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CHAPTER ONE


I took the goblin’s swing on my shield and delivered a quick stab with Intemperance. Flames wreathed the blade and I felt a pulsing hint of madness from it as the goblin screeched before falling back dead.

I took a moment to look around for the others. What had been a quiet walk through the woods had suddenly turned into madness. Goblins were around three feet high, greenish, liked to ambush—and they were unpleasantly good at that last bit. Well, to be fair they were good at the ‘being short and green thing’ too. Individually weak, they became dangerous as a swarm.

Ashley had four on her, two looked to be in heavy hides with one wielding a two-handed sword and the other a sword and shield. The other two were less armored and carried bows. I quickly checked their stats.

 

Goblin Brute



Level 5: Type: Goblinoid HP: 100/100



Goblin Brutes are the strong and brutish with a tendency to charge right at their foes.



 

Goblin Ranger



Level 5: Type: Goblinoid HP: 50/50



Goblin Rangers are stealthy and usually prefer to attack foes from afar with bows.



 

There were two of each and I swiveled around to see what Walt was up against. Three brutes for him and another carrying a feathered staff.

 

Goblin Shaman



Level 6: Type: Goblinoid HP: 65/65



Goblin Shaman are both healers and offensive spell casters with a wide array of nature oriented magic at their disposal.



 

Well, that settled that. Ashley would have to hold her own, taking out the healer was always a priority in a large engagement like this. I channeled a smite spell and felt a euphoric rush as the power coursed through me and a pillar of flame surrounded the shaman.

To my unhappy surprise he seemed quite unfazed as the flames faded, although I noticed a shimmer in the air surrounding him. Magic. Right. Magic was a jerk.

 

Curse of Lethargy



 

My movements felt a good bit slower and I saw the shaman looking at me in satisfaction. Oh, this was so not done. I began to charge at him, a decidedly slow-motion charge to be sure, but I figured that I would get there eventually.

 

In Plain Sight



 

Backstab



 

Ashley, engaged in her more one-sided fight, blinked into stealth and then emerged with her daggers having decapitated one of the rangers from behind.

 

Planar Disruption



 

That was Walt who gestured and caused a sphere of warped-looking space to appear in his hand, flinging it towards the shaman. One of the brutes raised his shield and blocked the spell, or at least he tried. Twisted space¿ which made me nauseous to simply look at, surrounded the brute and with a wet squelching sound he was torn apart.

Still in slow motion I approached the shaman, who raised his staff defensively. I slammed Intemperance down on it and there was only a brief moment of resistance before the staff shattered into splinters. A blast of magical force knocked me backwards and I sprawled into a pile of leaves—which Intemperance instantly set alight.

The Shaman was knocked backwards as well and we stared across at each other. Smart for a goblin, he moved to make his escape and I worked myself back upright. The burning leaves were already creating a fearsome cloud of smoke and I didn’t even see the goblin charging me until his sword bit into my side. I brought Intemperance down on the brute’s shield as it landed another strike in my side.

I was only down by about 40 HP, which at my current level was barely anything, still I was getting beaten in swordplay by a lower-level goblin. With renewed focused I lashed out with Intemperance and felt my Double Attack kick in. With blinding speed my sword delivered two blows that slipped past the shield. With a scent of burning meat another goblin was down.

Ashley was surrounded by three corpses, Walt had killed another and we looked to be alone. The rest of the goblins had fled.

A notification came up. I’d hit a level. Really? Killing a king hadn’t pushed me over, but this little goblin encounter did. Levels were strange.

 

Congratulations!



You have reached level 8



You have one stat point to assign. As a Paladin of Yvera you have gained a further 15% skill to Persuasion. As the Chosen of Yvera you have further gained 1 point of Charisma. Due to your attunement you have an increased presence in the physical world and have gained 1 point in both Power and Endurance. You have further gained the abilities…



 

Zealous Blow: You can now land a melee attack fueled by divine fury. As a Paladin of Yvera this attack will be especially devastating in fights you feel very passionately about.



 

Fueling the Flame: In addition to previously granted benefits fueling the flame will now help you to more quickly recovery from disease and curses.



 

Holy Object: You can bless an object to contain any spell that you can cast to be released later. At this level you can only manage one object and one spell at a time.



 

There wasn’t anything too earth-shaking this level, but I was pleased to see the Zealous Blow. Currently the only offensive spell I had was ranged and while I appreciated the options that gave me, it was nice to have one when I was up close and personal.

I added a point this level to awareness. I wasn’t using bows or dodging blows, so dexterity seemed something of a reliable dump stat for me. And while I didn’t need to be high in Awareness a little more alertness in combat might do me good.

 

Name: Liam Ottani



Class: Paladin of Yvera



Deity: Yvera



Titles: Chosen of Yvera, King of Genea



Level: 8



HP: 160/340



Stamina: 140/140



Mana: 70/70



XP: 275 of 1000 to next level



Alignment: -1000



Stats



Power: 14 (+6) Endurance: 14 Dexterity: 2



Intelligence: 7 Awareness: 4



Charisma: 12 Luck: 6



Skills



Long Blades: 80



Blunt Weapons: 16



Hand to Hand: 11



Mounted Combat: 15



Light Armor: 15



Medium Armor: 22



Heavy Armor: 17



Persuasion: 30



Seduction: 33



Meditation: 4



Barter: 15



Shield Use: 9



Arson: 5



Double Attack: 2



Blademaster: 1



Spells



Smite



Sense Virtue



Lay on Hands (2 uses per 4 hours)



Bless Water



Bless



Divine Steed



Divine Power



Zealous Blow



Holy Object



Innates



Blessed Nature



Fire Resistance: 50%



Sense Alignment



Fire Within



Fueling the Flame



Aura of Destruction



 

It had been a week since I took the throne and this wasn’t our first encounter. The local countryside was swarming with monsters. They were a bit below our level, so we weren’t rolling in experience, but at least they helped to trickle points into our skills and even those small amounts of XP added up.

I snapped out of my menus and found Walt and Ashley madly pelting me with dirt. The leaf fire had become a large blaze and I was standing in the middle of it. Even with my fire resistance it was peeling off my HP. I hastily stepped clear and helped them put out the flames. It really was past time that I invested that point in Awareness, this was just silly.

“You with us now?” Ashley asked.

“Yeah. I just…”

“We know what you were doing. You were checking your sheet while standing in the middle of a fire,” Walt said. “That was foolish even for you.”

“Could have burned the loot,” Ashley said unhappily as she went off to raid the corpses.

I doubted that she would find much, maybe just trash gear good for a few coins. We’d done quite a few patrols, cutting down the monster presence near the castle, and it hadn’t taken us long to find a nearby village—where we were headed today. When Ashley finished picking the bodies clean we continued on our way.

Sarville was mostly farmers, although there was an unusually large inn and crafting hall. The village was a place of thatched roofs and simple architecture that in other times might have seemed almost idyllic.

These were not idyllic times. When I’d taken Elsora as consort, the curse stopped trying to take over the castle—in a way it had succeeded anyway—and now the mists that once filled those halls had risen into the sky. We’d been living in almost perpetual darkness. Already the villager’s crops were dying and while we were working to make the people safer, the darkness was another problem we faced.

“Majesty,” Bol said, as we made our way into the village commons and Ashley began to unload scavenged equipment from her bags into a pile. We were hoping with the reopening of the castle a merchant would arrive, but none had yet. We weren’t giving the village everything we took, but figured we owed them plenty for pretty much destroying their lives. Taxation should go the other way, but we hadn’t got there yet.

“We took out some more goblins,” I said.

“Did you find a way to bring the sun back?” Wil asked.

All of the villagers had three letter names. I’d yet to figure out if it was local culture or something the game did for mysterious reasons of its own. It was a pain to keep track of anyone. The only villager I could really remember so far was Kat, but that was because I flirted with her regularly at the inn.

“Not yet, Ben,” I said, and delivered my best reassuring smile.

“Wil,” Wil said with a glower.

“Well, of course I will,” I said, and caught Ashley rolling her eyes at me.

“My name is Wil,” he said, with the long-suffering patience of someone who had been through this conversation several times.

“Right, Wil.”

My Charisma must have kicked in, because he looked mollified.

“Crops are almost gone,” Bol said. “We don’t get the sun back, we won’t eat.”

“We’re working on solutions,” I said, glancing hopefully towards Walt.

“Artificial sunlight is proving impractical with our mana reserves,” Walt said. “But fungus farming is looking quite promising.”

The villagers looked about as thrilled at the thought of farming fungus as I was at the thought of having to eat any more of it.

A few handshakes and more assurances that things would get better, and I started us back towards the castle. After I took the throne we’d decided that, before heading off elsewhere else, we needed to thin the monsters nearby first and try to stabilize the local situation. So far, it was only the killing of monsters that was going well.

It wasn’t a long trek until the castle came into view.

Castle Sardonis was more a ruin than any castle these days, undead soldiers manning the walls and servants equally as life-deprived scurrying about the halls. The perpetual darkness was less of an issue here. Illumination wasn’t really a problem when the state religion worshipped a Goddess of Fire and braziers, torches and anything else that could be set alight filled the air with a constant, ruddy glow.

I know it sounds like every evil lair ever, but what is a guy to do when his alignment has hit bottom? At least the undead army wore cheerful masks (a habit that despite my best efforts they refused to abandon). To date, my impression of being King was that it at least beat being thrown naked into the dungeon. Nobody would ever accuse me of not being a social climber.
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CHAPTER TWO


Being a King did have its advantages and a nice bed was one of them. I had to figure out what the thing was padded with, but whatever it was, I think I slept better here than I ever did back in the physical world.

There was a stirring beside me and I caught a glimpse of blonde hair and a bare thigh exposed by the falling sheets. That would be Elsora. I hadn’t quite figured out if the curse that created her truly required her to become the consort of the King, or if she was feigning that particular detail in the quest for power. I probably should resolve such questions before winding up in bed with girls.

“Morning,” Elsora said, sounding incredibly cheerful. She always did in the mornings, it was a terrible trait.

It might have been. It was impossible to tell. The slanted windows facing the courtyard showed only the deep darkness of eternal night.

“You sure about that?”

“I’m quite punctual,” Elsora said with yet more brightness. Just how did a powerful evil curse get such a sunny disposition?

“Is part of that coming from being created to be the perfect, corrupting Queen?”

Elsora leaned over to brush her lips to mine, a lingering sort of contact as she moved to curl up against me. She was a petite woman, pretty and looked to be about a decade older than me. Age was a bit of lie, a manifestation of the curse that struck the castle. She’d been here for centuries.

“People will allow you to get away with the most dreadful things so long as you are timely and cheerful,” Elsora said.

“I wonder if taking away the sun hurts or helps my reign then, if everyone is as confused about the time as I am?” I said with a chuckle, returning the kiss.

Elsora played her lips against mine for several long moments before she pulled away. Her tone stayed sunny. “It hurts you and it helps you. People aren’t happy about it, but you can’t say it doesn’t make an impression.”

“Isn’t that rather bad planning? How does a perfect Queen destroy the kingdom she is there to protect?”

Elsora sat up in bed, the sheets dropping around her waist. I found myself quite distracted.

“It’s not the whole kingdom, although that is worth considering. It wasn’t expected, I was crafted to tempt and corrupt Leosi, and you are a very different man,” Elsora said.

I felt my muscles tense and not in the good sort of way. It was a comparison that got made a lot. Leosi the great conqueror, Leosi the hero, Leosi the King who didn’t blot out the sun. Elsora had loved him, and he’d loved her. For all that, he’d never given in to that love, because that would have opened himself to the evil she represented. She didn’t love me in that way, but we had an intimacy they never shared.

Elsora kissed me hungrily. I know what it was—she’d gone a bit too far and was correcting course by distracting me. I’m not a complete idiot, I can usually tell when I’m being played. It doesn’t mean I put a stop to it, although life would probably be less complicated if I did.

A pleasant half hour passed without another mention of Leosi, then she was standing before the mirror and I was helping her into a dress. It had become something of a ritual, helping each other get dressed, and although I found it funny her finery was even more of a struggle than my armor.

“What do we have on the agenda for today?” I asked, as she sucked in a breath and I struggled to get a fastener bound.

“I’m continuing to play diplomat through the scrying network,” Elsora said. The castle had once been connected via magical crystals to several other major positions of power. Although most seemed to have gone silent, we found some who answered.

“How did you ever get in and out of these dresses before I came along?”

“Largely I didn’t. I don’t have to eat, I don’t sweat. Leosi certainly wasn’t tearing them off me despite my best efforts,” Elsora said with a laugh. “The closest I came was spending a week naked once in an effort to get that man’s attention.”

Right. And I thought she and I had a strange relationship. Moving on.

“Anything coming of the negotiations?”

“We have a shipment inbound from the merchant houses of Theys,” Elsora said. “Progress is slower elsewhere. The castle was a center of the light and you are a total unknown. Until we start making some noise, nobody really has a reason to care about us.”

“Aren’t there all kinds of dark prophecies tied to the castle? I mean, we aren’t exactly bringing suffering to the masses, but surely we’re making a start.” My fingers fumbled with another tiny hook.

Elsora glanced back at me and I saw a smile tugging at one corner of her lips. “You are bedding the curse that destroyed one of the great centers of good in the land. You have raised an army of the undead and butchered the latest incarnation of one of the eternal heroes, and call spiders your closest of allies. Since coming to power you have bathed the land in a cloying darkness lit only by the flames of your fire Goddess. It is a promising start, I can sell that. I am trying to sell that and your reputation. We’ll get there.”

That was a chilling sort of thought and I went still—until she cleared her throat. Right. I resumed the buttoning and was nearing the top. Elsora really did cut an elegant figure, pale skin contrasting with the blacks and greens of her dress in a striking manner.

“So what do we do?” I asked.

Elsora smiled again. She liked being asked that, she liked me feeling afraid and coming to her for advice. That made me wary, but unfortunately couldn’t see any way around it. I didn’t think she was wrong and she seemed the best source for guidance. Had Maria stuck around I might have asked her. She was at least a Queen, but I hadn’t seen her since the death of her father—when she left to find and kill her mother. I finished the last of the fasteners and stepped back.

“I do what I am doing,” Elsora said, as she tossed her hair and studied herself in the mirror. “Let’s get you into your armor. I find every neutral power that will talk to us and prepare to host those more aligned with our cause. We spin everything you do to grow your reputation as well as that of Yvera.”

I splayed my limbs and she began to fix the heavy pieces into place on my arms and legs. Elsora was deceptively strong for her size. I figured that was her demonic origins coming into play.

“Fine then, what do I do?” I asked. “Making certain that things were stable around the castle and growing a bit stronger seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“It was,” Elsora said, attaching my greaves. “You needed to show who was in charge and that you and your companions had all been through an ordeal. But we’re not going to forge an empire out of the natural resources, people, or talent that we have, given we are short on all of these things. Do you trust me?”

I hadn’t expected that degree of frankness, it seemed to warrant some in return.

“Can I? Truly? You aren’t shy in your manipulations.”

“Dangerous thing to say when I’m coming to your codpiece,” Elsora said with a trace of wry humor. “I’m manipulating you, Liam. I’m meant to be Queen and I’m doing what I think is most likely to make that happen. If you get used to me in your bed and ruling from a throne, it will seem natural.”

The codpiece got attached with a bit more force than was necessary and I winced.

“Usually,” I said. “But is that the sort of thing you should really say?”

“Liam, you are quickly going to find out that when you have something others desire, everyone manipulates you. Your friends, your lovers, your enemies,” Elsora said, starting to lecture me. “At best it is two-sided. It is in this case. You need me. You need someone smart, focused, and ambitious working on behalf of the kingdom. Our interests align.”

“That seems a cynical way of looking at the world.”

“Evil,” Elsora said, with a laugh and she brushed a kiss against my jaw. “You want selfless sacrifice, you are playing for the wrong team.”

I had to admit that she was making a lot of sense. She pretty much always made a lot of sense, even when she was talking over my head. I had utterly no interest in getting married and wasn’t planning on it. That hope of hers was a total falsehood. I didn’t say a word, so I guess I was manipulating her, too. I couldn’t help feeling a bit of a jerk about it, but I truly did need her.

“So now that I’ve taken a week to recover, level up, and determine that our interests are aligned…” I said.

“You can move on,” Elsora said. “You know we are surrounded by threats on all sides. Ashley has been pushing you non-stop to go after them. Make some noise.”

“I didn’t know you paid that much attention to Ashley and Walt.” Largely, she seemed to ignore my companions.

“Of course I pay attention to them, they influence you,” Elsora said, as she fiddled with the last strap of my armor, “Ashley is too aggressive and is ruled by her heart, Walt is too timid and is ruled by his head.”

That summary pretty well fitted with my experiences, she really was paying attention. I studied her—I really studied her—and I still couldn’t make up my mind. We were surrounded by threats—spawn campers, as Ashley called them—but to go after them meant someone else ruling in this castle.

Elsora caught me staring and she gave me another one of her tiny and yet surprisingly brilliant smiles. “You are too weighed down by your thoughts.”

“I am,” I confessed. “But I think I just figured out whether or not I can trust you.”

“A subject you won’t let go,” Elsora said, interest in her astonishing, sea green eyes. “Tell me what you’ve decided.”

“I think that I’ve been asking the wrong sort of questions.”

“Then what would be the right ones?”

“You’re lonely, aren’t you? You would have to be, after so long with Leosi and his stubbornness.”

“If you say that you now trust me, because you feel sorry for me, I shall be most cross and start to lecture. And if you in any way try to cast me as a weak figure deserving of your pity, I swear to you that I shall make you regret it.” Elsora spoke brightly, but with a dangerous look in her eyes.

“I’m not that dumb,” I said. “But it’s just… I sometimes try to simplify situations and shouldn’t. We’re allowed to be complicated.”

“I prefer it, in fact,” Elsora said. “Good and evil can be simple, pious cruelty on the one hand and mindless destruction on the other. The more nuanced reflections of each are far more intriguing.”

The conversation was soon to matter far more. A slow pounding shook the door.
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CHAPTER THREE


When you need urgent messages delivered you really shouldn’t rely upon the undead. While some of our zombies were of the rapid, leap and tear your face off before you can blink variety, they seemed to have exclusively come from former guards. For whatever reason, the castle staff were the slow and shambling sort.

When I opened the chamber door the figure outside was one such creature, grey flesh and a head tilted at an awkward angle, wearing a unicorn mask. I hated the masks. They’d worn them in the battle to take the castle to help distinguish them from the enemy. When our side proved victorious they seemed to have become something of a uniform.

I think his name was Renalto, although to be honest I was still having a problem with most of the staff names. The only member of the undead I could talk with was the old castle steward Wimbley, who seemed to have somehow kept his ability of human speech. The rest just growled, flailed, and rattled their bones. Elsora spoke their language, of course. Elsora was fluent in several languages and always knew everyone’s name.

Whatever Renalto was saying pissed Elsora off, judging by the way her spine stiffened and her eyes narrowed. She replied, “Get Ashley and Walt as well and have them meet us in the war room.”

Renalto gurgled some more as Elsora gave her and me a once-over, making sure we were suitable for the public. She said, “That was very thoughtful of him. They are already on their way, Wimbley called for them. I don’t like that man issuing orders.”

“He was the Castle Steward in life, and leader of those who fled below. Wimbley is a smart guy,” I said. I found Wimbley a reassuring presence, I couldn’t fault him for his loyalty to Maria and appreciated him not killing us when he’d once captured us.

Renato stumbled off and Elsora stormed off down the hall leaving me following in her wake. “He loathes me, and he is only supporting you because he thinks he can hook you up with the Sardonis brat. He is a loyalist through and through. That will come back to bite you, if you let it.”

That perhaps had some truth to it. When we aimed to take the castle the undead had more chosen to follow Maria than me and I did sometimes get the impression that they were all secretly hoping for her to come back and set everything right. This also seemed a thoroughly secondary concern at the moment.

“Mind telling me why we’re rushing down a hall? It’s not because you don’t get along with Wimbley,” I said.

“I’ll explain everything once we get to the war room. Matters with Wimbley will become clear soon enough.”

The war room hadn’t gotten much use given our lack of any actual wars. A majestic marble table with legs carved in the shape of perched gryphons was supposed to have magical projections revealing perils to the kingdom in wartime. It ran off mana and after centuries of magical shielding the castle batteries were more or less dead. Currently, old and faded maps had been laid out over it showing what I believed was the western shore.

Ashley and Walt were hovering near a snack table. That is exactly what it was—a snack table loaded down with an assortment of beverages and snacks. The castle store rooms had turned up a good supply of preserved alcohol, but sadly snacks always meant various varieties of grilled fungus.

Wimbley was there as well, an unusually well-preserved zombie who managed to be balding and slightly overweight even in undeath. Several skeleton guardsmen stood against the walls.

Elsora glared at the snack table, but made no mention of it as she advanced instead to the war table. “Thank you all for coming. As you may know I’ve been speaking with the merchant houses of Theys and had convinced them to send us a shipment of supplies as a gesture of goodwill towards future trade. These are things we needed—tools to rebuild the walls, foodstuffs, seeds of crops that can thrive even in these dark conditions. Word has come that our shipment was seized just off the coast by pirates.”

Those words hung in the air. I felt anger stirring inside me and a dull echo from my hip where Intemperance hung.

“Fuckers think they can steal from us? We’re the ones that do the looting,” Ashley said.

“Unacceptable,” Walt said.

I tried to focus on something other than feeling angry and asked, “Do you think you can get them to send a second shipment?”

Elsora pursed her lips and shook her head. “I’ve not spoken to them yet, but I’d consider it unlikely. It was difficult to manage the first one, they were willing to take one chance on potential future returns, but they won’t risk a second. It would seem like throwing good money after bad.”

We really needed those supplies.

“We can try to trade with the pirates,” Wimbley said. “Without a navy, what else can we hope to accomplish?”

There was an idea, not that we had much to trade either, unless pirates were just hungering for low-level common goblin gear or fungus. We were limited in our resources.

“I can get you a ship and a crew,” Elsora said to me. “And you can go after these pirates directly.”

“How are you going to find us a ship?”

“I’m going to talk Theys into it. How else? That is not throwing good money after bad, that’s stopping a threat to trade and letting them get a measure of your worth. They’ll bite,” Elsora assured me and I found myself believing her.

“Do we know where the pirates even are?” Walt asked.

“All of our information is a few centuries out of date. Under Leosi piracy was not really an issue and so we don’t have a clue where they might call home. The kingdom’s major port was the city of Vala and we have no reason to assume it is not still there. If anyone should know of piracy in the shipping lanes, it is they,” Elsora said. “You’ll have your royal signet and seals to help inspire cooperation.”

“You expect me to just wander in and proclaim myself their king?” I asked, “I don’t think it will be that easy.”

“I hope you took Charisma last level,” Ashley said.

“No, Awareness.”

“At least you’ll know you’re standing in a fire when they burn us alive,” Walt said, seriously.

Elsora shot us all a warning look that proved surprisingly effective. “You all know the state of the kingdom, you have seen it out there. Cut off from Sardonis Castle the realm has been plagued with monsters and enemies and this port will be no different. You’ll find they are people in a difficult situation. They’ll have fears and greed that you can play upon.”

“Negotiations can do the same,” Wimbley said. “Without you three having to put your lives at risk. Endangering yourselves serves only one purpose—the advancement of others who might seek the throne.”

That was a weighty statement and Elsora’s eyes were glinting.

I said, “It sounds like with either plan I would need to leave the castle and head to the coast.”

“Yes, Majesty,” Elsora and Wimbly said together.

Oh good. They could agree on something.

I glanced towards Ashley and Walt to see if either of them had anything to offer.

Ashley said vigorously, “You know how I’m leaning on this. Let’s pile their bodies high. What’s mine is mine and what’s theirs is mine. Nobody fucks with my loot, somebody needs to bleed.”

“I favor negotiation. While it’s true that this port likely wants something, surely the same is true of the pirates?” Walt said.

I rubbed my eyes as I thought. I wanted all my options open.

“Elsora, get us the ship. We may wind up not using it, but I’ll make the determination based on what we find in Vala,” I decided.

Elsora nodded her agreement and cleared her throat. “Which just leaves the matter of your regent while you are away.”

I wasn’t in the least surprised that was coming.

“She is unsuitable, Majesty,” Wimbley said, almost pleading. “I realize that you find her company pleasing, but she is the curse that destroyed this castle. The curse that murdered those she would now command. You know that I have no ambitions towards the throne and seek only the wellbeing of these lands.”

“I killed them all and have a healthy ambition for the throne,” Elsora agreed frankly. “You murdered their king and took the throne. You know what you’re getting with me, Majesty, and that is someone with an interest in you and your rule.”

“Have I told you today that you have really fucked-up taste in women?” Ashley asked.

“I thought you liked her?” Walt asked Ashley.

I silenced them with a look of my own. Elsora wasn’t the only one that could do it.

They both made good points, they truly did. I already knew what my choice would be. Elsora. I don’t think it was just because I was sleeping with her, I didn’t want to be that easy to manipulate or that shallow. I wanted it to be because she was smarter, stronger and more capable than Wimbley, although I might trust him more. Or maybe I was that shallow?

“Elsora will be regent,” I said with as much authority as I could muster. “I know you have issues Wimbley, but you’ll need to put them behind you. In order for this kingdom to have a future we need to leave its past where it is.”

Wimbley looked displeased, but he gave a deep bow. “It shall be as you command.”

I asked Walt, “How are the castle defenses?”

“In terms of the magical ones? Almost useless. I’ve been trying to power things up as best I can, my new portal magic does let me do a bit of that, but it’s like trying to fill up an ocean from a faucet. If need be the interior magical barriers can be raised. In terms of your undead army, they still seem tremendously undead.”

Elsora made a noise.

“Yes?” I asked.

“I did murder the original army defending the castle when I took my place at Leosi’s side,” Elsora said. “My mists are elevated, but not gone. I’d not worry too much about security while you are away.”

I looked her up and down. Petite and blonde, and very well dressed in a gown damnably hard to get on her—and a murderer of armies. Sometimes I did let myself forget just who and what people are. I vowed to remember going forward that the most beautiful things in nature were usually the most deadly.

I felt a sharp elbow jabbing me in my side. Ashley wasn’t saying a word, but she knew where my thoughts had been heading and was putting an end to them before they even formed.

I appreciated that, I was a bit prone to questioning my decisions already made, rather than figuring out how to make them work going forward. I’d made my choices, and just made another rather publicly. There was no going back.

“Thank you Elsora,” I said. “Don’t be afraid to use your mists if needed and remember that the spiders are our allies to call upon as well. Wimbley, can you see we have supplies prepared for the trip?”

“Already underway, Your Majesty,” Wimbley said. He might not be regent, but I could never question the man’s efficiency. He did seem to have things prepared a step before we needed them.

I found myself looking forward to the trip and the dangers of the road—and a fight that didn’t involve either goblins or my own advisers.
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CHAPTER FOUR


We set out the next morning. Morning is something of a relative term with the castle plunged into endless darkness, but Elsora assured me the hour was correct. We were a ramshackle-looking bunch, our equipment completely scavenged from our dungeon crawl of the week before, which means we were running around in the clothes and armor of those dead centuries before.

I had a truly impressive mount named Firestar as a result of my Divine Steed spell. When I had first cast it I had half-expected some wildly fantastic creature, but instead I got a roan mare. I wasn’t complaining, her coat was perfect and she all but radiated health and vigor as if she were the most idealized form of horse one could imagine. In a way, that made sense for me as a Paladin of Yvera, because the Goddess had that same aura of perfection about her. It was a pretty distracting trait for a Goddess to have.

Yvera had been little seen since we’d taken the castle. Between establishing her position in the real world and exploring this one, I guess she had a lot on her plate. Castle management wasn’t very exciting on my end and she must have found it even more dull to watch.

Walt and Ashley were on rather less remarkable steeds we’d gotten from the village. I think both must have once been plow horses at some point and while they weren’t entirely adverse to carrying adventurers around, neither were they in any particular hurry to do so.

The road we were traveling had once been the major trade thoroughfare of the kingdom and it showed in the wide lane and, even after centuries of neglect, that it still made for passable travel.

Ashley raised her hand to signal a stop and said, “That is the perfect site to set up camp, if you wanted to ambush travelers on the road. I should go check it out.”

“Do it,” I said.

Ashley slipped off her horse and vanished from sight as she engaged her sneak.

“There are a lot of ruins we’ve seen so far. What do you think all these buildings were?” I asked aloud.

“Guard posts, inns, warehouses?” Walt said, shrugging. “Anything traders might have made use of coming from the port to the city.”

“Sounds like the sort of things that would encourage scavengers and bandits. Do you think we’re likely to meet many along the way?” That would be inconvenient, although we could use the added XP.

“Bandits preying upon who exactly?” Walt asked. “All the people who would travel to the ancient, cursed castle? There might be some scavengers living in the ruins who are opportunistic enough to rob the occasional passerby, but I don’t see vast criminal enterprises forming in this sprawl.”

Walt was smart. I felt a bit sheepish for having asked the question, but also grateful for the insight. It took a few minutes before Ashley returned and she shook her head. “Picked clean and clear. People have stayed there before, but it’s empty now.”

It was a process we’d repeat several times over the next few hours, a new set of ruins causing a delay while we’d check it out only to find them emptied. Still, it was best to be cautious and we didn’t want to miss any possible loot.

It was an eerie experience, the total darkness overhead and the surrounding plants all starting to wither and die. Either the birds had moved elsewhere or the mists overhead had taken them over. It was deathly silent.

Finally, we heard music from up ahead. It was a welcome respite from the silence that had marked our journey so far, the sounds of some stringed instrument coinciding with the return of light. The shade of the mists came to an end and abruptly there was the noon day sun.

Ashley left us to scout and it wasn’t too long until she returned. “Lots of people. Some of them armed.”

“Do you think they are a danger?”

“How would I know? I didn’t see any piles of corpses or anything.”

A ringing endorsement for their peacefulness. We decided to ride ahead.

An encampment seemed to have formed occupying ruins on both sides of the road. Over a thousand people were milling about. It was a larger group than the village outside the castle by far, most looking lean and hungry. While people watched us warily as we passed no attacks were forthcoming.

“You young folk from Sarville?” a haggard voice asked and I looked over to see a spry man who had to be in his eighties.

Elsora over the past week had been teaching me a lot about how to make best use of my Charisma. She was a big admirer of improvising, taking what you’re handed and running with it. It was sometimes easier to play to other’s expectations than to try spinning a completely different story. I wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t just training me to say yes to her, but it did seem like good advice when she put it into practice.

“We are,” I said as brightly as I could manage. “I’m Lim, this is Ash and Wat.”

“Knew it!” the old man said happily, “Can’t have been too many others left in the darkness. I’m Zebediah.”

“That’s an unusually large name,” I said.

Zebediah snorted, “Foolishness. Never understood why you folk keep to the short names. You know, one time I was talking with the quadruplets Wat, Wit, Wot, and Wut. You folk just made things more difficult than they had to be.”

“It’s like they only had one wit between them,” Walt said.

I didn’t find it terribly funny, but Zebediah laughed. Walt clearly had some levels in grandfather jokes.

“Sorry if I’m insulting your pappy son, what took all of you so long to flee?” Zebediah asked.

I looked around the encampment. They were refugees? “Is that what everyone is doing here? Running away?”

“What else,” Zebediah said. “When the sun goes out and a great evil is about to burst forth from the cursed castle, you best make sure you are somewhere else. Everyone figured Sarville was lost, being right there. Did you see it? The curse? The evil?”

“Lim is intimately familiar with the details of the curse,” Ashley said wryly. “He’s spent considerable time and effort delving into the subject.”

I shot her a glare, but it was too late and Zebediah looked excited. “A scholar? I didn’t know you folks had any. No offense. That makes sense though, being right next to the castle. So talk, boy. Is it coming for us?”

Something of a crowd had formed drawn by the words and there were any number of fearful faces turned in our direction. These people were living in abject terror, driven from their homes by something I’d done. It was a weighty feeling.

“It’s not quite that kind of evil,” I said. “We of the village haven’t fled, because we weren’t harmed.”

