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    Previously... 
 
    This is a quick recap of what occurred in the first book, Changing Faces: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KMMT9TX/t  
 
      
 
    In an act of desperation, Bloodwraith trades bodies with the adventurer who had defeated him. Yet instead of gaining the power he expected, he finds himself reincarnated in a new body and set on an incomprehensible quest. Worse, he is constantly beset by boxes describing his world in unfamiliar terms. 
 
    Gradually Bloodwraith comes to realize that beings from another world are using his reality as a game and that he is being treated as one of them. Struggling with a body unsuited to magic, Bloodwraith tries to play along and act like an adventurer. This takes him to the city of Cresthaven, where he meets a number of other adventurers, including Danniah, a half-dwarven warrior who befriends him. 
 
    One other person left the tutorial with Bloodwraith: Meara, an Non-Player Character designed to be a simple peasant girl who provides potions and quests. She struggles to adjust to the normal world, as something about her nature seems to be fundamentally broken. In time she learns that she can still exploit the illogical powers she used in the tutorial area, including creating items and granting quests. 
 
    Unfortunately, all is not well in Cresthaven. A man called Daek the Knife is the boss of the city's Thieves Guild, meant to be a challenge for Bloodwraith to fight many levels later. But Daek has uncovered a strange ruin that speaks of traveling between worlds via blood magic, and the knowledge is slowly driving him insane. Bloodwraith manages to escape his trap alive only after a grueling series of battles. 
 
    Bloodwraith forms an alliance with Meara and Danniah, working to gain the strength to survive and discover more about their situation. They begin to collect the pieces of a set of equipment known as the Armor of the Tyrant. During this time, Bloodwraith and Danniah form a fledgling romance. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith was not meant to fight Daek for a long time, the guild leader goes fully insane and begins slaughtering citizens in an effort to open a gate between worlds. Bloodwraith is only able to defeat him by making use of a nearby drake, manipulating local nobles and guards, and using Meara's unique traits. They barely emerge victorious and Bloodwraith is declared a hero. 
 
    That's irrelevant to him. Though he has come to care for Meara and Danniah, Bloodwraith doesn't want to be a hero or an adventurer. He wants to regain his magic and fight back against the alien beings controlling his reality. 
 
    And one of them is closer than he thinks. Unbeknownst to Bloodwraith, the adventurer who defeated him is still alive in his original body. Restored by unwitting adventurers, what the real Raigar will do remains to be seen... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 17,587 EXP and one Glorious Wolf Pelt.] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith muttered under his breath as the box faded from his vision. In theory he should have been pleased by the power the message represented, but all the joy had drained from them lately. 
 
    Because the boxes were lying to him. 
 
    He knew that made him sound even more insane than he normally would have, talking about magical boxes filling his vision, but he didn't care. His instincts told him that the magical system embedded inside him was now actively deceiving him. 
 
    As Bloodwraith stripped the wolf of its pelt, he glowered at it the entire time. Though the boxes claimed that this pelt was "Glorious," the pelt struck him no different from all the other wolf pelts he'd collected over his short and entirely unwanted career as an adventurer. He'd been a lich for decades without dealing with a single one of them, but they were apparently the currency of adventurers. 
 
    There had been a time when he was known as Bloodwraith the Corrupter, Bane of Worlds and Father to the Undead. Or Corrupter of Worlds, a title he'd liked even better. Now he was just "Raigar the Valorous" even though "Raigar the Animal Serial Killer" or "Raigar the Tedious Merchant" would have been more accurate. 
 
    Stuffing the pelt into his Extra-dimensional Bag, Bloodwraith got back to his feet. With the wolves out of the way, perhaps he could get to some real business. But that meant finding Danniah, who had been separated from him when the wolves ambushed them. 
 
    Bloodwraith hefted his over-sized sword to his shoulder as he headed deeper into the forest. Though he still didn't like carrying giant pieces of metal instead of just using spells, he'd grown used to the strengths of his new body. Besides, if all went well, he might be able to change that soon. 
 
    Ahead of him, he spotted several wolves surrounding Danniah. The half-dwarven woman had her back to a large tree and was using her shield to fend off the wolves. Heavily armored as she was, they weren't doing too much damage to her. One of them charged forward and she bashed it with her shield, then finished it off with her mace when it fell to the ground. 
 
    As he watched, the boxes presented him with a variety of information, but he mentally forced them to stick to the important facts. 
 
      
 
    [Forest Wolf 
 
    Recommended Level: 8] 
 
      
 
    The alien gods who created the boxes might have a limited grasp of his reality, but Bloodwraith thought their numbers were generally accurate. Until recently. Because these wolves were not a threat that required the amount of strength that "Level 8" implied. He was Level 10 and Danniah was Level 9 - neither of them had any trouble with the wolves. 
 
    Distracted by Danniah, the wolves had little chance against him. Bloodwraith swung his greatsword in a large, cleaving arc and cut two of the wolves in half. The remaining wolves yelped and turned, suddenly caught between two threats. 
 
    Danniah beamed when she saw him, eyes sparkling within her helm. She moved forward, slamming her mace into the side of one of the wolves, then waved the bloody weapon in his direction. "Hello, Bloodwraith! I'm glad you're okay!" 
 
    "Of course I am unharmed. These paltry foes are no match for us." When one of the wolves came running at him, snarling, Bloodwraith met it with his sword, ending the beast's life instantly. 
 
    Working together, the two of them finished off the rest of the pack with little difficulty. And as soon as it was done, another box appeared: 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 56,992 EXP and seven Glorious Wolf Pelts.] 
 
      
 
    Utter nonsense. A handful of tendays ago, he had received less of these "EXP" for a complex gambit that involved killing multiple fighters, a full-grown drake, and one of the most dangerous men in the city of Cresthaven. The idea that a few wolves should be worth as much was an insult, but the boxes were regularly forcing such things on him now. 
 
    As he wiped blood off his sword, Bloodwraith glanced at Danniah. "Where did Meara go?" 
 
    "She wandered off during the fight." His ally looked into the forest, concern growing on her face. "Do you think she's okay? I mean, she's not in any danger now, but she seems... sometimes it's like she's not completely here." 
 
    "She's dealing with some personal troubles." That was putting it mildly. He preferred not to think about the way that Meara - his oldest ally in this new life - had nearly faded out of reality entirely. "Most likely she's closer to our objective. Let's go find her." 
 
    They headed into the forest, Danniah trotting to keep up with his longer stride. She smiled at him whenever they made eye contact, but at least she didn't try to hold his arm. Bloodwraith checked his emotions a moment later; Danniah was a stalwart and reasonable ally who wouldn't do anything so foolish during combat. Despite himself, he'd grown accustomed to her cheerful presence. 
 
    Soon they found their way to a clearing surrounding an ancient structure choked with vines. More importantly, Meara stood in front of it... along with a massive wolf. As they entered, it tried to swipe at her with its claws again, passing directly through her as if she didn't exist. The wolf whined in uncertainty, then turned toward them and growled. 
 
      
 
    [Ultimate Omega Wolf 
 
    Recommended Level: 21 
 
    WARNING! This opponent is too powerful for you to defeat!] 
 
      
 
    "Mendacious boxes," Bloodwraith muttered. He unhooked his greatsword from his back and swung it down in front of him, ready for battle. 
 
    The wolf was certainly larger and stronger than the others, but it was no "Ultimate Omega Wolf." It seemed to glow with power in his vision, yet he felt certain that this was an illusion from the box gods. There was no mana behind it... at least, that was his best guess. In his current body, his grasp of magic was frustratingly tenuous. 
 
    When it rushed at them, Bloodwraith stepped back to let Danniah do what she did best. She took the wolf's charge head on, digging in her heels and only being pushed back a step as it collided with her. Once its momentum stopped, Bloodwraith swung down into the beast's neck. 
 
    It twisted at the last second. His blade only scored a glancing blow and suddenly the wolf was bearing down on him. 
 
    His back hit the ground painfully, but he ignored it, focused on the wolf's enormous jaws snapping down at his head. As he dodged the bites, Bloodwraith cursed himself for his hubris. Though the monster might not be as powerful as the boxes claimed, he wasn't so strong that he could just treat such creatures lightly. 
 
    Taking one hand off the hilt of his sword, Bloodwraith released a burst of force directly into the wolf's head. The skill might be called "Fist of Rage" - which was an insufferably stupid name - but it was effective. Though it only pushed such a large wolf back for a moment, that was enough for him to raise his sword into position. 
 
    The next time it bit toward him, Bloodwraith lifted his blade in the way and forced the edge into the wolf's mouth. It bit down hard and tried to wrest the sword from his hands, but he resisted, struggling with the monster. Growling, it began to claw at him as well, but it was making a mistake being so focused on him. 
 
    Danniah slammed into it from the side, her shield smashing into the beast's flank with mana-enhanced force. Her new skill certainly packed a punch, sending the wolf staggering to the side. While it was off balance, Bloodwraith leapt to his feet and swung again, putting all the force he could into his sword. 
 
    Though his blow didn't kill the wolf, he crippled one of its legs. Bloodwraith fought more cautiously and worked together with Danniah to finish it off. It was no dramatic battle, but he felt a slight sense of satisfaction at having finished it properly, even if he had started poorly. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 421,644 EXP and an Ultimate Omega Wolf Pelt. 
 
    Earned 211 Glory Points for defeating a boss 10+ levels above your current level!] 
 
      
 
    "Do not mock me, insufferable boxes!" This time his irritation bubbled over and he actually spoke it aloud. Danniah raised her eyebrows at him in a mixture of amusement and concern. 
 
    "Getting mad at the boxes again? I thought you were used to them by now." 
 
    "No, they've changed." Bloodwraith sighed and knelt down to skin the wolf. "But it's nothing important, just an annoyance." 
 
    "Bloodwraith..." Danniah came up behind him and leaned against his shoulder. "You can tell us things, you know? We really won't mind." 
 
    Realizing she was right, he tried to put his thoughts into words as he spoke. "After we killed Daek the Knife, I received several warnings from the box gods. Since then, the boxes have changed. I can't trust the numbers the boxes show me any more, at least when it comes to enemies." 
 
    "But you could trust them before? I mean, I can't see them at all, but Meara always said they were just arbitrary numbers from the box gods." 
 
    "They were arbitrary, but not meaningless. Whatever an 'EXP' is, one of them meant something. But now the system has inflated the numbers. That wolf we killed... the boxes claimed that it was even stronger than Daek. That's not right, is it?" 
 
    Danniah blinked in surprise. "It was bigger than normal, but I didn't think it was anything too special." 
 
    "Good, that's what I thought. Also, did it glow with mana?" 
 
    "Nope. You okay, Bloodwraith?" 
 
    "Better than okay." Bloodwraith nodded in satisfaction as he considered the issue. Though he hadn't doubted himself, cross-checking with Danniah went a long way toward confirming his theory. "I think the boxes are convinced that I fought Daek because I wanted a challenge, not because I had no choice. So they changed to pretend that any difficult fight is a huge challenge." 
 
    "That's pretty weird. Why would they do that?" 
 
    "Who knows what these incomprehensible creatures think? It's just frustrating that the messages seem designed to massage my ego now, instead of presenting accurate information. I just want the old bo-" Bloodwraith cut off as he realized what he was going to say. Yet it was true: he wanted the old boxes back. Frustrating as they could be at times, they were useful and the system they represented granted him real power. 
 
    That didn't mean they weren't annoying, though, particularly in limiting his ability to work with magic. With any luck, their work that day would take a significant step toward resolving that problem. After that, perhaps he could find a way to fix the boxes as well. 
 
    The silence reminded Bloodwraith that Meara hadn't joined their conversation, which he would have expected. When he looked up, he saw that she was still standing at the side of the clearing with a blank expression on her face. 
 
    Danniah stepped closer and waved her hand in front of Meara's face. "Meara? Hello?" 
 
    "Hello, welcome to my shop! What can I do for you?" Her tone was cheerful and empty, utterly unlike her usual self. 
 
    Sighing, Danniah turned back to him. "She's doing this again. Can you help?" 
 
    "Hello, welcome to my shop! What can I do for you?" 
 
    Bloodwraith walked over to them and Meara turned to him, presenting the same greeting and blank expression. Just as if she was the shopkeeper tool that the box gods had designed her to be. He wasn't sure exactly why she seemed to fade into this mode like an automaton, but realized that he could just ask. Danniah had a fair point about communication. 
 
    "Meara." Bloodwraith put his hands on her shoulders as he spoke. Though he intended to shake her if that didn't work, he saw the life return to her eyes. Instead of a blank cheerfulness, he saw the sharp intelligence of the Meara he knew flicker to life. 
 
    "Bloodwraith. Sorry... I was gone for a while." 
 
    "Are you okay?" 
 
    "I'm fine, I was just looking for what we wanted." Meara turned sharply and gestured toward the vine-covered ruin. "The objective is in there, and for once there's no crypt. But we're going to have to dig a bit." 
 
    Sighing, Bloodwraith accepted that he'd have to endure some menial labor. He used his sword to hack away the vines that were in the way and headed into the ruin. As Meara had discerned, it had mostly collapsed. She directed them to a specific point, Bloodwraith pulled two shovels from his bag, and they set to work. 
 
    When he had fought against adventurers in his former life, he'd always had the impression that they were insane thrill-seekers. Now that he had direct experience, he knew that they were insane thrill-seekers with a very strange conception of thrills. Being an adventurer seemed to involve a lot of managing inventory like a shopkeeper, tracking petty coins like a merchant, and even toiling like a manual laborer. 
 
    This was beneath him. He should have had an army of undead to do such tedious tasks for him instead of dirtying his own hands. Though he could adjust to the idea of fighting with brute force, it was a waste to apply his own strength to the simple task of moving earth and rock from one location to another. 
 
    At least Danniah was contributing. She actually seemed perfectly happy to be digging alongside him, but then Danniah was better at enjoying simple pleasures than he was. 
 
    Meara sat nearby, not helping, but he didn't resent that fact since the same status that granted her unusual abilities also made her useless for this sort of thing. She watched them, her lips twitching in amusement. 
 
    "Behold! Bloodwraith, Shovel of Doom!" 
 
    Danniah giggled. "He Who Shovels All Things!" 
 
    Bloodwraith shook a fist at Meara. "Better a Shovel of Doom than no shovel at all, you indolent wastrel!" 
 
    "Ooh, I have a better one! Bloodwraith, Bearer of the Only True Shovel!" 
 
    Growling, Bloodwraith tossed the next shovel of dirt directly at Danniah. She instinctively turned aside and shielded herself with one armored hand, laughing as the dirt scattered off her. "Hey! Meara started it, throw things at her!" 
 
    "It wouldn't work on her." Bloodwraith went back to digging and let it slide, but Danniah stopped, leaning against her shovel and looking between them. 
 
    "Actually, I was thinking... it's getting to be a pain to cart the rocks and dirt away. Couldn't we stick them into your handy bag?" 
 
    Bloodwraith shook his head. "It has finite space and rocks would fill it up quickly." 
 
    "Too bad you can't fit a cart in there. That would make things easier..." 
 
    Abruptly Meara stood up, walking over to the pile of rocks and examining it thoughtfully. She picked up one of the rocks and tucked it into her cloak, then smiled and picked up another one. "I think I can carry a lot more than the bag. Looks like I can help after all." 
 
    "Ooh, really? What if I..." Danniah heaved a shovel-full of rocks at Meara, but it passed through her. 
 
    "Sorry, I need to focus more to make it work." 
 
    "That's too bad. But it's neat that you can store the rocks! Why would that be?" 
 
    "I'm honestly not sure." Meara closed her eyes, growing distant for a moment. "I think it comes with being a shopkeeper... my job is to store items, no matter how many there are. That made sense when I was actually in a shop, but it doesn't make much sense when I'm on my own." 
 
    "Huh. Well, I'm not complaining!" 
 
    They settled back in to quiet work again, now shoveling into a pile that Meara made disappear into her cloak. Though she hadn't been able to answer the full question, Bloodwraith had a theory. All the changes made to the world by the beings from another realm were to simplify things, make life proceed a little more smoothly. Shopkeepers with unnatural inventory fell into that category, though he doubted the system was meant to be exploited as Meara used it. 
 
    Eventually they began hitting broken marble instead of simple stone. Bloodwraith channeled mana into his sword and struck downward a few times to break it up, then they began extracting the contents that had once been buried beneath the shrine. 
 
    Some of the objects had been destroyed by his forcefulness, but the money survived and any objects reinforced by magic remained intact. As it should be. Bloodwraith ran his eyes over each one as it was extracted, checking the "Rarity" as determined by the boxes. Most of it would be of limited value, useful mainly for selling - after his previous plan had nearly failed due to lack of funds, he never wanted to be that low on money again. 
 
    Finally at the bottom he found it: a sealed case carved from obsidian. The necromantic patterns were familiar to him, but it didn't take his level of expertise or intellect to figure that out: it had a skull inlaid in silver on the top.  
 
      
 
    [Necromancy Toolset (average quality) 
 
    A set of tools designed for necromantic rituals. 
 
    Rarity: Very Uncommon] 
 
      
 
    He eagerly traced his fingers over the unlocking ward... 
 
      
 
    [Unable to break ward! 
 
    Intellect level inadequate. 
 
    Wardcraft level inadequate.] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith sighed, unable to summon up any more anger at the boxes. They had been doing this since the beginning: though his mind felt unchanged in his new body, the boxes refused to believe he possessed intelligence or spellcraft skills. It seemed clear that they would continue doing so until his "Intellect statistic" increased. 
 
    Danniah patted him on the shoulder. "No luck unlocking it, huh?" 
 
    "No, but I expected as much. I can find someone else to unlock it for me." 
 
    "That could be tricky." Meara bent down beside them, examining the case. "Necromancy is illegal in Cresthaven and they actually take that law pretty seriously. With so many crypts nearby, a powerful necromancer could cause them a lot of problems." 
 
    Though Bloodwraith scoffed, he resisted the urge to remind them that a powerful necromancer was already present. "I wasn't going to carry it into the heart of the Adventurers Guild. I have an arrangement with Khassfhit - he'll unlock it for me." Bloodwraith tucked the case into his bag and looked toward Meara. "There's no way of knowing if this one contains all the supplies I need, though. Any luck finding any more near Cresthaven?" 
 
    "I'm starting to think I won't find any. We exhausted most of the valuable quests around here preparing for Daek, so there's just not much left." 
 
    "Speaking of that, did you sense anything else? Does this conclude our business here?" 
 
    "Yes, I believe it does." Abruptly Meara threw a hand over her forehead and swooned onto Danniah. "You have valorously completed my quest, mighty Bloodwraith! My loins ache at the thought of your bravery!" 
 
    While Danniah laughed, Bloodwraith waited for what really mattered: the box that made his success official. 
 
      
 
    [Quest Complete! 
 
    Found the buried treasure. 
 
    Local Reputation +10 
 
    EXP +2500] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith hadn't entirely figured out the quest notification boxes yet. He was certain that they still imparted a degree of real power, but he wasn't able to determine the exact amount. According to the numbers, the quest gave a pathetic quantity compared to fighting even simple wolves, but he knew the combat numbers were inflated. But were the quest values equally inflated? 
 
    Pushing the matter aside, Bloodwraith grabbed the swooning Meara and pulled her to her feet. "Then let's head back. If we hurry, we might be able to reach Cresthaven before nightfall." 
 
    That convinced them to stop making jests and join him: they'd spent enough days sleeping on uncomfortable ground that the idea of a bed was seductive. Yet as they collected their equipment and began to walk, Bloodwraith couldn't find much enjoyment in the idea. 
 
    Meara's words only confirmed what he had long been suspecting: Cresthaven held nothing more for him. Oh, he could have made some money completing minor Guild requests and collecting the profits Meara made selling potions. He could theoretically have basked in the praise he was given for "saving" the city from Daek the Knife, though that was more annoying than anything. In theory he could have increased his Adventurers Guild rank and made a life there. 
 
    But none of that tempted him for even an instant, not when he had once been known as the Corrupter of Worlds and Father to the Undead. He was never going to be satisfied resting on his laurels in some minor frontier city - it was beneath him. 
 
    Exactly what he wanted, however, remained unclear. Once, his goal had been to rebuild his undead army and conquer the world. Learning that the box gods had been manipulating the Master Lich left him uncomfortable with that goal. Even if he accomplished it, what was to say they would not simply send more people like Raigar out to stop him? 
 
    Everything was complicated by the fact that he had these two women as his companions. Though he was fairly certain that Meara would be agreeable to leading an undead army, he knew that conquering the land would horrify Danniah. She still had a very sunny view of him, despite everything. 
 
    "You're being real quiet, Bloodwraith," Meara said. "What's on your mind?" 
 
    "Would either of you object to leaving Cresthaven?" 
 
    They glanced at each other before Danniah shrugged and answered. "It's not like I made a home here, and you two are my best friends from Cresthaven anyway. But are you sure we're ready to move on?" 
 
    "I think we may need to. There's not enough for us here, not if I want to restore my magic." 
 
    "Then where?" Meara cast him a thoughtful glance. "Edsdam would be the obvious choice, since the boxes granted you so many quests there." 
 
    "I was thinking Manascas. Bigger city, more opportunities." 
 
    "Wow, Manascas?" Danniah chewed on her lower lip as she thought about that. "I never really imagined going that far, but it might be fun to visit. I've heard that it's dreadfully hot there - isn't that close to the desert? Or is it actually in the desert?" 
 
    "There's no clear line." Bloodwraith didn't want them focusing on that for very long, so he pushed forward. "More importantly, it's an independent city, so there wouldn't be any prohibitions against necromancy. I've heard it's also very profitable for adventurers, so we could pay our way while we work." 
 
    Meara watched him and he wondered how much she suspected, but she answered lightly. "I'm not set on Edsdam, but I don't think it has any law against necromancy either. And again, I feel like there's some real weight to the quests there. They were probably designed to get you ready for fighting Daek, whereas we don't know anything about what we'd find in Manascas." 
 
    "That's another reason I'd rather go there. Following the path the boxes set out... something about it makes me uneasy. That path would probably be lined with rewards, yes, but there may be hidden costs. We still don't know exactly what they want, and until we understand that, I am uncomfortable accepting their gifts." 
 
    "Oh, that's a good point," Danniah said. The conversation moved on to what little they knew of the box gods and hypothetical plans for moving, but Bloodwraith only paid attention with part of his mind. 
 
    There was another reason he preferred to go to Manascas, one he didn't want to tell the others. Reaching Manascas would take him much closer to his old lair. From what little he'd heard of it, the crypt had been mostly abandoned ever since Raigar defeated the Master Lich. That meant it likely held his old equipment, not to mention a treasure trove of bones that could be transformed into a new army. 
 
    If he wanted to regain his old power, going back would be the easiest way. But in addition to the physical barriers in the way, Bloodwraith found himself dealing with doubts. He had never struggled with doubt as a lich, yet he couldn't cast the issues aside. 
 
    Would his companions accept that goal? Even with all his equipment, could he regain his former power, and would it mean giving up his new body? Could that damage his new power or alert the Outsiders who had reshaped his life? 
 
    Most importantly, what did he actually want? Bloodwraith pondered that question as they returned to the city, hoping that he would figure out the answer before he needed to make a decision he couldn't take back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The magical shops huddled together at one end of the adventurer's district. They were definitely outnumbered by the shops devoted to adventurers who preferred to chop or smash things. Cresthaven as a whole was not a particularly good place for mages. 
 
    During his first days in the city, Bloodwraith had barely visited at all, afraid that someone would recognize that he was not who he said he was. Recently he had spent more time there, mostly confirming that the shops lacked what he needed. Even if he could afford to purchase equipment to build up his magical skills again, it would take too long. No, he needed to regain his necromancy first. 
 
    That was why he headed past the large shops now, down a small alley. An old companion lived somewhere in this sprawl. Khassfhit was no great friend, just the mage he knew best in his new life. But working together briefly was enough to make an arrangement like this. 
 
    At last he found it, a rickety door reinforced by mana. It had an elegant ward on it that visitors could use to signal, but Raigar wouldn't know anything about that, so Bloodwraith just hammered on the door with one meaty hand. After long enough passed, Khassfhit opened the door a sliver. The drakekin peered at him silently for a time, spines on his head flexing. 
 
    "Do you actually have it? I don't have time if you're just here for questions." 
 
    "I have it." Bloodwraith tapped his Extra-dimensional Bag. "I won't be long." 
 
    "Always in a hurry." Khassfhit examined him thoughtfully, but in the end opened the door and ushered him into the cramped chambers.  
 
    Though his new body scraped against the shelves, Bloodwraith still felt more at home here. Dried animal skins, small gemstones, vials and potions... he was surrounded by the tools of a working mage. Though Khassfhit was no master, he was entirely competent, and that was far more than Bloodwraith could claim at the moment. 
 
    Khassfhit sat down at a small table, moving a pile of books to make space. He inclined his head toward the table, so Bloodwraith carefully removed the sealed case from his bag and set it down. His body tensed on instinct, as if prepared for Khassfhit to steal it. If the mage tried anything, he'd get a faceful of Rage. 
 
    Fortunately, Khassfhit didn't seem inclined to take or even touch it. He examined the case from all sides, the spines on his head lying flat against his bony skull. One finger traced through the air, testing the mana in a way that Bloodwraith could imitate only in memories. Finally the drakekin glanced up at him with a speculative look. 
 
    "It worth anything?" Bloodwraith added an extra grunt, but it didn't work. Khassfhit narrowed his eyes at him. 
 
    "I don't believe you're that stupid, Raigar. And it's clear you're not motivated by money, like most common adventurers." 
 
    "Can you open it? I did that favor for you so that you would take care of this kind of thing." 
 
    "Yes." Khassfhit sat back, setting his hands together. "I wonder if you didn't make that arrangement for this specific thing." 
 
    Bloodwraith growled like an impatient barbarian and picked up the case, turning to go. Khassfhit hastened to move forward, grabbing his wrist - though the mage's feeble limbs could hardly stop him. "Wait, Raigar. I'll fulfill the terms of our arrangement." 
 
    Setting the case back on the table, Bloodwraith folded his arms and scowled. With a sigh, Khassfhit set about disabling the wards that bound the box closed. Nothing so difficult, something that Bloodwraith could have done in a heartbeat in his real body, yet now he was forced to rely on others. Still, he found himself growing eager as the lock disappeared and the necromantic power within was finally available to him. 
 
    When he finished, Khassfhit touched the silver inlay. Before he could open the box, Bloodwraith lunged out on instinct, hand closing around his wrist. Khassfhit stared at him and tried to pull back, unsuccessfully. 
 
    After an uncomfortable pause, Bloodwraith coughed. "There's dark magic in there." 
 
    "Yes, I'd noticed." Khassfhit pulled his arm back and rubbed at his wrist. "I just wanted to verify the contents were intact. Magic can fade over time, even in a sealed case such as this." 
 
    "Don't care about that. Better not to mess with it." More importantly, he didn't want to let a single drop of the dark power within escape... or be stolen. Bloodwraith scooped up the case, using all his willpower not to open it and see if it contained everything he needed. He struggled to prevent his hand from trembling and instead shoved it carelessly back into his bag. His power was so close, but he had to hold back for now... 
 
    Khassfhit watched him for a time, then shook his head. "You're a smarter man than most realize, Raigar. Why take such a brutal profession?" 
 
    "That's... what men my size do, where I come from." Was that a reasonable backstory? Why would meat-headed oafs choose to take up swinging large pieces of metal, anyway? Bloodwraith just stared, sticking to his story and refusing to give anything until Khassfhit shrugged. 
 
    "Waste of potential. I certainly don't recommend that you do anything with the magic in that case, but you should consider augmenting your abilities with more than those barbarian skills." 
 
    "I'll... think about it." 
 
    "I'd be willing to help you. Ever since Rhil'lahan's group fell apart, I've struggled to find another group of reasonable allies. In the short term, your physical force would certainly be useful." 
 
    Bloodwraith blinked in surprise and seriously considered the offer. Though Khassfhit was likely only trustworthy to a limited degree, he was a mage, which was something their group desperately needed. The question would be whether or not he would interfere with Bloodwraith's attempts to restore his necromantic power. It couldn't be hidden from him, not without serious precautions... 
 
    "You must be getting tired of relying on Danniah. Yes, the girl is easily manipulated, but she's dumber than a broken golem. And so annoying..." 
 
    The old Bloodwraith wanted to grab Khassfhit by the neck and scream that he had no right to speak of Danniah that way. But even as he resisted the impulse, he found himself questioning it. No, the old Bloodwraith would have despised Danniah in exactly the same way. He wasn't sure what he was now, couldn't be sure if the changes represented a loss of himself or the acquisition of something new. 
 
    In any case, he was standing awkwardly and not answering the question. Eventually Bloodwraith managed a shrug. "She's not so bad." 
 
    "Fine." Khassfhit threw up his hands and sat back. "If you don't want to talk, I won't force it. But consider my offer, okay? And whatever you do, don't go opening that case in the city. I'm not risking it somehow getting back to me, and we mages don't need the trouble." 
 
    "Okay." Bloodwraith grunted and turned to go. "Thanks." 
 
    As he left Khassfhit's small room and wound his way back through the alleys, Bloodwraith struggled to resist opening the case. Some necromancer of years long past had stored it away in preparation for a new life that never occurred. It would contain not only tools of the trade, but spells and potions that would help develop true necromantic power. 
 
    Or so he hoped. Only three things prevented him from sating his curiosity right that moment: 
 
    First, if there really were monitoring spells, it could cause him more trouble than it was worth. 
 
    Second, necromancy was not something that could be learned or restored in even a few days. 
 
    Third and most importantly, he was Bloodwraith, Father to the Undead! He could maintain basic impulse control. 
 
    Still, the case lurked in the corners of his mind as he made his way through the city. Soon enough he would finally sate his curiosity and take his first step back on the road to true power. But for now, he needed to resolve things in Cresthaven properly instead of rushing through them. 
 
    When he returned to the main streets occupied by adventurers, many waved or nodded to him. A few simpletons even cheered. Bloodwraith nodded back, seething on the inside. The petty approval of such simpering fools disgusted him. There were rumors that bards had developed a song about his defeat of the drake, and if they sung it in his presence, the streets would run red with blood. 
 
    For now, he could ignore them and rush to Haral's shop. He discovered the blacksmith finishing some business with another adventurer and waited impatiently until the older man turned to him. 
 
    "Raigar." Haral gave him a curt nod, eyes sharp beneath his eyebrows. "You look like a man coming to say goodbye." 
 
    "Not much for goodbyes. But I'm leaving." 
 
    "Fair enough. You always seemed like a man with somewhere to go." 
 
    "One more time in the room of abandoned equipment?" 
 
    "I'd have been disappointed if you didn't." Haral walked across the room to unlock the door to the chamber filled with items sold by other adventurers. Unlike usual, Haral stuck around by the door as Bloodwraith began to scan the shelves. 
 
    Looking through manually would have taken a long time, but by using the boxes he could significantly hasten his search. Despite the changes to the boxes, the system was still functional for easily looking past the useless equipment. Unfortunately... 
 
      
 
    [Ring of Ultimate Might 
 
    Might +100 
 
    Durability: 40/50 
 
    Rarity: Ultra Rare] 
 
      
 
    Though Bloodwraith spotted something that might have actual value, the boxes left him with little way to determine how valuable it actually was. This ring was a reasonably useful item carried by most adventurers who could afford it, not some item of legend. It was uncommon to find one that matched his skills, not "ultra rare." 
 
    While he considered whether or not to purchase it and scanned the shelves for anything else of use, Haral leaned against the door frame. "If you're leaving, guess I'll ask one question. The night of the battle, what the hell were you doing with that crown? Why pay two gold pieces just to hold it for a bit?" 
 
    "That's... difficult to explain." Bloodwraith stared back, unable to come up with any explanation that wouldn't sound insane. After the silence stretched for a time, Haral shook his head. 
 
    "Well, keep your secrets. But I'm a bit sore about taking gold from you when you didn't actually buy anything. If you're gonna leave..." He held out a fist until Bloodwraith extended his hand, then dropped two gold pieces into the other man's palm. "Reckon that's fair. You've been a steady customer, wouldn't be right to cheat you." 
 
    From Haral that was practically a tearful farewell, but Bloodwraith didn't know how to react. He decided to nod and grunt. Haral nodded and grunted back, then headed out. 
 
    Manly interaction accomplished. 
 
    In the end, Bloodwraith didn't find anything of value. Since he had two gold pieces he hadn't expected, he used one of them to purchase the ring. As he left the shop, he removed one gauntlet long enough to place it on his finger. The gauntlet actually fit better after that, designed to accommodate warriors using magical enhancement. 
 
    Once he'd worn a full set of eight rings to enhance his sorcery, even tested methods of trying to use more rings at once. Though he hadn't been able to overcome the theoretical limits, he'd been able to wear a ninth ring without it clashing with the magic of the others. Not immensely useful, but it had been satisfying to explore the art of magic. 
 
    Now he was happy to get a ring that made his body a little stronger. He didn't even have a complete set for this barbarian body, just the few rings he'd managed to acquire by chance. 
 
    But as he walked back through the city, Bloodwraith realized that it was even worse than that. The existence of Outsiders tampering with his reality forced him to doubt everything. It made sense to him that the body could only handle a limited number of enchanted objects at once, but what if his intuition had also been manipulated? Which of the laws of magical nature he had explored were in the end just more arbitrary rules? 
 
    Yet a part of him was fascinated by that question, not horrified. First, he needed to take revenge on the box gods for what they had done to him. But after that, he could begin to explore the magic they used to move between worlds and manipulate his reality. That would be a worthy task for him. 
 
    To do that, though, he needed his power back. And since he had just finished taking significant steps toward that goal, Bloodwraith felt that he had earned a little relaxation. Over the past several days they had made their arrangements and purchased supplies for their journey to Manascas. Now that he was done with his final trip, all that remained was their last night in Cresthaven.  
 
    They gathered in the bar at the base of the Adventurers Guild. Bloodwraith finally let some of the adventurers who had been asking to buy him a drink do so, ending up with a large group and a huge meal he didn't have to pay for. He figured they might as well save the money, though the cost of having to interact with everyone was unpleasant. 
 
    Soon enough, it turned into a general celebration that had little to do with him - adventurers didn't need much excuse to get drunk, in his experience. That let him retreat to a corner table with Meara and Danniah. The half-dwarven woman was eagerly consuming plates of meat, bread, and cheese with gusto, while Meara only occasionally tried a dish. 
 
    "Do either of you know anything about food in Manascas?" Danniah asked between bites. "Since it's outside Bannlind, there are a lot of foreigners, right? What kinds of food do they bring?" 
 
    Meara shrugged. "I have no idea. I've spent most of my life in a forest that was, shall we say, very consistent." 
 
    "Aww, that's kind of sad. Exploring new places is one of the best parts of being an adventurer, at least I always thought so. But now that you're with us, you can travel more!" 
 
    Though Meara smiled back, she didn't seem to entirely share Danniah's enthusiasm. Instead she shifted to look toward Bloodwraith. "You've been there, right?" 
 
    "Briefly, but I wouldn't say I know the city well." He had to set down the hunk of beef he was eating to answer - this body needed a significant amount of nourishment to grow. "But in general terms, Danniah must be correct. Manascas is in the borderlands, so it contains people from Bannlind and Nereen, as well as desert tribesmen. Cities like that are more than just large collections of people." 
 
    "It sounds a bit intimidating, to be honest." Danniah smiled between them, though. "But I hear it's a good city for adventurers, so we'll probably be fine, right?" 
 
    "All I intend to do there is study. But you would probably have many opportunities to sharpen or test your skills, yes." 
 
    "Aww, I was hoping we could keep adventuring together there." 
 
    "We can, but there will be significant work to be done. Besides, we'd need more allies for the more difficult assignments." Working in the region of Cresthaven, it was possible to survive with just a small group like theirs, but in his experience most adventurers traveled in larger parties with more diverse skills. He wasn't sure who they would find in Manascas, but hopefully a few would prove actual assets instead of merely allies of convenience. 
 
    They discussed their exact plans for the trip for a while as they finished eating. Given his and Danniah's appetites, it was late by the time they were done. Danniah stretched her hands over her head slowly, the movement turning into a loud yawn. 
 
    "Ahh, that tasted good! I wanted to get one last meal here before we have to eat a bunch of travel rations." Danniah glanced between them eagerly. "Should we take advantage of the sauna one last time, too?" 
 
    Already focused on the trip, Bloodwraith felt there was no point getting clean before days of sweaty travel. But it was obvious that she wanted to, so he nodded. "Sure. We might as well." 
 
    They split up as they headed to the magically-heated room, since men and women entered from separate sides. Part of Bloodwraith disliked removing his armor, even though he knew the risk was small. He'd put significant effort into collecting the Armor of the Tyrant, and he felt less like the idiotic Raigar wearing it, but it wasn't exactly comfortable wearing armor in a sauna. 
 
    Even though he had more equipment to remove, he still found that he was the first one to enter. Bloodwraith sat down on one of the wooden benches and sighed as the steam seeped into his skin. This was one simple pleasure he hadn't been able to enjoy when he was undead. Perhaps when he built a new lair, he could include something like this. The magic that heated the water didn't seem particularly difficult, though it was obviously beyond his current body. 
 
    Danniah and Meara entered not long after. Wrapped in a towel instead of her heavy armor, Danniah's curves were much more obvious, especially now that she was comfortable with him. But oddly, Meara was still wearing her usual cloak. 
 
    "Isn't this ridiculous, Blo - Raigar?" Danniah switched names when she realized there might be others in hearing range. She pointed at Meara and frowned. "What's the point of coming in the sauna if you're going to stay dressed?" 
 
    "I'm not sure it would do much for me. The steam is just going through me." 
 
    "But you can touch things normally! Couldn't you focus and enjoy it?" 
 
    Bloodwraith had no doubt that Meara could, so he examined her carefully. The steam was indeed passing through her, just as attacks passed through her on the battlefield. But more importantly, he saw a hint of discomfort in her posture. Suspecting that Meara had personal reasons for her actions, Bloodwraith instead pulled Danniah down to sit beside him. "Meara can make her own choices. You wanted to enjoy the sauna, right?" 
 
    "Mmm, yes. It's so soothing..." Danniah eased back against the wall and relaxed. "Do you suppose they'd have places like this in Manascas?" 
 
    "It would be possible, but given how hot it is during the day, there'd be less demand." 
 
    "During the day? Does it get cold at night?" 
 
    "Very. At least... well, the last time I was in the desert, I couldn't feel the cold. But according to the basic principles, the temperature swings wildly between the night and day." 
 
    It didn't seen like Danniah was paying attention to that, however, instead frowning at him in sympathy. "If you couldn't feel the cold, does that mean you couldn't feel warmth, either? Were you just... numb all the time?" 
 
    Bloodwraith shifted irritably. "It wasn't like that. It's very... calm and peaceful." 
 
    "Are you sure? The undead I've seen are always howling and groaning." 
 
    "I was nothing like them!" 
 
    Meara smirked as she looked between them. "You sound wistful, Raigar. Missing the groaning of the undead?" 
 
    He huffed irritably, but truthfully it was better to see Meara smirking like that. She relaxed and the three of them spoke casually instead of making plans. Though Bloodwraith detested meaningless conversations, he didn't mind such casual talk with the two of them. They couldn't be fully focused on their goals at all times, after all, and relaxing when there were no essential tasks could increase efficacy later. 
 
    As they continued, Danniah grew relaxed and melted against the wall, then slid over against him. Soon she was pressed up against his side. Meara ignored it for a time, but when there was a lull in the conversation she finally raised her eyebrows at them. 
 
    "Alright, I can see I'm not wanted. Unless you've gotten into exhibitionism, Danniah?" 
 
    Danniah blushed but didn't pull away from him. "N-no... I just... I feel so relaxed around you, I wasn't thinking about it..." 
 
    "It's fine." Meara got to her feet and smiled at them. "I'll see you both tomorrow when we go." 
 
    With that, she left the sauna room. Danniah looked after her for only a moment before she stretched against him to get her lips closer to his ear. "Bloodwraith... I was thinking we should take advantage of all the amenities before we start traveling..." 
 
    "You're right. We should get our paperwork updated downstairs." Even as he teased her, however, he let his hand fall on her hip. Danniah blushed further but didn't pull away. 
 
    She was right, though. This might be their last night in a real bed for some time, so they might as well put it to use. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Raigar stared down at the smoking corpses, then raised his hands and stared at them. What the fuck was going on? What the hell had they been talking about before they attacked him? He'd finished the damn main storyline quest and set up his next build, so why did his hands look so strange? 
 
    He called up the usual menus... and nothing happened. Frowning, Raigar tried again. It had taken a bit of focus to make the menus appear at first, but then it had become second nature. Whether he tried to bring up his character sheet, his account, or the FAQ, there was nothing. That pissed him off, but he didn't see any choice but to check the old fashioned way. 
 
    His arms looked all wrinkled and nasty... was he some kind of undead mage? That was like the exact opposite of what he'd wanted. Did AdventureCorp just fuck everything up? No, he'd been able to throw fire from his hands against those two adventurers attacking him, and that wasn't a Level 1 character skill. 
 
    What he needed was a mirror, but of course there wasn't one. Raigar grumbled as he looked around and eventually realized that the fighter he'd killed had a pretty shiny shield. Propping it up in front of him, he found himself staring into the eyes of a lich. 
 
    "Aw, fuck." What the hell was he doing in this body? Why... 
 
    Wait, if he was a skeleton lich thing, did that mean...? Raigar pushed up his robes and opened his pants, staring down at his crotch. Which was definitely lacking Little Raigar. He tossed the shield down, then kicked it irritably. 
 
    There was something familiar about this body. Yeah, he had somehow turned into one of the storyline villains. Raigar hadn't kept track of their names, just called them Skinny Skeleton and Fat Skeleton. They were the servants of the Lich King, just sub-bosses. As he recalled, Skinny Skeleton had been a mage or necromancer type, always spamming fireballs and skeletons and shit. He'd been really annoying before Raigar had gotten his magic resistance stats raised enough to tank it. 
 
    What kind of powers did Skinny Skeleton have, anyway? Raigar brought up his new character sheet... dammit, still nothing. What the hell was he supposed to do now? 
 
    He sort of remembered the lame safety seminar that AdventureCorp had forced him through. There had been something about it being really hard to look between worlds, so they couldn't monitor everything. Of course, they could see everything in the MMO worlds, but he'd already tried those. Playing in a real world like Alliandelle had been way more fractured, at least until this weird respawn shit. 
 
    So Raigar stalked around the chamber, trying to figure out what to do next. He was still in the final boss chamber, in the body of Skinny Skeleton instead of respawning into his new game. Shouldn't the AdventureCorp goons have noticed and done something about it? 
 
    Well, nothing to do but find one of those Return Points and tell them that they'd fucked up good. They'd really drilled in those locations during the tutorial session, so he remembered those. It'd take a bit to get there, but maybe he could play around with his new powers in the meantime.  
 
    Yet as he started to leave, the dust swirled around his feet. Some kind of magic? Raigar checked the menu... fuck, he was having a hard time remembering that he didn't have them anymore. All he could do was stare at the magic as it gathered into one of the skeletons lying in the corner of the room. Weird looking little runt in purple robes with a funny hat. 
 
    The skeleton let out a rattling gasp, then lurched upward. Raigar's instinct was to punch it in the face, but he apparently had a magic build now. Besides, he was undead too, so maybe this was an ally? Was he inside some kind of unannounced special event? 
 
    When the skeleton got to its feet, its eyes flickered to life and focused on him. "Lord Bloodwraith! You still live!" 
 
    "Yeah, apparently so. Not sure why." He knew he should use Yee Olde Englishe, but he'd gotten sick of roleplaying during his first game. It was bad enough that they wouldn't let him name his character R41G4R, so he wasn't going to take things too seriously on his second run. 
 
    "That was me, my lord! Though I prayed to the dark gods for the Master Lich to be victorious, I feared that the adventurer might slay him, since some terrible destiny seemed to animate him. So before the battle, I laid a spell that ensured that we might have a second chance." 
 
    "Ah, so some kind of revive spell? I guess that makes sense." 
 
    The skeleton gave him an odd look. "Of course a revival spell would not be effective on... are you alright, Lord Bloodwraith?" 
 
    "Uh, no. Coming back really fucked me in the head. Plus there were these two idiots messing with me. Had to fry them." 
 
    "Oh..." The skeleton looked toward the smoking corpses and slowly nodded. "I had hoped you would be revived without difficulty, but I am only a humble servant. I pray that the Master Lich's body survived?" 
 
    Raigar glanced toward the shattered bones by the throne, remembering how he'd screwed around with them and then teabagged the remains. "Nah, I don't think he made it." 
 
    "Such a shame, such a terrible shame... but since you still live, we have a chance at reraising our undead hordes!" The skeleton turned toward him and bowed. "If you do not recall my name, it is Herskeh, Lord Bloodwraith. I am your humble servant and I will assist you in your quest. With luck we will be able to restore our master soon." 
 
    "Eh? Right, revive the Lich King. Definitely our top quest." 
 
    Secretary Skeleton gave him an odd look, obvious even with his weird undead eyes. "I see the spell has not been kind to your mind, Lord Bloodwraith. But with my help, you will soon be able to regain your old glory, I am sure. Then you could lead our undead hordes until we can revive the Master Lich." 
 
    "Sounds fractured to me." Though Raigar was pissed about not getting his new build, maybe this could be fun. He'd planned on fucking around on his second game anyway, and it might be fun to do it with a whole army. The lack of junk was going to be a real pain, but in his new body he didn't even feel like banging chicks. Maybe the lichness was getting to him. 
 
    "Very good, Lord Bloodwraith. My power is limited, but perhaps you could begin by raising the corpses of those two adventurers? They could be good servants." 
 
    "Right, sure." Raigar waved a hand in their direction, willing them to rise like zombies. He felt badass for a second as dark magic formed around him... but then it scattered in random directions. Some of it kind of poked at the bodies, but then evaporated. What was all this complicated shit? Had he entirely lost access to the AdventureCorp system? "Uh, seems like my power is still a bit fucked up." 
 
    "I see." Secretary Skeleton sighed and stepped toward the bodies. "I have little power compared to you, my lord, but I can raise at least these two. But I fear raising the rest of our damaged army will be impossible until you regain your power." 
 
    As he spoke, a bunch of complicated special effects flowed around the two bodies. Took way too long, in Raigar's opinion, but in the end they were on their feet and had a sort of zombie-like look. Glowing undead eyes, too. Well, he had a bit of a party again. Not bad for his first few minutes awake. 
 
    "We should first scour the lair to be sure that no more adventurers lurk within. Then we can rebuild our defenses and see if any of the stores of necromantic power survived. Over time, I can help you regain your memories and we can begin to rebuild the hordes of-" 
 
    "Nah, fuck that shit." What they needed to do first was find one of the stashes of loot he'd left behind for his second life. Technically that was cheating, but if there were no mods watching, what did it matter? Besides, he'd been carrying too much shit in his inventory by the end, anyway. 
 
    "Uh... Lord Bloodwraith? What do you mean?" 
 
    How was he going to explain this? Raigar wanted Secretary Skeleton to do the work for him, so he needed to play along at least a bit. "So... before I killed them, the adventurers spoke of a great store of treasure. Including a lot of magic shit. If we want to regain our power, we need to go find it first." 
 
    The skeleton examined him for a long time. "You are... sure that they were not lying, and that we can find this store of treasure?" 
 
    "Oh, deffo. Follow me." 
 
    Raigar turned around and began jogging out of the final dungeon. Hey, no stamina bar and he wasn't getting tired - being undead had a few advantages. The layout hadn't changed at all and there were no enemies, so he didn't even have to fight. 
 
    Everything had a lot of dust on it, though. AdventureCorp had said he might need to skip some years so that the world had time to recover for a proper second game, but he hadn't expected it to be that long. Then again, he had no idea how any of that worked, so whatever. What mattered was that his stash of loot should still be intact where he'd hidden it. 
 
    As he got outside, he brought up his minimap... fuck. While he stared out at the barely familiar landscape, Secretary Skeleton came up behind him. 
 
    "Lord Bloodwraith? Is everything alright?" 
 
    "So... it might take a bit longer than I expected to find it..." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    For the first leg of their trip, it made sense to travel with a larger group of merchants. Their pace was slower, but they could use the largest merchant paths and the size of the group would ward off bandits. Normally Bloodwraith might have been interested in killing them for the power of their deaths, but he doubted any bandits in the Cresthaven region would be much challenge for him anymore, despite what the boxes claimed. 
 
    Instead he focused on his mana as they walked, trying to flex it in the proper arc for a spell. It refused to cooperate, instead flowing down the rigid channels for skills like the Fist of Rage. He'd heard of such things in limited warriors but never experienced it himself. Bloodwraith found it rather challenging, but just kept forcing his intellect against the problem. 
 
    As soon as they'd gotten out of Cresthaven, he'd checked the necromantic case. Not exactly the set of tools he would have stored personally, but it would do. Once he had more time and was better prepared, he could begin regaining his power. 
 
    Time passed quickly as he fell into the practice. Though magic no longer came easily to him, the patterns were still familiar and comforting. Even the boxes that informed him of increments of progress didn't annoy him. When the caravan of wagons slowed to a halt and everyone began to set up camp, he was almost disappointed. 
 
    He'd exhausted all his mana working, however, so it wouldn't hurt to take a break. Meara and Danniah returned to their wagon with bread and stew from one of the caravan cooks. They all sat in the bed of the wagon facing each other, and while it was hardly luxurious, it was pleasant. 
 
    "You almost disappeared today, Bloodwraith." Danniah eyed him curiously over her bread. "You should talk to some of the other guards. Might make the trip less boring." 
 
    "I was not bored. I was working." 
 
    "You don't want to talk to them at all? It might be interesting." 
 
    "Unlikely." Bloodwraith spooned his stew dourly. "What am I likely to learn from peasants?" 
 
    Danniah rolled her eyes. "Fine, be that way. What about you, Meara? You seemed really busy today." 
 
    "I was speaking to the merchants." Meara leaned back against the side of the wagon, staring into the darkening sky overhead. "Where they're going, what they're selling. Especially what goods sell well in Manascas. We're going to need coin when we arrive, after all, and I might be able to help with that." 
 
    "Ooh, can you just pull the most valuable goods out of your sleeve like you do potions?" 
 
    "Certainly not now, possibly not ever. I exist to make potions, after all." Though her voice was flat, a moment later Meara gave them a wry smile and Bloodwraith didn't see any of the old sadness in her eyes. "I still have an edge over normal merchants, though, because I'm fairly sure I can sneak goods past customs. If I don't have to pay the usual fees, I can either undercut the local market or just enjoy the high profit margins. Possibly both. Hopefully I'll have a better handle on it by the time we leave the caravan." 
 
    "Wow, that's really impressive. Now I feel bad for just learning about other people's lives... I wonder if I could be getting tips from some of the guards." Danniah turned back toward him. "But Bloodwraith here isn't going to talk to anyone at all, is he?" 
 
    Bloodwraith glowered, only prompting her to beam at him. 
 
    "Hey, Meara, think you can do something to... convince him to talk to people? We know he's motivated by quests..." 
 
    Meara chuckled and closed her eyes for a moment. Before Bloodwraith could object, a box appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    [Potential Objective: Gather Information 
 
    Speak with ten members of the trade caravan. 
 
    Reward: EXP 
 
      
 
    Accept? Y/N] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith stared at it for a moment, hating the fact that he was predictable but unable to escape it. There was no downside to accepting, after all, since there seemed to be no consequence to unfinished quests staying in the boxes long term. The reward would no doubt be small, but it was better than nothing, especially since he might be forced to converse with ten of the peasants anyway. 
 
    "Fine." He extended his will toward the box and accepted it. "But you can't create a quest that will make me enjoy it." 
 
    "I tried, actually." Meara stared into the air, not quite at the box, but nearly. "I also tried to include a joke in the description. I can only somewhat feel the words, but it didn't work, did it?" 
 
    "The entire quest is a joke! But no, the text seemed mundane." 
 
    "Figured. But I'm getting a better sense for the limitations of it." 
 
    Danniah looked back and forth between them wistfully. "I wish I could see the boxes. Or have a feel for them like Meara does." 
 
    "Trust me," Bloodwraith said, "you don't. Especially not the way they are now." 
 
    "I don't know, I think it might be kind of fun..." 
 
    They chatted so comfortably that Bloodwraith almost didn't notice when a box appeared to declare that his mana had been refilled. But when he did, he felt a thrill of excitement. Finally, at long last... true, he wouldn't regain his full power that night, but he would take the first meaningful step. 
 
    Bloodwraith needed to wait until midnight for the ritual, so he stayed a while longer. Eventually Danniah fell asleep lying against his side, boxy within her armor but still a pleasant presence. He moved away as carefully as possible, easing her down into a comfortable sleeping position. After slipping a blanket over her, he tried to climb out of the wagon without waking Meara. 
 
    When he looked in her direction, he saw that her eyes were already open, as if she hadn't been sleeping at all. He paused at the side of the wagon, strangely awkward. Which he shouldn't be, since it wasn't like he was doing anything wrong. Still, he found himself hesitating until Meara spoke softly. 
 
    "Is it time?" 
 
    "Yes." No point denying it, and Meara simply nodded, then closed her eyes. 
 
    "Good luck." 
 
    He stepped down from the wagon, a bit disappointed that she had said so little. Yet before he reached the ground, another box appeared before him: 
 
      
 
    [Potential Objective: Regain Your Power 
 
    Re-acquire true necromantic power. 
 
    Sub-Quest I: Regain the capacity to use necromantic energy. 
 
    Sub-Quest II: Develop power to the point of controlling multiple undead. 
 
    Sub-Quest III: Develop the capacity to control an undead army. 
 
    Sub-Quest IV: Surpass former power. 
 
    Reward: EXP, Stat Point 
 
      
 
    Accept? Y/N] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith found himself smiling. It must have taken her some time to figure out how to grant him this exact quest, especially given the unusual details of it, so that was a better affirmation of his work than words could ever be. He had never seen a quest with "sub-quests" before, so it would be interesting to see how it worked. 
 
    The only curious thing was that the boxes gave him a choice. Generally his core quests were simply granted to him instead of being considered potential objectives. Perhaps it was because Meara had granted it, or perhaps he was finally stepping away from the box gods' chosen path for him. Either way, he pushed aside the distraction and headed away from the caravan's circle of wagons. 
 
    A guard leaned against a tree some distance away, only partially paying attention. His box declared him to be Level 3, so Bloodwraith dismissed him at first, but he forced himself to reconsider. Since the boxes weren't entirely themselves lately, he needed to stay on his guard for any inaccuracies. 
 
    "Going somewhere?" the guard asked.  
 
    Bloodwraith grunted. "Nature calls." 
 
    "Go ahead. Normally I'd say to take someone with you, but, uh... you look like you can take care of yourself." 
 
    Nodding to him, Bloodwraith moved away from the caravan until the firelight was lost in the trees. He was navigating solely by the light of the stars and the sliver of the moon. Later on he might need to do a ritual on a moonless night, but for now midnight was more than enough. What mattered was that he could start the process. 
 
    Once he found a suitably quiet clearing, Bloodwraith knelt down carefully. As he cleared his mind, he slowly removed one of his gauntlets. He used that hand to remove the case from his bag and set it directly in front of him. 
 
    With his other hand he selected a thin knife with a skull at the base. Some necromancers beseeched dark gods or their ancestors, but he had always considered those perversions of the true path. What mattered was the raw power of death. Before he could go further with the ritual, he needed to reconnect with that power. It might take him most of the night, but- 
 
    Almost immediately, he felt the power stir within him. 
 
    Bloodwraith smiled as the eyes of the skull began to glow with unholy power. Yes, of course this would be easy. In this new body, he constantly fed on death itself. Furthermore, he had directly killed countless creatures and many people since becoming an adventurer, perhaps more than he had as a necromancer. Death flowed through his very veins. 
 
    Extending his free hand palm up, Bloodwraith cut across it with the knife and watched the blood well up. Yes, everything was in alignment. The darkness of the night pooled within him and he clenched his hand into a fist, seizing the power... 
 
      
 
    [You are attempting to develop a new class! 
 
    Warning: This class falls outside your core class's competency and will develop at a reduced rate.] 
 
      
 
    He let out a low hiss but restrained his anger. "No... inscrutable boxes, don't do this to me..." 
 
      
 
    [Warning: Attempting to increase two classes simultaneously will seriously reduce skill development.] 
 
      
 
    [Guidelines currently active. Reshaping power...] 
 
      
 
    "What? Stop this chicanery at once, fiendish boxes!" 
 
      
 
    [Congratulations! 
 
    New skill developed: Undead Companions 
 
    Starting Level: 1 
 
    Intellect +1, Piety -1 
 
    You are the first AdventureCorp user to develop this skill as of your most recent sync!  
 
    EXP +100,000] 
 
      
 
    "No..." There was no more anger in his voice, Bloodwraith felt only crushing disappointment. Of course the boxes would find some way to ruin even necromancy itself, his first magical love and his life's work. He shouldn't have expected anything else. 
 
    The dark power still pulsed with the blood in his fist, but it no longer carried any thrill. Bloodwraith opened his hand and saw that the wound had healed, indicating that the ritual had been successful. But there was no point in observing that when the boxes were going to bluntly tell him everything anyway. 
 
      
 
    [Quest: Regain Your Power progressed! 
 
    Re-acquire true necromantic power. 
 
    Sub-Quest I: Regain the capacity to use necromantic energy. 
 
    Sub-Quest Complete! 
 
    EXP +500] 
 
      
 
    That should have pleased him, yet Bloodwraith felt only bitterness. He slowly swallowed his frustration, since it earned him nothing. Though the boxes always stood in his path, they also granted him power he could never otherwise attain. As annoying as they had been, the boxes had changed the skill for increased compatibility with his current power. There would be some sort of silver lining to the boxes clouding his path. 
 
    Since the next ritual required a live sacrifice, Bloodwraith got to his feet and searched for a woodlands creature. As he did so, he pushed his will against the boxes, demanding that they tell him more of this new skill it had forced upon him. He disliked their tendency to over-explain everything, but since he knew little about this, he wanted to know as much as he could. 
 
    Thankfully, the "guidelines" that plagued him during combat did not seem to have infected the explanatory boxes. From them, he learned that "Undead Companions" seemed to be a more focused version of normal necromancy. His ability to control or raise multiple undead creatures would be limited, but those he created would be more powerful. 
 
    Not only that, the boxes hinted that any undead he created might be able to grow more powerful. Usually that could only occur if the necromancer rebuilt them with greater strength or used more mana to reinforce their bones. He lacked the knowledge to ask the boxes more specific questions, but it seemed that the undead might fall into the same system of power that governed him. 
 
    If so, that could potentially be a considerable asset. It was almost enough for him to forgive the box gods their manipulations. 
 
    Finally he spotted a bird in the branches nearby, an ugly squawking thing. Not a very auspicious start for a necromancer, but perhaps the kind of thing a barbarian would sacrifice. Besides, all that really mattered was that it had life pulsing within its veins. 
 
    Bloodwraith extended a hand slowly, then released a burst of force. It smashed through the branch and flattened the bird against a nearby tree trunk. That left it stunned but alive, though some of its bones had broken. 
 
    He quickly used the necromantic knife to put the creature out of its misery, though more out of a desire for efficiency than mercy. When he did so, he felt a trickle of power from the ritual. Yes, he could work with this... 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 100 EXP and Bird Feathers x17.] 
 
      
 
    That was what he deserved for thinking the boxes were his ally, even for a moment. Once he would have raged at such mockery, but now he merely sighed. Bloodwraith cleaned up the ritual and tried to focus solely on the next steps of his plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    For several more days, Bloodwraith worked on his new skill while the caravan moved forward. They were attacked by a small group of goblins once, but the battle was so easy even the boxes didn't try to pretend there was a "Neo Oblivion Goblin" or something equally preposterous. 
 
    Unfortunately, he hadn't yet succeeded in properly raising any undead. Each attempt so far had failed, though they'd increased his "skill" with the ability to the second level. He wasn't sure if the skill was so useless that it needed to be increased multiple levels before it was even usable or if he was doing something fundamentally wrong. 
 
    "...which is why the barley harvest just isn't coming in," the man beside him was saying. "And a cousin of mine had half a field burned down by a stray lightning bolt, and did the wizards do a damn thing to compensate him? Course not, they always have some excuse or another... anyway, even if it isn't burning down, that barley is a real problem..." 
 
    Bloodwraith grunted affirmatively. He'd developed a surprising repertoire of different grunts to avoid having to sustain an actual conversation with the others in the caravan. Nobody seemed surprised that someone who looked the way he did wasn't much of a conversationalist, so it worked well enough. 
 
    If Meara's goal had been to prove that she could manipulate him via quest boxes, she was right. There was a limit to productive activity while traveling like this, so how could he ignore the quest EXP? But if her goal was to make him care even slightly about any of their fellow travelers, she had failed spectacularly. Bloodwraith spent a lot of time wondering if he could raise a zombie more easily if he started with someone he'd just killed. 
 
    He'd discovered that just greeting people or exchanging trivial words didn't count, but the quest didn't require very much engagement otherwise. After he distantly listened for a while longer, he saw what he was looking for: 
 
      
 
    [4/10 Conversations] 
 
      
 
    Smiling, Bloodwraith pretended he was being called by someone else and exited the conversation. Another one down. At this rate he might finish the quest tomorrow, though of course Meara would just generate another one. It was gathering cureleaves all over again. 
 
    Bloodwraith dropped back to the middle of the caravan, where he found Meara at the reins of their wagon with Danniah sitting beside her. It looked like she needed the break, as it couldn't be easy to keep up with the wagons while lugging her shield around. He started considering magical solutions to that problem before she noticed him and waved. 
 
    "Hey, Raigar! Come join us!" 
 
    He moved closer but just walked alongside them. His plan had been to listen to their conversation, but it seemed that he'd interrupted it, because Danniah kept speaking in his direction. 
 
    "You've been so friendly with everyone else in the caravan lately. Are you going to get all soft and fuzzy on us, Raigar? Start hugging everyone?" 
 
    "I am only speaking with them to further my own objectives." Bloodwraith smirked in Meara's direction, though she couldn't see it beneath his helm. "In fact, I am only speaking with the two of you to acquire two more people toward the quest requirement." 
 
    Meara's eyes widened. "Wait, are you saying we count?" 
 
    "You're members of the caravan, aren't you?" As if to emphasize his point, the next box appeared at that very moment: 
 
      
 
    [6/10 Conversations] 
 
      
 
    After a pause, Meara smiled wryly. "Damn, I should have thought of that. I wonder if I can make the requirements more precise next time..." 
 
    "So long as you don't manage to make the requirement having a sincere heart-to-heart with ten people." 
 
    "I wouldn't do that to you - it would be too cruel." 
 
    For once, Danniah was smiling less than the two of them. She played with the straps on the back of her shield for a while, not looking at him when she eventually spoke. "There was, uh, something I was going to bring up. You haven't had any luck with your work, right?" 
 
    He shook his head. "I am struggling to learn the new rules by which it operates. I may lack the raw materials." 
 
    "Well... I was thinking about that while I was talking to the others. They said we're going to be moving past a town later today. Apparently they don't want to stop, because they think the people there will cheat them, so they'll just send a couple wagons in to trade. But a town probably needs a graveyard, right?" 
 
    "Most likely." Bloodwraith raised his visor so that she could see when he smiled. "Good work, Danniah." 
 
    "So you're really gonna..." Danniah trailed off, staring at him. "I mean, those are people's bodies." 
 
    "That is rather the point, yes." 
 
    "People's loved ones. They might be dead, but the survivors still care about them." 
 
    Bloodwraith restrained himself from pointing out that the people were not making any use of their loved ones at the moment, since he didn't think Danniah would take that very well. He had extremely little patience for such squeamishness, but Danniah was one of the only people he'd tolerate it from. The problem was how to resolve the issue so he still got what he wanted. 
 
    Before he could come up with anything, Meara spoke. "You said the skill limits you to a few, right?" 
 
    "More likely one, to start." 
 
    "Then it's not like you'll be tearing apart the entire graveyard to create an undead horde. Danniah, surely it's okay to quietly take one corpse? It's not like the villagers will ever know." 
 
    Danniah shifted back and forth in her seat. "I suppose that's not quite as bad. But it would still be sad for them to run into the corpse later, wouldn't it?" 
 
