to Shagar. She was holding what looked like a mace made out of the jawbone of a dragon. And it had a bit of blood on it. 
 
      
 
    “Hush dear. That’s no way to talk to guests!” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Urza Bloodthistle 
  Feyblood Orc Female 
  Level 200 War Priestess (Priestess) / High Shaman (Shaman) 
  Titles: Matriarch, Devoted, Orc Bane, Goblin Bane, Human Bane, Dwarf Bane 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I looked to Shagar, and chuckled. “I see that some things transcend all races, even across worlds.” 
 
      
 
    That got the woman looking at me, her eyes narrowing dangerously as she pointed that mace at me. “And what do you mean by that, young one?” 
 
      
 
    I held up my hands in surrender. “Only that behind every strong man there’s a strong woman keeping him in line. It seems to be a universal trait, I’ve found.” 
 
      
 
    Urza’s face broke into a smile at that, and said, “Ooh, I like this one! You be sure to give Shagar plenty more babies, in hopes they keep your wit, OK?” 
 
      
 
    “MOTHER!” Shagar’s embarrassed yell proved that there was another constant in the universe: parents deliberately embarrassing their children for fun. Manfully, I hid my grin as Shagar turned to glare at me. “And what are you smirking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing. Just glad to have met your mother. I see where you get your charm from now.” Shagar sputtered, but I turned to Urza, and pulled out the package the merchant wanted delivered. “Before I forget, I took a quest at the guild to deliver this package to the Chief of Black Rock Hold. Since he appears to have suffered an accident and hit his head, perhaps you might be able to close out the quest for me?” 
 
      
 
    Laughing at the polite misstatement on how Pargu ended up on the floor, Urza nodded, and said, “Yes, I have that authority when my fool of a husband is… incapacitated.” So I handed over the package, resulting in a healthy 1000 GP coming my way, along with a chunk of XP, and my reputation with the Hold increasing slightly. 
 
      
 
    With that, we all went into the building (Urza dragging her husband behind her in a way that suggested this was a not uncommon occurrence), and sat in what was clearly a feast hall. Urza tossed her husband into the high chair, and took a seat beside him, with Shagar on his other side. I sat next to Shagar, and the rest of the group sat as they wished, though there was a slight ‘negotiation’ as the girls decided who sat next to me, with Yukiko winning the ‘prize seat’. 
 
      
 
    Food and drink was brought out for us, which was welcome, since our stomachs clearly informed us that it was high time for a meal, with us having not eaten since breakfast. Apparently, grog works like smelling salts to an orc, because moments after the flagon was placed in front of him, Pargu stirred, noticed me, and was about to yell something, when Urza tapped him (lightly, this time) on the head with her mace, causing him to notice the glares of his wife and daughter. The Orc Chieftain, clearly recognizing when the balance of power was not in his favor, decided to content himself with grumbling, and offering me a glare of his own, before reaching out to take a chunk of roasted meat from the plate before him and take a large bite from it. 
 
      
 
    Dinner got quite a bit less awkward after Pargu stopped treating me like some kind of evil bastard that took advantage of his daughter. Even though that was definitely mostly true, it still made dinner awkward. Changing the subject was easy enough, when Urza asked what we had been doing since we sent Shagar back to them. 
 
      
 
    This led to story time, as we traded tales of past glories. Some were recently passed, like my own, while others were older, such as Pargu telling us some of the stories of his youth (including how he met Urza). Urza kept Pargu honest in that way that only females can when they’re around boasting males, while my girls did the same to me. The ice melted a bit more as Pargu and I shared a look, and laughed. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere around the fourth or fifth round of drinks, the topic changed to what our plans were going forward. With a shrug, I said, “Well, I thought to catch up with Shagar, since it had been a while since we’d seen eachother, and then I thought I’d see if there weren’t any interesting tasks that needed doing. If not, heading to the Dwarven lands sounds like the next step. I do need to deliver the heads of those dwarves to the Hardbottle clan, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Shagar looked surprised, and said, “You mentioned that you had found them, but to have killed them all? I thought they were about the same level as that Paladin. How did you overcome them all?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Well, turns out that Moradin really didn’t take kindly to some greedy bastards selling his Chosen into slavery to a demon cult. They were all seriously cursed, to the point that they could use maybe one-fifth of their true power. Just goes to show that one should never disrespect the gods.” 
 
      
 
    Pargu nodded at that. “Best to learn that from some stumpy stonebreaker’s mistake than your own. Oh, the gods will look the other way if their people are killed in combat, even a Chosen. That’s part of the way of the world, after all. But deliberately desecrating a shrine to a specific god, or committing a direct betrayal of a Chosen? That is a quick way to earn their ire, unless you are moving at the behest of another god.” 
 
      
 
    Urza nodded. “Or they’re a Chosen of a god that values lies and betrayals. That kind of god generally takes the view that if they were dumb enough to fall for the betrayer’s lies, then they deserve what happens to them. Of course, they have other hang-ups. Trying to walk a path clear of the gods’ disfavor is a difficult task for any mortal creature.” 
 