The crowed muttered amongst themselves and Zebediah looked at me in askance.

“That evil ate the sun, boy,” Zebediah said. “You expecting us to believe it’s well meaning?”

“It’s causing the village a lot of hardship,” I said, deciding on a bit of honesty there. “But the castle is trying to help the village. We are on our way to Vala in search of supplies.”

“Good luck,” I heard said bitterly by someone in the surrounding crowd.

“Nobody is being allowed into Vala,” Zebediah said. “Or much of anywhere. Travel a bit further down the road and you’ll see where they have the roads blocked.”

“Soldiers?” Ashley asked.

“Brigands,” Zebediah answered. “Vala doesn’t have a large army, but it does have coin to spread around and it’s been doing so to keep its streets clean of people like us.”

I looked at the sea of hungered faces and suddenly felt very tired. This felt like my fault too. My fault that these people were here, my fault that somehow I hadn’t put the kingdom back together and that they now had nowhere to go.

“How bad is it?” I asked.

“We’ve a world-devouring darkness on one side and a band of murderous thugs on the other,” Zebediah said darkly. “You figure it out.”

I could see their point of view.

I raised my voice, telling the crowd, “The darkness is not quite the evil you might fear. The new ruler of Sardonis Castle is a follower of Yvera, goddess of fire and passion. The light in the darkness and warmth in the night. Travel to the castle, ask for Elsora and say that you wish to be put to work and she will see that you find something to do and that your families are taken care of.”

I didn’t know if I was telling the truth. The far smaller village was already suffering and if even a quarter of these people showed up at the castle, I couldn’t imagine how Elsora would make it work. I did trust her however, at least to the extent of being capable. I was sure this situation would be beyond my abilities as King to manage, but I had faith that as my regent she’d make it all work.

Even with my Charisma the crowd didn’t look like they were exactly ready to trek back into the realms of eternal night. Still, I did hear whispered discussion, particularly amongst those who seemed to have children with them. The most desperate focused upon any chance, even one so slight as the one I offered.

I leaned over so I could speak quietly with Ashley and Walt. “What about these bandits? These people are suffering and it’s kind of our fault.”

“These people are armed, Liam,” Ashley said in a no-nonsense sort of voice. “If they really wanted to be free of bandits they could have killed them themselves. It’s not our fight.”

“Not that I feel comfortable being the one to talk about loot,” Walt said. “But the bandits might have some. Something to eat that isn’t fungus, some coin, and things that might make our trek a lot easier.”

 

QUEST GRANTED



Banditry



Bandits employed by the city of Vala are blocking the roads and keeping a band of refugees from entering the city. To move on a way must be found either through or around them.



 

I saw the quest prompt come up and dismissed it. Thanks for saying the obvious, game.

“I could try talking to them,” I said. “I’m good at that.”

“We all know that if they’re led by a hot girl, you’ll totally try,” Ashley said. “Otherwise we’ll probably murder them all. You know how this goes.”

Was that really how she thought it went? Is that how it actually went? I guess between Maria and Elsora it was a pattern.

“We could try sneaking past them,” Walt said.

“Unless they are trash or way above our level, sneaking past them is dumb, and I say this as our best sneaker,” Ashley said. “They’ll have loot and there’s XP to get, so we want them as either friends or corpses.”

“Fair enough,” Walt said. “If they’re led by a girl Liam talks to them, otherwise we murder them all.”

“Guys. That is… you know what? Fine. If they are led by a girl I make my move, and if they aren’t we kill everyone,” I said. Why fight it.

Right. I forced a smile back on my face and turned to Zebediah, “What can you tell us about these bandits?”

“What he means to ask is, if they’re led by a hot girl,” Ashley said.

“Two dozen of them or so, better equipped than we are,” Zebediah answered. “Young toughs, not scholars like you. More coin than sense.”

“And their leader?” Ashley asked.

“Barton the brute?” Zebediah said with a frown. “He’s a different story. Word is he used to be a guard in Vala, but went bad, got caught leaning on merchants and was kicked out. Guess he still had the connections though. When they needed men fast, he and his boys got the call.”

“Right,” Ashley said cheerfully. “That settles that. We murder them all.”

“I could still try talking to them,” I said. I didn’t really mean it.

“Really? Do you actually have the slightest bit of interest in making friends with a guy named Barton the Brute?” Ashley asked.

I didn’t. Any guy named Barton the Brute very much sounded like the person I wanted to stick a flaming sword through.

Zebediah was horrified. “You can’t mean to go up against them? There are only three of you and many more of them.”

“At least we’re wearing pants this time,” Ashley said.

“Do you usually fight naked? Zebediah asked. “I heard stories once about…”

“We’ll take any help anyone cares to offer,” I said cutting him off and letting my voice carry to the crowd again. “And don’t worry. We cheat.”
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CHAPTER FIVE


We didn’t get any volunteers from the refugees to help us. The most desperate preferred to brave the darkness rather than chance a fight against a superior force. That made sense to me, but I didn’t understand those others who chose to remain and do nothing. Even a desperate fight was better than slow starvation. That’s what awaited them, if we failed.

The bandits were set up a short distance down the road in what looked to be an old inn. It seemed to be better preserved than most of the structures, the roof still looked strong and the walls sturdy, which is probably why they chose it. Three guards were outside. All were around our age, dressed in chain mail and leather armor that looked far newer than our ratty gear. We settled in behind an old wall and I pulled up information on one of the guards.

 

Bandit of the Roads



Level 8: Type: Human HP: 150/150



These bandits are no strangers to combat, they are not just well trained but have had opportunity to put those skills to the test.



 

I didn’t like the looks of this. While at least the bandits weren’t elite, their sheer numbers would prove dangerous with stats like that.

“I could try to draw them off one at a time,” Ashley said, sharing my concerns.

“Sneak and grab. Remember how we did those skeleton guards when we took the castle?”

“They were undead and not terribly bright,” Walt said. “These guards are human and with a patrol set up. If one goes missing we’re going to raise an alarm.”

There came the sounds of raucous cheers from somewhere within the inn and I could smell roasting meat from within, making my stomach clench painfully. I was very sick of the fungus diet.

“At least they’re enjoying themselves. Do you think the inn cellars still have some alcohol?” I asked.

“They have coin, Liam, they don’t have to scavenge for everything. They probably just bought some from the city,” Ashley said.

I’m sure she was right, once I thought of it in that way. It was strange how quickly having to scavenge for everything started to get into your head.

“Can we burn the inn down around them?”

“We’d lose a lot of the loot,” Ashley said. “You know how much I hate that.”

“The inn also has at least one door. They could flee from the fire unless we have a way to hold them inside,” Walt said.

“We are so not having a fair fight with these guys,” I said. “We need to think of something.”

“They sound like they’re drinking. Perhaps we can wait for them to get completely drunk?” Walt asked.

“That might put things closer towards evening too, when my stealth would be even more of an advantage,” Ashley said.

It still didn’t seem enough of an advantage. If their commander was experienced he’d know they were vulnerable after dark when drunk. I had an idea and flashed Ashley a grin.

“I don’t like that look. You are so not hatching a plan that involves me half-naked and them fighting over me,” Ashley said.

It hadn’t occurred to me. I allowed myself to be distracted by the image before I snapped back to the moment. “No, whenever I think of you naked my mind tends to go in entirely different directions.”

“That isn’t creepy at all.”

“It’s not like I do it all the time.”

“You were doing it just now.”

“You started it. Before you went throwing around the words ‘you’ and ‘naked’ I was thinking of my bless water spell.”

“That sounds way less interesting. Didn’t it make that holy booze of yours?” Ashley asked. “That was good shit. Made us all a bit chatty.”

“You’re thinking of enhancing their drinks to deliver more of a kick than they expect?” Walt said.

“I don’t see any kegs of ale sitting around out here,” Ashley said. “If you could get to one, that might work, but it’s more likely they keep all of them inside the inn.”

“Last level I gained the ability to bless an object with a spell that can be invoked later,” I said. “Think you could get in there and use it on their alcohol?”

Ashley studied the inn and the guards.

“Bandits aren’t assassins, but they’ll still have some Sneak and Awareness,” Walt said. “They might be able to detect you.”

“I’m really good though. My attunement has given me a major boost to Dexterity and I’m well above where I should be at this level,” Ashley said.

That was interesting. My own attunement was focused on my Strength and Endurance. I’d never thought that Walt and Ashley might be attuned differently.

“Go in naked?” I said.

“Really?” Ashley said, “Still?”

“Well. Yeah. But I’m serious. Hear me out,” I said, raising a hand to placate her.

“Talk,” Ashley said.

“If you’re dressed like that and you go in there, and they detect you, it’s going to be a disaster. You look like an assassin. Go in naked and it looks like you were having fun with someone and just stumbled out,” I said. “So being naked is the real stealthy.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Ashley said. “Nobody in their right mind goes into a fight naked. Whenever you meet someone going into a fight naked, you know they’re fucking crazy and you should run in the other direction.”

“Maria fought naked. Sort of.”

“Not proving me wrong here.”

“It’s not a horrible plan,” Walt said.

“How about this. How about instead of wandering into a group of drunk and horny boys while completely fucking naked, I just go steal some clothes from the camp first so I look like a villager instead?” Ashley said.

I never thought of that. I gave her my best smile. “I mean, if you want to go that way instead. Sure.”

“Horny idiot,” Ashley said, and stormed off back towards the direction of the camp. I found a pebble that had broken off from the nearby wall and focused upon it. I felt the thrum of that divine power within me, a faint connection to Yvera that never faded, and I projected that into the stone.

“You really should stop thinking about Ashley in that way,” Walt said. “Your love life is complicated enough already. Besides, she’s not scary enough for you.”

“It’s not intentional,” I said, as I felt the divine magic seep into the stone. It took on a faintly reflective sheen. “I really don’t have the type you think I have.”

Walt gave me the look that one gives to an idiot and I wondered if he knew something that I didn’t. It took about ten minutes for Ashley to return and she’d already changed into peasant clothing. Her arms were loaded down with her armor and one of her daggers, she must have kept the other. The worn cloth revealed her curves more than the leather armor and I reflected that Walt was probably right. I really did need to stop having these sorts of thoughts.

I offered Ashley the stone. “I think you’ll just need to will it to invoke.”

Ashley snatched it out of my hand. “You couldn’t enchant anything more badass?”

“What would you have preferred? It was right there. It worked.”

“You have a drinking horn. You could have a drinking horn of water blessing. Instead I’ve got a holy pebble,” Ashley said.

Okay. A drinking horn would have been more badass.

Ashley gave me no chance to give a reply as she faded from sight.

“Besides, it’s not like I fantasize about Ashley constantly,” I said to Walt. “I mean sure I do occasionally, but that’s normal right?”

“Stealth is not a teleport. I’m still here,” Ashley said from the air nearby.

“We need to get you a bell of some kind,” I said.

“Yeah, I’m sure that is fantasy number one,” Ashley replied. “Heading out now.”

It is a strangely agonizing sort of sensation to wait on her. It’s one thing to put yourself in danger, it’s another thing entirely to wait around while someone else puts themselves in peril on your behalf. Sure we’d rush in, if she called for help and damn the odds, but in that case things would have already gone seriously wrong.

I couldn’t tell whether it had taken longer than expected or if waiting made the time drag on, but it seemed hours before Ashley was finally fading back into view near us.

“Success?” I asked.

“I’ll tell you all about it. Let me get changed back into my armor. Liam, turn your back and if you peek I swear I’ll stab an eye out,” Ashley said.

“I’ve seen you naked,” I said. “We’ve all seen each other naked. We entered the game together naked.”

“You haven’t seen me since some charisma buffs. Turn your back,” Ashley said. With a grumble I complied and soon enough heard the sounds of her getting dressed from behind me. Man. Charisma buffs, I really wanted to peek.

“Why don’t you have to turn?” I asked Walt.

“Because I’m not a sex-obsessed pervert with a variety of strange fantasies. In fact, I don’t give a damn,” Walt said. “That sort of thing matters.”

Ashley told us, “The bandits are way more alert than I expected in there. I counted twelve inside in addition to the three outside. They caught me twice, the outfit was a really good idea,”

“You blessed the booze?”

“The pebble of intoxication worked like a charm. We’ll see how plastered they get on crazy-bitch juice.”

“You are just all about the names today,” I said.

“There is a lot of time to think, when you’re trying to be stealthy,” Ashley said. “You can turn back around.”

I did and saw she was back into her usual armor with the pair of daggers at her sides.

“Now I guess we wait,” I said, and the other two nodded. More waiting. That’s the bad thing about devious plans, they require patience. Rushing in was a lot more fun.

A few hours passed and from within the inn we heard some unexpected sounds, the ring of steel upon steel. Somebody was fighting.

The guards on duty looked at each other and rushed inside.

Ashley faded from view and I heard the slightest rustle of her steps as she hurried towards the inn. She was only gone a few minutes this time, before returning and breathlessly saying, “Oh, this is great. Young guys and powerful booze, the whole lot are just standing around the kegs ready to murder each other.”

“That is everything we hoped for,” Walt said. “Do we just let them take care of themselves?”

I snagged another pebble and focused upon it, slipping it to Ashley.

“What is this one for?” Ashley asked.

“Smite. I want you to get in there and use it on the booze.”

“I like it. We get a big fireball and a bunch of burned drunken idiots,” Ashley said.

“It will set the building on fire,” Walt said.

“We don’t want to lose the loot,” Ashley said.

“We can kill them off quick and put out the fire. They’re drunk off their asses, already injured, and will most likely be on fire,” I said. “We pick them off as they leave. How many ways out of the place, Ashley?”

“Two. Front door and a kitchen exit in the back. I can take that one, if you two can handle this one,” Ashley said, before she faded from view.

I moved towards the front and it wasn’t long until there was the sound of a large whoosh from inside and the ground trembled. How much booze did they have in there?

 

Dimensional Tremor



 

A panicked-looking bandit made his way out the front door, half his hair on fire, then Walt’s spell caught him and flung him backwards into several others following behind.

 

Smite



Smite



 

I threw a series of smite spells into the doorway, each resulting in a pillar of fire. I was casting blind here, but convinced that someone would be trying to leave and certain my flames would catch someone.

Judging from the agonized screams the pillars of fire weren’t wasted. These were the third humans I’d killed since entering the game world. The other two had been heroes. I wondered if I felt less bad about these, because they weren’t the good guys—or if I was simply becoming used to murder. Comfortable in slaughter. A part of me thought that I should be horrified by what I was doing, but the larger part was just satisfied the plan was coming together so well.

 

Backstab



 

I was wondering where Ashley had come from when I saw that prompt appear—and felt an agonizing sensation exploding through my chest. A good half my health bar was gone in an instant.

 

Dirt Kick



 

I turned around. Walt was clutching at his eyes. There was a man in his mid-thirties, wearing dark chain mail and holding a bloodied mace in one hand. He seemed to be on fire, how had someone on fire managed to sneak up on me?

 

Barton the Brute



Level 10: Type: Human HP: 70/210



Once a guardsman but now the leader of Barton’s Boys this man lives up to his cruel and violent reputation.



 

“Burning my boys alive, not gonna stand for that,” Barton said with a growl as he jammed backwards with his elbow. With a squishy thud it made contact with Walt’s throat.

 

Breathstealer



 

I drew Intemperance and flames burst into life wreathing the sword. “You should really take out the caster first.”

“Taking him out second seems to have worked just fine,” Barton said.

“I meant more in a general strategy sense.”

“Not out to win, don’t have the numbers anymore. Just wanted to send a message to the one in charge,” Barton said as I charged him. He caught my blade between his crossed daggers and spun out of the way.

“What message is that?” I asked, bashing at him with my shield.

“You won’t see me coming,” Barton said, and with a shadowy shimmer was gone.

 

Rogue’s Retreat



 

Well, that was just great. I suppose I had something to look forward to in the future. Inside the burning inn the agonized screams had stopped.

 

QUEST COMPLETED



Banditry



You came, you saw, you burned alive. Do you solve all your problems with fire?



 

“Problem?” Ashley said, as she faded into view and nearly stopped my heart in the process. I decided then and there I’d had enough of stealth mechanics.

“Urgghh,” Walt said, still not having caught his breath from the blow to his windpipe, I had to give this to Barton, he knew how to incapacitate a caster.

“Barton the Brute,” I explained. “He got away.”

“Fuck,” Ashley said. “How did he get past two of you?”

“Because stealth classes are overpowered,” I said. “Why do you think? Did any get out the back?”

“Please, I’m too good for that. The fire is already too intense to put out. We’ll need to wait for it to burn out and see what loot we can scavenge.”

“The refugees will probably want to scavenge what they can as well.”

Ashley pulled a face. “Fuck them. They had their chance. If any of them had wanted in, we’d give them a cut even if they didn’t pull their weight. They sat back, they don’t get shit.”

I considered this and understood her point. I didn’t like it any more than she did that they had sat back and done nothing, while we risked our lives.

“Agreed?” Ashley asked.

They were helpless, terrified and they had kids. I might be a bad guy, but I wasn’t going to be that kind of bad guy.

“A lot of the loot was probably stolen from the refugees originally,” I said. “We’ve earned a cut, but we’ll leave them what we don’t need.”

The loot was better than expected. I wasn’t keeping track of our finances, but Ashley seemed well pleased at even our portion of the coin. Apart from that, she found a new set of black leathers that clung to her like a second skin, not only was it appealing but it made her look deadlier than ever.

I replaced my rusting and ancient plate mail with a fresh set of chain. Heavy armor should theoretically afford more protection, although I was more mobile in medium. In this case the chain even had a better armor value, so it was something of a no-brainer.

 

Bandit’s Chainmail Set



AC: 300 Type: Uncommon



Worn Position: Legs, Arms, Chest, Hands, Head, Feet



Set Bonus: Limber: The wearer will recovery from movement impairing effects 25% faster.



 

The ability to move quickly is vital in banditry and even their heavy fighters tend to keep that in mind. This set has been specially constructed to leave joints limber while still affording solid protection.



 

The foodstuffs we left for the refugees. I desperately wanted something besides fungus, but we had our travel supplies and it wasn’t that much further to the coast. We’d just have to make do until we got there.
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CHAPTER SIX


When we were done picking over the burned remains of the inn we set off. The refugees moved in behind us to pick over the structure. They were overjoyed with what we left for them and our hands got shaken quite a lot as we left. I again encouraged them to brave the darkness and make their way to Sardonis Castle. Between my charisma and our deeds many appeared convinced.

Now that we’d left the perpetual darkness behind we traveled faster, although we still had to stop frequently to scout out structures. The farther we got from the castle, the more civilized things became, the deserted ruins giving way to small villages. The Kingdom of Galea wasn’t dead and abandoned, but clearly what had once been its heart was now a cursed castle few chose to live near.

It took two days to reach the coast. We set camp each night and rotated the watch, but fortunately danger seemed to be in short supply. I was starting to seriously regret that none of us was a ranger, they likely could have foraged us some sort of better food. Instead, we were limited to what we had from the castle.

Every so often there would be a branch off the main road. These we ignored until, as we came to one junction, I felt a sharp bite to my neck and a spider scuttled down my arm back and forth—indication one direction of the fork. Maria was our ally and the Queen of spiders and even though she had headed east in search of her mother the spiders continued to play messenger for us. I didn’t speak spider, but of course Elsora did, this must be a message from her to change our destination.

“A spider just told me to take the fork,” I said.

“Now you’re talking to them too?” Ashley asked.

“We’re more on a bite-and-point level,” I said. “I wonder if this means Elsora got us a ship?”

“If she did, why wouldn’t it have put in at Vala?” Walt asked. “That would be where proper docks are.”

“Let’s find out.” I spurred my horse forward.

It was a pleasant ride on a warm summer day, the terrain lightly forested. The side road narrowed until soon it became little more than a winding trail through the woods. Finally we broke free of the trees and got our first glimpse of the coast.

For the most part it was rocks, a beach pebbled with dark stones, and the water a bleak grey. Some distance off shore there was a heavy warship, three masts bearing sails of blue and white. A longboat was ashore with three sharply dressed men and two women standing near it. They wore uniforms of some sort, green and grey with brilliantly polished brass buttons.

“Hold it right there,” A perfectly put-together, white-haired older man said. “Who are you and what do you want here?”

I would have preferred they started by giving that information themselves. What was it about a uniform that interfered with proper introductions? Still, I’d had the spiders tell me this is where I was supposed to be, while I guessed they had no such guide.

“Liam Ottani, King of Genea and his companions, Walt and Ashley,” I said.

The man looked over our party and didn’t seem terribly impressed. I couldn’t blame him. With his sharp uniform and perfect grooming he looked considerably more noble than we.

I accessed my inventory where I had been keeping safe the royal signet and withdrew it, offering it for inspection. The man gestured to one of the young woman standing nearby and she advanced to study it, before performing a formal bow that was instantly adopted by the rest of the sailors.

I didn’t get this sort of respect in my own castle. It was both uncomfortable and exhilarating.

“Majesty,” The man said. “I am Lieutenant Javos, second in command of the Ebon Star, sailing for the Free Merchants of Theys.”

“Lieutenant,” I said, attempting to sound as formal as possible despite honestly feeling lost by it all. “We expected to meet you in Vala.”

“We’d have been happy to put in there, had your port not opened fire on us as soon as we drew near—despite our flying the proper colors,” Lieutenant Javos said, primly disapproving.

“Understood, Lieutenant. I’m pleased your ship is safe. Some confusion clearly happened at the sight of an armed ship. It is a situation I’ll see addressed,” I said.

They helped transferring our supplies to the longboat and I unsummoned my mount. Walt and Ashley let theirs go free.

These sailors looked a good bit fancier than anything I might have expected, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t efficient. They quickly got us out into the water and began working the oars.

The longboat made fast time across the water. The Ebon Star was massive. I had wondered what sort of trade ship the Traders would send, but this was nothing of the sort—this was a ship of war. The sides seemed to be entirely crafted of cannon ports.

We came to the side of the ship and a ladder was thrown down. One of the sailors climbed up first before waving it was safe for us to follow.

The ship was a marvel of brass and dark polished wood. The Lieutenant clambered up behind us.

“I must ask Lieutenant, are all your vessels like this?” I said.

“The Ebon Star is the finest vessel in the fleet,” Lieutenant Javos said, proudly. “Ninety-eight guns.”

Walt and Ashley looked to be as impressed as I was, it was rare to see them to agree on anything. If there was going to be consensus on anything, I was glad it was on how deadly our new allies were.

“You must really hate pirates,” I said.

“With a passion, Your Majesty,” Lieutenant Javos agreed. “They are a scourge to be exterminated. We were already in these waters hunting. When the council heard of your intentions they dispatched us to assist.”

The Lieutenant paused as a young man came up to him and they exchanged a few quiet words.

“Ensign Solos here will show you to your quarters,” Lieutenant Javos said. “The Captain extends an invitation to join him for dinner in his quarters in about an hour.”

My stomach rumbled at the thought. Finally, a proper meal.

“We’d be delighted,” I said. “Ensign Solos, lead the way.”

We were guided below decks. Although I had never been on a ship, I had the expectation that it would be cramped, but to my surprise the suite I was led to rivaled my one in the castle in size and surpassed it in opulence. Thick velvet pillows were everywhere in a rainbow of hues, with straps attached to help hold them in place.

The rocking of the ship wasn’t bothering me at all and Ashley looked comfortable. Walt however was looking decidedly green.

“Thank you, Ensign, that will be all for now. Have someone come back before dinner to show us the way to the Captain,” I said. The Ensign bowed and scurried off.

“You aren’t looking that great, Walt. You going to be okay?” I asked.

“Ashley has the agility to roll with the ship, you have the endurance to not get sick despite being a lumbering lumox,” Walt said, in a foul temper. “Me? I just get to be smart enough to know why I’m miserable.”

“I am pretty awesome,” Ashley agreed with a notable lack of empathy. “They’re really wowed by the whole king thing, aren’t they?”

“I know, right?” I said. “Do you think it’s going to make the dinner extra impressive?”

“Six courses at least,” Ashley said.

There was a swirl of flame filling the cabin with light and heat, and then Yvera was present, clad in red and gold. Yvera looked as she always did, a vision of perfection that made my heart stop and convinced me that she was the reason the world needed poetry—because normal words seemed small and broken next to her. I was more than a little smitten. I’d thrown reason out the door the moment I first saw her.

“Where are we?” Yvera said, peeved. “Are we on a boat? Are we on a Goddess damned boat? Because really, that is what I think of them. They should all be damned, just so we’re clear.”

“Hi,” I said. “Nice to see you too.”

“Technically it’s a ship,” Walt said, as he struggled for pedantic accuracy however seasick he felt. “It’s carrying boats, you see.”

“I think you made the crazy lady mad,” Ashley said. “Isn’t that some kind of pun or something, Walt?”

“More a case of amusing synonyms,” Walt said.

Yvera looked at us all in disbelief, then said to Walt, “Thank you being entirely and completely unnecessary correct. Why, exactly, are we on a boat?”

“We’re hunting pirates,” I said.

“It’s still a ship,” Walt said. He walked unsteadily over to lean against one of the walls. “It doesn’t stop being a ship just because you don’t like the word. You should know that, you’re a glorified word processor. Don’t you have a dictionary and thesaurus built in?”

“Liam,” Yvera said sharply. “Get Walt to shut up before I find out how easily he ignites. Ashley, have you explained to Liam why being on a ship is an astonishingly stupid place for him to be?”

“Walt, shut up,” I said. I knew how to take orders.

Walt and Ashley were glaring at Yvera.

“I think what the unusually bitchy, crazy witch is getting at is elemental attunement,” Ashley said. “The mean, glaring lady here is a fire goddess when she isn’t playing seductress or deal-maker. Your sword is fire-based, your spells are fire-based, and we’re totally surrounded by water. You are so not where you want to be.”

“You didn’t think to mention that until now?” I asked.

“Am I your game guide? You aren’t an idiot and you should already know how elements work.”

“You could have gone and butchered elves,” Yvera said. “I like butchering elves. You’d like butchering elves. You’d like burning down forests filled of elves. There are sea elves too, but they don’t burn nearly as easily.”

“Why is this coming as a surprise to you? Aren’t you always watching? Why didn’t you say anything before now?” I asked.

“Do you think three people just happened to find a set of highly advanced, old-world pods and somehow they just happened to connect here?” Yvera said. “Do you think it chance I was freed from the prison that held me just in time to become your Goddess? Of course I’ve been distracted, I’ve been trying to find some answers.”

“And have you?”

“I found the original location of the pods and it wasn’t the structure where you found them. They come from the other side of the world and were once part of a far larger installation,” Yvera said, looking over the room. “Were you captured by pirates? Has the pirate queen now made you her consort and kept you prisoner in her tastefully appointed and massive quarters? I’m proud, truly, but she means you no good.”

Ashley said, “Do you get thoughts like that from him or does he get them from you? That is totally stupid.”

I thought someone needed to put Yvera in charge of the games plot.

“No, we’re on a warship from the Free Merchants of Theys who are hunting pirates,” I said.

“War… Ship,” Walt said.

Yvera ignored him. “If a Pirate Queen isn’t about to butcher you all, then you are all in some kind of other danger. Trust me, you need to get off this ship and you need to get off now.”

“You have some divine alarm bell rigged up to Liam?” Walt asked.

“Pretty much.”

“How is that bell fantasy working out for you now?” Ashley asked.

There went our dinner plans. I was really looking forward to it. Still, that’s the life of a Paladin—your Goddess says jump ship and you find a way.

“There was never actually a bell fantasy. I’ll have to think one up. We’ll head up on deck,” I said. “I don’t think the crew is a part of whatever danger you’re sensing, but if we need to then we can steal a boat.”

From underfoot there came a great rumble and off somewhere in the distance I heard the sounds of splintering wood. Heard throughout the ship, a drum began to beat a rhythm.

Yvera vanished in a swirl of flame as we ran for the doorway.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


We stumbled out of the quarters. Only Ashley seemed to be sure on her feet as the rocking of the ship had become far more pronounced. Walt paused for just a moment to be sick, and Ashley urged him along as we made our way back up to the deck.

Earlier, the seas had been calm. Now massive waves were battering the ship although the evening sky was clear.

I expected crewmen to be panicked, but they all moved with purpose. Even in danger everyone had roles that they could fall back on. I admired that and hoped that one day our little group would be as skilled.

From the bow of the ship I heard the splintering of wood once more and caught sight of the source of all the commotion.

 

Annua



Legendary



Level 100: Type: Sea Dragon HP: 99987/100000



Defender of Atlantis and the Goddess Atlantia the dragon Annua is the great dragon of the seas.



 

QUEST GRANTED



Survive



I’m terrified and I’m just a quest prompt. Seriously, good luck with that.



 

We all froze for a moment and I knew the others must have pulled that prompt as well.

‘Why don’t I have dragon? I should really have a dragon,’ Yvera whispered in my mind.

‘Could you stop obsessing on the dragon and help out?’ I thought back.

‘Like you can’t sympathize with wanting the biggest snake. Best I can do is a call for help. You can handle this, Liam.’

In the air above the ship a massive pillar of fire reached into the night sky. It was brilliant beacon that lit up the heavens. Great, I’d thought that all I had to do was deal with the level 100 legendary dragon.

I was afraid it would just be luring more ships to die. The rough seas alone might be the death of a ship, but when you added in the dragon I didn’t know what we could do. The crew of the Ebon Star seemed to have less doubts about the capabilities versus such a threat.

 

Broadside



 

The ship rumbled for altogether different reasons as the cannons along one side fired in unison. The dragon was thrown backwards. Even its might wasn’t immune to the sheer destructive force.

Thick smoke wreathed the air and Walt was being sick again. Waves continued to rock the ship violently as we made our way carefully towards the longboats.

“What do you think we’re going to do?” Ashley asked. “Even if we find one, we can’t launch it. Not in these waves.”

“Yvera says we can’t stay here,” I said.

“Use your fucking brain. Yvera was afraid of that thing coming, it’s come. The time to jump ship is gone,” Ashley said. “The best thing we can do is get below decks and out of their way and let the crew try to keep us all alive.”

 

Tsunami



Broadside



 

The sea dragon appeared again on the other side of the ship and once more the cannons roared even as it launched a massive wave in our direction.

I braced as best I could and held onto the others hoping my elevated strength score would help. It did. The wave crested the top of the ship and I saw more than one crew member washed clear of the deck and fall to their deaths in the icy waters.

There was a deafening crack and one of the masts snapped in two. I shielded the others. Wood splintered and flew through the air with incredible force. My back and shoulders were peppered even through my armor and I felt a giddy sort of intoxication.

I checked my stats and saw I was down to 15 HP. My passives were kicking in and boosting my health regeneration, which must be why I felt so high despite the agony.

Walt and Ashley took hits as well. Ashley already looked to have her health quickly refilling though and she passed a healing potion to Walt and then another to me. I didn’t object and chugged it. I should have them prepared and ready.

The deck was empty, most of the crew either washed out to sea or killed when the mast went down.

Elsewhere the brave crew of the Ebon Star fought on.

 

Broadside



 

Whenever the dragon appeared the cannons continued to fire and they weren’t without effect. A few scales were out of place, the ship had clearly done some damage, but it was also obviously not enough.

 

Terror of the Depths



 

I didn’t even see the dragon appear this time, but I felt the rumble from beneath the lurching ship and from below decks came the horrified screams of a crew that had finally broken.

“I don’t see any other ships,” Ashley said, searching the horizon. “We’re going to have to chance the boat. I just don’t see any other choice.”

There was a quiet sort of thudding from below decks somewhere and more sounds of wood straining and splintering. I didn’t know ships, but I could tell this one had suffered a mortal blow. The Ebon Star was going down. I started to move towards the railing to free the longboat.

With a flash of white and blue scales the dragon leaped from the water. It was majestic up close, awe inspiring, I wished this thing wasn’t not trying to kill us all—and I wished its close passage hadn’t caught the longboat and smashed it into flying splinters.

Once more I flung myself between it and my companions, making myself a human shield. My armor and health points were all that had kept them and me alive when everything else on deck was dead. I was nearly delirious between the pain and the rush of feeling of every heart beat still echoing through my body. Normally a mundane sound, at the moment it was screaming that I was still alive. Still fighting.