    It was an effective strategy against one's enemies, but Bloodwraith kept that to himself as well. Instead he focused on a better line of argument. "Most undead don't look like their original forms. I might have to start with zombies, which do retain a resemblance, but I have no interest in them. Skeletons usually can't be identified even before they're modified, and wights look less like the person than you'd think." 
 
    "Hmm." Danniah looked between them slowly, then sighed. "Alright. I don't think I could do it myself, and I feel weird about letting you do it, but I won't say anything. I just hope it's worth it in the end." 
 
    "Trust me, it will be. Our capabilities will significantly increase once my power is restored." 
 
    He worried that Danniah might be holding back more objections, but after a time she began peering at him. When he raised an eyebrow, she smiled. "I'm just thinking about the fact that you must have had an original face. You know, in your old body, but before you turned into a lich." 
 
    "Bah. While I had one in theory, I'm not sure I even remember what I looked like. It doesn't matter." 
 
    Meara opened her eyes unnaturally wide. "Then are you sure you really had a face?" 
 
    Bloodwraith rolled his eyes and scoffed. But it took him a long time to move on, even though he'd already gotten credit for the conversation. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    That night, Bloodwraith left camp along with Meara. She had learned the exact location of the town graveyard during the day and so led him there. Though Bloodwraith was running as fast as he could given the uneven landscape, she managed to stay ahead of him. The terrain didn't seem to impede her at all, as if she wasn't quite touching it. 
 
    When they drew close they slowed down, creeping closer to make sure they weren't spotted. Reports suggested that the graveyard was barely guarded, just a plot on the edge of town where they buried their dead. Still, it was close enough that they might interrupt a midnight vigil or stumble across a town guard. 
 
    Though the area seemed deserted, just a few lumps of stone and a mound of dirt from a recent grave, they observed for a while longer to be sure. While they waited, Meara looked over at him and spoke quietly. 
 
    "Would you raise the whole graveyard if you could?" 
 
    "No." The answer was true, but it didn't feel right to say only that to Meara. After a pause, he met her gaze and continued. "Mostly because it would be foolish. The power gained would be completely offset by the negative attention that came with it. Since the skill the boxes forced on me limits the numbers, I was thinking that I would begin with improving my core skill before building a proper army." 
 
    "That's a reasonable strategy." 
 
    "Are you concerned? Will you be raising moral objections like Danniah?" 
 
    "You should know it isn't just that." Meara raised an eyebrow at him, then sighed when he just kept staring at her. "Read between the lines, Bloodwraith. She's less concerned about the necromancy than about losing you." 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, trying to discern if she was just teasing him by trying to create drama. But no, Meara looked sincere, which meant she was looking out for him. Since he trusted her judgment on such matters, he nodded and tried to accept her words. "Did she tell you that herself?" 
 
    "I did some reading between the lines too, but she did say more to me. She knows that you became a lich before, and now it seems you're on the same path." 
 
    "But I said I wouldn't be taking the same path as before." 
 
    "Then reassure her of that." Meara gestured toward the empty graveyard. "By all means, continue with the necromancy. But you're going to need to be more thoughtful about it if you want your relationships to stay simple." 
 
    It was eminently reasonable advice, so Bloodwraith considered it as they dug up the most recent grave. Though his existence as an undead lich had been elegant in its simplicity, his new life had led him to reconsider that it gained that simplicity by sacrificing things of value. He still wasn't entirely certain what the optimal solution would be, but he suspected it involved Meara and Danniah. There were so few people he'd found tolerable before... maintaining the two of them was worth the trouble. 
 
    Fortunately, the earth was not tightly packed and they soon dug up the simple wooden coffin. Normally Bloodwraith would have smashed it open, but he found himself thinking about Danniah's words and instead pulled out the nails more gently. Soon they faced the corpse of an old man, dried in the local custom with an amulet over his chest. 
 
    Bloodwraith extended his hand, pushed out the necromantic energy... and nothing happened. 
 
    He growled and glowered down at the corpse. Could the amulet have blocked the spell? No, it was a bauble of only sentimental value. Perhaps the grounds were sanctified - no, that would have made itself obvious much sooner. Yet he was certain that his technique was correct. After all, he was a master of necromancy attempting to use the skills of a beginner. 
 
    "Still not working?" Meara sat down on one of the headstones and examined her fingernails. "You're obviously the expert here, so I doubt I can advise you." 
 
    "I've already considered the obvious barriers, yes." 
 
    "If I had to guess, I would say that there's probably some kind of incompatibility with what you're doing and what the boxes expect you to be doing. Did you have trouble like this with any of your other skills?" 
 
    "No, they're... mindlessly easy." Yet even as Bloodwraith scoffed, an idea squirmed at the edges of his thoughts. Perhaps that was the problem: he was over-complicating it. 
 
    His execution and mastery of the necromantic skills were perfect, but the boxes had never cared about things like that. In fact, they seemed to value simple intuitive abilities over scholarly constructions. Perhaps all his finesse was getting in the way of using the simplified skill he was being offered... 
 
    Without thinking about it, Bloodwraith thrust out a hand and willed the dead to rise. 
 
    And a skeleton popped out of the ground. 
 
    For a long moment he just stared at it, wishing that he hadn't just seen what happened. The corpse lay calmly in its coffin, untouched, whereas the skeleton had appeared out of nothing. There had been no grave underneath where it appeared, and when he looked closer he saw that the ground was only slightly disturbed, not torn apart as it should have been. 
 
      
 
    [Congratulations! You have created your first undead companion! 
 
    Would you like to give it a name?] 
 
      
 
    "What? No!" Bloodwraith stepped up to the skeleton, glaring at its inexplicable existence. "What are you? How do you exist?" 
 
    Meara laughed from her perch on the headstone. "Are you going to grab it by the neck and lift it into the air? Because I think a skeleton is just about the worst target for that." 
 
    "I'm not sure it's a skeleton at all. It looks like one, but it must be some sort of magical construct. Do you notice anything unusual about it?" 
 
    "Hmm... I can't say that I do. It does feel a bit... well, there's a different feeling to you and your boxes than most things in this world. The skeleton feels more like you than other monsters, even the undead we've met. But other than that, it seems like a normal undead." 
 
    Bloodwraith folded his arms and examined the skeleton, which still stood mindlessly at attention. Several other details made it obvious that it was not a peasant skeleton: it wore no clothes, had no amulet, and carried a rusted sword. It was like... the abstract ideal of a generic skeleton. Perhaps the boxes had created exactly that. 
 
    As he thought about it, he decided that this matched what he knew of the insane Outsiders. They liked details when it came to numbers and inventories, but they hated practical concerns. The precision of true necromancy might not appeal to them, so they would prefer a simplified form. No sophistication at all, just skeletons popping out of the ground. 
 
    So that was what he had now. Bloodwraith sighed and bent his will to summon a box for the skeleton. 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion 
 
    Name: Skeleton1 
 
    Class: Skeleton 
 
    Unassigned Necromancy Points: 10 
 
      
 
    Health: 49/49 
 
    Mana: 0/0 
 
    Stamina: 0/0 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 7 
 
    Vitality: 9 
 
    Quickness: 5 
 
    Intellect: 2 
 
    Charisma: 3 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Wisdom: 4 
 
    Luck: 3 
 
    Piety: 0 
 
      
 
    Traits: None 
 
    Skills: None 
 
    Inventory: Rusted Sword] 
 
      
 
    Good, no exaggerated nonsense. Seeing a box of numbers without any ego-based distortions was strangely comforting. It bothered him for a moment, but he decided that there was nothing wrong with preferring a precise numeric representation of reality to the recent lies he was fed. 
 
    Yet the numbers he was seeing... "Strange, there seems to be little rhyme or reason to this. Meara, can you see the details?" 
 
    "Not as easily as you do." She came to stand behind him, for a moment trying to look where the box hovered, then focused instead on the skeleton. "It doesn't seem impressive, but I can feel that there's more potential there." 
 
    "Yes, unassigned points. I suppose there's nothing to do but use them." Yet when Bloodwraith attempted to place the points into the skeleton's Might, nothing happened. He frowned, then reconsidered his assumptions. This skeleton might be rated the same as other entities, but it was a new phenomenon, so perhaps the boxes used different rules. 
 
    Instead of trying as he did before, Bloodwraith extended his will to the boxes in a more general sense... 
 
      
 
    [Spend unassigned Necromancy Points on Undead Companion "Skeleton1"? 
 
    Y\N] 
 
      
 
    "There we are!" Though he could usually query words by willpower alone, this time Bloodwraith spoke aloud so Meara could follow along. "What are Necromancy Points?" 
 
      
 
    [Necromancy Points: The measure of the power within a single Undead Companion. An initial set is granted by the spellcaster, but the number will increase when the Undead Companion consumes bodies. Necromancy Points may be spent on the following: 
 
    - Granting unique traits. 
 
    - Increasing statistics. 
 
    - Granting new skills or proficiencies. 
 
    - Modifying the Undead Companion's physical appearance. 
 
    - Evolving the Undead Companion to a different class.] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith's eyes widened as he realized the implications. The box gods liked granting points for everything, but these "Necromancy Points" were not merely another value to watch reach a transitory limit. They appeared to be the currency of power itself, capable of being spent far more fluidly than the EXP he was granted. 
 
    Whatever expression was on his face, Meara smiled when she saw it. "A pleasant surprise, I take it?" 
 
    "Yes, I have more control than I thought. The system is rigid compared to what I expected, but it still provides some interesting options. Let me see if I can use that potential to increase the skeleton's inherent strength..." 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion Statistic Boost 
 
    Might: 7 (costs 5 NP) 
 
    Vitality: 9 (costs 5 NP) 
 
    Quickness: 5 (costs 4 NP) 
 
    Intellect: 2 (costs 3 NP) 
 
    Charisma: 3 (costs 3 NP) 
 
    Willpower: 1 (costs 2 NP) 
 
    Wisdom: 4 (costs 3 NP) 
 
    Luck: 3 (costs 3 NP) 
 
    Piety: 0 (N/A)] 
 
      
 
    Frustratingly, it seemed the "Necromancy Points" were worth less than he had hoped. Then again, he would not know their true value as currency until he saw how easy it was to obtain more. For now, what he needed to do was perform experiments in order to test the exact limits of his new skill. 
 
    First, he attempted to repeat exactly the same spell to summon a second skeleton to compare. He immediately got a box stating [Undead Companion limit reached], which blocked his efforts no matter how he tried. Not entirely unexpected, but disappointing. 
 
    Second, he spent 5 NP on the skeleton's Vitality and felt satisfied as he saw death energy increase the resilience of its bones. But that was an unremarkable change compared to the more elaborate traits and transformations the box had promised. When Bloodwraith attempted to access those, however, he discovered that even the simplest of options cost far too much. 
 
    "Bloodwraith? There's too much text there, I'm not following..." 
 
    "The options are too expensive." He gestured at one of the lines before realizing she couldn't see. "For example, I could apply a trait called 'Fire Resistance' that seems quite valuable for brittle bones. But it costs 50 NP, which is five times as much as I started with. Which is a shame." 
 
    "Why? Is such resistance difficult to acquire normally?" 
 
    "Skeletons aren't suited to it, no. I'm not sure all of these prices make sense... most likely, the system will have glaring weaknesses compared to real necromancy, but also attain a few things that would otherwise be difficult." 
 
    "It's a useful asset, then?" 
 
    "Definitely." Having said that, Bloodwraith unhooked his sword and swung it directly through the skeleton, shattering it into bones. He didn't receive any EXP from the act, but he didn't expect to. All that mattered was that the magic binding it was thoroughly destroyed. 
 
    Meara put her hands to her mouth in mock horror. "Raigar! How could you do such a thing to your own child?" 
 
    "Creating one of these uses only a bit less than half of my mana. It would be a waste not to run the experiment twice." 
 
    "Assuming that you can get two skeletons from the same graveyard." 
 
    "A failed experiment is still a useful result." When Bloodwraith extended his hand, however, a second skeleton shot up directly in the remains of the first one. Another box appeared congratulating him and asking if he wanted to give it a name, but he ignored it. "That was... rather easy. I wonder how I never accidentally created one before?" 
 
    "Maybe they can't be created anywhere, but only in certain areas?" Meara offered the suggestion with a shrug, but it immediately clicked in Bloodwraith's mind. He turned to her with a thoughtful nod, wishing he had the mana to run the experiment more... and then realized that he did. 
 
    "Can you give me a Mana Potion?" 
 
    She slipped one out of her sleeve without comment, utterly used to such requests. Bloodwraith drank it in one gulp, but hesitated before destroying the skeleton. Though he was more curious about the exact limits of his ability to create them at all, it was still important to confirm that the artificial skeletons were created according to the same model. 
 
    This one certainly looked the same, and even carried the same rusty sword... 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion 
 
    Name: Skeleton2 
 
    Class: Skeleton 
 
    Unassigned Necromancy Points: 10 
 
      
 
    Health: 51/51 
 
    Mana: 0/0 
 
    Stamina: 0/0 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 4 
 
    Vitality: 11 
 
    Quickness: 6 
 
    Intellect: 4 
 
    Charisma: 1 
 
    Willpower: 5 
 
    Wisdom: 2 
 
    Luck: 9 
 
    Piety: 0 
 
      
 
    Traits: None 
 
    Skills: None 
 
    Inventory: Rusted Sword] 
 
      
 
    "What?" Bloodwraith glowered at the numbers, searching his memory and doing some quick arithmetic to confirm what his instincts told him immediately. 
 
    "Did you expect something other than a skeleton?" 
 
    "No, it's not that. This one has completely different statistics. They don't even equal the same total." 
 
    Meara's eyebrows rose. "You mean you create random skeletons with varying strengths?" 
 
    Bloodwraith folded his arms and stared at the skeleton. It stood there without saying anything stupid - he was rapidly remembering why he preferred to work with undead instead of people. "We need to test that hypothesis, but I suspect that's true. Some randomization would be acceptable if I was creating a large army of them, perhaps even beneficial, but if I have to invest time and power into strengthening a single 'Undead Companion' ...what an absurd system." 
 
    Though Meara chuckled, she didn't tease and instead helped him test the system further. First, they confirmed that her theory about the location was correct: when they moved far enough away from the graveyard, his skill no longer functioned, even when he had sufficient mana. Attempting to create different kinds of undead or manipulate their statistics had no effect whatsoever. 
 
    Each skeleton appeared with a prompt for a name, which he ignored every time. He had to wonder exactly what the purpose of such a thing was. Since they were "Companions," was he meant to think of them as people instead of mere tools? It seemed foolish, but perhaps the insane Outsiders who created the boxes thought that skeletons made good pets. 
 
    Through it all, they confirmed what he had feared: each skeleton emerged with randomized characteristics. He wasn't even sure of the upper and lower bounds of the randomization, because despite a supply of Mana Potions from Meara, the repeated magic was beginning to make his vision swim. Eventually he decided that they needed to quit for the night... and realized how many broken skeletons they'd left lying around. 
 
    Sighing, Bloodwraith set about burying the additional bones. He also replaced the villager corpse with a reasonable amount of care - the man's body might not have been necessary, but it had taught him something useful. By the time they were nearly finished it was growing late, however, and he was more than slightly irritated. 
 
    "Look on the bright side," Meara said, "Danniah should be happy. After all, we're not stealing the villager's corpses, we're leaving them even more." 
 
    Bloodwraith chuckled, but examined her more carefully. "You haven't directly spoken on that subject. Does any of this bother you?" 
 
    "Not at all." Meara stopped sweeping up the dirt they'd disrupted and moved to stand in front of him, eyes shining in the near darkness. "I wouldn't mind being with you behind an army of the undead, especially if we can set those undead against the ones who did this to us. I am on your side, Bloodwraith. A little necromancy isn't going to change that." 
 
    He nodded in satisfaction and returned to work, so Meara did as well. 
 
    "Do be considerate of Danniah, though. I don't want her hurt the way I was... I like her." 
 
    "As do I." 
 
    Meara snickered. "You don't say?" 
 
    They spoke of nothing serious as they finished cleaning up. Though Bloodwraith wanted to keep one skeleton to experiment further, he decided that it was too risky for now. All the necromancy he'd been doing might have been sensed by someone and it wouldn't do to have them trace the power back to him. 
 
    No, he had learned enough for one night. Once they finished cleaning up, Bloodwraith headed back to camp with Meara. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The night was quiet and cool, but the interior of their covered wagon was pleasantly warm in the aftermath. Bloodwraith lay back, torn between feeling relaxed and wanting to equip all of his armor again. He'd grown used to the boost of strength it provided, and now that he was no longer distracted, the absence of it bothered him. 
 
    But he had barely pulled on his pants before Danniah slipped on one of his shirts and hopped back into his lap, clearly wanting to cuddle. Deciding that he could ignore logistical concerns for a moment, he put an arm around her and pulled her close. She murmured happily and rested her head against his chest. 
 
    "This was nice, Bloodwraith. I was afraid we'd have to wait until we got to Manascas, or try something really awkward in the woods." She giggled and squeezed him tighter. "For once, I'm glad to be so short. Makes things easier." 
 
    "I agree, we should have done this earlier." 
 
    "You don't want to be doing necromancy things?" 
 
    "Not every night." There also wasn't a suitable graveyard within range, but he had a suspicion it would be better not to say that. "Sorry we haven't been spending as much time together lately." 
 
    "Oh, I was about to apologize for the same thing!" Danniah pushed off his chest enough to look at him. "I've been talking to the caravan guards a lot lately. They have a bunch of good suggestions about staying alive while defending a position. Though... it's odd, but they don't seem that strong to me." 
 
    "Because they aren't, relative to you. The guards average Level 3-6, and you're Level 9." 
 
    "Huh. That's fairly strong, right? You said you were Level 10. I didn't realize I was anything strong..." 
 
    "We gained a lot preparing to fight Daek. But I'm actually surprised you haven't reached 10 already. Your stats have been increasing with your training, especially your Vitality. While the system doesn't work the same for you as it does for me, I was..." Bloodwraith trailed off as he saw that Danniah was giving him an amused smile. 
 
    "Now that I think about it, you've asked me several questions about it. You're really invested in the numbers for me, huh?" She caught his gaze and didn't look away. "You're not concerned that I'm falling behind, are you?" 
 
    "What? No, not at all. It's..." Bloodwraith took a slow breath before deciding that he should just be direct with her. "I think it's because my personal boxes are broken, so I can't trust anything they tell me. But your numbers seem to be accurate, so I'm focusing on them instead." 
 
    "I can't decide if that's affectionate or creepy, but I'll take it." Danniah beamed at him before settled down against his chest again. "Is that why you're so obsessed with creating these skeletons? Meara said you were getting the system figured out." 
 
    "Maybe that's it. I do feel I'm making progress." 
 
    "You can talk to me about it, you know. I don't mind, especially since you don't need people's bodies anymore." 
 
    "Well..." Though he'd been reluctant to discuss necromancy directly with Danniah, this was more his sort of pillow talk than whispering sweet nothings into each other's ears. "The big problem is that the strength of the skeletons varies randomly. Each night it's possible, I make as many as I can and chart the numbers so I can get a sense for the range." 
 
    "But if you don't know what the range is, what if you make a really great one, then smash it?" 
 
    Bloodwraith winced. "That might have already happened. A few days ago, I made a skeleton that was head and shoulders over any of the others, but I haven't seen one that strong since." 
 
    "Aww, I'm sure you'll get another good one if you try long enough." Danniah tapped her fingers against his chest thoughtfully. "But... how much does the starting point really matter? I mean, the numbers will go up over time, right? Wouldn't it eventually be better to just stick with one and let it grow instead of trying over and over for a perfect start?" 
 
    "You're right. I've decided that I'll settle on something before we get to Manascas. But for now, I'm still learning too much. For example, there seems to be a hidden set of numbers, because it doesn't cost the same number of points for each skeleton to grow stronger. There must be hidden growth rates, and those might be even more important than the base statistics." 
 
    "Wow, the box gods really like numbers. I wonder if their world is just, like, a big pile of numbers." 
 
    "I wouldn't rule it out." But now that he'd gotten started, Bloodwraith wasn't about to stop. He and Meara had discussed their plans already, but it helped to get a new perspective. "I've discovered that there's more flexibility in the system than I thought. I can get more Necromancy Points if I take negative traits, like a lack of a body, so I have enough to do proper tes-" 
 
    "Wait, what? A lack of a body?" 
 
    "Right... the locus of the skeletons seems to be the skull, so you can take everything else away and they can still move. That isn't how I'd do my necromancy personally, but at least it's a logical system." 
 
    "Really? Let me see!" Danniah sat back on his legs, her enthusiasm apparently authentic. After staring at her for a while, Bloodwraith shrugged. 
 
    He leaned over to the pile of their equipment and picked up his Extra-dimensional Bag, kept close in case they were attacked. His inventory box currently displayed three different skulls - taking the body disadvantage had allowed him to experiment with multiple at once. Though he had been testing if they changed over time, it wouldn't hurt to show one to Danniah. 
 
    So he reached into the bag and pulled out one of the skulls. When he set it down, the skeleton head just lay there. 
 
    "Uh..." Danniah glanced at him. 
 
    "I have to give it a command before it will do anything." 
 
    "Make it dance!" 
 
    "It's just a skull..." Once he thought about it, though, he realized that it was actually an interesting experiment. The base skeletons he created were capable of executing simple commands like attacking or defending, but not more complex ones. With some experimentation he'd been able to make them obey commands to move objects, but it had taken an expenditure of points. "Give me a moment." 
 
    While Danniah waited, curiously staring at the skeleton's glowing eyes, Bloodwraith looked through the boxes. Perhaps if he spent points on Intellect... yes, then a trait for obeying more complex commands appeared. Making it dance was far from useful, but he'd learned a few things in the process. 
 
    "Dance!" he commanded, trying not to think about what his old self would have thought of this. 
 
    In response, the skeleton head began clattering around the floor of the wagon. Danniah stifled a laugh with both hands over her mouth as she watched it. "Haha, it's almost cute..." She extended one foot and pushed it over, then laughed as it wobbled wildly on its skull, struggling to return upright. 
 
    "It is not meant to be cute. Once we have a good set of stats, I can purchase back the rest of the body and have a viable ally. There are likely to be some more obstacles, but I believe this to be the best path based on my experimentation so far." 
 
    "What's its name?" She bent down beside it, righting the skull and patting it apologetically. It ignored her and continued its little bouncing dance, of course, since it was just an automaton. 
 
    "Name? It's just a skeleton, it doesn't need a name." The automatic numbers the boxes granted were more than sufficient for experimental purposes. 
 
    "Could you give it feet? I mean, right away, so that it's a little skull on feet?" 
 
    Bloodwraith folded his arms and glowered at her. "I feel that you are not taking the awesome power of necromancy seriously." 
 
    "Aww, Bloodwraith, don't be like that. I'm taking your dancing skeleton head very seriously." 
 
    "Undead Companion, attack!" 
 
    As soon as he gave the order, the skeleton hopped aggressively toward Danniah. It lunged at one leg and began chewing on her ankle. 
 
      
 
    [The opponent's physical defense is too high to be damaged by your Undead Companion.] 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that is just adorable!" Danniah reached down and patted it on the head as it continued to gnaw uselessly on her leg. 
 
    Okay, clearly he had more work to do. The skeleton's jaws actually weren't pathetically weak, Danniah was just tough enough to resist it even without armor. His plan had been to increase his strength enough to support a larger number of heads, then use them to strike at his opponents' feet. Most adventurers would barely flinch at a skeleton, but mere skulls could lie dormant and then set up a sneak attack. 
 
    "Can I keep one of these? I mean, I know I couldn't let people see it, but it could almost be like a pet. You don't need to feed it or anything..." 
 
    Bloodwraith sat back and sighed. His return to dark necromantic power was not going as planned. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Though Bloodwraith had avoided walking at the head of the caravan to avoid attracting attention, he found that it did have some benefits. Lack of dust, for one. A clear view of the land ahead instead of unwashed horses and peasants, for another. The rocky hills of Bannlind were giving way to less green territory, though he thought they were still in the outskirts too rough for anyone to claim. 
 
    Currently Danniah was handling the wagon, leaving him free to scout ahead with Meara. Between his slowly strengthening necromantic senses and her unnatural perceptions, they had a decent shot at detecting any suitable graveyards or crypts before the caravan reached them. 
 
    "There are so many rules..." Bloodwraith gestured through the air where the newest box they'd discovered floated. "I've usually said the Outsiders prefer to simplify reality, but sometimes I wonder if this isn't more complicated." 
 
    "Unless it's fun for them." Meara's gaze flickered over the box. "What has more rules than games, after all?" 
 
    "But if that's the case, why are they doing this? Are they really so powerful that they can expend such overwhelming magic simply amusing themselves? I don't think we should rule out the possibility that this is all being done for a reason. The reasons for all this may not be arbitrary, simply based on circumstances we don't know." 
 
    "There's not much we can do about most of those scenarios, though." 
 
    "That's true. All we can really do is prepare." Bloodwraith summoned his inventory and looked over his most recent set of skeleton skulls. "The fact that the boxes refuse to divulge all the rules still troubles me. I don't want to invest so much power in a way that might be inefficient." 
 
    "You've already done that, however, with your own strength and all the points you've been given." 
 
    "I know, and I regret it." Bloodwraith shook his head, trying not to let it disturb his thoughts. He had absolutely needed to focus on his physical strength, or he wouldn't have been able to face Daek the Knife. Even now he was concerned that necromancy would prove incompatible with his current strength, but since there was no urgent threat, he needed to try. 
 
    Eventually Meara shrugged. "What's done is done. How long are you going to keep increasing the 'Undead Companion' skill before you stick with one?" 
 
    "Not long now. I wanted to test that the randomized results weren't improved by the increasing skill level, but it seems to primarily increase my overall capacity. Which is fortunate, because otherwise there would be a problem of constant obsolescence. Now we just need another suitable location and another fortuitous randomization." 
 
    He was about to say more, but at that moment he noticed something shifting in the tall grass to the west of the caravan's path. Perhaps just an animal, but he felt as though something wasn't right. 
 
    "Do you feel anything, Meara?" 
 
    "I don't have supernatural senses, I can only sense some of the box system. But if something feels wrong, should we check it out?" 
 
    "Let's fall back first, in case there's a real threat. We've advanced too far ahead." 
 
    They immediately backtracked along the path, soon returning to the caravan. As they moved, Bloodwraith kept an eye on the area where he'd seen movement. Though he didn't see any more, his sense of a threat refused to go away. 
 
    When they reached the caravan, they were met by a gruff old couple. The two of them had been caravan guards together for years, as Bloodwraith knew thanks to his forced requirement of talking to people. They were better than most, with significant knowledge of the area and combat experience that the system rated as Level 9. 
 
    "Something wrong, Raigar?" 
 
    "I'm not sure, but-" At that moment, a shrieking warcry sounded behind them. Half a dozen bandits burst from the grass and rushed at the caravan, waving their weapons and screaming at the top of their lungs. 
 
    The caravan guards, not being fools, swiftly came together to defend against the attack. One of the first bandits hurled something into the air toward the first wagon, but a caravan mage shot it out of the sky with a burst of fire. A few other bandits hurled projectiles as well, but they fell short of the caravan and caused no harm. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, the few bandits found themselves running toward a wall of determined iron, which soon had them scrambling backward. It was such a laughably incompetent attack that Bloodwraith found himself not even joining in the chase, instead focusing on the bandits and trying to summon boxes for them. 
 
      
 
    [Recommended Level 15] 
 
      
 
    [Recommended Level 11] 
 
      
 
    [Recommended Level 14] 
 
      
 
    What did those numbers actually mean? Since monsters weaker than him were displayed as nearly his Level, could he assume that the 11-15 range had about his strength? Or just comparable to caravan guards? Either way, experienced bandits should not be attacking so clumsily. 
 
    The most obvious ploy would have been for this attack to be a distraction while the main bandit force struck from behind. But the caravan guards weren't stupid enough to fall for that, so only some pursued the bandits while others circled around the wagons cautiously. But with no surprise attack incoming, they were starting to shift back to normal. 
 
    "Was that it?" The older woman scratched beneath the neck plate of her armor. "We should move on quick, in case they have friends." 
 
    "I'm not sure..." Bloodwraith still felt tense for some reason, but could come up with nothing that would convince the seasoned guards. 
 
    He looked toward the projectiles that had failed to reach the caravan, checking in case they were some sort of explosive. Though they did look strange, Meara was already kneeling beside one. When he caught her eye, she gave a strange shake of her head. Nothing immediately dangerous, then. 
 
    Was he simply paranoid? It continued to bother him that such apparently strong bandits would mount such an incompetent attack, but thanks to the problem with the boxes, he couldn't even be sure if they were actually experienced. 
 
    Giving up on the boxes, he instead focused on what he'd seen. They'd been fairly well-equipped, but bandits could often steal decent equipment from adventurers. What it came down to in the end was that their attack and retreat had been just too coordinated... 
 
    "It must be a trap." He turned to the woman and also waved her partner over. "I don't think the bandits could be this incompetent." 
 
    "That's not much to stop the entire caravan for." The old man folded his arms over his chest and frowned. "You realize unnecessary delays are lost profits to all the merchants, right? They really don't like it if we jump at shadows." 
 
    "And they do like getting killed?" 
 
    The woman shook her head slowly. "The trap could be trying to force us to stay here, or make us change our route. But I suppose I'll order everyone to prepare." 
 
    She trotted away, leaving her partner to eye Bloodwraith sourly. "You might be right, boy, but don't think we trust you, either. It's clear enough you and your lady friends are up to something suspicious, with all that sneaking about." 
 
    That was the disadvantage to being around competent people. Before Bloodwraith could consider how to answer, he heard a thrumming noise. Soft at first and coming from no clear direction, but growing louder at a troubling rate. The wind was beginning to stir as well. Bloodwraith drew his greatsword and turned, all signs coming together at the same moment. 
 
    A giant insectoid beast flew toward them, wings beating so rapidly they shook the air. 
 
    Bloodwraith reacted instinctively, throwing out a hand and releasing a burst of force. He wasn't sure if he missed or if it did no good, because the monster swept overhead unharmed. It soon slowed over the caravan, flitting from side to side in strange movements he didn't think should be possible in such a large beast. The monster reeked of mana, so this wouldn't be easy... 
 
    "A shardwing?" The old man stared up at it in shock. "This far south?" 
 
    "It was led here." Bloodwraith couldn't prove it, but he was nearly certain proof would be attacking the caravan at any moment. "They don't want to take the whole caravan, just steal what they can." 
 
    Though the old man shot him a skeptical look, he didn't argue. The caravan was currently under attack, after all, as the shardwing stopped hovering and swept down toward one of the horses. 
 
    The caravan mage released another burst of fire, but to Bloodwraith's surprise it deflected harmlessly off the shardwing. As the beast's body shimmered in the light, Bloodwraith realized that it had actually been reflected. He cursed under his breath and was joined by the old guard. 
 
    "Aye, shardwings are a bitch. Most spells won't stick." 
 
    "Can we destroy the wings?" 
 
    "That would take it down, but in an emergency they can fly with only a few of them." 
 
    "I'll see what I can do. Keep an eye out for the bandits!" 
 
    Bloodwraith headed into the fight, but even that short conversation had wasted valuable time. Unharmed by the burst of flame, the shardwing landed on top of one of the wagons, smashing it to kindling. The riders managed to throw themselves aside, but the horses weren't so lucky - the shardwing tore into them with clawed forelegs and vicious mandibles. 
 
    Now that he knew what it was, he took the moment to examine it more carefully. 
 
      
 
    [Shardwing 
 
    Recommended Level: 35 
 
    WARNING! This opponent is too powerful for you to defeat!] 
 
      
 
    With such an inflated level, this thing might actually be powerful. Yet Bloodwraith found himself more annoyed than anything, since he had no way of knowing how it compared to something like the drake. 
 
    As it fed, the creature's wings became still for a moment. They were translucent blue and surprisingly beautiful when they sparkled in the sun. But when a group of guards advanced on the monster, those wings turned into a blur that sent mana-enhanced wind shooting out in all directions, flattening most of the advancing guards. 
 
    The shardwing lunged at the nearest, mandibles snapping down into the man's armor as he screamed. By contrast, the shardwing was utterly silent except for the beating of its wings, which was more disturbing than most monsters he'd encountered. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith had been ignoring the fight to instead check for the bandits again, he caught no sight of them and he knew it would look bad if he didn't act to defend the caravan. It didn't seem like the main guards would be able to handle it, the old couple was nowhere to be seen, and Danniah was out of range. The mage hadn't attacked again, at least not stupid enough to send spells reflecting into his allies. 
 
    Bloodwraith charged directly toward the shardwing's side. It didn't even turn toward him, just sending its wings vibrating to create another burst of wind. But before it could hit him, Bloodwraith let out a roar and released his "Shout of Rage" ability.  
 
    Stupid as the name was, the burst of force in all directions canceled out the wind. The shardwing seemed to realize, beginning to skitter to face him, but it was too late. His greatsword thrust out, not trying to cut the beast's wings so much as get in the path of their violent movements. 
 
    The force of it nearly tore the weapon from his hands, but two of the wings were sliced in half. Bloodwraith raised his greatsword to cut again and didn't see the creature's leg move until it was too late. 
 
    He slammed back into the ground, chest aching. Though he'd kept a grip on his sword, he struggled to raise into blocking position as the shardwing rushed down at him, mandibles snapping. It was opening itself to others attacking its weakened side, but the guards were holding back even as the beast bore down on him... 
 
    Before it arrived, Danniah slammed into it from the side, shield first. Even running at full speed, she didn't weigh enough to do more than make the beast stumble slightly, but she did distract it. The shardwing stopped rushing and turned toward her, mandibles snapping down at her. 
 
    Danniah met its attack with her shield, throwing all her mana into the shield bash. This blow did have an impact on the beast, sending it staggering backward and collapsing to the ground. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith followed and tried to end the monster's life, it pushed off the ground with surprising strength and regained the air. His sword nicked one of its legs, drawing some purple blood, but it was just a scratch. Despite its damaged wings, the shardwing managed to stay in the air, moving to attack a different part of the caravan. 
 
    Several guards drew bows and attempted to shoot it unsuccessfully. Bloodwraith ignored them and instead focused on Danniah, who came up beside him with wide eyes. "What is that thing?" 
 
    "The old man called it a shardwing." 
 
    "He has a name too, you know. It-" 
 
    "It doesn't matter right now. I think the monster is just a distraction for those bandits - they'll be hitting the caravan at any moment, if they haven't already." 
 
    Danniah looked at him briefly, then nodded. "Well, it looks like the guards are keeping the shardwing at bay for now. Let's go warn the others before anything can happen." 
 
    They headed back along the caravan, shouting warnings to other guards. Not all of them listened, but it was better than nothing. Just when Bloodwraith was beginning to wonder if he was wrong, he finally spotted them. 
 
    The guards and passengers of one of the wagons lay dead. Judging from the blood, the bandits must have come out of the grasses nearby, killing them almost silently while everyone was distracted by the shardwing. Some of the nearest guards hadn't even noticed, eyes focused on the massive beast while the bandits scooped up the spices from the wagon. 
 
    "Stop right there!" Danniah rushed at them, aiming to cut off their escape. Her words got the attention of both the bandits and the guards, though there weren't enough to act effectively. 
 
    Several of the bandits scattered, but one of them ran directly at Danniah. She raised her shield before her and didn't slow down... and the bandit went directly over her. 
 
    For a moment Danniah was stunned, staring up at the bandit as he used her height against her and simply vaulted off her shield and over her head. The bandit smirked down at her as he sailed overhead and Bloodwraith saw the pain in her eyes. 
 
    He saw more pain in the bandit's eyes when he landed and Bloodwraith's sword hit him in the chest. 
 
    Though the blow tore through most of the man's armor and sent him to the ground in a bloody heap, it didn't finish him. The bandit pushed to his feet, dropping his loot and instead hastily drinking a potion fixed to his sleeve. Clever, that, but Bloodwraith needed to end him before he escaped. 
 
    The bandit effortlessly ducked under the swing of his greatsword, darting past and stabbing out with his knives. They clattered harmlessly off Bloodwraith's armor, which gave him enough time to kick the bandit in the knee. It snapped loudly and the bandit went down with a cry, which was silenced by Bloodwraith's sword a moment later. 
 
    Looking up, he found that Danniah hadn't let her failure stop her, instead facing off with another of the bandits. They were tough, but they clearly had no intention of standing to fight. Two of them had escaped into the grass already, while another one was scrambling in the other direction. 
 
    Bloodwraith ran after him, but soon realized that the bandit was much faster than he was. When he attempted to release a burst of force, the bandit managed to twist to the side, avoiding it. The distance was stretching between them and soon he'd be entirely gone... 
 
    So Bloodwraith reached into his bag, pulled out one of the skulls, and hurled it. 
 
    The skull struck the bandit on the back of the head, making him stumble. It then bounced to the ground harmlessly, but it looked strange enough that it caught the bandit's attention. He partially turned back, staring at the random skull now bouncing toward his ankles. 
 
    At which point Bloodwraith hit him in the face with a second skull. It automatically bit into his cheek, drawing a surprising amount of blood before the bandit pulled it away. As the skull struggled futilely in his hands, the bandit spent a moment staring at it in utter bafflement. 
 
    "What the f-" Bloodwraith's sword hit him in the neck, ending his bafflement. 
 
    Slightly ashamed of his tactic, Bloodwraith hastily scooped up the skulls and stuffed them back into his bag. He hoped that no one had seen that for multiple reasons. 
 
    As he headed back, he saw that Danniah was struggling to keep the remaining two bandits from simply evading her. Worse, there were two who had already escaped into the grass... no, were they coming back? 
 
    A moment later Bloodwraith realized that it was the old couple, their armor stained with blood that wasn't theirs. One of the bandits saw them and sprinted away in the direction of the chaos surrounding the shardwing, which was swooping through the caravan, sending guards and horses scattering. 
 
    Before the bandit got far, a burst of fire tore through him and he dropped. It had emerged from one of the nearest wagons, but Bloodwraith had no time to locate the mage. 
 
    Instead he went to join Danniah, cutting off her opponent's escape. The bandit fought back viciously, even managing to get one of his knives into Bloodwraith's shoulder, but between the two of them he soon fell. 
 
    "Thanks, Raigar!" Danniah smiled at him, but her expression faltered. "I... I should have been able to do more..." 
 
    "There's no time for that." Bloodwraith grabbed her shoulder and spun her around in time for her to see the shardwing burst into the air again, shaking a guard in its mandibles. "Go defend the others. I'll catch up as soon as I find us an edge." 
 
    She sniffed, then nodded determinedly and headed off to join the battle. Meanwhile, the other guards in the area were gathering closer, conversing in terse voices. 
 
    "I have more mana," the caravan mage was telling the old couple, "but even if I didn't hit our own, I'd waste it. That thing deflected my best." 
 
    "We don't need to kill it, just drive it off," the old woman said. Bloodwraith stepped in and cut off whatever she had been planning to say next. 
 
    "That won't work. They must have had a way to bring it here, so we need to deal with that first." 
 
    "Probably some spell to control the beast. Now that we've killed them, it will go back to its instincts." 
 
    Though Bloodwraith knew it would take an unusually powerful mage to control a beast with so much mana, it would seem odd for a barbarian to declare that. Especially if they were already suspicious of him. He considered saying it anyway and finding a way to kill the suspicious guards later, but at that moment Meara appeared beside their group, carrying a clay sphere. 
 
    "It's this." She thrust it out into the center of their group. "Not magic, but filled with something organic. I'm not sure what it is, but the smell is intense. I'm willing to bet they had the shardwing following them, then threw these to make it attack the caravan." 
 
    The old guards reluctantly accepted that this was probably correct. Taking the sphere from Meara, the caravan mage looked over it for a time before nodding. "You're probably right. I suppose I could levitate it near the shardwing, then lure it away? 
 
    "No," Bloodwraith said. "Make it explode." 
 
    "Didn't you see? It reflects magic." 
 
    "I know. It reflected my skills too. But not perfectly." 
 
    Fortunately, the mage didn't argue further, instead cupping the sphere in his hands. Bright embers began to glow within as he headed toward the site of the main battle. Personally, Bloodwraith wouldn't have chosen fire. Not only might it burn away the smell that drew the shardwing, ice or rock shards would be more likely to deal a mortal wound instead of deflecting away. 
 
    Unfortunately, his meager magical capabilities did not include such spells. The caravan mage had understood and seemed capable of packing a decent amount of mana into the sphere, so he wasn't incompetent, but it was still frustrating. Even though he should have been focused on the battle, Bloodwraith found himself vowing to find a mage to join them. 
 
    The battle against the shardwing did not appear to be going well, however. Though it had only killed a few guards, it had flattened many others with bursts of wind and savaged more of the horses. Danniah was the only one engaging directly, warding off the blows from its legs with her shield. Unfortunately, it had her pinned down more than she pinned it down, and the other guards were only attacking ineffectually. 
 
    "Danniah, get down!" Bloodwraith called only a moment after the mage threw the sphere into the air. 
 
    It flew in a smooth arc past the shardwing's head. As he'd hoped, the creature's head shifted to track it. Leaving Danniah, who dropped to brace her shield in front of her, the shardwing snapped out at the sphere as if attacking prey. 
 
    The sphere exploded a moment later, fire engulfing the shardwing's front half. It fell back, thrashing wildly as its glittering skin failed to deflect the fire within its jaws. 
 
    Yet even as it caught fire, it didn't die. The shardwing was a monstrous sight, its insectoid limbs thrashing amid the flames. It seemed confused, lashing out in all directions, but it was thrashing toward the caravan and all the flammable goods within... 
 
    Before Bloodwraith could move to act, Danniah charged at the shardwing's head with a long cry. It tried to snap its mandibles at her, but in its weakened and disoriented state, it failed to land. Instead Danniah smashed her shield directly into its face again. When the creature dropped she leapt on top of it, swinging wildly into its eyes. 
 
    The shardwing shook violently, knocking aside Danniah's mace. She let out a cry of rage and instead grabbed her shield in both hands, slamming it down into the monster's head. This time it failed to retaliate, but she kept hitting, smashing it over and over again until her shield was stained purple. 
 
    She then stayed there, staring down at the dead creature as if she didn't know where she was. Seeing the conflicting emotions within her helm, Bloodwraith wanted to go help her, but at that moment a cheer went up. 
 
    At first Danniah seemed startled, but gradually she realized they were cheering for her. She looked at Bloodwraith uncertainly, but when he nodded to her, she smiled. 
 
    With the battle won, order quickly restored itself. The mage put out the remaining fires, healers emerged from the wagons to help the fallen guards, and merchants took stock of the damage. Since they all remained alert and the danger was past, Bloodwraith finally let himself relax. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 1,051,903 EXP.] 
 
      
 
    The victory was soured by the absurd amount of experience the boxes pretended to give him, but at that moment Bloodwraith heard a bit of music he hadn't heard in some time. 
 
      
 
    [Congratulations!!! You gained a level!!! 
 
    Current Level: 11 
 
    Current EXP: 10,537/2,300,000 
 
    Unassigned Stat Points: 5] 
 
      
 
    That was better. Bloodwraith was still annoyed by the falsified EXP values, but he could feel the new potential power flowing into him. For once, he didn't need to make use of it immediately. Since the threat had passed, he should make the decisions around his unassigned points carefully. 
 
    Just as Bloodwraith was allowing himself to feel a bit of satisfaction, yet another box appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    [NOTICE:  
 
    While power is increased on a reincarnation, standard safeguards and bonus artifacts are also removed. While some customers enjoy the expanded freedom, it is important to remember that all risks in Alliandelle are real. Caution is strongly recommended. 
 
    In light of recent conflicts, recommended level guidelines may no longer be necessary. AdventureCorp recommends using the guidelines, but users on a reincarnation are free to choose against them under most circumstances. Do you wish to continue to use the recommended level guidelines? 
 
    Y/N] 
 
      
 
    "No! No!" Bloodwraith shouted it, not caring that he earned some strange looks. When he examined himself, he saw that the inflated numbers had actually disappeared. The "guidelines" were finally disabled. 
 
    That was a far greater prize than winning a battle or gaining a level. Bloodwraith hummed the little tune to himself in celebration. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    It turned out that shardwing tasted surprisingly good. 
 
    While it wasn't exactly payment for the lives and goods that had been lost, Bloodwraith had to admit that it was an unexpected silver lining. Danniah and a few others blanched, but insect meat was commonly eaten by some desert tribes and it seemed as reasonable to him as anything else meatbags ate. Properly cooked and spiced, it tasted good enough that even Danniah changed her mind. 
 
    Though the caravan was eager to celebrate their survival with minimal losses, Bloodwraith had something far more important to celebrate. As he and the others settled down for the night, he brought his personal box into being one more time, just to reassure himself that the accursed guidelines really had been turned off. 
 
      
 
    [Name: Raigar 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Barbarian 
 
    Alignment: Good 
 
      
 
    Health: 197/197 
 
    Mana: 23/23 
 
    Weapon Mana: 6/6 
 
    Stamina: 142/142 
 
      
 
    Level: 11 
 
    EXP: 3,417/86,400 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 44 (50) 
 
    Vitality: 36 (40) 
 
    Quickness: 35 (40) 
 
    Intellect: 18 
 
    Charisma: 12 
 
    Willpower: 18 (20) 
 
    Wisdom: 13 
 
    Luck: 17 
 
    Piety: 5 
 
    Unassigned Points: 5 
 
      
 
    Combat Skills: Cleave (6), Fist of Rage (8), Sword of Rage (6), Shout of Rage (5) 
 
    Skills: Two-handed Weapons (11), Evasion (7), Survivalism (4), Herbalism (6), Manual Labor (1), Swimming (2) 
 
    Special Skill: Undead Companion (6) 
 
    Proficiencies: Greatsword, Heavy Armor] 
 
      
 
    [Inventory (Extra-dimensional Bag) 
 
    Equipment: Lodestone Greatsword, Armor of the Tyrant (set), Leather Gloves of Strength 
 
    Rings: Ring of Herbalism, Ring of Quickness, Ring of Willpower, Ring of Might 
 
    Items: Peasant's Outfit, Health Potion x9, Mana Potion x9, Failed Potion x9 
 
    Key Items: Amulet of Reincarnation 
 
    Money: 4 G, 16 S, 63 C] 
 
      
 
    Though he couldn't be completely comfortable until he'd tested via a few fights, he thought everything was back to normal. When he looked at the alleged "Ring of Ultimate Might" it was now listed as a simple Ring of Might, which matched the enchantment he felt from it. 
 
    It hadn't been so long ago that he'd hated the sight of the boxes, but now he was just glad that the EXP listing represented reality instead of a bunch of over-inflated numbers. He'd spent some time that day just staring at all the other guards, comparing the numbers the boxes gave them. 
 
    His eyes wandered to the others, first to Danniah curled up on her mat before he noticed that Meara was awake and watching him. 
 
    "You're staring at a lot of boxes lately." 
 
    "Because they're no longer lying to me. I need to reorient myself." 
 
    "I'm not so sure they were lying before." Meara leaned back against the side of their wagon and glanced out thoughtfully. "The numbers are all arbitrary in the end, aren't they? One point... a billion points... those could both be different interpretations of the same thing." 
 
    "They may be arbitrary in isolation, but the boxes were lying to me about relative levels." Bloodwraith shook his head slowly. "It led to inconsistencies, but I think they were starting to smooth themselves out. I'm glad I changed back now." 
 
    "You think you could have changed entirely over to the other system?" 
 
    "One designed to stroke the Outsider's ego, yes." 
 
    Meara smirked at him. "How can you be sure that your current system isn't also designed to stroke your ego, just less obviously?" 
 
    "It declares victory any time I kill anything - of course I've thought about it. The system is unquestionably designed to serve the beings who use it. The question is how I can make it serve me instead, because their purposes are not mine." 
 
    "That's reasonable. Are you thinking about something now, or just developing a box fetish?" 
 
    Bloodwraith's eyes slid over to the "Unassigned Points" listing. "I earned more power during the fight with the shardwing, but I haven't invested it yet. It seems clear that gaining these 'Levels' will become more difficult as time goes on, so I will need to be more careful about my decisions in the future." 
 
    "What have you been doing so far?" 
 
    "At first I needed to invest everything in physical characteristics in order to become a competent warrior. And that paid off, because I earned a special bonus for passing a total number. But focusing on one discipline gave me serious weaknesses, particularly when it comes to magic and new skills. Perhaps I have enough physical strength for now and it would be better to invest all future points in my Intellect statistic." 
 
    "Hmm. Maybe, maybe not." Meara examined him and her eyes unfocused as if she was looking beyond him. "You aren't limited to just the points you assign, right? You can earn them via normal actions?" 
 
    "Yes. The way all beings not cursed by the boxes do, I assume." 
 
    "This 'Intellect' number... did it start where it is now?" 
 
    "No, it began at 10. All of them started at around that value." Bloodwraith paused, considering the fact that it was currently at 18. "I suppose it's true that I have earned more Intellect points than I've gained other statistics, like Charisma or Wisdom. But to be a true necromancer, I need even more." 
 
    "I wanted to focus on the first part of that. I think there's a reason for it." Meara returned to focusing on him with a slight smile. "There's been a discrepancy from the beginning. Your Might has tracked your physical strength, which has been obvious in how much muscle you've put on since we first met. But Intellect... the system might be treating you as if you have low intelligence, but you obviously didn't." 
 
    "My mind might be my own, and I suppose that is an advantage. But when it comes to creating skills, the boxes refuse to cooperate." 
 
    "But I think the discrepancy is leading to your number increasing. You gain 'Might' by using your body, right? It stands to reason that you can gain 'Intellect' by using your mind. And your mind has been far more active than would be expected for a barbarian, so you're slowly earning points to make up the difference." 
 
    Bloodwraith considered that for a long moment. Yes, it did match what he had seen so far. He found himself wondering exactly how the system would rate his true intelligence, but that didn't matter in the end. All he could do now was exploit it as much as possible. "You may be right." 
 
    "I'm not sure that tells you anything about what you need to do next, though. It might still be worthwhile to put those points into Intellect." 
 
    "No, I believe you make a good point. While placing points into other statistics has not limited my growth, if I have an additional advantage in this case, I should not cut it short." Bloodwraith folded his arms, pleased to have reached a conclusion. "Besides, the skeletons I create do not seem heavily affected by the statistic. I can afford to wait while I continue experimenting." 
 
    "If you're getting these extra points all the time... does that mean you'll grow more rapidly than anyone else?" 
 
    "That was certainly the threat of the original Raigar. Though there are clearly limits - I will need quite some time to equal the strength of a strong veteran like Daek the Knife."  
 
    Still, he found his eyes wandering back to Danniah. She was still declared Level 9 and she had no EXP value listed at all. He would have expected those to increase, after her major role in the battle. But perhaps things really did work differently for her. 
 
    While he was still pondering Danniah's box, he saw Meara's lips twitch. "Now that I look at it... I'm afraid your box is missing something else. Something critical." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "Shouldn't you have a 'Skull Throwing' skill?" 
 
    Bloodwraith groaned. "You saw that?" 
 
    "I did, I was just too intimidated to say anything before now. Truly, necromancy is a terrible and awe-inspiring art!" 
 
    "I'm going to sleep now." Bloodwraith huffed and turned away from her, but he didn't mind the sound of Meara's soft laughter. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    After another two days, they split from the caravan to head toward Manascas. Bloodwraith was mostly pleased to be alone and able to practice necromancy without any obstacles, though he had to admit the mage and some of the veteran guards had been useful. Danniah seemed more disappointed to be going alone, while Meara seemed unaffected. 
 
    As they walked, the dirt became progressively sandier. They had definitely left Bannlind now, so it could only be a matter of tendays, not months. He actually didn't mind, as he needed more time to develop his abilities. Though there was no threat waiting in Manascas, based on its reputation the competition would be fiercer than in Cresthaven. 
 
    But better to struggle in a difficult environment than languish in a simple one... provided that they all made it through alive. Or undead. Bloodwraith idly flipped one of the skeleton skulls in his hand as he walked, reading through the different boxes. He was close to finalizing his plans... 
 
    "Hey, Bloodwraith..." Danniah moved to walk just beside him. "Would you hit me?" 
 
    He stared down at her. "What?" 
 
    "I'm saying I want you to hit me." 
 
    Meara appeared on Danniah's other side, raising her eyebrows. "Getting into the rougher stuff, are you?" 
 
    "No!" Danniah elbowed her in the stomach, flushing scarlet. "I mean as an experiment. I've been feeling... well, maybe it seems silly, but I've been feeling a lot tougher lately. I wanted to see if it was just in my head or not - the caravan guards shared a bunch of tips with me after we fought the shardwing and I was afraid they might be making me overconfident." 
 
    Danniah was thinking of running experiments now... Bloodwraith felt a surge of approval. But instead of hitting her, he examined her more closely... 
 
      
 
    [Name: Danniah 
 
    Race: Half-Human/Half-Dwarf 
 
    Class: Warrior 
 
      
 
    Health: 244/244 
 
    Mana: 3/3 
 
    Stamina: 171/171 
 
      
 
    Level: 10 
 
    EXP: ??? 
 
    Affection: 100/100 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 27 
 
    Vitality: 43 (44) 
 
    Quickness: 21 
 
    Intellect: 13 
 
    Charisma: 15 
 
    Willpower: 20 
 
    Wisdom: 13 
 
    Luck: 11 
 
    Piety: 12 
 
      
 
    Skills: Defend (12), Shield Bash (8), Shield Impact (4) 
 
    Proficiencies: Heavy Armor, Heavy Shield, Mace] 
 
      
 
    The first thing that stuck out to him was that the box now declared her to be Level 10, even though they hadn't fought anything recently. But when he looked more closely, he was impressed by Danniah's growth. She was definitely tough, with a Vitality higher than his, even accounting for the enchantments on his equipment. Speaking of which, she could use some upgrades as well... 
 
    "You're not imagining it," he said. "Your box says that you're Level 10 now." 
 
    "Hurray!" Danniah's smile immediately went lopsided. "Of course, other than the Level numbers you've told me, that doesn't mean anything more to me than 'Level Eleventeen' or 'Level Pumpkin.' " 
 
    Meara shook her head. "Nonsense. You passed Level Pumpkin a long time ago." 
 
    Ignoring their jests entirely, Bloodwraith focused on the key issue. "According to the boxes, every 10 Levels marks a significant new tier of strength. I'm not sure how much that applies to you, but the number is still a mark of accomplishment." 
 
    "Thanks, Bloodwraith." Danniah tapped her helm on the chin thoughtfully. "Did I earn it for helping kill the shardwing, do you think?" 
 
    "I would have thought so, but you were Level 9 until recently. I have not yet figured out the reason for this oddity. Clearly, normal people do not follow exactly the same rules as the boxes." 
 
    They considered it in silence for a moment before Meara spoke. "What if, for you, the Levels are literally your strength, whereas for everyone else, they're just an approximation of it?" 
 
    "That's likely, but does it answer the question about Danniah?" 
 
    "You're starting by thinking about how it works for you, then translating that system to others. But I think it's actually the other way around." Meara put her hand on Danniah's back. "Even if Danniah grew stronger during the fight and learned new things, that power doesn't appear instantly. That would be pure magic, not natural strength. No, her body needs time to recover and she needs time to reflect on her experiences to improve." 
 
    "Ah." Bloodwraith nodded as he understood. "The Outsiders have a vague understanding of this, but they can only approximate it. Instead of gaining strength slowly over time, the boxes bestow it in set increments, without the need for reflection. The box gods don't seem much interested in that, anyway." 
 
    Danniah looked between them, perking up as she followed the conversation. "That makes sense to me! But I don't get any magic points like Bloodwraith... is my 10 the same as his 10?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. We don't understand the system well enough to address precisely how it works. For example, I seem to draw in death energy from those I kill, but how do I obtain the same energy from fulfilling random conditions for quests?" That question would be one to ponder, but he had no way of answering. When he didn't continue, Danniah continued on another subject with a broad smile. 
 
    "This is kind of fun, actually! Normally it's so hard to tell if you're making any progress, but you can use the boxes to tell me what I've accomplished." Danniah skipped ahead, hefting her shield experimentally. "I wonder how I'll feel when I hit Level 11? What about Level 20? But I suppose that's a long ways away..." 
 
    "Actually, there's something you can do right now: practice your new shield bash technique." 
 
    Danniah stuck out her tongue. "I've been trying to practice it, but I don't enjoy it. I always feel so drained afterward and I can't do a second one until I've rested for a good while. I guess that's how mana works, I suppose, but I'm not used to it." 
 
    "No, I have a theory." Bloodwraith raised a hand and brought their group to a halt before he moved to stand in front of Danniah. "You hit me." 
 
    "With the shield thingy? Well, if you say so..." 
 
    Setting her feet and positioning her shield in front of her, Danniah took a deep breath, then thrust forward. Bloodwraith's instincts told him to leap aside, but he forced himself to stay in position. The mana-filled shockwave hit him in the chest, sending him flying heels over head off the path. He managed to land on his feet and skidded backward wildly before regaining his balance. 
 
    "Oh, gosh! Are you alright, Bloodwraith?" 
 
    He waved her off and walked back to them, pretending that his head wasn't reeling. His Health currently displayed only [190/197], which wasn't very much damage, but there was a [Condition: Stunned] box floating in his vision. On top of that, his heavily enchanted armor would have deflected much of the force compared to another target. Danniah might have only one magical skill, but it was a good one. 
 
    "The problem is that there's no way I can do it again." Danniah lifted her shield and pushed it back and forth experimentally. "My body still feels okay, but I just... don't have it in me." 
 
    "That's because you currently have only 1 out of your 3 total mana. Your skill seems to require 2 mana to cast." 
 
    "Wow, you can measure mana in units like that?" 
 
    Bloodwraith folded his arms and scowled. "No, you can't, but the boxes believe you can. What I can tell you is that the amount of mana I would say an average simple spell requires is equivalent to about 2 or 3 points as far as the boxes are concerned." 
 
    "Oh! Then if I have 3 points, that means with just a little more work, I could do it twice in a row!" 
 
    The fact that Danniah caught on instantly wiped the scowl off his face and Bloodwraith nodded. "That's the theory." 
 
    "That's actually really motivating... I want to practice a whole bunch, but I'm still so drained..." Danniah cut off as Meara slid up alongside her, presenting her a Mana Potion. Danniah beamed at her, drained it in one breath, then hopped up. "Alright, let's try this!" 
 
    They kept walking forward, Danniah eagerly shield bashing trees, rocks, and anything else that seemed a good target. Not him, though he wondered if he could build up a resistance with repeated blows. Danniah kept drinking more potions until eventually she grew too fatigued to continue. The body could only force so much mana, after all, even with the aid of potions. 
 
    That night, she was out like a light as soon as they finished eating. Bloodwraith checked her box again and saw that she was still listed as [Mana: 3/3], but he felt certain that she'd made progress. Unfortunately, the boxes refused to give her a progress percentage the way they did for his own stats. 
 
    Perhaps there actually wasn't one. His magical senses weren't terribly precise, but he did think Danniah had increased her mana capacity. It had simply increased by less than what the boxes counted as a single full point, and apparently they refused to display fractions or decimals. 
 
    Since Danniah was exhausted and Meara seemed to have turned inward, Bloodwraith focused on his own concerns. Before they reached Manascas, he needed to make a final decision on how to use his Undead Companion skill. That meant he could only run a limited number of tests before he needed to settle on which exact traits to pick. 
 
    The "Bodyless" trait gave him 25 additional NP to work with, which unlocked a new set of traits. Bloodwraith had been slowly reading through the boxes for all of them. Many were focused on immediate strength, but he was more interested in long term development. 
 
    One set of five nearly identical traits seemed to exist for exactly that reason: 
 
      
 
    [Growth Factor (Aggression) 
 
    Cost: 10 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain an increased degree of independence, capable of taking actions on its own behalf. This cannot turn them against the user, but it is possible for their actions to accidentally cause harm. Their behavior will trend toward an offensive, attacking role. 
 
    The Aggression trait will improve how quickly the Undead Companion can increase its Might and Quickness statistics. Given time, it may also unlock access to new ability traits. 
 
    NOTE: An Undead Companion cannot have more than three Growth Factor traits applied. Using only a single Growth Factor is strongly recommended.] 
 
      
 
    [Growth Factor (Defense) 
 
    Cost: 10 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain an increased degree of independence, capable of taking actions on its own behalf. This cannot turn them against the user, but it is possible for their actions to accidentally cause harm. Their behavior will trend toward a defensive, protecting role. 
 
    The Defense trait will improve how quickly the Undead Companion can increase its Vitality and Willpower statistics. Given time, it may also unlock access to new ability traits. 
 
    NOTE: An Undead Companion cannot have more than three Growth Factor traits applied. Using only a single Growth Factor is strongly recommended.] 
 
      
 
    [Growth Factor (Support) 
 
    Cost: 10 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain an increased degree of independence, capable of taking actions on its own behalf. This cannot turn them against the user, but it is possible for their actions to accidentally cause harm. Their behavior will trend toward a flexible, supportive role. 
 
    The Support trait will improve how quickly the Undead Companion can increase its Wisdom and Quickness statistics. Given time, it may also unlock access to new ability traits. 
 
    NOTE: An Undead Companion cannot have more than three Growth Factor traits applied. Using only a single Growth Factor is strongly recommended.] 
 
      
 
    [Growth Factor (Magecraft) 
 
    Cost: 10 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain an increased degree of independence, capable of taking actions on its own behalf. This cannot turn them against the user, but it is possible for their actions to accidentally cause harm. Their behavior will trend toward learning undead magic. 
 
    The Magecraft trait will improve how quickly the Undead Companion can increase its Intellect and Charisma statistics. Given time, it may also unlock access to new ability traits. 
 
    NOTE: An Undead Companion cannot have more than three Growth Factor traits applied. Using only a single Growth Factor is strongly recommended.] 
 
      
 
    [Growth Factor (Kiting) 
 
    Cost: 10 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain an increased degree of independence, capable of taking actions on its own behalf. This cannot turn them against the user, but it is possible for their actions to accidentally cause harm. Their behavior will trend toward distracting enemy opponents. 
 
    The Kiting trait will improve how quickly the Undead Companion can increase its Quickness and Luck statistics. Given time, it may also unlock access to new ability traits. 
 
    NOTE: An Undead Companion cannot have more than three Growth Factor traits applied. Using only a single Growth Factor is strongly recommended.] 
 
      
 
    Not only did the trait's faster stat growth promise increased power in the future, he liked the idea of undead with increased autonomy. Having them be mostly mindless worked well enough when you had an army of spares or only needed them to defend a lair, but he was dealing with limited resources and complicated situations. The "Growth Factor" traits seemed like the best path to creating undead that were more than the crudest automatons. 
 
    He still had some questions, though. For one, what did "kiting" mean? Clearly it had something to do with distracting enemies, but he remained uncertain about its exact purpose. Likewise, he was a bit skeptical of allowing subordinate undead easy access to magecraft. The skill descriptions said that they couldn't turn against him, but how certain could he be of that? 
 
    It would have been convenient if his skill had been sufficient to control five skulls at once, but at the moment his limit was four. That meant he couldn't test all five simultaneously, though perhaps that was for the best. Multiple tests would give more solid results. 
 
    Since he had four viable skulls and wasn't certain when he would next be able to create more, he needed to choose his initial experiments carefully. He decided to start with taking the boxes' advice, choosing only the Aggression Growth Factor for the first skull and the Defense Growth Factor for the second. Though he couldn't buy back their bodies, he bought a few stat points for each that would complement their chosen styles. 
 
    Bloodwraith moved a short distance from camp, set the two skulls beside one another, and stared down at them. "Fight each other." 
 
    He wasn't sure if they'd be able to comprehend that command, but fortunately they seemed to understand. The two skulls immediately turned toward each other and began bouncing aggressively. 
 
    As he watched, Bloodwraith quickly realized that this would not be satisfactory. The "aggressive" skull did nothing but attack, over and over in a repetitive fashion. Similar to the artificial wolves back in the Forest of Beginnings, actually. In the same way, the "defensive" skull would bounce back, try a shallow attack, then repeat. Given that they were just skulls, it was hard to say that either one was winning, but he was not impressed. 
 
    While such limited autonomy might be useful to an Outsider with no experience commanding undead, for Bloodwraith it had little benefit. If he was going to spend his limited points on Growth Factors, he needed them to produce more nuanced behavior. After experimenting with varying commands, Bloodwraith confirmed his dissatisfaction. 
 