      
 
    Shagar looked thoughtful. “If you were looking for a challenge, then you could always challenge the Cells. It has been a long time since anyone returned from there.” Seeing my interest, she continued, “The Cells of the Vanished Queen is a dungeon not far from the Hold. Like many dungeons, it repopulates itself over time, but the magic prevents any two groups from experiencing the same encounters, for the dungeon shifts with each party that enters it.”
  
 
    Sounded like an instanced dungeon, to be sure. “And I guess it is impossible to meet another party while in the dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    Pargu shook his head. “Not impossible, but highly improbable. And still more likely that they’ll actually be creatures of the dungeon, and would fade if you took them out of its magic.” 
 
      
 
    Urza took up the tale at this point, “I have ventured into the cells thrice myself, and I can tell you that there are only two creatures who I saw each time, the Warden and the Queen. And even then, they were different. I saw the Warden, who I would swear was identical in face and build each time I met him, as first a Warrior, then an Archer, then a Mage.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned back, considering that. So, it was a randomized dungeon, with an underboss and a main boss, but the two bosses changed classes on different runs. Was that random, too, or was there a pattern to it? Did their classes depend on the party facing them? There was no way to know, unless one ran the dungeon several times. I had a feeling it would be random. This dungeon, from the way it was described, seemed to be designed to keep people from trying to gear up specifically for the dungeon. You would have to prepare for a wide array of threats instead. 
 
      
 
    Looking to the rest of my group, I grinned. “Well, I don’t know about you, but that just sounds like fun. It has been too long since we went exploring a dungeon for fun, instead of trying to keep the world from ending or eliminating a threat.” Seeing the expressions of the others, especially the other players, they all were eager to check out the dungeon as well. 
 
      
 
    Shagar shook her head. “Adventurers! Always going off and doing crazy things!” 
 
      
 
    Urza smiled sweetly at her daughter, and said, “And who was it that foolishly got herself captured while off adventuring, and ended up with an incubus’s baby in her belly because of it?” That elicited a groan from Shagar, and laughter from the rest of us, except for Pargu, who took the opportunity to glare at me again. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, the conversation wound down, as food and drink made everyone desire a bit of an afternoon nap. Or, in my case, an afternoon ‘get hauled by a pregnant orc to her bedchamber’. Semantics, I know. 
 
      
 
    When the door was shut secure behind us, Shagar turned to me, and smiled, a bit nervously. “I’m glad you came. I’ve been following your exploits, but it isn’t the same as having someone to talk to, you know? So here.” She pulled out a pair of communication stones, handing one to me. Communication stones basically worked as a kind of magical two-way radio. They were linked in pairs, and allowed long distance communication, as the name implied. They weren’t rare, but they were certainly not that common, since you had to get a new pair for each person you wanted to talk to, and group ‘calls’ weren’t possible. So you mainly found them in guild halls or government buildings, to speak with branches scattered across the country. 
 
      
 
    I slipped the stone into my inventory, and smiled at her. “I can’t promise I’ll always be around, but if you have a Dark Shrine near here, I’ll visit it before we head to the dungeon. That way, I can always return quickly enough, if there’s trouble.” 
 
      
 
    She was going to say something else, I’m sure, but I decided that the time for talking was over, at least for the night. I leaned in, and kissed her, while resting one hand on her belly. “Why don’t we ‘catch up’ a bit before the evening meal, hmm? Unless you’re too fragile now for a bit of fun?” 
 
      
 
    That got a mock growl from the orc, and she looked up at me. “Oh, someone thinks highly of themselves! This time, I’m on top.” I laughed as she pushed me back into the bed, following a moment later. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 82 – Entering the Cells 
 
    The next morning, we resupplied from the village stores, where my being a consort of the princess got us a nice discount, and rode off for the Cells of the Vanished Queen. With the dungeon changing all the time, no one really knew what the lore behind the Queen was. Even the bits of lore they did find seemed to change each time one entered the Cells, some directly contradicting eachother. Other than the Warden and the Queen, the only feature that remained the same was the entrance. 
 
      
 
    The entrance was two doors made of carved obsidian inlaid with gold and silver, making it look more like a vault than a prison. Above the doors, which stood twenty feet high, and wide enough for six to walk abreast, was written in the languages of the dwarves, dragons, demons, and angels, “Cursed be She who resides within. Never more shall She be spoken of in tales or legends. Let Her Name be Forgotten, never to be known by mortal minds.” Whoever the Vanished Queen was, she pissed someone off so severely that they ‘vanished’ her from history itself. 
 
      
 
    When I touched the doors, however, they opened easily, as though they were made of paper. Not the best sign, honestly. Dungeons where they are so eager to get you inside are usually not keen on letting you go, later. Still, we entered, and moments later there was a click, like a mechanism falling into place. Turning to the door, I was not entirely surprised to see it gone, and just a plain stone wall remaining there. The only way out was through the dungeon itself. 
 