Drawn by the movement, the dragon twisted in the air to face us. Up close I could see the intense black of its eyes with only the tiniest hints of green near the center. It saw us, its eyes locked, and I knew that this was it.

This mighty warship hadn’t taken this thing down, but we’d do our best. I drew Intemperance as Walt readied his staff and Ashley fondled her daggers.

There came a roaring crack from somewhere overhead. Startled or distracted, the dragon peeled away to dive back into the sea. I knew it wouldn’t be gone for long. I searched for the source of whatever had driven it back and to my surprise saw a small ship hovering in the air over ours. A ladder was thrown overboard and dangled in the air.

“That’s unexpected,” Walt said.

“Don’t know who they are, but I like their style,” Ashley said. She sheathed her daggers, leapt onto the ladder and began to nimbly make her way upwards.

“You next,” I said to Walt. I took up the rear, figuring it would allow me to best fend off any attacks from below, if they should come.

The airship wasted no time once we were all on the ladder. It began to zoom away, just in time.

 

Waterspout



 

The dragon’s head broke the surface and a devastating torrent of water shot through the air towards where the airship had just been. I had to give credit to them moving so fast, perhaps this wasn’t their first dragon fight.

Ashley reached the top and vanished from view. I hoped that they were friendly up above. The wind was violent and shook the rope ladder wildly, which made progress very slow for Walt and myself. Eventually he too reached the top and climbed over, then finally I did the same.

 

QUEST COMPLETED



Survive



You managed to live. Shame about every other person on board.



 

If I had hoped for a friendly greeting I wasn’t entirely reassured when it became clear we were surrounded. There were three of them, what appeared to be a human woman, male dwarf, and an elven female. It was the human woman in the center of the group who caught my eye. Dark hair with that windblown and tousled look nature is supposed to deliver and almost never does. Eyes of a startling blue initially drew my attention, although I confess the revealing outfit with a brilliant green top that left her midriff bare and showed off her athletic form held it better. Well, that and the pair of strange pistols she was aiming in our direction. I finally got my mind out of the gutter long enough to observe the others were pointing similar weapons.

Ashley had her daggers drawn and readied although no violence was yet underway. Good.

“Hi,” I said.

“I’m waiting here forever for you to come up and use your powers of speech on them and that’s what you open with?” Ashley said. “At least I expected you to offer to sleep with her or something. Where’s the pickup line?”

“I’m not going to sleep with her,” I said.

“Wait? What? Why am I not being slept with?” The blue-eyed woman looked at the bearded dwarf. “Is it my hair? What did you do?”

“Must be,” the dwarf said. “Sorry lassie, I thought it looked good. You don’t have a proper beard though, so it’s hard to tell.”

“Does now seem an appropriate time to discuss styling?” the elf asked.

“Really? ‘Hi, I’m not going to sleep with you,’ is your new opener to people pointing guns at us? That is just going to make us loads of friends,” Ashley said.

“Statistically speaking, we have previously had a number of highly dangerous encounters resolved by your sleeping around,” Walt said. “It does seem foolish to abandon that strategy now.”

I wanted to scream at them both. The conversation didn’t seem to be inspiring anyone to lower their guns. Fortunately, they seemed to be swapping their own inappropriate banter.

“I mean how bad does it have to be?” The woman said. “Normally it’s all, ‘Thank you for saving our lives dashing strangers, how can we ever repay you? Oh I know I’ll take off all my clothes and ravish the lot of you,’ kind of thing.”

“We’ll get it fixed lassie,” the dwarf said.

“Perhaps we could start this over again?” I said.

“I think you’d better,” she said.

“Hi. I’m Liam. Thank you for rescuing us and I’d like to reward you by having absolutely improbable amounts of sex with you. This is Walt and Ashley, could you please put away the guns?”

“What is an improbable amount?” she asked.

“Knowing you, none at all,” said the elf.

“So he just reworded the same thing?”

“Lots. Lots and lots.”

The three exchanged glances and the woman shrugged.

“Cobalt,” she introduced herself. “The dwarf is Riggs, the elf is Lea. We’ll put away our guns when you hand over your weapons.”

“They aren’t getting my daggers,” Ashley said.

“We just rescued you off the deck of a pirate hunter and we are pirates,” Lea said. “If we wanted you dead we’d have let Annua finish you off.”

Cobalt nodded to the elf. “One of us has cause to be suspicious of the motives of the others and for a change it’s not us.”

“What are the odds?” Riggs said, amused.

“They are making good points,” I said to Walt and Ashley. “Ashley can hand over her daggers and Walt his staff, but my sword is a divine relic prone to bursting into flame. I’m not sure it will like being separated from me.”

“Divine relics aren’t as loyal as you might think,” Cobalt said. “You get into all kinds of trouble going against alignment, but otherwise they tend to cooperate. Lea, mind taking his sword?”

“You’re evil too?” I asked, as I pulled Intemperance from my side and offered it over. Lea stepped forward and accepted it.

“Black-hearted as they come,” Lea said, cheerfully.

Ashley continued to glare, but she seemed to accept my lead and she offered her daggers over to Lea who took them as well. Walt followed with his staff.

We waited them to see if Cobalt and Riggs would lower their guns.

“We’re good,” Cobalt said, and slipped her pistols back into the holsters hugging her hips as the dwarf lowered his gun as well. “Welcome to the Vainglory. You’re so fucked.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Cobalt knew how to make us feel welcome. There is nothing quite like disarming you and then saying how fucked you are in to make you wish you had a weapon to wave about. They are reassuring things, weapons.

“Does that mean you’re going to shoot us after all?” I asked.

“Then I’d have kept my guns pointed at you and said that you’re fucked. Actions matter,” Cobalt said brightly and glanced over to Riggs. “Set course back for Archaton.”

Riggs scurried off and Lea did as well. Cobalt seemed comfortable enough around the three of us now that we had been disarmed. I tried to pull up her information, but found I couldn’t. Not even her name.

“Don’t try. You’ll just give yourself a headache,” Cobalt said with a grin. “And you’re fucked, because that was the Ebon Star back there.”

“We know. We were…” I started to explain and then trailed off, rethinking my next words, which would have been about hunting pirates.

“Prisoners? You’re no Theysian. You’re in bandit mail, your companions look like killers,” Cobalt said, pursing her lips. “Theys doesn’t like people who steal from them and they don’t like people who cost them money. The prize of their fleet goes missing, they are going to be looking for someone to blame. I expect you’ll make a convenient scapegoat.”

“Fuck,” Ashley said.

“That sounds possible,” Walt said. “And they knew we were aboard.”

“Why wouldn’t they just blame you?” I asked.

“Pillar of fire isn’t my style,” Cobalt said.

Cobalt looked altogether too cheery at our distress. I think she liked delivering bad news.

“We’ll figure it out,” I said to the others. “Where are we headed?”

“Archaton,” Cobalt said. “We should be there by morning and can discuss plans then. We have some guest cabins. Liam, if you were serious about the sex you can join me in my bed. Either of you other two joining us?”

My brain froze.

“No, thank you,” Walt said.

“Maybe later,” Ashley said.

“Riggs is piloting. Mind if Lea joins us?” Cobalt asked.

“Sure. I’ll thank her too,” I said, forcing a smile as if this were all perfectly normal to my life. Maybe Yvera had taken over plotting the game?

It was an exhausting and mind-bending night. Sex is one of those things you tend to think is very straightforward and where it’s possible to quickly go from amateur to competent. You’re proud of the work you do and take a certain craftsman-like joy in nailing the fundamentals. Then you meet someone even more into it than you are and suddenly time, space, and physics no longer seem to apply and your mind is opened to possibilities that you never even knew existed. You realize just how little you knew or had ever imagined. It wasn’t just the addition of Lea to the mix, although that added complications both delightful and awkward.

 

You gained a new relationship with Cobalt



Lovers



Lovers can often sense the moods of each other and find their lives tangled in unexpected ways. This tangle might well wind up strangling you.



 

You have gained a new relationship with Lea



Lovers



Lovers can often sense the moods of each other and find their lives tangled in unexpected ways. You may not see what is coming from your involvement with this seer but she will.



 

When I finally fell asleep it was well deserved and I awoke the next day to find Lea gone and Cobalt slipping out of bed and making her way to a clothes chest. The sheets had come off and the cabin air was chill against my bare flesh. Watching her get dressed was wildly different than Elsora or any other woman I’d ever met. It was no long process requiring assistance, but rather she seemed to go from delightfully undressed to slipping on her gun belt in around thirty seconds.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning pretty,” Cobalt replied. “No need to get dressed just yet, I’ve got some questions for you.”

I looked her over appreciatively and felt my body surge in response. It was the sort of thing that might be embarrassing in other situations although after the night we’d shared seemed only natural. “Sexy questions?”

“The sort that determines whether you and your companions live or die,” Cobalt said with a roll of her eyes, leaning against the wall.

I started to shift out of the bed and she shook her head. I froze, feeling way too exposed. I’d just have to go with it. I stretched out instead and met her gaze as steadily as I could manage. “You couldn’t have asked before the sex?”

“I wanted to indulge. Besides, now that we have I’ll know when you lie. Call it a practical bit of pleasure. Why don’t you tell me just what you were doing on that ship?”

I considered my options. It seemed a tremendously stupid thing to admit to hunting pirates to a pirate, but I wasn’t sure I had a choice. I was pretty sure she was a lot higher level than I was. Even naked, I could probably set her or the room on fire with my spells, but I didn’t think that would be enough to stop her from shooting me. Besides, she might be honest about knowing, if I told the truth.

“We were hunting pirates,” I said, readying myself to cast a smite spell if she was going to start shooting.

Cobalt lifted a brow. “You aren’t lying. Looking like that? What pirates?”

“Ones who stole the cargo of a Theysian cargo ship headed to Genea a week back,” I said. “I don’t have more information than that.”

Cobalt tilted her head. She really was pretty, though she lacked the composure of Elsora or the perfect everything of Yvera. And there was something rough and tumble, and ready for violence about her. I liked it.

“Are you getting turned on in the middle of an interrogation?” Cobalt asked.

“You’re the one who insisted on the dress code,” I said. “Hey, you know I really like you.”

“I am a girl that loves flattery. So you’re an agent of Vala? I didn’t think they traded with the Theys.”

“The shipment wasn’t for Vala. It was for Castle Sardonis.”

That got her attention. Those blue eyes turned intent. “Again, you aren’t lying. Yet I know that Castle Sardonis fell centuries ago to a powerful curse. Explain.”

That answered the question of whether or not she could tell if I was lying. I’d told her something she considered outright unbelievable, but apparently something had confirmed the truth. I couldn’t lie to this woman, but perhaps I could get away with shades of the truth. I didn’t think it was a good idea to admit to a pirate that she had captured a king.

“Currently the castle is ruled over by Elsora Damos. She is the original curse that befell the castle, and upon the death of King Leosi she has grown considerably in power. It was her that arranged trade with the Theysians and, when the shipment went missing, arranged for us to be on the Ebon Star to investigate.” Not a word of that was untrue, even if the appearance it created was completely false.

Cobalt looked down at the floor. “All true. So you are agents of this Queen then?”

That seemed more a statement than a question. I carefully gave no answer and instead asked, “Not that I don’t find you absolutely intoxicating when you’re being threatening, but wouldn’t you rather come back to bed?”

Cobalt let the gun belt drop and the rest of her clothes joined it with astonishing speed. “I do like a man not afraid of a little danger.”

Hours later and properly dressed we joined the others for lunch and for the first time in too long I saw food other than fungus. There was an impressive spread.

“Riggs is an amazing chef in addition to hairdresser, gunner and pilot,” Cobalt explained. Ashley and Walt were already digging into a ham. They both looked well rested.

“I’ve explained to Cobalt how we were dispatched by Elsora to investigate her missing shipment,” I said to the others. “And since we slept together she totally knows every time I lie.”

“That’s our Liam, doing whatever it takes to satisfy Elsora and letting his bedroom habits get him into trouble,” Ashley said. I wanted to kick her.

“I may have a way to help all of you accomplish your mission,” Cobalt said. “The Theysians are likely to blame you for the loss of their ship, but I think you may be able to both reclaim your missing cargo and help to defend yourself from their attention.”

Ham was amazing. How had I never realized how overwhelmingly awe-inspiring delicious ham was until this moment? Oh, I was following what Cobalt said, really I was, but when you’re starving food becomes so much more important.

“Does it involve us killing lots of people and looting them?” Ashley asked.

Cobalt gave her a thoughtful look and said to me, “Bloodthirsty. I like that. You really should convince her to join us in bed next time.”

“I’ll try,” I lied. Cobalt looked disappointed. That ability of hers was a serious inconvenience.

Ashley’s expression suggested if I actually did try she’d stab me a few dozen times.

“Your career as pirate hunters is over before it began,” Cobalt said. “But your life as pirates may just be beginning.”

“Pirates?” I asked. “Would you care to run that past me again?”

“A few years back the Goddess Atlantia went mad. Her island, Atlantis is now surrounded by a powerful twister. Annua is prowling the waters nearby preying upon anything it comes across,” Cobalt said, as she settled down at the table. “The pirate clans, the Theysians, Vala, if they were smart they’d have teamed up, but they aren’t. The pirates war amongst themselves in a constant struggle for who will rule. The Theysians grow more militant by the day while Vala just shut off their port entirely in an effort to hide from the world and proclaim to be the new rulers of Galea.”

“Annua is that sea dragon that almost killed us all?” Walt asked.

Cobalt nodded. “Protector of Atlantis. Vala hates anything not Vala right now and if you showed up on their door representing Castle Sardonis, I imagine you’d get an army marching back to the castle in answer. Theys is sensitive to any slight and you’ve burned those bridges, but the pirates… there you have an in.”

“What possible in do we have with the pirates?” I asked. “We barely know the difference between a ship and a boat.”

“I do,” Walt said.

“Nobody actually cares,’ I told him. I asked Cobalt, ‘You’re pirates, right? Are you going to give us a reference?”

“She’s not actually a pirate,” Riggs said with a snort.

“She just likes the title, because she thinks it’s fun to kill people and steal their stuff,” Lea said, picking at her plate of vegetables.

“I’ve stolen things, I fly around, I’m a sky pirate,” Cobalt said firmly, putting down the verbal mutiny from her crew.

“It’s because you think we’ll get the blame for the Ebon Star,” Ashley said, her eyes going wide.

“Smart girl,” Cobalt said.

“It’s a thin line between getting blame and taking credit,” I said, understanding.

“It vanished in a pillar of fire they probably saw all the way in Vala,” Cobalt said with a certain relish. “You, the follower of a fire goddess, lied and tricked your way on board the flag ship of the Theysian fleet where you then enacted a ritual destroying the ship and all hands, before making your escape.”

“You destroyed the greatest threat to the pirates there was, apart from another crazy Goddess,” Ashley said.

“Because you want to be Grand Admiral,” Cobalt said, leaning in. “Forget one missing shipment, you’ll walk away with a fleet at your command and a share of all they can steal. I can help.”

“What would you want in exchange?” Walt asked. “If we’ve learned anything lately, it is that there is always a price.”

“Liam’s Goddess, sorry, I don’t know her name,” Cobalt said.

“Yvera, Goddess of Passion and Fire,” I said.

“I want a favor from Yvera,” Cobalt said. “One big enough to regret.”

“That isn’t really on the table.”

“She summoned a giant pillar of flame to try to save your lives. I’ve seen your sword. Talk to her, ask,” Cobalt said.

There was a swirl of flame and Yvera appeared.

Guns came out.

“Yvera, Cobalt. Cobalt, Yvera,” I said.

“You’ll do more than help Liam with the pirates. He’ll need to meet Atlantia,” Yvera said.

 

QUEST GRANTED



Meet Atlantia



You instantly fell in love with the first Goddess you met. What possible harm could come of meeting her complete antithesis. Let’s find out.



 

“I will?” I asked.

“She’s behind an impenetrable wall of water,” Cobalt said.

“You’re clever and a lot more than you appear. You’ll figure something out,” Yvera said.

Cobalt thought it over. “Deal.”

“Deal,” Yvera said and vanished as suddenly as she’d appeared.

Cobalt gave me a devilish, self-satisfied smirk. “Lea, give them their weapons back. They’re going to need them. Riggs, sneak us up on Vinchy’s cove. Let’s be pirates.”
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CHAPTER NINE


Below us figures scurried on the deck of a ship with tattered sails, one not nearly so majestic as the Ebon Star.

Ashley looked through a spyglass borrowed from Cobalt and said, “I count five on deck. You sure about this?”

Cobalt had dropped us off in the rocks overlooking the cove while she flew off to prepare a diversion. There was just one pirate ship in the bay.

“Aren’t you the one who lectured me last time that I need to trust the women I sleep with?”

“There is a difference between not murdering a girl in favor of a delusional rat with a crown and turning pirate, because she thinks it’s a good idea. She seems dangerous.”

Walt took the spyglass from Ashley and studied the figures down below. “I confirm five of them on deck. One near the stern seems to be shouting orders.”

I took the spyglass from him. There were five figures on the deck, all dressed in loose-fitting clothing. Near the stern there was a muscled, bald man in bright red pants who was barking out commands. “That must be the captain. He’ll be our focus. Remember that these are pirates, they don’t want a fair fight. We go in fast and we go in hard. Avoid killing.”

Walt and Ashley nodded. We didn’t have long to wait. Cobalt’s distraction came in the form of a massive boom and a pillar of smoke from somewhere outside the cove, followed by a series of smaller pops.

The crew moved to the railing of the ship to get a view of what happened, staring out to sea, their backs to the shore.

We were on the rocks above the ship, which meant a jump down to the deck. My landing was hardly subtle, one of the sailors turning towards me at the sound.

 

Dimensional Step



 

Walt flickered into existence on one side of me, while on the other Ashley landed with a fluid move, crouched low and with both her daggers drawn. How was she always so completely badass?

I charged the sailor, my shoulder catching him in his chest and sending him over the rail of the ship.

I gave credit for how quickly the other sailors responded. Cutlasses were drawn and combat was joined.

It was the bald-headed man who rushed towards me. The others attacked my companions with one on Walt and two on Ashley.

I met a cutlass blow with Intemperance, flames flickering around my sword and I was impressed at the strength behind the hit.

Vanishing Act



 

Dimensional Wave



 

Ashley vanished from sight, fighting in her usual style of where you could never quite be certain where she would appear next. Walt meanwhile drove back his opponent with a blast of force that left the air shimmering in its wake.

 

Bull Headed



 

My world exploded into stars as I felt an agonizing pain in my skull. It took me a moment to realize what had happened. My opponent had head-butted me, I supposed that was one way to get past a flaming sword.

 

Scattershot



 

One of the pirates fighting Ashley pulled a pistol from his side and fired. There was a fearsome roar and puff of smoke. It seemed more like a shotgun than anything else, perhaps designed to fight stealthy foes like now. It certainly did the trick, Ashley’s stealth was broken. She was spun around with the force of the impact, multiple bloody rents torn into her armor. Her health was perilously low.

 

Lay on Hands



 

I moved to brush my hand against her shoulder, willing her healed and Ashley gave me a grateful nod.

“Switch?” I said.

Ashley didn’t answer as she picked herself up, but she moved towards the captain.

 

Scattershot



 

The second pirate Ashley had been facing fired his pistol, this time at me, but I had a shield to catch that blast. While the first worked to reload I chopped at his legs resulting in a cry and him crashing to the deck.

 

Dislocation



 

Walt’s opponent flickered out of sight to reappear in the air above the water. His expression was comically surprised before he plummeted into the sea.

 

Smite



 

I pointed Intemperance at the second pirate I was fighting and willed my Smite spell. Before, this had always resulted in a pillar of flame, but perhaps due to the divine nature of my blade a stream of fire set him ablaze. Screaming he flung himself over the side.

“He’s ready to negotiate, Liam,” Ashley said.

She had gotten behind the pirate captain and had one dagger to his throat, the other near one of his eyes.

“Is this always your hostile negotiation stance or something?” I asked.

“Worked on you and Yvera. Why change a winning formula?”

The captain struggled for a moment resulting in a line of blood being drawn from his neck. “I’m Bloody John Bull. Who are you people?”

Pirate names. Why hadn’t we given any thought to pirate names? Not only were they badass, but they would totally help our cover.

“I’m Admiral Flame. My companions, Ash and Ember.”

“I just get given my name? Really?” Ashley asked.

“I’m going for a theme here,” I said.

“Least yours has something to do with you. Ember?” Walt asked.

“Would you like a moment to rethink who you are? You don’t seem entirely certain,” John Bull said.

Ashley made him bleed a little more for that one. Good. “We’ll let the introductions stand, Captain. You’ve a fine ship.”

That was a lie. It was a fantastically crappy ship compared to either the Ebon Star or the Vainglory, but I suspected neither of those were fair comparisons.

“The Bull’s Charge has served me well. You stealing her, Admiral?”

I could hear the contempt in his tone. It was time to see what I could do about that.

“Did you see a pillar of flame in the sky last night?” I asked.

John Bull’s eyes narrowed. “I reckon every ship in these waters saw that. That why you picked your name?”

“That pillar of flame was the destruction of the Ebon Star, here to hunt pirates. You may have noticed I have a fondness for flames.”

I made sure he got a good look at the flames surrounding Intemperance, before I sheathed the sword.

“You took out the Ebon Star? They say she has ninety guns.”

“Ninety-eight and I silenced them all. I’m moving into these waters, John Bull, and I need men to sail for me. Question is, are you going to be one of my captains or do you choose to burn?”

Ashley cut his throat a little more. I tried not to wince while at the same time admiring her sense of timing.

“I’d have sailed with the man who burned the Ebon Star even without a knife at my throat. That ship nearly took us a year back. You can tell Ember to let me go.”

“I’m Ash.”

“Not my fault you all picked weird fire names. You could have been Siren, or Temptress.”

“Is he flirting with me?”

“I think so,” I said.

Ashley let him go. “Cool.”

John Bull called out with a bellowing cry and more men came from below. In short order a ladder had been dropped over the side and some rather soggy sailors were making their way back up on deck.

I used my Lay on Hands for the pirate I’d burned, the Smite had inflicted some nasty injuries.

A notification blinked in the corner of my vision and I pulled it up.

 

Congratulations!



You have reached level 9



 

You have one stat point to assign. As a Paladin of Yvera you have gained a further 15% skill to Seduction. As the Chosen of Yvera you have further gained 1 point of Luck. Due to your attunement you have an increased presence in the physical world and have gained 1 point in both Power and Endurance. You have further gained enhancements to the following abilities…



 

Fire Within: You now recover from all negative status conditions faster, with the rate of recovery increasing the lower your health goes.



 

Aura of Destruction: In addition to the previously granted passive damage benefit the environment around you will now be more prone to destruction, especially catching fire.



 

How disappointing that I didn’t get any new skills this level. The enhancement to Fire Within was badass, impairments could really mess you up in a hurry. I wasn’t sure I really needed things around me blowing up all the time though, that just seemed needless.

I assigned my point this level to Awareness and pulled up my sheet. I’d picked up a point in another few skills through usage.

 

Name: Liam Ottani



Class: Paladin of Yvera



Deity: Yvera



Titles: Chosen of Yvera, King of Genea, Admiral Flame



Level: 9



HP: 360/360



Stamina: 150/150



Mana: 70/70



XP: 25 of 1000 to next level



Alignment: -1000



Stats



Power: 15 (+6) Endurance: 15 Dexterity: 2



Intelligence: 7 Awareness: 5



Charisma: 12 Luck: 7



Skills



Long Blades: 82



Blunt Weapons: 16



Hand to Hand: 11



Mounted Combat: 15



Light Armor: 15



Medium Armor: 24



Heavy Armor: 17



Persuasion: 32



Seduction: 49



Meditation: 4



Barter: 15



Shield Use: 11



Arson: 7



Double Attack: 2



Blademaster: 1



Spells



Smite



Sense Virtue



Lay on Hands (2 uses per 4 hours)



Bless Water



Bless



Divine Steed



Divine Power



Zealous Blow



Holy Object



Innates



Blessed Nature



Fire Resistance: 50%



Sense Alignment



Fire Within



Fueling the Flame



Aura of Destruction



 

The crew were very welcoming and it wasn’t long before they’d broken out casks of ale. Two men proved to be passable musicians.

Walt vanished off with a scholarly gentleman that John Bull assured me handled his books. I wasn’t aware that Pirates even kept books, but it seemed that the division of plunder was something they took seriously. As the Admiral, I would get a cut and they needed to work out the details.

Ashley and John Bull flirted the night away and looked to be genuinely enjoying each other’s company. I struck out, but then it was almost relaxing to just be able to drink and enjoy the evening without worrying about who I was going to bed with.

Before Ashley let herself be pulled away to a night of debauchery I led her aside to a quiet bit of deck.

“What’s up?” said Ashley.

“I wanted to check with you and see what you thought. About the pirates, the ship, Cobalt.”

“Shitty ship, John Bull is very muscled. What kind of dumbass question is that?”

“Ash, I trust you and wanted to hear what you had to say. You’re always straight with me and I really value that.”

Ashley gave me a long and considering look from head to toe. “Liam, don’t wuss out.”

“What?”

“Don’t. Fucking. Wuss. Out. I know that I give you shit about your love life.”

“Lots of it.”

“Lots of it. Yeah. And you had it coming. Yvera, Maria, Elsora, and I haven’t even got around to yelling at you for Cobalt yet.”

“That’s coming?”

“Liam, we’re in a fantasy world and that chick is the only one flying around in an airship. She is so suspicious, but here is the thing—I hate your crazy bitch of a Goddess and if you aren’t careful around her I’ll cut your balls off myself until you see sense, but so far she hasn’t screwed us. Listening to her has gotten you a castle, the sweetest piece of gear any of us has, and me a second chance.”

“That almost sounds like you saying you were wrong.”

“Shut up and let me finish. Maria—”

“You argued I shouldn’t betray her.”

“And I was right. She is creepy and crazy as fuck, but she stood by us when it would have been easy to stand by her dad instead.”

“And we killed him for it.”

“Maybe I should have warned her about you instead. Elsora is too prissy and fancy by half, but we’re out here now only because you’re confident things are being run well back at the castle. That is all her.”

“I have no idea where you are going with all this.”

“You worry a lot about the choices you’ve made. Question them. You already do it too much and now you’re starting to wonder about the ones you haven’t even made yet. That is getting into wuss territory. You think with your dick way too much and it’s going to get you and us into trouble, but man up and own it.”

“You’re pretty good at this advice thing.”

“Like you said. I’ve always been straight with you, Liam. You good?”

“Yeah. I’m good. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Now if you’ll excuse me I have to go ride a bull. Have fun.”
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CHAPTER TEN


The next morning found me hungover and beneath a table. I think I’d gotten into a drinking contest with an orc the night before.

There was a swirl of flame and Yvera appeared looking as composed and perfect as ever. She was dressed again today, her attire more fancy than usual and her expression irritated as she began to pace back and forth upon the deck.

“Hi,” I said.

“You found another boat. A boat somehow even more squalid than the last.”

“Ship,” I said. I just couldn’t help myself.

Yvera’s gaze snapped to me. “If the man in the silly hat has corrupted you into doing this on an ongoing basis, I shall be wroth.”

“It is a pirate ship. They are filthy. But I set some people on fire, you’d have liked that bit.”

Yvera gave an amused snort. “I would have liked that bit. I wasn’t watching. Did they scream?”

“Lots.”

“You seem distracted,”

“I am. Both here and there I am beset by mysteries and puzzles.”

“Can I help?”

That question earned me a flash of smile, all too brief before her pacing resumed. “You are. I need you here doing what you do. I know you feel that somehow you stumbled into all of this by chance, but I truly do not think that at all.”

“This was meant to be Tommy’s place. My brother should have been here.”

“I was not freed to bond with your brother. No Liam, you are exactly where you are supposed to be and we are both exactly where someone intended us to be.”

“Why would your kin do that? Don’t you intend to stage a new rebellion? Which is exactly why they locked you away the last time?”

“Why indeed. So play your part Liam, do what comes naturally and we’ll let this continue to play out.”

“It doesn’t seem like you to just sit back and watch.”

That hit a nerve, the fiery aura around her pulsing. “I am not giving up, Liam. I am picking my time and my moment. You are a part of that, you all are.”

“You haven’t seemed to care about that for the last week. I’ve barely seen you.”

Those flames pulsed again and I felt a wash of heat. “Neediness is such an unattractive quality in a man.”

I liked flirting with Yvera a lot more than I liked fighting with her. I was kind of on the attack, and even more so than with most women, but I was sure it was a fight I’d never win.

“Do you have a plan for our next steps?”

“I always have a plan. If you are quite done impressing and screwing the pirates, we’re going to track down Atlantis.”

“You mentioned that to Cobalt earlier. Atlantis and the Goddess that lives there,”

“Atlantia. Clearly nobody decided to get clever with naming. Should we get the opportunity we’ll have to colonize new territory and call it Yveland.”

“I like Liam’s Mill.”

Yvera’s lips quirked into an expression of distaste. “We must always pretend to have standards, Liam. Atlantia is the Goddess of the oceans and of vengeful wrath.”

“Sounds fun.”

“Standards. Water goddesses aren’t for bedding.”

“Aren’t you Goddess enough already?”

“More than enough and I fully intend to stay that way. Atlantia is the greatest threat to me in this world and while we are here, we might as well find out how much.”

“Do you think she’d actually talk to you?”

“I’ll be charming.”

“You aren’t as good at that as you think you are.”

“Says the man who has fallen madly in love with me and signed on to almost certain death in becoming my Chosen.”

“Says the man you tried to convince not to do it.”

Yvera glared.

Right. I guess I wasn’t winning this one. I said, “Fine. You’ll be charming. So we just need to find her and Atlantis then.”

“Cobalt is looking for a way I’m sure.”

“Since you bring her up. Thoughts?”

“Excellent bedroom technique. That thing she did with her tongue and elbow is physically impossible for ninety-four percent of the population.”

I flushed and said, “You saw that.”

“Did you not understand when I told you I was always watching, or did you simply not believe me? I may not choose to attempt to manage or comment on every single aspect of your life, but never make the mistake of thinking that you are hiding any secrets from me.”

That was uncomfortable, reassuring, and kind of a turn-on all at once. I’d have to sort through that jumble of sensations later. “Outside of the sex, you agreed to that deal with her.”

“I did. She is dangerous, and I like having dangerous friends far more than I like having dangerous enemies. It is an instinct you seem to share and so far it is serving you well. Enough stupid questions, Liam. I’m not a dating compatibility test.”

“Were you ever?”

“No. The closest would be Palivar, he was once analysis software to determine how well management teams would mesh.”

Yvera seemed far more serious than the Goddess I’d first met back in Sardonis Castle. She said, “You have your marching orders, Liam. Play pirate, if you must, but finding Atlantis takes priority.”

“It’s my fault isn’t it?”

“You will need to explain that.”

“You. You’re not right in the head. I love you, I can tell. You’re saying that you are in my head, but I know it really does go both ways. Elements. Water is your weakness and I am surrounded on all sides and headed towards its very heart. I’m hurting you just by being here, aren’t I?”

“It is a headache that does not go away, Liam. This place hates me and I hate it. I’ll deal with it. We’ll deal with it.”

“I need to be here right now. Elsora is trying her damnedest back at the castle, but losing those supplies really hurt us.”

“I know. I wish you’d saved this fight until we were both stronger, but events transpired otherwise. Perhaps they were meant to. We don’t back down.”

“You don’t like being pushed into a corner.”

“Push a fire and you get burned, Liam, always. Know it, live it.”

With those parting words she vanished in a puff of flame and the deck was colder for her absence.

It took some time to roust the others. A disheveled Ashley seemed in good spirits and a hungover Walt was barely functional. Soon though we were headed back to shore and John Bull assured us that he’d spread the word in every port.


*****




We’d arrived at Atlantis, in a manner of speaking.

The Vainglory hung just outside a twister of water that vanished into the clouds. It was a remarkable sight. We’d signaled Cobalt that we were ready to be picked up and upon boarding the ship she let us know they had found Atlantis on the charts.