    If the box's suggestion was flawed, the obvious next choice was to go in the other direction. Bloodwraith stopped the fighting and pulled out a third skull, using nearly all of its available NP to give it the Aggression, Defense, and Support Growth Factors. 
 
    To his surprise, the new undead skull shifted in his hand, glowing eyes examining him. Perhaps it was just turning to face him... but when Bloodwraith turned his hand to the side, the skull instead peered around the campfire. It continued to shift in his hand, displaying more volition than any of the previous attempts. Fascinating. 
 
    "Fight each other again." Bloodwraith set down the third skull beside the other two and watched closely. With three different contradictory impulses, surely it would not be so simplistic. On top of that, it would receive boosted growth in six of the nine overall stats, which might prove incredibly powerful in the end. 
 
    When the fight started, the aggressive skull rushed to attack and the defensive skull predictably moved to defend. His new combined skull sat in between them, but it actually backed off, instead watching the fight. Bloodwraith smiled in satisfaction, glad to see the new strategy. 
 
    But not long afterward, the combined skull leapt on top of the aggressive skull and began bouncing. It was certainly a new tactic, but not a very good one: the aggressive skull rolled away and then began snapping forward.  
 
    Worse than that, the combined skull turned and attacked the defensive skull, ineffectually biting at the crown of its head. This opened the possibility for the aggressive one to attack again, actually getting a grip on the combined skull's jaw and tearing it off. Both of the other skulls began to attack it in their usual styles, soon cracking the bone as the necromancy gave out. 
 
    "Enough." Bloodwraith stopped the battle and picked up the combined skull. Though he resolved to try a few other combinations, he thought he understood now why the boxes would recommend only a single strategy. Split in three directions, his undead would not be able to play an effective role in combat. 
 
    It had displayed a bit more inventiveness than the others, however. Bloodwraith held out hope that a combination of just two different Growth Factors would produce the balance he wanted. He crushed the failed combined skull out of existence and pulled the last of his prepared undead skulls from his bag. 
 
    Though he considered testing something entirely different, like the Magecraft trait, in the end he went with combining the Aggression and Defense traits. Surely if any of them had any synergy, it would be those two. The result he created sat motionless in his hand, but he set it down beside the others. 
 
    "Again." The word might be ambiguous, but the undead read his meaning loud and clear. All three skulls began to clatter toward each other as usual. 
 
    At first it seemed like his newest experiment was as brash as the aggressive skull, but at the last second it pulled back. The other two skulls bumped into each other and began to fight, but the third didn't stay back. Instead, it launched itself into the air with its jaw and slammed down against the aggressive skull from above. 
 
    Though it cracked partially, the aggressive skull survived, pursuing his newest experiment. It immediately retreated, but not mindlessly: it drew the aggressive skull toward the defensive one. When the two of them clashed, the newest experiment quickly took advantage of their simplistic strategies. Soon both of the others lay broken. 
 
    "Excellent. That is enough." When Bloodwraith gave the command, the broken skulls immediately stopped their attempts to return together. Yet when he reached down, to his surprise the newest skull pushed itself into the air again and came down on the aggressive skull, smashing it into more pieces and breaking the necromancy that bound it together. 
 
    After that, it cooperatively moved toward his hand. Fascinating - these were closer to the instincts he wanted in an undead minion, but he wondered what else would be available. If the combination of two traits worked best, what combination might be ideal? 
 
    Aggression and Defense might serve well for simple undead hordes, but it would be some time before he could control those. For now, he and his companions might be better served by something less obvious, perhaps using one of the Growth Factors that increased speed. 
 
    Of course, there was no replacement for experimentation. Simple mathematics revealed that there would be 20 different combinations of traits - far too many to test thoroughly. He would need to be highly strategic in his methods, though he reminded himself that he was free to start over with a new undead if necessary. Unlike with himself or his companions, he could simply destroy these and start over again. 
 
    "Skull fighting? You have some weird hobbies, Bloodwraith." Meara sat nearby, obviously having watched for some time. He simply shrugged. 
 
    "It's an effective method of testing different creations against one another. I think you know that." 
 
    "Yeah, I'm just joking because it looks like you're gambling on skull fighting." Meara jerked her chin toward the victorious skull. "What are you going to do with that one?" 
 
    "Keep it for now and pit it against the others. This combination is a potent one, I think, so it should prove a good test if nothing else." 
 
    "Sounds good to me. Let me know when we reach the undead horde stage." Meara slid onto her back, pulling up her hood and closing her eyes. She either tried to sleep or retreated into herself. Either way, he should probably do the same, but not yet. 
 
    Bloodwraith picked up the surviving skull and held it for a moment instead of placing it back into his inventory. Would this be the model upon which he based all his other undead? It stared back at him with more than mindless obedience, so he found himself interested what it could become with further investment of Necromancy Points. As he looked over its box, he found his eyes wandering toward the placeholder name field and a new box appeared. 
 
      
 
    [Rename this Undead Companion?] 
 
      
 
    The prompt surprised him slightly, but he soon dismissed it. These were mere experiments, nothing more. Bloodwraith shoved the skull into his bag and went to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    As they traveled, their path grew dustier with every day. They met another caravan of traders and Meara struck a good deal that replaced some of their fur linings with cloaks that would ward off the heat and sand. Bloodwraith was still uncomfortable in his solid black armor, irritated by the insistence of mortal bodies on sweating and stinking. 
 
    On two occasions they spotted a shardwing glittering across the sky. Neither of them proved aggressive without a lure to draw them. Bloodwraith seriously considering acquiring one so they could lure down and kill more of them, but he decided that might be an unnecessary risk. 
 
    His ongoing experiments had led to one major breakthrough: he didn't think the Magecraft trait was worthwhile. It might grow into something better, but in the short term almost all the hybrids he created using it turned out disappointing. Even assuming considerable growth, he doubted they would ever be capable of magic like a lich. 
 
    One skull had survived through his experiments, however: a mix of Magecraft and Support that proved quick and cunning. Bloodwraith liked it reasonably well. He did not like the fact that Danniah had taken to calling it Slither. She'd also named his first successful combination Stompy. 
 
    He'd thought it was beneath the dignity of necromancy, but he knew that Meara would just point out that he was the one pitting skulls against each other. 
 
    But despite the obvious opportunity for mockery, he felt that he was making progress. The box gods clearly intended to treat necromancy like a game, giving him "Undead Companions" with randomized statistics and haphazard personality traits. Experiment by experiment, he was grinding the randomness away. In the end, he would be left with a weapon of real power. 
 
    Setting aside Magecraft narrowed the field considerably: with only four traits, there were only 12 different combinations. It was plausible that he could test all of them before they reached Manascas, possibly some more than once. Though he doubted another Aggression/Defense hybrid would prove as strong as Stompy. 
 
    ...dammit, now he was doing it too. 
 
    Bloodwraith was so fixated on his plans for his new undead that he barely heard Danniah calling for him. Only when he heard an edge of panic in her voice did he look up and realize that monsters were emerging from the dunes all around them. 
 
    "They ambushed us!" Danniah quickly retreated beside him, shield up. Meara closed her eyes and seemed to flicker like a mirage on the sands. 
 
    "Desert predators." Bloodwraith unhooked his sword. "We can handle them if we stay calm and don't let them use pack tactics." 
 
    As he and Danniah moved back to back, Bloodwraith tried to get a better look at the attackers. They had dappled brown fur that blurred together with the sandy soil around them, clearly effective camouflage. But they had toothy jaws, pointed ears, and they ran on all fours. 
 
    Basically wolves. He knew they were jackals, but the difference seemed academic. Bloodwraith sighed. 
 
    The first charged at him from behind, but he caught a glimpse of it out of the corner of his eye. Just before it arrived, Bloodwraith spun around, his greatsword slamming into the creature's skull. Wolf or jackal, that definitely killed it equally dead. If- 
 
    Another jackal tore past his extended arm, jaws clamping down on his elbow. Even though his armor mostly protected him, he felt the intense pressure of its teeth and his arm wrenched painfully. Bloodwraith punched the jackal in the head to knock it away, realizing too late that he had not taken them seriously enough. 
 
    Behind him, the jackals had mobbed Danniah. Though she fended off one with her shield, it clamped down on the edge, trying to pull it away so the others could attack her. The first to dart around the side was met with her mace and fell back, but two more were coming from other sides, biting at her legs. 
 
    Before Bloodwraith could act to help her, Danniah desperately surged mana into her shield. The impact was less effective with her arm partially pinned, but she still managed to send the jackals mobbing her tumbling in all directions. 
 
    Before they could recover, Bloodwraith struck down one of them. They pulled back, but he was too fast, cutting down a second. Too late, he realized that more of them were hiding nearby. 
 
    Jackals slammed into him from all sides, some striking his legs and others biting at his arm. They failed to penetrate his armor, but completely disabled one arm. Soon he went down, jackals tearing at him from all sides. If he hadn't worn such heavy armor, he was certain they would have torn him apart. 
 
    As it was, he had time to gather himself and shout, releasing a shockwave in all directions. This sent the jackals tumbling away again, and fortunately Danniah was ready. She had been rushing to help him but switched to laying into the fallen jackals with her mace. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith pulled himself to his feet, ready to finish the fight, by the time he was upright, the jackals had melted away. He and Danniah moved closer together, ready for a second attack, but the only glimpse he caught of them was their tails as they retreated back into the desert. No doubt looking for easier prey, though it bothered him that he'd had this much trouble. 
 
    "Are you okay, Bloodwraith?" Danniah looked a little battered herself, but moved up beside him with a concerned look. He shook his head brusquely. 
 
    "I'm fine." 
 
    "They were a lot stronger than I expected! Is Manascas really much more dangerous than Cresthaven?" 
 
    "Different regions have different concentrations of mana, which leads to the local creatures absorbing more of it. That's also why stronger adventurers tend to congregate in specific areas." He managed to keep his voice calm, but inwardly he cursed himself for not controlling his hubris. One mistake was tolerable, but to have underestimated them twice was sheer idiocy. 
 
    Was it possible that this body was affecting him as well, dragging down his intelligence? After only a moment, Bloodwraith dismissed that hypothesis. That was nothing but a salve for his ego: overconfidence had always been one of his weaknesses. Better to be corrected now than in a more dire situation. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 1756 EXP and seven Jackal Pelts.] 
 
      
 
    It was some consolation that they were worth so much EXP, however. Though the number would go down as he gained levels, for a time he might actually be able to make meaningful progress just fighting jackals. That was a welcome relief from the wolves that had become nothing but an annoyance. 
 
    Meara had returned to them, staring down at the jackal corpses thoughtfully. "If Manascas is that much more difficult, are we going to have trouble when we reach the city? Will the average Level be significantly higher than ours? Or yours, anyway." 
 
    "I think we should be able to manage." Bloodwraith saw that Danniah looked a bit nervous, so he spoke with more confidence than he felt. "We're not going to Manascas to invade, after all. We can keep our heads down and develop our strength quietly." 
 
    "Oh..." Danniah began cleaning her mace, nervousness shifting to disappointment. "The people in the caravan talked about how there were great tournaments for adventurers there. I was hoping to take part. I didn't think I'd win, but it sounded like fun, you know?" 
 
    "What's this?" 
 
    "Didn't you hear about the Red Sands Arena? The traders talked about it a lot..." 
 
    That prompted a smirk from Meara. "You're assuming that Bloodwraith was listening, and I think that's a pretty bad assumption." 
 
    "Haha, I guess you're right..." 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Bloodwraith bent down to one of the jackals. "Ignoring that, we're going to need resources once we reach the city. Let's take their pelts quickly so we can keep moving. From now on, we'll need to find more defensive positions every night." 
 
    They cooperated and helped gather the pelts, though Danniah soon let out another sigh. "I wish we didn't have to do this every time... is there any chance your undead could ever do this part? I mean, obviously not the skulls, but the real ones once you're finished." 
 
    Bloodwraith's eyes widened. He stopped working and instead accessed his inventory, running his eyes over the undead stored there. She was right, and he'd been foolish for not seeing it. Danniah blinked at his feverish movements but just waited, assuming that he would explain in time. 
 
    Once Bloodwraith finished skinning the first jackal, he stored the pelt and took out the skulls. He gestured to Danniah. "You may not want to watch this part. I'm going to have them clean up." 
 
    Though skeletons didn't need to eat and the very idea was absurd, the boxes had been very clear: Necromancy Points came from the bodies of the dead. He had automatically assumed that meant dead sacrifices in necromantic rituals, but the box gods had never been particular about such things in the past. When he set the skulls down beside the corpse, they moved on it eagerly. 
 
    "Eww..." Danniah stuck out her tongue and looked away, while Bloodwraith and Meara stared at the bloody spectacle. 
 
    As the skulls bit into it, the jackal corpse slowly just... disappeared. He tried to keep his eyes on exactly how it worked and it seemed that the flesh the skulls tore off dissolved into power, which they immediately absorbed. Soon the skulls had reduced the corpse to a bloody stain and a few scraps. Slither moved around, scooping up the last remnants in the sand, while Stompy bounced in what might have been satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    [Stompy Necromancy Points +1!] 
 
    [Slither Necromancy Points +1!] 
 
    [Skeleton57 Necromancy Points +1!] 
 
    [Skeleton61 Necromancy Points +1!] 
 
      
 
    "Well, that's useful." Meara bent down beside him as they prepared a second jackal corpse and let the skulls at it. Bloodwraith nodded. 
 
    "They appear to have gained raw power from the boxes, and more importantly, it's separate from the power I earned for the deaths. With this, we can benefit from each kill twice." 
 
    "That may be true, but I was thinking of something else: you could completely dispose of a body this way." 
 
    "Hmm." Bloodwraith stopped working, considering that for a moment. "The question would be if the magic, either from the necromancy or the boxes, leaves too much of a trace. There are many ways to dispose of a body via magic, after all, the question is getting away with it." 
 
    "Not that we have anyone we want to kill right now. But good to keep in mind." 
 
    Indeed, it was another benefit he hadn't considered. Bloodwraith finished with the jackal corpses more cheerfully, letting the skulls consume them in different patterns to test the system. 
 
    It appeared that they earned Necromancy Points based on how much of the corpses they ate, so he couldn't share the bodies between many undead. He also thought there were diminishing returns as they ate the same thing over and over, which was disappointing. But still, just from consuming the jackal corpses, Stompy had earned 5 NP, Slither had 4 NP, and the newest two undead had 2 NP apiece. If he let them feast frequently, he might be able to increase their strength rapidly enough for them to be useful in combat. 
 
    "Are we finally done?" Danniah stood nearby, trying not to look at the bloody remnants. Bloodwraith replaced the undead in his bag and nodded. 
 
    "I believe we are." 
 
    "Maybe not." Meara gestured around at the bloody sands. "You were able to raise undead in places of death, like graveyards... have we just created our own place of death?" 
 
    "A good thought. I will try..." Bloodwraith tried not to overthink the necromantic magic and just reached for the skill... 
 
      
 
    [Unable to raise new breed of Undead Companion! 
 
    Undead Companion level inadequate. 
 
    Necromancy level inadequate. 
 
    Insufficient necromantic capacity.] 
 
      
 
    Then it might be possible to create more than skeletons - that was encouraging, but it didn't matter at the moment. Deciding that he might as well test the box gods further, Bloodwraith tried not to focus on the fact that jackals had died and focused simply on the most basic skill. He destroyed one of the weakest skulls in his inventory, then tried again. 
 
    A skeleton popped out of the ground. A human skeleton, just like all the others. 
 
    "Imbecilic boxes," Bloodwraith muttered. He reduced the newest undead to a skull and put it with the others. Beside them, Danniah groaned. 
 
    "Does this mean you're going to have to stay here and do a whole bunch more testing?" 
 
    "We shouldn't ignore the opportunity." 
 
    When Danniah sighed, Meara moved beside her. "You need to take some time to relax and recover anyway, Danniah. I've been testing if I can't make my potions taste a bit more pleasant, would you care to try?" 
 
    The two of them moved a short distance away to a scraggly tree to sit in the shade. As they went, Meara met his gaze and glanced toward the horizon. He nodded, understanding that they would need to remain on alert. Though the pack's failed attempt would probably keep others from attacking, and the lack of bodies wouldn't draw scavengers, they couldn't afford to be careless. 
 
    But with Meara watching as well, he could focus on his necromancy. Bloodwraith stared down at the bloody sands and got to work. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    As they drew closer to Manascas, they ran into other travelers more frequently, so Bloodwraith was doubly glad he had taken the time for more experimentation. Based on information gathered from merchants, they were within a tenday of the city. That meant he had a limited amount of time to make a final decision about his new necromancy skill. 
 
    His skill's level had advanced three more stages, which allowed him to control up to six skulls at the same time. Though he hadn't tested, he suspected that he wouldn't be able to control more than one full sized undead, however, so it was only good for testing. 
 
    At least that testing had progressed well. In addition to the two skulls Danniah had nicknamed, he had a third that had survived many fights. It had been given a combination of Kiting and Defense Growth Factors that made it excellent at avoiding damage. Danniah had yet to give it a nickname because she said it was creepy to see a skull sliding around the ground so smoothly. 
 
    Bloodwraith continued to generate new combinations, setting them against the three proven skulls. Unfortunately, he'd had a bad run of luck when it came to the randomized base stats, so none of them had been able to compete. There were a few pairings that seemed to contain interesting emergent properties, though, so he would go back and try those combinations again when he had time. 
 
    "Ow! Hey!" Across their fire that night, Danniah frowned at her side. "Stompy is headbutting me!" 
 
    Surprised, Bloodwraith looked up and saw that it was the case. The skull was ineffectually ramming into Danniah's hip where she sat on the log. Perhaps it wanted to sit there? As they continued to exist and gather Necromancy Points, the undead had gained more developed personalities, which he thought was a promising sign. But even if it was a positive sign overall, Stompy was becoming irritating. 
 
    "Bloodwraith, do something!" 
 
    "Stop that." His command immediately made the skull stop headbutting, though instead of growing still it bounced to the end of the log and sulked. Or at least, that was how he interpreted it. 
 
    Meara had been reading a book she'd purchased from one of the traveling merchants, but now looked up. "Are you sure there's no way these undead can turn against us?" 
 
    "The boxes say it is impossible," Bloodwraith said, "but the question is how much much we trust the boxes. I believe these undead are basically obedient, however. Right now I am giving them free rein in order to test their development." 
 
    "Well, I hope you don't choose Stompy." Danniah rubbed her hip and frowned. "He's turning into kind of an asshole."  
 
    "An skeleton cannot be a 'he' - they are all 'its'. They lack bodies or any other substance beyond obedience." 
 
    "Maybe normal skeletons, but when they start getting personalities that feels weird. I mean, you were still male even as a lich, right? I always thought about it that way, anyway." 
 
    "I suppose that is true, but..." 
 
    Meara wiggled her eyebrows. "Spend a lot of time thinking about his lichy manhood, did you?" 
 
    "Oh no, you don't!" Danniah folded her arms and barely flushed at all. "I'm just trying to think about things all formally like Bloodwraith does. If we're going to have undead working with us, it's important to be thinking about them properly!" 
 
    "Your commitment to ontological necromancy is admirable." 
 
    "Is that... even a thing? Bloodwraith, is Meara just making things up?" 
 
    He waved a hand vaguely at both of them. "You should always assume Meara is just making things up. What's important is that we need to make final decisions before we enter Manascas, otherwise we risk getting involved with trouble again. I need to focus on necromancy, so I'll trust the two of you to learn all you can about the condition of the city and make plans for us there." 
 
    Danniah grinned and nodded. "You got it!" 
 
    They had to travel for three days before he got another opportunity, this one coming in the form of a second jackal attack. Fighting more cautiously this time, he and Danniah didn't take any serious injuries that Meara's potions couldn't cure. He asked Meara if she could assign him quests to kill more, but she said she would need some time to feel the patterns of Manascas before being able to create any quests. 
 
    That gave him more time to experiment with the last combinations. He prevented the current undead from feeding until he'd created several more with solid stats. Though he considered resolving everything at that time, when he looked over the set of skulls he'd created, he didn't feel that any made for a good final choice. 
 
    It was a risk, but he decided to wait. Days later, getting troublingly close to the city, Bloodwraith knew that he couldn't put it off any longer. Perhaps he could get away with more necromancy within Manascas, but he had been delaying for long enough. He tucked Danniah in, got a large number of potions when even Meara needed to sleep, and set about to work until he was finished. 
 
    Currently he had three strong builds: Stompy, Slither, and - Bloodwraith sighed to himself - Bouncer. One of the skulls he'd created after the last set of jackals was an Aggression and Support hybrid that showed some promise, but lacked the base stats he would have wanted. Maybe he could start there. 
 
    Bloodwraith currently had a limit of seven skulls, so he had six of them compete with each other while he repeatedly summoned and destroyed a seventh, hoping for a perfect set of stats. He was doing particularly poorly that night, though. Skill level, fatigue, and other variables didn't seem to have much impact on the randomized results, but that was little comfort when he faced so many failures. 
 
    After smashing yet another summoned undead, he took a moment to stop and massage his forehead. While he was taking a break, he noticed something odd: instead of the usual three survivors, a fourth skull remained fighting with the others. 
 
    It was the newcomer, agilely darting around the others, better than its stats would have suggested. Faster than Slither and smarter than Bouncer, it had somehow survived beyond what he'd expected. Bloodwraith watched to see how long it would last. 
 
    While he watched, the newcomer backed off as Stompy and Bouncer teamed up against Slither. Though they also struck at one another, they did a good job of pinning down the third skull. Eventually Bouncer slammed into Slither, making it strike a rock and fall onto its side. While it struggled to right itself, Stompy leaped into the air to finish it off. 
 
    At that moment, the newest survivor moved in and pushed Slither out of the way. Bloodwraith forgot all about his current experiment and focused entirely on the skull fight. 
 
    Honestly, it was stupid of the newest skull to prevent one of its enemies from being smashed, but he was still intrigued. Temporary alliances were common among the undead, but the newcomer continued not attacking Slither while it was weak. In fact, it hopped behind the other skull and pushed Slither upright. 
 
    Always one of the smarter undead, Slither didn't strike back. Instead it and the newcomer carefully circled the other two skulls as they attacked each other again. When the two of them struck each other and rolled back, Slither and the newcomer pounced, hitting Bouncer from both sides until its skull cracked and broke apart. 
 
    One of his core combinations had actually been defeated? Through teamwork, true, but Bloodwraith was intrigued. This new hybrid was smart, perhaps enough that he should pursue the Aggression and Support combination more. 
 
    The newest skull clacked its jaw happily, not noticing that Slither was moving behind it. Abruptly the craftier skull bumped into it from behind, sending the newest hybrid rolling into Stompy. It immediately did what it did best and began smashing down against the smaller skull. 
 
    Though it managed to escape once, Slither hemmed it in, pushing it back. Clearly, Slither had learned a lesson about teamwork and planned to finish off its new rival. The newest hybrid was obviously not going to last long. 
 
    Yet as it was battered, the skull turned and looked at him. Bloodwraith hesitated as he realized that it wasn't random: the skull looked directly up at him, the glow of its eyes flickering plaintively. Was it begging him for help? That was pure idiocy, since the entire point of the experiment was to see which combinations were the most powerful. As the skull slowly lowered its eyes sadly, he scoffed at its foolishness, believing there was any mercy to be had. 
 
    Somehow, he found himself reaching down and plucking it out from between the other two. 
 
    The new hybrid's eyes burned brighter and it began bouncing and clacking its jaw, so exuberantly that he couldn't deny that it was happy, at least so far as such an entity could experience happiness. Bloodwraith stared at the skull in his hand, trying to convince himself that he hadn't just made a stupid, emotional decision. 
 
    It was just a tool, but it wasn't a weak tool. The stats weren't distributed quite how he'd like, but it had some of the better growth values of any of the combinations and it had performed fairly well. Besides, it wasn't exactly fair to expect a new hybrid to defeat its more powerful predecessors, was it? 
 
    When he set down the skull beside him, it hopped up onto his leg. Bloodwraith scowled down at it. "Don't distract me." 
 
    To his surprise, the skull immediately ceased moving, though its eyes still watched him. He tried to ignore it, telling himself that this was just another data point. If the combination of Aggression and Support could be effective, then he'd make more until he got one with better combat statistics. The bravery of this early model wasn't wasted, as it had taught him a useful lesson about his goals. 
 
    Yet as he created more undead with the same combination, none of them satisfied. When he sent them against the experienced skulls, they stood no chance, and even against each other they displayed no real innovation. And through it all, the surviving skull watched him, eyes flickering and watching his hands as if it wanted to understand the necromancy. 
 
    There was a spark there that simply didn't exist in the others, even if they were based on the same combination of Growth Factors. Were there more randomized variables involved that the boxes wouldn't grant him access to? Clearly, he couldn't dismiss this one so easily. 
 
    He used some of his power to heal the cracks on the skull, then set it back down. This was an experiment, not a matter of sentiment. So he created several new hybrids and gave them some of the more potent combinations he'd discovered, then set them against his newest hybrid. 
 
    It managed to beat them all, ending each match bouncing and clattering happily. Though it couldn't gain any NP in such experimental fights, it seemed to be improving. When he added Stompy and Slither back into the fights, the newest success regarded them skeptically. It offered no more support and avoided letting them team up against it. 
 
    Eventually he realized that he was barely watching the fights, his head aching and his eyes unfocused. It didn't matter anymore: this newest success would be his choice. Though it might not be as strong as Stompy or have the potential of Slither, from all the randomness had emerged something valuable. A little more power might not make a difference, but a more intelligent Undead Companion might be exactly what he needed. 
 
    Bloodwraith rubbed his eyes, then put away the older skulls and picked up the newest. It stared up at him, not in the mindless obedience of the simplest undead, but something sharper. This wasn't the decision he'd expected to make, but he thought it was the right one. 
 
    "Is that the one you're gonna pick?" 
 
    He jumped at Danniah's words, turning to see her standing beside him. "Danniah... sorry I woke you. You should sleep while you can." 
 
    "Uh, Bloodwraith?" She pointed past him and he realized that the reason he had needed to rub his eyes was the first rays of sun lancing over the desert. Had it really been so long? He had entirely lost track of time in his experiments. "Geez, I hope you're not too tired. But are you satisfied with the one you picked?" 
 
    "I suppose. It could prove a worthy undead." Bloodwraith started to put it into his bag, but the skull bounced away into its lap. It hopped up his chest and began rubbing itself against his neck. 
 
    "Aww, it likes you too!" 
 
    "Nonsense! It merely knows I am the source of the necromantic power that gives it life." 
 
    Danniah leaned down, patting the skull on the head, and it clattered its jaw at her. "I like this one better than Stompy. Does it have a name yet? Hmm, I think..." 
 
    He raised a hand to cut her off. Not this time. "I have already given thought to this subject. It is not unreasonable that an undead that will be our ally for some time should have a name, but it should be an appropriate one. I dub this undead..." As he spoke, a box emerged in response to his will. 
 
      
 
    [Rename this Undead Companion?] 
 
      
 
    "It is named Izilthor." As soon as he finished speaking, the naming box disappeared and the new name appeared on the undead's box. The skull bounced up and down, almost as if it understood, but that was impossible. They responded to commands, not actual language. 
 
    "Hmm." Danniah's lips twisted as she thought about it. "I guess that's not a bad name, but it's not a very cute one for such a brave little skull." 
 
    "Undead are not meant to be cute! Izilthor means 'Great Devourer of Flesh' - one day the name will be feared across the land." 
 
    "I guess so. Anyway, you picked it just in time." 
 
    "Just in time?" Bloodwraith winced as more sunlight hit his tired eyes, yet he still instinctively looked toward it. As he did so, he understood what Danniah meant. As the sun rose above the horizon, it glinted off something else. It was no mirage, instead the twinkle of light reflected from metal. 
 
    Manascas lay on the horizon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    As they approached Manascas, they all took a moment to marvel at the massive walls surrounding the city. In times past, they had been essential for repelling raiding parties from across the desert, though now they were just a legacy of a past age. Though the walls appeared to be made of yellow sandstone, the material proved harder than sandstone and he could feel magical reinforcement rising from the foundations. 
 
    They were a few travelers among many, waved through by the guards without any need for checking. As they entered the city Bloodwraith eagerly began to summon boxes for those they passed, but to his disappointment the majority of them were declared Level 0. Manascas might be popular with adventurers, but it was popular with many others as well. The guards were generally Level 8-10, which was a good reminder that he shouldn't cause unnecessary problems. 
 
    With the boxes proving uninteresting, Bloodwraith had to look at the people and structures on the streets instead. The buildings were mostly old, built from the same quarries that fed the outer walls, but they were adorned with the styles of many different groups. He recognized many humans and dwarves from Bannlind, desert tribes, oasis elves, even drakekin from across the desert. It was a colorful mix of humanity that utterly annoyed him. 
 
    "Isn't it amazing?" Danniah looked around herself eagerly. "Just being able to experience all this was worth the trip on its own!" 
 
    "It's certainly a long way from my village, much less that monotonous little forest." Though Meara seemed less awe-struck, her eyes soaked in all the sights around her. 
 
    "Is there anything you want to do first, Bl-Raigar?" 
 
    "First," Bloodwraith said, "we need to find the best place in the city to sell our jackal pelts." 
 
    Danniah groaned. "That is not what I had in mind. We came a long way, we should enjoy ourselves a bit!"  
 
    "We can enjoy ourselves once we have our feet firmly under us. Right now we don't know what types of threats we might be facing, how dangerous the city is, or even where we'll be sleeping for the night." 
 
    Though neither of them was enthusiastic about it, they accepted his logic. Meara said she still wasn't comfortable enough in the city to determine anything with unnatural senses, but she used the normal skills she'd learned in selling potions to suss out the city. Unlike Cresthaven, it didn't have a single adventurer district, but it did have pockets specifically catering to different groups. 
 
    They went to one of those and found an establishment for selling such raw materials. Bloodwraith stood back and let Meara do the talking, thinking more about their financial situation. She actually got more for the wolf pelts than the jackal pelts - they might have less intrinsic mana, but they were less familiar in Manascas, whereas it seemed every single adventurer in the region was killing jackals. 
 
    In the end they had a total of 6 gold pieces, 47 silver pieces, and change. That was before Meara started selling all the goods she'd smuggled in, since she needed more time to determine prices. They didn't flash that much around, of course, but Danniah's eyes widened when she heard. 
 
    "That's so much... and it wasn't too impossible to gather, either..." She was unfocused and Bloodwraith wondered if she was thinking about the gold she had saved for her dream orphanage. 
 
    "The stronger we become, the easier it will be for us to earn large amounts." He put a hand on her shoulder gently. "In time we'll be able to earn more than you would need." 
 
    "You do remember." She smiled and put a hand over his gauntlet.  
 
    Meara stood nearby and gave them a moment before sighing. "Alright, you two, get a room. Literally, we need to find an inn." As they headed out the door, Meara shook her head slowly. "I might be able to find us a good inn by talking to merchants, but I don't have the experience to find places to buy equipment." 
 
    "It would be more logical to split up." Bloodwraith stopped once they were on the street, glancing in all directions. "Manascas seems relatively safe so far, and you can handle yourself. You can find an inn, we'll find equipment, and we can meet up here." 
 
    "No need for that last part. I'll be able to find you." With that, Meara pulled up her hood and moved into the crowds. Something about her seemed to change, becoming duller and flatter, the way she acted when she was playing a merchant. Soon she vanished entirely, leaving Bloodwraith and Danniah alone. 
 
    There were a great many shops catering to adventurers nearby, so it didn't take them long to find ones that sold equipment. Danniah wandered toward one of the larger ones that seemed to have a wide variety of adventurers moving in and out. 
 
    "Think this is a good place to start?" 
 
    "We might as well." Bloodwraith stepped in first, using his size to part the crowds so Danniah could follow behind him. 
 
    They faced a large and well-stocked store, weapons and armor of all kinds shining around them. Though Danniah seemed impressed at first, Bloodwraith was more concerned with the boxes. They were unparalleled at being able to evaluate equipment like this. He started with the most common weapons, a curving blade that might have been steel. 
 
      
 
    [Manascas Scimitar 
 
    Base Damage: 6-8 
 
    Durability: 75/75 
 
    Rarity: Common] 
 
      
 
    Frowning, Bloodwraith checked it against his equipment. Not impressive at all, but logically a smaller weapon like a scimitar would have lower damage. He looked more carefully until he found a greatsword similar to the old ones he'd used before acquiring the Lodestone Greatsword. 
 
      
 
    [Manascas Greatsword 
 
    Base Damage: 9-13 
 
    Durability: 75/75 
 
    Rarity: Common] 
 
      
 
    Barely better than the iron weapons he'd started with, and on top of that, selling for an absurd half a gold piece. As Bloodwraith started to say something, he saw Danniah hefting a mace with a frown on her face. When he moved closer, she spoke softly. 
 
    "All the weapons here look brand new and fancy, but... I don't know, the balance is strange and these spikes are more to look scary than anything..." 
 
    "You're absolutely correct - the boxes agree." Bloodwraith gestured toward the door with his head. "Let us depart, I have a better idea." 
 
    When they got back out into the street, he focused and summoned boxes only for the Levels of passersby. Just like in Cresthaven, he hoped that he could get a sense for the value of the different shops via that information alone. 
 
    Though he was looking for patterns, he couldn't help but compare the strength of those he saw. He saw that the largest number of adventurers were in the Level 4-8 range, but a surprising number were Level 10 or above. Just in the short time he watched, he saw several at Level 14-15 and even one Level 17. No one as strong as Daek the Knife, but the most powerful people in the city would not be wandering past him randomly. 
 
    "Come. We have a great deal of work to do." Bloodwraith strode down the street, Danniah following him. 
 
    "You know the best store, then?" 
 
    "There was nowhere as obvious as Haral's shop back in Cresthaven, but I see several stores that seem to be used by adventurers of all types. Those are likely where we'll find the best offers." 
 
    The first store they tried was less fancy and lit less brightly, but the value was obvious. While Danniah looked around by hand, Bloodwraith scanned the boxes until one leapt out at him: 
 
      
 
    [Manascan Steel Greatsword 
 
    Base Damage: 21-27 
 
    Durability: 100/100 
 
    Rarity: Uncommon] 
 
      
 
    That was a fantastic weapon, superior to his own in terms of raw power. He wouldn't want to give up the ability to store mana in his blade, but the idea of a similar weapon made with that quality appealed. 
 
    But the price... it wouldn't make sense to use 4 of their gold pieces on an upgrade like this. Though there were no other weapons in the shop comparable to it, clearly many weapons were made of Manascan steel. Despite the price and the quality, this was nothing truly remarkable, for Manascas. 
 
    "This stuff is really expensive." Danniah shuffled back to him, a bit downcast. "They do have some basic armor that looks better than mine, though, even back when it was new. If we spent most of our gold, I could get new armor, but is that worth it?" 
 
    "No." When Bloodwraith saw Danniah look to him uncertainly, he hastened to explain. "The local economy will be glutted with basic equipment, so it's inefficient to upgrade regularly. We need to spend our money on equipment that will last, which means looking for single valuable pieces." 
 
    "Oh, so it's sort of a treasure hunt! That could be fun..." 
 
    They looked through several stores, one of them selling used equipment like Haral's. Though he saw a number of decent items, Bloodwraith didn't purchase anything. Mostly, he was frustrated by the hefty cost of everything. Part of him had been hoping their money would be enough to pay for an overall upgrade, helping them cope in the difficult city, but that was clearly a fantasy. 
 
    Though it had been some time, he remembered fighting Daek very clearly. The other man had been far faster than him, an overwhelming force that he could only deal with via strategy and relying on others. It had been a frustrating experience that he didn't want to repeat. In his old life as a lich or in his new life as a barbarian, he preferred to strike with overwhelming force. 
 
    While looking through a specialized jeweler's wares, something notable caught his eye: 
 
      
 
    [Ring of Great Might 
 
    Might +5 
 
    Durability: 25/25 
 
    Rarity: Rare] 
 
      
 
    He had never seen a piece of equipment that the boxes gave such a high statistical rating before. That was what he needed - or perhaps an equivalent ring for speed. They had rings for many different statistics set in a locked and reinforced case and he could only imagine what it would feel like to wear the whole set. 
 
    Each one cost at least 8 gold pieces, however. Getting a full set was impossible for now, but if they saved their money a little longer, he could afford one of the most useful. Bloodwraith thought back to the prices Meara had negotiated, trying to calculate how quickly they could earn enough. 
 
    While he was focused on that, however, his eyes happened to fall across something else. A dark helm he liked the style of, with only a narrow slit for the eyes. It was too small for him and so he nearly dismissed it, but then he realized that it was about Danniah's size. Though he was still more interested in one of the rings, he examined it more carefully anyway. 
 
      
 
    [Vicious Helm 
 
    Armor: 17 
 
    Might +3, Vitality +1, Willpower +1, Charisma -3 
 
    Durability: 90/90 
 
    Rarity: Rare] 
 
      
 
    What a curious helm. He wasn't entirely certain how the enchantments on it could reduce one's "Charisma" - he'd read the description of that statistic, but still wasn't entirely sure how it worked. However, it did seem clear that Charisma wasn't very important for warriors like Danniah, so its primary disadvantage was hardly crippling. 
 
    The price was over five gold pieces, however, and it wasn't a truly exceptional item. Besides, Danniah probably wouldn't like the imposing design. Bloodwraith turned away from it and continued to browse, but found he couldn't get the helm out of his mind. 
 
    Was it really an inferior item, or had he just convinced himself so that he could buy equipment for himself? Though Bloodwraith was no longer uncomfortable thinking of Danniah as his lover and ally, he still had a strong instinct for self-preservation. She had done just fine with her current equipment, after all, and she usually took a less dangerous role in combat. 
 
    But then he thought back to how she had almost died while fighting Daek's men. Bloodwraith walked back to the helm and stared down at it, slowly rationalizing the decision. He wanted Danniah alive and healthy, and she would always be fighting at his side, so spending almost everything they had on her was still rational. Besides, she'd given a greater sum to purchase his equipment. 
 
    Meanwhile, Danniah was cheerfully looking through maces and shields across the store. None of them were rated higher than "Uncommon", however, so he knew that he'd made the right choice. Bloodwraith purchased the helm, tried not to wince at the loss of money, and brought it over to her. 
 
    "This is the best item we've seen today, within our means." Bloodwraith presented it to her and Danniah blinked at it. 
 
    "Isn't that a little small for you? And I thought you needed to wear all your equipment because of the enchantment..." 
 
    "No, it's for you." 
 
    "Me?" Danniah's eyes widened and she took the helm as if afraid it might bite her. "I don't know, it looks kind of scary... you wouldn't be able to see my face at all." 
 
    "But feel the power of the enchantment. And we already know what you look like, we don't need..." Bloodwraith suspected that might be the wrong direction to go and hastily changed course. "Our communication is good enough in combat that it's more important to protect yourself. We'll have plenty of time without our helms later." 
 
    "I suppose you're right." Danniah tugged off her helm and handed it to him before carefully lowering the new one over her head. Soon after she perked up, though he had to imagine her cheerful expression. "Wow, I feel stronger! You were right, that's a great enchantment!" 
 
    She put her initial helm back on and turned the new one over in her hands as they left the shop. Her enthusiasm made him feel a little better about his decision, though his eyes lingered on the rings on the way out. What he needed to do was acquire his undead army again and conquer a kingdom. Then he would have more than enough money to purchase everything both of them needed. 
 
    Just as Danniah started to ask about Meara, they both noticed her leaning against a wall outside. She had been staring at nothing, but she smiled when they got closer. "Well! Isn't that scary!" 
 
    "I didn't pick it!" Danniah awkwardly played with the helm a while before stuffing it under one arm. "But it's a really good helm. It cost a lot, but hopefully I'll be able to use it for a long, long time." 
 
    "Oh, it wasn't a bad thing. You and Bloodwraith are more of a matching set, now - I feel like I need a scary helm or I won't fit in. But I doubt Bloodwraith would spend all our money on a gift for me." 
 
    Even had he been unable to see Danniah's face, Bloodwraith would have known her exact expression based on how she squirmed. "Meara, don't make such a big deal of it. Did you find an inn?" 
 
    "Many, but one in particular is a good match of price and privacy." Leaving aside the teasing, Meara rapidly led them through the streets of Manascas to her chosen location. "I don't know that we can afford getting two rooms, but I have enough to do that I can leave you two alone." 
 
    That was a practical choice, especially given that they had far more valuable equipment to purchase than they had money. Though Bloodwraith felt it was a fair trade-off, he wasn't sure about Danniah. When he glanced down at the short woman, however, she was yawning. 
 
    "I don't mind if it's you, Meara. You're like family. Besides, we've been walking around all day. I just want to sleep." 
 
    "Agreed," Bloodwraith said. "Better to stick close together in any case." 
 
    Meara nodded, her serious expression giving way to another smirk. "So you don't mind if it's me, Danniah? That sentence is open to a great many interpretations..." 
 
    Danniah groaned and slumped into his side. "Ugh. Can you find a helm that makes it so I can't hear her? I'm too tired for teasing..." 
 
    Bloodwraith chuckled and put his arm around Danniah's shoulders, supporting her. He glanced at Meara, but she just smiled at them affectionately and let it go. The three of them headed to their inn as the sun set on Manascas. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Though the two beds in their room were a bit cramped, they all slept soundly. Bloodwraith woke up first, entirely refreshed, and eased from under Danniah's arm to let her sleep longer. He headed into the main room of the inn and spoke to some other travelers. From them, he learned that while Manascas had a thriving Adventurers Guild, even more skilled travelers focused solely on the Red Sands Arena. 
 
    Apparently it wasn't all grand combat events - there were smaller competitions every single tenday. Only the winners of many qualifying events were eligible to compete in the more significant events that granted the real prizes. Though Bloodwraith was not interested in prizes or notoriety, not yet, he was glad to learn that even the smaller competitions paid the winners. 
 
    When he returned to their room, he found that Meara was awake and lounging back on her bed, while Danniah slowly put on all her armor. Meara nodded to him when he entered. 
 
    "There you are. Settled on a quest for us yet?" 
 
    "Actually, I don't think we should start with taking assignments - the chances of encountering unacceptable risks are simply too high. Perhaps we should begin with safe competitions until we can earn enough money to upgrade our equipment." 
 
    Danniah stopped tying one of her vambraces to clap. "Oh, then do we get to go to the Red Sands after all?" 
 
    "One of the smaller ones, yes. There's a competition every tenday and one is coming up just tomorrow." 
 
    Meara nodded, but some skepticism remained in her eyes. "I assume most of the battles aren't to the death, though. Does that mean you won't be able to harvest any EXP from the fights?" 
 
    "Probably not, but that's where you come in," Bloodwraith said. "While we're signing up and engaging in the competitions, you can check all the requests at the local guilds. Do you think you can judge them like those you did in Cresthaven?" 
 
    "To find ones that have something of value, but aren't deadly? The risks will be higher, but I think I can do better than just trying to guess." 
 
    "Excellent. Then let's finish our business as early as possible today, and after that we can take the rest of the day for recovery. We traveled long enough - we can afford to relax for one day before we begin the tournament and quests seriously." 
 
    Though he was fairly certain the day wouldn't go so smoothly, he figured there was no harm in the goal. The group ate a decent breakfast and then headed out into the city for the day. They didn't have any trouble at the Adventurers Guild, getting their ranks acknowledged easily and then leaving Meara there to discern what she could from the wall of request papers. 
 
    That left him going with Danniah to the Red Sands Arena. It loomed over the eastern half of the city, an imposing structure built from blood red stone. Though the central gate led into a circle of sand with a large seating area for crowds, they'd barely entered before an official waved them down. 
 
    "New adventurers?" The man hastened up to them and straightened his robes, looking over them like he'd done this many times before. "You can't simply enter the Sands, and there's no event today anyway. The system is-" 
 
    "We know there are qualifying events." Bloodwraith cut him off to save time. "Can we sign up for those tomorrow?" 
 
    "Oh, then you know how it works. Yes, you can sign up. No more than three events per person, to keep the complexity under control. Choose carefully." The official gestured for them to follow and they entered the rooms built beneath the audience seats. 
 
    Once inside the first room, they found a confusing sprawl of desks, papered walls, and milling adventurers. It seemed that each event had its own location to sign up, but others had pre-qualifications, with smaller rooms that contained training dummies or other testing equipment. 
 
    To sort through the mess, Bloodwraith did his usual trick of examining all the adventurers in the room via their boxes. Checking Levels showed him that there were many Level 1-2 novices, but they mostly clustered around a few events, and some were angrily turned away even there. Beyond that, there didn't seem to be much rhyme or reason, with Levels 6-12 milling together.  
 
    When he starting checking boxes in further detail, he noticed that they tended to cluster by their class label. One table with a particularly broad range of Levels was used almost entirely by those with the "Rogue" class - which still struck him as unusually judgmental for the boxes. There were events solely for wizards, which was only logical, and simple events like races. 
 
    How would they choose between all these events? It was mostly impossible to choose ones of the appropriate challenge, and he didn't want to spend all day reading the rules of different events to decide which they had the best chance of winning. 
 
    Just when he was about to ask Danniah, he noticed that she had left him, walking up to the official who had greeted them. "Hi! I'm new here, do you have any suggestions for which events I should try?" 
 
    Or... they could do that. Bloodwraith caught up to her as the official answered. 
 
    "The most important qualifying event is the team competition," the official explained. "Two groups of five going head to head until defeat. Just one victory there can qualify you for the main event, though I should warn you that it won't be easy." 
 
    "Ooh, that sounds like it might be fun! But do you absolutely have to have five people to make a team? It's just the two of us." 
 
    The official looked down his nose at them. "While you are welcome to enter, you would lose. Traditionally each group includes a wizard, a healer, and a ranged fighter." 
 
    "We probably shouldn't try that, then... is there anything we have a chance at winning?" 
 
    "The individual competitions for specific skills, most likely. I don't have the time to walk you through those, but head two rooms that way and check the desks to the north. That's where the individual warrior competitions are." With that, the official turned away from them to talk to someone else. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith thought he'd been unnecessarily dismissive, Danniah smiled as they headed in that direction. "That sounds like a good place to start!" 
 
    "I suppose. Do you have something specific in mind?" 
 
    "Well, I was hoping they might have competitions focused on defense, but we'll just have to see, won't we?" 
 
    All the adventurers in the room the official had suggested were heavily armored or at least carrying heavy weapons. Though Bloodwraith felt ill-at-ease among so many thugs, he realized that with his current set of skills, he belonged among them. In any case, he set about looking at the events offered at the different tables. 
 
    One of the simplest was a contest of strength: moving large stones across the arena. According to the boxes it was his best statistic, and he liked that the rules granted smaller rewards to all who could complete the challenge, not just the fastest. Though the boxes refused to give him Might values for the others in the room, he decided that it was worth signing up. 
 
    After that, he was less certain what to try. When he was walking past a group of men who were more oiled muscle than armor, one of the older ones grunted at him. "Hey. You know the Wolf's Fang?" 
 
    Bloodwraith turned to him. "The what?" 
 
    "Ya might know it by a different name. Can you hit that gong from over there?" The barbaric-looking man gestured over his shoulder to a gong hung against the nearby wall. "Not by throwin' something." 
 
    "Ah. Perhaps I can." Bloodwraith extended his hand and released a Fist of Rage, which produced a loud sound when it struck.  
 
    The barbarian grunted without surprise and Bloodwraith looked at him more carefully. Judging from his pure white hair, he was a rather old man, but his body was in excellent shape for a man half his age. And unlike many of the others, he didn't wear a lot of body oil, just simple but effective-looking armor. 
 
    "Yeah, that's it. My name's Kantan, by the way." The old barbarian glanced over him and then shrugged. "Listen, it's up to you, but sign up if you can. We can't always get enough people to have a Wolf's Fang competition." 
 
    "What kind of competition is it?" 
 
    "Doing just what you did, but hitting targets. No potions or enchantments or fancy shit. Just power and accuracy and stamina." 
 
    Though Bloodwraith wasn't sure if he could compete in such an event, he had trained his Fist of Rage skill extensively. If it was a small playing field, the competition might be more difficult, but he had a chance of winning. Besides, it might be interesting to see if any of these brutes could use the skill in a more complex way than raw force. 
 
    That was two events, but he wasn't sure about a third. Before he could decide, Danniah approached him. "Hey, Raigar, do you want to do the tug-of-war together? It sounds like it could be fun!" 
 
    "As in pulling on a rope against another team? It's a paired event?" 
 
    "No, there's a whole bunch of people on each side! Sounds like fun, right?" 
 
    It did not particularly sound like fun, and Bloodwraith didn't want to say that their varying heights would make pulling on the same rope more difficult. Fortunately, he had a simpler reason not to participate. "Is it only a single competition, with the entire winning team sharing the prize?" 
 
    "More or less. It's just the entry fees of all the competitors minus the Sands' cut, though." 
 
    "Then we have a 50% chance of winning with just you participating. If I join, there's a 50% chance of getting slightly more of a small prize and a 50% chance we both get nothing." 
 
    "That's a good point." Danniah shrugged it off a second later and smiled. "They were eager to recruit me, actually. Said that short people are good for digging in at the back of the rope. Hopefully we can win! I'm not sure what to try other than that, though." 
 
    Before they could make a decision, a man approached them with a smile. He wore impressive red-lacquered armor and a headdress in the desert tribe style. "Are you new to the Red Sands? Greetings, my name is Baratak. I'm an old hand at this, so I think I could offer a few suggestions." 
 
    Though Bloodwraith eyed him skeptically, Danniah gave him a bright smile. "Oh, thank you! What would you suggest?" 
 
    "I was listening earlier, and it's just the two of you? While you might not be able to win the team competition, there's a pair competition midday. No rules except no maiming or killing, and there are prizes if you can win your match, plus points toward the main event. The two of you are an odd team, but I think you have a good chance." 
 
    Since Danniah seemed to love the idea, Bloodwraith sighed and went along with it. The time of it was almost immediately after his entry in the barbarian contest, which might be a problem, but he could drink potions from Meara in between and be back to full strength. 
 
    Once they had signed up, Baratak gestured them out of the main path and smiled. "Have you both fully enrolled? There's no reason not to participate in the full three events, after all." 
 
    "I've selected three, but she hasn't," Bloodwraith said. Danniah nodded. 
 
    "I need one more. I think I'm best at defense, so I was hoping I could try something related to that." She gestured toward a different wall. "There are two events that look kind of interesting, but it's hard to tell how they would actually work. Maybe I should do the 'Hold Your Ground' event - I was curious about the 'Projectiles' one, but the timing is so close to Raigar's event..." 
 
    "Oh, don't worry about that at all." Baratak guided them in that direction with another smile. "Those events take place almost side-by-side, so you should be able to do both. With a shield as big as yours, I think you should be able to win at least a small prize if you give it your all." 
 
    "Okay, thanks!" Danniah signed up, and with that, they had both entered three events. It had taken the majority of their remaining money, so they needed to win tomorrow, but Bloodwraith was fairly certain they would at least break even. If not, they could go back to killing jackals. 
 
    "The two of you are an odd pair." Baratak quickly softened his words with a smile. "And I like odd. Could I get your story? I'd treat you to the best food and drink in the city." 
 
    Before Bloodwraith could snap out a refusal, Danniah shook her head as she responded. "That sounds nice, but we've already planned to meet someone else tonight." 
 
    "That's a shame, but I understand. Maybe we'll see each other tomorrow, hmm?" With a wave, Baratak headed back into the room to talk to some of the other adventurers. 
 
    Did he spend all his time in the Red Sands Arena? Clearly he knew exactly what events he wanted to participate in, but perhaps for him this was purely entertainment. Judging from his equipment he might be wealthy, fighting at the Red Sands more for amusement than need. That would explain his senseless altruism. 
 
    While he was considering this, Bloodwraith realized that he was letting Danniah lead him out. She smiled up at him once they were back on the streets. "Baratak seemed nice, but I don't really want to talk to anyone new tonight. If this is our last chance to relax, I just want to spend it with you and Meara." 
 
    "Hopefully not our last chance. If all goes well, we'll have more time for ourselves." 
 
    Though Bloodwraith was skeptical that all would go well, for once, it did. There were no complications, they simply met up with Meara and everything went according to plan. After sharing what they'd done that day and considering potential Guild requests, they headed out into Manascas and had a relaxed dinner of local cuisine. Bloodwraith was skeptical about the price, but it seemed Meara had already begun selling her goods in the city and said that her normal potions would be enough to pay for small expenses. 
 
    After that, they attended a local event featuring unusual lizard creatures racing about a curved track. It cost only a few coppers and seemed popular with the local citizens. Bloodwraith considered betting on the match and using box analysis of the lizards to determine a likely winner, but in the end decided to simply enjoy himself. 
 
    In the evening Meara left to pursue her own business, though judging from her raised eyebrow, that was just a pretext to give him and Danniah time together. They took advantage of it and soon they lay back in their bed, happy and sated. 
 
    Part of him had been concerned about his choice of Manascas, but Bloodwraith no longer had any concerns. They could continue here, earning money from competitions and slowly building strength. He could begin practicing necromancy again and regain his power at a comfortable pace, undisturbed by distractions. When the time came, it would be easy for them to continue to his lair and create an army, or use it for any other goal he desired. 
 
    For the first time since he'd heard of the strange adventurer called Raigar, Bloodwraith went to sleep feeling like everything was going according to plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    As the monsters roared and thrashed, Raigar kept throwing sweetass fireballs. True, the troll-like things were smashing the skeletons and zombies he had with him, but those things were practically bait anyway. Their only purpose was to distract enemies while he killed them at range. 
 
    Though being in a lich's body was lame in some ways, it wasn't all bad. It was really easy to cast some of the main spells, like Fireball and some sort of necromancy death ray thing. Plus, he had shitloads of mana. It would have been easier to track if he'd had a mana bar, but based on how many spells he could cast in a row, he had plenty. 
 
    Oh, shit, the melee fighters were actually getting smashed! Raigar bellowed out a challenge at the surviving trolls and began flinging everything he had at them. Their hides resisted the flames, but those death rays sliced into them pretty good. As soon as he found their weak element, he kept spamming the skill until they all lay dead. 
 
    Only after they were all down did Secretary Skeleton appear from his hiding place again, looking around the battlefield nervously. "I see that we are victorious, Lord Bloodwraith." 
 
    "Fuck yeah, we are! They thought they could fight me, but I was all 'Elephant Mork!' and they went down!" 
 
    Secretary Skeleton stared blankly at him and Raigar rolled his eyes. Right, they didn't know anything about memes here. 
 
    "Okay, look, it might not make sense to you, but trust me, what I just said was fucking hilarious." 
 
    "I am... sure that it was, Lord Bloodwraith. It is rather a shame that we lost almost all of our ground troops, however. Until you can regain your necromancy, my weak abilities can only do so much to raise more undead." 
 
    "Sure, but like you said, you can make more. Raise all those troll things. They oughta be good." 
 
    "I will make the attempt, Lord Bloodwraith, but such necromancy is rather challenging for me." 
 
    "Whatever, just try. What matters is that those things were guarding my loot." 
 
    Raigar left Secretary Skeleton behind and began poking around the hills. They were just filled with tiny little caves, and he'd left his stash in one of them. He was having a hard time finding the exact one, though. During his first game he had mostly been watching the minimap and so honestly he hadn't paid much attention to the exact location. Had to be one of these. 
 
    Meanwhile, his underling attempted to turn one of the trolls into an undead troll. Raigar had taken a swing at necromancy a few more times, but it seemed stupidly complex. He was glad to let Secretary Skeleton do all the work for now. Besides, it wouldn't matter soon, anyway. 
 
    Finally he found it: the pile of loot. The armor and weapons seemed like they had partially rusted, which was pretty lame, but realism was part of the package in worlds like this. All the enchanted shit was still good, though, and that was what he wanted. 
 
    First he picked up an amulet with a huge ruby that glittered like flame. Fuck, what did this thing even do? He hadn't been reading all the flavor text, just saw that it was Ultra Rare and stuck it into his inventory. It was something good, anyway, so he hung it around his neck and looked through the rest. 
 
    The next thing he noticed was a steel and leather codpiece. Right, that thing! Raigar quickly threw off his robe and pulled it on. He'd worn this thing for half the game, since he liked the look, but had to replace it toward the end because he'd gotten some specialized barbarian armor that had better Might stats.  
 
    Compared to his current gear, though, it was great. Plus, it made him look like he was really packing, and while it wasn't as good as having his junk back, at least he would look good. But he thought there was something else in this stash, something really good... where the hell was it? 
 
    Finally he realized that it was staring him in the face: the thin rod of blue-white steel wasn't a staff, it was a magical weapon. He remembered it had seemed badass when he got it, but his old character hadn't had the required Intellect stat to use it. Well, he had a feeling that his new character would do fine. Now he could finally try out a piece of really fractured endgame gear. 
 
    There was more cool shit, so he stuffed it into his robe. He could figure out what it all did later. 
 
    When Raigar emerged, he found that Secretary Skeleton had raised one troll. Not bad, though it looked like the work had exhausted him. Worse, the puny little skeleton was coming closer as if he wanted to talk about serious shit again. Raigar had gotten sick of that long before they found the stash. 
 
    "Lord Bloodwraith, are these... things... the equipment you sought? They do feel like they possess powerful enchantments, but will they help us raise our master?" 
 
    "Don't worry, we'll revive the Lich King in no time. But first, check this out." 
 
    Raigar held the rod out from his crotch, feeling the enchantment flow down it. Oh yeah, he could use it. He mimed thrusting with his hips and let out a cry as the power exploded from him. 
 
    A beam of raw destruction scorched through the air, driving a huge furrow through the earth. Surprised by the power, Raigar ended up pulling back and the beam swept upward a bit before it fizzled out. Probably wasn't meant to be jerked around like that... not that it mattered. 
 
    The hill he had targeted was now split in half, a perfectly straight line torn through the center of it. Raigar couldn't help but let out a whoop. Fuck yeah, that was the kind of endgame gear AdventureCorp had promised him! 
 
    Beside him, he saw that Secretary Skeleton looked downright shocked. He readjusted his hat, then bowed with one hand on his chest. "Clearly I have underestimated your power and wisdom, Lord Bloodwraith." 
 
    Finally. The little bastard had always given the impression that he didn't quite respect him, but now he was praising him like NPCs should. "Yeah, you did. But I'll overlook it this time." Raigar tapped the rod against his shoulder as he considered his next move. This had been his best stash, so there was no point wasting time looking for the other two. 
 
    What he needed to do was go somewhere fun that was also near a Return Point. There was no fast travel in worlds like these, so it took forever. Whether or not he decided to keep this body, he needed to talk to someone at AdventureCorp about this. He'd paid everything for this chance, so they couldn't just rob him of the experience he wanted. 
 
    Yeah, that would work. Head toward a Return Point and screw around along the way. If he recalled the local area... "Hey. Across the desert, there's a town, isn't there?" 
 
    "My lord... do you mean the city of Manascas?" 
 
    "Sure, that sounds right. Let's take our undead army there." 
 
    "Lord Bloodwraith... even if we raise more along the way, our horde will not be strong enough to take such an established city. Even with the enormous power of the artifact you have discovered..." 
 
    "Nah, this is just a scouting mission. Trust me, this way is better. And if you don't trust me..." Raigar slapped the rod down against his palm, making Secretary Skeleton flinch. "Wasn't there some kind of big event in the city?" 
 
    "Well, Manascas has long hosted a great tournament in the Red Sands Arena." 
 
    "Right, that was it! Everybody talked about it before, and they made it sound totally fractured, but the arena was closed down because of all the lich shit." 
 
    Secretary Skeleton looked at him uncertainly. "My lord? Surely you don't me-" 
 
    "Come on, don't be a retard. Let's go do this." 
 
    Twirling his new weapon around his hands, Raigar headed toward the desert city. Should be a good time. 
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    The next day, Bloodwraith decided he had gotten his fill of contentment. Spending time relaxing with allies was well and good, but now he wanted to acquire raw power. Fortunately, Danniah was eagerly putting on her armor before he was even fully awake. 
 
    "I'm really looking forward to all the tournament events! Even if I don't win, it will be nice to fight without having our lives on the line, you know?" 
 
    "No, I don't." Meara sat up sluggishly and stared at Danniah. "You are far too chipper." 
 
    "Are you going to come with us, Meara? I know you have trade goods and potions to sell and other things to do, but it might be fun, right?" 
 
    "I figured I'd come the first day, just to see how it works. Besides, something might go wrong." 
 
    Bloodwraith nodded in agreement as he pulled on his armor. "Exactly. Even if the stakes are supposed to be non-lethal, there are bound to be accidents. I doubt the Red Sands Arena would spend money on a huge number of healers, for example, so there could potentially be issues there." 
 
    "Oh, bah." Danniah hit him on the shoulder with her new helm before she pulled it back and looked at it. "I'm still not used to this thing. It's obviously better, but... well, I'll get used to it eventually!" She still placed her old helm on her head, however. 
 
    They made it to the Arena in good time, before their first event had started. Though Bloodwraith wanted to meditate while they waited, Danniah convinced them to watch one of the earlier events. It was a knife-throwing contest that included some rather impressive distances and tricks, but having no experience with such weapons, he had difficulty getting interested and just spent the time summoning boxes for the contestants and evaluating their numbers. 
 
    Finally it was time for his first event: the contest of strength. Bloodwraith headed down to the small sub-arena along with several other muscle-bound types. He saw one contestant who looked rather slim... but his fingers glittered with eight rings, most likely all Might enchantments. 
 
    When the bell rang, Bloodwraith bent down, grasping the first of his stones, and hefted it. He'd been worried, since they hadn't let him test any of the stones, but he managed to lift it with only a little straining. But as Bloodwraith began making his way across the arena, he realized that wasn't sufficient. 
 
    There were others who were lifting and carrying the stones more swiftly than him. Even if he strained, there was no way he was going to be able to match the pace of the fastest. Though disappointed that even his best statistic wasn't superlative, Bloodwraith wasn't surprised, given what he'd seen from Manascas. He focused on pacing himself to finish before the sands in the hourglass ran out. 
 
    It was some small comfort that there were other contestants who could barely budge the stones, and others dropped out in exhaustion as the contest wore on. Bloodwraith finished moving all his stones with a third of the hourglass remaining, which wasn't enough to place in the top three but enough to receive a small reward that would cover the cost of entering. 
 
    As he headed back, he noted that the box had increased his Might percentage by a full 24%. Though that number would likely decline over time, perhaps he should repeat this challenge if it appeased the box gods' sense of hard work. 
 
    "Good job, Raigar!" Danniah clapped him on the back so cheerfully he didn't even mind her use of his false name. "We were rooting for you! Cheer for me in my event, okay?" 
 
    Though Bloodwraith nodded, he didn't really take it seriously. What was the point of cheering, after all? It had no bearing on the outcome of the event, proving an entirely pointless waste of energy. So as Danniah headed out onto the sands and picked up her end of the rope, he sat and watched with his arms folded. 
 
    The two sides each gripped the rope tightly and... mostly grunted in place. Though he quickly grew bored, he continued to watch because it was Danniah's event. Near the end of their rope alongside a full dwarf, she dug in her heels and did her best to resist the opposing side's tugging. 
 
    As the contest stretched on she looked up toward them. Meara put her hands around her mouth and yelled something encouraging, while Bloodwraith just nodded. He saw an odd smile on Danniah's face, then she threw herself fully into the event. 
 
    Eventually Danniah's side won, earning a very mild profit. But better than nothing, and as Danniah returned she had a huge grin on her face. 
 
    She got a break before her next event and so they watched some of the combat challenges. Though there were many amateurs, Bloodwraith was more concerned with the stronger combatants. There were several above Level 10 who were so skilled they could waste energy on fancy movements and otherwise play to the crowd. Those events actually had somewhat of an audience, leading him to wonder if there were other ways to monetize the tournaments beyond the winnings. 
 
    But soon enough, Danniah headed out again. The defensive event was performed one candidate at a time, standing in the center of a small arena while spells on the sides lobbed small packets at them. Apparently the rule was that they needed to keep their feet on the ground at all times, restricting their ability to dodge and forcing them to block until they made three errors. 
 
    Several candidates failed quickly, the packets striking their clothes and exploding in red-colored dust that stained their armor and proved their mistake. They also seemed to be launched at considerable speed, actually knocking one candidate to the ground, which was instant failure. 
 