      
 
    We were in a prison, all right. Bare stone walls, magical torchlight, and a noticeable lack of places for prisoners to hide if they started causing trouble. Real homey. And the sound of boots announced the coming of the housewarming party! Or maybe it was just a group of skeletons, all level 50. There were twenty in total, all wearing chain armor. Half of them had swords and shields, and took the front line, while behind them were eight archers and two mages. A solid setup, really. I’d admire them more when they weren’t trying to kill us. 
 
      
 
    This group was slightly more difficult to deal with than the last few undead fights we’d had. Numbers made some of the difference, sure, but one of the mages was apparently a darkness sort, and had a spell that lessened the effects of holy magic on the undead, while the other was a necromancer, and had that spell of Hrozne’s that allowed necros to heal undead. But that just made it slightly more difficult. We still had plenty of DPS to take care of them. 
 
      
 
    We played it slow, clearing our way through the first floor of the prison, and encountering a very odd array of groups. For instance, the next fight was with a pair of warrior gnolls. Easy fight on the face of it, but in close quarters, where we couldn’t use our numbers, it was more troubling. This dungeon had lots of choke points to control the fight, and keep people from just wiping everything out with numbers. 
 
      
 
    Another cell had a swarm of giant roaches in it. Unfortunately for the roaches, enclosed spaces aren’t really a problem when someone with my abilities decides ‘kill it with hellfire’ is the way to go. Damn creepy bastards. What would possess anyone to make roaches the size of a human being? If I get a chance to talk to whoever programmed these things, I’m going to smack them straight upside the head. 
 
      
 
    Easily the toughest fight of the first floor was the miniboss at the end of the cell block. By now, I was convinced that the encounters were pretty much random, but it seems that whatever luck we had came up snake-eyes on the miniboss. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gretony 
  Arcane Overlord Slime 
  Level 60 Overlord (Slime) / Omnimage (Wizard) 
  Titles: Greedy One, Gluttonous One, Undead Bane, Human Bane, Elf Bane, Orc Bane, Demon Bane, Dragon Bane 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “PUNY MORTALS! I GRETONY! I WILL EAT YOUR HEADS AND GROW SMART! SMART ENOUGH TO KILL DOC!” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced at that. So, we had an intelligent, foot tall slime that could use magic as our opponent. And apparently it was all kinds of pissed at some ‘Doc’, and thought eating our heads would be the key to making itself smarter. Gods, did I want to punch a dev in the junk for this! Seriously, whoever wrote this scenario must have been reading too many webnovels! 
 
      
 
    This fight was much harder than the others, as I said. For one thing, the slime’s small size made it difficult for all of us to attack it at once, and it used its spells to good effect. It favored fire at range, and lightning for close-in work. Unfortunately, as a slime it was immune to mental effects, and the tentacles couldn’t keep it in place. And it was all but immune to slashing and piercing attacks! 
 
      
 
    The only ones who could do any real melee damage to the thing were Nithroel, Kamla, and myself, and even then, only when I coated my blades in hellfire. Kamla’s spellsword class was able to do a similar thing, but she could pick and choose which spells or effects she added to her blades. With that, we were able to do enough damage to keep its attention, while Kylana, Della, and Hrozne used their magic on it. Severa and Yukiko, unfortunately, didn’t have anything to do until the boss was at about half health. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Slime Zombie 
  Level 50 Slime / Zombie 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s when it called in adds. From the hallway we just cleared, what looked like every creature from the cells we’d killed on our way here, now with a slime riding on top of their shoulders instead of the head. They moved like ‘traditional’ zombies, since these slimes weren’t exactly intelligent like Gretony was. Still, it was enough to keep those two occupied while we hurried to try and defeat the damn boss. 
 
      
 
    When the last shred of Gretony’s HP vanished, the slime screamed, “NOOO! THIS CANNOT BE! I… AM… GRETONY!” With that final cry, it dissipated into a puddle of mildly acidic goo, while the slime zombies all crumbled and were destroyed. That fight bumped me up to level 54, in addition to giving us some loot. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gretony’s Slime Core 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Material 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  Taken from a unique slime named Gretony, this slime core can be used as a material component in a number of alchemical or enchanting recipes. It also can be used to enhance an existing item. 
    
  As a Component: 
  +50% to the effect of offensive Magic or Poison effects 
    
  As a Weapon Enhancement: 
  +10 CON 
  Mana-Leech – Steal enemy MP equal to 3/4 the damage dealt. Regain MP equal to stolen amount. 
    
  As an Armor Enhancement: 
  +10 CON 
  Damage from all acids and poisons below Divine rank reduced by 90% 
    
  As an Item Enhancement: 
  +10 CON 
  Overlord – Command and control slimes (total level of Slimes controlled cannot exceed your CHA) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Slimehammer 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Warhammer 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  1 – 500 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Bludgeoning 
  
     
 
      
      	  This weapon is disturbingly made out of a large slime that barely holds its shape when wielded. What insane person would make such a thing? What insane person would WANT such a thing? 
    