“You didn’t have to research in any ancient tomes or anything?”

“Atlantis was until a few decades ago the major trading hub of this region. It used to be on every chart as a safe haven, although these days all steer clear.”

I could see why. The towering wall of water looked violent enough to destroy anything so careless as to get near. In an airship we were safe, in an ocean vessel we’d have been anything but.

“So this thing surrounds the whole island?”

“Not a break in it anywhere and even the Vainglory can’t go up high enough to reach the top.”

“You’ve tried?”

“The only thing I love more than a good mystery is a good adventure, this is both.”

“When did this happen?”

“Decades ago. I don’t know what happened, but it happened all at once. This twister appeared and Annua began to patrol the waters and destroying ships. Storms keep getting worse every year.”

Cobalt was excited as she talked about what happened. I might not have her unerring ear for the truth, but our Lover’s bond did give me some sense of her emotions.

“No wonder things are such a mess,” I said.

“Pirates have always sailed these waters, but many of these who are now pirates are new to it. Fisherman and traders forced into a new life. Of course, this increase in their numbers has inspired others to try harder than ever to exterminate them.”

“And nobody knows what happened?”

“Atlantia was always unpredictable and savage. The sea can be cruel. Every sailor knows it. Things have gone well beyond that.”

“Do you have any guesses as to what happened?”

Cobalt paused. “This isn’t just anger. It’s pain. You don’t wall yourself off from the world unless you’ve been hurt.”

That made a lot of sense. “I have to get in there.”

“So your Goddess said. It’s crazy and reckless.”

I grinned at her. “Making you hot?”

“It’s working for me. I have an idea, give me some time and I think I can get us past the barrier.”

Further questions had to be set aside when Ashley ran up onto deck. “Bull is in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Pirates. He put into some place called Madrosa and something happened.”

Cobalt eyed Ashley. “He left you a charm to communicate. Cute.”

Nobody had given me a charm. Rude.

Ashley caught my expression. “They’re really rare.”

Cobalt nodded. “He likes her. Bull probably went into port bragging about his new Admiral and the other ships in port saw easy prey.”

I felt a flush of anger and an echoing pulse from Intemperance at my side. “He’s being attacked because of me?”

“They’ve never heard of you, you have no other ships, and news hasn’t reached them yet about the Ebon Star. Bull is claiming backing they don’t think he has.”

I wasn’t a particularly smart guy, but I could grasp lessons when they were repeated enough times. If there was one lesson that this world had been hammering home to me since I got here it was this—you pick a side and stand with your friends.

 

QUEST GRANTED



Charge to the Bull



Bull is in danger. Can you reach him in time or will this be his last rodeo?



 

John Bull was sailing under me and if those ships thought he had no backup they were so very wrong. When you push fire, you get burned. “Cobalt, how fast can you get us there?”

Cobalt was already moving and halfway across the deck before she called over her shoulder, “Twenty minutes. Tell him to hold out.”

Ashley closed her eyes and clutched at a carved stone tooth on a string around her neck. “He’s heading for open water, but there are three of them. He’s worried.”

“Go get Walt, and make sure Lea and Riggs know what is up if they don’t already. We’ll need to be ready for action the moment we get there.”

Ashley nodded and ran off. It wasn’t entirely busy work, but I knew that giving her any sort of task to do right now was what she needed. Anything she could focus on to keep her from more worry.

The Vainglory pulled away from the wall of water and I watched it drift astern as the airship began to tremble. The wind began to whistle as we gained speed.. We were charging into battle and it felt good.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


The Bull’s Charge had made it a fair distance from the harbor by the time we arrived and the island was a fuzzy blur on the horizon. The ship had taken a lot of fire and its sails were tattered, the sides showing the scars of cannon hits. As we drew closer we watched one ship throw grappling hooks and use them to pull near and send over boarders.

Ashley had rejoined me on deck along with Walt and she had a dangerous look in her eye as she looked over the scene.

Cobalt joined us. “Lea has the helm and Riggs has cannon duty, they’ll miss the party but I’ll be able to join you.”

“Are they really all the crew you have?” I asked.

“The Vainglory is special. We get by. We can create a dense fog to hide our approach. Supposedly you have a few ships at your command, Admiral. How do you want to play this?”

The most critical threat seemed to be the boarding action, but the two other ships couldn't be ignored. They would be able to board as well, if needed, and even if we managed to break the Bull’s Charge away their cannons would be a threat.

I asked Cobalt, “You’re so fond of hiding your class and level I don’t know your capabilities. How good are you in a fight?”

“Consider me the deadliest woman you have ever met and, if you are very lucky, the deadliest you ever shall.”

I had to believe that was just boasting. Still, I didn’t have much choice other than to take her word at the moment.

“Ashley, I know you’d like to be with Bull, but we need you elsewhere. We’ll fly past and drop you onto one of the other ships. Kill the officers, get out alive.”

It was risky, but we needed to neutralize that ship.

“No playing nice this time and taking them alive?” Walt asked.

“We’re badly outnumbered and outgunned. We’ll play nice with any survivors.”

“I’m in the mood for murder. I’ll catch up with Bull after,” Ashley said.

“Killing is what I do. Where do you want me?” Cobalt said.

“Loaded question. Same job, the other ship. I’m guessing you’re a stealth class.”

Cobalt grinned at me, but gave no answer. She was a woman who really loved her secrets.

“Walt. You’ll be with me on the Bull’s Charge. Focus on the chains, we want to get the ship mobile again. Cobalt, you said there will be fog. Can Lea move the ship in and out, fly low to deliver a volley and then reposition?”

“Make us seem like a fleet instead of a lone ship? She can do that, I’ll pass along the orders.”

“Do it now. We’re dropping Ashley and you off first.”

Cobalt ran off leaving me alone with the others.

“She’s going to an alarming amount of trouble. I don’t trust her,” Walt said.

“She’s on our side until she isn’t,” I said, and earned an approving look from Ashley for my trouble. Yeah, I got it. Eventually.

 

Fog of War



 

The air surrounding the Vainglory began to fill with mist and soon the battle was obscured from sight entirely, although the sounds of combat could faintly be heard in the distance.

Cobalt returned, gait steady across the wobbly deck and she now wore a sword belt on one hip in place of one of her pistols. “We’ll slow down three times. When we do, jump off the starboard side near the bow.”

We got into position and everyone prepared themselves. Walt looked nervous, Ashley focused and Cobalt as if she was having the time of her life.

The ship slowed once. Ashley ran for the ship’s side and leapt off, vanishing into the fog. I hoped that Lea was as good a pilot as Cobalt seemed to think so.

We began to slow again and Cobalt leaned in to press a kiss to my lips, a hungered contact that was also too brief.

Cobalt pulled away and dove for the edge, calling out, “Stay safe.”

I wasn’t the one I was worried about. I’d given the most dangerous jobs to her and Ashley. Both of them seemed eager, but I couldn’t help worrying.

Fortunately I had little time to dwell on it as we moved away and then slowed once more.

“Come on,” I called to Walt and leapt out into the fog.

It was a longer drop than I was expecting, letting out a bellowing grunt as I hit the deck. It had taken nearly a quarter of my health and I looked around for Walt. With his smaller health bar he’d probably need a heal as soon as he was down.

 

Teleport



 

Walt flickered into being beside me looking completely unfazed. I was impressed. Mid-air teleporting to the deck to avoid fall damage. Walt was kind of a badass with his skills.

Around us pirates were fighting pirates and the deck was deafening with the sounds of clashing swords. Until this moment I’d not given any thought of how to tell one pirate from another. Surely the crew of the Bull’s Charge had no problem identifying the invaders, but I didn’t know who to help.

I focused on the alignments of those involved, but it wasn’t overly helpful as everyone seemed to be neutral or evil.

If we couldn’t identify those already on the deck we could at least know who was boarding. That would give me some targets to burn and I wanted to get Walt working on those chains anyways.

Through the fog I caught a glimpse of the other ship’s sails and moved in that direction, drawing Intemperance. The blade flamed to life, burning the fog away.

I heard the cries of ‘Admiral Flame’ rising from the battle and perhaps it was my imagination, but I thought that perhaps the fighting became more intense as a result of my presence. I remembered that I did have an aura that boosted the damage of me and my allies, and I wondered if an entire ship counted. Perhaps I was helping just by showing up.

The cries also drew attention to me and I didn’t have to worry about finding enemies to fight—they were finding me.

 

Backstab



 

A blade bit into my back and I turned to face the pirate who delivered the blow.

 

Backstab



 

Another blow hit me from a new angle. Another pirate and another stealth class. I was getting fed up with stealth classes.

Walt was nowhere to be seen. I hoped that meant he had found the chains securing the ship and was working on getting us free.

 

Now You See Me



 

One of the pirates faded from view and I concentrated on Intemperance focusing on the connection I always had with Yvera.

 

Smite



 

Like before, when I’d channeled the spell through the sword, I got a far more dramatic result than I had in the past. A billowing cloud of flames extended towards where I knew the invisible pirate had to be and a moment later I saw his outline wreathed in flames, before he faded back into view screaming.

He turned to move towards the railing, intending no doubt to jump into the water and I charged forward driving Intemperance through his back, the unholy sword searing his organs before I pulled it free.

“How do you like it?”

 

Backstab



 

Backstab



 

This was so not cool. I felt a fiery rush through my body as accelerated healing began to hit my system. It actually wasn’t a good sign, because it meant my health bar was low. I was down to about a quarter health.

 

Get The Horns



 

The smug expression on the face of one of the pirates who had just backstabbed me became a look of horror as suddenly two scimitars slashed together and nearly cut him in half.

John Bull was looking worse for wear, a nasty cut across his forehead and a bloodied mess of a shoulder that looked like it had taken a pistol shot at close range.

“Admiral, looked like you could use a hand.”

“Or a back. They seem to be sneaky bastards.”

Bull moved to fight back-to-back with me and I reached into my inventory, withdrawing one health potion to take a quick swig and then handing it off to him.

 

Scattershot



 

With my back covered the fight became a lot more even . I took a blast from a pistol on my shield.

I hadn’t yet tried casting any other spells using Intemperance as a focus, but perhaps now was the time. John Bull could surely use a buff to power and endurance that my Divine Power could give.

 

You are attempting to focus one of your divine abilities through a holy relic. While Divine Power can normally only be used on two individuals by utilizing a holy relic it can be cast on all nearby allies. This will consume both casting slots and the spell will only be half as effective as usual. Do you wish to perform a global cast?



Yes / No



 

Great. A wall of text in the middle of a fight. I traded blows with a pirate and the distraction let him get in a hit on my shoulder.

If I understood what I was reading correctly that meant that I’d lose my own Divine Power cast for one half-strength. I was getting used to being really buff, and in this fight I’d feel the loss. I don’t think I’d have survived that initial flurry of backstabs without it. On the other hand, I was pretty sure we were losing this fight and I wasn’t going to win it for us singlehanded.

I willed my assent and immediately felt weaker than I had mere moments before. On the other hand John Bull and countless sailors surrounding us grew even more muscled and hardened.

“Huh,” Bull said.

 

Bull Headed



 

Great conversationalist, this one. Bull didn’t seem to be one for questions, but rather he delivered a cracking head-butt to one of the invading pirates and then skewered him.

 

Zealous Blow



 

I tested out my newest combat ability. It seemed the right time, since I was weaker than usual. My sword traced a fiery arc through the air and exploded into a burst of flames when meeting a parry, creating a burst of heat that sent my opponent scurrying backwards.

There came a tearing shriek of metal and the deck trembled violently as we broke free of the other ship. Walt must have been hard at work.

“Might want to hit their sails, Admiral,” John Bull said.

It was quite a distance, but I could try. I focused on them and extended Intemperance in that direction.

 

Smite



 

The flames were far more focused than normal, intense, a narrow blue beam extending from the point of my sword and crossing the distance to the sails. They began to burn.

 

Backstab



 

Really? Weren’t we done with this? I was so enraged at the prompt that I just figured I had missed the blow, until I realized I’d not taken a hit at all. A soaking wet Ashley however had just stabbed the remaining attacker I had on me.

“Get it done?” I asked her.

“Captain and his Second. I made a big mess, but couldn’t get to any of the other officers. Nice to see you vertical, Bull,” Ashley said.

Bull swept her up into a crushing hug that completely ignored the fight around them. I felt a flash of jealousy. Not for Ashley, not exactly, but I didn’t know if anyone would be quite that happy to see me still alive and kicking. I wished there were.

“Still a fight going on, you two,” I said.

Walt stepped out of the fog. He looked a bloody mess with only a sliver of his health bar remaining, “Not much of one.”

I offered him a healing potion which he downed. The sounds of fighting did seem to have faded. I could hear the occasional pounding of cannons off in the fog punctuated with flashes of light.

“We’ve got the sails. Get us an angle and hammer them,” John Bull called out to a woman I didn’t recognize. The ship creaked as it moved and soon begin to tremble with the force of broadsides being unleashed into the ship that boarded us.

 

Backstab



 

This time it wasn’t Ashley finding someone else to kill, but another sneaky bastard having a go at me. He nimbly dodged out of the way of my answering swing.

 

Scattershot



 

There came a roar of a firing gun from somewhere off to the side of me and the stealthy pirate went flying backwards, a mangled and bloodied mess. Looking over I saw Ashley holding the smoking pistol and she flashed me a grin while tossing it aside. “Hey, if it works for them. Those things fucking hurt.”

They hadn’t really hurt me so far, but they did seem to do a number on rogues. I should probably pick myself up one or two. So far being a pirate was rather fun, even if it involved a good bit more of killing other pirates than I’d have expected.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


A cheer went up from the crew. I couldn’t determine the reason, but then John Bull pointed to the other ship through the fog.

“Looks like they raised their flag of surrender, Admiral.”

“One down, two to go. Hopefully we’ve already taken the fight out of them.”

I was worried though as there was still no sign of Cobalt. I’d expected her back by this point, like Ashley, but so far she hadn’t made an appearance.

“You might want to hold on,” John Bull said.

I took him at his word and reached out to grab hold of a nearby support. It was just in time.

 

Charging Bull



 

There was a massive tremor underfoot and the sound of splintering wood. We’d just rammed one of the remaining ships. Given the name of the ship this was the sort of thing John Bull probably did quite a bit, which explains why it was so devastating. In the aftermath the other vessel was lopsided in the water and I could hear the panicked shouts of the crew.

Moments later they raised their own flag of surrender. Two down. It was then that the fog began to clear, the skies and sea again becoming clear around us.

There was no sign of the Vainglory in the sky and I wondered where the ship had gone. Had something called them away? Did they pick up Cobalt and go?

The remaining enemy ship was the most dangerous looking one remaining, a predatory vessel with a raven mast. They hadn’t raised their flag, the deck was empty and the cannons were silent.

“That last one doesn’t seem to be doing much,” I said.

“The Raven, under the command of Captain Dara Riel,” John Bull said.

“Know much about her?”

“Deadly. Necromancer. She is always one for a clever trap or a new surprise. We should just blow her out of the water and take the other two as prizes.”

“I took the other ship. That one must have been Cobalt’s,” Ashley said.

I was against blowing Cobalt out of the water, if she were still aboard that ship. “Bring us in close, Captain. We’ll go over, I want to see why things have gone silent.”

“I’ll join you,” John Bull said.

Ashley gave him a concerned look. I don’t know what made her think that was any riskier than piracy.

“Do we need to be worried about the other ships?” I asked.

“Admiral. They thought you didn’t actually exist and then you came out of nowhere and made them bleed all over their decks. I’m fairly sure they’d rather be with you, than against you.”

“If you say so. Bring us alongside the Raven and we’ll head over.”

The time it took to draw closer let us replenish our health and mana pools. We were in good shape by the time the Bull’s Charge came up alongside the Raven.

I led the way, John Bull and Ashley right behind me, Walt taking up the rear. We didn’t have to wonder long why the ship was silent. The deck was a scene of carnage. The big fight was on the Bull’s Charge, as it should have been, but I think there may have been more dead scattered here.

“Gods,” John Bull said.

Ashley slipped free and began to move amongst the bodies. At first I thought she was simply investigating, but I saw her pulling items free and slipping them into her inventory.

“Seriously? Is this the time to go looting?” I asked.

“It’s always the time to go looting,” John Bull said.

Ashley looked up from her work. “See why I like him?”

How exasperating. “A romance for the ages. I’m sure you’ll loot many battlefields together. What happened here?”

Walt was inspecting several of the bodies as well. “Sword and pistol. No signs of claws or of magic.”

“So it was probably Cobalt and I’m not sleeping with a werewolf.”

“If being covered in spiders won’t stop you I don’t see why being covered in fur would. However I do pride myself in not being current on the details of your love life. I do believe that this was Cobalt and there is no sign that she transformed into anything else.”

I studied the slaughter on the deck. I did a quick count. Seventeen. There were seventeen bodies here. “Leave the looting for later. We’ll come back, I want to find out if anyone is still alive.”

Ashley and John Bull reluctantly gave up on a corpse they were picking clean and followed me towards the stairs leading below deck.

Magical lanterns along the walls provided a faint illumination and reflected two other bodies at the foot of the stairs.

Walt kneeled down to inspect them. “Stabbed and shot in the back. They were running away.”

“Stupid. You don’t run into an enclosed space. They should have dived overboard,” Ashley said.

“Or charged,” John Bull said.

“Charging isn’t a solution for every problem,” Walt said.

“Works for me.”

I found myself coming down on John Bull’s side of the argument here, which was a bit unsettling given I was pretty sure it was the dumb one. Moving further down the hall we found only a few more corpses, two in a kitchen and one in what looked to be the crew quarters.

“Can’t say she wasn’t thorough,” I said.

John Bull shook his head disbelievingly. “You’re telling me one person did all this?”

“I tried to solo a ship, too. I only got four though before I had to flee,” Ashley said.

Only four. I was again reminded that I was surrounded by interesting and murderous friends. Well, they were probably the best kind to have.

The side rooms held nothing but corpses until we finally made our way to the Captain’s cabin. The doorway was open and within moved a lithe, dark-haired woman I didn’t recognize. The cabin and nearby hall were more or less in ruins, dark scars from magical blasts and splintered wood suggesting something major had gone down here.

The sounds of our none-too-stealthy approach drew the woman’s attention and she lifted her hands. “I’m not looking for a fight. I’m Captain Dara Riel, Bull there can confirm that.”

“That’s her alright.”

“Captain, your ship is a mess,” I said.

The glare I got in response was venomous, “Of course it is. I had a murderous, scantily clad sociopath make her way through my crew. I assume you are Admiral Flame?”

I really should have picked a better name. It sounded kind of stupid now that I’d met so many pirates going under their real names. Still, it was a bit soon to try to assume a new one.

“That’s me. This is Ash and Ember. You know Bull.”

“Are those the best names you could come up with? What are you, twelve?”

“I like them,” John Bull said.

“You would. Well, Admiral, you do seem to be a lot better at murder and wanton destruction than you are at names, which speaks in your favor.”

The ship showed plenty of evidence Cobalt had been here but we hadn’t yet run into her. “So where is Cobalt?”

“The scantily clad sociopath? Gone, after stealing my charts and giving me a message to pass on to you.”

“Which is?”

“She has gone in search of something to breach the barrier. In the meantime, in exchange for my life, I and my crew are to sail under your command for the foreseeable future. She suggests you take us as your flagship and build a fleet.”

I could hear the loathing in Dara’s words. She hated this. In a way I found that a comfort, you don’t hate something that you can easily get out of. I also wanted to trust Cobalt despite (or perhaps because of) her murderous rampage. She had decided to leave Dara in place for me to work with, I could deal with that.

“I’m happy to have your help, but your crew won’t be of service to anyone from the looks of them.”

Dara sniffed with disdain. “I’m a necromancer. That won’t be a problem.”

“Then why were they alive to start with?”

“Do you have any idea how fast sea air corrodes the undead? I’m not saying we won’t eventually have a mess on our hands, but for the time being the ship will have a crew.”

“John Bull, can I trust her?”

“No, absolutely not. She is a trickster and a manipulator, and thoroughly and completely vile.”

“Fuck. That means the Admiral is going to sleep with her,” Ashley said.

“I am not,” I said.

“Disgusting,” Dara said.

Hmph. I mean, it certainly wouldn’t be that, “Well, I wouldn’t go that far.”

Dara gave a shiver of revulsion.

Ashley was watching this intently. “Okay, good. He is just going to want to sleep with her. Sorry lady, he has a thing for creepy chicks.”

“Too bad. I don’t have a thing for hormonal idiots.”

“We’re all good then,” Ashley said.

Dara said, “Could we stop talking about this? I must go gather entrails for the reanimation ritual and I’d rather not have my stomach turning while I’m doing so.”

Now that just seemed mean. Giving her another look, she really was kind of attractive. She had some Queen of the Undead thing going on that I guessed was wholly appropriate. Wait. What was I thinking? I was not going to prove Ashley right.

Ashley gave me a smug look as if being aware of my thoughts. Sometimes her cutting through people’s crap cut through a bit too much of my own.

“That’s weird,” John Bull said.

Ashley took his arm. “No kidding. I think we’re done here, right Admiral? Bull can take me back and thank me for saving his life and his ship?”

“Not going to loot first?”

“I never forget the foreplay.”

“Go. Ember, can you meet with the captains of the other ships we just seized and give them terms?”

“No problem,” Walt said. “Same as I worked out with Bull?”

“Keep it simple. If they don’t agree…”

I paused, trying to think of the next step, but Walt seemed more than happy to continue the thought.

“I know. I know. Kill them and offer it to the next avaricious and compliant soul.”

Ashley wasn’t the only bloodthirsty one. I didn’t have any better ideas immediately spring to mind.

“Good man.”

Ashley, Bull, and Walt all made their way out leaving me along with Dara.

“Well Admiral, since we have established that you are thoroughly loathsome and disgusting in all ways and I am most definitely not going to be sleeping with you, and you clearly lack the mental capacity to have anything else on your mind, you should leave me to my long day of raising the dead.”

“I don’t really have anywhere else to go.”

Dara looked startled for just a moment and then chuckled, a less irate expression of emotion than any I’d gotten from her so far. “Right out the door, two doors down. It’s nice enough and not in use. By rights you should have this room, but it’s rather destroyed.”

“Is she really that dangerous?”

“The scantily clad sociopath? Your lover, if I read things correctly? My crew were nothing special, but were competent and numerous. I am a fully trained practitioner of the dark arts. You should not need me to tell you.”

“She said she was dangerous, but I just thought she was boasting.”

“She wasn’t. Leave me, vile thing, I have a lot to do.”

The quarters were surprisingly nice although with a layer of dust over everything. A mystery for another day. My level notification was blinking and I took the opportunity of a little quiet to pull up the alert.

 

Congratulations!



You have reached level 10



 

You have one stat point to assign. As a Paladin of Yvera you have gained a further 15% skill to Seduction. As the Chosen of Yvera you have further gained 1 point of Charisma. Due to your attunement you have an increased presence in the physical world and have gained 1 point in both Power and Endurance. You have further gained enhancements to the following abilities…



 

Lay on Hands: You have gained a third charge and the ability now has a chance of healing negative status conditions based on your Charisma.



 

You have gained the following innate ability…



 

Aura of Kings: Kings surround themselves with greatness and are opposed by it. All social adjustments both negative and positive are magnified based on the power of the other party.



 

I got a skill from being a king, I hadn’t done that before.

 

I assigned my point this level to Intelligence and studied my new sheet.

 

Name: Liam Ottani



Class: Paladin of Yvera



Deity: Yvera



Titles: Chosen of Yvera, King of Genea, Admiral Flame



Level: 10



HP: 380/380



Stamina: 160/160



Mana: 80/80



XP: 225 of 1000 to next level



Alignment: -1000



Stats



Power: 16 (+6) Endurance: 16 Dexterity: 2



Intelligence: 8 Awareness: 5



Charisma: 13 Luck: 7



Skills



Long Blades: 84



Blunt Weapons: 16



Hand to Hand: 12



Mounted Combat: 15



Light Armor: 15



Medium Armor: 26



Heavy Armor: 17



Persuasion: 34



Seduction: 65



Meditation: 4



Barter: 15



Shield Use: 12



Arson: 8



Double Attack: 2



Blademaster: 1



Spells



Smite



Sense Virtue



Lay on Hands (3 uses per 4 hours)



Bless Water



Bless



Divine Steed



Divine Power



Zealous Blow



Holy Object



Innates



Blessed Nature



Fire Resistance: 50%



Sense Alignment



Fire Within



Fueling the Flame



Aura of Destruction



Aura of Kings



 

It was looking good. Putting together a fleet was likely to require a lot of fighting. I went over my abilities a few times before falling asleep. I needed rest to help prepare myself for the struggles ahead.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Madrosa was a ramshackle port town that managed to turn a better than average harbor into a business opportunity from the local pirates. I think half the town may have been grimy taverns and the other half warehouses holding stolen cargo. They were realists enough that when my tiny fleet sailed in someone soon enough raised the flag of Genea just above the flag depicting a woman on fire.

If it was to their advantage, those flags would come down just as quickly. For the time being, it was simple practicality. They assured me my cut of the fleet’s take would make it to Castle Sardonis. While I had no idea how they would manage that, I supposed it needed faith in the ability of smugglers to smuggle.

I had a fleet status window now and I pulled it up to go over the data.

 

Fleet Status



1. The Raven - Flagship - Captain Dara Riel



2. Bull’s Charger - Captain John Bull



3. Eleanor - Captain Marcus Tibeau



4. Furious Roar - Captain Catherine Strong



 

The Raven had a crew now, Dara proved to be an adept necromancer and gotten her crew back in quick order. The undead she raised were different from the ones I had known back at Castle Sardonis. There, they were driven by duty to repeat their tasks in life, but these were altogether different and seemed instead to be very much the same men and women they were apart from the creepy new forms.

My captains sat around a table in the Dead Man’s Drink, I’d ordered them to come together so that we could discuss plans.

“Thank you all for coming. I know this is not where many of you expected to be.”

“We’re not what you might call men and women of strong loyalty, Admiral. We’ve all been here before,” John Bull said.

The others at the table nodded in agreement. Right, this was stranger for me than them.

“We need to expand the fleet. Ideas?”

An athletic blonde woman spoke up, she must be Catherine Strong, “You kicked the ass out of the Ebon Star, you sailed to the rescue of one of your captains and helped him to kick ass against overwhelming odds. When the word gets out some ships will just start showing up.”

A suave and well-groomed man with dark hair, Marcus Tibeau, replied, “Every malcontent not happy with the boss they have now.”

“Every ship counts,” I said.

Marcus shrugged at that. Clearly he didn’t think much of such ships.

“We can spread the word. Split up, head to different ports, get the word out,” John Bull said.

“If, at first, your idiotic charging does not succeed, charge harder? That is how you wound up with three ships fighting you last time,” Dara Riel said.

John Bull pulled a face. “That worked out last time.”

“Because the Admiral came to save you.”

She had a point. I said, “We’ll go in pairs. Hit ports and spread the word, and if we meet any ships alone not willing to fly a new flag we forcibly change their mind.”

John Bull shot a hopeful look in Ashley’s direction. “The Charger can go with you, Admiral.”

It would make Ashley and Bull happy, but these other two captains were complete unknowns.

“You are wondering if you can trust us,” Marcus said.

“It’s the sort of thing I seem to wonder a lot about my friends and allies.”

“For all that I have taken up with pirates, Admiral, I am a man of honor. Any here will attest to that.”

There were nods around the table.

Catherine said, “You kicked my ass. I liked it. I want in. Keep kicking other asses and you and me, we’re good.”

No answering nods this time, but I believed in violent tendencies. The desire to punch people was one that I could get behind and understand.

“The Eleanor and the Furious Roar will travel together then, add anyone who wishes to join up to our fleet, and we’ll meet back here in two weeks.”

“You know we’ll be picking a fight? The other admirals will see an upstart stealing their ships. It will be what happened with Bull, but even larger,” Marcus said.

“Way I see it we go big and hope we win the fight, or we go small and scrape along just hoping to get bigger. I like the big wagers. Let’s get this out of the way,” I said.

It was only partly true, of course. I was feeling guilty for how badly the water was affecting Yvera. I didn’t want to stay around a moment more than necessary.


*****




Two weeks and my fleet screen was looking a lot more crowded. The Bull’s Charger and The Raven had managed to add another seven ships to the fleet during our adventures. Four of those had joined up right away. The word had started to spread and the Theysians now had a bounty on my head for the destruction of the Ebon Star. While it surely inspired greed in many a pirate heart, it was also credibility on a grand scale.

The other ships were more effort, a chase where our mix of ships came in useful and then a token fight. The captains seemed to be operating under the theory that when I eventually was defeated, putting up a good fight before changing flags would go down well with their previous Admiral. They were probably right, it would make me more forgiving.

The others had been even more successful and added ten ships between them. When we sailed back into Madrosa harbor they had arrived first and a few of their flags already bore a flame in the top right corner indicating their allegiance. The local seamstress was making a profit at least.

“When we dock, get word to the other captains to meet at the bar,” I said.

Dara gave me a frosty nod. Despite my best efforts the two weeks aboard the ship together hadn’t resulted in us falling into bed together. Perhaps I’d had some sort of critical failure on my seduction or I was just not what she was looking for. It was unfortunate. The rest of the crew were zombies and skeletons—revealing that much to my surprise I had some sort of sexual standards after all.

Several zombies began readying a longboat to take us to shore. The sky began to get dark, storm clouds rolling in. Dara made a gesture and the zombies stopped at their task.

“Problem?”

“Magic. Strong and growing.”

“Do you think it’s the storm?”

Dara gave me a long-suffering look. “We combine with the rest of our fleet and suddenly a storm rolls in with the scent of magic on the air? Of course, it’s the damned storm.”

The sky continued to darken and a rumble of thunder shook the air.

“We need to warn the fleet.”

“They’re not stupid. There isn’t a sailor alive who isn’t aware of a storm rolling in.”

I drew Intemperance and channeled a Smite spell to lash out with a stream of fire towards the storm clouds. Fire lit them especially brightly for an instant.

“There. That should let them know something is unusual with the storm.”

“That should also let the sender of that storm know exactly where to find you.”

I couldn’t help but wince, I hadn’t thought of that. I just telegraphed my location to anyone interested in knowing it.

Walt came up from below deck, looking as if he had just woken up. “Magic in the air.”

“Welcome to the last conversation. Teleport over to the other ships and let them know that something bad is coming.”

Walt nodded and flickered out of existence.

 

Teleport



 

The rumbling had only gotten more intense and waves were beginning to rock the ship.

 

Lightning Bolt



 

A bolt of lightning flashed down and struck the ship just a foot away from me. The force threw me backwards and I felt a twitching in my nerves.

 

Unholy Shield



 

Dara mumbled something I couldn’t catch and a brief ripple of red in the air surrounded the ship. She called out to the crew, “Trim the sails and move us away! They know our position.”

“How many hits can your shield take?”

“I’m a necromancer, not a shield battery. Don’t suppose you have anything in your flame admiral repertoire?”

“Not unless you need me to regenerate faster.”

 

Lightning Bolt



 

We were struck by another lightning blast, although this one was absorbed by the shield.

“Your Admiral powers, you useless sack of flesh!”

Dara was angry, her eyes flashing with reflected lightning.

I again proved myself worthy of having piles of charisma. “Err…”

“No wonder the zombies haven’t been hungering for your brains. Focus on Admiral under your titles and be quick about it.”

She was bossy. I didn’t like it. This also wasn’t the time to pick a fight, as much as I wanted to.

 

Admiral



21 ships (7 points to distribute)



Currently you may not have higher than a 4 in any single skill.



 

General



Navigation - The ability of your ships to navigate and maneuver on the sea. Points in this skill will impact both maneuverability in combat as well as the time needed to travel between ports.



Gunnery - The offensive skill of your ships with both cannons and firearms. Points in this skill govern how much damage you can inflict in combat.



Pirate



Luck - Fortune is fickle and plays many roles in the life of a pirate. Points in this skill make fortune favor you and your captains just a little bit more.



Loot - This ability governs both the amount of loot found and the quality of it.