    Yet after several failures, the next contender finished the onslaught absolutely perfectly. She wielded only two bucklers and didn't wear heavy armor, but more than that, she seemed to move before the packets had even been launched. Did she have some sort of magical ability to anticipate them? Though he wasn't sure how that could be possible, he preferred that to the alternative: that the course of obstacles remained the same from tenday to tenday. Surely they wouldn't be so simplistic. 
 
    Danniah went after and performed excellently, staying low and pivoting to deflect each of the packets. At one point two came at the same time and she successfully exploded both prematurely with a burst of mana from her shield. She needed to perform the same technique a second time before she was done, and one packet stained her leg red, but she'd made it through with only one mark on her. 
 
    There were two contenders who got through perfectly, putting Danniah in third place. She returned bearing a shiny new gold piece and a smile on her face. 
 
    "More of them would have gotten me if I hadn't done so much training with my mana! I'm really glad you motivated me to work on it!" 
 
    He nodded. "You've done well." 
 
    "Those other two were amazing, though!" 
 
    "I think they might have been cheating." 
 
    Meara shook her head. "I don't think that was it. Each contestant got a similar but roughly equivalent set of attacks. Perhaps they're just familiar with the combinations." 
 
    "Oh, I hadn't thought of that." Danniah plopped down onto the bench beside them heavily. "Wait, I'm going to need to get up again soon, aren't I? Isn't your event next, Bloodwraith?" 
 
    It was, though not immediately. They watched more of the fights and Bloodwraith started to notice a strange trend. Some of the contestants had reasonably high Levels, but somewhat low stats for their Level if equipment wasn't counted. He counted the numbers directly and compared to Danniah, just to be sure, but he was correct. Many had one extremely high stat with all the others mediocre. 
 
    What could lead to such a scenario? If it was simply monomaniacal focus on a single discipline, that was of no use to him. Yet the system declared them to be Level 10 or above, and that usually implied experience, which meant death. Could they have some way to gather raw power unrelated to the usual methods? 
 
    He didn't discover any kind of answer before it was time for his second event. They had to move to another of the small arenas, though this one was larger than average. Not only that, it was set up with a variety of stone pillars on the ground and strange jugs both resting on some of them and hanging in the air. The targets, presumably. 
 
    "There you are." The old man from the day before - Kantan? - nodded to him when he entered. "We're just about to start. Get out of your armor, then get up there and show us what you can do." 
 
    Bloodwraith disliked removing so much defensive equipment, but those were the terms of the contest. As he stripped down and removed all his enchantments, he gestured with his head toward the strange course. "Those jugs are the targets?" 
 
    "That's right. Don't touch em with your body or throw anything at em. Otherwise, anything that breaks them counts." 
 
    Though he still didn't entirely understand, Bloodwraith nodded as he pulled himself up onto one of the stone pillars. "If the winner is the one who destroys the most, what are the limitations?" 
 
    "Us." Kantan jumped up onto one of the other pillars in a single leap. "No fancy rules, no setting up again. One round, everyone keeps track of their own score. Winner is the last one standing. Extra bonus if you hit the most jugs, but your score doesn't count if you fell." 
 
    "Simple enough." Yet as he said it, Bloodwraith realized that he was facing a more difficult challenge than he expected. He had expected a display of skill on his own, not to compete at the same time as all the rest. Other thuggish warriors were jumping or climbing up onto the pillars as well... Level 9, Level 12, Level 11, Level 14... he had his work cut out for him. 
 
    If the goal was to be the last one standing, did hitting the targets really matter? As he looked to the other contestants, he realized that it did. None of the men here were competing for gold, this was about honor. They might not bother keeping score, and he wondered if some of them could even count, but they'd remember how everyone did. 
 
    In that case, what he needed to do was not win, but make an impression. Winning might not be possible at all, given that the logical strategy would be for them to all team up on him at the beginning. Or would that violate barbarian "honor"? It didn't matter in the end, because he knew what his strategy would be regardless. 
 
    He could cast Fist of Rage exactly eight times before he ran out of mana. His goal was to extract as much of an impact as possible from those castings. 
 
    "May the best man win!" The leader hit his chest with a fist and that was all the warning they received. 
 
    Bloodwraith moved faster than the others, both hands flying up and a burst of force flying from each. He'd chosen his targets well and two of the central jugs shattered. Though he'd braced himself for an attack from all sides, they didn't use their numbers against him. In fact, they seemed more focused on each other, two of the men ignoring the jugs entirely and striking at one another. 
 
    Given time, Bloodwraith released another two bursts, destroying his next two targets. This was too easy. There were six competitors and twenty jugs, so hitting four already put him above average. Or were they counting on knocking him off and invalidating his total? 
 
    It seemed like that was the plan, because one of the younger barbarians leapt toward him with a roar. Before he arrived, he threw out a hand and Bloodwraith felt his own skill's force from the other side. 
 
    His instincts betrayed him. Instead of dodging, as would have been smart, he retaliated. Though his own burst successfully struck the other man's feet, he had no armor to cushion the blow: the burst struck him in the chest and knocked him off the pillar. 
 
    Reaching desperately, Bloodwraith barely managed to grab the edge. As his arm jerked painfully, he saw that his opponent had also managed to catch himself and now struggled to climb back up. 
 
    Bloodwraith didn't wait. While still hanging by one arm, he raised the other and released another burst of force, knocking his opponent to the sands below. The young man cursed as he hit the ground and pushed himself up furiously, but then gave Bloodwraith a grudging nod before stomping away. 
 
    Now that he was clear, Bloodwraith climbed back on top of his pillar. He discovered that several of the others had thrown their opponents to the ground and were now smashing jugs, but many remained, so his total should remain the highest. 
 
    Unfortunately, the leader was standing and watching him. Kantan waited for Bloodwraith to get back to his feet before he attacked. 
 
    Practically as soon as he rose, Bloodwraith ducked again, letting the force fly over his head. He lifted his hand to retaliate, but hesitated. Since he'd already wasted two casts on the young barbarian, he was behind his plan. Even as he fought, he needed to keep in mind his overall score. 
 
    So instead of attacking, Bloodwraith jumped sideways to evade the next attack. He landed on another pillar with a jug hanging between him and his opponent. Bloodwraith's burst of force tore through it, sending the shards of the broken jug flying toward Kantan, still carried on the burst. After that, he could destroy another jug, then physically fight the- 
 
    The leader raised a hand and somehow the force simply dissipated. It hadn't been a counter-spell or mana dismissal, what had that been? Not only was the burst simply gone, the shards of the jug bounced off his muscles harmlessly. 
 
    "Hvah!" The leader gave a loud shout that might have seemed ridiculous if he hadn't simultaneously thrust out a fist that burned with mana.  
 
    From it emerged a wave of force that utterly dwarfed any Fist of Rage that Bloodwraith had ever cast. He tried to dodge, but it still struck him, force slamming almost his entire body. It drove him not just off the pillar, but away from the entire cluster of pillars toward the wall of the arena. 
 
    Stunned as Bloodwraith was, he wasn't about to let it end like that. While flying back he reached out one more time, using his last mana to smash one more jug. Six. It would have to do. 
 
    A moment later he slammed into the wall of the arena painfully and tumbled down into the sands. He was more stunned than injured and came up spitting out sand. By the time he did so, one more barbarian was knocked off his pillar and Kantan smashed the last jug. The losers began to laugh and congratulate one another, not seeming to care who had won or lost. 
 
    But the leader watched him, then closed the distance in a single powerful leap. "You know it doesn't matter what your score is. You fall, you lose." 
 
    "I know. But I kept anyone else from winning, didn't I?" Obviously Kantan could have won if he'd gone all-out at the beginning, but this was a game, not a battle. After a moment, the barbarian leader gave a low chuckle. 
 
    "You're not bad. I thought there was something wrong about you at first, but you're one of us." 
 
    That should have insulted him, but Bloodwraith found that he could accept it. The old man might fight like a brute, but he was no fool, and he held real power. "What was that technique you used? I've never seen the like." 
 
    "No technique, boy. Just the same skill you use, empowered with greater strength. You can learn how to do the same thing." 
 
    "Huh. You trying to recruit me or something?" 
 
    "Not like that." Kantan extended a hand and Bloodwraith eventually took it. When the other man gripped his hand like he was trying to crush it, Bloodwraith squeezed back. "I'm the oldest member in our local Savages Guild. You want to come by, you have an invitation from me." 
 
    Bloodwraith couldn't help raising an eyebrow. "Savages Guild?" 
 
    "They're gonna call us that anyway, might as well make it our own." Kantan shrugged and moved away. "Come by if you want, or don't. We're not much for ceremony." 
 
    Though the idea of such a thing would once have disgusted him, Bloodwraith instead found himself making a mental note to visit this Savages Guild. He knew a great deal about creating empowered versions of spells, but had never imagined it could be done with barbarian skills. Most likely the boxes would prevent him from doing it himself due to insufficient Intellect or some other contrived reason, but with a teacher he might be able to manage it. 
 
    Yet just as he was feeling satisfied, he saw Danniah rushing toward him. "Raigar, we've gotta go! They're saying we'll forfeit if we don't get to our match in time!" 
 
    "What?" Bloodwraith looked to his pile of equipment, but Meara was already standing nearby and shook her head. 
 
    "Go, I'll bring your things." 
 
    With that, Danniah grabbed his hand and tugged him out of their small arena toward a different one. Bloodwraith wondered if his current match had gone too long, or if they were simply scheduled too closely together. Actually, now that he thought back to the previous day, he found himself harboring suspicions about this Baratak. 
 
    They arrived in a small room with a fighting circle inscribed on it. Baratak looked completely unruffled, though his partner was wearing nothing but a loincloth and wrestling oil, so at least they were also unprepared. Yet he was sure that he saw a flicker of dissatisfaction on Baratak's face when they entered. 
 
    "Finally." An official seated nearby shook his head. "Much longer and I'd have disqualified you." 
 
    "There should have been time." Bloodwraith glowered at Baratak, but the other man raised his hands defensively. 
 
    "We barely arrived on time as well. Shall we call this one a draw?" 
 
    "No. We fight." 
 
    Yet as the official gestured toward the circle, Bloodwraith realized that he'd be given no time to get his equipment from Meara, much less put it on. On top of that, he'd just exhausted all of his mana fighting in the last event, in addition to a significant percentage of his stamina. Danniah was still a bit worn from her defensive match as well. They were in no shape for this fight. 
 
    There was a slight smirk on Baratak's face and Bloodwraith knew that it was intentional. In that case, he couldn't let this pass. 
 
    "Wait a minute." He turned toward the official, looming over the smaller man. "I've just finished an event and I don't have my equipment." 
 
    "Doesn't matter," the official said. "I'll give you a few seconds to get in that circle and then I start the match. Anything you bring with you is fair game, anything else is forbidden. Match goes until one side surrenders, is knocked unconscious, or leaves the ring. Those are the rules." 
 
    Bloodwraith hissed in irritation, but he couldn't force his way through. Baratak's partner raised his hands in a peaceful gesture. "Let's not fight before the match starts. I didn't have time to put my equipment back on either. Surely that makes us equal?" 
 
    Though Bloodwraith wasn't certain about it, he didn't think he could argue. Meara appeared beside him, grabbing his Extra-dimensional Bag from him - his instinct was to snap at her, but he presumed that she must have a reason and just focused on his opponents. 
 
    Baratak smiled at them. "If you're not ready, we don't need to fight today. There's always next tenday." 
 
    The official raised a small bell. "There are others waiting. Get in the ring if you want to fight." 
 
    Stepping forward quickly, Bloodwraith entered the ring, with Danniah at his heels. Just before he entered, he felt Meara shove his bag back at him. When they entered, Baratak gave an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    "That was a dumb move. You should have taken the loss and learned your lesson." He unsheathed a thin sword with one hand and raised it into the air. "But I suppose you need a harder lesson." 
 
    While Baratak sneered, Bloodwraith calmly looked inside his inventory... and discovered that it now contained all of his equipment. How Meara had done it so fast, he wasn't sure, but he wasn't surprised. There was another problem: Danniah was wearing her old helm instead of the new one, just when they needed the extra edge. There was no time for either of them to change armor, so Bloodwraith simply took out his enchanted rings and began placing them on his fingers while Baratak was being smug. 
 
    "I see you!" Baratak lunged forward in a lightning-fast thrust, but Bloodwraith reached into his Extra-dimensional Bag and pulled out his Lodestone Greatsword. 
 
    He might have exhausted all of his personal mana, but his weapon still held a charge. Bloodwraith first deflected his opponent's thrust, then powered forward, releasing a shockwave of force that forced both of them backward. 
 
    Though Baratak watched him sourly, his partner chuckled. "Not bad. But I have a better trick." 
 
    It looked as though he had nothing but a loincloth, but the man turned his hand to reveal that he held a small silver sphere. A heavily enchanted sphere. The man jumped into the air and activated the spell, creating a burst of wind as a dimensional spell unwrapped itself, very similar to the spells woven into Extra-dimensional Bags. 
 
    When the man landed, he was wearing the heaviest armor Bloodwraith had ever seen, covered in thick plates of steel and wicked spikes. It would have to be exhausting just moving around in that... but the man had been conserving his stamina for exactly this. Bloodwraith scowled and admitted that these two were no amateurs, both in skill and in cheating. 
 
    "Wow!" Danniah stared at him in amazement. "I want one of those!" 
 
    "You'll have to win a lot of matches to earn one." The man raised a massive gauntlet and gestured to his partner. "Come on, Baratak. Let's stop wasting time and beat these amateurs." 
 
    The two moved forward carefully, Baratak staying behind his partner's wide shield. They might have tried to cheat, but they were hardly weak. Though Bloodwraith wanted to check their boxes, this was no time to distract himself. Without his armor he was at a huge disadvantage, so this fight would end quickly, one way or another. 
 
    He tried to strike first, but Baratak was faster, thrusting out with his thin blade again. Fortunately, Danniah had gotten over her awe and moved to block it. Unfortunately, the armored man immediately bore down on her, using his superior height and weight to force her backward. When Bloodwraith tried to defend her, the man simply took the blow on his armor and let Baratak force Bloodwraith back. 
 
    Winning fairly against such experienced cheaters would be impossible... but Bloodwraith had no intention of playing fair. If his opponents were willing to win via cheap tricks, he could too. 
 
    Lunging forward, Bloodwraith slammed directly into the armored man's shield, knocking him back a step. The attack was completely foolish, so of course he felt Baratak darting forward to stab him. Bloodwraith simply took the blow, ignoring the steel cutting into his body, and swung his sword. 
 
    At the ground behind him. 
 
    The burst of force propelled him forward, colliding heavily with both opponents. For a moment he feared it wouldn't be enough, but then the armored man tipped backward. They staggered and crashed to the floor, all three of them in a heap. 
 
    Baratak cursed and darted to his feet, lifting his sword to thrust into Bloodwraith. That was when he realized that all three of them had fallen outside the circle. 
 
    Leaving a surprised Danniah the only one still in bounds. 
 
    "That's a match." The official rang his bell again, apparently unmoved by all of the twists of the fight. "I don't have your winnings, so you'll need to head to the main desk to collect them. Now clear out so we can start the next match." 
 
    Ignoring the man, Baratak sheathed his sword and glared at Bloodwraith furiously. "This isn't over." 
 
    "That man just said it was." Bloodwraith got to his feet, enjoying how Baratak now needed to look up to meet his eyes. His side ached, but he ignored the pain. "Thank you for your lesson about what kind of place the Red Sands Arena really is." 
 
    Seething, Baratak turned away. He left his partner lying on the ground, though after a short time, the man pulled his armor back into the sphere. After a dirty glance at them he left as well, leaving Bloodwraith to turn back to his allies. 
 
    "That was great! You j-" Danniah cut off. "Oh, wow, that is bleeding a lot. Are you okay?" 
 
    "He'll be fine." Meara appeared beside him, holding out a Health Potion. "Sorry that I didn't see something like this coming. I assumed that all the adventurers here would be really serious about the competition itself." 
 
    "No," Bloodwraith said, "I should have seen it too. Where there's money, there will be those doing anything they can to get it." 
 
    Danniah took off her helm and swiped at her sweaty hair with one hand. "They might have been cheating jerks, but I really liked that magic sphere he had. I've always gotten sweaty in armor, even before coming to a place as hot as Manascas. Plus, I've always worried that somebody might attack while I was still trying to get on my armor." 
 
    "Such magic is certainly expensive, but we can put it on our list." Bloodwraith took the time to strap on all his own armor while they spoke. Though he was unpleasantly sweaty from the exertion, he felt better when the enchantment settled over him. In the future, he would not be taken unawares like that. 
 
    Meara glanced between them. "So, did you two have fun at your first tournament?" 
 
    "Definitely!" Danniah smiled at them as they headed out of the arena. "When can we do the next one?" 
 
    "These smaller events are every ten days." 
 
    Ten days. Bloodwraith thought about that as they left the arena. For a brief moment, he thought that someone was watching them, but when he turned he saw no one. Setting it aside, Bloodwraith focused on the future. 
 
    Next time, he'd be ready. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    It wasn't even a full day before Bloodwraith found himself approaching the Savages Guild. Meara was focused on earning money in the markets and she'd found several easy quests for Danniah to earn EXP, which left him free to pursue power directly. 
 
    If Meara hadn't mentioned it, he wouldn't have even considered that their arrangement wasn't exactly equitable. Money earned benefited all of them, and he received EXP from quests Danniah completed because she was "in his party," but his own training would benefit only himself. He had denied the logic, arguing that any strength he earned would be used in their service, but the thought did distract him. 
 
    Regardless, training with the barbarians seemed the easiest way of working with the boxes to gain power, much as he disliked the idea. 
 
    When he reached their building, he was glad to see that it wasn't a giant pile of mud and weapons, at least. The "Savages Guild" looked like any other respectable building in Manascas, though someone had drawn symbols of skulls and wolves in paint that looked nearly like blood. It was also guarded by a set of musclebound men and one woman who was nearly as muscular. 
 
    They glanced up at him when he approached, but one of them waved him in. "Kantan said you might show up. Just don't start anything." 
 
    Bloodwraith nodded and passed them, ducking into the main building. Inside, he found a large room with scattered tables and chairs of many kinds, from what looked like stolen bar tables to ornate Nereenese seats to low sitting tables. It was all lit by only a few torches, but he appreciated the low lighting since it reminded him of his old crypt. 
 
    Nobody paid much attention to him, so he headed in. Some of the people at the tables were celebrating loudly while others were quiet, and at one of the latter he spotted Kantan. Bloodwraith headed toward him as he scanned the room. 
 
    Not everyone was high level, but he saw an unusual number of adventurers at Level 14 or above. There was a striking half-orc woman in one corner, her curvy and muscular body barely covered by ragged furs. She was Level 16, but didn't even look up at him, focused on a talisman of bone around her neck. He ignored her, since she didn't seem to be a threat, and headed for Kantan. 
 
    The old man gestured for him to sit and slid a heavy mug of beer toward him. "Glad you could make it. If you want to train, we have grounds for that out back." 
 
    "That's what I'm most interested in, but I'm guessing you weren't offering it for free." 
 
    "Nah." Kantan leaned back and took a long drink from his own mug. "We're not much for formal rules and ranks here, but we keep trades fair. Your fight was good enough to earn you a place here, but if you want to learn more, you need gold. Or favors." 
 
    "I plan to be in Manascas for some time. I'd like to learn what I can." 
 
    "Good. For a start, I'd like to know why you had to run off so fast." 
 
    Though he considered whether the question could be a test or whether there was some advantage to gain by lying, Bloodwraith decided to tell the truth. When he told them about the pairs match and how their opponents had tried to cheat, no one seemed surprised. Kantan and a few others chuckled when he explained how he'd won, though he simplified the details of it. 
 
    There was only one woman at the table, lean and wiry in heavy leather armor. She leaned forward when he finished speaking. "Was his name Baratak?" 
 
    "Yes, that's right." 
 
    "Damn coward. He's not just a tournament boy, either, he's been implicated in some shady shit." 
 
    Bloodwraith frowned. "Tournament boy?" 
 
    "Slang around these parts," Kantan explained. "There are some who use the Red Sands to test themselves, but there are others who only care about the tournaments. They only train for the events, not real combat. And some of them just care about winning, whatever it takes. They like to take advantage of new arrivals." 
 
    The woman nodded. "But we'll welcome you, since you're not that type. You obviously know something about death." 
 
    "Heh." Bloodwraith was glad his helm hid his smile. "You could say that." 
 
    "But be careful. He probably doesn't have the balls to attack you himself, but he might send somebody at you, or try to make you attack him. Did the guards tell you about the rule?" 
 
    "What rule?" 
 
    "They don't want adventurers fighting in the streets, so they take it seriously here. Get in a fight outside the Arena or a Guild, you'll be thrown in prison for a tenday and have to pay for any damage. If they can pin a murder on you, the penalty is death, and any guard can be the executioner. Obviously some people still die, and they can't pursue everything, but they try to keep adventurers from following their own laws." 
 
    Kantan nodded in agreement. "Comes from the old days. Lot of angry groups getting into honor fights to the death. Can't run a city that way." 
 
    "Anyway, the rule is that serious fights need to be taken to the Arena. Rumor has it there are even fights to the death there, but the guards don't care. The main thing is that you don't get into anything on the streets - so Baratak might try to provoke you, then let the guard punish you." 
 
    Bloodwraith nodded thoughtfully, already glad he had come here. "Thank you for the warning." 
 
    "No problem. If you get a chance, punch the smug look off his face for me." 
 
    "But you said Baratak might be involved with something more serious than the tournaments?" 
 
    "He has enough gold, so it seems like the tournaments are an ego thing for him." The woman shrugged and sat back. "I don't know the details, but he'll definitely remember that you slighted him. So just just keep your eyes open, alright?" 
 
    Kantan banged his mug on the table. "Enough talking about that little shit. I want to hear where you learned the Wolf's Fang." 
 
    Though he needed to stretch the truth to avoid sounding suspicious, Bloodwraith was glad to talk about it. He discovered that the barbarian skills were slightly more complex than he thought, though not compared to true magic. It seemed that the version the boxes granted him was simplified, allowing him to skip the normal training. 
 
    Based on what he could gather, he didn't think improving his skills would prove too difficult or costly. It was elementary material and the Savages Guild was fairly free with those they liked. The problem would be mana reserves, because it wasn't as if the empowered burst was simply more efficient: no, it would definitely consume more mana. Still, having that option would be useful, since his skill had often done limited good against stronger opponents. 
 
    Eventually Bloodwraith realized that he was actually enjoying himself. The barbarians were rough and far from intellectual, but those with Kantan weren't idiots. He might once have scorned the strength they sought, but now he could see that power was power. 
 
      
 
    [Quest Complete! 
 
    Clear the tribal well of jackals. 
 
    Local Reputation +10 
 
    Alignment: Good +10 
 
    Reward: Money 
 
    EXP +1000] 
 
      
 
    The box interrupted his conversation, and though he was familiar enough with the boxes now that he didn't give any outside indication, this one distracted him. That was the quest Danniah had been on, finished sooner than expected. Meara had said the request was likely to be easy, and Danniah had gone together with several other adventurers, but it would be good to confirm that she was well. 
 
    They had agreed to meet after she finished, however, so he needed to move to meet her. Bloodwraith spent a while longer with Kantan and his friends, making arrangements to learn more from them, and eventually headed out. 
 
    On his way, he was surprised when the half-orc woman stepped into his path. For a moment he thought that she was going to fight him, but instead she stopped him by placing a hand directly on his chest. Despite her barbaric appearance, her fingers looked surprisingly smooth. 
 
    "You strong." 
 
    Bloodwraith had met half-orcs capable of normal speech, but apparently she wasn't one of them. "Yes?" 
 
    "Me Gharavi. Saw you fight cheating man." 
 
    "And?" When he started to step around her, irritated at the distraction, she moved directly into his path again.  
 
    "Strong male. Want mate?" 
 
    That finally got his attention and he spent a moment staring at her, glad his face was hidden by his helm. Unfortunately, they'd attracted attention now, most of it amused. He eyed the thin double-bladed axe on the half-orc's back, wondering if she might use it. "No, thank you." 
 
    She grunted and reached forward, touching the base of his helm as if to pull it off. 
 
    So Bloodwraith headbutted her in the face. 
 
    The half-orc woman crashed backward, smashing through a table. One of the men who lost his drink roared in anger, but his companions just laughed. Meanwhile, Bloodwraith was surprised that she went down so easily. She was far from the thickest-skulled half-orc he'd seen, but he'd expected her to take the blow better than that, being Level 16. 
 
    As she got back to her feet, he examined her more closely. 
 
      
 
    [Name: Gharavi 
 
    Race: Half-Orc/Half-??? 
 
    Class: ??? 
 
      
 
    Health: ??? 
 
    Mana: ??? 
 
    Stamina: ??? 
 
      
 
    Level: 16 
 
    EXP: ??? 
 
    Affection: ???/100 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: ??? 
 
    Vitality: ??? 
 
    Quickness: ??? 
 
    Intellect: ??? 
 
    Charisma: ??? 
 
    Willpower: ??? 
 
    Wisdom: ??? 
 
    Luck: ??? 
 
    Piety: ??? 
 
      
 
    Skills: ??? 
 
    Proficiencies: ??? 
 
    Inventory: ???] 
 
      
 
    Once he would have scoffed about the uselessness of the boxes, but now he knew that they reflected his own uncertainty. In any case, Bloodwraith realized that the others might misinterpret the way he was looking at her, given how little she was wearing. 
 
    The half-orc woman pushed herself back to her feet, wiped blood from her lip, and chuckled. "Huhuhu. Very strong male. Will change mind." 
 
    With that, she moved away from him, swinging her hips. Bloodwraith monitored her only long enough to confirm that she wasn't going to come back to attack him, then headed out the door. He heard more than a few of the men nearby asking aloud if he was mad or preferred men. She had certainly been attractive, with pure green skin and relatively small tusks, but that was not the issue at hand. 
 
    Before he got out, Kantan followed him. "That's just Gharavi. Don't worry about her." 
 
    "She's a regular here, then?" 
 
    "Only lately. Not sure why she came to Manascas, but she gets around." Kantan stayed alongside him as they stepped out of the Guild. "You're the first person she's propositioned, though. Why'd you turn her down?" 
 
    "Did you see the short woman who was with me?" 
 
    Kantan nodded in understanding. "Ah, yes. Tough little thing. I can see it." 
 
    "Does it matter?" 
 
    "Just wanted to ask. If she's really here to find a mate, could be a problem. You know the stories about how half-orc women can be." Kantan abruptly shrugged and turned back toward the Savages Guild. "But you shouldn't believe everything you hear. We'll see you later." 
 
    With that, Bloodwraith headed away from the Guild, though he couldn't put the incident behind him. After being honest with Kantan the entire conversation, he had lied at the end. Because the reason he had turned Gharavi down wasn't Danniah, or even the fact that he refused to be ruled by his baser lusts. 
 
    It was the fact that he had become an expert on pretending to be stupid, and he was sure that she was doing the same thing. 
 
    Though he struggled to pin the intuition down to the exact facts, he was nearly certain of it. Her speech had been brutish, but he didn't believe that it was actually the product of a brutish mind. He also didn't believe the idea that she randomly wanted to sleep with him, not for a moment. No, she had some reason to pretend to be someone she wasn't, and some reason to target him. 
 
    Both of those were troubling thoughts, but he wasn't sure how to move beyond them. Something was immensely suspicious about her, but he saw no way to investigate further for now. It might not even be a critical issue, at least not compared to other concerns. Above all, if there was some way to avoid getting involved with anything complicated, he would take it. 
 
    Setting the matter aside for the time being, Bloodwraith headed to the central square where he'd agreed to meet Danniah. He was surprised when he didn't see her, since he'd expected her to make good time. Yet he'd barely stood waiting for a short time before he felt someone step beside him. 
 
    "Hey." Danniah stood beside him, wearing a rough cloak that covered her entirely. "It's nice to see you but, well... I'm pretty sure I'm being followed." 
 
    Pretending to ignore her, Bloodwraith began to walk in the direction of their inn and spoke in a low voice. "Did something go wrong on your quest?" 
 
    "No, that was fine. The other adventurers cooperated pretty well and I don't think I was ever in any real danger. But sometime after I came back in through the gates, I started getting suspicious. And if they were waiting for me, maybe they were following me before that, too." 
 
    "Do you have any idea why?" 
 
    "I haven't even picked up the reward from the Adventurers Guild yet. I don't know what it could be about, but it's making me really nervous." Danniah shifted closer to him, grasping his arm with one hand. "Would it be dangerous to go back to Meara? Or is it more dangerous to confront them?" 
 
    "They might not know where we're staying, so better to avoid leading them there. Let's take care of this now." Though he hadn't noticed anyone yet, he assumed that Danniah wouldn't be this troubled for no reason. Instead he took them away from the main streets, into a part of Manascas that looked much poorer. 
 
    Once he no longer spotted any guards and the streets were mostly empty, he began to catch signs of their pursuers. They had blended in with the crowds easily enough, but now he could tell that someone was following them from a distance, staying around corners.  
 
    Danniah let go of his arm and instead took up her shield and mace, which was a sensible precaution. When he gestured at her head, she winced and put on her new helm, disappearing behind the ominous visor. Since it would be too obvious if he drew his own weapon, Bloodwraith just prepared himself for a potential ambush. As it turned out, there was no need for that. 
 
    When they neared a dark alley, several men emerged from it. Most of them looked like simple hired thugs, but Bloodwraith recognized their leader: Baratak's partner from the match. He was no longer wearing just a loincloth, but he still wore light clothing that would fit under armor and the silver sphere glinted in his belt. 
 
    Behind them, several more thugs appeared, hemming them in. That made six plus the leader, all of them armed. Danniah edged closer to his back, the tension in her body obvious. He tried to ignore that and focus on the best way out of the situation. 
 
    "You made Baratak look like a fool." His partner shook his head with a mocking smile. "And he really does not like being made to look a fool. We've come to deliver a message: you're going to lose to him in the next tournament." 
 
    "We cheated, he cheated, but we got luckier." Bloodwraith raised his hands as if to show he meant no harm, though it put his hand closer to the hilt of his sword. "We don't have any problem with you or Baratak. We don't even need to participate in the next tournament." 
 
    "Seems like you don't understand. That won't be good enough, and that's not why we're here. We're going to beat the lesson into you." 
 
    "You can't do that!" Danniah stiffened and gestured with her mace. "The guards will arrest us!" 
 
    "In this part of town? I don't think so." The man smiled down at her smugly. "Everybody around us has already closed their windows. They won't even check on your bodies until we're long gone, much less call the guards, and you can forget about getting any help. But they will talk. The city will hear that you didn't stay smug for long." 
 
    Bloodwraith took a step closer to him, doing his best to sound weak. "Look, we don't want any trouble. If you want us to apologize publicly, we will. Just please..." 
 
    "Oh, stop. I expected better of you, but I guess you're not big enough to fill that suit of armor." Baratak's partner reached down to the sphere on his belt. "I look forward to stripping it off your broken bod-" 
 
    At that moment, Bloodwraith lunged forward, grabbing his wrist and squeezing hard enough to crush bone. The man gave a cry of pain that was cut short when Bloodwraith's other hand grabbed his sword and unhooked it in a swinging arc that plunged deep into his target's neck. He groaned, blood bubbled on his lips, and then he dropped. 
 
    It was a radical answer, but Bloodwraith thought it was the right one: just as the man had said, all the windows around them were closed. The hired thugs looked shocked, though they weren't running. What mattered was that this would send a clear message to leave them alone. 
 
    Or the guards might investigate and get them into serious trouble. Bloodwraith shoved those doubts aside and focused on the current fight. 
 
    The thugs were nervous at first, but they didn't make the basic mistake of attacking individually. Once one of them started to close in, the rest all joined him, attacking in one group. Against less experienced warriors, it might have been effective. 
 
    But those who came at their back met Danniah's shield and the rest met Bloodwraith's sword. Two fell in their initial rush and they tried to retreat, which was exactly the wrong decision. Cutting through one of the thugs with only one hand on his sword, Bloodwraith raised the other and sent out a burst of force to smash another man against the nearest wall. 
 
    From the corner of his eyes, he saw Danniah defending against their wild slashes with her shield high, then she lashed out underneath it and broke one of the thug's kneecaps. Bloodwraith joined her to cut down the other thug, while she silenced the man who fell to the ground clutching his knee. 
 
    It wasn't difficult to finish them off at all. The heavily armored man would have been a serious challenge, but he had gained his strength via many artificial battles. If he'd had better combat instinct, there was no way Bloodwraith could have stopped him from summoning his armor, but that was the problem with warriors who used equipment they hadn't earned. 
 
    Speaking of that, Bloodwraith bent down to take the sphere from the man's belt. It would probably take significant magical work to tune it to new armor. That would be beyond him, which presented a second problem: taking this to a mage would probably implicate them in the crime. Their only hope was to disappear and leave no incriminating evidence, so it might be difficult. Still, it would make a good gift for Danniah. 
 
    When he looked up, however, he realized that she was not in the mood for it. "Oh no, oh no..." Danniah was clutching the sides of her helm, sometimes struggling to remove it and sometimes just massaging her head. "This is so bad." 
 
    "Calm down, Danniah." 
 
    "No, you haven't heard! Manascas takes these things really seriously, so the guards wil-" 
 
    "I just heard about it. But that just means we need to cover our tracks well." Bloodwraith accessed his inventory and then pulled Izilthor's skull from his bag. The skull blinked its glowing eyes at him, then clattered its jaw cheerfully. "Izilthor, clean up the bodies." 
 
    He set down the skull, which eagerly began tearing into them. Danniah looked away, and though he couldn't see her face through the slit in her helm, she moved as if she was anxious. "Are you sure, Bloodwraith? We can't clean it all up... won't they catch us? Should we run?" 
 
    "Don't worry. Like he said, this is a bad part of town. And remember that we're just two people in armor. That makes it hard for them to prove it was really us - hard enough that the guard probably won't bother. Especially if there are no witnesses and it's all just rumor." 
 
    "I... okay, I'll try to think about it that way. Umm... wait, weren't there six of them?" 
 
    Quickly checking the bodies, Bloodwraith realized that she was right. He traced an unusual line of blood and saw that the man who had struck his head against the stone had survived. Now he was creeping away, getting ready to run. 
 
    Bloodwraith readied his greatsword and whispered to Danniah. "Take anything of value from the bodies, pick up Izilthor, then hide. I'll bring back the last one." 
 
    She nodded wordlessly, so he leapt after the last thug. Unfortunately, the man heard him and broke into a sprint. Though his head was still bleeding, the injury didn't seem to slow him down, and he knew the streets better than Bloodwraith. Even with his superior speed, Bloodwraith had to pound after him for a while before he caught the man. 
 
    As his gauntlet closed around the back of the man's head, he considered interrogating him. But what could he actually learn? It was more likely that the man would shout and bring the guards, or otherwise cause problems. So Bloodwraith simply covered his mouth and then ran him through. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 2883 EXP.] 
 
      
 
    That victory left him with a body to dispose of. Though Bloodwraith considered simply dumping it, he thought that leaving the crime difficult to pin down was essential to avoiding investigation from the guards. So instead he dismembered the man's body and shoved the individual pieces into his Extra-dimensional Bag. They appeared in his inventory, which even declared [Set Complete] when he pushed them all inside, but he had no time for box god nonsense. 
 
    After cleaning off his sword, Bloodwraith hastened back to Danniah. Before he got close, he realized that something was wrong. People were beginning to peer from their windows now and a few people were in the streets. For once, they paid no attention to him, instead looking toward the site of the battle with horrified expressions. 
 
    He followed and felt a surge of horror as well, for different reasons: Danniah stood alone in the center of the street, surrounded by shredded flesh. Izilthor must have only been able to partially eat the bodies, because there were fragments of them everywhere, bones scattered and entrails oozing.  
 
    There was no sign of the skull itself - the last thing he needed was for the guards to investigate necromancy as well. The entire thing was a mystery, but the solution was not. When Danniah turned slightly, the crowd flinched away from her and made themselves scarce. From the shadows, Bloodwraith gestured at her to go. 
 
    She didn't nod, but turned away with more purpose. Bloodwraith realized how she must look to everyone else: a mysterious figure wearing an ominous helm, covered in blood and surrounded by dismembered bodies. People would definitely hear about this, the question was just whether or not the guards would have enough to investigate. 
 
    He met Danniah in a narrow street several blocks away. She'd had the sense to wipe away the gore and take off her helm, but she still looked nervous. As soon as she saw him, she rushed up and hugged his waist. 
 
    "It went wrong, Bloodwraith! Somebody was walking down the street and they screamed and then people started looking and... oh, gods, now the guards will be hunting me down..." 
 
    "Calm down, Danniah. It will be alright." Bloodwraith gently took her hands and caught her gaze with his own. "The fact that you hadn't used your helm before will work in our favor. Now the only thing anyone can recognize is your suit of armor, and we can replace that. Besides, it was a bad part of town and we didn't leave proof. If Baratak thought he could get away with beating us half to death, the guards probably won't look too closely at this, either." 
 
    Though he wasn't confident it would be that simple, Danniah seemed to believe him and some of the fear left her face. "I hope so. Did, uh, did you get the last one? I guess if you did, there are no witnesses who know who we were." 
 
    "That's right, it will just be a mysterious incident. Baratak might be able to guess happened, but he won't know for sure, and that will send a strong message." But now that Danniah was calm, he had a more important question. "Where is Izilthor?" 
 
    "Oh! He's in here!" Danniah reached inside her cloak and produced the skull, eyes watching silently. "When the scream happened, he started trying to hide before people even started looking, so I scooped him up into my cloak. So don't worry, I'm sure nobody saw that part!" 
 
    "Hmm. Impressive." Bloodwraith picked up Izilthor, who bounced happily in his hand. This was a good confirmation that he had been correct in choosing the most perceptive and intelligent of the undead he had been able to create. "But you need to hide in the bag now." 
 
    Instead, Izilthor hopped up his arm and shoulder, then rubbed against the side of his head. Bloodwraith sighed. 
 
    "Into the bag, Izilthor." After rubbing against him again, Izilthor hopped back down. When he held the Extra-dimensional Bag open wide, it dropped inside without requiring any further prompting. 
 
    To his surprise, Danniah had the first hint of a smile on her face since the incident. "I think he wants to be outside. He seems curious about the world. Would that be so bad? He's good at keeping hidden." 
 
    Normally he would have snapped that simple undead could not be curious, but he realized that he might be wrong in this case. "Perhaps if the incident passes and there is no search for necromancy, we can consider it. But for now, we need to get into hiding and lie low." 
 
    "Okay." Danniah sniffed loudly and wiped her nose. "And once we're in hiding, maybe we can take a long bath? I feel all icky." 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    Bloodwraith took her by the shoulder and guided her back toward their inn by an extended route. It seemed that no one was following them, and he didn't think there was anyone who could positively identify them, but he remained nervous. 
 
    Clearly, living in Manascas would not be as simple as he'd hoped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    After a fitful night, the next morning they stayed in their room and waited for news. Danniah was pacing back and forth, running her hands through her hair. It irritated Bloodwraith and only increased his anxiety, but he suspected that it helped her, and she needed the help more at the moment. He tried to ignore her and focused on his work. 
 
    He sat cross-legged on their bed, staring down at Izilthor. The skull sat in a pile of armor, clothes, and other random items, curiously chewing on them. It occasionally looked up at him, but he wasn't focused on the skull itself, instead focused on the boxes. 
 
    Izilthor currently had 31 Necromancy Points, which was a reasonable number. The question was how best to spend those, considering their needs in the near future would be unknown. Though he was tempted to increase the skull's base statistics, leaving Izilthor as a skull would prevent it from ever being a true ally. He seriously considered several different bodies that could be purchased with the points, but any of them would make it impossible to hide the undead so easily. 
 
    While he was still reading through boxes and boxes of potential traits, Danniah spoke up again. "Do you think it's been too long? Should we be concerned about Meara?" 
 
    "Even if the authorities are looking for us, there's no way they would be searching for her." 
 
    "But Baratak knows she's with us! He might have told someone..." 
 
    "Baratak can't be certain what happened, and we just sent a strong message. Besides, Meara is very good at remaining hidden and avoiding notice. She'll be just part of the crowd." 
 
    "Maybe, but it's been so long..." 
 
    Seeing that Danniah was deep into her nervousness, Bloodwraith decided to distract her in a different way. He didn't want to make any major investments now, but he thought one of the traits was good value for its low cost. 
 
      
 
    [Ally Coordination 
 
    Cost: 3 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain the ability to understand and follow commands from designated allies. Commands from the user will override commands from allies and the command designation can be revoked at any time. Taking this trait requires at least 10 Intellect and will grant a bonus Intellect +1 unless Intellect is above 20. 
 
    NOTE: Though the Undead Companion will remain essentially loyal, this trait will increase independence and perfect obedience will no longer be possible. It is recommended to use this trait only cautiously and to grant command designation only to trusted allies to prevent unwanted consequences.] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith focused on the box to purchase the trait, deciding that it was worth it for the increase in Intellect alone. Izilthor perked up as soon as the mana began running through it, then bounced closer, rolling onto his leg and hopping up and down. The movements distracted Danniah for a moment and Bloodwraith continued with that. 
 
    "I was thinking that Izilthor should obey you and Meara in case there are any more complex situations like the one yesterday. Go on, give it a command." 
 
    "I'm commanding undead now?" Danniah gave an awkward smile, then focused on the skull. "Uh... Izilthor, would you come over here, please?" 
 
    The skull hopped from his leg, fell off the bed, and began bouncing against Danniah's legs. She looked uncomfortable for a moment before she reached down to pick up the skull. It quickly ran up her arm, bounced a bit and began biting her hair playfully. Danniah released a surprised laugh. 
 
    "Oh, he's so playful!" She reached up to touch the skull and it pushed into her hand. "It really is almost like having a pet..." 
 
    Though Bloodwraith wasn't exactly happy with that comparison, he was glad to see Danniah happy again. And though Izilthor currently was acting more like a pet than a Great Devourer of Flesh, having strong connections to their group wasn't a bad thing. Even normal undead could turn against their masters, and one with a strong ability to think was an even greater threat. It was essential that Izilthor's intelligence developed with unshakable loyalty to them. 
 
    Unfortunately, Danniah only cooed over the skull for a little while before concern returned to her face. "It's just... I was having so much fun in Manascas, I'd hate if we needed to run away to avoid the guards." 
 
    Izilthor sensed her sadness and rubbed against her, but they were still starting that cycle again. Bloodwraith sighed. "We'll need to be more careful, but I doubt the city guard will be coming after us." 
 
    "But are you sure? I just..." 
 
    She trailed off as the door opened. Both of them stiffened and Izilthor jumped into the pile and lay still, but it was only Meara. Though she quickly closed the door behind her, Bloodwraith didn't see any serious concern on her face. 
 
    "You can both relax. The guards haven't put up posters of you or anything - they aren't even searching. And around here, people didn't even hear about the incident. I asked around and it seems that things like this do happen from time to time. If you'd killed someone important, they'd investigate, but when it's thugs who have fought others... the guards tend to look the other way." 
 
    "Oh, that's a relief!" Danniah flopped down onto the bed and Izilthor hopped over to sit on her head. "So we're in the clear?" 
 
    Bloodwraith shook his head. "Just to be sure, we should lie low and not wear our most identifiable armor for a few days. Just to confirm that there isn't a secret investigation." 
 
    "I doubt there will be." Now that she'd delivered the good news, Meara's lips twisted in a strange smile. "There are rumors about what happened, though. Sounds like many of them got the story wrong, which should protect you further, but you may be amused to hear them." 
 
    Danniah jerked her head back up, sending Izilthor tumbling. "Wait, people are talking about us?" 
 
    "Oh, they're talking about you. They say a group of thugs attacked a halfling woman and she tore them apart, literally ripping them limb from limb. I tell you, this halfling sounds like she's a real monster! They say she had magic that turned her partially into a beast so she could tear her enemies open and eat their entrails. People are claiming they saw her arrive in Manascas and that she killed a man just for looking at her wrong. Ripped off his jaw and beat him to death with it." 
 
    As Meara spoke, Danniah's face became more and more pale. At the end she threw herself back down and pulled a pillow over her head. "Oh nooo..." 
 
    "You should be happy, Danniah! All you have to do is put on that scary helm of yours and you can instantly become the Monster of Manascas!" 
 
    "I don't want a scary reputation! Stupid helm!" 
 
    "You know, I wonder if we should be consorting with you any more. I'm not sure someone who tears their enemies apart is a good companion for Raigar the Valorous." 
 
    "Stop it!" Danniah sat up and chucked the pillow at Meara, actually catching her full in the face. Meara staggered backward, eyes open in mock horror. 
 
    "Raigar, please don't let her eat my entrails!" 
 
    Though Danniah flushed and pouted, she seemed less concerned than she'd been before. Bloodwraith rubbed her on the back to try to balance her. "Don't worry, Danniah. There are many rumors in a city as large as this one. You'll continue being yourself and the rumor will pass quickly. The only consequence will be making Baratak hesitate to attack us again." 
 
    "I suppose you're right." Danniah sighed. "Not the kind of reputation I wanted to get, though." 
 
    Meara folded her arms and leaned back against the wall. "So, what are you going to do? There's no need to stay in here, but I imagine you want to avoid anything else that might get you into trouble." 
 
    "Oh! We actually did something." Danniah looked around and found Izilthor where it had fallen when she started moving wildly. She picked up the skull and showed it to to Meara. "Bloodwraith made it so that he can hear our orders too!" 
 
    "Izilthor, flip upside down." Meara raised her eyebrows when the skull obeyed instantly, flipping over and then clattering its jaw as if laughing. "Heh, it actually did. That will be useful when Bloodwraith turns it into something big and scary." 
 
    "I hope that isn't too soon. Right now he's like a pet... I've been trying to think of an easier name, but so fa-" 
 
    Bloodwraith snatched the skull from her hands. "The Great Devourer of Flesh is not a pet!" Being friendly with his allies was one thing, but this was too far.  
 
    To make his point clear, Bloodwraith decided to take care of another loose end. He picked up his Extra-dimensional Bag and took out one of the bloody limbs of the last man he'd killed. Held in stasis by the bag's magic, it still dripped blood, though he caught that with his hand. 
 
    Izilthor perked up and hopped over to him to begin eating the dismembered arm eagerly. Danniah blanched at the sight and looked away, but didn't let it go that easily. 
 
    "Izilthor, do you really like eating corpses?" 
 
    To Bloodwraith's surprise, the skull turned to her and nodded vigorously. Danniah sighed. 
 
    "Well... I suppose that's just your nature..." 
 
    Regardless, Bloodwraith kept feeding the dead flesh to the skull. It crunched through the bone as well, converting it all into raw power. At the end it even moved down to his hand that had caught the dripping blood. He felt magic tingle across his palm as the blood was... lapped up, almost as if with a tongue. Soon everything was gone and Izilthor eagerly clattered for more, so he began feeding it the next piece. 
 
    "You know, that thing really has remarkable intelligence," Meara said. "Does it understand everything we say?" 
 
    "Of course it understands." Bloodwraith glanced up from feeding the skull to raise an eyebrow. "Their core function is to obey orders, so it's essential that the ability to understand them is built in." 
 
    "That makes sense, but I'm not sure it's only that. With all the additional traits you explained to us, Izilthor here is obviously more than a mere automaton." 
 
    "Yes, the boxes didn't allow me that option. With real undead, it often makes sense to give them extremely simple commands, like to attack anyone that enters a room. But since the 'Undead Companion' skill is designed for a traveling adventurer, it includes greater autonomy." 
 
    Meara shook her head. "No, I'm saying it's more than that. Admittedly it doesn't have a face, but it clearly has emotions. It seems to like Danniah, and you can't say it doesn't look happy to be chowing down on dead flesh like that." 
 
    "Perhaps, but does it matter?" 
 
    "It might. I was wondering: if it can understand us perfectly, why not give it the ability to speak?" 
 
    That stopped Bloodwraith cold as he considered the possibility. Such a thing would be utterly wasted on normal undead, but perhaps it might have a benefit here. They could use Izilthor to scout without needing to set up elaborate scrying magic that would probably be beyond him. Or set it up as a guard while they slept, since the undead needed no sleep unless fatigued. 
 
    Danniah nodded eagerly. "Oh, I like that idea! Can we try it, Bloodwraith?" 
 
    "I'll consider it. Give me a moment..." He began feeding Izilthor another leg and then delved deeper into the boxes, this time looking for traits involving speech... 
 
      
 
    [Absolute Speech 
 
    Cost: 100 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain the ability to speak via purely magical means, regardless of the anatomy of its current form. It will be able to communicate perfectly in any language known by the user. In addition, it will be able to relay commands to other undead and potentially generate new orders if other traits allow for independence.] 
 
      
 
    "That's absurdly expensive. It's not possible." 
 
    "Don't be so hasty," Meara said. "I'm having trouble reading that box, but it feels very heavy. Surely there are options that involve less power? You're not trying to create a perfect undead today, after all, just one that can grow in a useful way." 
 
    "I'll look further..." Concentrating deeper, he managed to summon several boxes with more appropriate traits... 
 
      
 
    [Voiced Undead 
 
    Cost: 5 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain the ability to speak in any language its Intellect allows. 
 
    NOTE: This trait requires an undead with traits that give it a functioning tongue and vocal cords and as such will remain dormant on skeletons and similar classes of undead.] 
 
      
 
    [Language Development 
 
    Cost: 10 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain an increased ability to learn and use language. Linguistic ability will begin at nearly non-existent levels, but this trait will adapt to the Undead Companion's form, taking the shape of magical or vocal speech as its form allows.] 
 
      
 
    [Psychic Connection 
 
    Cost: 15 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain the ability to converse directly with the mind of its master, with fluency equal to its Intellect. Connections to designated allies can be added for an additional 5 NP.] 
 
      
 
    Though his desire was to spend as few points on this capacity as possible, the "Voiced Undead" trait was simply useless in his current situation due to missing prerequisites. The "Psychic Connection" trait had obvious advantages, but it was too expensive for his taste, especially since he'd need to spend 20 NP with the upgrade. That left "Language Development," which matched his overall plan of letting Izilthor grow over time. 
 
    Meanwhile, Izilthor had gained another Necromancy Point from consuming the body. Bloodwraith decided that he could afford to spend the 10 NP on this skill and hope it would pay dividends down the road. He reluctantly selected the trait and let the surge of necromantic power rush through the skull. 
 
    Izilthor blinked and went still for a moment. Everyone watched, then after a pause it opened its mouth and let out a rasping sound. It was similar to the screeches of many undead, more mana than normal speech. Though Danniah winced at the sound, as Izilthor continued to make odd noises, she began to smile. 
 
    "He's trying to talk! That's so cute..." 
 
    "Izilthor is an 'it'." Bloodwraith folded his arms and glared at Danniah. "Cease thinking of it as a pet or child. Bear in mind that this is an Undead Companion, born with perfect comprehension of commands, not to mention the ability to fight and the hunger for flesh. Certain aspects of growth may be comparable to living creatures, but they are never the same." 
 
    Danniah stuck out her tongue at him. "I know that, but I still find it cute. You have to admit Izzy here is pretty friendly." 
 
    While Bloodwraith spluttered, Meara gave a wide grin. "Izzy, huh? That's his new name?" 
 
    "Yeah, I just thought of it! It kind of works for him, doesn't it?" 
 
    In response Izilthor let out a screech that could have meant anything. It was quiet enough that the sound probably didn't escape the room, but Bloodwraith still realized that it was a potential liability. He picked up the skull and held it up before his face, eyeing it seriously. 
 
    "Izilthor, you can't let anyone hear you. Just like being seen, it could lead to problems. Do you understand?" 
 
    The skull nodded and made a softer rasping sound. 
 
    "You won't be able to express yourself fully yet, but I look forward to the day when you can remind Danniah that you are an undead construct, not a pet." 
 
    That prompted Izilthor to tilt back and forth in confusion. Then, to Bloodwraith's horror, it jumped onto his shoulder and began rubbing against his face, while letting out a rasp that was more than just a screech: 
 
    "Dada!" 
 
    Bloodwraith sighed and hung his head in defeat, while Danniah cooed and Meara laughed so hard she nearly fell over. Izilthor saw his concern and tried to comfort him, which was no comfort at all.  
 
    "You should have seen this coming!" Meara barely managed to say between guffaws. "Excellent work, Bloodwraith - Father to the Undead!" 
 
    He put his hands over his face. Just what was his life becoming? 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Over the next several days, Danniah's anxiety diminished and even Bloodwraith's paranoia was satisfied that they were in no immediate danger. There were several people who might be able to put together that Danniah had been the person in the rumors, but there was no proof and nothing the city guard would act on. Though he personally thought Baratak had been defanged, they remained cautious regardless. 
 
    That started with not making any attempts at the next tournament. They would have had a final chance to participate in qualifying rounds, then two days after that was the grand tournament. Instead, Bloodwraith focused all their efforts on developing the power they needed if they came into conflict again. 
 
    For Danniah, that meant going outside the city on simple quests that Meara vetted. She took Izilthor along with her, though Bloodwraith worried that she would be a bad influence on the young undead. Since he'd been forced to admit that Izilthor was child-like in development, in some ways, it was important that it be raised properly. But the corpses it could eat with Danniah had significant raw value. 
 
    Meanwhile, he just watched the EXP and NP roll in and focused on working at the Savages Guild. For a nominal fee, Kantan was glad to teach him more tricks of the supposed "Wolf's Fang." Bloodwraith stayed focused on it, trusting that it would eventually translate into the system he understood, and one day was rewarded with a new set of boxes: 
 
      
 
    [New Skill Acquired: Empowering Rage! 
 
    Starting Level: 1 
 
    EXP +3000] 
 
      
 
    [Empowering Rage 
 
    This ability can be paired with any skill in the Barbarian class to increase damage in return for mana. An empowered version of a skill will cost double mana and multiply ordinary damage. Damage is increased by 20% at level 1 and the multiplier will increase with each additional level.] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith felt a sense of satisfaction to have it finally laid out so simply. In the early levels, empowering skills would be inefficient, but eventually it would become a powerful ability. By using potions from Meara, he practiced the skill relentlessly until it increased to level 2 and the description said that the multiplier had become 1.4. Excellent. That meant that he only needed to increase the skill to level 5 before it would become cost effective, and it would only improve from there. 
 
    The EXP bonus was nice, but didn't impress him like it once would have. Working in Manascas was simply too effective, with Danniah earning around 2000 EXP every day. And that was with relatively simple quests - once they were strong enough to attempt the more difficult ones Meara kept finding, the rewards would increase even further. 
 
    But first, he needed to focus on qualitative improvements. At the end of that day, he felt like he'd learned what he needed from the Savages Guild, but considered returning anyway. It was a suitable enough place to train, provided that he stayed away from Gharavi's attempts to get closer to him. 
 
    On his way out, he was stopped by Kantan. The old man spoke while looking toward the sky, not making eye contact. 
 
    "You're strong, boy. And you have real potential. I haven't seen many master these skills so quickly." 
 
    "I have unfair advantages." 
 
    "Eh? What do you mean?" 
 
    Bloodwraith just shook his head. "I'm gifted in some ways, but not in others. Thank you for teaching me so much." 
 
    Kantan chuckled. "Always known there was something strange about you, boy. But you have your head on straight. Keep your friend from killing anyone else, alright?" 
 
    He looked toward the older man in alarm, but Kantan still didn't look at him. 
 
    "Don't worry, the guards don't care. But some of us have put the rumors together. I'd tell you to be cautious of someone as vicious as her, but I reckon you know what you're doing. Just be careful." 
 
    In response Bloodwraith simply grunted, not sure how to take that. After a while longer, Kantan headed back inside and let him go on his way. 
 
    As he headed back into the city, Bloodwraith scanned his inventory and considered their available resources. Between Meara's sales and Danniah's quest rewards, they were making a decent amount of money on a daily basis. Not enough to buy a large number of rings, but enough that he was beginning to scour shops for improved equipment. 
 
    So far he had found little that he would consider actually remarkable, so he continued hoarding their money. The most significant upgrade they could acquire would be the sphere they had taken - both to get the armor contained within and to use the sphere for Danniah's armor. But Meara had tried and failed to work with it and they didn't dare go to a real mage, so it remained a useless silver bauble for now. 
 
    Eventually the day of the grand tournament arrived. Bloodwraith headed back to the inn after doing his usual work, but when he entered the room, he found Danniah still in her armor and Meara waiting by the door. Meara glanced at him and spoke first. 
 
    "Since things have been relatively calm and we've been working hard, we thought that we might attend the tournament today. Just as spectators." 
 
    "Can we?" Danniah smiled up at him while petting Izilthor. "It would be a chance to see some of the best fighters in the city, plus lots of important people will be there. I'm honestly not just making excuses because I want to go... wouldn't this be our best chance to gain more information about Manascas?" 
 
    "Dada!" Izilthor pulled out of her hands and hopped over to him, so Bloodwraith reached down to pick up the skull, sighing as it nuzzled into his hands. He'd grown used to that, so he focused more on Danniah's argument. 
 
    "I suppose there's no harm in simply attending. But we need to keep our heads down." 
 
    "Hurray!" Danniah quickly embraced him around the waist. 
 
    As she did, Izilthor hopped up and down. "Yay!" It didn't have much of a vocabulary, but it tended to react to the mood of the room. Sighing, Bloodwraith took his Extra-dimensional bag from his waist and held it out. 
 
    "Sorry, Izilthor, but you need to go in the bag." 
 
    "Nnnn." The skull shook back and forth. 
 
    "It's the only way you'll be safe. If people see you at an event like that, they might smash you." 
 
    Though it whined some more, eventually Izilthor hopped into the bag and went back into his inventory. As far as Bloodwraith had determined, undead within the bag were completely frozen, including mental processes, so it wasn't torture. At the same time, he completely understood why Izilthor would prefer to be outside and learning - the undead had picked up his hunger for knowledge, after all. 
 
    "Then we have an agreement?" Meara pushed off the wall and smiled at both of them. "We haven't been spending enough time together lately, so I'd like to enjoy this." 
 
    The three of them headed out and toward the Red Sands Arena, soon finding themselves part of a large crowd. Though the smaller events were sparsely attended, it seemed that many of the citizens cared about the primary tournaments. From what Bloodwraith understood, they covered similar competitions to the preliminary rounds, but with only the strongest adventurers and the flashiest events. Hopefully it would be an interesting show. 
 
    Entry prices varied widely, from multiple gold pieces for special seats to 50 silvers for those in the front rows, to just coppers for the least desirable seats. Since they were still trying to gather money, they opted for the cheapest option.   
 
    Though they found the stands were already somewhat crowded, no competitions had begun. There were a few performers with trained jackals, but the act bored Bloodwraith. Instead of watching the performance, his eyes wandered around the large arena. 
 
    Partway around the circle, the stands were broken by a fortress-like structure. Within, he could see three rooms with balconies and special seats for important guests. After puzzling over who might be there for a time, he realized that it might be simpler to ask the others. 
 
    "Meara, do you know who's in the biggest seats?" 
 
    "I've heard a little." She gestured first at the rightmost chamber, which was filled with many guests in expensive clothes. "That one is for the Red Sands overseer, who runs the whole operation. He always attends, of course, and his guests usually spend the time politicking. The empty middle one is for the Governor of Manascas, who only attends when there's something particularly important going on." 
 
    Those seemed obvious enough, so Bloodwraith's eyes wandered to the leftmost chamber. To his surprise, it held only a single occupant, a man sprawled on a chair with one leg hooked over the side. He looked somewhat elven, but his ears were long and curved. There was something else odd about him... "And who is that?" 
 
    "I could give you answers, but I'm not sure any of them are true. Some rumors say that he's nobility from another kingdom, but whoever he is, he's rich enough to waste a lot of time here. There are other rumors that he's the Governor's lover, but I think those are just trying to court controversy." 
 
    "And wouldn't they be on the same balcony, then?" Danniah shadowed her eyes to peer closer. "He looks really bored. Guess he's waiting for the fighting to start?" 
 
    "I don't know. One of the few things the rumors are consistent about is that he always attends the big tournaments, but he never seems to care. That's why there are so many rumors about him being a bored noble." 
 
    That was mildly interesting, but now that Bloodwraith had answers, it didn't seem particularly important. His eyes wandered away... and he spotted Gharavi seated in the upper stands, not far from them. 
 
    The half-orc woman was looking toward the three raised chambers as well. She had a look of pure concentration that confirmed for him yet again that she couldn't be as stupid as she pretended to be. He looked curiously for a time, wondering what her purpose was, until she happened to glance in his direction and caught his gaze. 
 
    He dropped his eyes immediately, but it was too late. Gharavi stood up and rushed toward them, pushing people out of her way to get there. There was plenty of pushing and shoving in the cheap seats, but she was better at it than most. 
 
    "Oh, gods, that's her..." Bloodwraith nudged his companions, but it was too late to evade her. 
 
    Soon Gharavi was standing in front of them, muscular arms folded beneath her breasts. "Strong male again. Come see good fights?" 
 
    "Something like that." 
 
    "Fights always rile Gharavi's blood. Want mate after?" 
 
    Before Bloodwraith could formulate a response, Danniah latched onto his arm. "No, thank you! He's already with me!" 
 
    Gharavi looked at her for a moment, then just grunted dismissively. "Not problem. Strong males have many mates." 
 
    "Go away and leave us alone!" 
 
    After staring at them for a bit, Gharavi retreated a short distance and sat back down. Bloodwraith sighed as Meara leaned closer to him. "So, that's your orc lover, huh?" 
 
    "I'm telling you, she can't be what she seems." Bloodwraith glanced toward Meara. "Are you really saying she doesn't seem suspicious to you?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. We know how Raigar's fancy magic amulet makes you lucky with the ladies." 
 
    "I believe you," Danniah said. She had seemed jealous before, but now she just leaned against his arm thoughtfully. "Kind of like someone acting like a barbarian. I mean, her top... that just wouldn't work at all." 
 
    That made no sense to Bloodwraith, but when Meara nodded as if it was reasonable, he had no choice but to ask. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Well... that cloth isn't nearly enough to hold her, um, assets in place. They'd bounce all around. You fight like that, you're going to be hurting a lot. You said she was strong, right? I don't think any experienced warrior would dress that way." 
 
    "Hmm." Bloodwraith considered her a while longer, though he tried not to be seen staring at her. "Do you think I should question her directly?" 
 
    Meara shrugged. "What else are we going to do while we wait for the tournament to start? The two of us will listen in and see if we can learn anything else." 
 
    Since Danniah let go of his arm, Bloodwraith decided that he might as well. He stepped down over several rows, pushing his way through the crowds. As soon as he got close, Gharavi turned to face him and grunted happily. 
 
    "Strong male change mind?" 
 
    Just confronting her with his suspicions, much less trying to voice Danniah's breast-based argument, would be foolish. Instead, he took an entirely different approach to catch her off guard. "Why were you watching the man in the leftmost chamber?" 
 
    Though he could have sworn he saw something flash in her eyes, a moment later Gharavi just grunted. "Also powerful male. Rule city." 
 
    "But he doesn't, and I think you know that." Bloodwraith folded his arms and fixed her with his gaze. "In fact, it seems not many people know anything about him at all. But I think you do." 
 
    Gharavi took a step back, one hand sliding behind her back toward her axe. It only lasted a moment, but he saw her eyes change to a look of sharp intelligence. Though she could probably reach her long axe from that position, Bloodwraith ignored it and kept pushing. 
 
    "I don't think I'm your enemy. But unless you stop lying to me, I could be." 
 
    "No!" She bellowed out the word and drew her axe, shoving it in his face. "No touch Gharavi!" 
 
    Either an emotional reaction... or an attempt to shield herself with the crowd. Whereas they had attracted little attention before, now people all around the stands were turning to look at them. He obviously couldn't keep interrogating her directly, but that didn't mean he could do nothing. 
 
    When Gharavi poked her axe at him again, Bloodwraith grabbed the handle and held it firm. She pulled back, much stronger than an average human woman, but not nearly as strong as him. Though he wanted to check her box again now that he'd seen more of her, there was no time for that. He realized that many people in the audience were now watching them eagerly, hoping for a fight before the main event started. 
 
    "Your secrets are that important to you?" Bloodwraith pulled down her axe and held her gaze, sure that the act was starting to drop. "Why?" 
 
    Before she could answer, someone else yelled out loud enough to be heard over the crowd. 
 