  +100 STR, +100 CON, +100 DEX, - 300 CHA (min 1) 
  Deals 3x damage to slimes. Increase to 5x damage against slimes in dungeons. 
  +200 to all Stats in dungeons 
  Invulnerable – Weapon is immune to all damage, and cannot be destroyed. 
  Cursed: Binding – Once wielded, cannot equip any other weapon. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Slime Breeder’s Guide 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  This tome is the perfect gift for anyone who has ever wanted to breed an army of slimes. Or, y’know, just keep a collection of slimes that create an endless supply of booze, potions, or other such things. Whatever you want, I suppose. 
    
  +40% to Taming attempts to tame slimes. 
  Slime Knowledge – Gain knowledge of all known slime types and evolutions. 
  Force Evolution – Force a slime that meets certain prerequisites to evolve into a new form. Costs 500 MP. 60% chance of failure, resulting in slime’s destruction. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    What? Just what the hell? OK, fine, I can see someone thinking that any of this would be a good idea. The unique material was awesome, and I was keeping that for my own gear at some point. But the rest? Just no. The hammer and the guide would go to the auction house. I really didn’t want to deal with stupid crap like that. 
 
      
 
    All right, after I’d taken some time to purge thoughts of the stupid items from my head (a process requiring me to pull Severa into my lap for a quickie), and we’d all healed up after the fight, I stood, and sighed to the others. “I just hope the other bosses aren’t going to be this stupid. Sure, the fight was challenging, but a Slimehammer? Really?” Ok, so maybe I wasn’t quite as over it as I thought. 
 
      
 
    The second floor was pretty much like the first. We were greeted in the entrance hall with a war band of goblins. Thirty of the green skinned menaces. They weren’t nearly as disciplined as the undead group starting off the first floor, however, so while their ten archers and shamans were a bit of a problem, as soon as Severa and Kamla got into the back lines, they were quickly too busy to try shooting at us. Dealing with the warriors was a piece of cake once they weren’t being supported by the shamans. 
 
      
 
    As before, we fought our way through the cells, facing a random assortment of enemies in each one. The most memorable was, however, the second to last cell, where a Lust Demon and a pair of succubi were present, wearing little more than bondage gear. I stayed back through that fight, letting the others have their way with the temptresses. It really went against my gamer instincts to stay out of a fight, but there are some fights you just aren’t equipped for. And for me, dealing with beautiful temptresses would be that kind of fight. 
 
      
 
    A brief interlude with a pair of dwarves (who I quickly took my frustrations out on), and we were through the cells. Only a single door remained, this one carved out of obsidian like the last one. It was clear that we were coming to the boss room. From what we had been told, through here we should be able to find the Warden, and the Queen. The Queen was supposedly an optional fight, but if one survived it, they could gain great rewards. 
 
      
 
    After making sure we were all at full health and mana, I pushed the giant obsidian doors, and was unsurprised when they opened for me at the slightest touch. After all, dungeons were supposed to let you into the boss room when you found it. We entered the room, weapons drawn and ready, expecting a fight. What we saw was something that will probably haunt me for years. 
 
      
 
    And all I could think was, “We seriously don’t have enough fire for this shit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 83 – The Warden 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  The Warden 
  High Elf Male 
  Level 60 Bladesinger (Fighter) / Sanguinis Domini (Wizard) 
  Titles: Dark Ritualist, Blademaster, Bloody One, Human Bane, Insect Bane, Spirit Bane 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Queen Euphoria 
  Ant Spirit Queen 
  Level 75 Queen Spirit (Spirit) / Shaman 
  Titles: Queen Spirit, Broodmother, Dungeon Master 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was severely unenthused with this whole place. Sure, the poncy elf with the fancy rapier and the mithril armor was fine. Nice, standard boss fight. But everything else? Oh, HELL NO! 
 
      
 
    The whole room was like the inside of some kind of insect hive, with cocoons that clearly had human-sized ‘larvae’ in them. From what I could see, they actually WERE humans (and elves, and orcs, and others), and were in the process of turning into insects! And there had to be hundreds of the things, at least! 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t even the worst of it. On one wall, tied down with chains that looked like they could keep a rhino in place, and engraved in glowing runes, was the ugliest creature I have ever had the misfortune to meet. Picture an ant body, the size of a Buick, with a humanoid torso where the head should be, all deformed like some kind of weird insect, complete with mandibles and compound eyes. And it was clearly female, once. 
 
      
 
    I felt that I really ought to be commended for keeping my breakfast down as I turned to look at the poncy elf. He was dressed in fine clothes, like a nobleman of some sort, and wore a mithril breastplate over a suit of mithril chain. In one hand he held a wicked-looking rapier that seemed to glow with power. “WHAT IN THE NAME OF ALL THE GODS HAPPENED HERE?” I may have been a bit put out by the whole thing. A bit. 
 