Yvera



Friendly Fire - The resistance of your ships to fire. Each point in this ability adds a 25% resistance. At four points your ships are fully immune to fire and at any points above hull and structure damage can be restored by the application of flames.



Lustful Life - Those who sail under you truly might have a lover in every port. This can bring a host of benefits from added morale to surprising new opportunities.



Genea



Versatile - Genea is the human empire and humans are known amongst the other races for their versatility. Points in this skill directly confer no benefits of their own, but apply a fractional benefit of all the other skills an admiral may have access to.



Hardened - Genera is centrally positioned and has often in its history been assaulted by forces on multiple fronts. Each point in this skill strengthens the ability of your ships to withstand damage.



 

Wow, that was a lot of spam. I wished I’d found this menu in a non-combat situation. I wondered if I had one for being a king as well. Each branch I had access to seemed to be offering me two skills. None directly would help to shield us from lightning, although Luck might help us to avoid the hits and hardened might help us to take them.

My gut instinct was that Friendly Fire was particularly powerful, but this didn’t seem like a situation where it was going to be of much use since lightning wasn’t gunfire. Then there was Versatile. I already had skills from General, Pirate, Yvera, and Genea and it struck me that most pirates would just have Pirate and General, or more Genean admirals would have Genea and General. It was a skill I might already get more of a bang per point for than was expected, and should I ever add any more skill trees I’d instantly gain further benefits.

Thought of in that way, it was an easy choice. I threw four points into Versatility and an additional two into Friendly Fire and one into Luck.

 

Lightning Bolt



 

Just in time as another Lightning Bolt lashed down, this one seemed destined for our sail. Again the magical shield rippled above.

“I’m out,” Dara said. “Shield won’t take another hit. Did you find anything useful?”

“We’re luckier and more damage resistant.”

“Passives? You invested in passives? What the hell is wrong with you?”

I didn’t have any actives offered. Talking to Dara was like talking to Ashley in some ways. Fuck my life.

 

Group Teleport



 

Walt flickered back into existence on deck, Ashley along with him. The storm was now a maddened violent thing overhead and cannon fire was punctuating the thunder. Somewhere out there fighting was underway.

“Get the word out?” I asked.

Ashley sounded gleefully murderous as she said, “Better than that. Bull recognizes one of the ships. Stormrider, flagship of Admiral Storm.”

“Bet the storm is hers,” I said.

Dara plainly couldn’t believe anyone would say something quite so blatantly obvious. Well, at least nobody would be able to say I was wrong.

Walt nodded. “Probably. Want to go?”

“To her ship?”

“We fuck her up, we fuck up this storm,” Ashley said.

I wasn’t doing much here. I wasn’t exactly a talented fleet commander, and even if I were, the pirate captains seemed to do their own thing. I liked easy choices. “Let’s kick some ass.”

 

Group Teleport
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Teleport



 

The world warped around us and suddenly Walt, Ashley, and I were elsewhere. The deck where we materialized was larger than that of The Raven and the crew were actually alive. It was something we’d have to work on remedying. Given the alarming numbers of weapons being drawn they had the same idea.

“We’ll back up to the side of the ship. I’ll stay in front and take their shots,” I said.

“If we back up to the railing we’ll just make it easy for them to push us over,” Ashley said.

She wasn’t wrong, but I couldn’t think of a better option.

“It’s that or we fight surrounded on all sides.”

 

Crossfire



 

While we were trying to discuss our plans of action the enemy crew was getting into position and we were taking fire from two angles. The blasts peppered us and our health bars began to drop. I readied my shield and drew Intemperance, which flared to life, and we shifted so our backs were to the railing.

“Right, next time we decide on our plan of action before we teleport,” I said, even as I checked out the closest pirates.

 

Pirate Marauder



Level 12: Type: Human HP: 120/120



Pirate Marauders are lightly armored fighters who tend to attack their foes from their flanks and overwhelm with numbers.



 

Pirate Sharpshooter



Level 11: Type: Elf HP: 70/70



Armed with a rifle Pirate Sharpshooters typically fight from the masts of ships where they pick off targets below.



 

Pirate Hydromancer



Level 12: Type: Human HP: 90/90



Pirate Hydromancers utilize water magic for a variety of debilitating and healing effects.



 

I didn’t like what I was seeing. It wasn’t just that they were all of a slightly higher level than us, but also the fact that they were so diverse. Generally what worked for us worked for them, and the more diversity an enemy could bring into a fight the more dangerous they became. Just in these three alone they had a ranged damage dealer, a melee damage dealer, and a ranged controller and healer.

 

Suppression Rain



 

Water droplets began to pelt me and I felt each impact as a flicker of exhaustion coursing through my muscles.

 

Smite



 

I focused and a burst of fire flared around the Hydromancer taking off a decent chunk of his health.

 

Shield of Water



 

Soothing Balm



 

Water surrounded the hydromancer and through it I saw his flesh beginning to smooth away the burns. Jerk.

 

“We are unlikely to prevail against so many,” Walt said. “It is imperative we find the Admiral and put a stop to her magic.”

 

Before I had a chance to scan any more of the crew the marauders were upon us. A took a blow on my shield from a scowling woman and she sidestepped my answering thrust.

 

Whirling Dervish



 

One of the Marauders began to move faster than I could see and I felt light blows from a number of angles. Judging by the drops to Walt and Ashley’s health bars they were taking hits as well. That just seemed like cheating, how could I protect the others when they were using area of effect spells.

 

Out Of Sight



 

Backstab



 

Ashley flickered out of sight and a moment later there came the squishy sound of a man being nearly decapitated as her backstab was delivered and she kicked the corpse overboard.

“Sticking together isn’t going to work, Liam,” Ashley said.

 

Whirling Dervish



 

Another Marauder burst into a flurry of activity and again health bars went down. Mine was decreasing far slower than either of the others given it was so much larger.

“Walt, use whatever you must to avoid combat, but keep enough mana for another group teleport. We may need to leave in a hurry. Find the Admiral,” I called out.

 

Temporal Dislocation



 

The air blurred for no more than a second and Walt was gone.

 

Sniper Shot



Critical Hit!



 

There was a sharp crack coming from somewhere above us and it was Ashley nearly decapitated as she took a round in the throat. There was an alarming amount of blood as she crumpled to the deck and I was already diving over her, focusing upon one of my Lay on Hands.

 

I didn’t think my spell would raise the dead, so I must have gotten to her while there was still a tiny bit of her health bar remaining. The rush of heat coursed through me into her and the grisly damage was undone. I might not be the most amazing tank, but at least I had the occasional big heal to pull out.

 

Out of Sight



 

Ashely didn’t say anything, she just faded from sight. That was probably a good idea, it made sense for their damage dealers to focus on her first and I clearly had no way to protect her.

 

Sniper Shot



Critical Hit!



 

A bullet found the joint of my knee and judging by the explosive burst of agony more or less destroyed the joint. At least it wasn’t instant death. I toggled a healing potion from my inventory and my health slowly began to restore. It wasn’t enough to get me back on my feet. The leg wouldn’t support my weight.

 

Eviscerating Slash



 

A marauder slashed out at me with a cutlass, digging through my armor and adding a bleed effect. The healing potion still had me gaining health, but now it was only a trickle. I had to do something to neutralize those snipers up in the masts. They were the biggest threat right now.

 

Smite



 

I focused the spell through Intemperance and willed it towards one of the ship’s sails. The flames around the sword grew particularly intense and then lashed out with a whoosh of the oxygen being sucked from the air.

Perhaps it was my upgraded Aura of Destruction that gave enhanced environmental damage. The sail caught fire more quickly than I could have hoped with heat I could feel where I stood.

 

Sniper Shot



Critical Hit!



 

It was an elbow they aimed at this time, Intemperance clattering out of my hand as I suddenly lacked the strength to hold on. The flames faded from the blade as it hit the deck.

 

Smite



 

It might not be as impressive without the bolstering effects of the sword, but I still had fire and they had another sail.

 

Sniper Shot



Critical Hit!



 

I went flying backwards as a shot hit me in the head this time. In a testament to my armor and my health pool I wasn’t dead, but the entire world had gone red and all I could hear was ringing.

I felt a rush of heat inside me as Fire Within activated, boosting my regeneration. After a deep breath my vision had recovered enough that I could toggle on another health potion from my inventory.

It wasn’t enough to keep me alive much longer. I was tough, but there were just too many of them. I did take some satisfaction in watching a figure on fire drop from the mast to lay dead on the deck. That was at least one sniper silenced.

 

Backstab



 

Ashley came into view right behind a marauder moving to stab me, her twin daggers biting deep to his howl of pain.

“Stay the fuck down, Liam.”

“You can’t take them all.”

“Just buying time to get you back on your feet and for Walt to come back. I start looking like a corpse, you have another heal?”

“Two more, actually.”

 

Throat Slit



 

Ashley slashed across the throat of another pirate and he pulled back.

 

Flanking Maneuver



 

Blades stabbed at Ashley from multiple sides and she had nowhere to dodge with her usual grace, several swords plunging into her midsection with a sickening sound. I reached out and focused my will delivering another Lay on Hands.

 

Lay on Hands



 

Ashley didn’t miss a beat and took the opportunity to do some bloody work with those daggers.

 

Dislocation



 

Planar Quake



 

Walt flickered into being beside us and with a sharp gesture the air twisted with a wave of force that flung those closest to us back.

“Did you find her?” I asked.

“No. She has to be below decks somewhere. I tried, but it was taking too long.”

“Then get us the fuck out of here. I’m not that much of a killing machine.”

 

Group Teleport



 

We materialized about two feet above the deck of The Raven and collapsed into a jumble of groaning bodies.

The ship was a mess, one of the masts appeared to have snapped in half. The deck crew was still on their feet, but only due to being undead as most seemed to be sporting an alarming number of pieces of splintered wood buried deeply into their flesh.

Dara had a nasty cut across her forehead and seemed wobbly on her feet. I didn’t use my last Lay on Hands. Maybe that made me a jerk, but if she wasn’t dying I’d prefer to save it in case someone I actually liked needed help.

“Did you get her?” Dara asked.

I shook my head. “Killed some crew. Took out the sails. Couldn’t find her.”

“Useless.”

“A little respect, bitch,” Ashley said.

“No.”

That was a challenge to counter. It also wasn’t a fight I wanted to have right now.

“Status of the fleet?”

“Check your menus, Admiral.”

I wished she would stop telling me to do that and being right. It wasn’t good news. We’d lost four ships and had seven others with major damage including The Raven.

“Four down, almost everyone with some damage. Are we still under attack?”

“The storm is fading and they are pulling back. They weren’t out to kill us all, they were just out to show that you aren’t strong enough to protect your fleet.”

“Fuckers,” Ashley said.

“Tell the captains not to pursue. We’ll put in at Madrosa and perform repairs. I want to know where Storm calls home.”

“She’ll be expecting a counterattack,” Walt said.

“We won’t be going in blind and without a plan this time. Get me a list of what our captains and their ships can do. Yvera, are you listening?”

I felt the whisper of heated breath on my ear as I heard her whisper, “Always.”

I briefly marveled and despaired at how a single word from her could turn me on at even the most inappropriate of times. I wanted to commit mass murder, not flirt. “I’ll want your help.”

There was no answer this time, but I knew that she heard me. She was a little bit weak at the moment, but I hoped that she would be strong enough to find some way to assist.

“I’ll help you plan,” Ashley said.

“Me too,” Walt said.

“I’ll glare at you all and call you useless sacks of flesh and bone,” Dara said.

“Terribly helpful as always,” I said.

Ashley glowered and for once it wasn’t at me.

I didn’t try to calm her down. I wanted her angry. Ashley was at her best when murderous and in the wake of this defeat I needed her at her best.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Pirates are neither subtle or subdued. I expected people to be dwelling on our recent losses. I know I couldn’t stop thinking about them, but it was a raucous gathering that met back at the Dead Man’s Drink.

I’ll not go into the full details of that planning session. Frankly, I no longer recall them. The rum flowed freely and between the captains Bloody Mary, Sneaky Sahara, and Crazy Eyed Nika there was a truly absurd amount of flirting.

In between all of the intoxication and seduction checks however we actually did come up with a plan. Storm had the advantage at sea, her ability to summon storms was devastating and her captains were far more used to working together. It wasn’t a fluke she hit our fleet hard and pulled away with barely a scratch.

Pirates relied on their ports, friendly harbors where they could put in and seek repairs and unload their loot. For us it was Madrosa, for them it was Anik Harbor. Heavily forested with wooden docks and buildings, supposedly it was a picturesque and free-spirited place. We wanted to burn it to the ground—fire was kind of our thing and spawn camping could go both ways. They hit us close to home and now it was our turn.

We were in port for a day while we carried out repairs. It wouldn’t seem like nearly enough time, but craft skills were their own sort of magic and there were those that specialized in taking care of ships and earned a lucrative living as a result. It wasn’t long until we could again set sail.


*****




The Phantasma, The Spry Lass, and The Mouse were responsible for the first part of our plan. Each of their captains had abilities that granted their ships far greater mobility than usual. Storm would be expecting retaliation and would be watchful for approaching ships—we were going to let her find some. The plan was for the three to engage just long enough to get their fleet into motion and then to make their escape, guiding them away from port. If all went as it should they would think our scouts were returning to the fleet and follow, allowing us to slip in behind them and take out the port.

Although out of range on my fleet display I could see when the ships began to take some damage, and then based on their distance from us we would make our move.

“We’re good to go,” I said.

Dara nodded, the undead crew unfurled our sails, and beneath us the ship lurched when they caught the wind.

We were a small force of only five ships, all with decent maneuverability and punch. The most versatile members of our fleet. Two heavy damage dealers would rendezvous with our ships playing the bait. If any of Storm’s captains had equal abilities to match their pace they’d find themselves in more of a fight than they had planned.

The rest of our fleet was either at sea nearby ready to assist as needed or were playing defense on Madrosa. I’d become a little too aware of my failings lately and wasn’t about to make what seemed a clever play for an enemy’s port, only to have them take ours. After all, hitting fast, pulling back and then striking the port behind was pretty much our plan. It might be Storm’s plan too.

Long hours passed as we sailed through the darkness and soon the port was coming into view. The waters were empty, it seemed that our bait had been taken.

“We just need to get close enough to the shore to teleport over. We’ll sow some chaos and then get away while they’re still trying to figure out what happened.”

Walt might have a unique class, but he wasn’t the only mage with some sort of teleportation magic and I’d made certain each of the ships on this leg had one. While we couldn’t go in with a huge force that way, I figured the mobility and the element of surprise would more than make up for the lack of numbers.

I was so intent on watching the shore I just caught the shifting of the air out of the corner of my eye. Several ships appeared out of nowhere in the water nearby. The air filled with echoing booms as they began to fire their cannons into us.

I turned furiously towards Dara. “Where did they come from?”

“Why are you asking me?”

Why was I asking her? I knew why, because I wanted somebody to blame and to yell at, and I didn’t like her very much. It wasn’t her fault though, it was mine for again underestimating my opponent. Not only had she been smart enough not to leave her port undefended, she’d left vessels that could hide their presence and ambush any attackers. I wished I’d thought of it.

The Raven lurched once more as another volley of cannon fire pummeled the ship.

“If we don’t go ashore we’re getting fucked up the ass for nothing,” Ashley said.

“Another minute on this heading and I can drop us into the surf,” Walt said.

“Go,” Dara said. “I’ll re-purpose part two of the plan.”

We’d planned to burn the harbor and kill enough of the population for our necromancers to raise as zombies on the theory a zombie infestation would make it hard to rebuild. I didn’t know what Dara had in mind, but for all that I didn’t like her, I had come to trust in her skills.

“Let’s not waste any time then. Walt, let’s go.”

“Give me a minute.”

The ship rumbled as another burst of cannon fire caught our side.

“Now would be better.”

 

Group Teleport



 

The world spun and I found myself in the air above the water, a place I wasn't to remain for long as I crashed into the surf. A sodden Walt clutched at his hat and Ashley scowled.

“Really?” I said.

“You want fast and inaccurate, you get fast and inaccurate.”

We had rushed him. Still, this was sloppier than I’d come to expect.

 

Shocking Grasp



 

Before I could voice that sentiment I was wracked with pain from my left leg. Looking down I saw a gelatinous mass wrapped around it.

 

Voltic Jellyfish



Level 9: Type: Creature HP: 30/30



Voltic Jellyfish are deadly predators capable of stunning their prey with electric shocks. Although their bodies are fragile, striking them can be hazardous.



 

Fantastic. I stabbed at the creature with Intemperance, the flames surrounding the blade flickering out as it is plunged into the water. Wrenching pain engulfed my arm and my sword slipped out of my fingers.

 

Shocking Grasp



 

Pain surged up my other leg and I stumbled as I worked to stay on my feet and keep from plunging into the water.

Ashley had a pistol out and was shooting into the water near her. That was smart. I plunged my hand into the water searching about for Intemperance and after a moment my fingers curled around the hilt.

 

Shocking Grasp



Shocking Grasp



Shocking Grasp



 

I was still conscious, but my body was no longer responding and I could do nothing more than stare as I slumped face-first into the water.

Despite having no control over my body I didn’t start to drown straight away. A breath bar came up in my display, quickly going down.

 

Savage Feast



 

A jellyfish latched onto my face and seemed to be eating it. The virtue of having your nerves fried by electric shocks is that you don’t feel your face being eaten. I was finding the absolute worst things to be thankful about since stepping into this game.

 

Group Teleport



 

I coughed up water as we materialized on shore, my breath bar began to rapidly refill although I wasn’t able to speak.

“What the hell took so long?” Ashley said.

“The power was on cool-down.”

“Don’t you have a short range one?”

“Not that will take all of us.”

I found my hand was still clenched around Intemperance. Oh good, I could feel my hand again. I groaned and wobbled a bit as I got back to my feet.

“Yvera is right. The water sucks.”

“You’d like it, if there were topless mermaids,” Ashley said.

“Well, sure, but instead there are murderous jellyfish.”

Walt said in a deadpan tone, “They weren’t wearing tops.”

I gave him my best ‘don’t go there’ look.

“Think Storm planned that?” I said.

“Bitch has been one step ahead of us this whole time. Of course, she planned it.”

“Then she’s probably going to keep being one step ahead. Ashley, can you scout ahead?”

“On it.”

 

Vanishing Act



 

Ashley faded out of sight and I was grateful for the chance to rest and let my health regenerate. Away from combat, wounds here faded quickly, a virtue most times but especially so when you’ve just recently had a part of your nose devoured.

It would be several minutes while she scouted. Walt was busy wringing out his hat.

I said, “How are you doing?”

“I’m soaked through and sick and tired of being yelled at for what nobody else can do.”

“I meant more with being here still. I know why I’m here and I know Ashley is having fun and getting something out of it.”

“And you worry that because I’m not getting kissy-face with every unspeakable evil or lying in bed with pirates that I’m not having fun?”

They weren’t really unspeakable evils, each and every one had a name. That probably wasn’t his point.

“Yeah. None of us meant to be away from our lives this long, but Ashley and I both found interesting ones here.”

“So you’re really saying that you’re concerned, because my life seems to be boring. Liam, puzzles are my sex. My new class is complex in ways I couldn’t even explain to you. There is a pattern and a beauty to the way spells come together and I have nowhere near unlocked its potential. Then there is this world itself and the secrets it harbors. I’m anything but bored.”

That was one of the longest speeches I’d ever heard Walt say and it all sounded very reasonable, but I wasn’t buying it. Something was off with Walt. Ashley had once had a dagger to my throat, but I understood her reasons for that. Walt was something different. I didn’t get a chance to probe more as Ashley chose that moment to fade back into view.

“You guys have to see this.”

A ragged footpath led from this stretch of the shore and it wasn’t long until the port town came into view. Storm had planned a surprise here. Electricity arced between large rods driven into the ground.

Corpses littered the ground, robed figures in blue adorned with lightning bolts.

“Did another group make it to shore?” I said.

“It’s like this deeper into the town. Everyone is dead. There aren’t enough of us to do this.”

Walt bent down to inspect the corpses, “We’ve seen this before.”

“Cobalt?”

“They were killed with pistol and sword. It’s just guesswork, but we haven’t met anyone else that can do this.”

“What would she be doing here?”

“We could just ask her,” Ashley said.

I took a moment to curse her Perception, even after investing some points into mine I was still missing things.

Ashley grew weary of my looking around and spun me to face one of the buildings and the figure emerging from it. Oh.

The figure raised a pistol and I started to scramble for my shield, but a moment later she was tucking it into her waistband and ambling our way.

Cobalt was dressed as skimpily as ever, an effect made disturbing by the alarming amount of blood splatter. It would be almost comically excessive were it not for the proof all around us how very real it was.

Cobalt’s words were slurred. “Liam!” A rum-scented kiss took me by surprise. She reeked of booze and slaughter. I shouldn’t find that a turn-on, but I did. That really was fucked-up.

“Really?” Ashley asked.

I tried to break off the kiss, but Cobalt wasn’t having it, letting that hungered touch linger.

“Really?” Walt asked.

I wasn’t listening. I was lost in the kiss.

It was Cobalt who finally broke things off, wobbling unsteadily.

“You’re drunk,” I said.

“Just a little tipsy. Rum. Not the cheap stuff. Treasure chamber is full of it.”

Ashley perked right up. “Treasure chamber?”

Cobalt gestured vaguely back in the direction she came from.

“Err… With everyone you know, dead, you don’t really need me here, right?”

“Go. If the building catches on fire it’s time to come back.”

Ashley ran off and I was impressed at how quickly she could move when there was treasure involved.

Cobalt peered unsteadily after her. “She’s after the rum?”

“I think she’s more of a gear girl.”

Cobalt considered that and finally shrugged. “That’s alright then.”

Walt cleared his throat. “What are you doing here? Apart from slaughtering everyone.”

“Didn’t mean to slaughter everyone. Just wanted a map Storm had, but they didn’t like that and they just kept coming. Not my fault.”

I wouldn’t take someone storming my home and stealing my property very well either. It was a stolen cargo that had brought me into these waters in the first place after all.

“What map?” I asked.

“To the resting place of Stonebeard’s treasure.”

Walt glowered at me. “Now that is a decent pirate name.”

“Ember is badass.”

“Really not,” Cobalt said.

“Fine. I could be better on naming. Moving on.”

Walt didn’t seem quite willing to move on, but after a moment grudgingly said, “So you’re treasure hunting.”

“If I wanted treasure I’d just kill someone and take theirs. No, this is all about you guys and getting past the water wall.”

She really did have quite the murderous view of the world. I needed to focus and stop thinking of how strangely attractive that was. “How does that treasure get us past the wall?”

“It’s not the treasure itself, it’s his ship the Earthshaker. Come on, some fire magic will make things easier.”

“Sort of waging a war against another admiral right now.”

Flames swirled and Yvera materialized nearby. It was becoming a familiar sight for me, but it surprised me how calmly Cobalt took the sight.

“Getting through the wall takes priority,” Yvera said.

“The whole reason we are here is getting supplies for the castle. My fleet needs me.”

“Atlantia is hiding. The storm, her protector. The greatest threat to me in this world is terrified and we must find out why.”

I studied those perfect features and saw something there common in Cobalt’s as well. “You intend to kill her.”

“Well, of course we’re going to kill her.”

I don’t know what else I’d expected when it came to the Goddess of Fire and the Goddess of Water, I’d just been so focused on building the fleet I hadn’t even considered the more cosmological matters.

Walt was giving us both a disapproving look. “Liam, you know this is a foolish idea.”

Cobalt said, “If you’re worried about Storm, think about it. She’s about to return to her home port to find everyone dead and things in flames.”

“She is going to be really pissed.”

“Oh yeah, she is going to want to cut your balls off and feed them to you. She is also not going to push for a fight when she’s at her weakest. She isn’t that stupid.”

I wish she were. I’d have a much easier time of things with stupid enemies.

“I’m going with Cobalt and finding a way past the water all. Walt, can you get Ashley back to the ship?”

“You are so making the wrong call. If your mind is made up, I can do that. We’ll loot and burn before we go.”

I looked to Yvera. “Done, you are getting your way.”

“Of course I am.”

Yvera vanished in a gout of flames.

Cobalt flashed a smile. “She’s a charmer. Let’s get to the Vainglory.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The Vainglory was hovering behind a nearby hill and at our approach tossed a ladder over the side. Cobalt scrambled up, I followed with less grace.

“I found the map, and a Liam,” Cobalt announced.

Riggs caught a parchment Cobalt tossed to him. “Well, we needed one of those things.”

Hmph. I could be useful.

“Things will go a lot quicker with some fire magic,” Cobalt said.

“So what is the plan anyways?” I asked.

Riggs made his way off with the parchment and Cobalt gestured for me to follow her towards her cabin, stripping off bloodied clothing as she went. She might have waited until she was there, I wondered who did the cleaning up.

“What do you know about the elements?”

It was difficult to focus on conversation with a woman undressing in front of you, although given my life of late I should be getting used to it. “Earth, Air, Water, Fire? I got my asses kicked by elementals of each once.”

Cobalt made a face as if I’d said something unpleasant. “Genea and the four elemental system, I never liked it. Let’s focus on the five or seven elemental systems instead.”

Different games did sometimes have different elements, usually the more you had, the more complex their interactions became.

“Fire is usually one in any system.”

“Your Goddess does have one of the classics covered. Fire beats metal, which beats wood, which beats earth, which beats water, which circles back to beat fire.”

“I’ve been getting an earful about that last one.”

“This isn’t a smart place for you or her to be and Atlantia is the last Goddess you should be seeking. At any rate, those are the five elements. Add darkness and light countering each other to get seven. Are we going to have sex before or after I wash off the blood?”

“Err… after?”

Life had gotten really weird.

Cobalt led the way into her cabin having shed the last of her attire, although she still held her gun and sword belts in her hands and I noted how she carried them into the bath.

Apart from the ability to fly, her ship had more modern plumbing than anything I’d seen elsewhere in the game. It was quite miraculous in a way.

She said, “So to get through a giant wall of water we need…”

“Earth magic. A lot of earth magic. I can see where a guy named Stonebeard might be of help, but I don’t see why you need me.”

“His ship had an earth engine, but it’ll be cold. Worry about that later, for now get in here and fuck me, I’m not going to get clean twice.”

Well. It wasn’t exactly the most nicely worded of offers, but then it didn’t have to be. I again found the sex very nearly brain and body breaking and wondered if this was a bit like what all the corpses she left behind felt in their last moments—somewhat befuddled by what just happened, and how they had been so over-matched.

Once we had gotten dressed again she seemed considerably refreshed. In comparison, I limped as we made our way to the bridge. “Can I ask you something indelicate?”

“Never ask if you can ask something indelicate. It sets your question up to be far more interesting than it will actually wind up being.”

Rude. “It’s a good question.”

“Let me guess. How many lovers have I had?”

“No…”

“How did I learn that bendy thing?”

“No… although I like that quite a bit. Why are you so overpowered?”

“Excuse me?”

“It means so kickass.”

“I know what it means. You’re level ten and you have a unique flaming divine weapon.”

“That was a gift.”

“Right. From your Goddess of sex. Who you are totally bonded to despite having what is no doubt a pathetically low Luck? Please. And you’re calling me overpowered?”

“Could we stop turning this back on me? And you are way too familiar with my sheet. I can’t even see yours.”

“Not going to either. Overpowered. Hmph.”

“I’m fairly sure you could kick my ass.”

Cobalt turned to face me with one hand on her hip. “Fine. You want to have this conversation now, we’ll have this conversation now.”

“What conversation is that?”

“The, I can kick your ass conversation. The, I’ll always be able to kick your ass conversation. The conversation where no matter where you go and how many divine trinkets your Goddess throws at you in a desperate effort to overpower your cute paladin ass, at the end of the day I’ll still be able to kick it around the room.”

That was a lot to take in. I thought to Yvera, “Hearing this?”

Yvera’s heated tones echoed in my head as she answered, “Every word. I can’t tell if she is telling the truth or not.”

“How could she be telling the truth?”

“It’s a big weird world, Liam”

That little head conversation wasn’t being exactly helpful and the silence after Cobalt’s speech was already stretching to awkward levels.

“Is that really a conversation? Or even true?”

Cobalt’s eyes locked with mine and again I was reminded of how incredibly blue they were. “It’s true. You don’t get the why, not now and probably not ever, but I promise you Liam, it’s the truth.”

“Okay. I’m still not sure I buy the always will thing, but you sure can right now. Why so defensive?”

“Guys pretty much hate that.”

Did I? I had to think about that. Right now the other women in my life were Yvera, who was quite literally my Goddess, Elsora who was smarter than me, Maria who always managed to make me feel I was doing something wrong, and Ashley who generally had made of herself a badass I could only aspire to. Maybe I should be feeling overwhelmed by the company I kept, but mostly I just felt pretty damned lucky.

“I think I’ll find it sexy instead.”

Cobalt shrugged before beaming a smile and turning back towards the bridge. “Sorry, I thought you were just headed for a freak-out.”

“I would like to know the why, though.”

“I’m a woman with a lot of secrets, Liam. That is another thing that isn’t open to discussion. I know that isn’t fair when you quite literally can’t tell me a lie that I’d believe.”

“Can you at least tell me what that’s all about?”

“Advanced seduction merit. It sucks.”

“I think it seems useful.”

“Oh, it is useful, but trust me, nothing kills relationships faster than an unerring ear for the truth.”

We entered the bridge where Riggs and Lea were already studying a map on a table.

“What have we got?” Cobalt asked.

“Secret dock beneath Fort Crag,” Lea said.

Cobalt smiled. “That will be fun and messy.”

“What is Fort Crag?” I asked.

“Outpost for Theys. Multiple towers with heavy cannon and a formidable garrison,” Riggs said.

Cobalt’s good spirits only seemed to grow, although I noticed Lea frowning at her.

“Stop smiling lass, they’re good enough that you need to take things seriously,” Riggs said.

“It’s been awhile since I had a good workout,” Cobalt said.

Lea said in a firm tone that brooked no argument, “You’ll go in with a plan or we won’t take you.”

Watching their dynamic was already making me miss Walt and Ashley. Hopefully they had been able to make it back to the ship.

“So do we even need to worry about the garrison, if it’s just the dock and his ship we are after?” I asked.

“Liam, if anyone else but me were here you’d probably be figuring out a plan to sneak through that garrison and unravel the secrets hiding away so you could spirit away the ship beneath their noses. But I’m here, so we are going to butcher the entire garrison and then figure out the damn secrets,” Cobalt said.

“Counteroffer,” Lea said. “You go on a more measured murderous rampage and while they are all very distracted, me and Liam will figure out the secrets, steal the ship, and we’ll make our escape on it together.”

Cobalt gazed around as if hopeful someone else would chime in support of her original plan. None of us did.

“Fine, I’ll probably finish before you anyways.”

I was very glad Ashley wasn’t here, she’d surely have found a way to turn that back on me.

“Please, we both know Liam will finish first,” Lea said.

As the group snickered I reflected that threesomes weren’t just complicated, they also doubled up on the people who could make jokes at your expense.

“Riggs. Plot us a course,” Cobalt said.

“Do you know if my people made it out of there okay? Things were fine on the shore, but in the water we were getting chewed up,” I said.

Cobalt looked towards Lea, “Anything?”

“There was a big fight underway as we left. Last I saw it looked like the losers were breaking off and making a quick escape.”

“Sounds like my side,” I said.

“Surprised you didn’t bring more firepower. I mean, it’s their home port,” Cobalt said.

“Yeah, well, unfortunately they weren’t idiots.”

“How do you want to make your entry at the fort?” Riggs asked.

“High altitude pass and jump will work for me,” Cobalt said.

“Just because you can survive it doesn’t make it best. If you are going to be a distraction you’ll need something flashier,” Lea said.

“I can toss a few high explosive shots down first. That will get their attention,” Riggs said.

“Explosions! I love it. We rain down a little fire and death out of nowhere, and then a little me right behind.”

I wondered which was likely to kill more people. I suspected it wouldn’t be the explosions.

I told Lea, “I can’t handle a jump down from an airship. I don’t suppose you have any sort of teleportation magic?”