    "Hey, what the fuck?" 
 
    Bloodwraith looked up sharply, expecting an attack. Instead he saw only a figure in a black cloak that completely obscured his features. Something about it bothered him, especially as the figure began to rush toward them, yelling. 
 
    "That's my fucking character! Who the fuck are you?" 
 
    As the figure drew closer, the hood fell away from his face. Bloodwraith froze in place as he recognized himself, for a moment incapable of thought. It was his real body, which should have been long ago destroyed. Yet here it was, which could only mean... 
 
    The next moment Raigar collided with him and the two of them crashed down through the stands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Even though Bloodwraith was being slammed against hard stone, for a moment he was too stunned to react. He had been utterly certain that the real Raigar had died in his old body, yet for him to be alive... No, more importantly, his real body was still intact. If he could acquire another Wand of Soul Exchange somehow... 
 
    Currently Raigar had both hands around his neck, but given his relative lack of strength, it was no real threat. Bloodwraith reached out and grabbed him by the face as they tumbled down, driving his opponent underneath him so that he took all the hard blows as they smashed over stone and members of the audience. Though he definitely wanted to keep his lich body intact, it could handle a bit of blunt force trauma. 
 
    They crashed to a halt at the bottom of the stands and staggered to their feet. Though they had flattened a lot of people along the way, those outside their path of destruction cheered them on. This seemed to disorient Raigar, even though his body should have immediately recovered. 
 
    Bloodwraith's mind was working at full speed, but that actually worked against him. The idea that he was face-to-face with an Outsider, one of the incomprehensible box gods... on top of that, the person who had created his Amulet of Reincarnation and planned a life of brutal hedonism. Whatever this being was, diabolical or transcendent, it was unlike anything he had ever met... 
 
    Raigar punched him in the face. It did essentially nothing, a puny lich arm against a body of solid muscle, but it brought him to his senses. 
 
    "Right, shitty mage build." Raigar shook his head. "Who the hell are you? How did you steal my character?" 
 
    "Your character? What do you mean?" Though arguing in front of an audience was the worst possible way to gain this information, he might not get another chance. His mind raced as he tried to think of a way to get Raigar out of the public so he could be captured and interrogated. 
 
    "Oh, fuck it. I'll just elephant mork this." 
 
    "You'll what?" 
 
    Instead of an answer, Raigar raised one hand. Not in a punch this time, but starting to extend a finger. He did it quickly, too, the mana gathering with practiced speed. If Bloodwraith had not been intimately familiar with that exact spell, he would definitely have been struck. 
 
    As it was, he managed to duck before the ray of necromantic energy shot from Raigar's finger. He heard screams from the audience as several people fell, their bodies crumbling. All the cheers turned to cries of horror and everyone began fleeing from the two of them. 
 
    That was one way to get privacy. Bloodwraith straightened up and started to say something, but had to throw himself aside to avoid another spell. In that moment, he caught a glimpse of Raigar's eyes. It was his own face - his old face - but it was clearly different. This being cared for nothing but killing. Though its words seemed casual and irreverent, it clearly cared just as little for everything in this reality. 
 
    To Bloodwraith's surprise, he needed to dodge again almost immediately. Raigar had both hands raised, slinging spells rapidly. He'd forgotten how fast his old body was, and how large the gap between them yawned. 
 
    One of the rays hit his arm and Bloodwraith dropped backward with a cry of pain. Just one indirect strike... his box now displayed [Health: 147/206]. Realizing that he couldn't trade blows and end things quickly, Bloodwraith retreated to a distance where he could more easily dodge and considered his options. 
 
    Unfortunately, he was currently weaker than the old Raigar had been when he had destroyed the Master Lich. How much weaker, he wasn't sure, but his old body was obviously far superior to anything else he'd faced in this life. The only reason he was still alive was that Raigar clearly had no idea how to use his power. But the fact that he was using only base combat spells meant that he could continue casting them essentially forever, in realistic combat terms. 
 
    A large space had opened up around them. From the corner of his eyes, Bloodwraith saw that Danniah and Meara hadn't fled, but they remained at a distance, uncertain how to help. That was wise, given the threat. Though there were theoretically strong adventurers competing in the tournament, none of them had come to resolve the situation.  
 
    The only other people he saw were the arena guards. They were hardened men and women the boxes labeled Level 12 and above, so they didn't flee either, but they weren't about to throw themselves against a mad lich throwing spells in every direction. So far they had kept their distance, somewhat circling and preparing to act, but on their own they would do nothing. 
 
    It was up to him, then. Bloodwraith drew his sword with a flourish, and while Raigar was distracted, extended his other hand and released a burst of force. 
 
    Raigar fell back a step... but only one step. "Haha, is that the best you got?" 
 
    Damn, he'd underestimated the durability of his old body. Still, it had knocked Raigar back a little, so he had an option... 
 
    Bloodwraith ducked underneath another fireball, then rushed forward. He threw out one hand and cast another burst of force, which Raigar let slide off him contemptuously. One of his hands came up to cast another ray... and at that moment, Bloodwraith released an empowered Fist of Rage. 
 
    The strengthened skill slammed into Raigar, knocking him roughly against the arena wall. While he was stunned, Bloodwraith swept up and hefted his sword in a swing. He'd planned to cut off Raigar's head to disable him entirely, but his opponent recovered too fast, one hand rising and drawing on necromantic power. 
 
    Changing the angle of his attack, Bloodwraith instead cut down, hacking into the arm. Raigar let out a cry, though it had to be habit or surprise, since his body couldn't feel pain. In any case, that threw him off enough for Bloodwraith to slam a shoulder into him and knock him to the ground. When he dropped, Raigar lay still, apparently still stunned from the loss of his arm. 
 
    All at once Bloodwraith went from fighting for his life to dealing with a much more difficult situation. The guards were beginning to close in, possibly to arrest him as well. Yet he had an Outsider right in front of him, and on top of that, one occupying his real body. He needed time for answers and to recover his  body, yet he couldn't afford to fight against the arena guards... 
 
    "Are you alright, adventurer?" One of the guards approached, looking at him in real concern, and Bloodwraith realized that he'd read the situation wrong. Without his helm to shield his expression, he had to smother an evil grin. 
 
    "The spell hurt bad, sir, but I made it. Do you know who this madman is?" 
 
    "No idea, but you're to be commended for taking him down. He could have killed far more people if you haven't stepped up." 
 
    "Just doing my part, sir." Bloodwraith felt a stirring of necromantic power and realized that Raigar was about to try something else, so he lunged out, flattening him back to the ground with one foot. "Can we tie him up and interrogate him?" 
 
    The guards glanced at one another uncomfortably. "I'm not sure what our orders are. We haven't had a situation like this, really." 
 
    "Please. I just want to know why he'd do this." 
 
    After a little argument, they agreed. They bound Raigar's arms and dragged him down to one of the lower levels while the other guards evacuated the other spectators. Before following them, Bloodwraith took a moment to look around the arena. 
 
    His allies were approaching carefully, still reading the situation. Gharavi seemed to have vanished, which was more than a little suspicious. The chambers for the nobility had cleared out... except for the lone unusual man, who sat forward in his chair with an ironic smile on his face, as if immensely amused by everything he had seen. 
 
    All of that bore thinking about, but Bloodwraith had much bigger issues to deal with. He caught up with Raigar in a small chamber, convinced the guards to leave... and then he was finally face to face with the nemesis he didn't know he had. 
 
    "Listen here, fucko." Raigar glared at him with no sense for the fact that he was bound and missing an arm. "Just give me back my character and maybe I'll forgive you. But if you keep fucking with me, you're really going to regret it."  
 
    Was there some reason for his arrogance? Bloodwraith decided not to push that. Though Raigar might be an insane abomination from an incomprehensible world, it might be possible to negotiate with him on some level. "I should say the same to you. How did you steal my body?" 
 
    Raigar's eyes widened. "Whoa, did we get swapped? That's crazy shit. Do you have a bunch of menus and things?" 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Bloodwraith did his best to stare uncomprehendingly, which was aided by his mind churning on this new information. "After we fought, I woke up in this body in a strange forest and everyone started calling me by your name." 
 
    "This is crazy. Totally fractured." 
 
    That didn't make any sense, so Bloodwraith just pushed forward. "Then aren't we allies? We both want our original bodies back." 
 
    After staring at him for a bit, Raigar shrugged. "If you agree to be my flunky, maybe. See, I've warmed up to the idea of having a big undead army, but I also really want my junk back. I'm getting tired of Secretary Skeleton, so there might be a job opening soon." 
 
    Though Bloodwraith kept a neutral expression on his face, inwardly he was coming to his own conclusions. For a brief moment, he had actually considered an alliance in truth, to see what he could get from the amoral Outsider. But it seemed to him that this Raigar was not some incomprehensible being, but a fool. He would consider the ramifications of that later, but for now it meant his only path was manipulation. 
 
    Bloodwraith forced himself to smile obsequiously. "Of course. That might be fun. But please, can you explain just what is going on? Where did you come from?" 
 
    "Aw, I'm not supposed to talk about that. Ruins the game, you know?" 
 
    "You use our world as a game?" 
 
    "Nah, from what I understand, your entire world is a game." Raigar shrugged. "I didn't pay attention to the details, I just bought the best package I could. And let me tell you, it was pretty good until this shit started. Seriously, it's not like AdventureCorp to fuck things up this bad."  
 
    Troubling as the words were, Bloodwraith could only tuck them away for later consideration. The guards would surely be coming in soon, so his time to ask real questions was limited. "What world are you from? Why did you come here?" 
 
    "Look, here's how it goes. You can help me break out, or you can regret it. If you're good, maybe I'll let you hang around and make zombies. Sound good?" 
 
    Bloodwraith hissed and moved forward, grabbing Raigar by the front of his robes. "Answer my qu-" He was forced to leap backward as mana exploded around Raigar. As he stepped back, Bloodwraith felt a nervous shiver to see his old face twist into such a strange smile. 
 
    "You get it now? Thanks to a little Ultra Rare item I picked up last time, I don't have to put up with your shit. I was willing to play along to see what was going on, but I'm done with it." 
 
    The mana pulsed around him and Bloodwraith's weak magical senses belatedly realized it as a combination summon and teleportation spell. A moment later the light exploded and Raigar was surrounded by undead.  
 
    "Boom!" Raigar let out a laugh as the undead moved to break his bonds. "Kumquats go blammo!" He then laughed madly as if what he said was funny, or made any sense. 
 
    Setting aside such madness, Bloodwraith evaluated the new threat. He barely looked at most of the undead, because they were nothing special. The most obvious threat was the enormous ogre looming behind the others. Its creation had been slightly shoddy, but such a body in undead form would be immensely powerful. 
 
    No, that meant nothing compared to the small undead beside him: Herskeh. Bloodwraith stared, shocked at the sight of the Master Lich's aide. If he was still around as well, how many had survived the final battle? A moment later he realized that was irrelevant - this was his chance to turn the entire situation. 
 
    "Finally," Raigar was saying. "Now cut these things off me and stick my arm back on, will you?" 
 
    "Wait!" Bloodwraith stepped forward, ignoring everyone but his target. "Herskeh, it's me. Despite appearances, I'm the real Bl-" 
 
    A fireball hit him in the chest the next second and he crashed back into the wall. Bloodwraith coughed painfully and struggled to remain on his feet, but he saw that the undead had cut Raigar free. He raised a hand to command an attack. 
 
    "Take him down! But don't kill him - I want that body!" 
 
    Though Bloodwraith wanted to try another attempt and he saw Herskeh looking at him with a strange expression, it was too late. The undead ogre was already stomping forward, and though its club scraped the walls of the room, it still had enough room to swing. One of those blows or another direct hit from a spell would finish him. 
 
    Staggering backward, Bloodwraith fled. He'd barely gotten several steps before he ran straight into Meara and Danniah. They saw the look in his eyes and immediately moved with him instead of slowing him down, though Danniah looked at him in concern. 
 
    "Raigar, is everything alright? What's going on?" 
 
    "There's no time to explain! Get your new helm on and fight for your life!" He quickly drank a pair of potions to restore himself. When he glanced over his shoulder, he saw the door to the chamber explode. Undead began to rush out of the door and move in all directions. 
 
    Several guards moved to intercept Bloodwraith's group, demanding answers... but then they saw the undead ogre emerge from the doorway. Abruptly he was entirely forgotten as they shouted panicked orders and prepared to contain the situation, but Bloodwraith wasn't sure that they had a chance. 
 
    How could he make it through this situation, much less turn it to his advantage? The only obvious tactic would be to appeal to Herskeh, but it was clear that Raigar was smart enough to stand in the way of that. But as a straight fight, he didn't like their odds. Most of the undead might be fairly weak, but the ogre was a serious threat and Raigar himself was even more of a problem. 
 
    On top of that, he didn't want to kill Raigar, just neutralize him. The goal was still to regain access to his original body, whatever that took. But could he afford to do so in a battle with so many threats and complications? 
 
    "Bloodwraith..." Meara said his name softly, but her eyes were hard. "I don't like that look. We're your allies - tell us what's going on." 
 
    "Okay." They stopped at a reasonable distance and he turned to them. "I don't know how he survived, but that's Raigar, in my body. He used some sort of artifact to bring undead allies into the Arena. One of them is someone I know, but he didn't recognize me for obvious reasons." 
 
    Danniah's eyes grew wide. "Wow, we're fighting your original body? What do we even do?" 
 
    "Capturing it is our highest priority. Even beyond my body, we need to interrogate Raigar. He told me a few things, but I'm not sure what he said can be trusted." 
 
    It looked like Meara was about to respond, but at that moment the screech of undead drowned them out.  
 
    Bloodwraith looked back to see the undead forcing their way through the defending guards and rushing into the arena. It was even worse than that: there were more undead rising from the bodies of fallen guards and a few spectators. That must be Herskeh - if Raigar had control of his body's power, there would be undead rising everywhere. 
 
    Still, it meant that the situation would rapidly spiral out of control. Normally he would have fled before the best-trained guards and adventurers could arrive, but with his real body on the line, that was no longer an option. That meant he couldn't afford to hold anything back, even if it had consequences. 
 
    He pulled Izilthor's skull out of his bag, hoping that they weren't currently in combat to restrict the usage of points. Its eyes lit up and it said "Da!" but then it noticed how serious everyone was and began looking around curiously. 
 
    "Izilthor, we're in a serious fight. Stay close to Danniah and protect her back." As he spoke, he examined the boxes, reaching for the traits he'd long been ignoring. There was no time for complexity, he simply chose the best skeleton body and weapon traits he could afford with current NP. 
 
    "Ya!" Izilthor let out a happy screech as it suddenly began to sprout a full skeleton, then even weapons. Oddly, the new skeleton body was unusually small, a bit shorter than Danniah. Bloodwraith glanced over its stat box and saw that the numbers were nothing special, but it was better than nothing. He turned back to the others. 
 
    "This is going to get ugly, but we need to get Raigar and my body. Sacrifice anything expendable, even if it means we have to leave Manascas." 
 
    Meara's eyes shifted past him. "Just what is she doing?" 
 
    Bloodwraith turned and saw that Gharavi stood in the leftmost raised chamber. It looked as though she had been examining something, but now she stared into the arena, surprised at the spreading violence. Making his decision on pure instinct, Bloodwraith stepped in her direction and shouted upward. 
 
    "Are you ready to take this seriously?" 
 
    She heard his words and turned toward him with a strange look in her eyes, but he had no more time to say anything else. At that moment there was an ear-splitting roar and the undead ogre rushed out into the arena on all fours, swinging in all directions. 
 
    It sent the nearest guards flying and charged directly toward him. Bloodwraith had a split second to notice Raigar emerging as well, commanding his forces to attack. Was he suicidal? Or did he have another artifact that could take him out of Manascas safely? Bloodwraith felt that he needed to assume the latter, but in any case he had no more time to plan. 
 
    The ogre lunged at him, trying to catch him in its enormous paws. Bloodwraith easily ducked underneath and swung his sword up against it... but his blow only chipped the mana-reinforced bone. This sword wasn't enough, not against opponents like this. 
 
    Again the ogre reached for him and he dodged aside, only to realize that there were more undead flanking him. Simple skeletons stabbing with rusty knives, but still a threat. Bloodwraith swept his sword through them in a single cleaving motion and turned back, but he was too late. 
 
    One of the ogre's paws clamped down over his shoulder and the side of his head. It lifted him into the air and he realized that it could easily smash him into the ground. Before it could do so, Bloodwraith channeled all of the mana stored in his sword into a single empowered thrust and slammed it into the ogre's head. 
 
    The force dug deep into the skull before glancing off, instead driving into the undead's shoulder. It couldn't shrug off his strongest attack, and his sword tore through a large part of its shoulder, forcing the creature to drop him. Yet Bloodwraith had barely landed when one of its legs struck out, kicking him in the chest and sending him tumbling painfully across the arena. 
 
    When he pulled himself upright, he saw the ogre lumbering toward him. Guards and adventurers were coming out in force now, but they were met by newly raised undead. Danniah was fighting defensively with Izilthor at her back, while Meara had melted into the crowds. 
 
    Looking beyond them, Bloodwraith saw that Herskeh was still raising more. Past him, Raigar had been backed against a wall by several guards. Yet he had a smirk on his face, which grew as he drew a length of blue-white steel from his robe. No, not just steel - it was a magical wand of great power. Bloodwraith couldn't help but examine it and summon a box. 
 
      
 
    [Scepter of Annihilation 
 
    Releases a beam of devastating force. 
 
    Durability: 25/25 
 
    Charges: 32/50 
 
    Rarity: Legendary] 
 
      
 
    He stared for a moment, unsure how to even evaluate such an item. But it seemed that he would get a demonstration, because Raigar raised the pole... to his hips... and then began making a thrusting motion. Bloodwraith stared in disgust... which abruptly turned to shock. 
 
    A beam of raw power seared across his vision. One guard was entirely consumed by the blast and another fell to the ground with a strangled cry as half his body was destroyed. When he followed the path of the beam, he saw that it had also blown a hole straight through the wall of the arena. 
 
    Though his instincts made him stumble to his feet, and he was aware that the ogre was getting closer, his mind struggled to address what he'd seen. Sufficiently powerful magical shields might be able to stop such a blast, but anything less had no chance. With such power, Raigar could have easily defeated the Master Lich. Had he not possessed the scepter before, or was this a weapon granted him by the Outsiders to get revenge?  
 
    There was no way of knowing, but he struggled to consider how to deal with such a weapon. He found himself calling back to an old type of box that he been suppressing since his very first battle: 
 
      
 
    [Scepter of Annihilation fires! Guard HP - 994! (0/143 HP)] 
 
    [Scepter of Annihilation dealt splash damage! Guard HP - 329! (0/137 HP)] 
 
      
 
    He stared for a moment, but then a sight roused him from his shock: Raigar was turning the scepter toward Danniah. She saw him and braced with her shield in front of her, but Bloodwraith had seen the numbers: it wouldn't be enough. 
 
    If Raigar had fired immediately, she would have died, but the mana around the scepter hissed slowly as it prepared to fire again. Bloodwraith dodged the ogre's swipes, hoping he could get to her in time, but realized that he would be too late. The Scepter of Annihilation was well-crafted and he could feel its power rising again, preparing for another blast. 
 
    So he threw out a hand, sending a burst of force against his own allies. The burst sent both Danniah and Izilthor sprawling into the sands a moment before the scepter fired another blast.  
 
    It blew through several of the skeletons in the arena and temporarily blinded him, but he saw that his allies had survived. Danniah scrambled up with a look of horror on her face. She understood and wouldn't try to defend against the weapon again. But that was small comfort, because Raigar could still use the thing 30 more times. 
 
    Fortunately, at that moment a lithe woman wielding an ornate scimitar leapt to attack Raigar. It seemed like she was charging him directly, but when he used the Scepter of Annihilation again, she anticipated it and rolled aside. Good, then she'd noticed the same weaknesses that he had. She threw a knife that embedded itself in Raigar's arm, then lunged in to grab the scepter. 
 
    Raigar let out a roar and began throwing fireballs all around him, ignoring the damage to himself and forcing her back. But she stayed cautious and focused, so Raigar was pinned down for now. Bloodwraith finished running to his allies and helped pull Izilthor to its feet. 
 
    "Bloodwraith..." Danniah stared at him in horror. "What is that thing?" 
 
    "It's a legendary weapon, but he can't use it constantly." Bloodwraith glanced between the two of them with a grim look on his face. "I need to concentrate if I'm going to get it away from him. Can the two of you take out that ogre?" 
 
    "I'll try." 
 
    "Yah!" Izilthor screeched and nodded energetically. 
 
    "Good." He put a hand on Danniah's shoulder. "After you defeat the the ogre, try to organize the guards to fight back. Hopefully I'll have stopped Raigar by then." 
 
    With that, he sprinted back toward Raigar. Despite the danger, he found himself imagining what he might be able to do if he captured the Scepter of Annihilation. With that much power combined with his real body... he wouldn't even need to return to the Master Lich's lair. If he could convince Herskeh of his identity as well, he would have everything he needed. 
 
    Unfortunately, the agile woman with the scimitar was struggling. She was fast and smart enough to make Raigar keep wasting charges of the scepter, but in Bloodwraith's real body, Raigar was simply too powerful. One arm and leg looked burned and she was slowing down, so it was only a matter of time. 
 
    A necromantic ray caught her leg and she fell with a cry, just in time for Raigar to raise the scepter in her face. Before it could fire, Bloodwraith released a burst of force against it. 
 
    Though Raigar managed to maintain his grip on the scepter, it was still pushed aside, releasing the beam of destruction through the wall of the arena instead of the adventurer. When swiveling, its destructive power was greatly reduced, but it still tore apart huge chunks of stone, creating enough of a shockwave that they all flinched. 
 
    During the distraction the adventurer grabbed her scimitar and swiftly retreated, shooting him a brief look of gratitude. With her injuries, though, he wasn't sure how much help she would be in the fight. 
 
    "Finally!" Raigar grinned at him when he spotted Bloodwraith, then gestured down to the scepter. "That's a big sword you're carrying, but mine is bigger than yours, eh?" 
 
    Ignoring the juvenile comment, Bloodwraith instead focused on the woman. "Go and bring priests. Anyone who can cast Ansel's Charm or a strong Circle of Binding. He should be weak to both." 
 
    Though she gave him a strange look, the adventurer moved to obey. Raigar scowled and sent another beam of destruction at her back, but she anticipated it and rolled out of the way. 
 
    Once she was gone, Raigar turned back to Bloodwraith. He raised the scepter, taunting, then slipped it back into his robe. "Nah, that would be too easy. I still want my character back. And it'd be too easy for you to just die painlessly. After you ruined my game, you need to suffer." 
 
    Excellent - exactly the mistake he had hoped his opponent would make. Without the Scepter of Annihilation in play, he could find a way to neutralize Raigar and get his body back. 
 
    As Raigar began to hurl spells at him, Bloodwraith calmly evaded and waited for his chance. He'd been analyzing their first struggle in the stands and thought he knew the correct strategy. The biggest obstacle was that his opponent had effectively infinite mana, while Bloodwraith had only 12 remaining, according to the boxes. Four weaker attacks or two stronger ones. 
 
    That would be enough. Because while Raigar had taken to throwing spells easily enough, he still thought like a brute warrior. Overwhelming his opponents with sheer force had always been his strategy, even in his past life. No doubt it came from being an Outsider and seeing the world through endless boxes. He increased his numbers until they were bigger than his opponents' numbers, then he won. 
 
    Such simple fighting would not serve him well in the body of a lich. Bloodwraith saw an opening and released his first burst of force. It clipped Raigar's shoulder, throwing him off balance, and in that time Bloodwraith lunged forward and hit one of his arms. 
 
    Immediately Raigar retaliated with fireballs, as he always did when he panicked. Bloodwraith simply dodged to the side and back, observing that the arm had been disabled. Good, that was what he needed. He kept dodging, letting Raigar fall back into his usual patterns, then he struck in truth. 
 
    He swept his sword through the air, releasing an empowered slash. The force swept through the sand directly toward Raigar, who bellowed and sent a fireball against it. Both spells met in midair and the fireball overwhelmed his force, but that wasn't the point. 
 
    While the flames still flickered in the air, Bloodwraith used the last of his mana to send a burst of force into the sand in front of Raigar. It scattered upward, hitting him in the face hard enough to send him staggering back. 
 
    More importantly, it blinded him. Bloodwraith lunged forward, dodging the predictable wild attacks, and drove his sword into Raigar's chest.  
 
    That wasn't enough to kill him, of course, and he had no intention of doing so. Instead Bloodwraith pinned his opponent to the sands below and put a boot down on his neck. Finally, he'd recaptured his real body. If he could combine the power he'd gained from the boxes with everything he'd had before, that would b- 
 
    "Fuck you!" Force crackled up from Raigar's body and Bloodwraith let out a scream as the necromantic energy coursed through him. 
 
    His body convulsed violently and he collapsed backward. Even as he fell, he realized what had been cast on him: a life-draining spell. Though Raigar had shown no sign of using it before, either he'd been holding back or he'd figured it out just now. It was the perfect spell to use against an opponent that relied on physical force and Bloodwraith found himself on his back, gasping for breath as his muscles twitched involuntarily. 
 
    "Totally fractured spell." Raigar grinned as he got to his feet, filled with new strength. He reached down and grabbed Bloodwraith by the neck, lifting him into the air. "Alright, now I just have to figure out how to get you out of that body. Hmm, where's that artifact?" 
 
    He began fumbling in his robes, but they were both distracted by a loud cry. In the center of the arena, the undead ogre crashed into the sands, one of its legs broken. Danniah seemed to have dealt the blow, but she couldn't retreat fast enough.  
 
    One of the ogre's paws closed around her, tripping her to the ground. She struggled to get her shield into position as the ogre raised its other fist and drove it down toward her. 
 
    Without warning, Izilthor let out a screech and leapt onto the ogre's arm. Not only did its blade stab out over and over, Izilthor bit down into the ogre's flesh, tearing away a large portion of it. The ogre let out a loud cry and let Danniah go, instead reaching up to grasp Izilthor and tear the smaller undead off its arm. 
 
    Then it gripped with both hands and tore Izilthor in half. 
 
    "No!" Danniah let out a cry of rage and threw herself at the ogre. Her shield smashed into its head with such force that the beast's skull slammed back into the sands. She leapt on top, gripped her shield in both hands, and rammed it down into the ogre's neck, over and over again. It thrashed and tried to swipe at her, but she managed to avoid the clumsy blows and kept striking in a furious rage. 
 
    "Huh, she's tough." Raigar watched with an odd expression on his face. "Friend of yours? I'll be sure to make her into an undead after we kill her, so she can serve me forever." 
 
    Instead of taunting, Bloodwraith struck his opponent's arm hard enough that he heard the bones break. Not a disabling blow, against a lich, but enough that Raigar's grip loosened. Bloodwraith grabbed his sword and tugged it from his opponent's chest, then retreated to a safe distance as Raigar unleashed another wild rush of fireballs. 
 
    Yet when Bloodwraith tried to play the same game as before, he found himself faltering. Drained by the spell and weakened by injuries, his body couldn't respond as quickly. He tried to drink one of his potions, but dropped it as Raigar intensified his attack.  
 
    Worse than that, Raigar had learned from his mistakes. He'd used the drained life to restore his damaged arm, now holding it with a spell in reserve while he attacked relentlessly with the other. Bloodwraith found himself staggering in the shockwave of another fireball and realized that it was impossible. 
 
    When he had been at his best against a naive opponent, he had been able to bridge the raw gap in power between them. But now the gulf between them was simply too wide. If he had ended it earlier... 
 
    A necromantic ray speared through his chest and Bloodwraith dropped with a cry of pain. Raigar immediately rushed forward, grabbing him by the neck again and lifting him into the air, so Bloodwraith tried his last strategy: 
 
    Grabbing the Scepter of Annihilation. 
 
    Yet his hands had barely touched it before another life-draining spell ripped through him. Bloodwraith tried to keep struggling, yet his body sagged. He hurt everywhere and he just had nothing left. Desperately he pulled up his own box, hoping that it would offer some hope. 
 
      
 
    [Health: 16/201 
 
    Mana: 1/24 
 
    Weapon Mana: 0/6 
 
    Stamina: 0/142] 
 
      
 
    There was simply nothing left. Raigar grinned at him. "If I could see your life bar, I'd bet it just has a tiny little sliver left, huh? You did pretty good, but in the end you're just an En Pee Sea. This world is mine, not yours." 
 
    He then began to fumble for another artifact in his robes and Bloodwraith knew that would be the end of it. The worst part of it all was that this was his fault. It had been his own arrogance that made him try to capture his opponent instead of destroying him when he had the chance. 
 
    Raigar might be a single-minded fool, but that was also his strength. Bloodwraith had split his energy between multiple goals, trying to have everything. In the end, it wasn't his opponent's strength that had defeated him, but his own mental weakness. As he hung there from his opponent's hand, Bloodwraith mentally begged Meara and Danniah for forgiveness. 
 
    A bolt of lightning sheared through the air between them. 
 
    Suddenly Bloodwraith was collapsing into the sand, too drained even to catch himself. But he could still move his eyes, so he sought out the source of the bolt. It had come from higher in the stands, near the three raised chambers.  
 
    Within the left-most, he saw Gharavi, but she had transformed. Instead of barbarian rags, she wore black leather armor. As he watched, she lifted her axe from her back, and it shifted as it moved. The blades came together as she raised it oddly, propping the base of the handle against her shoulder and aiming the head of the axe forward. 
 
    As she sighted along it, Bloodwraith realized the truth. Not an axe, a staff. 
 
    Another bolt of lightning crackled out, this one even more intense. It would have torn through most fighters, but in his current body Raigar managed to endure it. "What the fuck?" He pulled out the Scepter of Annihilation and released a blast toward her position, but Gharavi was already gone. 
 
    Just as Raigar started to turn back toward him, holy magic closed in on them. It still set Bloodwraith's teeth on edge, but he was no longer undead and it did him no harm. Raigar let out a cry and clawed at himself, trying to tear away the binding magic but failing. 
 
    If he had been capable of using his body's full strength, he could have broken the spell in several ways, but brute force wouldn't be enough. Another ring of power descended on them, binding him further in place. Bloodwraith was still exhausted but managed to push himself up and saw that several mages and priests had arrived, adding to the spells. 
 
    They focused their efforts on the arm that held the scepter, preventing Raigar from using it again. But they couldn't do enough to stop him from reaching deeper into his robes. He pulled out a gem that glinted darkly and Bloodwraith braced himself for a new weapon, but instead of using it immediately, Raigar turned to him and grinned mockingly. 
 
    "Fine, you win today. But now you know that you don't have a chance against me. One day I'll be back and I'll take what I want."  
 
    After that he crushed the gem, releasing a surge of magic. It went straight through the binding spells, spreading to touch every undead in the arena. A moment later they all vanished, slipping away in a complex teleportation spell. There was no way of knowing where they had gone, but Bloodwraith was sure that they had retreated to a safe distance where they could recuperate and plan another attack. 
 
    Surviving guards and adventurers all around the arena let out a cheer, but there was no victory. What little strength Bloodwraith had regained gave out and he fell face-first into the sand. Only shame and defeat waited for him in the darkness of unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith slowly became aware of the darkness. He thought his eyes were closed, but he was too weary to open them or even summon a box to determine his current condition. His entire body ached, though it felt as though he had received magical healing. Then his physical condition was probably fine, he was just still recovering from the life draining spells. 
 
    Gradually he realized that he was lying in a soft bed. It was so comfortable that he could have just stayed there, but then he remembered all the horrible memories from the battle. That made rest impossible, so he forced his eyes open. 
 
    He lay in a small room that wasn't their inn. Meara sat on the side of the bed and noticed the instant he opened his eyes. She met his gaze and her face transformed from sadness to relief. 
 
    "Mea..." His voice rasped and failed. Meara put a finger to his lips. 
 
    "You still have a lot of recovery to do." She flicked her wrist and a potion appeared in her hand. He was too tired to take it, so he just stared at it. 
 
      
 
    [Failed Potion 
 
    An improperly brewed potion. 
 
    Unassigned Stamina: G 
 
    Combat Skills: 7 silvers] 
 
      
 
    She held the glass to his lips and helped him drink. Though the potion would no doubt have had a negative effect on most, for him he began to feel better the moment he tasted it. As he finished drinking, Meara spoke softly. 
 
    "I'm so sorry... I'm supposed to be your ally, yet there was almost nothing I could do..." 
 
    "No." Bloodwraith struggled to sit up and meet her gaze directly. "No, I'm the one who needs to apologize. I couldn't fully commit to defeating him because I wanted my old body. If I had been more decisive..." 
 
    "We can all forgive you for that, this time." Meara touched his forehead gently and pushed him back against his pillow. "But if Raigar has weapons of such power, we can't afford to be uncertain again. The next time we face him, you'd better know exactly what you want." 
 
    He nodded, but the truth was that he was still uncertain. Life had seemed clear enough before, when his goal was to regain his necromancy in his adventurer's body and establish a new sort of life with Meara and Danniah. But the idea of regaining his old body and power... it was a temptation he hadn't known existed before and he found himself in turmoil. 
 
    But regardless of that, he still had other concerns. "Is Danniah okay?" 
 
    "She's fine. In fact, she'll be overjoyed to see you." Meara smiled and rose from the bed, heading through the small door. 
 
    Where exactly were they, anyway? It didn't look like an inn room, more like a small bedroom of a well-off family's house. He found himself wondering what the city of Manascas had decided to do and how the rest of the aftermath had gone, but those thoughts were interrupted when Danniah rushed into the room. 
 
    "Bloodwraith!" She dove into the bed and threw her arms around his neck. He could feel her tears against his chest and raised a hand to rub her back. "I was so worried about you... the priests said there was too much death energy and you stayed unconscious..." 
 
    "Don't worry, Danniah. I'm used to death energy." He kept stroking her back, but looked up to Meara. "What about Izilthor?" 
 
    Meara smiled and left the room again. To his surprise, Danniah let out a choked giggle. She pushed back off his chest enough to look at him. "He's fine. That part is actually kind of funny. When I saw the ogre tear him apart I was so upset and I attacked it in a rage. But... well, I didn't know that getting torn in half isn't that big a deal for a skeleton. I guess I should have known, since he was just a skull before." 
 
    At that moment Meara returned, bearing the upper half of Izilthor. The skeleton wriggled in her arms and then lunged at him as well, wrapping its arm bones around his neck. "Dada!" 
 
    Though he still wasn't pleased about that development, Bloodwraith was glad to see that Izilthor was okay, so he patted it on the back of the spine. Meanwhile, Meara smirked at the odd trio. "It was actually funnier than she described. In the aftermath of the battle, there were a ton of people torn apart in the center of the arena. The only person left there was Danniah, sitting on the ogre's corpse, holding a skeleton and screaming." 
 
    Danniah flushed. "I thought Izzy was dead, okay? It's not my fault everyone thinks I'm crazy..." 
 
    Bloodwraith chuckled as he imagined what that would have done for her reputation, but he had a different question. "Why did you think it was dead? Shouldn't Izilthor have told you it was still functioning?" 
 
    Izilthor drew itself up proudly. "Play dead!" 
 
    "That's right." Danniah smiled and patted the skeleton on the skull. "It was rough on me, but that was the right choice. After Raigar ran away, only the broken undead remained, so Izzy had to pretend to be broken too. There were a lot of people moving around - priests and guards and adventurers - so things were really tense for a moment there." 
 
    "Play." Izilthor made its eyes fade out, but then made a flickering wink. 
 
    "You're actually a bit of a hero," Meara said. "Not a 'meet the Governor' hero, but some of the guards said they'd buy you a drink if you recovered." 
 
    Feeling slightly better now that he knew his failure hadn't cost him anyone else, Bloodwraith sat up in bed with new focus. "Tell me the current situation. Where are we now? No, more importantly, has there been any sign of Raigar since the fight?" 
 
    "No Raigar at all. We were offered lodging at the arena, but I found a more hidden place for us instead. I was thinking that Raigar might come back and look for us, plus there are a lot of forces going around, asking questions. Right now everything is in chaos, but eventually someone will wonder why you got attacked first. Figured you'd want to avoid that." 
 
    "Indeed. Well done." Part of him wanted to sink back into despair, but with Danniah looking at him hopefully and Izilthor still clinging to his neck, he couldn't let himself do that. Adding another failure would do nothing to erase the first. "As I see it, Raigar is a serious threat on his own, but that threat is multiplied by the fact that he has possession of powerful artifacts." 
 
    Danniah nodded and frowned. "Where do you think he got all those? Everybody was talking about how that wand thing he used was more powerful than anything they'd ever seen before." 
 
    "I think he must have collected them during his first life and stored them for his second. Exactly why, I don't know. But the biggest threat from them isn't raw power, but utility. Just having my old body gives him plenty of destructive power, but the ability to teleport and potentially do many other unexpected things renders him truly dangerous." 
 
    "So... what do we do?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. But we start by recovering fully and gathering information to plan our next move." 
 
    The room outside his bedroom was a small kitchen, confirming that they were in a house. Meara left to find food, leaving him to monitor himself for a time. According to his box, he must have been awarded around 30,000 EXP for the battle in his sleep, because he currently sat at [64,056/86,400]. That meant Level 12 wasn't so far away, close enough that several more simple quests could get him there. 
 
    Not that he was likely to get a chance. And what did one more Level matter, facing an opponent like that? Before Bloodwraith could slide into gloom again, Meara returned with a mountain of food. His body immediately communicated his hunger loudly, so they set to work. 
 
    He tore through mountains of meat, eggs, and fruit without slowing down. Meara left them to it, of course, and Danniah ate nearly as fast as he did. Izilthor was propped up on another chair and chewed on a piece of meat before making a sad rasping sound and spitting it back out. 
 
    Just filling his stomach did wonders for his mood - fleshly bodies could be so inconsistent when it came to such things. But he wasn't about to let that stop him, since his mind had been working on potential solutions. What he needed was less power than new capacities, but which ones he would need depended entirely on how the situation developed. 
 
    Before he could begin speaking, something released a booming sound overhead. He thought it was an explosion at first, but it transformed into rolling thunder. They rushed outside to see what it was, and by the time they got out, they saw the giant figure forming in the sky and thundering out words. 
 
    "People of Manascas!" The enormous ghostly Raigar glared down over the city as if he could crush it with one hand. "I have no problem with you! But if you stand in my way, you will feel my wrath!" 
 
    An explosion sounded from near the center of town. They couldn't see anything of it from their position, but Bloodwraith could guess what it was: a single undead with an explosive spell, destroying a significant building to send a message. Clearly, Raigar did not have the patience to search for them, so he was turning to coercive terror. 
 
    "I will raze your city to the ground, unless you bring me one man: an adventurer named Raigar. I want him alive, one way or another. Raigar, if you're listening, come fight me again, you coward! But if anyone else captures him, I will spare your city." 
 
    It was an effective threat, especially coming from a giant projection of a lich. Bloodwraith was impressed for a moment, before Raigar abruptly grabbed his crotch. 
 
    "And if you don't, you can suck on this!" With that, he dispersed with another roll of thunder. 
 
    The city was utterly silent in the wake of the announcement. Bloodwraith turned to look at the others grimly, but none of them knew what to say. Eventually Danniah spoke up hesitantly. 
 
    "Maybe they won't turn you over? You did save a bunch of them, after all." 
 
    "That won't be enough." Bloodwraith folded his arms and stared overhead, considering his remaining options. "A few might stay loyal, but others will turn me over in a heartbeat, and most good intentions will crumble when faced with a threat to home and family." 
 
    "Then... what do we do? It's not like we can go to him. We'd be walking straight into an ambush." 
 
    "I need to leave the city, far enough to regroup and prepare for the battle." 
 
    Meara nodded as she stepped up beside him. "I agree, this location won't stay secure. But even if we buy time, what are you going to do?" 
 
    "I'm not sure." Bloodwraith continued staring into the empty sky. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Bloodwraith sat in a dark cave outside town, beginning his work. Izilthor squirmed as he fed necromantic energy into the skeleton, slowly regrowing it. 
 
    His first discovery was an encouraging one: damage dealt to Undead Companions did not permanently destroy the investment of Necromancy Points. Instead, they restored their basic structure to the limits that had been purchased, either through feeding or through the direct infusion of mana. Though he was still too clumsy for real necromancy, he could do that much, at least. 
 
    "Body?" Izilthor poked at the growing bones. Bloodwraith nodded. 
 
    "That's right. I should have you back to normal fairly soon. But you need to be much more than normal to face opponents like that." 
 
    "Raigar eat." 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "Help Dada. Eat Raigar." 
 
    "That's... well, I suppose it's close enough." Bloodwraith felt an inclination to put a hand on Izilthor's head but resisted it. While Izilthor might not be a simple tool, it was also not a pet or a child. Danniah's perspective might be fine for her, but he couldn't let it impede his objectivity. "But we need to gain a great deal of strength before we can effectively take on Raigar." 
 
    Izilthor nodded seriously. "Eat things. Get points." 
 
    Bloodwraith chuckled. "Exactly." 
 
    By the time Meara and Danniah returned, he had mostly rebuilt Izilthor's body. It was far from an efficient use of his mana, but since he wasn't using it anyway, the natural regeneration would only go to waste. They didn't look particularly worried or triumphant, so he waited expectantly for an explanation. 
 
    "I think I found our best option," Meara said. "There's a crypt less than half a day from Manascas. Though there's a request to clear it at the Adventurers Guild, no one has taken it in months. It seems a bit dangerous for us, but the crypt is well-hidden, so if the real threat is Raigar..." 
 
    "That could work well. But I didn't see any boxes about the quest itself." 
 
    Danniah shook her head. "We thought that would be too dangerous. There are some people in the city looking for you and they might eventually figure out there's a connection. If they find out we were asking about the crypt, it won't be a secret anymore. It took us a while to lay false trails and make sure we weren't followed." 
 
    "You made the right choice - secrecy is paramount." It was just a shame that he wouldn't get any credit for all the work he'd be required to do in the crypt. Yet even as he had that thought, he saw Meara smile. 
 
    "I know what you're thinking, Bloodwraith. I've been in Manascas long enough that I think I can do this." Abruptly she clasped her hands together and stared at him with wide eyes. "Oh, Raigar the Valorous! Won't you please clear out that awful, nasty crypt for me?" 
 
      
 
    [Quest Accepted! 
 
    Clear the crypt outside Manascas. 
 
    Rewards: EXP, Meara Affection, Reputation] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith sighed as he accepted the quest, then looked up to Meara, who was batting her eyelashes furiously. "Alright, already. It worked, so we can go now." 
 
    As they traveled to the location of the crypt, the others told him about conditions in Manascas. It seemed that Raigar wasn't attacking on a regular basis, but undead had been spotted prowling near the gates and many were frightened. The Governor was working together with the Guilds to establish defenses, though of course their plans were secret. 
 
    It seemed that the Red Sands Arena was proclaiming that they would not give in despite the attack and was still planning to host an event the next tenday. He wasn't sure that was a good choice, given that the holes blown in the arena would just remind everyone of the danger. Then again, perhaps they had masons who could work together with mages to repair it quickly. Most likely the people would want something to help them forget about the huge threat that had literally loomed overhead. 
 
    While they spoke, Izilthor walked along just behind them, eyes flickering to whoever was currently speaking. It seemed to be soaking in the language as well as the basic attitude of their group. For all that it liked to hug him, Izilthor had also become a stabbing menace in order to defend Danniah. He could accept a companion like that. 
 
    The crypt entrance was so unremarkable that Bloodwraith nearly missed it despite the fact that he was actively looking for it. Meara led them off the path to a low rocky entrance that required him to duck to enter. Necromantic mana hung in the shadows, making them unusually thick, and they hadn't gone far inside before Danniah needed to light a torch for them. 
 
    No sooner had she done so than a screech echoed from inside. Several wights charged at them from the first chamber - not the feeblest of wights, either, but ones built with hatred woven deep into their beings. Bloodwraith unhooked his sword and swung to meet the first of them. 
 
    It lurched aside from his sword with clumsy but effective speed, abruptly inside his range and striking at his armor. Bloodwraith took the blow and instead struck back with a burst of force, knocking the wight to the ground. His next blow struck it, but he only sheared off one arm and it kept moving. Before he could attack again, another wight tackled him to the floor. 
 
    As he fell, he saw that they were assaulting Danniah as well. She managed to bash away one, but two others came around her shield and attacked from both sides. Though she struck one in the face with her torch, it failed to catch fire - magically reinforced. This wouldn't be easy. 
 
    His fall drew some of the wights away from her to attack him. Bloodwraith winced and held his ground as they began tearing at his armor, waiting for more to get into range before he activated his Shout of Rage skill and empowered it with double mana. 
 
    The blast sent wights flying in all directions, though he was disturbed to see how many of them landed on their feet. If he had improved his empowering skill more, he might have been able to disable them, but he couldn't afford to get distracted. As Bloodwraith pushed himself off the floor, he swung his sword in a broad arc that decapitated one of the approaching wights. 
 
    Though Izilthor had failed to react in time for the initial attack, it now bravely rushed in to defend Danniah's flank. For a moment the wights actually seemed uncertain, their simplistic intelligence not prepared for other undead. They attacked back soon enough, driving Izilthor away, but the moments of uncertainty were enough for Danniah to take out the knee of one. 
 
    Since he had some space, Bloodwraith released a slash of force from his sword that exhausted all of the mana contained within. The burst smashed into the main group of wights, tearing several of them apart, though even that didn't completely stop them. 
 
    Still, they had broken the initial attack. From there it was cleanup work, though it required all the rest of his mana and left him with a surprising number of wounds. If those were mere wights, some of the monsters within this crypt might be able to cut through his armor. He saw why Meara had said this would be a risk, but that also meant it was a better hiding spot. 
 
    Was it finally over? Though he looked around over the bodies, he was waiting for something else... 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 7657 EXP and eight Wight Bodies.] 
 
      
 
    Not bad. Though risking his life in every minor fight wasn't the method he would have preferred, he saw that surviving in this crypt could earn him EXP rapidly. Stranger was the fact that the wight bodies were listed as an item by the system, but he could figure that out later. 
 
    Meara held out a potion for him, which he gladly drank as she spoke. "In the future, I think I should be the one to hold the torches. That would let Danniah have her mace in hand at all times." 
 
    "Oh, that would be great!" Danniah took several of her spare torches out of her pack and handed them over. "Thanks, Meara!" 
 
    "You shouldn't thank me, I'm just trying to feel useful." 
 
    While they spoke, Bloodwraith was paying more attention to Izilthor, who crouched over one of the wights. One of its arms had been severely damaged in the battle, so it must have the impulse to feed and heal, but it needed raw flesh to survive. Yet while he watched, Izilthor looked up at him. 
 
    "Eat?" 
 
    "No, you need flesh that was recently alive. The necromantic energy in this would be too much for you." 
 
    "Eat!" To his surprise, as Izilthor insisted, a new box appeared in his vision: 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion "Izilthor" wants to spend Necromancy Points on the following trait: 
 
    Consume Undead 
 
    Allow? Y/N] 
 
      
 
    [Consume Undead 
 
    Cost: 18 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain the ability to consume undead flesh and harvest both energy and Necromancy Points from it. This trait can lead them to unlocking new traits of consumed undead, but will not circumvent the need to spend Necromancy Points on future traits.] 
 
      
 
    A somewhat expensive skill, but given that they were going to be spending so much time in a crypt, an obvious choice. Bloodwraith didn't even try to do the math on how many undead it would take to justify the investment: if Izilthor was his companion for some time, the ability to consume other undead would repay the cost many times over. 
 
    "Good thought, Izilthor. Consider it done." 
 
    When he selected to allow the trait, a shudder went through Izilthor's body for several seconds. After it was done, Izilthor cheerfully screeched "Yay!" and then began to tear into the wight bodies. Danniah looked away from the grisly scene while Meara raised an eyebrow at Bloodwraith. 
 
    "He can do that?" 
 
    "Normally undead can't consume their own kind, since it would just lead to cannibalism and most crypts would fall apart. But there was a trait for it and it seems like a good investment, given what we'll be attempting." Bloodwraith frowned at Meara. "And Izilthor is an 'it', not a person." 
 
    "I'm not sure about that." Meara glanced down at the undead happily consuming its own kind. "You've given him so many variable traits that he's displaying a personality independent of them. Even if it ultimately comes down to some rules the boxes set, if they're so complex we can't tell, does it matter?" 
 
    The rational argument cut through Bloodwraith's habitual denial and made him reconsider his usual line on Izilthor. Though it was far from what he had wanted, if it led to gaining an effective ally, then perhaps that was fine. He still needed to find a way to create hordes of obedient undead eventually, but as a lich he'd grown tired of how simplistic those could be. There was room for something more complex. 
 
    Especially since Izilthor could now suggest traits on its own. If it had simply happened, he would have been concerned, but the system was still dependent on him - clearly the box gods did not like losing control. Though Izilthor's intelligence still needed to grow significantly, it might be able to make some good decisions under Bloodwraith's guidance. 
 
    "So..." Danniah finished cleaning her equipment and turned back to them, avoiding looking in Izilthor's direction. "What do we do now? Are you really just going to stay in this place? Did you want us to stay with you?" 
 
    "No, we need a multi-pronged strategy." Bloodwraith folded his arms, letting himself think over the fragments of a potential plan again. "I need to stay out of Manascas, but the two of you are probably safe, at least for now. You can be our eyes and ears in the city while we prepare. At first I'll need your help to make the crypt safe, but after that you might be able to finish more quests for the strength they can bring us." 
 
    Danniah saluted with her mace. "Sounds good! Can I take Izzy?" 
 
    "Right now it would be too easily noticed, but perhaps I can fix that. But for the most part, Izilthor will stay here with me. There's work to be done." 
 
    Meara nodded thoughtfully. "You're thinking of trying to challenge him on necromancy?" 
 
    "Correct. Raigar has overwhelming destructive force, so challenging him on that gives us poor odds of success. But he also relies on an army of undead to help him, without having built it himself. That is a significant weakness we need to exploit." Bloodwraith sat down on the ground and reached into his bag for the case of necromantic tools. "But to do that, I will need to specialize." 
 
    It might take him a long time, but regaining more of his old power was the only viable path forward he could see. Bloodwraith closed his eyes and reached for the death energy. No matter how long it took, he would dedicate himself to the task until it was done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Meara walked through the streets of Manascas, doing her best to see what was actually there. She knew there were people walking along the streets, with their own lives and goals. Hailing from real places, with real histories and most likely real futures. 
 
    Yet a broken part of her could see only patterns, flickering briefly in the void. Instead of seeing the reality around her, she saw tools, objectives, obstacles. Never consistent, always shifting and sliding into one another. Life as seen through truly alien eyes. 
 
    It wasn't truly a part of her, at least not part of the girl who had been kidnapped and taken to the Forest of Beginnings. But Meara was no longer that girl. She hadn't been the same ever since the system had been implanted in her, and once she had remembered her lives forced through a dozen different hells, she barely even recognized that old self. 
 
    And here she was, drifting into thoughts again instead of focusing on her goals. It had only been a fraction of a second, but it might have been more. So easy to slip away into the alien mirror, especially when she was trying to take advantage of that second vision. 
 
    But that was an old struggle, so Meara focused on the issue for that day: finding Danniah. They had agreed to meet in a random location, just in case anyone was trying to tail them. Danniah chose the location and Meara simply found her. The others had asked exactly how she did that, and though she'd answered them, she hadn't told the whole truth. 
 
    When she was around Bloodwraith, the haze of flickering patterns faded. She could still see them, but they no longer overwhelmed her, like he was the eye of the storm. Given that he had been implanted with an alien system far more intense than her tiny role, she thought that was no coincidence. Untangling the currents flowing around him had been her method of discerning many things. 
 
    But just finding him was easy, simply tasting the clarity on the wind. It was strongest with Bloodwraith, but after spending enough time with them, Danniah had begun to have a similar effect. Since she was "in his party," as the boxes put it, she mattered to the system in a way that none of the other lives did. 
 
    Meara was working on some sort of joke about Bloodwraith literally "rubbing off" on Danniah. The problem was that it required too much background knowledge to be funny, but she intended to get there someday. With the right setup, it would make Danniah entertainingly uncomfortable. 
 
    For now, she just focused on tracking down her ally. She found the other woman sitting by the side of a small, empty fountain, swinging her legs. Though Meara considered teasing her, she decided against it. Instead she simply slipped down beside her, enjoying the feeling of the haze of the world's systems softening around them. 
 
    "They have a lot of fountains for a desert town." Danniah spoke slower than normal, clearly not desiring an intense conversation. It looked as though she'd taken a few bruises and exhausted herself that day, so she needed some time. Meara smiled and responded quietly. 
 
    "Manascas was built here because this location has the most underground water in the desert region. The fountains were a show of strength, though I don't think they waste much water these days." 
 
    "Oh, really? Did you learn that from other merchants?" 
 
    "It's not like we can negotiate all day. And it wouldn't really be accurate to call me a merchant." 
 
    "I don't know, I think you do a good job of it." Danniah finally came back down to the street, smiling at her and patting her hand. "Sometimes I wonder if I don't say thank you enough. I always just rely on you being there to manage our money or provide potions." 
 
    "Don't worry about that. You're plenty grateful." Meara pulled Danniah to lean against her. She felt the other woman's body relax, but Danniah still looked up at her seriously. 
 
    "Are you sure? Usually I can do my part by helping to defend people, but... well, you don't really need anyone to defend you. So I feel like I don't do enough." 
 
    "That's my line. Since everything we do comes down to violence, I feel useless." 
 
    "You're not useless!" Danniah pulled back to admonish her, then sighed. "But I suppose we should talk on our way back, not now. Did things go okay for you today?" 
 
    "More of the same. I have some ideas about quests you might want to do, but I think you might want to wait until you and Bloodwraith have cleared more of the crypt?" 
 
    "Yeah, it's still really dangerous. We need to set up a defensive area so that more wights don't attack." 
 
    "Oh, there's one fun thing: your helmeted self got a request to help murder someone." 
 
    "Wh-what?" Danniah flushed and instinctively grabbed the sack at her side that held her helm. "This is ridiculous.... I don't see how everyone still thinks I'm a vicious murderer... except... wait. Meara, are you encouraging this?" 
 
    "Maybe, maybe not." Meara flashed her a smirk. 
 
    "Oh, you are just awful." 
 
    "Yeah, I am. Anyway, I'm starting to think that I won't be able to find a mage we can trust." Meara reached into her cloak, but of course it was more than that. It might have looked like her hand entered a pocket in her cloak, but instead it reached into an abyss. She didn't carry items, she carried the abstract concept of items. The Outsiders had intended it only as a cheap system to provide novice adventurers with anything they needed, but with the right twist... her hand emerged holding the silver sphere. "And I haven't been able to make any progress on this at all, myself. I'm afraid that I might be limited to herbalist talents." 
 
    "It would be a lot of fun to get one of these for myself, but I know it won't be easy." Danniah took the sphere from her and turned it over in her hands. "You know, when I was a girl I never even imagined I would touch something like this. The biggest I ever dreamed was to maybe be an accepted adventurer in a big city like Cresthaven." 
 
    "Then you've already surpassed your dreams. Good for you, huh?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, did that make you sad?" Danniah lowered the sphere and looked at her in concern. "I know you try to joke about it, but... well, I know you might not want to talk about that. Did you have dreams before it all happened? Before the Forest, I mean." 
 
    "I have trouble remembering. And I'm not sure even those memories can be fully trusted." 
 
    "Oh... then I'm sorry for bringing it up..." 
 
    "Don't be." Meara reached out and ruffled Danniah's hair with a smile. "It means that the memories that matter to me, the ones that I can trust, are the ones I've made recently with the two of you." And it was true, though she said it in part to cheer Danniah up. The other woman smiled back, then sighed. 
 
    "You seem like you've gotten new, bigger dreams, though. I still have things I'd like to do, but they don't really... feel very grand. Certainly not compared to Bloodwraith. I mean, I imagine he wakes up and thinks 'I'm going to conquer breakfast!' and then has a world domination scheme by the time he's done eating." 
 
    Meara chuckled and leaned back on the edge of the fountain, staring skyward. "You don't have to be Bloodwraith, though. In fact, you definitely shouldn't - double the Bloodwraith is a scary thought. But what I mean is that most people aren't nearly as driven as him. Most people never live their lives that way." 
 
    "I don't think I want to be 'most people', though." Danniah sighed and it looked like she might be about to say something serious, but at that moment Meara heard a whispering shift in the currents of the plaza. 
 
    Not exactly like a threat, though it could be. Nothing like the quiet caused by Bloodwraith or the disturbance from Raigar. Meara wasn't sure what it was, and that bothered her. Danniah noticed that something was wrong and went quiet, looking about carefully. 
 
    But it wasn't anyone trying to sneak up on them: Meara immediately caught sight of Gharavi moving down the street toward them. The half-orc woman was back to her ridiculous outfit, showing off so much of that flawless green skin. Yet there was no false stupidity in her eyes now and she was headed straight toward them, so a meeting was inevitable. 
 
    Danniah hopped to her feet, pulling her shield and mace into position. Meara had no equivalent method of preparing for battle, but she stopped relaxing. Instead of enjoying a true moment with Danniah, she saw the world for what it was: tangled power. And Gharavi stood out more than the average adventurer, though not in a way Meara had ever seen before. 
 
    "You know where strong male is?" Gharavi came to stand in front of them and folded her arms - Meara noted that she folded them like a normal person, instead of beneath her breasts to emphasize them. "Need talk him." 
 
    Though Meara had considered several strategies, that introduction made the decision for her. "Oh, don't even try that bullshit with us. We saw you fight." 
 
    Gharavi shot her a sharp glance, but then simply grunted. "Am strong shaman." 
 
    "That sounds like another flavor of bullshit to me." 
 
    "Need talk to strong male." 
 
    Danniah lowered her equipment a bit and looked up at her. "Your name is Gharavi, right?" 
 
    "Yes. That Gharavi's name." 
 
    "Uh, hi, Gharavi. I'm not sure what your deal is, exactly, but thank you for helping us during the battle. But do you get how we don't really know anything about you and you might seem a bit suspicious? You seem nice, and I'd like to trust you, but you're making that kind of difficult." 
 
    Would such a blunt, naive approach actually work? Though Meara would never have tried it herself, she had to admit it was a useful part of their arsenal. It made Gharavi pause for much longer, staring down at Danniah as if she wasn't entirely sure what to think of her. Eventually she shook her head and spoke in the same gruff voice. 
 
    "Gharavi not speak good, but need give warning." 
 
    "Oh, come on," Meara said. "Do you really expect us to believe that voice?" 
 
    "What wrong with my voice?" 
 
    "Aha!" Meara stabbed out a finger. "You use first and third person inconsistently! Explain that in grunting half-speech!" 
 
    Gharavi glowered at her and for a moment Meara wondered if she would attack - not that an attack would be a problem. For a time they just stared at each other, but when Meara refused to back down, eventually the half-orc woman sighed and rubbed her face. 
 
    "That's not how it actually works. Most half-orcs who can't speak well aren't following different grammatical rules, they're inconsistently copying other patterns." Gharavi's real voice was husky but clear, completely different from her barbarian act. "My speech was completely accurate for the type; it's your fault that you don't know enough about half-orcs." 
 
    Meara smirked. "Maybe I knew that and was just drawing you out." 
 
    "That is clearly untrue. Now you're the one presenting different flavors of bullshit." 
 
    Beside them, Danniah dropped out of her defensive stance and smiled. "Nice to finally talk to you for real! For whatever it's worth, I would have believed it if Raigar wasn't so suspicious of you. But why did you have to keep up an act like that?" 
 
    Instead of answering immediately, Gharavi shook her head. She toyed with the bone talisman at her neck almost unconsciously before she finally answered. "I couldn't trust either of you since you were with him. I'm still not sure I can. You need to understand, he isn't who he pretends to be." 
 
    "There's no pretending, he's our friend! And I don't see why you're getting so upset about him when the real enemy is... uh, the lich that's threatening the city." 
 
    "No!" Gharavi stepped forward, meeting Meara's gaze intensely. "They might look different, but the two of them are fundamentally the same! I don't have all the answers, and I haven't figured out the reason yet, but this is... it's just a game to them. They pretend to care about the stakes, but all they want is the battle." 
 
    Though Meara kept her face in her neutral merchant's mask, it took some effort to swallow her surprise. This conversation had just become much more interesting. While the implications of Gharavi's words seemed clear enough, there were many unknowns and so many potential pitfalls. Danniah clearly understood as well and looked to Meara for confirmation, but neither of them knew where to go from there. 
 
    Seeing them exchange glances, Gharavi turned away sourly. "But of course you just think I'm mad. Everyone else does." 
 
    "Outsiders." Meara said the word softly, but it was enough to stop the half-orc woman. She turned back to them, eyes widening, and Meara smiled. "You're not mad, but you're wrong. You think we're just pawns, but that's not true. Not anymore." 
 
    "Then you actually understand? After so long, I was beginning to wonder about myself..." 
 
    Danniah smiled encouragingly. "I don't think we're on opposite sides! You seem to know things that we don't, so maybe we can exchange information?" 
 
    "It's not that simple." The surprise vanished from Gharavi's face as she regained her usual razor-sharp focus. "I don't understand how you can work with one of them. Do you not understand how they twist reality around them? Right now you're being manipulated and you don't even know it." 
 
    Meara stepped forward until she was almost touching the other woman. Though she had to look up to lock eyes with Gharavi, she didn't look away or even blink. "Look me in the eye and say that again, if you can."  
 
    With that, Meara loosened her grip on herself. She allowed the fragments of past lives to begin to drift away from her core, felt her false merchant face emerge in a different direction, heard something much deeper and darker floating toward the surface... 
 
    A moment later she came back together. Gharavi had taken a step backward, eyes wide. "I... I believe you. And I don't think we need to be enemies - that's why I came to speak with you, after all. But I need some reassurance that I can trust one of them." 
 
    "Don't worry, he's not-" Danniah started to answer, but cut off when Meara raised a hand by her face. Meara shook her head slightly, then turned back to Gharavi. 
 
    "That isn't our secret to share. But trust me when I say that I know them, and I hate them. 'Raigar' is not who you think he is." 
 
    Gharavi stared at her for a long time, then let out a sigh. "Very well, I suppose I can accept that for now. But I expect him to be more forthright once we speak." 
 
    "Not so fast. What reason do we have to trust you?" 
 
    "Yeah!" Danniah said. "Why do you keep approaching him and talking about mating and stuff?" 
 
    That was... perhaps not the most relevant question at the moment. Yet as Gharavi shifted uncomfortably, Meara realized that it wasn't a bad approach. She still had a question of her own, but this answer could reveal much. Eventually Gharavi coughed and answered. 
 
    "I wanted to gather information on Outsiders, by any means necessary. The act was so no one would suspect me when I did strange things. Approaching him was just another means to the same end - males like them always think less of females they think they can own." 
 
    Meara frowned, weighing that answer. "I see your logic, but I don't understand how you targeted him. Did you know we were coming? If so, how?" 
 
    "I didn't plan any of this." Gharavi paused, then threw up her hands and sighed. "My real target in Manascas was Elbarith. Do you know him? He's the man who attends every Red Sands tournament and delights in the bloodshed." 
 
    "We know of him. Go on." That was an interesting turn. Unless Gharavi was an extremely quick liar, Meara thought her explanation had the ring of truth. 
 
    "He's an Outsider, but not like the other two. According to the records I've found, he's one of the Aesidh. Whatever world they come from originally, they invade others in order to play cruel games. Elbarith seems to have grown bored with that and stayed here." 
 
    "But I take it you weren't able to get close to him?" 
 
    "No luck at all, and then you and your friend arrived. The two of them trigger the same spells I used to find Elbarith - actually, the results were even more intense." Gharavi shook her head slowly, fingers playing over the bones hanging from her neck. "I think the Aesidh were once the only travelers between worlds. But recently, less than a hundred years, there have been more visitors. Whoever they are, they're powerful and dangerous. Not cruel like the Aesidh, just... uncaring. As if the world is a game to them." 
 
    "Because it is." Meara nodded, realizing that she'd come to her conclusion. "We can work together, but you need to meet 'Raigar' first. Not because we answer to him or because he's controlling us, but because he's an essential part of all this." 
 
    "That isn't his real name, is it?" 
 