      
 
    The Warden sighed, and then sneered as he spoke in a condescending voice. “What do you think, incubus? There was a lovely tea party, you missed the first part, but you’re still in time for cake.” He paused for a moment, and then said, “The Invae came, their swarms a precursor of the Terrors. They do not come from this plane, but require hosts to consume and take over. What you see around you is all that remains of a mighty kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    “It started with a weakling mage, a foolish apprentice who sought shortcuts to power. He summoned the first of these creatures into the body of a rival, and was consumed himself in time. They preyed upon the poor and the homeless, those who wouldn’t be missed as they built their numbers. And finally, they attacked the palace directly.” 
 
      
 
    “With blades and fire we cleansed all that we could, but in the fighting, the Queen was taken. What was left of the Royal Guard and I tracked the fiends to a cavern on the edge of the kingdom, near the White Rock. We fought with all our might, but one by one we fell, no matter how many we killed. And that was when we found what they had done to our Queen. With no hope of rescuing her, and no hope of victory, it was decided that we should trap these Invae here, so that they could never harm the outside world again.” 
 
      
 
    “With the lifesblood of my comrades, I made the cavern into a dungeon, and bound both the Queen and myself to it, so that she would never be able to escape the dungeon, even if freed, and I would be able to guard against her escape, for all time.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, as though accepting the facts, and then pointed with my katana at the cocoons. “And what of this?” 
 
      
 
    The Warden had the good grace to at least look ashamed as he said, “Alas, my plans were flawed, for I did not know that binding the Queen to the dungeon would allow her to influence its design. Any creature of the outside who falls in battle here is not slain outright, but consumed to become another of her soldiers. And yet, the blood spilled strengthens the seals upon her, and locks her soldiers in timeless slumber.” 
 
      
 
    “And why haven’t you just killed the bitch while she’s locked up, or at least destroyed these soldiers in their sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “Another flaw in my plan. I am bound to the dungeon, as she is. I cannot strike her down. And the spell of timelessness only works while the soldiers remain unharmed. Should one be attacked, they all will rise, to the doom of all!” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ant Spirit Larvae 
  Level 20 Spirit / Warrior 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I checked out the nearest cocoons. They were all the same, low-level creatures. In other words, no match for them individually, but all of them at once… that’d be difficult. Still, they could deal with that after the Warden was taken care of. Looking back to him, I said, “And I guess that, being bound to the dungeon, you’re not going to simply let us pass, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Alas, I cannot. But defeat me, and the exit shall open for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” And with no further words, I lept at the elf, blades already in motion. He was stronger than I was faster than I was, but not by much. However, eating the rabbit’s egg had given me a huge boost in Strength, allowing me to push through and overpower his parries, even though my blades were ill suited to such a fighting style. This meant I could give as good as I got, even though he was a slightly higher level than I was. When the rest of our group joined in, there was no hope for him. Severa got the killing blow, her war fan actually managing to cut the Warden’s head off! 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Guardian’s Helm of Despair 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Hat 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  This helmet is made from High Steel. This particular design has not seen common use since before the Scourge. Lore says that it fell out of favor when the Kingdom of Ankhular fell into ruin in the wake of the discovery of the Invae. Few copies of this style helmet remain today, though other designs carrying similar benefits are more common. 
  Requires: Level 60 
  Requires: Fighter class 
    
  +100 Defense 
  +30 CON, +20 DEX, +20 STR 
  Aura of Despair – Passive effect. When in defense of one the wearer is sworn to protect, Aura of Despair activates, spreading despair and hopelessness amongst enemies who have less WIS than the wearer’s CON. Counters Rage, Courage effects. Fear effects 3x as effective against affected creatures. Affected creatures move and attack 20% slower, and deal 20% less damage. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vengeance, Rapier of Lost Hope 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Sword (Rapier) 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Artifact 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  140 – 200 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Piercing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This legendary weapon was created from a dragon’s fang, and was crafted in such a way that some of the dragon’s power remains within the blade. It was heavily enchanted after its forging by the master runesmiths of the Kingdom of Ankhular, turning the weapon into a powerful tool in the fight against the kingdom’s enemies. For eight hundred years, this blade was given to the Captain of the Royal Guards, passed down as a symbol of the office, and a sign of the King’s trust. The sword was lost during the Invae Incursion that toppled the Kingdom. 
  Requires: Level 60 
  Requires: Fighter class 
  Requires: Must have a sworn liege, or be the Thrall or Slave of creature at least level 70, or with higher CHA than wielder. 
    