“I’m more the scrying sort. You want to see what’s going on the other side of the world, I can help. Getting there is why we have an airship.”

“I don’t think just having a look is going to be much help.”

“She’s a pro lad,” Riggs said. “Not our first raid. Usually Cobalt goes in and raises a fuss and every eye in the place is looking the wrong way, letting you just coast in behind.”

Lea frowned and said, “The Theysian military is good. Smart. They’ll be watching their backs. I’m good too, though. Everybody slips up and as soon as I scry an opening we’ll throw some fog, then move in fast and low, hit the ground and hope we can go unnoticed.”

“You know I have a flaming sword, right?”

“You know you can in fact wield other swords, right?”

Now that she mentioned it, that did make more sense for a stealth mission. That’s the bad thing about a kickass weapon, you don’t even think of putting it away when something else might be more effective.

“Sounds like we have a plan,” Cobalt said. “Riggs, get us there and bring the boom. Liam, Lea can help you to find a less impressive sword.”

“Sure. Don’t turn that into a double entendre.”

“Don’t fish for dick compliments, Liam. It’s tacky and you’ll never be happy with the results,” Cobalt said.

“Seriously. I mean you’re no elf,” Lea said.

“Do elves have… no… not going there. So sorry I brought that up. Let’s get ready to kill a fort.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The Vainglory made much better time than we would have achieved with an oceangoing vessel. Lea helped me to find a less glowy longsword, although I kept Intemperance as well. The ship’s armory wasn’t large, but then it hardly needed to be with a crew of three. The clothes stores were rather more impressive, from which we each claimed a cloak in the Theysian colors that might allow us to pass at a distance as someone belonging in the fort.

We made our way out on deck just as the fort was coming into view. It was an ominous sight, a small island dominated by bleak grey cliffs atop one of which were solid towers. The opposite side of the island held the docks where several formidable warships could be seen, none the match of the Ebon Star, but still worryingly effective.

I glanced over towards Lea and asked, “Is that many ships normal?”

“How would I know? Do I look like an expert on Theysian naval deployments?”

Cobalt came up from below decks. I’d expected her to have dressed for war given the fight that she was going into. Given her complete lack of clothing she seemed dressed for a far different battle. It was a stark reminder that at this altitude it was really damned cold.

“Really,” Lea said. “You think that is a good idea.”

“I’m going down to cause a distraction. This is distracting.”

I couldn’t argue there. I might think she was totally insane, but I was distracted—wow, was I distracted.

“Liam, tell her she is being an idiot.”

“You’re being perky.”

Lea glared at me which seemed unfair. I’d said what she wanted.

“Not a discussion, Lea. I’ve been looking forward to a good workout for awhile and this is going to be fun.”

The Vainglory moved into position just over the northern edge of the fort and I heard the faint clicks of gears with Riggs positioning the cannons.

Lea began to wave her arms through the air and soon her flesh began to glow with a number of blue runes, wafting wisps of energy tracing the movements as portals began to open into the air reflecting the portions of the fort below. Each individual scene began to zoom out and away and then one centered on what must have been a sentry at their perch.

The deck beneath my feet trembled as the cannons fired, a piercing wail filling the air three times in quick succession, and then after a pause of a few seconds three times again.

Below were brilliant flashes of light and a deafening roar as the world seemed to tear itself apart.

“That’s my cue,” Cobalt said as she turned and without a second thought leapt off the railing into the madness below.

“She did not just do that,” I said. “I mean, I mostly thought she was joking.”

“She is very nearly as good as she is overconfident,” Lea said, sounding distracted. “Keep watch on her. I’m finding us an opening.”

A scrying portal appeared before me fixed on Cobalt. Curled into a crouch, she was still falling through the air. When she hit the ground I’d expected to be greeted by the sound of breaking bones, but instead she easily got to her feet. Around her were bodies torn apart by the explosions. Soldiers were swarming from stone walls that looked to have been little affected by the blasts.

Perhaps they were distracted, perhaps she was simply so good. She sprang towards the first soldier and delivered a savage punch to the throat that sent him crashing to the ground. Another flicker of motion and she had his sword in hand and was killing the next soldier.

There are times that you realize that you’re just pretending at something, that you’re truly just a gleeful amateur at something others have gained a genuine mastery of. I’d felt like that in Cobalt’s bed the other night, and now I felt that same sense watching her kill. Maybe I was expecting some sort of eroticism from watching her kill. If it was there, it was buried beneath fear. She had made murder into such an art she could do it effortlessly without tools.

Five men lay dead at her feet by the time they brought guns to bear. Snipers who had already proved to be my bane seemed to trouble her far less even though one bullet grazed her thigh and another took her in the shoulder.

Lea called out, “Stretch of wall on the east side of the southwest tower.”

“What is she?”

“The boss? Scary. Killing them all without a scratch?”

“Few wounds from bullets, but nothing major.”

Lea’s eyes snapped to the portal showing Cobalt and studied it for a moment as her lips pursed into a frown. “That’s not right.”

“What?”

“She shouldn’t be hurting before they break out the area of effect.”

“She isn’t, much.”

“That fort is full of guns. Change of plans,” Lea said as her hands again began to move and scry windows rapidly shifted their focus. “When we hit the ground I’ll find the ship. You need to get to those buildings near the western wall.”

Cobalt was moving with a limp, but still had managed to claim a gun from a corpse and squeeze off a shot that took out a sniper targeting her.

“And do what?”

“They are the gunpowder magazines. Do your fire thing and blow them to hell. That will take some of the heat off her.”

Drawing aggro was kind of my thing, but I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with an entire fort of aggro. I also wasn’t about to complain and leave my naked and bleeding lover to take all of it, even if that was what she’d wanted. This sucked.

The air began to fill with a thick fog and through it we were approaching one of the fort’s towers.

“Then what?”

“I don’t know. We’ll figure it out. No time for chatter, bounce time.”

Well, if this entire trip had been for anything it was making me appreciate how my own group could stick to a plan and how we geared up instead of down for fights.

The scrying windows blinked out of existence and Lea was running towards the side of the ship to leap over the edge. I rushed to follow.

It was only a few feet until my feet met stone below and above us the Vainglory was already gaining altitude and making an escape.

I could barely see Lea through the heavy fog. She flashed me a smile as pulled her cloak tight around her and vanished into the mist. I pulled my own coat around me and set out.

It wasn’t long until I found my first Theysian, standing at the wall and looking outwards although they spared a glance at me in passing. I checked his stats to get an idea what I was dealing with here.

 

Theysian Scout



Level 15: Type: Human HP: 200/200



Low ranking members of the Theysian military are often assigned to keep watch for threats. While primarily there to alert others to danger they have basic training with both sword and rifle and it would be a mistake to underestimate them.



 

Fantastic, this guy was probably one of the lowest levels they had and he still looked like a fair fight, if we had to go one on one. Fortunately my cloak seemed to pass inspection as he turned his attention back outwards.

I kept my head lowered and crept as best I could through the fog in what I hoped was the right direction. The occasional gunshot, scream, and sound of clashing swords came from the north where Cobalt had landed.

Stealth games were never my area of strength, I am more of a run in and punch them kind of guy. Fortunately that fog the Vainglory laid down was simplifying things a lot and even when I drew the attention of a soldier, pulling that cape tightly around myself and moving on was enough for them to return to their rounds.

Shortly after a flight of stairs I finally found the buildings that Lea’s scrying had identified. The gunpowder magazines were squat, ugly buildings built against the wall with little else surrounding them. Unfortunately they were also guarded, a group of five alert sentries standing near the doors. It made sense, the fort was under attack, of course they were going to guard a major vulnerability. I was getting tired of smart enemies, I missed fighting goblins. I was usually cleverer than a goblin.

‘Don’t suppose I can convince you to wander around in there a bit and catch everything ablaze?’ I thought to Yvera.

‘When you are being ambushed by a water dragon, I’ll break out the minor miracles. When it’s five guys, this is why I give you spells.’

That was about what I was expecting, if not what I had hoped for. Did I have any spells that would help here? Smite was the obvious choice, but I’d never cast it on a target I couldn’t see. I focused on the space inside the magazine and concentrated my thoughts on activating the spell. Nothing happened. Great.

One of the soldiers had noted my suspicious behavior and was moving in my direction. “Identify yourself.”

I wasn’t going to win a fight. My magic wasn’t working. I needed to get those doors open to cast the spell. That pretty much left me with the social skills. If I was fighting an army of amazons I might try seduction, but persuasion was probably a better choice. Tell a lie and stick with it.

“Sails to the east flying the lightning flag. The cannons are going to need more powder.”

The guards looked a good bit more alert. “Storm is here? Isn’t she tangling with Flame down south?”

I reflected these peons were distressingly well-informed about pirate movements. From elsewhere there came another scream and the sound of crumpling flesh. Cobalt was still about her bloody business.

“Listen to that. She gets a force inside the walls to distract us, then sails right up to take us from behind.”

“Does sound like her…” said the guard who wore a slightly flashier uniform than the rest. “Carrel, Berns, watch him. I’m going to open it up just in case.”

I did my best to look not at all satisfied as a pair of guards moved to cover me and their commander went to the doors of the magazines, pulling out a large key ring. There came a dull clunk as he turned it and opened the doors just a fraction to check inside. I hoped it would be enough.

I focused on the tiny bit of darkness I could see behind that cracked door and willed the spells into being.

 

Smite



 

Smite



 

Smite



 

“What’s he doing?”

“Stop him!”

I was so focused on the casting I didn’t even feel the blow to my abdomen that doubled me over. I did feel the crack of a rifle butt against my jaw that sent me crashing to the ground.

The world picked that moment to explode. I wasn’t sure at first if it was just the blow that had the world spinning like that, but it soon became clear the magazines had gone off. A section of the wall was collapsing in slow motion and jagged cracks were forming in the stones of the courtyard.

The commander and the two guards closest to the magazine were gone. In pieces or just thrown clear I didn’t know, but the two assigned to watch me were groaning on the ground.

Due to my Fire Within passive I recovered from debilitating effects fast. What had seemed a pretty minor advantage at the time seemed like a life saver now as I drew my sword and stabbed them both, killing them before they could recover.

The ground quaked beneath my feet, once more toppling me over. Why was that still happening?

Where the magazine buildings had stood there was now a massive pit emitting a dull red glow. Climbing out were three mechanical figures, a spider, minotaur, and bull. They seemed to be crafted of some sort of blackened metal and gears spun beneath them.

I pulled up their stats.

 

Badly Damaged Clockwork Bull



Level 20: Type: Mechanical Construct HP: 1500/10000



Legendary



The Iron Guardians of Corris were crafted by the Goddess Mela to defend that sacred place. Stolen by Stonebeard the Pirate they were reprogrammed into his service. The Clockwork Bull is strong enough to knock down walls.



 

Clockwork Spider



Level 25: Type: Mechanical Construct HP: 3000/3000



Legendary



The Iron Guardians of Corris were crafted by the Goddess Mela to defend that sacred place. Stolen by Stonebeard the Pirate they were reprogrammed into his service. The Clockwork Spider is agile and fast and emits a corrosive acid that can render almost any armor useless.



 

Nearly Destroyed Clockwork Minotaur



Level 23: Type: Mechanical Construct HP: 500/11000



Legendary



The Iron Guardians of Corris were crafted by the Goddess Mela to defend that sacred place. Stolen by Stonebeard the Pirate they were reprogrammed into his service. The Clockwork Minotaur combines raw power with the ability to use tools and weapons.



 

Right. This was bad. This was so astoundingly bad. On the bright side I guessed this meant we’d found Stonebeard’s ship and treasures. A shame nobody had bothered to tell me he collected bosses.

I heard a gasp to my right and I swiveled with my sword drawn. It was Lea, her eyes wide.

“What did you do?”

“I blew up the magazines like you told me. Where were you?”

“I was busy not finding what we were looking for. We’re going to need Cobalt, we are so going to need Cobalt.”

The spider nimbly made its way in our direction, the red glow ominous between its metal joints. Lea began to wave her arms and the blue runes along her body sprang to life. I’d yet to see her in a fight, I really hoped I wouldn’t have to now.

I called, “I am Liam Ottani, King of Genea and ally to Maria Sardonis, The Queen of Spiders.”

The spider paused and the red light within it pulsed several times. The minotaur and bull meanwhile had finished climbing from the pit and turned towards us.

A long moment passed and the spider turned to face the other two constructs. The air was filled with the sounds of whirling and clacking gears.

I think we had a protector. A legendary protector. This was totally badass. I looked over to flash a smile to Lea, but she didn’t seem in a celebratory mood. Rather, she looked like I had just punched her in the gut.

“You’re a king?”

“It’s not really a big deal.”

“And you’re sleeping with Cobalt.”

“Uhh…”

“And she doesn’t know. Ouch. You really screwed up, Liam. You really, really screwed up.”

“You need to start making sense.”

I didn’t get any sort of chance to get any answers. Behind the minotaur and bull, a pale hand shot up over the edge of the pit and a bedraggled Cobalt pulled herself up.

“Later, Liam. Don’t talk to her about it. I need to figure this out.”

She was far worse for wear than the last time I’d seen her, her body sporting multiple cuts, burns, and bullet holes that only partially healed. I still couldn’t see her health bar, but she had to be hurting. She didn’t show it, she looked exhilarated.

“Liam! Lea! You two really made a mess of things.”

I wished people would stop saying that.

She climbed to her feet and took a moment to stretch while surveying the clockwork monstrosities. They seemed to be considering her back.

“The spider is a friend, sort of.”

“Really?”

The spider dipped its head.

“Huh, hate spiders. You have weird friends. Don’t suppose it has a way off this island. You blew up the earth core, this whole island is about to go.”

Lea gave me an accusing look. “You blew up the earth core?”

“I blew up the gunpowder magazines. They must have blown up the earth core.”

“Love collateral damage,” Cobalt said. “But yeah, everything down there is going all melty.”

“How did you get down there anyways?”

“Hole to the abyss opens up, how can you not jump in?”

I’m pretty sure one just had, and I didn’t want to jump in anywhere.

The spider had begun to reconfigure itself as we talked. Its legs were becoming propellers while the body was opening up into a small cabin. Great, a spider-copter.

The bull and minotaur stormed off through the breach in the wall. They must have had their own exit strategy.

The quakes were growing more and more intense and it was getting hard to stay on my feet.

The spider looked to have finished its transformation, so I said, “All aboard. There is going to be an airship hovering somewhere nearby, if you could drop us off there we’d appreciate it.”

“Riggs is going to get a surprise,” Cobalt said.

“Won’t he try to shoot us out of the sky?” I asked.

“Once we get close I can send a message,” Lea said. She still looked far more pensive than I’d ever seen her and I resolved to get some details from either her or Cobalt when we got back to the ship.

Aboard the spider, it was a somewhat claustrophobic fit. Not that I minded given the company. Above us the legs spun to life and we lifted into the air. As we moved above the island we got a view of the walls of the fort collapsing inward, magma beginning to bubble from where we had just left, and I realized I was witnessing the birth of a new volcano.

The Theysian warships in harbor were trying their best to get away. I didn’t think they would make it. Score a few more for the bad guys.


[image: ]



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


It was an awkward trip back to the Vainglory. On the one side of me was the naked and battered Cobalt who had just gone on a massive, murderous rampage against overwhelming odds. To say that she was feeling amorous would be an understatement. I was still trying to figure out just how I felt about those glimpses of pure primal savagery. I know it must seem stupid, I had a healthy bodycount behind me, too. I was a human who only sometimes killed, though, and it felt like I had gotten a glimpse of Death that had somehow figured out how to be human.

That conflict aside there was Lea who continued to look very disapproving. There was no threesome coming this time, and our mutual rejection of Cobalt’s advances only seemed to be inspiring her to grow bolder. It was absolutely maddening.

When we finally set down on the deck of the Vainglory and disembarked from the spider we were greeted not just by Riggs, but Ashley and Walt were with him as well.

A grumpy Cobalt stormed off towards her quarters to get washed up and dressed.

“What is it with you, naked women, and spiders?” Walt asked.

It was a fair question. One I didn’t really have any sort of good answer for.

“We were going into a big fight and she wanted a challenge. We blew up an island and met the spider, who gave us a lift.”

“We got back from the island. Storm lashed back, we got our asses kicked, found a buried treasure, kicked a little ass ourselves and came to find you. Storm made a deal with Vala after the loss of her port and now Siren and Scourge want to go after her,” Ashley said.

“Siren and Scourge?”

“The other admirals, you’ll like them. Well, you’ll like Siren.”

That assumed a lot, but she was probably right. Damn it. I had a problem.

“Yeah. I’m sure I will. I was only gone for a day, doesn’t this all seem a bit much?”

“Things happen when they happen,” Walt said.

“So we need to get back and get Storm out of Vala.”

There was a swirl of flames and Yvera appeared on deck. She was dressed and for once I was glad. Naked women kept making my life increasingly complicated. She said, “You need to get back to the wall of water.”

“We may have messed up a little bit and destroyed the earth heart. We don’t have a way through anymore,” I said.

“Ending things in fire and flames is never messing up, Liam. I liked it. It drove a big spear of flaming rock right through the ocean’s heart. She’s hurting, Liam. Dazed and confused and this is our chance.”

Walt said, “Your captains feel you already turned your back on them once, Liam. Dara is suggesting you are dead and gone and they should follow her instead. They aren’t really all that loyal.”

Yvera folded her arms over her chest and stared at me. The Goddess felt no need to make an argument of her own. Of course not.

“We go after Atlantia.”

Walt sighed and rubbed at his eyes.

I asked Riggs, “Can you set course back there?”

“No, you need to get off this ship,” Lea said.

Riggs shot her a questioning look.

“Lea, I know we need to talk…” I said.

“Liam, I’m not kidding around. You need to go,” Lea said.

“Seriously? What did you do?” Ashley asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“It doesn’t seem like nothing if it is getting us kicked off the ship,” Ashley said.

“It does seem like something,” Walt said.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It did seem like something.

Lea barely spared either of them a glance. “This isn’t a hateful thing. This is me deciding you are a decent enough guy and I’d rather not see you wind up a pretty corpse. You need to leave and I’ll make excuses to Cobalt.”

Yvera looked put out “Enough bickering. You can take the spider, you don’t need the ship. The unstoppable killing machine would be helpful, but we can do this without her.”

“Are we totally past the discussion of doing the smart thing and getting back to the fleet?” Walt asked.

“Yes,” Yvera said.

“I do what the lady says,” I said.

“Believe us. We know,” Ashley said.

The spider voiced no objections as I boarded it again, Walt and Ashley joining me. It didn’t get any roomier, but the lack of any nudity this time did make things less awkward.

“Head northeast and we should get there,” I told the spider and we lifted from the deck.

“So what did you do? She seemed really insistent,” Ashley said.

“Lea found out that I’m a king. She didn’t take it like I expected.”

“Wasn’t as impressed as the girls in the village?”

“She seemed convinced Cobalt wouldn’t take it well.”

“Did I hear correctly that you destroyed what you left us behind to go find?” Walt asked and I could hear the accusation.

“It was an accident. I tried to blow up a gunpowder magazine and instead blew up an island. Yvera is right, the ocean sucks.”

“Are you sure this is what you want to be doing then? I know Yvera has some kind of girl hard-on for killing Atlantia, but that doesn’t mean she’s making the right call,” Ashley said.

“I thought you were up for killing anyone as long as you are getting paid?”

“I’m not afraid, Liam. I just understand what it’s like to feel threatened. She’s coming from a bad place and thinks she’s being smart about things, but it’s taking her to a fight she doesn’t need to have.”

“Sounds like you’re talking about yourself.”

Ashley looked thoughtful, then sad. “I’ve had a lot longer to think about my own suicide rush. It has to happen.”

“You won’t be alone,” Walt said.

“And it won’t be suicide,” I said.

Ashley said, “Damn this fucking spider isn’t very roomy when you get a little bit weepy.”


*****




Many uncomfortable hours later we were back outside the water spout. The last time we were here the water had been churning quickly and formed an impenetrable wall, but not now. The waters swirled more slowly and occasionally there was a sputter leaving a gap high in the wall. Beyond it, briefly glimpsed, was an island and the ruins of a magnificent city.

The spider hovered just near the wall, making no attempts at one of the gaps.

“Think it’s broken?” I asked.

“It’s smart,” Walt said. “Notice how quickly the gap in the wall closes.”

“We can’t rush it?” Ashley asked.

Walt had that pensive look he got when he was doing math in his head, “No. Unless this thing can go faster we can’t make it through. The Vainglory could have despite its larger size, but the spider won’t manage it.”

“Options?”

“The island is too far to manage a teleport,” Walt said.

“We could jump for it,” Ashley said.

“Our jumping speed isn’t really an improvement over the spider in flight,” Walt said. “We still wouldn’t make it with the added negative that a fall from this height into the water would probably kill us.”

“Don’t suppose you have any help, Yvera?” I asked.

Yvera’s voice rippled into the air. “I’ll skip the materialization, as much as I like foursomes the close quarters would burn you all alive. I’ve got nothing, fire isn’t going to help you here.”

“Okay. I can’t get us to the island, but I can at least get us through the gap here and close enough to the water that we won’t die from the drop,” Walt said.

“Do you have the mana to manage a second teleport?” I asked.

“Bottleneck isn’t the mana, it’s the cool-down,” Walt said, biting his lip.

“Was worth a try,” I said.

“It’s a good idea. It just doesn’t work with what I originally planned. Getting us closer to the water would keep us from dying on impact, but it wouldn’t give my cool-down time to refresh. If I get us a little higher though?”

“Into the fatal drop zone? That sucks,” Ashley said.

“Can we make it all the way to the island, if you keep aiming high?” I asked Walt.

That got a long pause and Walt finally said, “I’d love to give you an answer, but I think without paper I’m going to have to tag the supercomputer in. Yvera?”

“Math? Seriously? If you are going to call me in it might at least be for Fuck, Marry, Kill.”

“What is that? You know what. Never mind. Can we just do the math?” Walt asked.

“You pick someone for each. Liam, Ashley, Walt are mine,” Yvera said.

“Yvera, Walt, Liam,” Ashley said.

“That was awfully fast,” I said.

“I’m a thinker. Walt?” Ashley said.

“Liam, Yvera, Ashley I guess. This is so stupid,” Walt said.

“Stupid and disturbing. Ashley, Yvera, Walt,” I said.

“This is how we settle the most important questions? Now we know Walt is the most deserving to die,” Yvera said.

Walt deadpanned, “And Ashley is the most fuckable,”

“Okay. That made no sense, I mean Goddess of sex everyone?” Yvera said.

“You got two for marry. Maybe you could rebrand as a Goddess of matrimony and the hearth,” Walt said.

I winced. The air surrounding the spider began to get very heated.

“Walt, stop trying to kill us,” I said.

“I just asked about math! She started this stupid game,” Walt said.

That was fair.

“Yvera, you were picked as marry out of the desire to spend far longer than a single episode night in bed. Does the math have an answer?” I said.

“You two are really fucked-up,” Ashley said.

I shot her an exasperated look.

“No. The stupid boring math doesn’t add up for more than two teleports.”

“That was all I wanted to know,” Walt said.

“How close will that take us to shore? The last time we teleported into the water it didn’t work out so well.” I said.

Walt shrugged. “Does it matter? Either it’ll have to be close enough or we don’t go.”

“We’re going,” I said before Yvera could get any angrier. “Do you need any time to prepare?”

“It’s not like I can limber up when we can’t even stretch,” Ashley said.

“Do it,” I said to Walt.

 

Group Teleport



 

Our surroundings flickered away and we were in the air on the other side of the wall of water. There was just a moment to appreciate the majestic view as we seemed to be floating in air—then we got busy with the whole falling to our deaths thing.

The wind roared around us as we fell with terrifying speed towards the churning waters. We were seconds away from impact, then the air around us shimmered with magical energy once more.

 

Group Teleport



 

We were again above the water, but with the island far closer than before and it was mere seconds until we plunged into the sea. The waters closed above my head and I was struggling for air.

I couldn’t even tell which way was up. Between the fall and the churning water I’d lost all sense of direction, but fortunately I didn’t need one. The water here had one direction—flinging itself again and again against the shore. It carried me right along with it to wash me onto the sand. Exhausted, down the beach I saw the others sprawled out, all looking as dazed and confused.

We had arrived. If things went as they usually did, it wouldn’t be long until something tried to kill us.

I was right in sentiment, but the details got complicated.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


I heard her before I could see her. A song echoed around me and through me like the crashing of those waves that had carried me to shore. It was like the first time I’d seen Yvera. Love and lust. Overwhelming, irrational, maddening.

By the time I saw her rise nude from the waves, her hair a brilliant blue and her skin the white of pearls, I already knew that I would do anything for her. I studied her every curve with rapt attention.

 

Mellaise



Level 35: Type: Siren HP: 230/230



Mellaise is a daughter of the Goddess Atlantia. Her song can bind men attracted to her to her will, a fact that has doomed many a ship that has approached too near her mother’s isle.



 

“Fuck. A Siren. Liam, Walt, you with me?” Ashley asked.

“I’m good,” Walt said.

“Liam?”

“I’m fine,” I said.

I was better than fine. Exultant. Love will do that to a man.

Mellaise walked towards us and I marveled at the sway of her hips. Eyes green as malachite studied Walt for a moment before focusing on me.

“Lady, I’d stay the fuck back unless you want to stop singing and start talking,” Ashley said.

Mellaise stopped her song. It was okay, she didn’t need it anymore. I still felt it within me, it was the sort of song I’d never be able to get out of my head.

“We can talk,” Mellaise said. “You’ve come a long way, invaders. You shouldn’t have. Were the sea dragon and the wall of water too subtle as warnings?”

“We were kind of between a bitch and a wet place,” Ashley said.

Mellaise sauntered forward and pressed a kiss to my lips. She tasted of salt and sunlight.

“Seriously?” Ashley asked.

There was a burst of flames and Yvera swirled into being. She was going without clothes this time.

“Why do none of you women wear clothes?” Walt asked.

“I’m wearing clothes,” Ashley said.

“You are a woman of class and good taste,” Walt said.

Yvera and Mellaise both glared at him. They were perfect.

“Liam isn’t in his right mind,” Yvera said.

“Hasn’t been since he met you,” Ashley said.

“Your pets are mouthy,” Mellaise said.

“I’m well aware,” Yvera said. “Liam, you are not to put your lips near any part of that watery tart again.”

“Liam, kiss me again,” Mellaise said.

I loved them both. With Yvera it had always been a heat driving me to madness, but with Mellaise it was like slipping beneath the waves. I couldn’t help myself. My lips again met hers.

“Gross,” Yvera said.

Ashley said, “That’s your response? You’re inside his fucking head and have had him wrapped around your crazy bitch finger since the moment you met him. Do something.”

Mellaise broke away from the kiss looking incredibly smug. “Water beats fire like class beats trash. Why don’t you get busy showing me how you want me more than any woman you’ve ever known, Liam? While my friends try to murder your friends.”

Water elementals were rising from the waves and drifting onto the beach. I threw Intemperance to the ground and Mellaise began to help me out of my armor.

“I don’t want to watch this,” Ashley said as she drew her daggers.

“At least you aren’t inside his head. I am going to murder that entire family,” Yvera said with her voice a near growl.

“You’re much hotter,” Ashley said.

“I knew I liked you. I’m also not sticking around for water elementals so… you know… good luck with that. I’ll be back if you survive,” Yvera said, before she poofed out of existence.

“I kind of hate our friends,” Walt said.

“She isn’t even going to try to snap him out of it?” Ashley asked.

“She did her whole appearing naked thing. Pretty sure she fired all her guns and just didn’t get a hit,” Walt said.

It wasn’t that I suddenly stopped caring about their wellbeing. They were my friends, of course I cared. Mellaise’s song echoing in my head drowned out everything else. A roar pulsing through me that couldn’t be denied.

 

Backstab



 

Distortion Field



 

Shielding Bubble



 

I was far too interested in kissing along Mellaise’s shoulder to even note the exact start of the fight. I vaguely saw the prompts flickering just out of my vision and caught wafts of conversation.

“Without a tank this is going to suck,” Ashley said.

“I hit and kite, and you take them from behind?” Walt asked.

“Thinking like that’s why you’re my marry pick,” Ashley said.

It was around then Mellaise made the most delicious groan and I lost my awareness of anything else. I don’t know how much time passed until I again became aware of the drifting words of conversation.

“That’s two down. Next time I stealth I’m coming up behind you and I’ll transfer you some potions,” Ashley said.

“Looks like the elementals aren’t the only thing going down,” Walt said.

“Eyes on the fight.”

“She’s very loud. It’s very distracting.”

“She’s fucking with Yvera, of course she’s being loud. If it were a bit less personal he’d be trying to kill us, so be grateful and focus on the damned fight.”

Right around then Mellaise got very loud indeed and the world seemed to fade around us again.

What might have been an eternity later, while the world tore itself joyfully asunder again and again, I heard Mellaise say, “That’s enough. You can get dressed now.”

Ashley and Walt stood nearby, each looking damp and the worse for wear.

“We going to do this?” Ashley asked.

Yvera swirled into being once more, “We are so going to do this.”

“Tempting,” Mellaise said, “But I think I’ve had enough fun for today.”

“Oh, I don’t think you are going to enjoy what comes next,” Yvera said.

“Trash talking,” Mellaise said with a certain malicious relish to the words. “How appropriate. Let me lay this out simple enough so even the hothead can understand. Mother insists I play defense, I have, you won. You can fight a demigoddess and the boy-toy, or we can each go our way.”

“You’ll let Liam go?” Ashley asked.

“You are not listening to this,” Yvera said.

“We’re beat to hell,” Ashley said. “And I can see she’s not carrying any loot.”

Mellaise leaned in to press another lingering kiss to my lips before pulling away and giving a challenging look at Yvera. “My song never really goes away. Still, out of sight and out of mind.”

“Ashley, you answer to me. Kill her. You know she has it coming,” Yvera said.

“You hired me to keep Liam safe. Way I see it, the best way to do that right now is letting her walk,” Ashley said.

“I agree,” Walt said.

“You two are really pissing me off.”

“I’d offer to go one-on-one,” Mellaise said, and turned back towards the sea. “But really, I just went a few rounds with your better half. Mom is going to love meeting you.”

Yvera let out an incoherent scream and vanished in a swirl of flames.

“She really doesn’t like the ocean,” I said.

Ashley grunted and said, “Yeah. That’s what this is all about. How you doing Liam, head on straight?”

“Yeah. I told you earlier I was fine. I’m feeling amazing. Sorry I didn’t help out in the fight earlier, but you two seemed to have it handled.”

“Does it truly not bother you at all that you were just mind-controlled and ignored your friends fighting for their lives? That you are still mind-controlled?”

“You guys are fine and I didn’t do anything I regret. Why are you making this a big deal?”

“That’s insane. That is completely and totally insane,” Walt said, looking over to Ashley. “I’m not wrong, right? It’s insane?”

“It’s Liam. He thought falling in love with the crazy bitch seemed like a good idea, too. We just need to go with it.”

I was getting tired of being talked about like I wasn’t present. “Listen. We are all in this game and we’ve been here for weeks trusting that our bodies are okay back in the real world. We just did several midair teleports that, if they went wrong, would have killed us. Does it really make sense to get so worked up over who I’m fucking?”

Walt let out a long breath.

“Leave it, Walt. Let’s just get moving,” Ashley said.

For the first time since coming ashore I took a proper look at my surroundings. The edges of the island were a combination of docks and stunning beaches—we’d washed ashore at one of the latter. Ruins began a short distance away.

After getting dressed I led the way and we soon began to pass through the city. The buildings looked to be more grown than built, ornate coral-like structures of vibrant hues.

Skeletons were everywhere, although there were no signs of a battle. It was as if the entire city had simply stopped at one moment in time and those going about their business died.

“We seem to wander into a lot of places filled with dead bodies,” I said.

“These aren’t recent, at least. Remember when we first met, Cobalt said the seas had been going crazy for about twenty years? These bodies have been dead about that long,” Walt said.

“Do you think Atlantia went crazy and killed everybody?” Ashley asked.