    "No." Meara smiled and gestured for her to follow. "We have a lot to talk about." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith wasn't sure if the boxes had changed necromancy, or if he was the one who had changed. He remembered spending hours doing nothing but expanding his power and raising basic undead, over and over again. Yet now that he sought to regain that power, he found his mind wandering. Perhaps it was simply that this was no longer new territory for him. 
 
    Regardless of the reason, he didn't let it shake his focus. He was not some peasant to be distracted by the slightest thing. 
 
    So far, he had raised his Undead Companion skill to 9 and kept at it, because he was certain the 10th level would include some additional benefit. The work had also increased his maximum mana by 3 points, which would be helpful when using empowered barbarian skills. Frustratingly, the empowering skill increased slowly, currently still stuck at 4, which meant it was still not cost effective. The boxes had granted him an additional Intellect point as well. 
 
    All of that should have been enough. He was making real progress and he had numbers to prove it. Though he still needed to work via the boxes, he could sense the undead creatures that faced them much more easily than before. Perhaps he might even develop far enough for general necromancy skills to become available. 
 
    Yet still, he found his mind wandering. So much so that he had begun using Izilthor to lure more undead from unexplored chambers of the crypt, to interrupt his work with more combat. He told himself that it was simply efficient use of his time, but he knew that there was an element of boredom as well. 
 
    "Da!" His ruminations were interrupted by a screech. Izilthor - not panicked, just alerting him. 
 
    Footsteps were coming closer, down the narrow corridor toward the choke point room. Many parts of the crypt were too narrow for him to fight effectively, so he used this one against targets. Bloodwraith carefully placed the necromancy case back into his bag, rose to stand beside the door, and lifted his sword into position. 
 
    Izilthor came sprinting out of the corridor and apparently tripped, sliding to the ground. But that was just a ruse, designed to make the undead chasing it close in for the kill. 
 
    They didn't see Bloodwraith swinging until it was too late. As usual, his empowered Sword of Rage skill cleaved through the group, tearing them apart before the battle could even begin. A cheap tactic, but the boxes only cared about destroying enemies, not how those deaths were accomplished. 
 
    There were two wights and two skeletons in this group - more than usual. His sword got stuck in the last one's torso, plus the severed halves were still moving, struggling to attack with whatever weapons they could reach. Bloodwraith cursed and knocked the wight off his sword with a burst of force, then began slashing at the others. Izilthor soon joined in, slashing at them eagerly. It had taken more damage during the chase, he noted, but nothing that couldn't be fixed given some time for mana regeneration. 
 
    At last the group lay destroyed. Bloodwraith leaned against his sword, waiting for what he knew was coming... 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 3525 EXP, Wight Bodies x2, and Skeleton Bodies x2.] 
 
      
 
    But more importantly, he heard the now familiar line of music... 
 
      
 
    [Congratulations! You gained a level! 
 
    Current Level: 12 
 
    Current EXP: 537/129,600 
 
    Unassigned Stat Points: 5] 
 
      
 
    Though the new raw power pleased him, Bloodwraith found himself a bit dissatisfied as he stared at the box. Perhaps it was the fact that he had barely passed the required EXP value, but acquiring more than 100,000 EXP to the next level seemed like a very daunting task. True, it was much easier to gain EXP here in Manascas, but compared to the likely amount of time he had... 
 
    He found himself wondering what Level Raigar had been when he defeated the Master Lich. Definitely higher than this, given that the monsters further in the desert had been stronger than those around Manascas, much less those kept in the central lair. If only he had been able to get more answers from him... 
 
    Once more he found himself going over every word of their conversation. Though Raigar had not been as alien as expected, displaying a stupidity that was depressingly familiar, there were many fragments that he couldn't explain. Unfortunately, it seemed that Raigar was completely unwilling, or possibly unable, to negotiate, so there would be no simple answers there. 
 
    Sighing, Bloodwraith set the matter aside and instead focused on distributing his new points. For a long time he had been placing 2 in Might, 2 in Quickness, and 1 in Vitality each level. But compared to the Scepter of Annihilation, which could deal nearly 1000 points of damage with each blast, investing in Vitality felt pointless.  
 
    He placed 4 points into Might, which brought it to a value of 50 without enchantments, in the hopes that there would be some sort of bonus for reaching 50. No such luck. Perhaps it would have been wiser to improve Quickness, since dodging would be more important, but all he could do was place the last point there. Better than nothing, but it wouldn't tilt the balance. 
 
    Then, without warning, Bloodwraith heard the level music again. His head swung up and he looked around for a box, but nothing materialized until he set eyes on Izilthor, who was chewing through the newest corpses. 
 
      
 
    [Congratulations! Undead Companion "Izilthor" has obtained a total of 100 Necromancy Points! 
 
    Second tier undead classes are now unlocked. 
 
    NOTE: NP gained from base build stats, user skill bonuses, or disadvantageous traits do not count toward tier requirements. 
 
    Current Unassigned Points: 59] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith blinked in surprise. He'd been so focused on his own development that it had never occurred to him that Izilthor might be nearing a threshold. Usually the boxes gave clear requests for a certain number of points, but he was not going to refuse an additional advantage. Part of him was pleased at the unexpected benefit. 
 
    Another part of him was slightly unimpressed that the boxes couldn't come up with a different song for undead. Perhaps the box gods did not care for music. 
 
    Meanwhile, Izilthor seemed to have noticed the change as well. Instead of eating the last corpse, it perked up and clapped its hand bones together happily. Likely not just a reflection of his happiness, either - Izilthor seemed to understand that something had changed. 
 
    "I'm stronger!" Izilthor smiled, then tilted its head to look at him. "Boxes say stronger?" 
 
    "Yes, they do. And it looks like we have a decision to make." Bloodwraith sat down on one of the stone benches and began pushing his will against the boxes to demand more information. To his surprise, Izilthor came over and sat beside him, peering at the space where the box was curiously. 
 
    It seemed that according to the boxes, almost all of the basic forms of undead he knew were classified as "second tier" and skeletons were the only class on the first tier. This made no sense to him, since it took serious effort to make a proper skeleton, whereas any novice necromancer could raise a recent corpse as a zombie or wight. 
 
    At least the boxes mostly used terms familiar to him - they were good at that, at least. Based on what he saw, there were six different classes on the second tier: Skeleton Knight, Wight, Ghoul, Zombie, Mummy, Vampire. He had no idea what a "mummy" was and it seemed odd for vampires to be included when they operated on different principles, but that was the system he had to work with. 
 
    But if that was the second tier, how much further did it go? When Bloodwraith queried further, he discovered that there were a smaller number of classes in Tier III, and only three on Tier IV, which seemed to be the last. How did that make any sense? It was already difficult to believe that he could add or subtract traits so easily, but could these box-created undead simply change their nature entirely on every tier? 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion promotion must follow the undead evolution tree. Each Tier II class can promote into two possible Tier III classes. Note that traits will vary based on prior classes, so two Undead Companions in the same Tier III or Tier IV class will have different traits and statistics depending on their growth prior to that point. 
 
    Class choice cannot be revoked. They may also lead to restricted trait availability. If results are unsatisfactory, it is recommended to start over with a new Undead Companion.] 
 
      
 
    Though overly rigid, that was at least simple to understand and held a certain logic. Yet when Bloodwraith focused on the "undead evolution tree" he was given a webbed chart that gave him pause. In addition to the basic "promotion" concept the boxes had explained, there were elements it hadn't even mentioned. There seemed to be a Vampire class on both Tier II and Tier III, which promoted to "Elder Vampire" at Tier IV. Were those the same class, or upgraded versions? 
 
    On top of that, from each class spiderwebbed a list of traits unique to that class, enough that it made him dizzy when he focused on them. Bloodwraith set his head in one hand, refusing to be defeated by a mere box, but the scope of what he needed to do daunted him. 
 
    Randomly making selections would lead to an unsatisfactory result, so he would need to chart a path through the entire tree before he even began. Yet the boxes seemed to love hidden bonuses and rules, and he couldn't trust that even the avalanche of traits listed on the chart was exhaustive. How could he make appropriate decisions given the unknown variables? Scrapping all his work and starting over was intolerable, given the amount of investment it had taken to create Izilthor. 
 
    Bloodwraith forced himself to focus. The end goal was one of the Tier IV classes: Bone Golem, Elder Lich, and Elder Vampire. Those seemed to represent raw physical power, magical power, and speed, presuming that these "classes" matched the types of undead he knew. So he needed to choose one of those and optimize for that... 
 
    "Is me?" Izilthor waved a bony hand in the air vaguely where the box was. Though Bloodwraith felt a surge of irritation, he swallowed it and nodded. 
 
    "These boxes are about you, yes. It seems that you can transform into a new form, such as a wight, but we need to decide which one." 
 
    "What options?" Izilthor tilted its head and looked at him curiously. Though Bloodwraith had been planning to start from the end and work his way back, perhaps there was no harm in focusing on the step right ahead of him as well. That was the only one he could take now, after all. 
 
    "Well, there are six choices..." Bloodwraith began to explain the differences between Skeleton Knights, Wights, Ghouls, Zombies, Mummies, and Vampires. To his surprise, Izilthor climbed into his lap and stared where the boxes should be, frequently asking to be read things aloud. 
 
    Though it was far from what he'd wanted in an undead servant, Bloodwraith couldn't help but feel a bit proud that Izilthor had such serious curiosity, so he complied. Forcing himself to read through all the descriptions made him come to a realization. He started to consider it in his head, then decided he might as well voice his thoughts aloud to help educate Izilthor. 
 
    "It looks like there's a major divide between the six Tier II options. Three of them cost 25 Necromancy Points to choose, and while I'm not familiar with these 'mummies' they include wights and zombies, which are quite simple forms. But skeleton knights, ghouls, and vampires cost 50 Necromancy Points. That high price cannot be simply random." 
 
    Izilthor cocked its head. "More points is stronger?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm quite sure of that. The box gods love their points." 
 
    "Then choose strong!" 
 
    Reasonable enough. Bloodwraith summoned those boxes before him and examined them more closely... 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion Class: Skeleton Knight 
 
    Requirements: Might 10+, Vitality 10+ 
 
    Skeleton Knights are built from magically-reinforced bone and are capable of wielding more complex weapons more effectively. They are capable of unlocking many enhancements to strength and defense, as well as unique traits such as armor and weapons grown into bone. Skeleton Knights make for strong front line fighters but lack more specialized skills. 
 
    NOTE: This class is available for your current Undead Companion.] 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion Class: Ghoul 
 
    Requirements: Might 10+, Quickness 10+ 
 
    Ghouls are built from undead flesh and are capable of using a wider variety of weapons. They are capable of unlocking significant speed and damage enhancements and their unique traits provide a wider variety of special abilities. Ghouls make for strong support units but will not stand up to other classes in a direct fight. 
 
    NOTE: This class is available for your current Undead Companion.] 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion Class: Vampire 
 
    Requirements: Intellect 10+, Quickness 10+ 
 
    Vampires are a unique class comparable to raised humans and are capable of wielding great magic. They are capable of unlocking speed and magic enhancements and their unique traits offer abilities found nowhere else in the undead evolution tree. Vampires make for well-balanced warriors, but their true potential is not unlocked until they reach Tier IV. 
 
    NOTE: This class is available for your current Undead Companion.] 
 
      
 
    Though the requirements were listed prominently as if they might be a major barrier, thanks to Bloodwraith spending so long testing the randomized numbers of the system, they were no obstacle. It seemed likely that the box gods hadn't anticipated that he would conserve so many points, thus requiring a longer wait until promotion. For once, he had defeated the boxes' absurd restrictions. 
 
    But which path would be best to take? Skeleton Knight offered the most direct benefits, but if he was concerned with final maximized power, the boxes seemed clear that Vampires had the highest potential. That assumed that he could fully trust their judgment and that he survived long enough to see that potential realized... 
 
    As he considered the options, Bloodwraith saw that Izilthor was looking at him with a strange expression in its glowing eyes. He slowly realized that he was being very self-centered in his choices, sighed, and hoped he wouldn't regret doing the right thing. 
 
    "Which one do you want, Izilthor?" 
 
    When Izilthor's eyes lit up happily, Bloodwraith felt a strange emotion he didn't know how to place. He forced it down and tried not to think about it. 
 
    "I think these three classes are strongest, but the other three have potential to reach the same classes in the end. We can probably overcome most disadvantages by accumulating more Necromancy Points, so I think you can choose whichever one you want." 
 
    "Want body like you." Izilthor poked him in the chest with a bony finger. "Not just bones." 
 
    "Okay, so Skeleton Knight is out." He tried to keep his face neutral, hoping that Izilthor wouldn't end up asking to be human or something else absurd. Fortunately, he was pleasantly surprised. 
 
    "Like eating things. Vampires eat things?" 
 
    "No, they drink blood." 
 
    Izilthor nodded thoughtfully and he realized that it was an imitation of his own mannerisms. "Hmm. Can see self as Ghoul?" 
 
    "I... don't think so." Bloodwraith pushed his will against the boxes in case they offered anything like that, but came up with only stat projections in the new class. "But we can change almost any trait of your body once we finish the process, so I think you can choose that too." 
 
    "Good!" Izilthor hopped off his lap and clapped its hands together. "Want Ghoul." 
 
    It wasn't a bad decision, all in all. As far as he could tell it was one of the stronger classes, the supportive nature of its role matched Izilthor's base traits, and the Ghoul class had options for promotion into powerful classes, including lich. 
 
    "Then get ready, because I'll select the trait..." 
 
    To his surprise, the instant he selected it, Izilthor crumpled to the ground. Bloodwraith leapt to its side, worried that he had violated some hidden rule, but then he felt the surge of necromancy. Izilthor's box revealed that the 50 NP had been spent on the new class, and now the power those points represented was surging through the skeleton. 
 
    As he watched, gray flesh began to emerge around the bones. It didn't grow very quickly, so it seemed that the process would take some time. That meant there would be no transformations in the middle of battle, which was a good limitation to learn now. Bloodwraith moved Izilthor so it was lying on its back in a position that looked more comfortable, then stared down at it. 
 
    Why did this process take time when the necromancy skill could make skeletons pop out of the ground? Though he was tempted to dismiss it as another absurd whim of the boxes, Bloodwraith considered another possibility.  
 
    The box gods sneered at normal concepts such as conservation of matter or the balance of magic, but they didn't ignore power. Creating skeletons was simple because they were fragile beings with little power. But the boxes required the sacrifice of many lives in order to increase his Level, and he didn't think that was purely arbitrary. The death energy was actually required, and in the same way, maybe time and energy were required now that Izilthor was gaining something closer to real strength. 
 
    Bloodwraith sat down nearby and pulled out the case of necromancy equipment again. Yet he struggled to focus, finding himself looking up at Izilthor's body periodically. When he heard Meara's footsteps approaching, he was glad for the distraction. 
 
    "We have a situation." She started speaking when she came in without a single greeting, but didn't look seriously concerned. "Specifically, we have a Gharavi." 
 
    "You captured her?" 
 
    "No, we negotiated with her. I think she might be on our side, but obviously I wanted you to check her before we showed her our location. So Danniah is waiting with her in one of those caves some distance from here." 
 
    As Bloodwraith hastily packed up the necromancy case, Meara explained their confrontation and the revelations within it. Though Bloodwraith would not personally have risked so much, he trusted that Meara had judged the situation properly. Gharavi could have left him to die at Raigar's hands, after all, so they had already depended on her to a degree. 
 
    When it came time to leave, however, Bloodwraith hesitated. Izilthor was vulnerable lying there on the stone, and though they had set up some defenses on the first level, there were still many undead roaming lower in the crypt. After going back and forth on the issue, Bloodwraith bent down and lifted the growing body in his arms. 
 
    Meara's lips twitched, but she suppressed whatever she was thinking and asked a different question. "I take it your necromancy developed enough for you to change Izilthor's form?" 
 
    "The boxes granted the capacity. It is frustrating, but it appears to be the door to new power." Bloodwraith shook his head. "But that is a long term concern. For now, we need to focus on Gharavi." 
 
    His primary question was whether everything could be a convoluted method of earning their trust. The woman he had caught a glimpse of underneath the barbarian exterior might be capable of something truly devious. He even considered whether or not she might be working with Raigar, but decided that required too many strange assumptions. Any goals they could have, there would have been easier ways to accomplish them. 
 
    Though he and Meara discussed strategy on their way, the only real option seemed to be to approach the conversation with cautious openness. If Gharavi was really someone else who knew that Outsiders were manipulating their world, then she could be a very useful ally. Of course, the last person they'd met who'd learned of that had been Daek the Knife, who did not exactly take it well... 
 
    When they approached the cave Bloodwraith increased his pace, only for Meara to hold him back with a touch on the shoulder. 
 
    "Are you going to walk into sensitive negotiations carrying a skeleton seething with undead flesh?" 
 
    "That... does seem less than polite." Bloodwraith stopped, trying to consider what to do, but Meara stepped up to take Izilthor's body from him. 
 
    "I'll take care of him. I already talked to Gharavi, and I'll be close enough that I can join in if it's necessary." 
 
    "Very well, but... be careful with Izilthor." 
 
    Meara smirked at him. "How could I disappoint such a doting father?" 
 
    "Silence, wench!" 
 
    Their exchange complete, Bloodwraith turned toward the cave with lighter steps. 
 
    Though he'd hoped to observe the situation first, the fact that he cast a shadow into the cave made that impossible, so they were waiting for him. Not ideal from his point of view, but his allies weren't stupid, so it might have been a concession that Gharavi required. When he stepped inside, he saw that she was wearing the black armor he had seen during the battle, not her false rags. 
 
    She began by folding her arms across her chest and frowning at him. "Your companions implied that you're not an Outsider, but your magical signature suggests that you are. Why should I believe anything you have to say?" 
 
    Not an unreasonable question, but one intended to put him off balance. He refused to play that game and instead regarded her coolly from within his helm. "Glad to hear you aren't speaking in such an absurdly broken fashion." 
 
    "It's realistic for uneducated half-orcs!" Gharavi let out a huff and then shook her head. "Did you make an ignorant assumption, or do you have unnatural powers that helped you figure it out?" 
 
    "An absurd dichotomy. Believe me, I am an expert on acting less intelligent than one truly is. You can mask your speech, but not your reactions." 
 
    "Umm..." Danniah looked back and forth between them in consternation. "Please don't argue... I really think that we can all be on the same side here..." 
 
    Her attempt might have been simplistic, but Bloodwraith realized that Danniah was correct. He reined in his irritation, took a deep breath, and decided on a direct approach. "Just over ten years ago, an Outsider named Raigar came to our world, playing at being an adventurer. He destroyed the Master Lich. He also attempted to destroy me, but he failed." 
 
    Gharavi's eyes widened and her body went still. "Then... is that why he wants to recover your body?" 
 
    "Exactly." Bloodwraith smiled, pleased that she understood so quickly. "This body is a vessel that the Outsiders created for one of their own to interact with our world. It contains within it a system of great power... and great absurdity. I have been wrestling with it since we switched bodies, with mixed success. But the fact that the real Raigar is still alive makes things much more complicated." 
 
    "Yes, I see that. What's your real name?" 
 
    "Bloodwraith." 
 
    "I know that was your ti... wait." Gharavi gave him a disappointed look. "Is that seriously the name you chose for yourself?" 
 
    Bloodwraith fumed while Danniah laughed. "Don't worry, you get used to it!" 
 
    "I suppose." Fortunately, Gharavi didn't let such a minor detail distract her from more important matters. She stepped up to him, a smile on her face. "You have knowledge that I could never have discovered in years of research! What is it like to be inside such an artificial construct?" 
 
    "Bizarre." Bloodwraith folded his arms over his chest, unsure where to even begin. "The Outsiders are clearly insane, obsessed with death, irritated by complexity and yet enamored with rules and numbers. You seriously cannot overestimate how much of their system of power involves tedious accounting." 
 
    "Hmm. Perhaps our world is confusing to them, so they render it in objective terms in order to simplify their experience?" 
 
    "I had exactly the same thought." Despite how she had mocked him earlier, Bloodwraith found himself smiling. Gharavi was a worthwhile person to have met. "Living in this body is actually less useful than you might expect. Just meeting Raigar has ruined many of my theories." 
 
    "But it does grant you power, correct? The test I developed for Outsiders triggered strongly when you first entered the Savages Guild, and your abilities seem strange. I am no expert in the Wolf's Fang, but your development struck me as accelerated in some ways and limited in others." 
 
    "Yes, I am restricted by the bounds of a system of... boxes. Endless boxes." Impressed that she had discerned so much about him, Bloodwraith decided that he should prove himself as well. He knew much more about her, perhaps the boxes could grant him information now... 
 
      
 
    [Name: Gharavi 
 
    Race: Half-Orc/Half-??? 
 
    Class: Sorcerer 
 
      
 
    Health: 166/166 
 
    Mana: 87/87 
 
    Stamina: 151/151 
 
      
 
    Level: 16 
 
    EXP: ??? 
 
    Affection: 26/100 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 19 
 
    Vitality: 22 
 
    Quickness: 36 
 
    Intellect: 45 
 
    Charisma: 20 
 
    Willpower: 31 
 
    Wisdom: 24 
 
    Luck: 15 
 
    Piety: 12 
 
      
 
    Skills: Lightning Bolt, ??? 
 
    Proficiencies: ??? 
 
    Inventory: Axe Staff, ???] 
 
      
 
    Just as he had hoped: now that his intuitions were basically right, the boxes filled in the rest. He saw how she could pass for a barbarian, since she did have considerable Might and Vitality, even if not equal to that of himself or Danniah. But she had an excellent distribution of statistics for a combat sorcerer, particularly that Intellect... even though it was just an arbitrary number, Bloodwraith found himself liking her on the basis of that alone. 
 
    That was interesting to him, but not immediately relevant. He glanced at her armor, which was quality but unremarkable, and then his eyes reached the bone necklace that hung from her neck. No box at all appeared at first, yet his other senses told him it mattered. Bloodwraith reached toward it- 
 
    Gharavi grabbed his wrist. "Just what are you doing?" 
 
    "Your necklace... that's what you use to sense Outsiders, isn't it?" 
 
    "That's correct." Gharavi's expression softened when she understood his intention, but she still pushed his hand away before she picked up the woven bones. "I thought I made it with almost no enchantment so that it wouldn't attract attention, but you noticed right away. Did you observe me using it, or could your other senses detect it?" 
 
    "Not exactly either. It should have a box, but it doesn't." 
 
    "What now?" 
 
    "The boxes that Bloodwraith sees describe everything for him," Danniah explained cheerfully. "I think the Outsiders get confused by everything, so they need labels on everything so they don't forget." 
 
    He nodded in agreement, then gestured toward Gharavi's axe, careful not to move his hands too close to her this time. "For example, when I concentrate on your weapon, I see a display in my vision that quantifies it in a variety of ways..." 
 
      
 
    [Custom Axe Staff 
 
    Special Traits: Intellect +5, Lightning Damage +17%, Accuracy +39% 
 
    Damage: 13-14 
 
    Weapon Mana: 21/21 
 
    Durability: 17/20 
 
    Rarity: Custom (Rare-level quality)] 
 
      
 
    "Yes, it works fine. For example, it says that it increases 'Lightning Damage' by 17%." 
 
    Gharavi's eyebrows rose. "Fascinating. I did indeed craft it in order to enhance my lightning spells, but I couldn't have told you it was 17%... how is that calculated, anyway? Because I made it to partially speed up the casting of the spell, partially to increase raw power, partially to improve efficiency. How does all of that become a single number?" 
 
    Bloodwraith waved her questions away. "The boxes are not concerned with nuance. But accepting their limitations, the numbers are extremely reliable. They would be stories for another time, but I have made life or death decisions based on the numbers displayed." He frowned as he stared at the necklace again. "But your necklace refuses to divulge any information." 
 
    "So it falls outside their vision? Curious." 
 
    "I am impressed that you crafted such a thing. You are truly a sorcerer of great skill." 
 
    Though he was simply stating the truth, Gharavi almost flinched at his statement, then looked away. "You're too kind. I still have a great deal I want to attain." 
 
    "That may be, but for now, we have much more to discuss. Can I presume that we are allies now?" 
 
    "Indeed." 
 
    "Excellent." Bloodwraith turned and gestured out of the cave. "Meara, come join us!" 
 
    She came immediately after, carrying Izilthor's body. It remained still and without consciousness, but the gray flesh had apparently grown over the entire body. Meara had wrapped Izilthor in a gray cloth, which seemed senseless given that it was just a ghoul. That wasn't enough to prevent a reaction from Gharavi. 
 
    "Uh, Meara... why exactly are you carrying a flesh-eating ghoul?" 
 
    "Oh, this?" Meara's eyes wandered to Bloodwraith and she smirked. "This is the little bundle of joy that brought meaning into Bloodwraith's sad and empty life." 
 
    He growled. "Enough of your impertinence, harridan!" 
 
    "Isn't he such a proud father? You should see how much effort he puts into parental necromancy. His heart just melted when his precious child came into his-" 
 
    "Enough blithering!" Bloodwraith moved forward and forcibly took Izilthor from her, not that she resisted. After confirming that the necromantic energy was still completing its work, Bloodwraith set down Izilthor carefully. Danniah moved beside it and smoothed the dark hair that had emerged, a smile on her face, but he was already focused on the real conversation again. "You've already met Meara. In addition to being the bane of my existence, she is my most important ally." 
 
    Meara bowed. "Entirely true." 
 
    "Your readings are odd." Gharavi examined Meara while her hands played over the bones on her necklace. "I've been wanting to ask about them ever since our previous conversation. You're definitely not one of them, but... did they change you?" 
 
    "You could say that." Meara's smirk vanished. "The details of my story are not relevant to anything that concerns you. What matters is that I have some limited ability to observe and manipulate the system the Outsiders set up. I won't be any use in combat, but I will help where I can." 
 
    "Pleased to meet you, Meara. I have a feeling that though you might have underestimated me, I underestimated you even more." 
 
    "All is forgiven. Frankly, I'm glad to meet someone else actually trying to wrestle with all this." 
 
    While it was lovely that everyone was getting along, Bloodwraith had no time for such niceties. "We have given you a great deal of information. I expect you to reciprocate. How did you come to know all this?" 
 
    "That's... a bit of a story. More than we have time for now." Gharavi saw their expressions and realized they would not be put off. She took a few steps back and leaned against the cave wall. "I can manage the short version. Have you heard of someone called the Blood Sorcerer?" 
 
    Bloodwraith knew the name and he glanced toward Meara. Her eyes widened for a second before she suppressed it and then she said nothing, so he spoke for them. "A tyrant who formed a large conquering army, yes? I have heard of him, though I understand he fought very far from Bannlind or the Master Lich's territory." 
 
    Gharavi shook her head slowly. "I was a child when he appeared. And though I didn't understand it at the time, his arrival changed the world. Later everyone said that his blood magic easily enslaved the orcs because they were inherently bestial, but I refuse to believe that. Something turned them into brutes, something greater than mere blood magic. Where there had once been culture, the Outsiders left only beasts to rape and kill. The worst part of it is that I still don't know why." 
 
    "They fear complexity." Meara spoke softly, barely above a whisper, her eyes not focusing on any of them. "Our world was not suited for the game they wanted to play, so they changed it." 
 
    "Are you certain of that?" Gharavi moved forward, barely restraining her intensity because she saw Meara's strange state. "You must understand, this changed everything for me." 
 
    But Meara only shook her head, staring into nothing. Bloodwraith moved to step between them and addressed Gharavi quietly. "None of us have true answers, only fragments." 
 
    "I... apologize." 
 
    "No, you are right to be enraged that the Outsiders have treated our world so cavalierly. But I have an essential question: how did you discover all this? They have been manipulating our world for years and yet very few have ever truly noticed. The other person I have met who knew of this went completely mad. How have you developed such sophisticated magic?" 
 
    Taking a step back, Gharavi traced the bones of her necklace. "The foundation of the work was done by my father... and though I cannot be sure, I think that it broke him in the end. His belief that there had been manipulation was unshakable and it drove him to study the magical theories of other worlds. I built upon his work to create a spell that could detect the presence of those from outside our world." 
 
    Once Bloodwraith would have pushed forward to demand answers, but he was dimly aware that to do so on such an emotional subject would be ill-advised. Instead he spoke softly on another issue. "Meara told me that you know of other Outsiders called the Aesidh?" 
 
    "Yes. Invaders from another world." Gharavi snapped back to being fully present. "At first I thought I had discovered the answer, but when I improved my spells, I discovered that the resonance was wrong. They are from another world, but one rather similar to ours - not one as alien as that of our Outsiders." 
 
    "You call them invaders - why do they not feature prominently in our history?" 
 
    "I'm basing that solely on a short conversation I overheard. Unfortunately, the Aesidh left before I could learn more or interrogate them. But they implied that they have entered other worlds in force and conquered them. They left our world because it was unsuitable... perhaps because another force was already present." 
 
    "Our Outsiders." Bloodwraith nodded thoughtfully, coming to several conclusions. "Then these Aesidh are clearly a potential link to learning more, if they have mastered such magic. We might be able to use it to strike back against the Outsiders who have manipulated our reality." 
 
    "Though we will need to start with this 'Raigar,' since he clearly poses the largest threat." 
 
    "Of course. But it is a far better long term plan than I had been able to develop based on limited information." 
 
    "Yes, I had been meaning to ask about that." Gharavi tilted her head to the side, watching him thoughtfully. "Your life was not defined by these 'box gods' until just recently. Before that, it seems you led an undead horde to conquer the world. While I agree that we might be allies, you must understand that I am a bit uncertain about what it is that you actually want." 
 
    "That is... a fair question." Bloodwraith gestured for all of them to go. "Come, we can continue this conversation in our crypt." 
 
    "You have a crypt?" 
 
    "It is a work in progress." 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Though Bloodwraith wanted to discuss every matter exhaustively, looks from Danniah and nudges from Meara eventually convinced him that he might be pushing too hard. Gharavi did seem somewhat fatigued on their way back to the crypt. Once he considered the matter from her perspective, he could understand how a critical part of her life had changed in a short time. He had needed time to adjust, flailing at the boxes for days, so he could respect that. 
 
    It might have been easier for her if they had not been attacked as soon as they returned to the crypt. More undead from the lower levels had overrun the basic defenses he'd been able to set up. They included a large golem of bone that would have been a long and difficult fight... if not for Gharavi. 
 
    As they fought, he watched her carefully. Her axe appeared to be a simple if elegant weapon normally, but when she activated a command it shifted, the blades on either side sliding so they were merely a finger apart. Instead of swinging it as many mages did, she held it with both hands, one near where it was braced against her shoulder and the other toward the end of the axe. It seemed that she used the tips of the axeheads to aim, then let a bolt of lightning fly. 
 
    Having a powerful ranged attacker was exactly what they needed against a slow but powerful opponent like a bone golem. After one of its arms was blown off, it tried to attack Gharavi, but with Danniah providing defense and Bloodwraith providing another threat, it didn't have a chance. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 23,318 EXP, Bone Golem Body x1, Skeleton Body x3, and Wight Body x4.] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith smiled in satisfaction at the new rush of power. They had taken some injuries, but nothing compared to what they would have faced in the same battle without magical support. He turned back to Gharavi in time to see her staff slide back into axe form as she returned it to her back. 
 
    "That weapon is-" 
 
    "I'm sorry, but I'm very tired." She gave him a weak smile and then looked around. "Is there anywhere safe to sleep?" 
 
    "Of course. While our defenses need considerable improvement, we will all be awake in case there is another attack." 
 
    Gharavi nodded gratefully and went with Meara, who showed her to the room where they'd set up mats and a simple living area. Bloodwraith spent some time dragging all of the bodies together, since they would provide an excellent meal for Izilthor later. 
 
    Thinking of the undead prompted him to look back. They had left the body near the entrance and he felt a moment of worry before he realized that Danniah had gone back for Izilthor. He moved to catch up to her and discovered Danniah sitting beside the body, brushing its hair with a soft smile. 
 
    "Don't worry, Bloodwraith. She's alright." 
 
    From Meara it would have been mockery, but Danniah only meant to encourage him. Still, he was irked by her stubborn insistence regarding Izilthor. It might appear more human with flesh and a head of dark hair, but it remained an undead. "Earlier you were saying 'he' - does Izilthor become a 'she' just because it acquired some hair?" 
 
    "Come on, don't be so stubborn. She looks so much more... I mean, not human, but she has a real face now." 
 
    "I didn't realize 'having a face' was a primary sex characteristic." 
 
    Before Danniah could respond, Meara walked in to join them. The instant Bloodwraith saw the wry smile on her face, he knew that he wasn't going to like what she had to say, but there was nothing he could do to prevent it. 
 
    "I didn't tease you about it in front of Gharavi," Meara said, "but Danniah is right. Not to put too delicate a point on it: your Great Devourer of Flesh is anatomically female." 
 
    Bloodwraith spluttered, staring between them. "That's... that's irrelevant! Undead have no relevant gender and sex is meaningless to them!" 
 
    He might have said more, but at that moment Izilthor stirred. Bloodwraith bent down beside it - her? - immediately, pushing Danniah aside. Izilthor murmured and then slowly opened its eyes. They glimmered bright red, then opened wide when they saw him. 
 
    "Da!" Izilthor leapt to embrace him but was thoroughly tangled in the cloth, making it more of a flop. Bloodwraith just wrapped his arms around the whole bundle, then stared past her toward the other two. 
 
    "Not a damn word." 
 
    Meara mimed closing her mouth while Danniah just beamed happily. Meanwhile, Izilthor was wiggling in his arms, so Bloodwraith pulled back. 
 
    "How do you feel, Izilthor?" 
 
    "Good!" She used sharp claws to tear her arms out of the cloth, forming a makeshift sleeveless tunic. After hopping around several times, her smile widened. "Fast!" 
 
    He checked her box briefly and realized that there were still 9 NP remaining after the transformation. Best to invest everything now. "You still have the capacity to grow more. Is there anything else you want?" 
 
    "Teeth! Make teeth boxes!" Izilthor hopped back to him, so he dutifully began searching through the various boxes. It felt bizarre to think that the undead sitting on his lap was a daughter, but their relationship was not really changed. So long as he managed to ignore Danniah watching Izilthor and cooing, anyway. 
 
    Soon they discovered exactly the trait they wanted: 
 
      
 
    [Razor Teeth 
 
    Cost: 8 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion's teeth will become dangerous weapons, gaining +2/+5 to damage and scaling with Tier development. Taking this trait requires Might of at least 12 and will also grant Might +1 if Might is below 25.] 
 
      
 
    "Teeth!" Since Izilthor seemed quite pleased with this one and it had potential, Bloodwraith selected it right away. 
 
    For a moment Izilthor made a strange hissing sound, mouth contorting. Then she smiled, revealing that her mouth was filled with razor sharp teeth. She bounced happily, sniffed the air, then rushed into the other room. Bloodwraith followed just in time to see her snap clean through a wight arm in a single bite. Then she looked up at him, gleaming teeth trailing undead flesh, and beamed an enthusiastic smile. 
 
    "Thanks, Da!" 
 
    Bloodwraith glanced back toward the other two. "Cute little thing, isn't she?" 
 
    Danniah gave a queasy smile while Meara just kept smirking. But as he watched Izilthor eagerly consume the rest of the undead corpses, Bloodwraith didn't mind. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Though Bloodwraith wanted to aggressively pursue their plans against the Outsiders, the simple fact was that they couldn't afford to burn energy on speculative concerns. The truth was that Raigar still posed a huge threat and needed to be defeated before they could even think about making any deeper attempts against the ones manipulating their world. 
 
    He comforted himself by thinking that Raigar was also their most useful lead on the subject. Magical testing was well and good, but they had one of the box gods in mortal form, right in front of them. Though he wouldn't hold back the next time, if they could somehow capture and interrogate Raigar... 
 
    In any case, the result was that Gharavi started not with any grand spells, but with helping them on a simple matter. At the moment she was seated with her legs crossed on the floor of the crypt, working on the silver sphere they had taken. An array of spellwork floated around it in addition to several gemstone pins, floating in a larger sphere as she reworked its processes. 
 
    Technically he was focusing on his own work, and he was exercising both his necromancy and his mana capacity, but he found himself watching. This was a type of work he had never specialized in, but if he had held his old power, he could have assisted the process. Now his magical senses could barely grasp the complex work that was being done. 
 
    "Done." Gharavi gave a small, satisfied smile, then got to her feet and began plucking the magical pins out of the air. "You'll want to step back." 
 
    The only one in range was Izilthor, who had been crouched nearby, staring at the magic in awe. Danniah had been training in another corner of the room, so the warning served to draw her closer. They all watched as Gharavi waved a hand to dissipate the magic and then held it under the sphere. 
 
    It dropped into her palm, and at the same time a huge set of metal armor crashed to the floor. Danniah clapped her approval. "Great job, Gharavi! Can you also do the part where the sphere gets connected to my armor?" 
 
    "No need." Gharavi handed it to her with a smile. "The sphere has been unkeyed - as good as new, in other words. Let me show you how to bind it to you, then you can store your equipment inside and practice." 
 
    Meanwhile, Izilthor leaned closer and sniffed at the armor. "Not eat." 
 
    "No, we aim to sell this." Bloodwraith knelt down beside her, summoning boxes for each piece of equipment. The armor was made from good steel and certainly had high defensive values according to the boxes, but it was absurdly heavy. Besides, at their level, it was more important to have good enchantments. "Help me put these into the bag so that Meara can sell them." 
 
    As they stretched the opening of the Extra-dimensional Bag wide to fit the armor, Danniah looked over from her lesson with Gharavi. "Could I just take it myself? Store both suits of armor in the sphere?" 
 
    "It doesn't work that w-" Bloodwraith cut off as he realized that Gharavi had started to answer at the same time. Though frustrated that he was no longer the resident magical expert, he waved for her to speak. 
 
    "Equipment spheres have a very limited capacity," Gharavi said, "so they can't serve as replacements for Extra-dimensional Bags. They're also most efficient when the settings are very precise, and efficiency affects how long it takes to summon the armor. You don't want your armor not appearing fast enough to defend you." 
 
    "Haha, that's kind of how we got this one..." Danniah said. 
 
    "Yes, I heard how you tore those thugs apart." 
 
    "That's... it wasn't like that!" Danniah stared at Gharavi in horror, then sighed. "Oh, I guess it doesn't matter. Last time I went into the city everybody was scared of me anyway." 
 
    Gharavi gave her a slight smile. "I was just teasing. Once I'd met you and Izilthor, I guessed the truth behind the rumors. It was good of you to cover for your allies." 
 
    "Thanks, Gharavi. Oh! I was going to ask, do you have a sphere too? I noticed that you changed your equipment really fast before, but I didn't see it happen." 
 
    "Not quite." Gharavi raised one hand and gestured to a silver ring alongside several others. "Same type of spell, but it trades capacity for speed." 
 
    "That makes sense. We should put the sphere on a necklace or something so I'm always touching it. It'll be nice to not wear armor all the time, but I want to have it right there if I need it..." 
 
    While they discussed those plans, Bloodwraith and Izilthor finished putting away all of the heavy armor. Though he still hadn't made up his mind about the recent developments, every time they worked together he was reminded that it didn't really matter. Izilthor was still the same mixed blessing that she had been from the beginning. 
 
    He was actually looking forward to clearing more of the crypt, earning simultaneous EXP and NP. The combination of a ghoul's body and the new teeth had proven very effective at eliminating corpses, but he thought with the purchase of some more traits, Izilthor could become far more dangerous. 
 
    Thinking about the subject, he brought up her box and actually considered it in depth. 
 
      
 
    [Undead Companion 
 
    Name: Izilthor (Izzy) 
 
    Class: Ghoul 
 
    Unassig-] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith frowned. It seemed wrong for the top-most label to simply read "Undead Companion," considering the level of autonomy Izilthor had acquired. Though the boxes weren't always open to change, Bloodwraith forced his mind against it, commanding it to bend to his will. 
 
      
 
    [Name: Izilthor (Izzy) 
 
    Class: Ghoul 
 
    Unassigned Necromancy Points: 17 
 
    Total Earned NP: 116 
 
      
 
    Health: 91/91 
 
    Mana: 1/1 
 
    Stamina: 0/0 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 16 
 
    Vitality: 13 
 
    Quickness: 19 
 
    Intellect: 12 
 
    Charisma: 8 
 
    Willpower: 10 
 
    Wisdom: 6 
 
    Luck: 10 
 
    Piety: 0 
 
      
 
    Traits: Ghoul Body, Growth Factor (Aggression), Growth Factor (Support), Ally Coordination, Language Development, Consume Undead, Razor Teeth 
 
    Skills: None 
 
    Inventory: Crypt Sword, Ragged Cloth] 
 
      
 
    After countless hours spent refining his technique, running experiments, and developing the fundamentals, Bloodwraith considered this to be the true base of Izilthor's growth. Her statistics were nothing overwhelming, but they were stronger than a great many novice adventurers. She might be a bit fragile, but she could be easily healed. Most importantly, she had the intelligence to effectively use the power she would acquire over time, regardless of her Intellect in the boxes. 
 
    She needed proper equipment, however. Her transformation to the Ghoul class had come with the "Crypt Sword", which was a short blade of decent strength, but the ragged cloth was unacceptable. Oh, she seemed to enjoy wearing it, but he'd sent Meara to acquire something that would provide actual defensive value. 
 
    Across the room, Danniah had finished binding her equipment to the sphere and was beginning to test it. Bloodwraith watched cautiously the first time, but the armor disappeared from around her without incident. Danniah breathed a sigh of relief, closed her eyes, and activated the sphere again. 
 
    The armor appeared around her again, making her lose her footing as it appeared underneath her and shifted her position, but there were no terrible incidents. Gharavi nodded to her in affirmation, but Danniah raised both hands and let out a whoop. 
 
    "Finally! Do you have any idea how much time I spend taking off and putting on armor? This is going to be so much easier!" 
 
    Seeing her practice with it, Bloodwraith had to admit that she was right. He should try to acquire similar equipment himself, but unfortunately it was rare enough for that to be difficult, even when they weren't under such heavy restrictions. For now, he would just live in his armor, since he needed to remain devoted to his development of his necromancy. 
 
    Yet before he could start, Gharavi approached to sit beside them. Since Izilthor wandered off to watch Danniah's armor appear and disappear, they were soon alone. Gharavi removed her staff from her back and held it in her lap, idly running her fingers along the edge. 
 
    "I haven't ever seen a weapon quite like that," Bloodwraith said. "Is it more common elsewhere, or did you craft it yourself?" 
 
    "I made it myself." Gharavi spoke slowly, not looking toward him, almost as if speaking to herself. "I needed a staff to store mana, but couldn't be seen to be carrying a staff. It would have... led to problems..." 
 
    Though he was curious about the implications there, based on her tone he decided not to press. Instead, he took the axe from her and examined it carefully. "Well, it is an elegantly-crafted weapon. That compliment may not mean much, given my current body's lack of skill, but even the boxes said it was 'Rare-quality' equipment. I never pursued the art of crafting to a high degree, but I did make some attempts, so I respect the difficulty of your work." 
 
    "Oh... thank you." She came out of her reverie and smiled at him. "You don't think it's fundamentally silly? Using an axe as a staff..." 
 
    "The exterior form of magic is irrelevant! Ignore any superstitious peasants who say otherwise." 
 
    That pulled a strange smile from her. "Somehow, it's reassuring to hear you state that so bluntly. Thank you, Bloodwraith." She reached out to take her axe back from him and their fingers brushed along the haft of the axe. Hers lingered for a moment... 
 
      
 
    [Affection +5! 
 
    Gharavi Affection: 31/100] 
 
      
 
    Gharavi instantly recoiled, eyes going wide. "What the hell was that?" 
 
    "Sorry." Bloodwraith could only wince and shrug. "The boxes have... issues when it comes to interpersonal reactions." 
 
    "You can't turn it off?" 
 
    "I haven't found a way." 
 
    "That was..." Gharavi held her hands to either side of her forehead, rubbing slowly. "Not exactly like manipulation, but I did not like it. Are you sure there's no way to stop it? Does it happen any time you interact with your allies?" 
 
    "It did at the beginning. But it eventually hit 100/100 with Danniah, and Meara broke the system for her. Sorry, but you'll just have to put up with it." 
 
    "No, I don't think I will." Gharavi stared at him, eyes intense. While he saw anger there, she was intelligent enough to know that it shouldn't be directed at him. "The reason I just noticed was because I developed spells to defend against potential Outsider manipulation. I have others that I hoped would fight back, but I've never had a chance to use them..." 
 
    Though he didn't entirely understand Gharavi's concern, Bloodwraith saw that it mattered to her and wasn't about to pass up the chance to work with Outsider magic. Gharavi demonstrated that one of her bracelets was actually a defensive talisman, of sorts. Working together, the two of them tried to modulate it toward the power of the boxes themselves. There was little Bloodwraith could do on the magical end, but he retained his former knowledge and did his best to apply it to his intuitive understanding of the boxes. 
 
    It took them a surprisingly long amount of time to make any progress. When Bloodwraith looked up again, he saw that Danniah had finished testing her armor and fallen asleep against the wall. Izilthor had curled up in her lap and seemed to be sleeping as well, though she shouldn't require sleep. Meara still wasn't back, which he hoped was not a cause for concern. 
 
    Regardless, it was finally time. Gharavi gripped her bracelet, nodded to him, then released the charge of the bracelet. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Bloodwraith frowned and brought up her box again, which was when he noticed the change: 
 
      
 
    [Gharavi Affection: 31/99] 
 
      
 
    "Did it work?" Gharavi asked. He could only shrug. 
 
    "The maximum number decreased. I've never seen that happen before." 
 
    "Hmm. Then it bears repeating the experiment, but the bracelet will take time to recharge." 
 
    "I think we should ask Meara as well, when she gets back. She has direct experience with this system and may have been able to manipulate it in the past." 
 
    "That sounds wise." Gharavi let go of her bracelet and looked up to smile at him. "Thank you for working on this, Bloodwraith. It means a lot to me that you'd help instead of trying to exploit that power." 
 
      
 
    [Affection +5! 
 
    Gharavi Affection: 36/99] 
 
      
 
    "Dammit!" Gharavi massaged her forehead again and backed away, cursing under her breath in what sounded like a tribal orc language. "I'm just going to... keep my distance for a while until we get this all figured out." 
 
    That suited him well, but before Bloodwraith could return to his work, Meara finally returned. She appeared unharmed, but he saw a shadow in her eyes. She glanced toward Danniah and Izilthor's sleeping forms briefly, then walked over and bent down beside him. 
 
    "I have clothes and armor for Izzy." She pulled a wrapped bundle from her cloak and set it down beside them. "But we need to talk about Raigar." 
 
    "Has the situation changed?" 
 
    "Possibly. He's shown up twice, using the Scepter of Annihilation to destroy something and repeat his threats. There are more people in Manascas explicitly looking for you, and rumor has it that you're hiding in the slums. But that isn't the real problem: he's trying something with the Red Sands Arena. There are rumors that he's been spotted there multiple times." 
 
    "So either he's up to something... or he's just wasting time on some whim." Bloodwraith sat back and sighed. "In some ways, it would be less troublesome to be dealing with an intelligent and malicious opponent." 
 
    Meara nodded. "So there's a chance he's up to something, but that could involve trying to draw us out. What's our next step?" 
 
    "We stick to the basics of the plan. All of us continue to focus on our strengths, I remain here, you and Danniah operate in the city as you can." Bloodwraith tapped his fingers against the stone of the crypt for a time, then shook his head. "But that may not be enough. It's time to add something new: one of the undead with Raigar is named Herskeh..." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Where the fuck had that fucker run off to? 
 
    Raigar punched one of the skeletons standing nearby, sending the skull flying. That took a bit of the edge off, but in his last game he could have blown the whole thing apart. Even getting his new character back, he could have done a better job of punching shit. Despite what that Bloodwraith fucker was doing with his new body. 
 
    It was the misuse of all his Stat Points that really pissed him off. There was no way to respec in worlds like these, so he would be stuck with whatever shitty natural distribution of points the lich had gotten. Probably not minmaxed at all. 
 
    Unless those points were sitting unused? Getting his new character back and finding a shitton of unspent character points would be totally fractured. 
 
    "Are you alright, Lord Bloodwraith?" Secretary Skeleton appeared nearby. Even though his face was just a skull, he managed to look like a condescending ass. 
 
    "No!" Raigar turned on him, grabbing the front of his robe in one hand. "Why haven't the villagers handed him over already? Are you sure we can't just invade the city?" 
 
    "Their defenses are too strong, my lord. You saw that even you had difficulty once their priests began casting. But if we could adopt a different strategy, as I suggested..." 
 
    "No poisoning shit. I can't risk taking him out - I need that body." 
 
    As usual Secretary Skeleton chickened out instead of arguing. "As you say, my lord. In that case, can I again suggest that you devote yourself to regaining access to your necromancy? Your capacity to raise an army would be far beyond mine - we might be able to sweep Manascas, or at least develop undead scouts to search for your target." 
 
    "Nah, fuck that. I'll play a caster if I really have to, but this necromancy build is shit." 
 
    Secretary Skeleton sighed and nodded. Yet as Raigar continued to fume, he felt a twinge of concern. This skeleton was a squirrely little shit, just the type who might betray him. He'd seen the type enough before. Though he could be no real threat, since Raigar kept all his artifacts on his person and had no need to sleep, he might get in the way. 
 
    "Actually... you are right. I am merely frustrated that we cannot find my target." Raigar tried to smile, though his lich face always felt stiff. "Though I'm having a hard time getting my power back, I should keep trying. Maybe start small. What about those two adventurers that stumbled onto us in the beginning?" 
 
    "My lord?" Secretary Skeleton blinked at him. 
 
    "Looked like a mage and a fighter. Those two didn't get smashed in any of the fights, right? Maybe I can start with them." 
 
    "Of course, Lord Bloodwraith. I'll take you right to them." Secretary Skeleton seemed pleased and began walking into another cave. 
 
    All they had were these shitty little caves. Raigar would have been cool with playing a lich if he got to do a bunch of basebuilding, but all he had were random caves outside of town. He'd tried to command the skeletons to build things and they'd either just stared or done a shit job of it. In the end he'd given up on the whole thing, since it was too much of a pain. Besides, there was no point being an evil overlord when he didn't even have a dick. 
 
    Since they didn't have much space, it barely took them any time to reach their stop. Secretary Skeleton gestured into the room of undead standing ready, which was not fucking helping. But since he was trying to play nice, Raigar didn't yell at him and instead stepped inside. 
 
    There, he saw two zombies with way better equipment. Well, not zombies, they were wights or some shit. Without monster type labels they all ran together for him. If this had been a normal game, he'd have complained about the devs just reskinning the same models. 
 
    "So... these two retain their abilities from when they were alive?" 
 
    "Not precisely, my lord. But their bodies do retain some of the power. The fighter is far more durable than the average ghoul, while the mage still has the necessary magical base to cast spells. They will be far less effective without direction, however, since ghouls generally lack intelligence." 
 
    "They don't need it. I can just order them around." Raigar glanced over at Secretary Skeleton. "I can order them around, right? They'll obey me?" 
 
    "Of course, my lord. I may have raised them, but you are still our commander." 
 
    "I was thinking that maybe I should start regaining my necromancy with these two. Show me the spell again." 
 
    Secretary Skeleton went through the ritual again and Raigar spent the entire time rolling his eyes. He watched, though, and watched carefully. The nearest Return Point wasn't all that far anymore, but he couldn't ignore his character getting stolen, so he was stuck in this scenario. Wasn't the game he'd wanted, but he might as well play it to the end. 
 
    Once the lecture was done, Raigar clumsily tried and fucked up the circle. "Dammit!" He turned to one of the nearby skeletons standing at attention and punched its skull. His hand slid past and hit the wall with a nasty crunch. Though he didn't feel any pain as a lich, the bones cracked and one finger hung limp. 
 
    "Finger got all fucked up because of this fucking fragile body." He turned back to Secretary Skeleton and waved the limp finger. "Surely there's a way to fix this?" 
 
    "Of course, Lord Bloodwraith. Body regrowth comes naturally to many undead. Lesser creatures would need to consume prey, but you should be able to do it on mana alone. The process is intuitive, but I may be able to offer you a few modest suggestions..." 
 
    This part actually wasn't so hard, mostly just throwing mana at the problem. Raigar could do that. When the hand regenerated itself, the bone felt a little more durable. "Huh, good as new. Or is it better than new?" 
 
    "High quality undead bodies will grow back stronger, though of course there are obvious limitations to such a-" 
 
    "Yeah, okay. Listen, I need to think about what you said, maybe try to practice necromancy more. Okay? Scram." 
 
    For a long moment Secretary Skeleton stared at him, then he gave a slight bow, said something spineless like "Of course, my lord" and left. 
 
    Heh, spineless. Raigar laughed at his own joke until Secretary Skeleton was gone. 
 
    But once he was, Raigar quickly returned to the two adventurers. It was a pain to repeat the ritual on his own, but he'd memorized longer things before and he could brute force the magic parts. He got the necromancy mostly right, something clicked... and the ritual didn't go right. As usual, necromancy was a real pain in the ass. 
 
    All he needed was the appearance of the ritual, though, to explain why the undead obeyed him. Raigar reached into his cloak and pulled out another one of his artifacts: the Wand of Undead Dominion. When he waved it, there was no complicated bullshit: both of the former adventurers shifted and then bowed to him. Now Secretary Skeleton would think he was progressing, and he'd have these two guard his back. He was making progress. 
 
    ...it wasn't really satisfying without an announcement of his accomplishment. Dammit, he even missed the boring old leveling jingle. 
 
    To ease his irritation and test his new power, Raigar commanded the mage ghoul to lie down. When it actually did, he grinned to himself. "Fractured." 
 
    After that, he commanded the two ghouls to start humping each other. Took way too long, since the ghouls didn't seem to understand, but he kept forcing the details and eventually they sort of got it. The main thing was that they obeyed him now. He'd never really liked pets or mounts in games, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    But the real prize had been the little trick that Secretary Skeleton had taught. Curious, Raigar returned to the wall and punched it directly as hard as he could. As expected, it fucked up his hand, but he threw mana at the damage. Eventually it grew back, then he punched the wall again. 
 
    Bit by bit, he could feel the bone growing larger. Instead of a frail little lich hand, he had a proper fist. Raigar smiled as he switched to his other hand, then other body parts. It would take a while, but he had mana to spare. The most annoying part about getting stronger here was that there was actual pain and exhaustion, but in this body he had neither. 
 
    So he was going to grind the hell out of this. 
 
    An hour smashing himself into a wall was pretty boring, but he'd done way more tedious grinding before. Bit by bit, he could feel his body toughening up. While there was probably no such thing as a buff lich, he could do better than this. 
 
    His work was interrupted by the screeching of undead. Had they gotten someone? Raigar rushed toward it, hoping to find his new character was captured, but instead it was some asshole in red armor. Secretary Skeleton was standing there, so Raigar moved to him. 
 
    "Who is this? What's going on?" 
 
    "My lord, this one was prowling nearby. When our guards captured him, he said that he had information about Raigar." 
 
    "Eh? Then spill!" 
 
    The man looked like he had not intended to end up captured by a bunch of undead, but he rolled with the situation. "I was actually hoping to find him myself and get the reward, Sir Lich. But it seems I stumbled across you instead." 
 
    "If you know where he is, out with it." 
 
    "I don't know his current location, but I suspect he is hiding somewhere near the city, not inside it. The two of us had... an altercation earlier. In that time, I saw his companions. Though Raigar has not appeared in the city again, I am nearly certain that I saw his allies. If we can find them..." 
 
    "Yeah, I get it." Raigar found himself grinning - finally some fucking progress. 
 
    But Secretary Skeleton had to slide closer with a skeptical look. "We do not need living meat allies, Lord Bloodwraith. Let me transform him into a wight and rob his mind of all the relevant facts. Then we can track down Raigar ourselves." 
 
    "Wait!" The man struggled to his feet, raising his hands. "Please, I can be far more useful to you alive. I still have some allies in the city who can help me search for them. And if you give me leave, I can find him for you. I can do anything you want... all I wanted was the reward for turning him in to the authorities." 
 
    Raigar shrugged. "Yeah, okay. We can be allies for now." 
 
    While the man thanked him, Secretary Skeleton sighed. "If we must, we must. But this one is only an adventurer of middling strength, my lord. If he is to be a useful tool, then perhaps we should bestow on him some of your remaining artifacts?" 
 
    "Fuck you, those are mine." But as Raigar looked down at his new tool, another idea came to mind. He slammed a fist into his hand. "It was about time to terrorize the place again, right? Let's rob a store." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    As their lives fell into a routine of preparation, Meara found herself increasingly dissatisfied. She was doing well in her task of finding manageable quests, but that left her to one side in a support role. With each accomplishment the others gained equipment and statistics, but she fell entirely outside that feedback loop. Though she could feel the "EXP" that apparently controlled the world, the points couldn't touch her. 
 
    Currently she sat in the lobby of the Adventurers Guild, technically selling potions but barely aware of her surroundings. Instead she looked inward, testing the boundaries of the system implanted within her. It was unalterably that of a noncombatant merchant, so she knew that it would never be possible for her to pick up a weapon and join the others. Even if she accomplished it, she would become a Level 1 adventurer and lose all her unique abilities. But surely there was something... 
 
    She wasn't so deep that she didn't notice when the others returned. Meara pulled out of herself and looked up to see Danniah and Izzy enter. Danniah wore her old helm to be less conspicuous, while Izzy wore a gray cloak that completely covered her face. It would have looked suspicious if she hadn't been so short. Gharavi was back at the crypt with Bloodwraith, the two of them deep into magical research. 
 
    Wrapping up her business, Meara pulled her potions back into her cloak and stood up to greet them. Danniah smiled warmly at her as they approached, and from within her hood Izzy beamed. She definitely didn't look human, especially when she smiled, but at a distance in shadow she could pass. 
 
    "We found the effigy in the temple," Danniah said. "Or maybe you already noticed that?" 
 
    "Only our dour friend gets box notifications like that. Besides, I don't think he gets any credit at all for the work until you come back here and announce that you've finished it." Meara moved with them to the Guild desk as she spoke. Danniah blinked as she considered that. 
 
    "That's so strange. Why is that?" 
 
    "I think the box gods are very concerned with rules. Fighting monsters in the temple doesn't count for anything, finding the effigy doesn't count for anything... only telling the Guild that you've done those things." 
 
    "So weird. I guess if it wasn't that way, maybe people like you-know-who would just run off after doing the fighting part?" 
 
    It might be, but Meara stayed quiet as they neared the desk. So far it didn't seem that anyone was specifically pursing them, and they took basic precautions with their conversations, but being overheard was still a potential threat. 
 
    Meara held back while Danniah set the religious effigy down on the counter and the Guild confirmed that the request was complete. She felt something shift at that moment, the lines that bound all of them vibrating and something passing through the air toward Bloodwraith. His reward for their work, presumably. The Guild paid only a small amount, since the religious order that placed the request was poor, but the point had never been the direct reward. 
 
    Though she wanted to go, at that moment there was an additional complication: apparently Danniah had fulfilled enough requests that she was promoted from an Iron-ranked adventurer to a Bronze Ranker. Not that dramatic, and it didn't really help them, but Danniah seemed pleased to have her work acknowledged. 
 
    As they headed out of the Guild, Meara glanced back to them. "So, did you have a good time on this one? I had a feeling there was something big, but I wasn't sure what it was." 
 
    "Oh, it was some sort of basilisk!" Danniah shivered a bit. "Well, maybe not a true basilisk, because nobody turned to stone, but when it looked at me, it really hurt. Fortunately, I guess it was some sort of death magic, because it didn't hurt Izzy. So with her, we were able to take it down." 
 
    "I didn't consciously intend that, but I'm happy to claim I did. You had fun, Izzy?" 
 
    The ghoul smiled and snapped her teeth together twice in quick succession. It made a distinctive clicking sound that would have been somewhat disturbing from anyone other than Izzy. She then licked her teeth, suggesting just what had happened to the basilisk, but didn't speak. Bloodwraith had made that rule about visits to Manascas very clear. 
 
    "I also got these." Danniah pulled two metal gauntlets out of their Extra-dimensional Bag and turned them over in her hands. "They're really beaten up, but they were in a special box so I think they might be useful. Can you tell what they are?" 
 
    "Sorry, but not in detail. I can tell you that they do seem to have a fairly strong enchantment... the boxes would call them 'Very Uncommon', I think." 
 
    "That's... the third one, right? Well, it's better than nothing. Now we just need to get them fixed." 
 
    They headed toward the district of the city that held the relevant shops. Meara found her eyes wandering the streets, noting the fear she saw without much emotion. In the abstract she cared about all the lives in their world and the fact that Outsiders like Raigar could manipulate them. But when it came to specifics, they were just insubstantial patterns floating at the edge of her vision. 
 
    The attacks had slowed down - the last one had been a strike in which only a random store had been destroyed - but terror still gripped the city. Bloodwraith had been even more concerned that Raigar might be attempting something new and Meara thought he might be right. But she had nothing else to offer, so all they could do was continue with the plan. 
 
    Unfortunately, by the time they reached the shops, many had closed for the night. Security had tightened since the last attack. Danniah had no problem with just waiting for another day, but Meara had actually been waiting on one item in particular. At the end of a row of buildings she saw that the light was still on in her shop, so she banged on the door until the owner approached. 
 
    "What are we here for?" Danniah asked in a low voice. 
 
    "Our dour friend's sword." 
 
    "Oh, right!" Danniah turned to smile at the owner when he opened the door. 
 
    "Can't you see we're closed?" The owner scowled at them, but then recognized Meara. "Oh, it's you. Fine - you already paid, guess there's no trouble handing it over." 
 
    He opened the door just barely enough for them to enter and so they crowded in, Meara staying close behind Izzy to shield her further. But the owner didn't seem interested in looking at them, only concerned with getting them out of his shop as soon as possible so he could close up. After looking around in the back for a time, he came back out carrying the greatsword in both hands. 
 
    Meara analyzed it with every sense she possessed. Attempting to upgrade Bloodwraith's sword had been a risky proposition, so she needed to make sure that nothing had been done to it. He had wanted to replace it entirely, but despite days of searching, she hadn't found any weapon of comparable quality that could also store mana. 
 
    There didn't seem to be anything wrong with it, however. The end of the pommel had been replaced with a sapphire, which must have been the reason for the hefty price. Perhaps more importantly, the green lines marbled through the blade glowed more intensely than before. 
 
    "I did the job," the owner said, "but let me tell you: this is all you're getting out of this thing. Lodestone blades are dependent on the quality of the original stone forging. There's no mage in the world who can upgrade this any further." 
 
    "We appreciate your work." Meara accepted the blade with both hands and started to carry it out, but Danniah lingered. 
 
    "Do you repair enchantments on gloves? Because I hav-" 
 
    "Get out!" The owner pushed at them until they left the store, then quenched the light as soon as they were out. On the street, Meara checked that no one was watching and then slipped the sword into her cloak. She felt it settle heavily in her "inventory" - as Bloodwraith called it - but it would be no problem to bring it back to him. 
 
    "Shame about the gloves, but I guess that's how it goes when we get back this late." Danniah yawned and headed off down the street. "Come on, let's get back home before we miss too much of the night." 
 
    Meara followed her and chuckled. "Your 'home' is a rather interesting one. I like what you've done with the murderous undead." Izzy snapped her teeth together and pointed at herself, but Meara only ran a hand through her hair with a smile. "Not you, Izzy." 
 
    Danniah shook her head as they headed out of the city. "You know what I mean. It's where everyone comes back to sleep, so it's like our home for now." 
 
    As they left, Meara found herself examining the sword again. She could feel that it was stronger and she didn't think anything suspicious had been done to it, but that was all. If Bloodwraith had been present to summon a box, she could have gotten a better impression and guessed at much of the text, but on her own she was limited. 
 
    Once they got out of the city, Izzy became more animated, eyes gleaming red within her hood. "The basilisk was tasty. Why so tasty?" Her language was improving in leaps and bounds, especially whenever she spent a long time around Bloodwraith. Since Danniah could only shrug, Meara took her best guess. 
 
    "Powerful creatures have greater concentrations of mana inside their bodies. Perhaps that was what you were tasting." 
 
    "Why have more mana?" 
 
    "Oh, I can answer that!" Danniah held out one hand, flexing her fingers. "I may not be able to control mana directly like a mage - at least not until recently - but my body still contains some of it. As I train I absorb more and more. That's how I can be a lot stronger than someone my size would normally be." 
 