  +1000 Attack 
  +50 DEX 
  +50% Attack speed 
  Vengeance – Passive. Add 50% of damage taken in the last 10 seconds to your attacks. 
  Lost Hope – When all hope seems lost, sometimes miracles happen. When brought under 25% of your HP while defending your sworn liege or master, you may cast a Greater Miracle by calling upon the power of your chosen deity. You are also healed to full health. Cooldown: 1 month. 
  Spirit Bane – After so long in the care of its last wielder, the blade has become attuned to damaging spirits. +50% damage dealt to spirits (stacks with Vengeance). 
  Enchanted: Sanguis Vitam – When you slay a sentient creature with this blade, gain +1000% to the next ritual or spell cast requiring blood or sacrifice within the next 24 hours. (Multiple killings do not stack.) 
  Cursed: Fealty – You cannot resist spells cast by your sworn liege or master. This weapon cannot be unequipped until your death, or your liege releases you from service. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Holy Sanguinarian’s Mithril Breastplate 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Chest 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  This mithril breastplate with an undershirt of mithril rings is a powerful defense for those who value the power of blood. The power of blood magic or sacrificial rituals is increased while you wear this armor. It also protects you from many unsavory effects. 
  Requires: Level 60 
  Requires: Good Alignment 
    
  +400 Defense 
  +50 CON 
  Immunity – Immune to Fear, Poison, Disease, and Death Effects 
  Bloodforged – Forged and quenched with blood, this armor increases the power of all blood magic or sacrificial rituals by 200%. 
  +50% to all resistances. 
  Enchanted: Heavy Fortification – 75% chance to negate bonus damage from Sneak Attacks and Critical Hits. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dungeon Builder’s Guidebook 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Legendary 
  
     
 
      
      	  This guide allows the user to channel the magic of the Gods, creating a Dungeon. They have administrator privileges over this dungeon, and can either take an active hand in its growth, or allow it to grow according to its own devices. Dungeons may not be placed within 10 miles of an existing dungeon. Creating a dungeon requires a suitable vessel to be the dungeon core. If no suitable vessel is present, then one may be created if sufficient MP is spent. 
    
  Cost to create dungeon: 25000 MP 
  Cost to create core: 50000 MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finally, some quality loot! Sure, most of it wasn’t stuff my group could use, but it would go nicely in the guild vault, in case any of my guildies were able to use it. The Dungeon Builder’s Guidebook, though, was far more valuable. Thankfully, it wasn’t a one-shot item. But I wasn’t going to just jump into creating a dungeon, at least not until I knew I wasn’t going to get trapped in it, like the Warden was. Also, even if I had a core, that MP cost was five times my max MP. Guess that’s where the sacrifices came in. Used that to substitute for the missing MP. And since they were in hot pursuit, that meant they probably didn’t have a core. Just how many people died to make this dungeon happen? 
 
      
 
    When the warden fell, a big obsidian door appeared on the far side of the chamber, clearly showing us the way out. Most groups would go ahead and take the offered exit. After all, the horde of ants was too much for most groups, and the Queen was much higher level than we were. I didn’t have a nuke, but I wasn’t content to just turn my back on this and leave. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the rest of the group, I could see they would be all too happy to join in some pleasant burning the shit out of everything. I shifted into my Drake form. “Della, I want an ice wall, with you and Hrozne up there. You focus on heals, and Hrozne, blast the shit out of things. Yukiko, Severa, Kamla, stay on the ground, and bash anything that gets through the initial layers. Nithroel, aerial support. Heal if you have to, beat the hell out of things if it looks like they are breaking through. Move where you’re needed. Kylana, I want walls of fire and hellfire, battlefield control, so we limit the number the people on the ground face at once. And I’ll fly around torching everything. Clear?” Everyone nodded. 
 
      
 
    Once we were set up, I kicked off the party, flying over the cocoons and breathing hellfire down upon them. The moment I started breathing on them, the cocoons nearest the blaze started cracking, as ant spirit soldiers began emerging. ‘Hatching’ boosted them to level 25, but that was not going to be enough. Like most insects, fire was not their friend. Kylana did her part, keeping them blocked off into groups of 50-100. 
 
      
 
    Some braved the fires (or were pushed through by their comrades) and were met with the weapons of Nithroel and those on the ground. But they were coming through in small groups, no more than four or five at a time, all injured by the flames (though Kylana’s conjured flames did not burn as fiercely as those of a flame sorceress or an elementalist). Easily managed by the girls. 
 
      
 
    I helped ease the pressure by targeting those closest to the flame walls, keeping them from organizing a solid push through the walls. The ants, leaderless and unable to use their favored tactic of swarming and overwhelming a group through sheer numbers, were soon brought down into smaller and smaller groups, now huddling against the back wall of the chamber, even as the chitinous cocoons burned around them. 
 
      
 
    Finally, it was done. The last of the vile swarm fell, burning with hellfire and pierced by Severa and Kamla’s arrows. But a sound told us that we were not yet finished. 
 
      
 
    With a screeching roar of rage, the Queen pulled against her chains, and they, being weakened by the deaths of the dungeon’s guardians, shattered, and fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “Well, shit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 84 – Firewatch 
 
    SCREEEEEEEEEEEEE! 
 