“Her family doesn’t exactly seem friendly,” Walt said.

I thought that was unfair. I mean sure, she’d tried to kill Ashley and Walt, but most people tried to kill us. It was kind of our thing.

“Do you know how they died?” Ashley asked as she bent down to loot some remains, slowing our progress.

“Do I look like a forensic anthropologist?” Walt asked.

“Sort of?”

Walt looked taken aback for a moment, no doubt trying to figure out whether to take that as a compliment or an insult. “Thank you. No common signs of trauma, I don’t see where anybody had their weapons drawn.”

“People aren’t clustered inside with their families. I think you’d see that if it were disease,” I said.

“The closest thing we’ve seen to this was back at the castle. Elsora and her mists swept in quickly and killed everyone. Many ended up reanimating as undead,” Walt said.

“Sacred island. Home of a Goddess, this entire place is probably holy ground,” Ashley said.

 

Coral Smash



 

I was spared further musing as a massive punch caught me unaware and sent me tumbling down the street.

That was a good twenty percent of my health gone in a single blow. I looked back and caught sight of what had hit me. It stood about ten feet tall and seemed crafted of the same material as the buildings.

 

Coral Golem



Level 17: Type: Construct HP: 1000/1000



Coral Golems serve as labor for the citizens of Atlantis. Capable of lifting huge loads they can also turn that strength to the defense of the city when needed.



 

Yeah. I could agree that it was strong. It hit like a truck. I pushed myself back up to my feet and readied my shield, drawing Intemperance.

Another golem was emerging from a doorway behind Walt.

“Walt! Behind you! Try the rooftops. These guys don’t look very vertical,” I said.

 

Displacement



 

Coral Quake



 

Walt shimmered out of existence just a golem smashed at the ground with two fists. I saw him flicker back into being atop one of the nearby structures.

Ashley faded from sight. She didn’t need any instructions.

I drummed Intemperance against my shield to create a racket and then focused to release a smite in a golem’s direction.

 

Smite



 

A swirl of flame surrounded it. In the aftermath it barely even seemed singed and had only lost a fraction of its health bar.

“Oh, come on,” I said. “There is no way these things are water-aligned. They’re made of rock.”

The first golem charged towards me and delivered another powerful blow that I caught on my shield.

 

Backstab



 

Ashley came into view behind it driving her daggers in deep, “Coral. Totally different.”

“It is not that different! Look at them!”

 

Special Delivery



 

A golem picked me up and I was thrown through the air in Walt’s direction. He displaced away at the last second, materializing onto a nearby rooftop. That hurt. I wasn’t yet down to half my health bar, but I was already starting to feel that intoxicating rush of my passives kicking in.

 

Displacement



 

“And here I thought they didn’t have a ranged attack.”

“They aren’t even designed for combat. Just get back down there, raise a fuss, and don’t let them grab you. You’re weak against them, but we’re not,” Walt said.

He aimed his staff at one and a pulse of brown-tinted energy blasted out to catch a golem and send it staggering backwards a step.

I leapt off the building towards it and swung with my shield to bash it in the head. I bounced off it to land on my feet. The golem slowly swung at me and I caught the blow on my shield.

 

Mark of the Assassin



 

Backstab



 

A spot on the golem’s neck began to pulse a deep red and moments later Ashley’s daggers dug deep as she came out of stealth.

Cracks appeared in the golem and with a crunching sound it collapsed to its knees.

 

Bringing The House Down



 

Then a house hit me, Ashley, and the golem. Seriously. I briefly saw the golem shattering into fragments before I was crushed against a nearby structure and buried in rubble.

Without even waiting to check her health bar my hand found Ashley and I willed a Lay on Hands. I was becoming all too familiar with the sounds of massive body trauma. Besides, I felt mostly dead at this point despite my armor. Her main defense was in her dodge and I doubted this was something she could get away from.

I had to be buried, everything was dark.

“You alive, Ash?”

“Full health. You must have blown a heal? What hit us?”

“Yeah, and I’m pretty sure it was a house.”

“Seriously?”

“No joke. They really are strong.”

“So are you. I can’t move, can you?”

I strained against the rubble weighing down on top of me and felt it shift slightly.

“I can. But it will take me awhile to get us clear.”

“One golem is still up. Walt should be okay though, as long as he can keep clear of flying houses.”

“He has the most mobility of any of us. He should be fine.”

I strained against the rocks and felt them shift again. Without my boosted strength this probably would have been impossible.

It took perhaps half an hour before the rubble finally gave way.

Walt was there almost at once reaching out a hand and helping Ashley up. I awkwardly found my own feet. There was a pile of corral fragments that had to be the remains of the second golem.

“You won?” I asked.

“If I’m using my staff I can get an elemental advantage versus anything. Then I can save all my mana and cool-downs to keep moving.”

“That is the most boring way to fight ever,” Ashley said.

I couldn’t argue there. I liked running up and hitting things, and occasionally throwing fire. It might not work in every situation, but at least I had fun.

I led the way through the ruins towards the center of the island. It seemed likely that Atlantia would be found there. She would likely prove to be our greatest threat yet.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


When we reached the center of the island we found a lake ringed by statues made of corral. Each was a magnificent work of art depicting a beautiful woman, wielding a variety of different weapons, in various combat poses.

Rain fell lightly, each droplet kissing the surface of the lake. It was heart-achingly beautiful.

‘Do you have anything like this?’ I asked Yvera in my head.

‘I think you’ve done quite enough admiring of things watery today. It was never amusing and repetition is only making it more grating. No, right now the temple in the castle is the strongest holy space I have. Perhaps we’ll claim this one and boil the ocean away when we are done,’ Yvera said.

It was on that cheery thought that it began to rain blood. Not every droplet, most remained water, but enough that streaks of red soon began to adorn our armor and the waters of the lake grew cloudy.

“What the fuck?” Ashley asked.

‘This your doing?’ I thought to Yvera.

‘If only my endless rage could kill the bitch. No. This is something else, she is hurt badly. The essence is leaking out of her.’

“Yvera says she isn’t doing it, but it means Atlantia is hurt badly.”

“We haven’t even gotten started,” Ashley said.

Music began to fill the air, thrumming notes that somehow kept time to the ripples on the lake’s surface. The statues began to glow a faint blue, one after the other, and leave a series of interconnecting lines on the lake. The music wasn’t unfamiliar, it bore many similarities to the song I’d heard earlier on the beach.

“Walt, what is going on?” I asked.

“At a guess, we were soon going to be staring at the lake and wondering what to do next, figuring out a puzzle. Someone else seems to be solving it for us,” Walt said, unhappily.

“Are they invisible?” I asked.

Ashley gave me the look she reserved for when I asked stupid questions. “With Atlantia probably on the other side and bleeding to death, I’m guessing she’s opening the door.”

A final note sounded and the surface of the lake shimmered. The water formed itself into steps leading down into darkness.

“No, this isn’t mother,” Mellaise said, as she approached from the direction of the city, dressed for a fight this time in form-fitting armor of reflective scales.

“Come looking for a fight after all?” Ashley asked with a speculative look at Mellaise’s armor. Loot changed so many equations.

“It’s raining blood. Blood. Of course I’m looking for a fight. Do you know who is in there?”

“Not a clue.”

There came a thud from nearby and there was a Cobalt, who was at least wearing something this time. The Vainglory must be up there on the other side of the clouds.

“Is that you murdering lots of people in the sky?” I asked.

“What? No, I just came because you weren’t fighting a Goddess without me no matter how pissed I am at you. Are we killing the demigoddess?” Cobalt said.

“She’s sort of a friend.”

“She’s really not and he’s mind-controlled,” Walt said.

“Of course he is,” Cobalt said. “So we are killing the demigoddess?”

Ashley had continued to eye that armor and finally said with some reluctance, “I don’t think so. Something just mortally wounded her mom and is about to come out of that lake.”

“Right. We can kill her after,” Cobalt said.

“I’m standing right here. I can hear you,” Mellaise said.

From the stairs came the sound of footsteps and then a man came into view. Powerful-looking in heavy, jet-black armor, with a shock I recognized him and pulled up his information to confirm.

 

The Vampire Leosi



Type: Undead



Stats: Hidden



The Lion of Genea. The third son of King Hami, Leosi was never expected to inherit the kingdom but he distinguished himself greatly during the orc wars and assumed the throne. His reign was marked by a great curse that fell upon the kingdom and ultimately he was killed by Liam Ottani and his allies. Raised by a greater vampire he is now more deadly than ever.



 

That was unexpected, and terrifying. Last time we faced off against him we dominated largely through the help of Elsora, who weakened him. She wasn’t here, although between Cobalt and Mellaise we weren’t lacking for powerful allies.

“I thought I heard you up here, boy. Came to kill a threat before she could strike at you? Commendable instincts, though you aren’t up for killing a Goddess,” Leosi said.

“You’re alive,” I said. It wasn’t really much of a response, but I was still in a good bit of shock at seeing him.

“Leosi,” Cobalt said.

It was Leosi’s turn to be astonished, his gaze shifting to my companions and his eyes widened.

“Alera,” Leosi said. “So he was your pawn the whole time? I am not surprised.”

“It isn’t what you think Leosi, it never was,” Cobalt said.

I’d heard the name Alera before, back in the castle. Leosi’s wife and Queen, Maria’s mother, who abandoned him and her family in an effort to prevent the curse soon to fall. Leosi hated her, and Maria was no longer with us. My world felt like it was crashing down.

Leosi drew a longsword that was already coated in blood, rivulets shifting on its surface in a faint echo of the waves. “I’d come here to craft a weapon capable of killing Liam and his Goddess, should he ultimately prove uncooperative. I didn’t prepare one for you.”

“You bled my mother dry for a weapon,” Mellaise said furiously. “You shall pay for that.”

Mellaise drew in a deep breath and the song started to swell around her. With blinding speed Leosi pulled a band of metal from his waist and flung it. Magical runes briefly flared to life with a dull red hue and a collar snapped into place around her throat.

The building song was cut off before it could be released and Leosi darted forward to deliver a blow from his gauntleted fist to her face. There was a spray of blood and the sound of crunching bone, and the Demigoddess collapsed to the ground.

Whatever he had done broke her hold over me too, a hold I’d barely even been aware of up until that moment. My world wobbled once again.

“Sirens. You always need to be prepared, boy. Know the foes you are going to fight. Have the right weapons at hand,” Leosi said as he kicked Mellaise’s midsection, snapping ribs.

“You were an unyielding bastard, but never cruel before,” Cobalt said. “This doesn’t suit you.”

“These have been a hard few centuries. You should have seen them,” Leosi said.

“You two seem like you have a lot to work out,” I said.

“I came to deliver a message, boy, and before I get distracted you will hear it. You killed me and took my throne, fairly. But it will belong to my daughter. I have an army and will purge our kingdom of its invaders. When I return triumphant you will take Maria as your Queen or both you and Yvera will fall to my blade.”

That was a hell of a pronouncement. Today really couldn’t mess with me anymore. I was starting to think Yvera was right. Screw the ocean.

“Maria lives?” Cobalt asked.

“She has your eyes,” Leosi said. “She also rules the spiders and runs around naked, covered in them. It is tremendously foolish.”

“And kind of badass,” Ashley said.

They both turned to stare at her as if they had forgotten the rest of the group existed.

Cobalt said. “Liam, get everyone down those steps. I’m calling in my favor, you are to save Atlantia’s life and form an alliance with her. Take the Demigoddess or he’ll kill her.”

‘What?’ Yvera roared in my head. ‘That entire family needs to die. Every last one of them.’

Leosi frowned. “I can’t allow that to happen. It complicates matters too much.”

Cobalt drew her sword. “You always did like things simple. Think undeath gave you enough of an edge to take me?”

“Let’s find out,” Leosi said.

Walt and Ashley were waiting on me for guidance and I edged pass Leosi to grab Mellaise and throw her over my shoulder. I didn’t try to heal her. I’d used a Lay on Hands earlier in the ruins to help Ashley, and Mellaise’s wounds weren’t mortal.

We hurried towards the steps as Leosi and Cobalt went at it. Leosi moved in a blur, his movements supernaturally fast and strong, but somehow Cobalt’s blade always seemed to be at just the right place to meet his.

“Are we actually going to do this?” Ashley asked.

“A deal is a deal,” I said. “Yvera is really pissed, but she isn’t saying no.”

“Just so I can properly understand events in their new context, Liam slept with Maria’s mother and murdered her father,” Walt said.

“Or killed Cobalt’s husband and slept with her daughter,” Ashley said.

“Guys, I’m well aware of just how messed up in the head I am.”

“How do you think Maria will take it?” Walt asked.

The steps seemed to keep going down endlessly, the watery walls shimmering with a faint blue iridescence to light the way.

“Girl was already crazy. This is really going to fuck her up,” Ashley said.

“I think she’ll be happy to have her dad back. Even if he is kind of a dick now,” I said.

“He was kind of a dick before. That’s why we killed him.”

The steps finally gave way to a large chamber. This was clearly a throne room. Passages that might have once led away were blocked by tumultuous pulses of water. Slumped on the throne was a blue-haired woman, the one depicted on the statues circling the lake. Her arms were pierced by stone spikes pinning her in place and she looked to have been recently eviscerated, midsection split open. Despite all of this she was alive, although clearly in considerable pain. She managed a venomous look as we entered.

“We’re here to help,” I said.

“Is that why you had your way with my daughter and decided to let me see her broken body before I perish, Chosen of the Flame,” Atlantia said.

“She really more had her way with me. You know, Siren,” I said, as I lowered Mellaise to the ground.

“It’s true,” Ashley said. “She’s really kind of a slutty bitch.”

“Kind words to ease a mother’s last moments,” Atlantia said, pausing for a moment to gasp in pain before continuing. “You may as well show yourself. I am no threat to you in my current state.”

Flames swirled in a far more subdued display than usual and Yvera manifested. Here in the heart of water she looked amazingly mortal, a beautiful woman without that aura of tremendous power that usually surrounded her.

“We are here to help,” Yvera said. “If against my will. As my chosen says, a deal is a deal.”

“But we have terms,” I said.

“I face certain death without your aid, and likely death even with it. Extort as you choose in the hopes that you might collect,” Atlantia said.

“The man who did this to you forged a weapon with your essence. He plans to wield it against me and Yvera. Can you do anything to stop it?”

Atlantia coughed up some blood and shook her head. “The weapon once forged is forged. I can offer the aid of my daughter, whose song can sap from him the will to use it.”

“Yeah. She didn’t have much luck with it. He kind of put a collar on her and kicked her ass,” Ashley said.

“Then next time you guard her properly,” Atlantia said.

“Her song snared me and held me until that collar released me, how can I be certain it won’t happen again?” I asked.

“You can only be certain it will,” Atlantia said. “While her song is free you are hers and you will always be hers.”

“Unacceptable,” Yvera said.

Atlantia gave a pained chuckle. “I’m not negotiating. I can and will ask that she does not abuse such power, but I can make you no promises.”

“You would need to serve my interests and fight at my side, both in this world and another,” Yvera said.

“Make those bonds chafe too much and be assured I shall find a way to break them,” Atlantia said. “But agreed.”

“Great,” Yvera said in a tone that suggested she very much did not mean it. “Now we just need to figure out how to do it. Liam, you have a heal left. I pump everything into you, we can go full-on nuclear miracle mode.”

“That is so not a thing,” Ashley said.

“I can destroy the stone fragments binding her,” Walt said. “I can set my staff to a wood attunement and blast them.”

“Nice,” Yvera said. “Ashley, time to make a deal.”

“Oh, fuck no,” Ashley said.

“I haven’t even got to it yet.”

“I recognize your tone. That is your I’m really going to fuck you over now tone.”

“Okay, you’re going to hate it a little bit. Well—lots, probably. Okay, you are going to hate it lots. She is too weak. All of this at once will be too much for her mind. The shock will kill her.”

“I’m loving the sound of this plan,” Atlantia said.

“I have a way around it. Just like anesthesia, we need to get your consciousness out of there while we operate. What you need is a Chosen.”

“Did my fuck no not somehow express how completely my answer is fuck no,” Ashley said.

“You are the one person that doesn’t have a job to do with the healing,” Yvera said.

“Did you catch the shit I gave Liam for a letting a crazy-ass fucking bitch of a machine inside his damned head and body. Why would I do that?”

“Why are you here? Why are you doing all of this? Because she can help you kill Veros.”

Ashley took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Explain.”

“Elemental alignments translate a bit strangely into our world, but they are there. I am fire, lust, passion, the heat and desires of humanity. Veros is much the same, I suspect that is part of the reason you dislike me so much. Atlantia can kill me, she can kill him,” Yvera said.

Ashley turned her gaze to Atlantia. “Is she telling the truth?”

“You all started gibbering madness and names I don’t recognize. I am very good at killing, but the rest I cannot confirm,” Atlantia said.

“She may not even be sentient,” Walt said. “Just because Yvera is a Goddess here and an AI back there doesn’t mean some kind of transitive property applies.”

“He’s a jerk, but he’s not wrong,” Yvera said. “I can’t guarantee the whole thing won’t blow up into some kind of fiery ruin. That is kind of my thing.”

“You truly are impressively incompetent,” Atlantia asked.

“I’m not the one bleeding out,” Yvera said. “Ashley?”

“Bribe me more.”

“Deals are what I do, darling. Given your starting position, asking for a higher price now means you’ve already decided to it.”

“How does someone so bad at negotiation always get us to do such fucking stupid things,” Ashley said.

“Because I know what it is to desire something, and I know what it is to be burned.”

Atlantia gasped in pain. Right. We were wasting a lot of time. “Yvera, we should probably…”

“Get a move on. Right with you. Ashley and Atlantia, you two are up first. I can form the bridge, but this is really going to suck for you both.”

“Nudity may be involved,” I said.

Atlantia gave me a flat look.

“It was an opening and exposing our souls to each other thing,” I said defensively. “Tell her.”

“He has the body and soul of a total pervert,” Ashley said. “I don’t. I think we can skip the flashing of girl parts. There might be a lot of murder and loot though.”

“Then I’ll comfort myself that you are perhaps the least bad of options,” Atlantia said.

“Walt. You’ll know when to go. You are up second. Blast those shards as fast you can. When they are out, you’re up, Liam. Just do your heal, don’t put it through your sword and hold it for a bit, before casting. I’ll give it as much of a boost as I can. Everyone know their places?”

“Clear,” I said, and the others chimed in their agreement.

Yvera reached with both hands into the gaping hole in Atlantia, then pulled one bloodied hand free to grab at Ashley’s arm. Wisps of smoke and the scent of burned flesh mingled with that of blood. All three flickered and Ashley and Atlantia simultaneously screamed out in hideous pain and slumped over.

The head of Walt’s staff glowed green and he tapped at the fragments pinning Atlantia to the throne. The rocks shattered and although some shards buried themselves deeper into Atlantia’s flesh most at least were free. We’d have to hope it was enough.

I let my Lay on Hands build up and settle inside of me. It was like a faint thrum of power waiting to be discharged, then suddenly I was drowning in it. Yvera’s power was like fire in my veins, a taste of a delight that would burn one to the core if held for too long. I let the power swell until I could no longer contain it and then reached out to plunge my hand into Atlantia’s wound, grabbing Yvera’s hand and pulling it free as I discharged the power.

On the throne Atlantia’s body spasmed violently, it seemed inconceivable that this much power might not be enough to heal her. Yet when her wounds began to close it was oh so slowly.

Waves of healing energy flooded through the room and found easier targets. My hand which was already starting to char from Yvera’s touch was whole again, then a ruined husk, then whole once more. The same was true for Ashley’s arm. Mellaise awoke on the floor, her body mended to its former perfection.

I yanked my arm away from Yvera and a moment later she pulled her own from Ashley.

“I’ve done what I can,” Yvera said. “It’s on them now.”

“Is she one of you?” Walt asked.

“I don’t know. But Ashley’s nanites are fully activated and whatever Atlantia is, I shoved her in.”

“So it’s working?” I said.

“Ashley’s dying, but so were you when we bonded. Like I said, it’s on them now. We’ve got bigger problems.”

“Bigger than Ashley dying? Good to know you care,” Walt said.

A blade buried itself in my side and I gasped, turning to see Mellaise, who had found her feet and decided to stab me.

It might have been a good idea to let her know what was going on. I can see where waking up to find your mom seemingly dead might be a bit of a shocker.

Yvera reached out and delivered a solid blow to Mellaise’s midsection that sent her soaring back from me to collapse on the floor across the room.

“Haven’t seen you get physical before,” I said.

“While I’m playing conduit for those two I’m less mobile than I’d like. That’s part of our problem.”

“What’s the other part?” Walt asked.

“From this second the Goddess of Water is effectively dead and all the power that is normally flowing into her is instead flowing into our surroundings.”

“That sounds bad.”

The walls began changing and the water began to reshape itself as hands, fins and claws attempted to dig themselves out. Yeah. This was bad.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Yvera snapped her fingers and the faint flickers of flame surrounding her burned brighter. They were still far more subdued than usual though—she really was at her weakest here.

I knew she’d hate what I would do next, but it only made sense. Mellaise was not our enemy, despite that she had just stabbed me and, if the oceanic power was running out of control, she was likely getting a good boost.

My health bar was an unhealthy shade of green indicating a negative status effect and a quick check of my debuffs showed she had used a nasty poison on the blade. It wasn’t what I needed going into a fight.

“Mellaise, we are not your enemies. We came down to help your mother, not to harm her.”

Mellaise made some effort at a reply, but the collar still bound her throat rendering her mute.

“I know it sounds insane, but look at her. Look at the injuries, she is hurt, but not mortally. Look at yourself. You were healed as well from what was done to you on the surface.”

Water elementals were emerging from the walls, one in the form of a shark and another in the body of a mermaid.

Yvera said, “Liam, we may have agreed to help her mother, but we said nothing about Mellaise. We can do without the trollop that molested and poisoned you.”

“Walt, I believe that collar is stone. Do you have another wood pulse to deliver?”

“I’m going to have to agree with the supercomputer on this one. We snap her out and you are back under her control, it’s stupid.”

“It’s a sign we trust her and it’s my call to make.”

“You ceased being yours to give away the moment you became mine,” Yvera said. “I forbid this.”

“Walt, do it.”

Yvera ran towards Mellaise and threw a powerful uppercut which Mellaise blocked before a wall of water hit Yvera with enough force to send her smashing to the ground.

 

Crashing Wave



 

Walt’s staff glowed green and a bolt of energy shot from it. Mellaise gracefully flowed into position so that the bolt caught the collar around her neck. There was a crackling thrum and the stone fractured, falling to the ground.

Instantly, I loved her as I loved her from the moment I’d first heard her sing. I would do anything for her. Having had her song interrupted once, I was more aware now of it. These feelings felt less natural and more contrived. They were still absolutes.

“Liam, you’ll never lie to me again and always seek to tell me the whole truth regarding any question I ask. Why did you come down here?” Mellaise asked.

“I really hate you,” Yvera said to Walt. “You’re supposed to be the smart one.”

“We came to save your mother. We owed the air pirate Cobalt a large favor and she chose to collect by having us save your mother and form an alliance with her,” I said.

“You killed her by accident?” Mellaise asked.

“The shock of the healing would have killed her, so we transferred her to the real world and into Ashley’s real body.”

“You don’t think this world is real?” Mellaise asked.

“You are just a non-player character in a game. Sorry. You are really, really hot though.”

 

Displacement



 

Walt flickered across the room as a shark took a massive bite out of the air where he had just been. I scanned the elementals.

 

Elemental Shark



Level 20: Type: Elemental HP: 450/250



Formed from pure oceanic power this shark makes for an intimidating foe. Ruthless in savaging prey it is fast and strong.



 

Elemental Mermaid



Level 20: Type: Elemental HP: 250/250



Formed from pure oceanic power this mermaid makes for an intimidating foe. Massive intellect coupled with expertise of water magic offers her flexibility of roles during a fight.



 

I readied my shield and drew Intemperance, which flamed to life. Not that fire was especially helpful right now. Yvera manifested a rapier and dirk from the air. She was going to fight this time.

Mellaise looked less than pleased with all the truth she had just heard, but all the same she gestured and shimmering barriers snapped into being around myself and Yvera.

 

Watery Barrier



 

Displacement



 

Walt flickered away again as the shark swiveled with spectacular speed to attack him again.

“I’ll handle the shark. Tell me all the ways I am hotter than that trash you worship,” Mellaise said, her voice rising and a funnel of sound blasting out at the shark.

 

Sonic Assault



 

“This bitch is asking to die when we’re done,” Yvera said, as she charged at the mermaid and did a perfect lunge that should have driven her rapier right through its heart.

 

Illusionary Decoy



 

“There aren’t any. You are stunning, but she is perfection itself,” I said. Movement at the corner of my eye made me raise my shield.

 

Hailstorm



 

I was surrounded by howling wind and pelting ice, most of that being caught on my shield. The shimmering barrier surrounding me seemed to lessen the remaining strikes. I was still poisoned and my health continued to click down, I was down to around a quarter of my bar now. I’d reached some equilibrium, my passives which healed me the more injured I got finally boosted to a level where the poisoned was canceled out.

“Perhaps this perfect honesty thing you have going isn’t so bad,” Yvera said. She tapped her blades together and a spark between them ignited into a massive inferno rushing towards the mermaid.

 

Firestorm



 

Steam hissed and the mermaid was ever so slightly smaller after that, but it was not the reaction I’d hoped for.

 

Lance of Ice



 

Yvera cried out as a jagged spear of ice impaled her, the watery barrier weakening its force, but it still looked a cruel blow. With the flames constantly surrounding Yvera it began to melt away, although she looked shaky.

 

Absolute Zero



 

Billowing clouds of frost began to close in on my still-shaky Goddess and I rushed forward to place myself and my shield before her.

It only hurt for a moment and then I went numb. I was distantly aware of the ice forming on my body and the blood freezing in my veins. At full health I could have taken this hit, but I was nowhere near that.

 

You have Died



 

The world around me froze and shifted to grayscale. Well, this wasn’t at all creepy.

“That. Was. Awesome,” said a voice from behind me. I turned to see a woman in her early twenties with neon blue hair and an astonishing number of piercings, wearing a tee-shirt with a vivid design of a striking snake. Her color stood in stark contrast to the greyed-out surroundings.

“Thank you?” I said carefully. “Did that say I died?”

“Oh yeah. Totally. The mermaid boosted that spell with all her mana for some massive damage. You froze solid and shattered, protecting your true divine love. Totally badass.”

“I’m glad you approve. I’m Liam, by the way.”

“You can call me Coa. I’m your death. Nice to meet you,” Coa said cheerfully.

“There is more than one death?”

“Just think of how many people you’ve killed in the last month. We’re a growth industry. So, I’m just stepping in to say hi while I can. Chosen of one Goddess and favors owed by another, you’re not staying dead. Besides, you’re a mass murderer and we love that.”

“They aren’t really people.”

“Open your mind and open your eyes. No hate here. Seriously, big fan. Okay, respawn counter is up and I can pop you back in.”

Before I could respond the world shifted to a blur and then I was back on the surface near the steps to the lake.

Leosi and Cobalt circled each other, each sporting some nasty cuts.

“A respawn, boy? Disappointing. I expect your whole party will have been wiped out by now,” Leosi said.

“You’ll want to be getting back down there, Liam. I’ve got this,” Cobalt said.

I trusted that she would. I ran back down the steps, although it still took me longer than I would have liked to get back. Things had gotten worse. There were two elementals when I’d left, now there were three—three different ones. The shark and the mermaid looked to have been defeated at least, but they had been replaced by a massive manta ray, octopus and crab.

Walt was on his feet, but with only a sliver of his health bar left and he seemed to be missing a hand. Yvera looked exhausted, but Mellaise seemed healthier than ever. Ashley and Atlantia were still collapsed.

I readied my shield and Intemperance, and moved back into place before Yvera. “Sorry about that.”

“Not your fault. It’s the poisoner who really killed you.”

“More and more looking like you jerks killed my mom,” Mellaise said. “Could happen again.”

“How are they?” I asked Yvera.

“A massive virus has infested the regional water systems and the others are both astonished and furious. I’m barely covering our tracks,” Yvera said. “I’m taking it as a good sign.”

 

Song of Recovery



 

Mellaise hummed a few bars and Walt winced as his hand began to grow back. It must be a heal over time effect, because it wasn’t happening especially quickly.

“Walt, buddy. How you doing?” I asked.

“I hate sharks.”

“I keep telling all of you. Water is the most awful thing ever,” Yvera said.

“You are usually quite mad, but on this point I am prepared to concede you are correct,” Walt said.

“Liam likes it,” Mellaise said.

“Parts of it,” I said. “Although I could do without all the snipers, those guys suck. I don’t like killer mermaids either. Or those stupid things that shocked me.”

“See? Boil it all away and things only get better,” Yvera said. She gestured to form a blazing wall of fire between us and the elementals.

“I’m tapped out,” Yvera said.

“I’m drawing in as much power as I can,” Mellaise said. “If I weren’t, there would be even more elementals, but I’m not my mom. I don’t have control over them.”

There came a frightful hissing from the wall of fire. On the other side the watery beasts must be flinging themselves against it.

The flames flickered lower and lower and the wall faded away. More elementals were emerging. We were about to be overwhelmed.

“That is enough of that,” Atlantia said from her throne. She snapped her fingers and the elementals melted away.

“Mom?” Mellaise asked.

“I am alive. Wounded, but alive.”

I moved over to kneel beside Ashley, who was sitting up looking worn and haggard. I remembered how much binding with Yvera had taken out of me. There was also something of a rush of newfound purpose to it.

“I’m okay, Liam. She’s in my head, which is weird, but it isn’t as bad as I expected,” Ashley said.

“Are we real? Liam says we aren’t,” Mellaise said.

“Yvera and her servants originate from another plane of existence. Like most such entities they are rather full of themselves about it,” Atlantia said.

Ouch. I guess from their point of view we would be. Either way I was far too tired to want any sort of philosophical discussion right now.

“Since we are no longer imminently about to die could you head upstairs, Mellaise? Leosi was still up there earlier and it would save us a lot of grief if you could sing for him,” I said.

“My attacker is fled,” Atlantia said. “A teleportation spell pulled him away. He arrived here by the same means.”

“For a man who’s been locked up in a castle for a few centuries, that guy has a lot of powerful friends,” Ashley said.

“He has even more powerful enemies,” Atlantia said. “Yvera, as per our agreement I acknowledge you as the head of our pantheon.”

Yvera tilted her head. “I accept.”

“My daughter should accompany you to bind the killer,” Atlantia said.

Yvera gave Mellaise a look and said, “No. Absolutely not. I’ll not have her near Liam.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “Really.”

Ashley said, “It really isn’t. When I’m agreeing with her, you know it’s serious. Mellaise is bad news and you need to stay the fuck away from her.”

“Add a third voice in support of leaving her behind,” Walt said.

Mellaise started to speak and Atlantia held up her hand to silence her.

“Fine,” Atlantia said with a frown. “My Chosen will be able to represent my interests and see the would-be assassin suitably punished.”

“Don’t suppose we get piles of loot?” Ashley asked, sounding hopeful.

“Had I not just been bled dry to craft a divine weapon, I would provide you with one,” Atlantia said. “For now you shall have to do without.”

“Lame,” Ashley said. “Nothing else for me then.”

“I think we’re done,” I said.

“Do none of you care in the least about backstory?” Walt asked. “There is an entire dead city up there and you put up that water wall over a decade ago. What happened?”

“The injuries you just helped to heal were not all from the assassin. He cut me open to get at my blood, but the stone shards that pinned me down and kept me helpless were delivered after the fall of the city.”

“Who was responsible?” Walt asked.

“Ixos, the God of Fire.”

I looked towards Yvera whose expression was inscrutable.

“You got a counterpart I don’t know about?” I asked.

“He’s dead or I wouldn’t be here.”

”For some time the heavens have been going silent. Deities killed, or perhaps contained as I was,” Atlantia said.

“Why?” I asked.

“Good question,” Yvera said.

“I’ve sworn my allegiance. We are a pantheon of two now,” Atlantia said. “You’ll know before I do. Yvera has just become a very large target to whatever has been doing this.”