    "Hmm." Izzy put a finger to her lips, peering at Danniah. "So Danniah is tasty?" 
 
    "H-hey! Don't eat me!" 
 
    "Danniah is friend." Izzy hopped onto her back with her arms around her neck. "Friendship also tasty." 
 
    Perhaps not what Danniah had wanted to hear, but she laughed it off and hooked her arms around Izzy's legs to give her a ride. "Just so long as you don't get confused. You... seemed to enjoy killing that basilisk a lot. At the end, I mean, when it couldn't fight back." 
 
    "Pain is tasty! Suffering is tasty!" 
 
    That got another awkward laugh from Danniah, but Meara looked toward Izzy thoughtfully. As much as she teased Bloodwraith about it, she knew that Izzy was not truly a child. She had barely existed for two months, forming a strange mix of inbuilt patterns and learned behavior. Exactly what she would become would be interesting to watch. 
 
    As they were passing a ruined old building, Meara's world turned upside-down. She desperately swam from the current of shifting forms, danger and power, trying to carry what she had learned back to the surface. It felt like much longer, but it was only an instant before she returned to reality. 
 
    "Take cover!" 
 
    Danniah and Izzy reacted instantly, Izzy hopping off Danniah's back and ducking behind her while Danniah raised her shield. It happened none too soon, because a moment later archers hidden in nearby bushes loosed their arrows. They bounced off Danniah's shield, while Meara simply let herself fade. Just a merchant, just a merchant... the arrows passed through her harmlessly. 
 
    That was only the initial volley, however, and the archers were spreading out. Worse than that, a man in red armor emerged from the bushes with a triumphant expression. "I told you! I knew I saw them leave by this entrance!" 
 
    Baratak. Meara had hoped that he had slunk away when the city became more dangerous, but apparently he had been observing them. She cursed under her breath, realizing that their easy access to the city might have come to an end. 
 
    "That ruin is our only cover." Danniah spoke in a hiss as she slowly retreated toward it. "But I don't know if we can make it." 
 
    "Put on your helm." Meara reached into her cloak and pulled it out. Though Danniah hesitated, in the end she tugged off her old helm and slid on the new one. 
 
    The archers and thugs around Baratak flinched when they saw it. One of them actually began to back up. "Oh shit, it's her... I didn't sign up for this..." 
 
    "Stand firm, men!" Baratak grabbed him by the collar and pulled him back. "Kill the monster, seize the child, and keep the woman alive. We need to track down this Raigar for the good of Manascas." 
 
    While he wasted time on his speech, their group hastily retreated to the ruined building. Yet though the entrance was clear, leading to a single large room, Meara saw that all the other entrances were blocked by rubble. Perhaps that was a coincidence... but it felt wrong to her. 
 
    She didn't figure out why until she saw a flicker of flame appear. A mage stood on a raised platform on the other side of the room - this had been a trap. Baratak had known they would try to escape, so he set up the archers to make them retreat for cover instead. Yet though Meara could understand all of that in an instant, she couldn't warn the others. 
 
    Izzy hurtled forward, crossing the dark room in an instant. The mage hurled a burst of flame at her, but she leapt aside, bounced off the wall, and lunged at him. Though he tried to raise his hands toward her, he couldn't reorient himself fast enough. Izzy's sword went through his arm and her momentum drove her into him. 
 
    They fell to the platform and Izzy tore into his neck with her teeth. Though Danniah paled as Izzy finished him off, she didn't let that slow her down. After checking for anyone else waiting to ambush them, she moved out of the doorway and braced herself. 
 
    "Do you think I should try to hold the doorway as a choke point?" She glanced toward Meara nervously and Meara struggled to know how to answer. She was no great strategist... but something about the way Baratak was striding toward them made her nervous. 
 
    "No. Fall back and get ready to ambush them." 
 
    Though Baratak moved toward them confidently, he still sent his men in first. They were prepared to be attacked as soon as they entered, but not prepared enough: Danniah slammed her shield into the group and the shockwave sent them tumbling to the floor. Izzy immediately leapt on them, blade stabbing out to finish them off. 
 
    The others tried to flank Danniah, but she retreated to a corner and put her shield and armor to good use. Most of the men still hadn't seen Izzy fight, so she had a chance to surprise attack them from behind. 
 
    Yet as the fight progressed, all Meara could do was retreat backward. She kept herself unfocused so that any stray attacks would pass through her - though she tried to draw off some of the others, they had seen the arrows fail to harm her and they were too suspicious to be easily manipulated. 
 
    If she let herself break apart into pieces, she could certainly horrify them long enough for Danniah and Izzy to kill them. But the last time Meara had tried to do that, she had found herself breaking apart, almost losing her grip on the system within her and even on her own identity. Only Bloodwraith had been able to bring her back from that, and he wasn't present. 
 
    Just as Meara was beginning to think that the others could end the battle easily enough, Baratak entered. As he did so, he lifted a short javelin and hurled it. 
 
    The weapon shot through the air, hitting Danniah's shield so hard that it tore through part of the metal as it scraped off, then buried itself in the stone wall. Danniah staggered from the impact and one of the remaining thugs tried to take advantage of it, but Izzy leapt on top of him, sword going through his neck. 
 
    Baratak struck her a second later, drawing his sword and piercing her through the heart. Izzy dropped and lay still, and for a moment Meara worried for her, but then she realized that Izzy was playing dead again. Or perhaps playing at being alive. Even if they knew she could fight, they wouldn't expect her to be undead. Smart move. 
 
    That motivated Meara to try to become involved. Danniah had struck down the last thug in the confusion, but now she was pinned in the corner with Baratak advancing on her. He hadn't seemed this powerful before, so what could have changed? When he struck out at Danniah, the blows seemed to knock her back against the wall with surprising force. 
 
    As she moved closer, Meara examined the flow of the system around him, sensing items. Yes, especially around his hands: beneath his gloves, she realized that there were rings of great power. He had a full set of eight, which appeared to be enhancing his strength to truly impressive levels. Combined with his speed, he had Danniah pinned down and was battering away at her defenses. Danniah was already bleeding from several large wounds, struggling to keep her shield raised. 
 
    Meara closed her eyes and reached out. Yes, she could sense that the rings he wore were also part of an inventory, in a sense... she was a merchant, inventories were her domain... placing items in them... and also removing items. As she drew close, Meara stretched her fingers toward his hand... 
 
    His sword went through her stomach. Meara only slowly realized that it had not passed through her, it had torn open her body, then the pain flooded through her body. 
 
    She let out a cry and fell to the ground, the pain breaking her apart. It was difficult to focus, but she realized that she had made a mistake, come too close to getting involved with the battle. When the system ceased to consider her a non-combatant, it no longer shielded her. 
 
    Though she tried to retreat into her usual state of detachment, the agonizing pain and the feeling of her blood leaving her were too much. She was locked into the battle and helpless to do anything to help. In theory she should be able to create a potion to heal herself, but her mind was fragmenting into too many pieces. Even just retrieving a potion from the space within her cloak was too much - the void yawned open, threatening to consume her. 
 
    "Meara!" Danniah used the rest of her mana on a shield bash that drove Baratak back, then drove toward Meara with a furious assault. Smirking, Baratak deflected her desperate swings easily and simply retreated, letting her exhaust herself uselessly. 
 
    Except that his steps took him next to Izzy's body. She sprang up, grabbed his leg, and bit down hard. Baratak let out a loud cry and at that moment Danniah struck again. This time her mace clipped him on the arm and his sword clattered to the ground. 
 
    Baratak kicked Izzy in the chest, his strength slamming her brutally into one of the walls. But instead of trying to retrieve his sword, he staggered back, limping badly. His leg had a large piece torn from it and he had to support himself on the side of the door. 
 
    They might have been able to take him out in that moment, but Danniah stared at Meara and Izzy in concern. Meanwhile, Baratak recovered. Meara realized what he was going to do, yet when she opened her mouth no sound came out. 
 
    His heavily-enchanted fist slammed against the side of the doorway as he fled. Danniah tried to stop him, but she was too late. The old stone of the ruin collapsed, the wall caving in and utterly burying the doorway. Baratak escaped and Danniah pulled back, though the falling stone knocked her to the ground. They were trapped within the ruin. 
 
    Did it even matter? Meara found herself staring at flickers of boxes and numbers that she couldn't quite grasp, but she knew that the numbers were going down as she bled out. If only she could find her potions... even that was starting to fade... 
 
    "Please..."  
 
    Izzy's voice rasped in the darkness. She rose to her feet, her eyes the only source of light. It glinted off her teeth and also showed that her chest had been heavily damaged by the kick. As Meara struggled to focus, she realized that a box-like link was stretching away from them, toward the crypt. What could it mean? 
 
    "Da, please..." Izzy dropped to her knees. "Please..." 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, something pulsed back. When it met Izzy, she shuddered in a surge of necromantic energy. Her body lurched upward, shaking violently before going still. She stood motionless for a moment, then her eyes blazed open. 
 
    Meara stared as Izzy approached her, teeth gleaming red. Surely she wasn't going to... yet Izzy didn't seem quite herself, overtaken with the new power. There was nothing Meara could do as Izzy bent down next to her open wound. 
 
    Her teeth snapped shut. 
 
    And then somehow Meara felt better. It was so unexpected that she didn't believe it at first, but she was no longer dying. Izzy lapped away the blood on her stomach, yet her tongue touched healed skin, not an open wound. 
 
    As Izzy crawled away from her toward Danniah, Meara slowly sat up. Though her stomach still hurt and she didn't think she had truly recovered, the pain was gone and she was no longer bleeding out. Numb from the experience, Meara stared as Izzy reached Danniah's body and bent down. 
 
    Again her teeth snapped, in the air instead of on the wound. As she did, Izzy generated a necromantic pulse of energy that seemed to draw something from Danniah. 
 
    "Wha...?" Danniah stirred and stared at Izzy, who hovered over her with concern. "Izzy, did you... heal me?" 
 
    "Ate pain. Ate suffering." Izzy buried her face in Danniah's chest and let out rasping sobs as Danniah held her. "Not want lose friends..." 
 
    Meara slowly got to her feet, smiling for the first time since the ambush. She was no mage, but she supposed that if Izzy ate death energy, it might be possible that she could eat similar energy from the living. The pulses from the box system must have been her requesting to spend her points on a new trait and Bloodwraith granting permission. 
 
    Which meant that Izzy was now an undead healer. Bloodwraith was going to love that. 
 
    While Danniah held Izzy and stroked her back, she looked up toward Meara. "We're trapped in here, aren't we? Do you think Baratak is going to bring more people?" 
 
    "I'm certain of it." Meara examined the different collapsed entrances and eventually selected one that was formed mostly of whole bricks. "But with his leg injury, it will take him some time. We need to be gone without a trace before then." 
 
    "But how?" 
 
    "It isn't impossible to clear this rubble." At least she hoped that it wasn't impossible. It had been a hastily constructed ambush, not a prison, but she was not at her best. Her body had recovered, but her mind still reeled from the injury. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Meara forced herself to cohere into one person again. She needed to be able to focus to use the system or they wouldn't be able to escape quickly enough. Keeping her eyes closed, she slowly reached out and touched one of the fallen bricks. It hurt to access the inventory within her cloak, but she forced her way through. 
 
    Then the brick disappeared from her fingers and appeared within herself. 
 
    Smiling, Meara began to pick up the bricks one at a time and place them into her inventory. It wasn't always easy, and she felt progressively heavier as her storage capacity filled, but she could manage it. Danniah saw what she was doing and moved to help her, pushing aside some larger clumps and breaking apart connected bricks. 
 
    After hovering behind them for a while, uncertain how to help, Izzy went back to the bodies. She consumed them with particular viciousness, tearing them apart and staining many of the walls with blood. Watching that only distracted her, so Meara focused entirely on the rubble until at last she found herself groping for bricks that weren't there. 
 
    "You did it, Meara." Danniah touched her gently on the arm. "We can get out. Are you still with us?" 
 
    "Yes. I'm here." Meara put a hand over the other woman's, then forced herself to focus on reality again. "And we need to move." 
 
    They crawled out through the gap they'd opened, which was actually larger than it would have needed to be. Once they were all on the other side, Meara reached back into her inventory and dumped out all the bricks she had collected. Danniah gave her a strange look as they turned away, heading into the desert to vanish as soon as possible. 
 
    "Why put them back?" 
 
    "I don't want to give them a hint that we fled." Meara glanced over her shoulder, checking that the doorway they'd used looked similar to the other blocked entrances. "Better if they have to work to open it up, then they'll find us just gone." 
 
    "Oh, that's smart! Thanks for the help, Meara." Danniah turned and pulled Izzy into a hug. "And you! I didn't know you could do something like that!" 
 
    "Ya!" 
 
    But once the ruin had disappeared on the horizon and they began curving their path to return to the crypt, Danniah's mood fell. "I was hoping that no one who knew about the connections between us would betray us. But since Baratak escaped, he'll probably tell the others. There's no way we can get into Manascas easily anymore..." 
 
    "That's true." Meara reached deep to find a smirk for Danniah's sake. "But look on the bright side: this is going to do wonders for your reputation. They'll break open that ruin and find nothing but a bunch more bodies torn apart." 
 
    "Gah, no..." Danniah let out an exaggerated sigh and tugged off her helmet. "Stupid helm..." 
 
    Though Meara kept a smile on her face, it was just a mask. While they should count themselves lucky to have survived, that meant nothing in the broad scheme of things. Now they faced a new opponent and increased restrictions. They had won the battle, but the war had turned against them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    An undead healer? An undead healer? 
 
    Bloodwraith paced back and forth in the crypt, completely unable to return to his work. He knew that it had been the right decision to approve the trait and was glad that everyone had survived. In terms of short term benefits, he couldn't fault the choice. And yet... 
 
      
 
    [Consume Injuries 
 
    Cost: 13 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain the ability to consume damage dealt to living beings. Damage healed will scale first with Intellect and second with damage. Consumption of this type will grant energy but not Necromancy Points. 
 
    NOTE: This trait was produced through an idiosyncratic blend of traits and is poorly suited to Undead Companions. Taking this trait is not recommended.] 
 
      
 
    The fact that the boxes didn't recommend it wasn't necessarily relevant, but it still rankled. Even if the skill didn't use actual healing magic, it was a healing spell in all but name. The exact opposite of the function of any undead. On top of that, even if it was effective, it largely duplicated what Meara could already do with her potions. Admittedly, healing was a reasonable capacity for redundancy, but Necromancy Points had been lost forever on it... 
 
    "Da is angry?" Izilthor sat quietly, watching him pace back and forth. Bloodwraith shook his head. 
 
    "No. You did the right thing, saving Danniah and Meara." 
 
    "But Da is angry." She lowered her head and didn't look at him. 
 
    Sighing, Bloodwraith bent down beside her. "I'm not angry, just disa... you made the right choice, it just might set us back. I've had to make some similar choices as well. Focusing on the long term means nothing if we don't survive the short term." 
 
    "I liked it." 
 
    Bloodwraith stared at her for a while and Izilthor shyly looked up at him. 
 
    "Pain tastes good. Different than dead things. And it made Danniah safe. I liked it." 
 
    "That's... we'll talk about this later, okay? I need to speak with the others about what we're going to do next." 
 
    Though Izilthor nodded, when she slipped away she didn't seem like her usual self. Bloodwraith felt a simultaneous sense of guilt, and fury at feeling that guilt. He cursed the boxes under his breath for bringing him to such a position. 
 
    Danniah entered with a concerned look on her face. "What did you say to Izzy?" 
 
    "Nothing. She just knows I... a healing undead?" 
 
    "Hmph! It's a good thing you weren't so judgmental when Izzy asked to learn the skill, or Meara and I could have died!" 
 
    "Of course I was going to allow it. All of you were on assignment, and I trust Izilthor not to make foolish decisions. I assumed that she had a good reason." 
 
    "But you don't trust her to make decisions about herself?" 
 
    Bloodwraith stared at Danniah, irritation roiling within him, but then it all drained away. He sat down heavily and shook his head. "What's done is done. I'm glad you're all safe. It's just that our work is going to become more difficult now that there are people in Manascas actively looking for all of us." 
 
    "It won't be so bad, will it?" Danniah came to sit down beside him, patting his knee. "We can still get stronger by exploring the rest of the crypt, right? It will be fun to have everyone work together again." 
 
    He grumbled under his breath, but let her comfort him. Perhaps it was better to focus on the positives of the encounter. Aside from the highest value of their lives, they had gained more information about their enemies. He'd also gained a new version of his sword: 
 
      
 
    [Lodestone Greatsword (enhanced) 
 
    Base Damage: 18-24 
 
    Durability: 100/100 
 
    Mana Capacity: 0/9 
 
    Rarity: Very Uncommon] 
 
      
 
    Even if that was the best he could do with this basic weapon, it was good enough for now. He'd hoped that its mana capacity would increase more, since 3 points was just one weak skill, but the increase in damage was impressive. Hopefully that would be enough for him to continue using it for the near future. 
 
    Before he could stare at the boxes for too long, Meara came in to join them, and a while later Gharavi emerged from deeper in the crypt. They all sat down in the chamber, by now ignoring the fact that they were seated on coffins, and spent some time in thought. Eventually Bloodwraith decided that he needed to lead things. 
 
    "It's a testament to your skill that you escaped, but we have to assume that any time we enter Manascas, we will be taking a great risk." He glanced over the three of them seriously. "This doesn't fundamentally change what we need to do to prepare, it just restricts our options." 
 
    "I think I could sneak into the city," Meara said, "but it would still be a risk. I think we should limit it to our most important objectives." 
 
    "Agreed." 
 
    Gharavi sat forward, steepling her fingers together. "There's one element of good news: we can be relatively certain that Raigar doesn't have access to a magical tracking artifact. I was concerned at first, but there's still no sign that anyone knows our location." 
 
    "That's good, but..." Danniah glanced toward him with a concerned expression. "What's important enough for us to risk entering the city? I mean, I want to get the new gauntlets I found repaired, but that's just a tiny bit more power. We need big things against Raigar, right?" 
 
    "Let me take a look at them." Gharavi reached over and examined the gauntlets carefully. "My first impression is that I won't be able to repair these, since they involve too much metal enchantment, not to mention that I lack materials. But I will do what I can." 
 
    "Thanks!" 
 
    Bloodwraith waved the gauntlets aside. "As you said, slightly more power will not make a difference. What we need, more than anything, is information. That is why I think our highest priority should be to confront this Aesidh in the Red Sands. Even if he knows nothing specific about Raigar, we might be able to uncover a weakness we can use against all Outsiders." 
 
    "Good." Gharavi sat back, watching him carefully. "I was concerned you might have forgotten about it." 
 
    "No. But what can you tell us about him?" 
 
    "Only that the man is fiendishly hard to find except when he attends the Red Sands Arena. I understand that he has an estate near the Governor's mansion, but when I tested the defenses, I found that they were impenetrable, at least by the means available to me." 
 
    "That has likely not changed. Meara?" He glanced toward her, but she shook her head slowly. 
 
    "I might be able to infiltrate many locations, but I'd be concerned about trying when Outsiders are involved. They may use magic that supersedes the power implanted in me." 
 
    "Then attacking his mansion is not a viable option, which means that we need to target him during one of his public outings. Fortunately, they are still holding such events, and we can reasonably hope that he will attend. Would it be possible to confront him there?" 
 
    Gharavi nodded. "I have a small amount of information about him. I suspect that he transports himself primarily by magic, so we will need to take him by surprise and prevent usage of artifacts. Beyond that, I cannot predict how powerful he is personally. Other than the events that involve bloodshed, he seems most interested in magical and spear-related events, which suggests he may have skill in those areas." 
 
    That was more information than he'd expected, so he nodded to her appreciatively. Unfortunately, he realized that working constantly beneath the crypt left him uncertain of the date. "When is the next Red Sands event?" 
 
    Danniah perked up. "There's one in six days, but that's just another qualifying event. The next real tournament is supposed to be a tenday after that, unless something goes wrong." 
 
    "Is there a chance Raigar will strike at that event as well?" Meara asked. They all glanced at one another, but there was no real way to answer that question. Eventually Bloodwraith was forced to state the obvious. 
 
    "We will need to move extremely cautiously and gain what intelligence we can before striking. Given the number of people who will be in the arena, and the number likely to be looking for us, an attack during events is obviously impossible. If he travels via magic, intercepting him traveling to or from the Arena is also unlikely to work. That leaves confronting him in between events." 
 
    "I agree." Gharavi stood up and gestured with the gloves. "I think that's all that can be decided for now, so I'll get to work. Do you want to join me, Danniah?" 
 
    As the two of them left, Bloodwraith considered the timeline. Sixteen days until they needed to make an attempt that could easily turn deadly, or even lead to another confrontation with Raigar. That wasn't enough time, but he was beginning to worry that even ten times that many days would not be enough. 
 
    He had improved his Undead Companion skill several more levels, past 10, and not received the large bonus he wanted. Izilthor had received a bonus of 5 NP, which was not much, and he'd gained the capability to maintain a second full Undead Companion. That was worth even less, in his opinion, because the second would only take potential NP away from Izilthor. 
 
    Even though he had gone through every necromantic ritual contained within the case, he had yet to manifest a second ability. Critically, he had not found a way to gain control of hostile undead. As much power as he had gained, that had been his ultimate purpose. 
 
    The one thing he had learned how to do was too simple to even be designated a skill by the boxes: he'd regained his own necromantic signature, a pattern woven into his magic. It was nearly the same as it had been before, and the slight changes would not stop anyone from recognizing him. That could be what he needed to use, though he didn't like the risks of taking that route... 
 
    Gradually he realized that Meara hadn't left the room, instead lingering nearby. There was a strange expression on her face that he couldn't read, but it vanished when she looked fully at him. "Done thinking?" 
 
    "Never. But did you want to talk about something?" 
 
    "I feel as though I'm not contributing enough - and don't say anything trite about my contributions being unique. All of you can fundamentally develop in a way that I can't." 
 
    She seemed frustrated, so he didn't insult her by dismissing her frustration. "I'll help if I can, but do you have something in mind?" 
 
    "Bring up my box." Meara sat forward, folding her hands and focusing into an empty point in the air. "I've been concentrating and trying to figure out something, and I have a theory. But I can't see the system as clearly without your help." 
 
    "Of course, though the last time it had no useful information..." 
 
      
 
    [Name: Meara 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Peasant 
 
    Alignment: N/A 
 
      
 
    Level: 0 
 
    EXP: 0/0 
 
    Affection: NaN 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 0 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
    Quickness: 10 
 
    Intellect: 0 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Willpower: 10 
 
    Wisdom: 10 
 
    Luck: 0 
 
    Piety: 0 
 
      
 
    Skills: Herbalism (-1), Inspect (-1), Sewing (5), Repair (2), Steal (2)] 
 
      
 
    Though he considered reading it to her, as soon as the box appeared, Meara's gaze shifted to focus on it. After staring at it in silence, she spoke quietly. "Weren't two of my skill numbers higher before?" 
 
    "That's correct, though I'm not sure that means anything." 
 
    "I'm starting to think that it does. The two things I can do that truly manipulate the box gods are analyzing the world - or Inspecting it - and creating potions - that is, Herbalism. I don't think the -1 value is meaningless. Instead, it represents a broken skill." 
 
    Bloodwraith considered that for a long moment. "You may be correct, but we cannot be certain that the numerical portrayal follows the laws of mathematics. If, as I suspect, you have managed to lower your skill levels, you do not know if lowering them beneath 1 will actually produce the result you want." 
 
    "That's true. I might hit level 1 and simply stop. Or reaching 0 might have some sort of catastrophic effect." Meara gave a weak shrug. "But I don't see what else I can do." 
 
    "Your attempt to steal during the battle was interesting, regardless of the consequences. I think that is worth pursuing." 
 
    "I appreciate that, but I don't feel up for making another attempt. Not after..." Meara trailed off, then shifted in her seat to lean against him and closed her eyes. "Let me just stay here for a bit. Everything feels more stable near you." 
 
    "Is there something you want to talk about?" 
 
    "No." With that answer, she settled against his armor. Bloodwraith put his arm around her and simply let her rest. 
 
    Over the next several days, Bloodwraith devoted himself to his work and planned for another push deeper into the crypts. He only had slightly over 52,000 of the nearly 130,000 EXP required for the next Level, so it was only on the edge of possibility to gain a Level if they ran into multiple difficult battles. But using his skills in combat would improve them faster than training, and he needed to regain his edge after so much research. 
 
    Some of his time was still spent with Gharavi, working on multiple different tasks. She picked up the basics of necromancy quickly, but couldn't help with his central problem there. They improved the defensive wards on their part of the crypt so they could sleep soundly. And at some point throughout it all, both of them received a bonus of +1 Intellect. It was a good confirmation of an enjoyable working relationship. 
 
    Meanwhile, Meara and Gharavi were spending a great deal of time together. He didn't inquire about the details, but Meara seemed to be enjoying herself more and he suspected that she was making progress. In truth, any unnatural abilities she could gain might be more useful than any power that used the same system that had been built for Raigar. 
 
    Belatedly, he realized that he could have told her that. She might know that he believed it, but given her recent mood, it might have done her good to hear it. Since it felt too awkward to bring up for no reason, Bloodwraith simply set the matter aside for later consideration. 
 
    One day, after he and Gharavi finished their most recent work, she glanced at her bracelet. "It's been recharged. Ready to try it again?" 
 
    "Go ahead." The anti-box spell was routine now, so when the box appeared he barely glanced at it. 
 
      
 
    [Gharavi Affection: 43/75] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith idly noted that the value had been reduced to 75 and wondered what would happen when the numerator and the denominator met, then he dismissed the box from his mind. He'd already forgotten about it a moment later when another box appeared, bright red and expanding to fill his vision. 
 
      
 
    [WARNING 
 
    There are signs of non-trivial manipulation of AdventureCorp systems from a native inhabitant of this world. Though this could be a coincidence or accident, it could also be a matter of critical security importance. 
 
    Please recall that AdventureCorp cannot actively monitor your journey. Though we strive to offer the highest quality of guidance at all times, if the system is compromised, you would no longer be able to trust official notifications. 
 
    Attempting to scan for potential sources... 
 
    Scanning... 
 
    Source of disruption found. Do you wish to engage?] 
 
      
 
    Though Bloodwraith tried to hide his reaction, Gharavi knew him too well by now. She stepped closer, waving her hand in the air where he was looking. 
 
    "What did that one say? I don't think I've ever seen one of the boxes surprise you like that before." 
 
    "Because I've never seen something like this before. Wait, I need to inquire further." Bloodwraith focused his attention on the box and then decided to answer aloud for Gharavi's benefit. "Yes, give me more information." 
 
      
 
    [AdventureCorp Quest: Eliminate Local Threat 
 
    Find and eliminate a native inhabitant who is attempting to tamper with the core AdventureCorp system. Do not attempt to interact with them under any circumstances - kill them as quickly as possible. A character-based reward will be granted immediately, and upon accessing a Return Point, there may be an additional benefit once staff can investigate the system. 
 
    Reward: 3 Stat Points 
 
    NOTE: As this is an official quest, you will be granted a tracking system. Proceed and eliminate the target as quickly as possible.] 
 
      
 
    The "tracking system" appeared almost immediately after the box vanished. It presented a box that he took a moment to interpret before he realized that it was some sort of overhead map. A skull and crossbones lit up in red on the map, and at first he thought it might represent him before he thought better of it. 
 
    No, the map was of the nearby crypt. And the target was Gharavi. 
 
    Whatever was in his gaze, it made her raise her eyebrows. "Bloodwraith? Talk to me." 
 
    "The box gods are attempting to convince me to kill you. Your manipulations have triggered some kind of automatic safeguard." 
 
    "Is that... catastrophic? If you don't attack me, will they be coming after us?" 
 
    "No, I don't think they're capable of that. The request is self-contained within me." Bloodwraith glanced at his list of quests and saw that the new one was listed in red. He tried to clear it away, but the most he could accomplish was making the map box disappear. "I suppose that is an affirmation of the work we have been doing. Whatever the decreasing number means, it represents an impact on the system." 
 
    "And just what reward are they offering?" 
 
    "3 Stat Points." 
 
    "Raw power, then." Gharavi tilted her head to the side and watched him, black hair falling over her shoulder. "You're not thinking of killing me for it, are you?" 
 
    "No. The reward is only 3 Stat Points, and according to the boxes you are worth over 200. That would be simply foolish." 
 
    Gharavi chuckled, though he'd hoped for a laugh, and then gave him another strange look. "That was a joke, right?" 
 
    He stared at her. "Of course it was." 
 
    "Just checking. You can be a difficult man to read, Bloodwraith. If you're not careful, you could cause yourself a lot of problems without intending to." 
 
    Though part of him bridled at the lecture, he managed to accept that she was right. As Gharavi left to continue her own work and Bloodwraith settled into his, he considered her words. It was true that he was used to dealing directly with undead, who had no emotions and simply followed orders. Life had been much easier that way. 
 
    But that was no longer his life. Though he disliked the idea of getting involved with melodrama, he realized that it was much more melodramatic to brood and scowl than to simply communicate clearly with his allies. 
 
    As Bloodwraith tried to work, he found his focus slipping. Eventually he threw down his equipment and got to his feet, stalking through the crypt until he found Izilthor. She was chewing on a leftover bone and looked up at him cautiously. 
 
    "I'm sorry for yelling, Izilthor." He sat down nearby so that his eyes were level with hers. "I became so focused on my own plans for necromancy that I forgot the reason I chose you in the first place: the independent creativity you bring to the table. If you think your skills can best be developed along the lines you've begun, we can explore that." 
 
    "Da!" Izilthor leapt to embrace him, so Bloodwraith patted her on the back awkwardly. If she'd begun crying or wanted to talk about her feelings, he would have regretted it, but instead she spun around to sit in his lap and waved her hands in front of them. "Boxes!" 
 
    "You do have more points, and we'll be engaging in battle before too long. Let's see if I can't find some relevant traits..." 
 
      
 
    [Healing Saliva 
 
    Cost: 6 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion's saliva will gain regenerative properties. The skill "Consume Injuries" will be enhanced and heal a broader variety of damage. 
 
    NOTE: This trait was produced through an idiosyncratic blend of traits and is poorly suited to Undead Companions. Taking this trait is not recommended.] 
 
      
 
    [Consume Magical Damage 
 
    Cost: 11 NP 
 
    The skill "Consume Injuries" will gain the ability to heal magical damage in addition to physical damage. Base healing rate will not improve, and magical consumption will not earn any Necromancy Points, unlike consumption of magical materials in dead bodies. 
 
    NOTE: This trait was produced through an idiosyncratic blend of traits and is poorly suited to Undead Companions. Taking this trait is not recommended.] 
 
      
 
    [Ranged Bite 
 
    Cost: 97 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain the ability to cast the skill "Consume Injuries" at range, healing damage without the need for physical contact. This ability cannot be used on targets that have not been bitten or healed with this skill in the past. Costs to use the skill will double when used remotely. 
 
    NOTE: This trait was produced through an idiosyncratic blend of traits and is poorly suited to Undead Companions. Taking this trait is not recommended.] 
 
      
 
    "Ooh!" Izilthor perked up as soon as he read that one. "Good, good!" 
 
    "That is far too expensive." Bloodwraith saw her face fall and coughed. "But I suppose we can discuss a new plan for your future traits..." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    It had been a long time since he emerged from a crypt like this. Bloodwraith found himself wincing from the glare of the sun against the sand, but they needed to set out in broad daylight in order to arrive in Manascas on time. Though he had been battling undead on the lower levels and conversing with the others, he still felt as disrupted as he had been in the old days, when anything disturbed his research. 
 
    In the end, he hadn't been able to obtain Level 13: his EXP sat at a frustrating 126,703/129,600. Even one more day and he could have changed that, but there was no more time to hunt for undead. He would gain the next level soon enough, though given how EXP was deferred during combat, it might not do him any good. 
 
    But that was tolerable, because their overall capacity had increased. The others took time to reflect on the battles, Izilthor had consumed all the bodies, and everyone was prepared. Hopefully today would not become a long battle, but if it did, they would be ready. 
 
    To be cautious, they entered the city from the southern gate, which required extra time but would avoid the lookouts that Baratak would undoubtedly have hired. Bloodwraith expected them to be spotted at any moment as they went in separately, but no one troubled them. Meara had acquired completely new clothes for herself, Danniah, and Gharavi, since they either didn't need armor or could summon it. 
 
    That left him and Izilthor more suspicious, because he refused to go without his full armor. Yet properly cloaked, he attracted no more attention than the many other suspicious figures moving about Manascas. These were desperate times. 
 
    They all gathered together a short way into the city, since he had judged the risk of being recognized together was less than the risk of being ambushed while they were still separate. Since they had barely been seen together anyway and always traveled in small groups, going together might actually make them fit the description less. Still, they stayed off the main streets until they reached the Red Sands Arena. 
 
    "This is undignified." Gharavi pulled at the floppy hat covering her face and rearranged the robes around her again. "I look like a costume of a desert tribeswoman." 
 
    "I think you look pretty!" Danniah said. "Shall we go inside and start looking around?" 
 
    Meara raised a hand. Her eyes were closed and Bloodwraith could feel that she was unfocused, but abruptly she returned to them. "Now. We advance into the main building and then go left." 
 
    Trusting her guidance, they made their way without attracting any major attention. To Bloodwraith's surprise, they actually moved to a position directly to the side of the leftmost raised chamber. While that made it impossible to see into the chamber, the wall of the raised area shielded them from much of the rest of the arena. A good precaution. 
 
    They acted like normal spectators to avoid attention until the events began. It was easier than expected, because Gharavi could hide in his shadow, while Danniah and Izilthor were actually quite excited by events. Danniah purchased some kebabs of meat from a vendor and passed them around while they waited. 
 
    "He's here." Gharavi spoke quietly, mainly to him, but the others all turned to look as well. The half-orc woman had one hand set against the stone beside them, one touching her necklace. "I didn't feel him enter, either." 
 
    "Right now he's visible to everyone," Meara said. "Do we wait until after the first event?" 
 
    "We can't be certain that he'll leave. I believe there's an area behind the visible chambers for the special guests to relax, however. That would be the best place to target him." 
 
    "We'll wait for our chance, then." 
 
    Though that was reasonable, Bloodwraith barely heard. His eyes were locked on the sands below, where the contestants for the first event emerged. It was supposed to be some sort of brawl, which had no interest for him. But he couldn't take his eyes away. 
 
    Because Raigar was walking in among them. 
 
    "Uh, hello?" Danniah edged closer to him. "Something wrong down there?" 
 
    "That's Raigar." He knew he shouldn't say the name, but he couldn't help it. "The third figure with the large hood. I recognize the enchantment on that cloak - it's cast by Herskeh to hide undead in settings that would normally prevent them." 
 
    Gharavi blinked. "Then the rumors are true? I thought he might be looking for us, but why would he participate himself?" 
 
    "That is an excellent question." Bloodwraith found himself getting to his feet even before his mind had fully developed his plan. "Staying here would be a mistake. Even if it isn't a trap planned for us, he'll have others watching. We need to move to a safer location." 
 
    The others followed, though Meara eyed him skeptically. "He knows who you are, so he should know that you'd be familiar with the enchantment. If it's an ambush, it's an extraordinarily stupid one." 
 
    "Which would not be unexpected. But no, you're correct... it's more likely that he wants to participate for some other reason. I just... have a strong feeling that it would be dangerous to simply observe and wait. We need to take this chance to confront Elbarith, because we can't wait a month for the next." 
 
    They made their way below, but of course the path to the chambers for special guests was guarded and not open to just anyone. Meara flattened into a generic merchant and went to explore all possible entrances while the rest of them waited. Since they were waiting, Bloodwraith leaned closer to Gharavi. 
 
    "When we leave, I need you to cast a necromancy spell exactly like this." He demonstrated the exact flourish he could no longer perform and she picked it up immediately, though she gave him an odd look when he passed over his necromantic signature. 
 
    "Won't this do nothing? Except leave a signature, of course." 
 
    "That is what I'm counting on. Trust me, it will work according to plan." 
 
    "I would have preferred to discuss it first, but alright. I'll trust you this time." 
 
    Before they could speak further, Meara returned. "The western passage is less defended, and I see an easy way to barricade us inside, but I don't see how we can set everything up properly." 
 
    "Umm..." Danniah glanced around the group. "Sorry if I have the wrong idea, but shouldn't we warn people that Raigar is out there? He's probably going to hurt someone, after all, and giving advance warning could save lives." 
 
    "But announcing that would set off a panic and make Elbarith leave." 
 
    "No," Bloodwraith said, "she might be right. We could potentially use that panic to our advantage, though it would be a delicate thing. I'm not sure if we can afford the risk, but if no other opportunities present themselves..." 
 
    Meara nodded thoughtfully. "What's our strategy if we do manage to face him?" 
 
    "We need him to underestimate us. Given that he likely has access to powerful magic that can take him to safety, he can't perceive a threat until it's too late. Let me lead with the weakest threat, one he won't take seriously, while the rest of y-" 
 
    At that moment there was a commotion from within the private chambers. They turned to look, along with the guards, but there was nothing they could see. Abruptly Gharavi's eyes widened. 
 
    "He's moving! He's walking from his seat back - we may not have much time!" 
 
    Bloodwraith considered striking the guards and rushing in, since they needed to make the most of this chance. But the administrator of the Arena and his guests were close, there were rumors that the Governor would attend, and Raigar was present for unknown reasons. Too many unknown variables. "We need to call it off. I don't like it, but the risk is too-" 
 
    "There you are." 
 
    A rush of shadowy magic rippled through the room and abruptly Elbarith stood across from them. Was it really happening like this, in a random guard room beneath the arena with no warning? Yet there Elbarith stood, wearing ornate robes and an imperious look. His gaze seemed to be fixed entirely on Bloodwraith. 
 
    "Just what nonsense are you humans up to now? I came here to relax, not to get involved with your strange games." His voice was filled with an arrogance that put even Bloodwraith to shame. "But I suppose your masters didn't tell you a thing about how this works?" 
 
    Completely out of his depth, Bloodwraith stuck to the plan: acting like an idiot. He shouted "Who the hell are you?" and rushed directly at Elbarith, swinging a fist. 
 
    Seconds later, his back slammed to the floor. Bloodwraith had planned to attack clumsily, but it had barely been necessary: Elbarith had grabbed and thrown him with startling speed. Even with his armor cushioning the blow, his body ached. Elbarith put a foot on his chest, stared down at him, and sighed. 
 
    "Why is it that only the most foolish members of your species seem to travel other worlds? Your best are dangerous enough for even the Courts to take notice, yet they seem to work for your worst. Listen here, boy... I have been traveling between worlds since before you were born. You and your friend will leave this place or I shall become cross." 
 
    Bloodwraith grabbed his leg and tested his strength. He thought he was stronger than Elbarith, but not by much. Now that his opponent was overconfident, it was time to gain more information. "I don't know who you are. I'm just playing a game." 
 
    "Yes, yes... you humans are so fond of your games, you would think that you'd be more fun." Elbarith sighed and pulled his foot off Bloodwraith's chest. "I am Elbarith of the Aesidh, and I have no interest in lecturing you on the basics of all this. My offer remains the same: take your feud with your friend elsewhere. It was bad enough with him booming over the city, but now interfering with the Arena? That is the only fun to be had in this miserable place." 
 
    "I don't control him." Bloodwraith slowly sat up, rubbing his head. "He's trying to ruin my game. Maybe we can work tog-" 
 
    "Don't be absurd. Your people are the ones who are constantly striving toward goals. I am merely here to entertain myself, and this no longer amuses. Heed my warning and be gone with you." 
 
    "Die!" Bloodwraith roared and punched at Elbarith. His attack accomplished nothing and Elbarith easily slammed him back to the ground, then drew a spear from his back. 
 
    But Bloodwraith hadn't been yelling at him, but to his allies. Before Elbarith could bring down his spear, a bolt of lightning seared straight through his chest. 
 
    Remarkably, Elbarith staggered but didn't fall. He let out a hiss, but before he could attack, Danniah slammed into him from the side, putting everything she had into her shield and knocking him back. Izilthor came in low, cutting at both his legs, and though she didn't manage to break his armor, her blows staggered him further. 
 
    Now that he was completely off-balance, Bloodwraith swung with everything he had. Not because he wanted to kill Elbarith, but because he knew that if they didn't use their full capabilities, the battle would turn against them. 
 
    His sword struck... and it failed to cut through. The edge did bite through Elbarith's side and release a flow of blue blood, but it should have cleaved through his body. Elbarith smirked and clamped his arm around the sword, binding it in place.  
 
    When Danniah and Izilthor tried to attack again, he fended them off with his spear. Gharavi sent another bolt of lighting at him, yet he managed to deflect it with one hand. Though a bit battered, Elbarith still stared down his nose at them. 
 
    "Such brutes. Perhaps it would be better to leave this world for a time." His free hand touched something in his robe and Bloodwraith chose that moment to stop holding back. 
 
    His burst of force exploded from him, striking the delicate object that Elbarith held and sending it flying. Surprisingly, the Aesidh man recovered so quickly that he reached out to catch it, but a bolt of lightning seared both it and his hand. 
 
    When Elbarith recoiled, the others set upon him and Bloodwraith joined them. Strong as he was, their opponent had arrogantly squandered his advantages. Several times he tried to activate some other item, but the relentless blows from all sides battered them away until he lay crumpled on the ground. 
 
    Bloodwraith reached down and tore off his outer robe, just in case he was hiding something else. Grabbing the man by the front of his shirt, Bloodwraith lifted him to eye level. He hadn't wanted things to turn out this way, but it was too late to second-guess this path. 
 
    "You obviously consider yourself a higher being," he said quietly, "but you seem to like pleasure and dislike pain. Answer our questions and we can make an arrangement along those lines." 
 
    "Now I see." Despite his position, Elbarith sneered at him. "I was defeated because I never imagined that someone would stoop so low to play a brute. You're so impressed with your own intelligence, but it means less than nothing." 
 
    "What does mean something, then?" 
 
    "Eventually you younger races will learn that there is no meaning behind any of it. No matter what world we call home, we live and we die without purpose. Even the Court of Dominion is only playing a game." 
 
    This rambling was getting them nowhere, and Bloodwraith needed answers before anyone came to investigate the disturbance. "You kept referring to 'you humans' - what do you mean?" 
 
    "How can you not know? Are all of you that stupid?" 
 
    Gharavi moved behind him and stuck her axe into his back. The way she twisted must have hurt, because the arrogance of his expression was replaced with pain for a moment before Elbarith regained control. 
 
    "Wait..." Elbarith's eyes widened just slightly. "You aren't one of them, are you?" 
 
    Bloodwraith shook the Aesidh, driving him against Gharavi's axe. "Answer the question." 
 
    "The... humans are miserable apes who infest many worlds. But in one of them, somehow they mastered both great technology and the magic of worlds. For only the third time in our history, we had to accept another force as our equals." 
 
    "And these humans from another world are the ones controlling things here?" 
 
    "Oh, without question. The power you wield was developed by them - they do like their games, though they are rather strident for my taste. We had an agreement with them... an agreement you are now violating, by the way." Though his situation hadn't improved, Elbarith was again looking at him scornfully. "Have I answered enough of your asinine questions? Can I go on my way now?" 
 
    "No." Gharavi stepped up behind him, her axe to his neck. "If it wasn't you, Outsiders much like you distorted my people. You will tell us how they did it." 
 
    "I will not." 
 
    Though he felt as though he was losing control of the situation, Bloodwraith shook him again. "Give us your contact information for the humans who develop the system." 
 
    To his surprise, Elbarith let out a burst of laughter at that. "Oh, you really have no idea what you're doing, do you? I hail from the Wandering Court, not the Mirror Court. Truly, you are utterly wasting your time asking questions from a position of such ignorance." 
 
    "That isn't acceptable." Though Gharavi stopped threatening him with her axe, her tone dropped and her eyes became much harder. "I seek revenge, Outsider. If you will not cooperate, we can take you back with us and torture you until you do." 
 
    "Hmph. You bestial races are always so cowardly. You cannot imagine that someone would rather face death than such a tedious disgrace." 
 
    As soon as he stopped speaking, light exploded from every part of his body. For a time Bloodwraith was utterly blinded and he gripped tighter to prevent an escape, but none came. The light didn't seem to have harmed him in the slightest, either, so he struggled to understand the goal. 
 
    When his vision returned, Elbarith hung dead from his hand. 
 
    Everyone else was recovering as well, staring in disbelief. Bloodwraith found himself glaring at the corpse, infuriated by the entire conversation. He ran over it again in his mind, wishing that he could have forced it to take a more productive direction. Instead he had only useless, mocking fragments. 
 
    "We need to move." Meara stepped up first, reaching to take Elbarith's body. To his surprise, she managed to sweep the entire thing inside her cloak. "It's a miracle we haven't been discovered already." 
 
    "There was a privacy spell," Gharavi said, "but it disappeared when he died. Guards will be coming soon." 
 
    "Then we need to run. Let's escape before anything gets even worse." 
 
    Bloodwraith nodded in agreement and they hastened to depart. The boxes chose that moment to put the next box directly in his path. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 81,661 EXP and one Aesidh Body.] 
 
      
 
    [Congratulations! You gained a level! 
 
    Current Level: 13 
 
    Current EXP: 78,764/194,400 
 
    Unassigned Stat Points: 5] 
 
      
 
    The unprecedented reward made it seem more like even more of a cruel joke. This had been far from a victory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    After a tense retreat from Manascas, the entire group became increasingly frustrated. They took out their frustration on the Aesidh corpse, Bloodwraith joining Gharavi to run magical tests on the body. By physical appearances he looked like little more than someone from another continent, but magically there were unusual distinctions that her spells could barely pick up. 
 
    Though his ability to assist was limited, Bloodwraith's own nature had a different set of distinctions. By comparing directly, Gharavi was able to fine tune her spells further, though there would be a great deal more work yet to do. When they finally finished, Bloodwraith came out of the haze of magic, looking around him as if recalling he was in a physical location at all. 
 
    Meara had wandered away to confirm they weren't followed. Danniah was gone, but he dimly remembered that she had removed her armor and said she was going to clean up. Izilthor still crouched nearby, eyeing the body and snapping her teeth together. 
 
    Bloodwraith touched her hair gently. "Not yet, Izilthor. Gharavi needs to finish doing some more tests, first." 
 
    "I can wait." Her eyes glimmered very bright red, however. 
 
    Gharavi stood up and stretched before walking over to him. "I need to take a break. But I wanted to mention that I executed the spell just as you asked. That was still the right decision despite the changes to the plan, right?" 
 
    "Yes, it was." Bloodwraith frowned, wishing that he had better magical defenses like in his old lair. "The simple truth is that I don't think I'll be able to take control of the undead Raigar can command. But he's acting so little like myself, I'm sure his subordinates have noticed. If I can make contact with them, I may be able to lure them away from him." 
 
    "What?" Gharavi stabbed a finger into his chest. "You mean that spell was designed to be tracked? Meaning that we could be attacked at any moment now? You should have discussed that with the rest of us." 
 
    "That... may be true." He hadn't wanted to discuss his failure, but now that she pointed it out, it did seem foolish to make the decision unilaterally. "But I think it is the right decision regardless. Herskeh is not very powerful on his own, so if he refuses to cooperate, we can destroy him and still remove a significant source of Raigar's strength." 
 
    "And if he comes with an army instead of alone?" 
 
    "I don't think he will - he'll recognize my necromantic signature. Remember that I worked with him for years, Gharavi. I know how he thinks." 
 
    "You'd better be right." Gharavi stalked back to the body and it was clear that she no longer wanted his help. 
 
    Sighing, Bloodwraith headed out toward the entrance to the crypt. He wasn't sure exactly what intuition he was following, but it took him to Meara, who stood looking out into the darkening desert. She knew he was there but didn't acknowledge him until she abruptly spoke. 
 
    "So... now we face the possibility that these 'box gods' are just mortals like us." 
 
    "Yes." He folded his arms and stared out into the shadows alongside her. "From what we have learned, the Aesidh seem to be simply people who have mastered the magic to move between worlds. I had wondered if the Outsiders who were behind Raigar might be different, but having met him..." 
 
    "I never really thought that." Meara wrapped her arm around his and leaned against him. "After meeting so many of them, I knew that they had to be essentially like us. Strange as they might seem at times, they have the same range of lusts and desires that people in our world do. They simply have the strength to create them at the expense of others." 
 
    "What do you think is the source of the strangeness? Perhaps their world is different than ours, even if occupied by the same manner of people?" 
 
    "Perhaps, but I can think of two other possibilities. One is that we are seeing only a single faction of these other humans, one with a specific set of rules. But I think the most likely explanation is that our world fundamentally lacks a frame of reference. Perhaps a religion of numbers. It might seem like madness from our perspective, but I think it probably makes sense, given other information." 
 
    Bloodwraith shook his head slowly. "It might make more sense, but I still believe it to be madness. The cost to move people or even information between worlds is immense, so much so that I cannot believe it would be done on a whim." 
 
    "Elbarith seemed ruled by whims." 
 
    "But he also made it clear that we do not know enough of the Aesidh to understand them. Many more questions remain." 
 
    They remained silent for a time, a silence that did not trouble him. Eventually Meara looked up at him and spoke more softly. "I cannot prove it, but I believe the Outsiders go to other worlds to fulfill desires they cannot sate in their own. Heroic or hedonistic, they are essentially seeking an experience. If you had the same power, or if we gain it, would you want to do the same thing?" 
 
    "I... am not sure." 
 
    "What I'm asking is why you fight them. Do you believe that what they're doing is wrong, or do you just object to the fact that they are meddling in your world?" 
 
    The right answer was clearly the former, but Bloodwraith remained silent for a long time. It would have been so easy to lie... "This is my world. And it is my life that they ruined with their games. I understand that they also ruined the lives of others, and I feel sympathy for Gharavi, but... in the end, what I cannot tolerate is that they treated me like a tool. I'm sorry if that isn't what you wanted to hear." 
 
    "Oh, Bloodwraith..." Meara laughed in a low voice. "I'm not going to lecture you on morality, and I'm certainly not going to try to turn you into a paragon of virtue." 
 
    "You'll leave that to Danniah." 
 
    "Heh. But truly, what matters is that your loyalty to me is not merely some temporary alliance of convenience." 
 
    "No." Bloodwraith turned and grasped her shoulders gently. "I am uncertain about many things, Meara, but not this." 
 
    Her only answer was a slight smile. It was enough. They stayed together, silent until the last of the light vanished. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Over the next several days, Bloodwraith continually expected something from Herskeh, either an attack or a meeting. As time passed without it, he began doubting his strategy. It was true that Herskeh was really a second or third-rate necromancer, successful mainly via his connection to the Master Lich. But even he should have detected it... 
 
    Eventually Gharavi finished her work with the Aesidh corpse, so Izilthor ate it. She received a new record of 9 NP from a single corpse, but it remained with the rest of her accumulated total. In time they would need to make decisions about how to spend them, but their future needs remained uncertain. 
 
    Gradually he relaxed a little more. Meara visited the city to confirm that Raigar had not changed his pattern of attacks, and she returned with both bedding and a significant amount of food hidden in her cloak. After so long eating dense rations, they were all eager to spend some time preparing a true meal. Danniah focused on cooking the meat, Meara created dishes of fruits and vegetables, and Gharavi revealed a packet of spices from her home, a tantalizing mix of sweet and spicy. Even Izilthor enjoyed herself, excited by the new food despite not eating any of it. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith enjoyed the meal and conversation, he felt a deep melancholy within himself. He no longer had any qualms about such simple pleasures, and he knew he would not give them up to have his old life back. Yet within those two thoughts he felt a gap, as if he was missing something that flickered at the edges of his mind. 
 
    It was that night, when they were all relaxing after the large meal, that it finally happened. Meara went from making a wry comment to narrowing her eyes and turning to him and speaking in a low voice. "Someone is here. Someone undead, who wasn't slowed down by any of the defenses." 
 
    "Alone?" The warmth vanished in an instant, replaced by calculation. 
 
    "Yes. I don't think it's Raigar, but..." 
 
    "It's almost certainly Herskeh." Bloodwraith rose to his feet and took a deep breath. "Izilthor, hide deeper in the crypt - there's a slight chance he might try to control you. Everyone else, retreat to the living quarters. It would be better if we don't have to introduce you at all, because Herskeh hates living creatures with an unholy passion." 
 
    Danniah nodded in agreement and started to move, but glanced back at him. "Then are you sure that you should be just going to talk to him? We can get ready to ambush him..." 
 
    "Herskeh isn't very powerful on his own." Though that was by his old standards - the undead aide might prove a bit more challenging at his current Level. "But more importantly, we worked together for years. He respected me, as much as someone like him can respect anyone. And I would be shocked if he hasn't grown frustrated with Raigar by now. He'll be willing to talk." 
 
    Gharavi glanced back just before they went through the door. "I'm keeping my staff ready. If things go bad and we need to fight him, just give the signal." 
 
    He nodded in agreement, then headed toward the entrance to the crypt. As he walked, he found himself reconsidering choices it was too late to change. Wearing his full armor was good, because clad in full black steel he looked more like an undead than a muscle-baring barbarian. But he might also look like a skeleton knight or an automaton, which would only prompt derision from Herskeh. 
 
    Would it have been better to bring Izilthor with him? Being able to control undead would have been proof, of a sort, but he was still concerned about Herskeh's ability to seize control. Though most likely an "Undead Companion" was immune to normal control, that would be taking a major risk with Izilthor's safety. 
 
    Bloodwraith could have second-guessed himself for days, but suddenly he was out of time. He'd barely advanced several chambers when he found himself facing Herskeh. The undead aide had made surprisingly good time and now faced him, eyes flickering suspiciously. 
 
    "So... this is where you were hiding." 
 
    "Herskeh, listen to me." Bloodwraith's instincts told him to draw his sword, but he held them back, instead trying to recall all his old physical mannerisms. "The man you believe to be Bloodwraith is not actually hi-" 
 
    "Oh, I know that." Herskeh let out a rasping snort. "I'm not an idiot - I figured that out early on. But now I suspect that you're going to tell me that you are Lord Bloodwraith, and I must say I find that rather difficult to swallow." 
 
    That changed everything, but Bloodwraith adapted as quickly as he could. "Then consider this: you didn't find our location, I had one of my minions plant a clue that would lead you here." 
 
    "Hmm. Though a bit difficult to believe, that is the sort of scheme Lord Bloodwraith would attempt." 
 
    "There is also the fact that I know your name. And if those are enough to convince you to listen to me, I believe I have a much more convincing story than anything else you have been told." 
 
    Herskeh folded his arms and waited, so Bloodwraith began with his prepared story. He mostly used the truth, including the Wand of Soul Exchange. While that had been his secret, something he had never told Herskeh about, that sort of secret was perfectly in character for him. All of the parts about reincarnating, the boxes, and the Outsiders... Bloodwraith said as little as possible, because Herskeh was a dangerous undead to have undermining you. 
 
    When he finished, Herskeh was silent for a long time. Eventually he tapped his fingers against his chin thoughtfully. "Say that I believe you. Does it matter? The current Lord Bloodwraith has immense power - if your story is true, he is the being that had more power than the Master Lich." 
 
    "And do you truly believe he will use that power toward any end you desire?" 
 
    "Perhaps not now, but I am beginning to grasp his whims. In time, it may be that I can guide him toward more productive ends." 
 
    Damn, Herskeh was serious about this. Bloodwraith switched tactics. "You said he was powerful, but that isn't true. All he has now, and all he had in his past life, is based upon artifacts of power he did not create. The amulet, the scepter, even my body - all he can do is use borrowed power, and not well." 
 
    "Hmm." That seemed to get through to Herskeh, but he was a stubborn old undead. "But acquiring such artifacts is itself a valuable skill. And you must admit that he has been able to acquire objects with power that we have never seen before." 
 
    "And what has he accomplished with them?" Bloodwraith had planned to say more, but he saw Herskeh rock back and close his mouth. The question alone was more powerful than the full argument would be, so he let it work in Herskeh's mind. Eventually the old undead sighed. 
 
    "You make a fair point. Never let it be said that I simply follow the greatest power - my goal has always been the domination of the undead across the world, not anything less. But it seems to me that you have... been compromised in that regard. Can I trust you to pursue our old cause?" 
 
    Bloodwraith drew his sword and extended it toward the undead. "You don't have a choice. If you will not serve me, I will destroy you." 
 
    Herskeh stared at him for a time, then chuckled. "Oh, you are the old Bloodwraith. It's good to see you again, my lord." 
 
    Though still half-expecting a trick, Bloodwraith returned his sword to his back. "And I, you. It has been frustrating being trapped in this body, and I have only regained a small amount of my old power. But I believe that I can defeat Raigar even as I am now, and with all I have learned in my real body, I will be unstoppable." 
 
    "You don't want to raise the Master Lich?" 
 
    "If I do, it will be to serve me." 
 
    That got another chuckle from Herskeh, who moved past him deeper into the crypt. Though Bloodwraith wanted to stop him or call a warning, he couldn't afford to do so. Instead he maintained his cover, wishing that he believed in anything to pray to. 
 
    "There is much we need to discuss, Herskeh. I have made plans that do not rely on any involvement from you, but it would be optimal t-" 
 
    "I am curious about this base you have made for yourself," Herskeh said. Bloodwraith growled that he dared to interrupt, but could do nothing for now. "You have chosen a rather nice crypt, though it is disappointing that it feels as though you have not dominated it completely." 
 
    "My goal was obscurity, not control. This way, the crypt is indistinguishable from the many other locations around the city." 
 
    "A reasonable tactic. But... hmm, I sense a foul odor..."  
 
    Then it was too late. As Herskeh advanced rapidly toward the chamber where his allies waited, Bloodwraith considered his options. He was confident that with his full power and allies, they could destroy Herskeh here. But that would mean sacrificing use of him in a larger plan, and he needed that to properly stop Raigar... 
 
    Bloodwraith delayed too long and Herskeh pushed into the room. He stopped and stared. Danniah was on guard with her silver sphere in hand, Gharavi was reaching for her axe, and... Meara lay sprawled across the bed. Which was idiocy, unless... 
 
    Herskeh spoke in a low voice. "Lord Bloodwraith, just what are these living creatures doing here?" 
 
    "They are... my harem." Bloodwraith felt like an idiot for saying the words, which was not helped when Meara giggled coquettishly. Herskeh stared at him in shock, but Bloodwraith was committed now and pushed forward. "Living bodies are plagued by a large number of repulsive needs. The only way I have been able to regain a fraction of my focus as a lich is to simply sate those urges." 
 
    "Uh... that's right," Danniah said. This was not particularly convincing, so Meara covered by sliding to the edge of the bed, arching herself strategically. 
 
    "Mmm, it's good to see you back, my lord." Her eyes smoldered with passion, but he could see something darker burning underneath. They flickered over to Gharavi, who was taken aback by the abrupt twist, but a moment later she grunted. 
 
    "Strong male best mate." 
 
    "That's right." Meara slithered from the edge of the bed, running a finger up Herskeh's chest. "Is your friend going to join us?" 
 
    Herskeh pulled away with a look of horror. "That is far enough, mortal whore!" He rearranged his robes in a huff and departed the room, shooting Bloodwraith a venomous glance. "As repulsive as this is... you have never hesitated to do what is necessary, Lord Bloodwraith. Better you than me." 
 
    "They are irrelevant." Bloodwraith spoke as flatly as possible, not looking back once. "What matters is defeating the impostor and regaining my body." 
 
    "Then I trust you have a plan?" 
 
    "Of course. Listen carefully..." 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Though Bloodwraith remained on high alert for a double cross after Herskeh left, nothing materialized. Then the pieces were set. Soon he would be confronting Raigar and rejoining Herskeh, though not in the manner he had imagined doing either. He needed to discuss several serious matters with the others... and returned to find Meara still sprawled across the bed. 
 
    Gharavi cast him a sour look. "Your harem? Really?" 
 
    Danniah giggled. "I almost laughed when you started playing along! I'm surprised he didn't notice!" 
 
    "Herskeh's understanding of living people is limited," Bloodwraith said. "Though he has little power because he has always served stronger masters, he is older than I am. He has been dead so long that he has completely lost any perspective other than his own." 
 
    "I'm not objecting to the ploy." Gharavi shook her head. "I'm just saying that it's ridiculous." 
 
    "Oh, but it's true." Meara smirked up from the bed. "His dick is just so amazing that it has its own gravitational field, drawing in all nearby entities with functioning ovaries." 
 
    Gharavi stared at her. "That was perhaps the most intelligent way of saying something incredibly stupid I have ever heard." 
 
    "You're too kind!" 
 
    It was really just banter, Gharavi not truly upset and Meara merely joking, but Bloodwraith found himself disturbed. Several fragments that had been digging through his mind began to come together into a meaningful thought. As soon as he could, he excused himself and went down to the lowest level of the crypt they had cleared. 
 
    There, he sat down on the stairs and stared into the depths. Slowly he opened the necromantic case and turned the tools over in his hands as the thoughts tumbled in his mind. They had been growing for some time, but meeting Herskeh had forced them to resolve. 
 
    Bloodwraith had always thought that he had been mentally perfect as a lich. He had cast aside his old self and become a creature of pure logic, as he had long desired to be. Freed from the limitations of humanity, he had thought himself able to understand the world with perfect clarity. 
 
    He had been wrong. 
 
    Just like Herskeh, he had been so blind that he was unable to see his own limitations. Though the flow of normal emotions could be annoying, emotions were tools. In casting aside those tools, he had adopted not pure logic, but a limited form of logic that found order only via simplification. 
 
    That was how he had been so easily seduced by the Master Lich into an absurd plan of burning down the world. In the beginning, he had wanted to study magic alone in peace. His concept of peace had expanded to include others, and his study of necromancy had somehow given him... offspring. Yet to deny the complications they brought would be unworthy of him, turning down a challenge that brought with it a better life. 
 
    One by one, he returned all the tools of necromancy to their case, letting go of his need to recover the body that had once been his. If he could gain control of it, he would still do so. If the best path forward involved destroying that body along with Raigar, he would not hesitate. Either way, he was free to make the logical decision instead of the one that conformed to a simplistic ideal. 
 
    Bloodwraith snapped the case shut. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Now that he had made contact with Herskeh, Bloodwraith had another objective... and also a deadline. They had confirmed that Raigar was testing himself in the Red Sands Arena, apparently just to amuse himself while he waited. That meant that they knew exactly where he would be in under a month. That would be their best chance to target him. 
 
    He gave them a day to relax after Herskeh left, since he needed time to consider his plans anyway. But the next morning when they ate breakfast over their usual sarcophagus table, he made sure Meara and Izilthor were both present, then stood up to address everyone. 
 
    "In 26 days, we will be confronting Raigar at the Red Sands Arena. There will be four significant variables to the battle." Bloodwraith ticked off each one on his fingers. "How many unique artifacts Raigar has in reserve, how the Governor reacts to the conflict, how well Herskeh cooperates, and finally, how well we can fight together." 
 
    Danniah swallowed even though she had stopped eating. "It sounds really hard when you put it that way." 
 
    "But what you'll notice is that there is a limit to how much we can control three of those variables. We can make more plans, but the most important thing we can do is prepare ourselves. To that end, I've devised a plan for the remaining 25 days." 
 
    "How much progress can we make in a short time?" Gharavi asked. 
 
    "I believe all of us can improve ourselves in that time, but the most important thing I want to accomplish is entirely clearing this crypt." Bloodwraith took out the rough maps that they'd made. "There are two levels we have yet to explore, likely to be the most dangerous. I want to clear them out together, all at once. Doing it that way will provide an additional boost for me, but also improve our coordination." 
 
    "That seems like a reasonable plan, but it won't take 25 days." 
 
    "No, we will enter the crypt on the 22nd day. Until then, we will be training for that event - less theoretical or experimental work, more raw combat. I can't tell you exactly how you should train, but I do have some suggestions." 
 
    Fortunately, they accepted his overall plan easily and set about adding their own suggestions to it. Though they did need more experience fighting as a unit, they already worked together easily. It was unsurprising that Izilthor cooperated with the others well, but he was pleased by how easily Gharavi fit into their patterns. 
 
    Over the next stretch of days, they all settled into a routine, focusing on their primary skills. Though there were no easy gains to be had, he saw all of their primary statistics increase by a point or two, which was a meaningful edge. More importantly, sparring seemed to increase their skills as well. 
 