      
 
    OK, evil possessed whatever the fuck the queen is sounds pretty angry that we just torched… well, everything. Too bad I’m not in a mood to care about her feelings just yet. 
 
      
 
    “Yukiko, Nithroel, Kamla, and I will hold the bitch’s attention! The rest of you, this is no different from any other large boss fight we’ve been in. KILL THE BITCH!” 
 
      
 
    And then it was too late for more, as the Queen, moving faster than I would have expected her to given her size, was upon us. Yukiko and Kamla attacked the creature’s legs, while Nithroel used the mobility of her wings to attack the creature’s torso from above. Severa darted in, slashing at the creature, always moving to avoid counters. Della healed us whenever someone was hit too hard, and Hrozne laid on some impressive debuffs which weakened the Queen. 
 
      
 
    Kylana surprised me. For the first time, I saw what a Transmuter can do when they focus their attentions on the enemy’s body. The Queen’s exoskeleton would turn soft or brittle in some areas, or perhaps her joints would lock at an inopportune time. And she laid buffs on all our fighters, as well, making them grow in size and strength, so that they were hitting the Queen harder and faster than before. 
 
      
 
    And then there was me. Still in my drake form, Kylana placed that buff on me, and suddenly I was almost as large as the Queen herself. Roaring a challenge, I charged in, and my clawed hands grabbed the Queen’s two hands, crushing them in my grip. She made that screeching sound again, and attempted to cast a spell, but I breathed hellfire in her face, burning her terribly. 
 
      
 
    There’s a reason why overly large bosses aren’t used that much in VRMMOs. Sure, in the old school MMOs, it seemed like every boss was at least twice the size of the players, if not more. But when you’re playing on a computer screen, and all the characters are grouped up, then you needed a big target to prevent constantly losing track of the enemy in the scrum. But in VR, where everyone is controlling their own characters directly, that just makes your boss a bigger target, with bigger weak spots for rogues and other precision damage types to take advantage of. 
 
      
 
    In the old days, a boss fight would have all the melee types scrummed up against the boss, while ranged types hung back, never moving as they cycled through the ‘correct’ sequence of hotkey attacks, and so on. A boss fight was basically a 10-minute solid grind, maybe up to a whole hour if it was a particularly nasty raid. It was long, and frankly a bit boring unless you were really into that kind of thing. 
 
      
 
    In the VR era, however, boss fights were fast, brutal, and unpredictable. Most, regardless of level, were over within 5 minutes. A couple of our really nasty boss fights took almost 30 minutes, but they were ones we didn’t have any advantages over. Rule of thumb was that if your fight lasted more than 10 minutes and you hadn’t gotten the boss under half, you should run, because you were all going to wipe. That’s because bosses that were the same size as you found it easier to attack YOUR weaknesses. 
 
      
 
    The fight with the Queen lasted 20 minutes, once I locked down her arms and kept her from casting spells. We discovered quickly that spirits, like some other types of creatures, didn’t have weak points to crit on, so we had to grind down her HP the hard way. But the buffs and debuffs made it so we could grind through, and I kept the Queen from unleashing her powerful attacks. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t my preferred choice of tactics, but if playing kaiju works, it works. And in the end, hellfire and enchanted steel brought down the ugliest ant I’ve ever seen. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For defeating a Queen Spirit, you have gained the following Perk: 
    
  Firewatch 
  Originally an order of Knights Errant from the kingdom of Ares Mac’ro Tek, on the command of their king, Damian Knight, the Order of the Firewatch was formed to combat the original Invae threats, before the Scourge. As the Invae threat spread, the Order took in all who had the will to fight, no matter their race or their crimes. If you were willing to stand between the Invae and the innocents they took as hosts, then they would see you trained to kill as many as you could before death claimed you. 
  +10% damage to Invae (after all other effects) 
  -10% damage received from Invae (after all other effects) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So, a perk and a loredump, huh? Interesting that there was once an order of knights hunting creatures like that. But the loredump hinted that it came with a rather short life expectancy. That was probably a given, since the damn things were really tough to put down unless you had fire on your side. Well, you could probably find weapons that were enchanted specifically against Invae, but those would be rare as hell, in this time, if any still survived. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Grimoire of the Ant 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Not a tool for the faint of heart. This tome contains the secrets of summoning the Invae, specifically the breed that appears in our world as Ant-like creatures. To walk this path is a sure road to madness and self-destruction, but there are always those who will take up the mantle of an Ant Summoner, whether out of desperation or spite. Reading this grimoire conveys power and madness. Be warned. 
    