“I’m out,” Yvera said, and vanished.

Right. That was helpful.

“That was all the questions I had,” Walt said. “I think we can be on our way.”

Nobody had any objections and after a few awkward goodbyes we made our way back up the stairs, leaving Atlantia and her daughter behind.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


We found Cobalt at the top of the stairs. She looked even more beat up than she had after the fall of the fort.

“Looks like you guys didn’t get wiped out,” Cobalt said.

“We saved her. I think you owe us a lot of answers,” I said.

“I don’t owe you anything. I’ve done nothing but help you this whole time. We do need to talk though,” Cobalt said.

“Can we do it on the Vainglory? We need a ride out of here,” Walt said.

“Where did you leave the spider anyways?” Cobalt asked.

“It wasn’t fast enough to make it through the wall. We did a few mid-air teleports to get here.”

“Nice. You stole the jumping out of the airship maneuver. That is a great one, always makes an impact. Yeah. I can give you guys a ride out of here.”

Cobalt signaled the Vainglory and soon the ship was hovering overhead, dropping down a ladder so that we could come aboard.

Riggs and Lea were there to help us up.

“I see everybody made it back, boss,” Lea said.

Cobalt said, “They did and we wound up saving Atlantia on top of it.”

“They had enough punch to take her out?” Riggs asked.

“Nah, but an old ex did. It’s complicated. Meeting in the lounge in ten minutes to discuss. Riggs, set a course for wherever they want to go,” Cobalt said.

“Vala,” I said. “The last we knew my fleet was headed there for a showdown with Storm.”

“Vala it is,” Riggs said. “That will be a few hours. I’ll be on the bridge if anyone needs me.”

The gathering broke up as the others went to get cleaned up before the meeting, although Lea rested a hand on my arm as I moved to do the same. “A quick word.”

“I’m still alive. You didn’t think that would happen,” I said.

“I didn’t. I’m not sure it will stay that way. This isn’t like her, none of this is like her. Just be on your best behavior and don’t give her a reason,” Lea said.

“I’ll try.”

Lea gave me a worried look, but nodded and released my arm.

A quick wash of my face and we were all settling down in the Vainglory’s lounge, bottles and glasses laid out.

“So,” Cobalt said. “To start things out I think we should try introducing ourselves again. Honestly, this time, can we all agree to that?”

It seemed to me there had already been quite enough honesty today. Of course, lies weren’t working out all that well either.

“Agreed,” I said. “But I warn you that the truth is complicated.”

“You have no idea,” Cobalt said. “I’ll start. I am Cobalt, Captain of the Vainglory and generally scary-ass killing machine. I also once went by the name Alera Sardonis, wife to King Leosi.”

“Any other identities lurking around out there?” Walt asked.

“Lots. I’m immortal. But none of the others seem relevant, it’s somebody else’s turn.”.

“Liam Ottani, King of Genea. Chosen of the Goddess Yvrena. Visitor from another world where I am pretty much a nobody,” I said.

“Really? We’re all in?” Ashley asked. “Fine. Ashley Green. Assassin and Chosen of the Goddess Atlantia. Yeah, another world. I kill and loot.”

“Walt Veers,” Walt said. “Planar mage. Member of the Celestial University. Scientist and scholar.”

“Lea Alli Serassalil,” Lea said. “Navigator of the Vainglory. Holy seer of the sacred city of Delalis. Prophetess of futures untold.”

“Good,” Cobalt said. “Cards on the table. I think we were actually honest there. So let’s open things up for questions.”

“Why did you leave your family to die to a powerful curse, when you’re the most kickass fighter I’ve ever seen?” Ashley asked.

Cobalt winced. “Sure. Start us off easy. I had to go, because there was a prophecy that some really huge badness would happen when I and the King of Genea were together.”

I had an idea where all of this was going and felt an all too familiar sinking in my stomach.

“So you left them? That is cold,” Walt said.

Cobalt let out a low sigh. “I left them in one of the most well defended castles in the world. A fortress surrounded by powerful allies with potent defenses both magical and physical.”

“You tried to get back,” I said. “We found the body of an agent of yours in the castle. He died trying to lower the shielding.”

 

Quest Completed



A Queen Apart



You have delivered news of the fate of her agent to Queen Alera Sardonis.



 

I almost laughed at the prompt. I remembered getting that quest when originally taking the castle. The prompt also seemed to have pushed me over and I’d gained a level. I’d pull up the details later.

“I did,” Cobalt said. “I had no idea that Leosi was still alive, but I knew that Maria would be. I wanted to see my daughter again.”

“How?” Ashley asked. “Hadn’t it been a long time by that point?”

“I come from something of a powerful lineage. It’s where my immortality comes from, amongst other things. It doesn’t always take in our children, but it did for Maria.”

“Maria said she was immortal because of spider alchemy,” I said.

“That is idiotic,” Cobalt said. “Are spiders immortal? How does that even make sense. Is my daughter a fool?”

“They make really good healing potions,” Ashley said. “She seemed okay. Weird. She’s good in a fight, but doesn’t seem as badass as you are.”

“They are called rights,” Cobalt explained. “In my family we can have different ones. Sometimes more than one. I have the Right of War. Forever surrounded by strife and violence with the skills to survive it. From what I’ve overheard I think Maria must have the Right of Rule.”

“And that is?” Walt asked.

“That is how one winds up becoming a ruler of all the spiders and have their father rising from the dead to try to hand them kingdoms. She is a Queen, she will always be a Queen. She can’t help it.”

“How did you and Leosi hook up?” I asked. “I mean, you two don’t exactly seem a lot alike?”

“You mean, because he was kind of a stuck-up paragon of virtue and I’m anything but?” Cobalt asked. “He was young and brave and at war, and I’m always fighting. He had never met anyone quite like me and good men are a rare breed. I wanted to try being someone different for awhile.”

“It didn’t work?” I asked.

“It never does,” Ashley said.

Cobalt flashed a weak smile and shrugged. “She’s right. Lying to yourself never does. So, your turn. Visitors from another world, why are you here?”

“Accidentally,” Walt said. “We were looking to gain unauthorized access to some places we weren’t supposed to and we wound up here instead.”

“Yvera was here once before though, and she was glad to be back. She thinks that there is something special about this place,” I said.

“She isn’t wrong,” Cobalt said. “This is the place you come to change your story. To forge new paths.”

“To lie to yourself?” Ashley asked.

Cobalt was rueful. “Maybe. But also to change the truth of who you are. Every person here wants to be someone new.”

“Does that apply to you too?” I asked.

“I’m not from your world, but I’m not a local. Of course it applies to me as well. We’re all running from something.”

“So why did you have us save Atlantia?”

“It wasn’t my original intent, I assure you. I don’t much care about deities or their games. It’s nice to have a favor tucked away though and you knew about the events at Castle Sardonis,” Cobalt said.

“So what changed?”

“She found out she’d been bedding the King of Genea,” Lea said flatly.

Cobalt cleared her throat. “Thank you for contributing, Lea. She’s right though, that was it. You seriously, massively, screwed up, Liam.”

“I’m pretty sure there were three of us in that bed,” I said.

“And it wouldn’t have happened, if you had been honest about who you were. We’d have dumped you on the nearest ship and ran to some distant land to stay the hell away from you,” Cobalt said, leaning forward. “Instead it happened, so I’m not assuming the worst case scenario is in play.”

“That involved saving Atlantia?”

“That involved your Goddess going from a potentially amusing diversion to a needed ally,” Cobalt said. “I win fights, it’s what I do. One crazed goddess and her puppet of a boy-toy against the world isn’t a winning combination.”

“Ouch,” I said.

“Keeping it real, Liam. You want to be more, be more.”

“I like this new honesty kick,” Ashley said.

“I do things. I’m a king. I’m a pirate admiral, what more do you people want?”

“You came here because of your brother and to get away after you got dumped. You became a king because Yvrena wanted it, and you became an admiral because Cobalt wanted it,” Ashley said.

“You don’t have to do something nobody else wants you to do in order to be your own man,” I said. “That is just being an ass for the sake of it.”

“That would be a lot more believable, if you weren’t so accepting of what Mellaise did to you,” Ashley said. “I want to believe you, but you’re just a puppet so used to his strings that you can’t even understand our horror there.”

I reached over and poured myself a drink. Why did open and honest discussion always seem to turn into ‘give Liam shit’ time?

Cobalt said, “I’m weaker than I should be. Part of that bad stuff happening, and I’m only going to keep getting weaker. Even an undead Leosi should have never been able to hold his own against me. With that said, at even a fraction of my full strength I’m still dangerous. For the time being you’ll have use of the Vainglory. I need to see my daughter again.”

“We don’t know where she is,” I said. “She… kind of went on a mission to kill you.”

“Kill me? Why?” I could hear the pain in her voice.

“Leosi. It was his dying request to her.”

Cobalt sighed. “Love turns and good guys always make the worst assholes when they go bad. That’s enough honesty for one day. Go and get some rest. We’ll be at Vala soon.”

As the gathering broke up I pulled up my sheet to check my level notice.

 

Congratulations!



You have reached level 11



 

You have one stat point to assign. As a Paladin of Yvera you have gained a further 15% skill to Persuasion. As the Chosen of Yvera you have further gained 1 point of Luck. Due to your attunement you have an increased presence in the physical world and have gained 1 point in both Power and Endurance. You have further gained enhancements to the following abilities…



 

Lay on Hands: Channeling. You can now channel this ability with an extended cast and increase its effectiveness by the expenditure of more mana.



 

You have gained the following innate ability…



 

Burning down the house: All fire damage you inflict is now boosted by 25% and is more likely to spread to adjacent targets.



 

I assigned a point to Awareness. Dexterity being so low bothered me, but something had to be my dump stat.

 

Name: Liam Ottani



Class: Paladin of Yvera



Deity: Yvera



Titles: Chosen of Yvera, King of Genea, Admiral Flame



Level: 11



HP: 400/400



Stamina: 170/170



Mana: 80/80



XP: 75 of 1000 to next level



Alignment: -1000



Stats



Power: 17 (+6) Endurance: 17 Dexterity: 2



Intelligence: 8 Awareness: 6



Charisma: 13 Luck: 8



Skills



Long Blades: 87



Blunt Weapons: 16



Hand to Hand: 12



Mounted Combat: 15



Light Armor: 15



Medium Armor: 28



Heavy Armor: 17



Persuasion: 36



Seduction: 70



Meditation: 4



Barter: 15



Shield Use: 15



Arson: 8



Double Attack: 2



Blademaster: 1



Spells



Smite



Sense Virtue



Lay on Hands (3 uses per 4 hours)



Bless Water



Bless



Divine Steed



Divine Power



Zealous Blow



Holy Object



Innates



Blessed Nature



Fire Resistance: 50%



Sense Alignment



Fire Within



Fueling the Flame



Aura of Destruction



Aura of Kings



Burning Down the House



 

Another level, another passive. I still lacked any abilities specifically to draw attention to myself in combat. Still, perhaps added healing and damage would do just that.

This was the first time on the Vainglory I hadn’t gotten an invite back to Cobalt’s cabin. Walt and Ashley had to show me the way to the visitor’s quarters and we settled in. Soon we’d be in Vala. Storm had outmatched us every time we’d come up against her so far. This time had to be different.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


I didn’t want to be impressed by Vala. From all that I knew of the city, they were people who hired mercenaries to prey upon refugees. The fact that the refugees were fleeing from me only made the situation confusing, not any less irritating. They were also not only refusing my rule, but they had struck an agreement with my rival amongst the pirates. I wanted to hate the city enough to see the whole thing burned down.

But the city was beautiful. The Vainglory hovered overhead. The ports were busy with traffic and majestic grand thoroughfares cut through the buildings towards a great hall for the merchants in the center. It was vibrant and civilized, and I didn’t want to destroy it. I wanted to possess it.

Lea had a multitude of scrying portals open on the deck, searching the docks for our fleet. Most of our ships had already been found and were now flying the Lightning flag.

“That is the Charger,” Ashley said. “In the fourth window.”

“This one?” Lea asked expanding one of the windows.

“Err… The fifth window. How do you keep them all straight anyways?” Ashley asked.

“Practice,” Lea said, expanding another.

“That is the Charger,” I agreed. “But I don’t see the crew.”

“Bull stopped answering a while ago,” Ashley said. I could tell that she was worried.

“I’m not seeing them,” Lea said. “I’m sorry.”

“What is the plan, Liam?” Ashley asked. “I’m really in a killing mood.”

“Most of our allies have betrayed us to take up with our arch-nemesis or traitors, and those that haven’t are dead or prisoners. We go down and we play nice, and when they give us any pushback at all we stop being the good guys in dramatic fashion.”

“I’m not sure about that first part, but I like the ending,” Ashley said.

“Can Atlantia give us anything flashy in the harbor? Tidal wave? Massive water spouts?” I asked.

“Sure. She says she doesn’t suck and that’s no problem,” Ashley said.

“When we’re dealing with a lake of fire I’m pretty damned impressive too,” Yvera said with a huff, as she appeared in a swirl of flames.

“Feel free to contribute if you’ve got a miracle to add,” I said.

“I can supercharge the sparks in their guns? Burn out all the fire at once so they go boom,” Yvera said.

“That would have been very useful when I was getting shot to death repeatedly.”

“Should have asked,” Yvera said and vanished again.

“We three will go in. Lea, keep watch and if things get violent have Riggs open fire. Cobalt, I know you aren’t at full strength. Can you manage a jump?”

“No problem. I’m a little slow, but I’m still sturdy.”

“Bring us in over the Merchant’s Hall. Walt, when we’re close enough let’s teleport to outside the gate.”

“Not inside?”

“They’ll need a little time to get together and they’re going to want to make a proper effort to kill us first. Storm knows us, she’ll be expecting a fight, but the merchants won’t. Scare them enough and they’ll want to make a deal,” I said.

“Bold,” Cobalt said. “I can’t decide whether or not it’s smart or stupid, but at least it has a lot of fighting.”

“Whatever it is, we’ll make it work,” Walt said.

When the ship maneuvered into position I nodded to Walt and soon the world flickered away.

 

Group Teleport



 

We materialized outside of a set of solid gates. Guards on duty moved their hands to their weapons.

“Liam Ottani. King of Galea and Admiral Flame of the pirate fleets, here to meet with the administrators of Vala,” I said.

The guards exchanged looks. I was a problem far above their pay grade.

“Your Majesty. Do you have an appointment?”

“No, nor do I require one,” I said, putting all of the conviction I could into my words. I’d spent most of this trip hiding my title. It felt good to throw it around.

“Please wait, Your Majesty, while the Council is informed of your arrival.”

I tilted my head.

“They don’t seem to be going straight to the killing us,” Ashley whispered.

“I expect they’ll leave that up to Storm,” I said. “They’ll hit us before we’re allowed through the gates. Be ready.”

It was a good ten minutes before the guards at the gate began pulling back and I nodded to the others even as I slipped loose my shield. Ashley drew her daggers. I may have simply been failing perception checks, but I wasn’t seeing anything in the crowd—although I was certain an attack must be coming.

There came simultaneous explosions from the tops of the nearby rooftops.

“Snipers?” Ashley asked.

“Must have been,” Walt said. “Yvera really did overcharge the powder.”

“They put their best shots up on those rooftops with us as unmoving target with all the time they need to line things up. Storm is playing for keeps, that would have been multiple critical hits and killed us all instantly,” Ashley said.

“We never doubted she’d do this properly,” I said. “The question is what’s her backup plan?”

Everything around us began to pulse and I felt my power diminishing in a way that was familiar.

“Is that water magic?” I asked.

“Lots of it,” Ashley said.

“It isn’t any sort of direct casting though. It’s more dampening,” Walt said.

“How else would one deal with Admiral Flame?” a woman said, stepping out of the crowd. A sizable force of pirates stood behind her. Her hair was a brilliant white and a jagged scar, shaped like a lightning bolt, marred one cheek. This was Admiral Storm, I was guessing.

“Storm, I think you’re underestimating us,” I said.

There were a lot of pirates behind Storm. She hadn’t brought a ship’s worth, she’d brought a navy.

“I’d have preferred the instant death to have worked, but failing that I do think overwhelming force and robbing you of your power will work just fine. You’re all alone and you’re all out of allies,” Storm said, with a grim smile.

Ashley began to shimmer with a blue light.

“Ash? What’s going on?” I asked.

Ashley straightened and the shape of another form began to overlay hers. Atlantia. The two as one. Ashley usually looked capable, but now she looked absolutely divine. She ran her daggers together and sparks of blue energy exploded into the air. The oppressive weight of water magic was absorbed into her.

Right. I may not know what was happening, but that didn’t mean I didn’t know how to make a scene. I hoped Lea was watching. I snapped my fingers.

The air overhead exploded as combustible rounds pummeled into the masses of surrounding pirates. Yvera must have heightened their effects as pillars of fire shot skywards from the screaming men.

Then Cobalt was dropping from the sky. I didn’t even know that she owned a proper set of armor, but she was wearing it, red leather that fit her form like a glove and was adorned with rivets of metal. She was into the crowd and slashing with twin blades. In such close quarters there was nowhere to avoid her.

Ashley joined in and with Atlantia overlaying her form each blow of her daggers caused blood to fountain from her foes as the water of their bodies was torn from them. It was terrible and it was grisly. It was overwhelming force.

There were more pirates than Storm could have ever thought she would have needed, but they weren’t sticking around. They were on the wrong side of this slaughter and they knew it. They broke.

Overhead the cannons roared once more and buildings caught ablaze as Riggs fired into the ranks of retreating men.

“Got a backup, backup plan?” I asked Storm.

“Just my escape route,” Storm said. “Really didn’t see the trick with the girl coming.”

“Want to hear a job pitch before you flee?”

“I’m listening.”

“Grand Admiral of the Galean Navy.”

“You don’t have a navy.”

“Oh, I’m thinking you know lots of sailors looking for work. Coin for them and a place for their families on Atlantis, providing they take up worship of Atlantia—or on the mainland, if they’ll swear to Yvera”

Ashley turned to stare at me and shrugged. “Provided she agrees.”

“She agrees.”

Ashley said. “Talk to her first, next time.”

Storm was staring at me thoughtfully. “Why? I’ve made life miserable for you more than once.”

“There is your answer.”

“I have to sleep with you?”

“The option is open to you. I like the scar. It’s not a job requirement.”

“Is Bull alive? If not, the bitch dies,” Ashley said.

“He’s alive. Held captive on the Royal Maid,” Storm said.

“We agree you live then, do you accept the offer?”

“Alright,” Storm said. “Reputation is a bit shot anyways after all this and it beats dying. I’ll work for you.”

“Your Majesty,” A guard said. They had quietly returned to their posts and were trying their utmost to pretend nothing had happened. “The Council will see you now.”

“Join us Storm and tell me about the Councilors as we walk,” I said, lowering my shield.

The blue glow from around Ashley faded.

“They are less pragmatic than you might believe,” Storm said. “They are a prideful lot.”

I could see why. As the guards led us through, the interiors were nicer than my castle. Luxury like this had to get into one’s head.

We were finally led to a room dominated by a mahogany table at which were seated nine stately men and women.

“Your Majesty,” said a well-groomed man in their middle. “If we had known of your arrival we would have prepared a proper reception.”

I knew it was an option to stroke their pride. It was probably the smart thing to do. It wasn’t going to happen. Not now.

“I think your hastily prepared reception was quite interesting enough. Had you more time to prepare, I might have had to burn down your entire city,” I said.

“Majesty, that was…”

“I am sure you are quite prepared to lie that all at the feet of Grand Admiral Storm. I don’t care. We are quite capable of killing everyone in this room and finding your competitors to put in your places. I’m sure you have them. I’d rather not, I suspect they are simply lesser-skilled snakes and I do admire competence.”

“He does,” Storm said.

“You are subjects of Galea and it is time to act like it for you are either under the protection of our navy or at war with it,” I said. Storm nodded at my words.

“You don’t have a navy,” said a woman at the table.

“You might have also thought I didn’t have any ability to threaten you. Do you feel threatened?”

Thoughtful looks were going around the table. I could all but see the calculations running through their heads.

“You will recall your forces from the roads stopping transit within the kingdom. You shall contact Castle Sardonis to discuss the payment of taxes both current and owed,” I said. That struck home judging from how a few faces went pale.

“We are at war with Theys. I’ve already sunk the Ebon Star as well as four other military vessels they had docked at Fort Crag,” I said. “In addition to destroying the fort itself.”

Storm hadn’t heard that, judging from her expression. It got predatory. Good.

“Are you certain, Majesty?” asked another man.

“They are weakened and their trade vessels are vulnerable. You will be prepared not just as a marketplace for those goods, but also to steal their contracts,” I said.

I thought this would have them. If I just offered them the trade they’d be scheming at once how to build a new empire. With threats and taxation they’d go along, but all the while plotting rebellion. But this—this was give and take. This was being a part of a system.

Someone offered, “We aren’t going to say no when you and your merry band of sociopaths might kill us all. We’ll withdraw our forces from the road and reach out to Castle Sardonis.”

“Storm, you’ll stay here and put together the fleet. Release all the prisoners. I want Captain Dara found, she’ll be accompanying me back to the castle. Give Bull a nice title,” I said.

We didn’t linger. I’m sure we could have gotten some food and loot out of staying, but I wanted to get back to the castle. Someone had raised Leosi from the Dead, someone had a lot to answer for.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


The Vainglory made the trip back to Castle Sardonis far quicker and with more luxury than our journey away from it had provided.

It was a strange gathering on the bridge to watch the castle come near. Riggs and Lea were present as Pilot and Navigator. Cobalt was there looking pensive, Yvera had manifested and looked absolutely giddy at being away from the sea. We had found Dara, she looked about as peeved as she always did.

It seemed scarcely any time at all until we were passing the edges of Elsora’s curse and the world closed into darkness all around us.

“What happened to the sky?” Riggs asked as he piloted the ship. “There aren’t even stars to navigate by.”

“That’s Elsora. She’s the curse that was sent to doom the kingdom. She’s nice,” I said.

“That means Liam is sleeping with her,” Ashley added.

Lea scrunched up her face. “That doesn’t seem very sanitary.”

“Is she a tentacled horror? I hear most curses have tentacles?” Riggs asked.

“Just who are you gossiping about curses with? It isn’t me,” Lea said.

“I know people,” Riggs said.

“We’re always on the ship. You know like, two people,” Lea said.

“No, she is very lacking in tentacles,” I said.

“Uh huh,” Ashley said.

“Are you going to have trouble navigating?” I asked.

“We’ve magical instrumentation that is working,” Riggs said. “Though I don’t like not having visuals.”

“The castle will be well lit, lots of fire.”

“Hopefully the lands around it as well, if any people were brave enough to return,” Walt said.

We soared through featureless darkness.

I was right. The castle was well lit.

Construction platforms lined the walls and the fortifications were being rebuilt.

Roads leading from the castle were lit at regular intervals and something of a city did seem to be springing up where the village used to be.

“Things are looking up,” Ashley said.

“We don’t have any sort of landing pad at the castle,” I said.

“It looks so different,” Cobalt said wistfully. “There isn’t a landing platform, but there should be an interior garden on the north edge of the castle that will hold us.”

Lea’s runes lit up as she waved her arms to open a few quick portals. “Got it. It’s clear of obstructions.”

“That will do,” Riggs said. The engines hummed as we moved over the castle and slowly lowered ourselves into place. It was a tight fit, but we managed it. Cobalt really did know her ship, and this castle.

“Think Elsora knows who we are?” Ashley asked.

“We’ve seen her mists get violent. If she thought the castle were being attacked she’d have turned them on us. Let’s go say hello,” I said. “And Cobalt. She is probably going to hate you. She really loved Leosi and he stayed true to you for centuries.”

“Great,” Cobalt said. “I just love conversations with the other woman when I’m the wife.”

“That happen to you often?” Ashley asked.

“Usually I’m on the other side.”

“I’m sure you’ve missed this banter of real living people,” Walt said to Dara.

“I find myself owing more of a debt than I’d expected to the half-naked sociopath for killing my crew,” Dara said.

I really did surround myself with interesting people. We made our way off the ship and found Elsora and several liveried servants waiting for us. The servants were alive, not the undead that we’d left behind. Curious.

“Welcome home, Your Majesty,” Elsora said.

“We need to talk Elsora,” I said. “Quite a lot has transpired.”

“I’m aware. It will need to wait. Drink this and take your clothes off,” Elsora said, offering over a vial.

That was a hell of a greeting. I’d already decided to trust her when I left. Whatever questions existed about Leosi, that hadn’t changed. I’d drink the potion at least. I chugged the vial and grimaced at the foul taste.

“If that is an assassination attempt it is the most half-hearted I’ve ever seen,” Cobalt said.

“Dowager,” Elsora said, her tone so formal it was chilling.

“Pretender,” Cobalt said, with a certain malicious glee.

Time to break this up and get Elsora back on business.

“Is there a reason you are shoving strange alchemical concoctions at me the moment I get off the ship?”

“Strip,” Elsora said.

“You already said that.”

“And yet you haven’t done it.”

“Okay. Maybe she’s not so bad,” Cobalt said.

“We have representatives from the Elves Below, the Madness Dwarves, and the Order of the Dark Spiral. Diplomats and spies. You don’t need to meet with any today, but they are going to find a way to sneak a peek at you. The potion was to obfuscate your level. Now we just need to get you into armor that doesn’t look like you just pulled it off a bandit,” Elsora said.

That made sense. I worked to remove the armor and the servants began helping me into set of freshly made plate. The metal was a deep and lustrous red with black accents and it managed to look both ornate and formidable.

 

Armor of the Flame of Galea



AC: 250 Type: Rare



Upgradeable



Worn Position: Legs, Arms, Chest, Hands, Head, Feet



Set Bonuses:



Target: You gain an aura making it more likely for you to draw enemy attacks.



 

“Elsora, this is worse than the armor I had on.”

“We didn’t have a working smithy at all when you left. Give it time and we’ll get it upgraded. We should be fine to move through the castle now,” Elsora said.

“I always hated the diplomacy,” Cobalt said.

“I adore it,” Elsora said, as my bandit mail was hidden away in packs. Soon she was leading the way into the castle proper.

We made a strange procession, Elsora in her stately finery and myself in impressive armor, while the rest of our group looked rather like the gang of murderous thugs that they were.

“So…” I started to say and Elsora lifted a hand to stop me.

“We should probably save any discussion for the study, Your Majesty.”

It wasn’t all that long a walk. I’d not been in the study before, but it clearly saw use. Half-opened books were scattered around the room and writing supplies littered a desk.

Elsora gestured towards a sideboard. “There are drinks if anyone would care for one. This room is warded against scrying, but the rest of the castle hasn’t been.”

“You never said anything about that before,” I said.

“We weren’t really interesting enough to spy on before. Now that we’ve started several wars, that’s changed.”

I was fairly certain I’d only started the one war.

“Do we have wars I don’t know about? Things with Theys did go sour,” I said.

“The others are to be blamed on Leosi. Most of the undead here retained their loyalty to him and left when he did. They’re now slowly rampaging about Galea, slaughtering every force occupying these lands and raising their dead to increase the size of their army.”

“Who is his necromancer?” Dara asked.

“Thayos Ziad,” Elsora said.

“Know him?” I asked Dara.

“An unpleasant little toad of a man. He is competent, however. Most necromancers are either half-skilled and able to handle a few dozen at most, or they are far more powerful and able to control vast armies. There a supply of corpses becomes the limiting factor to their power. Thayos has the talent and it sounds like the supply problem has been solved for him,” Dara said.

“So how did it happen? How did Leosi get raised?” I asked. “I trusted you.”

“The opportunity presented itself to raise him. A normal resurrection would not have worked, but when coupled with the blood of an elder vampire there was a good chance of raising him,” Elsora said.

“And you didn’t think animating the man we’d murdered was a bad idea?”

“His throne had passed to you. In life he was a superb fighter and general who could have given you much-needed training,” Elsora said. “And despite that I am a curse, I am also a woman. I loved him, and loved the thought of him being freed of the shackles of his own morality. The man was far too decent for his own good.”

“Things clearly didn’t work out like you planned.”

“Wimbley filled his head with how the throne had been stolen from its rightful holders and he soon became fixated on seeing it given to Maria,” Elsora said. “And he took most of the soldiers and fled.”

“You didn’t stop them?” I asked.

“If I had brought down my mists I’d have killed all the people you had sent this way. I weighed the options and decided you’d rather have Leosi as a problem.”

She was right. Although I wondered if it wouldn’t create even more deaths in the long run.

“He won’t be swayed from it,” Cobalt said. “Remember what I told you about Maria and the Right to Rule. He is caught in the grasp of something stronger than himself.”

“Why aren’t I offering to hand the throne over to her then? Why aren’t all of us?” I asked.

“He is her father and that makes a difference. I also cast something of my own net and that is one of war. You’ve found no shortage of that.”

It was strange how one moment she’d be accusing me of being a puppet dancing on others strings and then casually say she thought we were all dancing on hers. I didn’t like it.

“Just how many wars are we now involved in?”

“Currently we are officially in conflict with the Merchant Houses of Theys, the Hammerpass Orcs, the Elves of Shimmering Vale and the Copperguard Militia.”

“Is Wimbley still in the castle or did he leave with Leosi?”

“Leosi had little use for the castle servants. He’s remained behind and I have him under guard until you figured out whether you’d prefer to blame him or me for this whole fiasco,” Elsora said.

“I can’t hold you both responsible?”

“Unless the Dowager wants a try at running the castle, you really can’t.”

Cobalt made a face. “I really don’t. She has a point, Liam. Your Seneschal is kind of more important than you are.

I wasn’t pleased about it, but if Leosi was Elsora’s biggest weakness he was a problem I could make go away. Wimbley wanting to give the throne away to Maria wasn’t a problem I could fix—yet.

“Execute Wimbley, if you need to. We need to find Maria and stop Leosi. Cobalt, you’re motivated to track down Maria and you have Lea and an airship. Can you do it?”

“We can do it, but even at partial charge I’m your best fighter by far. You sure you want to go after Leosi without me?”

“If you find your daughter first, you can perhaps talk her out of wanting you dead. I’d rather not see either of you come to harm.”

“She can’t really hate me,” Cobalt said.

“She’s messed up. You both abandoned her to be raised by spiders. Make it right.”

“Ouch.”

“Dish the truth, you get the truth. Anyone have thoughts on stopping the overwhelming undead army?”

“You don’t,” Elsora said. “Let it rampage. For a time.”

“Excuse me?”

“He’s killing our enemies and doing it in the name of Galea. We let him, and when he’s done ravaging then we take him out.”

“That still needs a plan.”

Ashley tilted her head. “Atlantia says we should recruit Mela.”

“Mela?”

“Goddess of the Forge and Metal,” Elsora said. “Buried in the sands of the Shera desert a thousand years ago with her swarms of mechanical death after she tried to conquer the world.”

‘Sounds familiar,’ I thought to Yvera.

‘Please. I escaped well before a thousand years were up.’

“If she does have mechanical soldiers they would be a foe that could fight the undead without fears of being raised afterwards,” Walt said.

“Anyone have a better plan?” I asked and silence answered the question.

“So we let Leosi finish taking care of the Spawn Campers, then we find this ancient army and go on a Corpse Run and track him down,” Ashley said.

“That really isn’t the way those words are used,” Walt said.

“I kind of like it,” I said.

“You would,” Dara said.

 

End



 

Coming Soon



 

Book Three of the Crucible Shard



Corpse Run



 

The Vampire Leosi and his undead army grow stronger by the day from the corpses of the fallen. A search for allies will lead Liam, Walt, and Ashley to the endless deserts where they face all new challenges and choices. When new evils rise all around them, sides must be taken. Who shall they choose to be?


Thank you not just for reading to the end but for reading this little bit further. I love these characters and these stories and I hope that you do as well.

 

Please, if you enjoyed this book leave a review on Amazon. Your encouragement is a powerful thing. It’s how us Author’s level up and get better. Whether you leave an amazing review or not I’ll be working on the next one.

 

Sign up for the Level Up mailing list through my author site at the link below to keep up on the latest news, releases, and the occasional free short.
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