  Upon reading: 
  +1000 INT, -1000 WIS, CHA set to 1 
  Lose current subclass (if any), and replace it with Ant Shaman. 
  +10000 Infamy 
  Your body counts as a prepared vessel for a summoned Ant Spirit. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Insectile Cleaver 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Greataxe 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Artifact 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  140 – 400 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This deadly double-bladed axe was made from the mandibles of a Queen Ant Spirit, infused with magic, and inlaid with Mithril, bound to an Adamantine haft. It can only be wielded by one who has faced the Invae in combat, for above all it hungers for the essence of the Invae. 
  Requires: 100 STR 
  Requires: Must have faced the Invae (any species) in combat before. 
    
  +100 STR, +100 CON, +100 DEX 
  +200 to all stats when facing Invae 
  3x damage against Invae 
  Insect-calling – All Invae and insect-type monsters or magical beasts within 20 miles are drawn to your location. 
  Insect Foe – All Invae and insect-type monsters or magical beasts attack you on sight. 
  Invae Fury – Go into a rage, further increasing all stats by 100% for 10 minutes when facing Invae, but taking -50% to Defense. After duration, suffer Exhaustion and -25% to all stats for 1 hour. Can be used 3/day. 
  Cursed: Deathbound – Once wielded, this weapon cannot be discarded, sold, or traded while the wielder lives. When equipped, it cannot be unequipped until it is used to strike the killing blow on an Invae. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Signet of Ares 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Ring 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  This ring was worn by the last King of Ares Mac’ro Tek, Damian Knight, and was his personal signet ring, and sign of his power. Though it contains little of its former glory, one might yet find someone who knows a use for it. 
    
  +20 INT, +20 WIS, +20 CHA, +20 Luck 
  Quest Item 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Soulbound Codex 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Book 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique Artifact 
  
     
 
      
      	  This curious book appears to be undamaged, if rather old, and its pages are completely blank. The book is clearly magical, and cannot be damaged by normal means. Beyond that, its purpose is unknown. 
    
  Quest Item 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Sekrety Bessmertiya 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Book 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique Artifact 
  
     
 
      
      	  This book, though written in a foreign tongue, appears to contain what the writer believes is the secrets of immortality. How much of this is truth or lies is uncertain. This item’s true powers cannot be revealed by less than Divine rank skills until they are discovered by its owner. The only clue to its true contents is a smudged name on the inside cover, ‘—sputin’. 
  Requires: 200 INT 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, shit. Some of those were pretty badass. And the quest items were definitely a good bonus. Problem was, I needed to find the quest they went to! But the Grimoire of the Ant? Oh, HELL no! That thing was going to be locked away somewhere nice and safe, where I won’t ever have to hear or think about it again. I was NOT going to have those creepy fuckers around my people. 
 
      
 
    What injuries we’d taken during the fight were minimal. Though I am sure Yukiko and Nithroel did not enjoy being kicked in the face by the thrashing Queen, it didn’t have the same impact as her full attack or if she had started using spells. Sure, my DPS was crap for this fight, but locking down the enemy allowed us to kill her with only minor injuries, easily healed. So it wasn’t long before we were ready to go, having only rested for a bit to recover our MP some. 
 
      
 
    Walking through the door that had opened for us, we found ourselves on a set of stairs, spiraling upwards. Exactly one hundred steps, no more, no less, found us upon a landing made of stone, in a chamber that just barely held all of us. A door made of obsidian sat before us, and, like all the others, it opened at our touch. There was a bright light, and then we were back outside the dungeon, exactly where we had entered it. 
 
      
 
    The guard outside the entrance of the dungeon nodded to us. Of course, the guard wasn’t there to keep anyone out, but more to just let anyone who overestimated their abilities have a second thought before throwing their lives away, and keep the unwary from entering by accident. He promised that he would send word to the Princess that we’d conquered the dungeon, and come through intact. 
 
      
 
    As we rode away from Black Rock Hold, we talked about what we had found in the dungeon. Specifically, about this ‘Firewatch’ perk, and what these quest items might lead to. 
 
      
 
    Nithroel shook her head, and said, “I am not familiar with this order of knights, nor of the kingdom mentioned. If it was from a time before the Scourge, then only a few places may still have memory of them. I would suggest exploring the Royal Library back in Wyrmwood, or seeking access to the legendary archives of the Dwarves. Otherwise, you’re looking at trying to find undiscovered thaigs that may or may not have been broken open and filled with Terrors and Terror-spawn.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I considered that. “Well, getting access to the royal libraries shouldn’t be too big a hassle, since I’m a knight of the realm, and the Princesses are fans. Probably would be something I’d have to do myself, though, not sending someone to research for me.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see if the Dwarves have anything in their archives, first. The Hardbottle Clan is apparently some kind of big shots, so we may have an ‘in’ there, once we complete the quest by bringing Brylres the heads of her former team. This is something to think about over the long term. For now, we have a long road ahead of us. There will be plenty of time for wondering as we’re wandering later.”  
 
      
 
    With a laugh, we set off, heading away from the Tribeslands that had given us so many interesting adventures, and more than a couple unanswered questions, and looking towards the distant mountains, where the dwarven kingdoms awaited us. 
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