    At first he hesitated to use his offense skills against the others, but Danniah insisted. She was able to withstand his assault surprisingly well, though it took a serious toll on her armor. Adding this element to their training resulted in significant progress for a few days, then the increase slowed and the numbers began to barely crawl upward again. 
 
    Meara wasn't left out of the effort, taking the damaged equipment each day and attempting to work with it. For over a tenday she accomplished nothing, leaving Gharavi to reestablish frayed enchantments, but Bloodwraith watched her Repair skill level slowly drop. It stayed at 1 for a long time, then without warning one day he noticed that it had become -1. The next day, Meara repaired all their equipment herself and just smiled when Danniah remarked in amazement. 
 
    He found himself obsessively watching the boxes of everyone. They were his allies - his "party" in the language of the boxes - and so their strength was his. Their skills would soon be put to the test in the crypt, then in a true trial against Raigar. 
 
    Izilthor's growth was different than the others, so he watched it especially carefully. She couldn't gain Necromancy Points without consuming bodies, but it seemed the training did increase her stats, though at a slower rate. Bloodwraith experimentally increased one of her stats by spending NP and discovered that it had no effect on the growth rate. It seemed that each source of potential strength increased in difficulty separately from the others, which was some relief. 
 
    That determined, Izilthor was happy to spend the majority of her NP on her statistics. Since he had yet to invest NP there and costs were low, the effects were considerable. Though she still lagged behind the others, she spent a day careening around the crypt, enjoying her newfound speed.  
 
    They reserved 14 points for a skill he intended to make significant use of: 
 
      
 
    [Track Essence 
 
    Cost: 14 NP 
 
    The Undead Companion will gain the ability to track specific targets. Though it may appear to utilize physical senses, it operates independently of them and as such can operate in situations such as total blindness or targets with no scent. The ability will begin mostly limited and scale with the Undead Companion's experience and statistics.] 
 
      
 
    Though it seemed useless now, it was a critical part of his strategy. Once that trait was obtained and Meara had gained the ability to repair equipment, there were no true obstacles to them completing the crypt, but they continued working until the 22nd day in any case. 
 
    That morning they all assembled together in full equipment, except for Danniah who held hers within her sphere. Before they went down into the lower levels, Bloodwraith finally explained the exact details of his plan for the crypt. 
 
    "There's a reason we haven't been cleaning out the rest of the crypt room by room. According to some rationale I have never been able to determine, the boxes award something called a 'marathon bonus' for extended conflicts without a period to rest. Because I feed off death, the enemies remaining in the crypt are effectively a resource - now that we've made enough progress that I believe we can do the rest at once, this is the most efficient use of that resource." 
 
    Gharavi pressed her fingers together and watched him thoughtfully. "How confident are you that we can do this all at once? Fighting while exhausted will lead to a far greater chance of injury or death." 
 
    "There is a risk, certainly, but Izilthor and I have been trying to determine what we can about the lower levels." Bloodwraith gestured toward her and she perked up, nodding. "Furthermore, her ability will be essential to regularly encounter more undead - if we go too long without a fight, I fear the marathon might end and reduce the overall reward." 
 
    "We've been preparing for this." Danniah grasped her sphere and her armor manifested around her. "It may be hard, but I think it will be worth it to get ready for Raigar!" 
 
    "Exactly." He didn't add that this would be a far lesser challenge than that battle. This crypt was dangerous, but a reasonable challenge for their group. Raigar was an unpredictable mess of unknowns that would not be remotely fair. 
 
    They headed down the staircase and passed through the outer defensive wards. From that moment until the crypt was clear, there would be no time to rest. 
 
    Meara moved at the head of the group, carrying their torch. In addition to keeping everyone else's hands free, any traps or ambushes would be blunted by the fact that they would have no effect on her. Bloodwraith moved behind her to counter-attack, Izilthor and Gharavi stayed in the middle since they could attack freely, and Danniah defended the rear. 
 
    Though they didn't encounter any traps, when they were first attacked by wights, Meara served her role well. When the wights descended on her and passed through uselessly, the others counterattacked. Bloodwraith's sword cleaved through the first, Gharavi hit the second with a burst of flame, and by the time the third and fourth arrived, Danniah and Izilthor had joined in. 
 
    It ended without the party taking any more than a few scrapes. Bloodwraith nodded to them in affirmation, but kept his tone grim. "Good work, but that was the first of many. Stay vigilant." 
 
    Their second encounter didn't go so smoothly, a massive zombie exploding from a sarcophagus in the wall beside them and breaking up their formation. Yet Izilthor easily evaded it and Gharavi switched to binding with ice attacks, buying enough time for the others to reorient themselves. They had more than a few injuries, but Izilthor ate the wounds and they continued onward. 
 
    As they progressed through the crypt, clearing out room after room, Bloodwraith gained an increasing appreciation for Gharavi. She might prefer to shoot lightning from a distance, but she was a capable mage who could use a wide variety of spells. He began to depend on her more for such things, not wasting his mana on shooting bursts of force when traditional spells would be more effective. 
 
    By the time they reached a great doorway blocked by a statue guardian, they were working together smoothly as a team. The golem was powerful and well-crafted, but it lacked the intelligence necessary to fight against an organized group. Danniah held its attention and Bloodwraith kept it off balance while Izilthor and Gharavi dealt glancing blows. In the end it went down with their only attrition a few bruises, lost mana, and a dent in Danniah's shield. 
 
    "Aww, this is going to be hard to get out." Danniah looked at the dent, but was surprised when Meara swept up to her and took it. 
 
    "Let me make an attempt. But first... everyone needs to look away." 
 
    Bloodwraith dutifully looked aside. He wasn't sure if Meara's abilities actually worked better when she wasn't observed, as if she was tricking the system, but he was depending on her skill to reduce attrition. When they looked back, she revealed the repaired shield with a flourish. 
 
    "There you go! I can't do it in an instant, and I can't repair enchantments, but I should be able to keep our equipment in decent shape." 
 
    "Speaking of time," Bloodwraith said, "we've been resting too long. Izilthor, find us some more undead." 
 
    With that basic system, they were able to clear out the entire floor without any difficulty. But as they advanced to the lowest level of the crypt, they began to slow down. Bloodwraith wasn't sure how long they had been fighting, but the weariness was taking its toll. Not just the difficulties of combat, but the stress of constantly being alert for another ambush. 
 
    Eventually a group of ghouls managed to truly surprise them. They broke through their defenses and drove Gharavi to the ground, tearing open multiple wounds before Danniah managed to smash them away. After that they managed to regroup and defeat them, Gharavi casting from the ground, but it was obvious that her wounds were serious. 
 
    Once the area was secure, Izilthor immediately crouched down beside her, teeth snapping. Gharavi looked a bit uncomfortable, but warmed to it as her injuries began to heal. Yet when Izilthor was only partly finished, she wavered and nearly fell. 
 
    "Are you alright?" Bloodwraith bent down beside her, checking more carefully, and saw that she was overflowing with the energy she'd been gathering from their injuries. 
 
    "Too... too much..." Izilthor shook her head and leaned against him. "Can't hold it..." 
 
    So there were yet more limits to her ability. He refrained from saying anything negative and just patted her on the back. "In the next fight, you should take point. Get out as much energy as you can." 
 
    Meanwhile, Meara gave Gharavi potions until her injuries were healed. But the body could only endure so many potions and so much magical healing, so they were beginning to wear down. They had 75% of the lowest floor to clear, by his estimate, so they should just be able to make it. 
 
    When they next ran into a group of skeletons, Izilthor sprinted ahead, tearing through the group. She attacked with unusual ferocity until the energy within her had spent itself, leaving the rest of them with only support work to do, protecting her from flanking attacks. Once it was done, Izilthor was back to normal energy levels, but Bloodwraith could detect a bit of fatigue. Even undead bodies could not function perfectly forever, especially when transferring so much power. 
 
    In their next encounter, they faced off against a zombie that appeared to be normal until it spit out a slew of acid. Their equipment survived, but holes were burned in many of their clothes. Meara did her best to repair everything, though when they headed onward again, he saw the strain in her eyes. Though her abilities might not use conventional mana, they did require great concentration, which was itself a limited resource. 
 
    But the bottom floor was nearly cleared and they had yet to break the marathon string. Bloodwraith let the thought of all the EXP the box gods would award him push him onward. 
 
    Toward the end, his mana ran low. His mind was so tired that he nearly stumbled into another fight without enough, but Meara noticed. He drank a mana potion, knowing it was the first of many. The others were beginning to run low as well, and though Meara could provide them with more, the mana expenditure took its toll nonetheless. 
 
    They pushed on toward the last room, prepared to face a final challenge. Yet when they arrived, they discovered only a staircase. 
 
    Danniah groaned and banged her head against the wall, while Gharavi crouched down and closed her eyes to rest. Since they had just finished a battle, Bloodwraith allowed them time to rest, though he spent it pacing by the staircase and trying to figure out how they had miscalculated. Perhaps it was as the box said, and Izilthor's abilities had limits too low to determine the size of the crypt accurately. 
 
    In any case, he was now extremely confident that they had only one level of the crypt remaining to clear. Though they could have retreated, he refused to let this crypt defeat him. They pushed on, even as fatigue began to claim them. 
 
    One of the largest chambers on the bottom floor contained something truly unexpected: an undead shardwing. Though it could not fly in such a small chamber, its size and undead strength were truly dangerous in the enclosed space. When Bloodwraith tried to get behind it, one of the hind legs snapped out and knocked him into the wall. 
 
    Fortunately, before it could turn on him, Danniah and Izilthor struck. They might be exhausted, but they had mana to spare and their teamwork had only improved. Danniah bashed her shield into the head of the shardwing, and while it was stunned Izilthor stabbed out one of its multi-faceted eyes. 
 
    While it reeled backward, Bloodwraith leapt on top, hacking as he went. It crouched and then leapt into the air, smashing him into the ceiling, but he had been prepared for that. When they came back down, he pushed his sword first and used gravity to cut deep into the shardwing's body. 
 
    Instead of tearing his sword out, he instead pulled back, exposing as much of the wound as possible. "Gharavi, now!" 
 
    She responded with a lance of ice that punched deep into the shardwing's body. The creature let out a hiss and rushed at her, but Danniah blocked its path and Izilthor cut through one of its legs. That delayed it long enough for Gharavi to flood more mana into the ice lance, plunging it deep into the creature's undead body. 
 
    Though it kept moving, the ice through the core of its body was too debilitating an injury. They finished destroying the undead two at a time while the other two went to Meara for equipment repair. It might be cheap to draw out the battle like that, but Bloodwraith didn't care. Against the box gods, anything was fair play. 
 
    "Eat?" Izilthor eyed the corpse eagerly, but Bloodwraith shook his head. 
 
    "Sorry, Izilthor, we need to move on." 
 
    "You know..." As Danniah moved with them, her words slurred. "You should call her Izzy. It's a much better name... for a girl..." 
 
    Bloodwraith just shook his head and refused to argue on the issue. Not when they were so tired. Izilthor looked between them curiously but didn't seem to have an opinion on the topic, still casting longing looks back toward the shardwing chamber. 
 
    The next chamber was just another group of wights, but their screeching brought even more undead from nearby chambers. As the fight extended on and on, their group slowed down and made more mistakes. In the end it was a close thing, with Gharavi releasing a huge fireball to finish off the group and Bloodwraith pulling the others down beneath a sarcophagus to avoid the blast. 
 
    When they got back up, they wavered on their feet. Meara stared at them and shook her head. "You all need rest. Not healing, but rest." 
 
    "No. We can't give up now." 
 
    "I didn't say we'd do that. All of you stay here - I'll move forward and lure more undead back here for you to kill." 
 
    It was a reasonable plan, so Bloodwraith allowed it. As soon as he dropped back to sit against the wall, his body ached, but it felt so good not to be holding his muscles tense. Danniah just collapsed on the floor, breathing heavily. Though Izilthor was not fatigued in the same way as the rest of them, she scampered around the room and chewed on leftover corpses, which seemed to restore her in a similar way to a good rest. 
 
    To Bloodwraith's surprise, Gharavi dropped down to sit against the wall beside him. She was silent at first, massaging her forehead to cope with the mana fatigue. Eventually she looked up at him, eyes slightly unfocused. 
 
    "We should... do the bracelet again..." 
 
    Though it hadn't been a priority given everything else, Bloodwraith supposed that it was harmless. Might be good to take their minds off the fighting as well. "Go ahead." 
 
    She fumbled with the bracelet a few times before successfully managing the spell. 
 
      
 
    [Gharavi Affection: 47/47] 
 
      
 
    That was right, she had reached the new maximum. It hadn't seemed to have any perceptible effect, other than a reminder from the red box that he was supposed to kill her. That concluded their business, but Gharavi slumped to lean against him. 
 
    "Thank you... Bloodwraith..." 
 
    He looked down at her. "For what?" 
 
    "For respecting my intelligence. You're never surprised by it. Never say I'm smart for a half-orc. No... you expect me to be even better, to drive myself further." 
 
    "What else would I do?" Bloodwraith shook his head. "Life is too short to waste on fools. I knew right away that you were no fool." 
 
    "Thank you... but that's why..." Gharavi stared into the shadows for a time, then rubbed her eyes slowly. "That's why we need to get rid of the... stupid box system. I don't want anything to be... it shouldn't be tainted by that... sorry, I'm rambling. I just wanted to say... I'm glad I met you." 
 
    Bloodwraith was never good with sentiment, much less when he was this exhausted. So he settled for a page from Meara's book. "Careful, or you'll trigger another bonus." 
 
    "Hmm? I mean it... I'm really glad I met you, Bloodwraith..." 
 
      
 
    [Affection +5! 
 
    Gharavi Affection: 47/47] 
 
      
 
    Gharavi cursed in her tribal language and rubbed her forehead. "Oh, that was what you meant. Gods, I'm so tired..." 
 
    "Just a little longer. We're close, I can feel it." 
 
    They said nothing more about their conversation, just resting until Meara returned with several wights hot on her heels. But with all of them partially rested, they easily destroyed the wights and then continued, the marathon still unbroken. 
 
    There was no escaping the fatigue now, though. Since the marathon had lasted through their short break, Bloodwraith called for more breaks after each fight, but they stopped helping very much, barely denting their exhaustion. Meara began handing out her unique potions, which they would drink before they entered new fights, but though those provided a temporary boost of energy, they took a toll as well. 
 
    Normally Bloodwraith had nearly total control of the boxes, but they began appearing and disappearing regardless of his focus. During one fight against a group of heavily-armored skeletons, he actually started seeing damage indicators again. 
 
    As they trudged along after the battle, he found himself staring back at Danniah and realizing something. "Danniah... your maximum mana... it reached 6 points..." 
 
    "Yay... three shield impacts..." It sounded almost like sarcasm, but it was only a shadow of her usual enthusiasm. 
 
    They forced themselves to keep moving and he reflected that this was one way in which the others had an advantage over him. His stat benefits were always deferred until after the event, whereas their aggressive exercise of their abilities led to immediate increases. Of course, he would take the benefits of immediate growth when it came to stat points. 
 
    When they stumbled toward the last room, everyone in their party had full health and mana, but they were half-dead. For the first time in months, Bloodwraith found himself flailing at the boxes, muttering that they needed a better approximation of fatigue. He slowly trailed off as he realized that there was only a single chamber remaining. 
 
    "Everyone..." He had planned to give orders, but it felt like too much. "Do the usual..." 
 
    Though it seemed there was an ornate sarcophagus in the center of the chamber, Bloodwraith realized that reaching it would not be easy. A pile of heavy bones sat in front of the sarcophagus... and as they approached, the bones unfolded into a towering bone golem. 
 
    One more battle. Bloodwraith took a deep breath and tried to believe they could finish it. 
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    Without needing to be told, everyone began to retreat. Though the golem attacked with immense power, Danniah managed to deflect its blows with her shield as they headed back to the corridor. Bloodwraith carefully swung at its arm when it was extended, testing that he could damage the bone golem's armor. Though its body was thick and reinforced, he could whittle it down. 
 
    Instead of fighting fairly, they retreated into the narrow corridor. When the bone golem hunkered down and tried to follow, its movement was severely hampered by the space. Bloodwraith struck it repeatedly with bursts of force, holding it back, while Gharavi blasted it with all of her spells until she discovered that it was weakest to ice. 
 
    Finally the golem's outer bones collapsed. Bloodwraith stared, feeling no sense of victory... and then his numb senses realized that something was wrong. 
 
    Before he could consciously realize what it was, he grabbed Gharavi and threw her to the side. A moment later, the bone golem's outer body clattered to the floor... revealing that all of the outer bones had been welded onto a thinner body underneath. Just armor. 
 
    Then it flashed across the chamber and Bloodwraith realized that it had impaled him through the stomach. His mind took a moment to register that its heavy fists had also fallen away, revealing sharp bone claws that had stabbed directly through his armor. It pinned him to the wall and his blood splattered against it, but the exhaustion was greater than the pain. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith released an empowered shout in all directions, it only made the golem flinch. Its hand rose up, ready to stab into his head, but at that moment a bolt struck it in the back. Gharavi lay on her side, but could still cast from there. The golem hissed in anger but stayed focused on him, ready to split wide the wound in his stomach. 
 
    Danniah almost stumbled into it from behind, but the impact did get its attention. When it stabbed down at her with its free hand, she met the attack with her shield. At her best, the mana-fueled impact would have made the golem stagger, but now it only managed to deflect the attack. 
 
    It delayed the golem long enough. Shaking off his weariness, Bloodwraith raised his sword and stabbed it deep into the golem's hand. When it hissed and tried to flex its claws, Bloodwraith grabbed the blade with his other hand and twisted, using leverage against the weaker bones. Combined with another burst of force, he managed to tear apart the golem's hand. 
 
    That finally made it rear back, clutching at its injury. Danniah tried to strike, but the golem was still disturbingly fast. It leapt to the ceiling, avoiding her blow entirely, and then came back down at her back. Danniah let out a scream of pain as it stabbed through her breastplate. The golem advanced to finish her off, but was pushed back by more spells from Gharavi. 
 
    Meanwhile, Izilthor popped up beside him. She gave a worried screech when she saw the bone claws still through his armor, but wasted no time in consuming his injury. With that energy flowing through her, she hurled herself into the golem's back before it could reach Gharavi's position. 
 
    "This needs to end." The words came from Meara, who stood beside him offering another potion. Not thinking clearly, Bloodwraith tried to examine it, seeing only a blurry box. "Bloodwraith!" 
 
    Her hand came down heavily on his head and she jarred him into wakefulness. Though his mind was still exhausted and his body ached, Bloodwraith felt a moment of clarity. He downed Meara's potion and sprinted out as the energy pumped through his body. 
 
    The golem turned and it should have easily countered his charge, but the others automatically acted as well. Izilthor cut deep into its leg, Gharavi slammed ice into its back, and Danniah threw herself into the path of its attack shield-first. All of them slowed down the golem just enough. 
 
    Powered by the last of his mana, his sword went deep into the golem's skull. It let out a final groan and flailed, knocking them aside, but when it tried to attack again it fell. The golem reached for the sword still embedded in its skull, then finally collapsed and lay still. 
 
    All of them just stared at it for a very long time, too tired to feel anything. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 91,078 EXP. 
 
    Marathon Bonus x1.2 
 
    Total EXP: 109,293 
 
    Marathon Stat Bonus: +1 Unassigned Stat Point 
 
    Deferred Stat Updates: 
 
    Max Health +15 
 
    Max Mana +3 
 
    Max Stamina +5 
 
    Vitality +1 
 
    Quickness +1 
 
    Willpower +2]  
 
      
 
    "It's... it's over." Bloodwraith didn't even care that he hadn't gained a level, he just wanted to rest. 
 
    "Do..." Danniah paused for a long moment, gathering herself. "Do we need to walk all the way back up to the top floor?" 
 
    "Why? We've destroyed everything in the crypt." 
 
    "Yay..." She promptly slumped to the ground in her armor. It wasn't long before she began to snore. 
 
    Everyone else soon succumbed to their exhaustion as well. Gharavi and Meara found comfortable positions and went straight to sleep, while Izilthor started to eat the golem's bones before falling asleep draped over its skull. 
 
    Bloodwraith lasted a little longer, staring at the remains until he fell into shadow. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    When Bloodwraith awoke, he knew that he must have been asleep for a long time, because he felt incredibly refreshed. Though he still had wounds from the battle - still had bone claws stabbing through his stomach - he felt good compared to his exhaustion from before. 
 
    Only Meara was awake, but she seemed entirely focused on something else. When he approached, she put a finger to her lips for silence, then handed him several healing potions. 
 
    Sitting down on the large sarcophagus, Bloodwraith began to painfully pull the bone claws out of his stomach. The wounds began to bleed again, but that was what the health potions were for. They tasted horrible and his gag reflex tried to throw them back up, but he forced himself to drink until all the claws were out and his body was healed. 
 
    The next person to wake was Gharavi. She seemed uncertain at first, then spent some time fixing her messy hair, a ritual that seemed to restore her mental calm. Once she was done, she walked over and sat down beside him. 
 
    "While we were under the effects of excessive fatigue, I... said some things." 
 
    He considered telling her that he didn't remember, but was too tired to lie. "I remember." 
 
    "They were true, but... let's not talk about them, okay? I need more time to think." 
 
    "That's fine." The exhausted part of him wanted to leave it at that, but before she could go, he grunted at her wrist. "Use the bracelet again. It should be recharged." 
 
    She gave him a slight smile and did so. The box changed to [46/46], then she slipped away. Bloodwraith stayed where he was, not thinking about it. Usually his thoughts were never silent, but it seemed that his mind needed more of a break than mere sleep. 
 
    Izilthor woke up next and resumed eating the bone golem's corpse as if she hadn't slept, though she beamed at any of them when they came near. Danniah stayed sleeping so long that they would have been worried if not for her snoring. 
 
    Eventually she sat up, stretched with a huge yawn, and smiled at everyone. "We did it, right? What did we get?" 
 
    "I was waiting for everyone to be awake." Bloodwraith stepped off the sarcophagus and they all gathered near. After they thoroughly checked for any further traps or wards and found none, he braced himself against the floor and pushed the top away. 
 
    Inside the sarcophagus lay some long-forgotten ruler, wearing fine robes that had long since become dust. What mattered was that his treasures were arranged around him. His weapon appeared to have been an ornate flail, which the boxes declared to be Very Rare... but none of them could use it. They could sell it eventually, of course, it was simply disappointing. 
 
    But the rest held some items of use, starting with his boots: 
 
      
 
    [Sandstrider Boots 
 
    Armor: 8 
 
    Vitality +1, Quickness +1 
 
    Durability: 50/50 
 
    Rarity: Rare] 
 
      
 
    "Ooh!" Danniah tugged them off and held them up. "These feel really good, but... I think they may be too big for me." 
 
    "Let me work with them." Meara went to examine them as well. "If we modify them a bit and pack the insides, maybe they can work for you." 
 
    "That would be great!" 
 
    Aside from that, the next item of real value was a ring set with a sapphire: 
 
      
 
    [Sandstrider Ring 
 
    Armor: 1 
 
    Quickness +2 
 
    Special Effect: Able to move easily over sand, ice, and other types of uneven terrain. 
 
    Rarity: Very Uncommon] 
 
      
 
    Quite a potent find. Bloodwraith removed one of his gauntlets to slip on the ring while he examined the remaining contents. Only one item had obvious value: a dark case that he knew would contain a variety of valuable potions. When he opened it, everyone stared at the glowing flasks, but to his disappointment there were only two potions within. 
 
      
 
    [Potion of Charisma 
 
    Permanently increases Charisma. Effect decreases with more powerful attributes and subsequent potions. 
 
    Rarity: Rare] 
 
      
 
    [Potion of Luck 
 
    Permanently increases Luck. Effect decreases with more powerful attributes and subsequent potions. 
 
    Rarity: Rare] 
 
      
 
    Not nearly as valuable as it could have been. Gharavi raised an eyebrow. "Why would he bury these with him? Wouldn't they have been more useful to him in life?" 
 
    "Well," Danniah said with a laugh, "he never found a Potion of Intellect, I suppose." 
 
    Tired as they were, both of them laughed at that. But Bloodwraith was staring at the potions with something else in mind. Plucking one from the case, he held it out to Meara. 
 
    "Could you create these?" 
 
    "That is a very good question." She accepted it from him and closed her eyes for a long time before eventually opening them with a pained expression. "I'm sorry, but I can't. I think... all my abilities are gained by stretching the capacities I was given beyond their normal range. Creating potions and being a non-combatant came easily enough, but even repairing was a stretch and I've struggling with stealing. Creating potions such as these... that's not something a simple herbalist girl could ever do." 
 
    "It was worth a try." Bloodwraith took the Potion of Luck back and downed it in one gulp, watching his Luck rise by 2 points. He wasn't sure what the statistic did, and even the box's description was vague, but it couldn't hurt to have more of it. 
 
    That left them with the Potion of Charisma. They all stared at it a while before Danniah spoke up. "Uh... maybe Meara should get it? She's the one who does all the trading, and Charisma would be useful for that, right?" 
 
    "Hmm. The boxes do say that Charisma is useful for merchants." 
 
    But Meara was already shaking her head. "That's true for normal people, not me. My stats have stayed exactly the same and I don't know how much impact they have. One of you should take it." 
 
    Normally Bloodwraith would have taken it for himself, yet he found himself hesitating. There was something else, something to do with the exact numbers... he glanced toward Danniah, looking at her box more carefully. When he focused on her stats, something jumped out at him. 
 
      
 
    [Name: Danniah 
 
    Race: Half-Human/Half-Dwarf 
 
    Class: Warrior 
 
      
 
    Health: 292/292 
 
    Mana: 6/6 
 
    Stamina: 189/189 
 
      
 
    Level: 11 
 
    EXP: ??? 
 
    Affection: 100/100 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 31 (34) 
 
    Vitality: 48 (51) 
 
    Quickness: 26 (27) 
 
    Intellect: 14 
 
    Charisma: 15 (12) 
 
    Willpower: 23 (25) 
 
    Wisdom: 14 
 
    Luck: 12 
 
    Piety: 12] 
 
      
 
    Her physical stats added up to greater than 100 total points, before enchantments. When he had passed the same threshold, he had received a special bonus. Could the same have happened to her? He interrogated her box until he managed to derive a box of secondary statistics. 
 
      
 
    [Physical defense value of equipped armor increased by 20%. 
 
    Physical Resistance +5% 
 
    Health Regeneration +15% 
 
    Stamina Regeneration +15%] 
 
      
 
    "Fascinating... Danniah, over the past month, was there ever a point where you felt that you gained a significant new level of strength?" 
 
    "Uh, that's pretty hard to tell." Danniah sat back, pondering it. "I definitely feel like I got better overall, more than a normal month training, but there wasn't any one moment. It was more like all the things I learned just came together. Why do you ask?" 
 
    "Because it looks like you've received a similar bonus to the one I did. The boxes might have granted slightly more, but the principle appears to be the same." 
 
    "That's great! I guess... does it matter?" 
 
    "It might matter to Gharavi." His eyes slid over to her, examining her box. Now that she was not keeping secrets from him, it was easy to read. 
 
      
 
    [Name: Gharavi 
 
    Race: Half-Orc/Half-??? 
 
    Class: Sorcerer 
 
      
 
    Health: 174/174 
 
    Mana: 94/94 
 
    Stamina: 167/167 
 
      
 
    Level: 17 
 
    EXP: ??? 
 
    Affection: 46/46 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 21 
 
    Vitality: 26 
 
    Quickness: 40 
 
    Intellect: 49 (54) 
 
    Charisma: 20 
 
    Willpower: 30 
 
    Wisdom: 24 
 
    Luck: 15 
 
    Piety: 12] 
 
      
 
    Just as he'd suspected: her combined Intellect, Charisma, and Willpower equaled 99. Though he couldn't prove it, he strongly suspected that the statistics were divided into three categories: physical, mental, and whatever could group the final three. The system wasn't entirely perfect, especially since "Wisdom" should have been part of the mental cluster, but he had proof that the first three were a physical triad. 
 
    "What's this about?" Gharavi cocked her head to the side, but Bloodwraith could only shrug. 
 
    "It's difficult to explain, but the result is simple: I think you should drink the potion. It will make for an interesting experiment." 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. "Are you saying I'm lacking in Charisma?" But she took the potion without objecting and drank it. As it slid down her throat, Bloodwraith watched her closely. 
 
      
 
    [Gharavi's Charisma +2] 
 
      
 
    [Gharavi's Current Base Mental Stats: 
 
    Intellect: 49 
 
    Charisma: 22 
 
    Willpower: 30] 
 
      
 
    [Your ally's total natural mental stats have reached or passed 100! 
 
    Magical defense value of any equipped armor is increased by 20%! 
 
    Magical Resistance +5% 
 
    Mana Regeneration +15% 
 
    Stamina Regeneration +10% 
 
    NOTE: Allies may not gain the full increase immediately.] 
 
      
 
    "The boxes say that it worked. Do you feel any different?" 
 
    "No, I..." Gharavi trailed off, one hand going to her head. "That's strange... the potion tingled a bit when it went down, like you would expect for a normal magic potion. But I'm still tingling... I think the natural mana in my body is reacting in some way..." 
 
    "According to the boxes, you're gaining some sort of boost from your overall mental capacity." Bloodwraith could only shrug. "That's what it says, anyway." 
 
    "Well, it feels quite odd. I think I need to lie down." She shuffled back and sat against the wall, looking inward. 
 
    Though they had obtained some significant treasures and made real progress, Bloodwraith found himself frustrated by a single major failure: his EXP box. It still remained at a frustrating [188,057/194,400]. 
 
    "I wonder if there are any more undead nearby we could fight... I'm close to gaining another Level, but it would take quite a few enemies unless we can find strong ones." But as he wondered aloud, he saw that Meara was smiling at him. A smirk, but not at his expense. 
 
    "You really must be tired, Bloodwraith. Have you forgotten?" 
 
    He realized in that moment, but Meara was already embracing him theatrically. "Thank you, noble hero, thank you! The crypt is finally free of undead!" 
 
      
 
    [Quest Complete! 
 
    Clear the crypt outside Manascas. 
 
    Local Reputation +10 
 
    Meara Affection +NaN 
 
    Alignment: Good +10 
 
    EXP +5000] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith sighed in satisfaction as the new power flooded into him. Yes, it had been some time since he'd been able to cooperate with Meara to manipulate the new quests. Though that put him frustratingly close to his goal, he was glad to hear that she felt comfortable twisting the quests again. 
 
    Yet Meara didn't seem to be done. She tapped a finger against her lips for a while, then turned and walked away. Once she was on the opposite side of the chamber, she turned back and called out. 
 
    "Oh, Valorous Raigar! Would you find for me the Sandstrider's Flail?" 
 
    He blinked. "Can you really do that? Can it be that eas-" 
 
      
 
    [Quest Accepted! 
 
    Retrieve the Sandstrider's Flail for Meara. 
 
    Rewards: EXP, Meara Affection] 
 
      
 
    Not believing that it could be that easy, Bloodwraith walked over to the sarcophagus, picked up the flail, then walked across the room and handed it to her. 
 
    "Yes, I'm really a true hero. Running tedious errands is the heart of heroism." 
 
      
 
    [Quest Complete! 
 
    Retrieve the Sandstrider's Flail for Meara. 
 
    Meara Affection +NaN 
 
    EXP +2000] 
 
      
 
    He stared at the box, simultaneously successful and annoyed, while Meara laughed. When he heard the phantom music in his mind, it felt like mockery, but in the end it didn't matter. 
 
      
 
    [Congratulations! You gained a level! 
 
    Current Level: 14 
 
    Current EXP: 657/291,600 
 
    Unassigned Stat Points: 5] 
 
      
 
    All that mattered was power. Bloodwraith tried to ignore the cheap manner in which he'd gained that power and distributed it between Might and Quickness. Once he was done, he looked over his personal box one more time. 
 
      
 
    [Name: Raigar 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Barbarian 
 
    Alignment: Good 
 
      
 
    Health: 242/242 
 
    Mana: 34/34 
 
    Weapon Mana: 9/9 
 
    Stamina: 154/154 
 
      
 
    Level: 14 
 
    EXP: 657/291,600 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Might: 54 (60) 
 
    Vitality: 39 (43) 
 
    Quickness: 46 (51) 
 
    Intellect: 21 
 
    Charisma: 12 
 
    Willpower: 21 (23) 
 
    Wisdom: 14 
 
    Luck: 19 
 
    Piety: 4 
 
      
 
    Combat Skills: Cleave (9), Fist of Rage (10), Sword of Rage (9), Shout of Rage (7), Skill Enraging (5) 
 
    Skills: Two-handed Weapons (14), Evasion (11), Survivalism (6), Herbalism (6), Manual Labor (2), Swimming (2) 
 
    Special Skill: Undead Companion (12) 
 
    Proficiencies: Greatsword, Heavy Armor] 
 
      
 
    [Inventory (Extra-dimensional Bag) 
 
    Equipment:  Lodestone Greatsword (enhanced), Armor of the Tyrant (set), Leather Gloves of Strength 
 
    Rings: Ring of Herbalism, Ring of Quickness, Ring of Willpower, Ring of Might, Sandstrider Ring 
 
    Items: Peasant's Outfit, Health Potion x6, Mana Potion x8, Failed Potion x2 
 
    Key Items: Amulet of Reincarnation] 
 
      
 
    So that was what he had to work with. It might not be his old power, but it was more than he had before. Bloodwraith looked over the box in satisfaction for a while, then dismissed it and turned to the others. Now that they were all fully awake and had acquired their rewards, their mood had lifted significantly. 
 
    Gharavi was staring at Meara, though. "Such strange readings... you actually manipulated the system directly..." 
 
    "It's not so hard." Meara shrugged. "They implanted part of the system in me so that I could guide new Outsiders. I'm just repurposing it." 
 
    "No, I'm impressed. Not just anyone could do that." 
 
    "It might look that way, but I'm-"  
 
    Meara cut off as Bloodwraith put a hand on her shoulder. "Just take the compliment, Meara. Your capacities are likely to matter more than raw power, in the end." 
 
    They all began to chat about lighter subjects. While they did, Bloodwraith looked to Izilthor, who was finishing off the bone golem corpse. She had many more bodies to eat higher in the crypt, but there would be time for that later. All in all, she'd received fewer NP than he had hoped, but it was still enough to increase her stats further. Perhaps she would be able to fight alongside them in the end. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted when Danniah nudged him in the side. "Bloodwraith, what happens now? You said that you had things planned for all the days, and there are still several left before we need to go fight Raigar." 
 
    Bloodwraith nodded grimly. "Yes, there are many tasks we must complete. I fear the trial we have just completed will pale in comparison to them." 
 
    "R-really? But... I mean, I feel better, but I don't think I've ever been that tired before..." 
 
    "No, I fear this priority cannot be put aside. The last task will fill every available moment of the final days before the battle." Bloodwraith put his hands on Danniah's shoulders heavily. "What you must do is rest and relax until then." 
 
    She stared at him a moment, then understood. "Hey! You didn't have to tease me!" But though she jabbed him in the stomach, after that she hugged him. The others smiled as well, as if it had been a joke. 
 
    He supposed that it had been one, but it wasn't only that. Though Bloodwraith looked forward to spending a few days recovering, it was also simple strategy. Rest and relaxation was a tactical concern, because they couldn't fight at their best if they were exhausted. 
 
    And they would need their best for what was coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The Governor of Manascas was a cautious man. Though he gave off the appearance of casual interest as he sat in his private chamber above the Red Sands Arena, everything about his visit had been orchestrated. Veteran bodyguards hovered in the shadows, combat priests stood at his side, and guards covered the doorways. 
 
    None of these stopped Meara from walking straight in. 
 
    Though the guards shouted for her to stop, she simply ignored them. She wasn't surprised when they went straight to stabbing at her, but she walked through their swords. One of the mages sent a burst of fire that just passed through her and struck the guards. After all, she was just a simple merchant girl, what did combat have to do with her? 
 
    When the Governor started to get to his feet, Meara spoke up before things could get out of hand. "Lord Governor, I came here to speak with you on behalf of a small group of adventurers. We have strong reason to believe that the lich who threatens the city is here today." 
 
    Most warlords would have demanded that his guards keep attacking her, but the Governor watched her thoughtfully. As the tension stretched, he eventually waved for his guards to stand down. He stepped to face her, though he kept his distance. 
 
    "And you had to convey this message via a threat to my person? You couldn't go through the official channels?" 
 
    "Not only would that have been too slow, Lord Governor, many of those official channels have put a price on one of my ally's heads." 
 
    His eyebrows rose incrementally. "This Raigar, I presume? I assumed he fled the city months ago." 
 
    "No, we have our own reasons to want the lich destroyed. But given what he has done in your city, we thought that perhaps our interests align." Seeing that he was receptive, Meara took a deep breath and began the plan. "We will be putting our lives on the line to defeat him. All we ask from you is a bit of cooperation." 
 
    "As if I will stand idly by in my own city." The Governor gave a snort. "No, we will take control of this matter. But in return for your cooperation with us, I am willing to grant you several concessions." 
 
    That was better than it could have been, so Meara nodded graciously. "If you insist, Lord Governor. First, we request for my companions and I to be allowed into the Arena without being arrested by guards or attacked by adventurers. It would rather inconvenience our efforts to battle the lich, you understand." 
 
    Waving a hand, the Governor accepted that condition immediately. "It can be done. We can escort you to secure positions." That would also mean keeping an eye on them, but they had been willing to accept such conditions and they had more important requests, so Meara merely nodded in acceptance. 
 
    "Second, we ask that you not launch any overbearing preemptive security measures. The lich will unquestionably escape if he believes that his presence is discovered." 
 
    "That is not unreasonable, though I will replace myself with a body double as soon as possible." 
 
    "You may do so if you wish, but we also wanted to ask about the priests you have in your employ. One of the few truly effective counters to the lich will be powerful holy magic. The two priests you've hired to protect you would be invaluable in the battle." 
 
    The Governor considered her words with a stern look, but eventually relented. "Very well. I do not want to risk good men against that destructive artifact, but I suppose you will be risking your lives first." 
 
    "Thank you, Lord Governor. We will not ask to control them, merely that they fight alongside us to defeat the lich." 
 
    "Reasonable enough. But I wish to be away from here - is there anything else?" 
 
    "Just one more thing." Meara turned toward one of the priests and smiled sweetly. "Is it possible to create a holy bomb?" 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Though Bloodwraith had been apprehensive about using official channels in any capacity, the others had convinced him to let Meara try. And in the end, they were allowed to take key positions in the Arena instead of needing to sneak in, so it had gone well enough. 
 
    He still wondered what the Governor would think, if he knew Bloodwraith's real identity. The Governor of Manascas had been the same man during the Master Lich's reign of terror, or at least he was fairly certain it was the same man. Working with a pompous bureaucrat rubbed Bloodwraith the wrong way, but this wasn't about his preferences. This was about winning. 
 
    The plan required them to split up, which left him with little to distract himself as they waited. He waited by one of the unused entrances to the sands, ready to fight however was needed, and Izilthor had sneaked in with him, because convincing the Governor to allow a ghoul would have been too much of a stretch. Danniah waited among the melee contestants to potentially get closer to Raigar. Gharavi watched from atop a nearby tower with a view of the Arena. Meara had returned to the Governor's chambers to organize the men he'd left. 
 
    There had been a few critical moments where he had worried that Raigar would not show, but Herskeh was proved right: Raigar couldn't stay away. He had actually applied to be part of the team melee with a group that seemed to be composed of himself, Baratak, and two ghouls. Both of the undead were under obscuring cloaks, making it difficult to determine their strength. 
 
    That was purely based on estimates from the boxes, however, and he remained skeptical about such estimates when it came to enemies. He'd glared hard at his old body, trying to summon a box with a Level rating, but none appeared. Not that it would have been an accurate evaluation of Raigar's threat in any case. 
 
    "Do we attack now?" Izilthor hovered by his shoulder, watching eagerly. Bloodwraith shook his head. 
 
    "Not yet." 
 
    "I wanna eat the ghouls." 
 
    "You can once we win." Though irritated that she kept pushing up against him, Bloodwraith accepted that she might be nervous as well. Even if she didn't die easily, the threat to her was greater than to the rest of them, given her relative weakness. 
 
    Perhaps one day Izilthor would actually be good conversation - that would be an achievement he had never managed with real necromancy. But for now, her intelligence was still gathering the necessary knowledge for that. 
 
    Raigar's party entered a melee and the two of them sat forward, watching closely. Baratak proved a surprisingly useful ally, his strength massively enhanced by the rings and making his speed deadly. If he was actually fighting together with Raigar, that increased the challenge they faced. By contrast, the two undead fought very roughly, as if they were being controlled by a simpleton who could only think of attacking. Their raw quality was high enough that they were still a threat, however. 
 
    What bothered him most was how much Raigar used physical combat. In a lich's body, he shouldn't have been able to physically strike opponents like that, yet he was managing it. There were spells to enhance the body, but he doubted that Raigar knew them. It bore watching, but the match was winding down. 
 
    "Rings?" Izilthor was watching Baratak instead, focused on his hands. "Can I have the rings?" 
 
    "Sorry, Izilthor, but the rest of us need those." 
 
    "Not for eating. For using." 
 
    Oh, so she'd grasped the basics of enchanted equipment. Though Bloodwraith had never given an undead servant more than mildly enchanted armor and weapons, he reflected that there would be nothing wrong with giving appropriate rings to Izilthor. Far from being the simple "Undead Companion" the boxes had devised, she would grow to be a full member of their group. 
 
    "Can I have them?" Izilthor cocked her head in a strange way and he realized that she might be looking for some sort of affirmation. Hadn't he already given enough of that? Then again, he did hear that children needed - dammit, he was letting the others infect his thinking again. 
 
    "The rings should go to whoever can use them best," he told her. "That includes you, but first we need to get them from Baratak." 
 
    Izilthor nodded in understanding. They waited a while longer, her looking up at him, but just when he was starting to wonder if he should say something else, there was a loud shout from the sands. 
 
    There was chaos at the end of the melee area, an argument surrounding Raigar. From what Bloodwraith could hear, it seemed that Raigar's team had been declared eliminated by some technical rule. A huge warrior in furs was sneering and pushed Raigar back. Given that he was Level 17, he was likely the one that had knocked out Raigar's team. 
 
    Their argument intensified and there was only one way it could end. Bloodwraith found himself on his feet and reaching for his sword even before he had consciously realized it. Izilthor darted forward to open the door fully so they could leave. They were too late. 
 
    Raigar pulled the Scepter of Annihilation from his robe and activated it. 
 
    The beam utterly destroyed the adventurer and blazed onward, clipping two of the guards before slicing through the Arena wall. There was barely an instant of stunned silence before the spectators began screaming and running, memories of the last attack fresh in their minds. Many of the participants in the tournament fled as well. 
 
    In the middle of it all, Raigar lifted the scepter and a fist over his head. "Yeah, how do you like that? If you're gonna fuck around, I'll just elephant mork you all into oblivion!" 
 
    Bloodwraith cautiously moved out, Izilthor at his heels. She tugged at one of his arms. "What does that mean?" 
 
    "I have no idea. Don't listen to him too much or you'll take a penalty to Intellect." He was barely listening, though, instead focused on the scepter. 
 
      
 
    [Scepter of Annihilation 
 
    Releases a beam of devastating force. 
 
    Durability: 25/25 
 
    Charges: 11/50 
 
    Rarity: Legendary] 
 
      
 
    That confirmed that Raigar had no way of recharging the scepter. It was only a small comfort, since the remaining eleven charges could still be deadly, but it was critical to keep in mind. 
 
    Before Bloodwraith could reach Raigar, several brave adventurers attacked him. One lashed out with a long whip, snapping around the scepter. Though Raigar kept his grip on it, it was jerked to the side, no longer pointing at anyone. In that time, a warrior stabbed him from behind and a mage began throwing fire at his face. Though Raigar let out a roar and shrugged off the attacks, he was pinned down. 
 
    But his companions were rising to help him. Bloodwraith quickly summoned boxes for them and discovered that Baratak was at [134/149] Health, while the two ghouls were at [204/214] and [339/354]. Getting disqualified from the melee match was a far cry from actually being defeated, and if they joined in the fight, the adventurers would have no chance. 
 
    Since they were closer in any case, Bloodwraith rushed to intercept them. Best to eliminate all side distractions first, then focus on Raigar. If Herskeh did his job, the undead would not be a problem, but since Baratak hadn't flinched at the Scepter of Annihilation, he knew who Raigar was, which meant he was an enemy that needed to be eliminated. 
 
    Bloodwraith slashed at him from the side and the man cartwheeled out of the way. Back on his feet, he gave Bloodwraith an unpleasant smile. "There you are. I was hoping to defeat you in the Arena, but given how I've picked the winning side... it doesn't really matter, does it?" 
 
    Behind them, Bloodwraith saw Izilthor dash in to stab at the ghouls and dash away. She was definitely faster than them, but her short sword skated off their armor and their bone looked durable. At least they were distracted, but he wasn't sure that could be maintained. 
 
    He lashed out with a broad swipe that his opponent easily ducked. "What makes you think this will go any differently than it did before?" 
 
    "Last time you won with mere trickery!" Baratak rushed into his range, stabbing aggressively, but Bloodwraith pulled his sword back and deflected the attacks. 
 
    "Trickery was all you had last time." Normally talking in the middle of combat was pure foolishness, but it seemed to be doing a good job of distracting Baratak. "Do you dare to face me at my full strength?" 
 
    "Your strength means nothing!" Baratak raised a hand and tightened it into a fist, the enchantments glowing through his armor. "Do you have any idea how much strength these rings grant me? All your grit and muscle mean nothing before the power that gold can buy..." 
 
    While he gloated, he didn't notice that Danniah had joined the fight, warding off the two larger ghouls. That left Izilthor free to join him, though he gestured for her to wait with one hand. Instead, he led with an overly-aggressive thrust, letting his opponent strike the blade from his hands. 
 
    Letting it go, Bloodwraith reached out and grabbed both of Baratak's wrists, binding him in place. Baratak grinned at him and began to raise his arms. Though Bloodwraith put all of his strength into the struggle, he was being overpowered moment by moment. 
 
    "Idiot, you choose to enter a contest of strength with me?" 
 
    "This isn't a contest." Bloodwraith stopped trying to compete strength against strength and instead used his opponent's momentum against him. Once Baratak was off-balance, it was easy to grab his arm and pin it in place, hand extended to the side. 
 
    Izilthor grabbed his hand and bit off his fingers, rings and all. 
 
    Baratak let out a scream and staggered backward, desperately tugging out of Bloodwraith's grip. He brandished his sword wildly, trying to defend himself, but it didn't matter. 
 
    Picking up his sword, Bloodwraith pushed in to finish him off. He knew well how the loss of enchantments from armor could be disorienting and pressed that advantage. Not only was Baratak unbalanced and trying to use strength he no longer had, he was reeling from the pain. Bloodwraith pushed through his defenses and slammed the sword through his chest, pinning his corpse to the ground. 
 
    Since there was no one immediately threatening, he allowed himself a moment to catch his breath. He'd needed to take out Raigar's allies quickly and without loss of resources, so that had been sufficient. On top of that, Izilthor was now crouching near Baratak's body, going for his other rings. 
 
    Then something tingled at the edge of his long-dead senses. A magical threat. Acting on pure instinct, Bloodwraith grabbed Izilthor and threw them both backward. 
 
    An instant later, a beam of pure destruction swept through the space where the body had been, vaporizing both the corpse and the rings. Izilthor stared in shock, realizing how close she had come to being consumed in it, but Bloodwraith turned to the source. 
 
    "No loot for you!" Raigar stood in the center of the arena, holding the scepter above his crotch. "Kumquats go blammo, hahaha!" 
 
    Why was he suddenly speaking in a strange, artificial accent? Bloodwraith thrust the idiocy aside and focused on what mattered. Currently the Scepter of Annihilation had [8/50] charges - the adventurers had only forced him to use two of them. It didn't look as though they had been destroyed, though, since the ones he saw lay on the ground, suffering from burns and life-draining spells. Raigar wasn't idiot enough to waste the remaining charges of his most potent weapon. 
 
    Returning the scepter to his robe, Raigar began flinging spells with both hands. It seemed that he still wanted his new body. Bloodwraith stayed at a distance, monitoring the Arena to regain his bearings. 
 
    Danniah and Izilthor were in range, both fighting off the two ex-adventurer ghouls. They seemed to have their hands full, so it was an even battle, at least by appearances. That meant that their two secret weapons would wait until a more opportune moment. 
 
    So it was up to him for now. Bloodwraith advanced forward, evading the attacks as best he could as he pressed closer. Raigar just kept firing wildly, as if he'd learned nothing. 
 
    Taking a lunging step forward, Bloodwraith released a shockwave of force in all directions. For a moment it smothered all of his opponent's spells, giving him room to release a horizontal swing with all his strength behind it. 
 
    Raigar raised an arm in the way and the sword bit into his forearm... and stuck there. Beneath his robe, instead of a lich's natural arm, there was a thick column of bone showing through the tearing skin. Was that natural bone, created by excessive regeneration? What had Raigar done to his elegantly-crafted body? How could- 
 
    The fireball struck Bloodwraith in the chest and he staggered backward. Even as he regained his balance and dodged the next, he cursed his own distraction. Apparently Raigar had modified his body to favor the physical combat he loved so much. That would be an obstacle. 
 
    Except at that moment, a bolt of lightning seared straight through Raigar. 
 
    Another came immediately after, bolt after bolt searing through him. Letting out a roar of pain and rage, Raigar wheeled toward the source, whipping out the Scepter of Annihilation once again. From her position, Gharavi saw it and started to move, but she wasn't as fast as Danniah. 
 
    Slipping away from the fight against the ghouls, Danniah had put herself into position without even Bloodwraith noticing. As soon as she saw the scepter, she rushed in and slammed Raigar full in the chest. He crashed backward, the scepter flying from his hands and bouncing through the sand. 
 
    Bloodwraith ran for it first, but from his prone position Raigar hurled a fireball that sent the scepter tumbling out of reach. Izilthor began to run after it, but one of the enemy ghouls dove onto her from the side. They fell to the ground, hissing and tearing at one another. Though Danniah tried to keep Raigar pinned down, he began flinging life-draining spells in every direction, forcing her back. 
 
    Ignoring them, Bloodwraith just focused on retrieving the scepter before anyone else could. Yet only two paces from reaching it, Raigar slammed into his back. He felt like a solid pile of reinforced bone, hitting like a load of bricks and sending them both tumbling to the ground. 
 
    When Bloodwraith tried to push his way up, Raigar punched him in the face. His helm blunted the blow, so he struck back, his superior strength knocking his opponent away. Yet as they stumbled up, Raigar kneed him in the stomach and Bloodwraith felt a stab of pain. 
 
    It had been hidden underneath his opponent's robes, but Raigar had refashioned his kneecaps to have spikes of bone at the top. Stupid-looking, inconvenient, and lacking in magical value... but they did hurt in a fistfight. Raigar threw another burst of flame out, which Bloodwraith could barely dodge, then stabbed an elbow into his chest. Damn, those were spiked as well. 
 
    Knowing that his opponent would soon remember that he had life-draining spells, Bloodwraith retreated to pick up his sword. Raigar let him, instead lunging for the scepter. Izilthor darted into his path, but he kicked her aside with a brutal blow that sent her skidding across the sand. 
 
    Then he reached down, but at that moment Gharavi sent another lightning bolt straight through his chest. While Raigar was convulsing from the blow, Bloodwraith stepped in, swinging at the arm that had grasped the scepter. 
 
    This time his sword hit the clavicle and sheared through, severing Raigar's arm from his body. But before the blow struck, Raigar managed to toss aside the scepter and catch it with his other hand. In a single smooth movement he swung it out and released a beam of destruction toward Gharavi's position. 
 
    Had she been struck by the beam? There was no time to even check on her and nothing he could do to help, so Bloodwraith decided to press their advantage. But though he struck out and his opponent had only one arm remaining, Raigar attacked with even more intensity, forcing him back. 
 
    Until a column of light fell from above, piercing his chest and binding him in place. 
 
    While Raigar thrashed and hissed, Bloodwraith turned to see that a man in official city robes was approaching with two priests at his side, power still radiating from their hands as they maintained the spell. It seemed they had Raigar fully bound, but he wasn't letting go of the scepter. But when Bloodwraith tried to go take it, the spell of light repelled him as well. 
 
    "You've done enough, adventurer." One of the priests gestured for him to back away. "But he's beaten. We'll take it from here." 
 
    "He still has more artifacts." Bloodwraith knew they were likely ordered to take control, but desperately argued in the hope they would see reason. "We need to destroy him now." 
 
    "And we will. But first we need to seize that weapon. It is now the property of the city of Manascas." 
 
    Of course the Governor planned to take it for himself. While Bloodwraith thought that was likely to destabilize the region, and he'd wanted the scepter for himself, this was not the time to take risks. If the Governor's assistance was enough to end the battle early, he could accept those terms. 
 
    When he turned away, he saw Herskeh standing at the edge of the sands. The undead raised a wand of bone and necromancy shot through the ground, calling to the undead through the channels beneath the world. Moments later, they began to pour into the arena. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    In moments the Red Sands Arena went from being guards and adventurers surrounding Raigar and two ghouls to a pitched battle. Though the adventurers were skilled and reacted quickly, they were also outnumbered. Most of the guards fared worse, falling to the undead horde... and rising soon after as Herskeh continued his work. 
 
    Bloodwraith realized that he should have calculated for this. Of course Herskeh would never allow a human authority to obtain such a weapon. Instead of being another card held in reserve, Herskeh might prove to be their undoing. 
 
    Both priests struck out at the nearest undead, light tearing them apart in an instant. Unfortunately, they didn't destroy the two ex-adventurers, who were fighting further away. Danniah had joined them, helping Izilthor get back to her feet so they could fight together. 
 
    And Raigar was slowly moving his arm to point the Scepter of Annihilation at them. 
 
    There was no time to choose, Bloodwraith simply acted. He swung his sword and released an empowered Sword of Rage directly into his opponent's back. With the priests distracted, his swing broke through the spell's defenses, then snapped through Raigar's spine. 
 
    Raigar tumbled to the ground, eyes going wide in shock. Though he might not feel pain, he was not a natural lich and wasn't used to such damage. But since his remaining arm was still attached to his upper body, he could still be a threat. 
 
    Slamming his sword down point-first, Bloodwraith managed to sever his arm as well. Then he hesitated for only a second before he drove his sword directly through the face that had once been his. 
 
    The blade crunched through, the necromancy that had supported the body weakened by all the damage and the holy spells. 
 
    Like that, it was over. 
 
    Bloodwraith stared down at the bony remains around his sword. That had been him, once, a body he had crafted with so much care. And not only had he just destroyed it, he knew that he had made the right decision. 
 
    Not letting himself get distracted, Bloodwraith reached down to take the scepter. But before he could, a ring of light bound his arm in place. 
 
    "That's enough, adventurer." One of the priests approached, shaking his head. "Manascas is grateful for your help, but we can't let you take a weapon like that." 
 
    "We can negotiate that later!" The battle was still raging all around them and Herskeh remained a major threat. He didn't want to deal with the Governor's men, but as they placed another binding spell on him, it became obvious that he didn't have a choice. "Take it if you must, but we can't waste time like this." 
 
    "The situation is under control. Now, we need you to cooperate and come with us." 
 
    "You're arresting me? After we took down the lich for you?" 
 
    "Your reward will be permission to leave Manascas without punishment, but first, the Governor has some questions. Now, come al-" 
 
    All words were overwhelmed by a clear tone that pierced through the sounds of the battle. The note grew louder and louder until it became a roar, almost like the sound of flames. Bloodwraith could feel immense power gathering, yet he couldn't identify the source until a column of flame burst into being directly beside him, hurling both him and the priests back. 
 
    As he managed to pull himself back up, Bloodwraith saw the worst. The column of flame was dying away, but something hung within it. Raigar floated back down to the ground, his body fully restored and glowing with the same fire. 
 
    "Phoenix Amulet, bitches!" 
 
    That meant nothing to Bloodwraith, but he saw a necklace around Raigar's neck. It was burning brightly, beginning to dissolve into embers, so he quickly focused on it before the artifact could disappear. 
 
      
 
    [Phoenix Amulet 
 
    When the wearer would otherwise be destroyed, the Phoenix Amulet will activate and prevent death as well as fully restore Health and Mana. In addition, the user will gain the permanent trait "Flameborn." The Phoenix Amulet can only be used once per character and is consumed upon use. 
 
    Durability: N/A 
 
    Rarity: Ultra Rare] 
 
      
 
    The amulet dissolved the next moment and the box went with it, but Bloodwraith was left staring. Such a thing existed? And of all the people to use it, Raigar was the one? 
 
    As he settled back to the ground, the Outsider was grinning madly. Worse than that, he was reaching into his cloak and pulling out another artifact. It appeared to be a delicate cage of glass surrounding a sphere that seethed darkly. Nothing that Bloodwraith knew, but he had a feeling the boxes would be familiar with it... 
 
      
 
    [Mana Obliviator 
 
    Single-use item. When broken, the Mana Obliviator will consume all mana in the region, including the user's mana, mana stored in objects, and potions that restore mana. For a period of one hour after it is broken, mana regeneration will be severely impaired in anyone who enters the affected area as well as anyone struck by the effect, regardless of if they leave the area. 
 
    Durability: 1/1 
 
    Rarity: Ultra Rare] 
 
      
 
    How many allegedly rare artifacts could Raigar have, to keep saving him from danger? Bloodwraith knew that he should act, and even raised a hand, but what good would a burst of force do? The Mana Obliviator only needed to be destroyed to be used, and he had few skills that did not destroy. 
 
    It became irrelevant the next second as Raigar crushed it in one hand. 
 
    The effect swept outward, a dark wind that made Bloodwraith's very being shudder. All at once both his body and his sword were utterly empty of mana, and on top of that, his capacity felt exhausted. It didn't seem to have any effect on enchantments or on the undead, but priests and mages staggered as the effect passed through them. 
 
    Bloodwraith recovered from the shock to his system and ducked low, expecting retaliation. Unfortunately, Raigar didn't try to target him. Instead, he had retrieved the scepter and now released a beam that consumed one of the priests. 
 
    The other priest staggered away, trying to cast but finding nothing remaining. He might have been able to escape, but Raigar rushed after him and pinned him to the ground. His new body seemed tougher than the old one, still tinged with fire, and he quickly beat his opponent to death. 
 
    Though the ghouls had been slowed by the effect as well, the battle now resumed. Some mages realized what had happened and retreated to their allies, but others panicked or reached for potions that weren't there, soon finding themselves overwhelmed by undead. The loss of mana added a new tinge of chaos to the fighting all around them.  
 
    An adventurer and a ghoul stumbled into Raigar in the fighting. He whirled on them and released another beam of destruction, destroying both enemy and ally. But once they were gone, Raigar returned the scepter to his robe and stalked toward Bloodwraith. 
 
    "Dammit, I wanted to get the Flameborn trait on my new body! I was going to kill myself in a badass way and everything!" 
 
    Though Bloodwraith raised his sword and prepared for another fight, his eyes scanned the arena for Herskeh. The small undead watched the chaos with an unpleasant smile on his face, enjoying the mortal suffering. Bloodwraith glared at him until they made eye contact and Herskeh flinched. 
 
    "What are you looking at?" Raigar glanced over and saw Herskeh, which just made him grunt. "Good job on the assist earlier, but help me get my body back. Pin him down with undead or something." 
 
    All Bloodwraith could do was glare. After a pause, Herskeh bowed low. 
 
    "Of course, Lord Bloodwraith." 
 
    With that, Herskeh drew the nearest undead toward the fight. Raigar smirked... until the undead rushed toward him. He fought back, smashing several of them, but without spells he was quickly flattened under a pile of bone. Herskeh began to approach with a smug look, but Bloodwraith glared at him again. 
 
    "The others as well." 
 
    "If you insist." Herskeh waved the bone wand and some of the undead shifted... but only some. 
 
    When Bloodwraith looked carefully, he saw that Danniah was no longer under attack. As soon as she realized the undead were retreating, she rushed to help Izilthor, who lay on the ground with one arm destroyed. Both of them seemed to be intact and limped closer to the center of the arena. That was not what they had agreed, but Bloodwraith would accept the lives of those who mattered to him over the rest. 
 
    "Well done, Lord Bloodwraith." Herskeh bowed directly to him. "I look forward to seeing this impostor destroyed permanently." 
 
    "Don't gloat." Bloodwraith moved forward, pushing aside a skeleton on top of Raigar to try to get to the scepter. "We need to seize his artifacts before he can use them any m-" 
 
    "You're goddamn right!" Raigar let out a roar and suddenly the undead on top of him lurched away. They swung wildly at him, forcing him back, and he realized that Raigar had somehow seized control again. Yet there was no necromantic power coming from him, only from an object he held in his hand. 
 
      
 
    [Wand of Undead Dominion 
 
    Use of this wand allows the user to gain control of lesser undead, regardless of the user's alignment or skill in necromancy. Control will be maintained permanently unless it is broken, but the total number of controlled undead cannot exceed the maximum that scales with the user's Intellect. 
 
    Durability: 10/10 
 
    Rarity: Ultra Rare] 
 
      
 
    Another one? Bloodwraith quickly counted and determined that Raigar controlled eight of the nearest undead. His maximum capacity was unknown, but if the wand was counting from Bloodwraith's old Intellect, then the number was probably troublingly high. 
 
    Too late, Bloodwraith realized that something was lunging at him from the side. One of the ex-adventurer undead was leaping at him - Raigar must have controlled those from the beginning as well. But he was off-balance and unprepared for the attack, so he could do nothing as it sailed toward him... 
 
    Izilthor screeched from the side, striking ferociously. The ghoul fought back, one heavy fist slamming into her chest and breaking several ribs, but she kept attacking furiously with her remaining arm. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith wanted to help her, he knew that Raigar was the larger threat. Herskeh was struggling to regain control of the nearby undead via sheer willpower, since his mana would have been drained as well. Meanwhile, Raigar looked smug until Bloodwraith's sword hit him in the neck. 
 
    Though Raigar staggered, his bones failed to break. Bloodwraith was seriously concerned for a moment before he realized that he hadn't received a message about his opponent's defense being too high. When he checked Raigar's box, he saw that his Health had decreased, he had simply failed to deal a disabling blow. Bloodwraith pulled back and drove the sword into his opponent's chest. 
 
    Ignoring the blow's damage, Raigar instead grabbed at the sword. The two of them struggled for a moment before Raigar managed to tug the sword out of his hands. It fell to the sands below and Raigar whirled in, spiked elbow stabbing into Bloodwraith's face. 
 
    He fell back, but let his body's instincts take over. When Raigar tried to strike again, Bloodwraith dodged aside and then struck him in the face with his fist. It felt like punching stone, but he was covered in enchanted armor and had been raising his Might statistic for a long time - he could punch down a stone wall if he needed to. 
 
    Unfortunately, he only landed one more blow before Raigar caught him in the leg with a kick. Raigar attacked him in a flurry of mad blows, not elegant but far from unskilled. Bloodwraith could only fall back before his ferocity, since his opponent's body was made of reinforced bone and enhanced by his recent revival. He tried to come up with another plan, but suddenly his legs were swept out from under him. 
 
    Even before he fell onto his back, Raigar was on top of him, punching down. Bloodwraith tried to hit back at first, landing a glancing blow to his opponent's jaw, but Raigar kept hitting more aggressively. It was the most Bloodwraith could do to raise his arms before his face, letting his heavy gauntlets absorb the majority of the force. That didn't stop Raigar from hitting repeatedly, as if he could punch straight through his armor. 
 
    "You like this? Huh? I've been doing nothing but grinding my stats since I got here, and what have you been doing?" Raigar shrieked out the words as he kept punching. "Your build is complete shit! What did you do to my perfect character?" 
 
    Before Bloodwraith could come up with a plan, he noticed something. He could barely see them, but two figures stood at the edge of the Red Sands Arena. Meara was handing Gharavi a potion - a potion that had escaped the Mana Obliviator because it hadn't even existed not long ago. 
 
    Smiling, Bloodwraith just did his best to defend himself while Raigar screamed at him. Soon after, a bolt tore through him, knocking him off of Bloodwraith and into the sand. That was a difficult shot, but he trusted Gharavi to make it. 
 
    Pushing himself up, Bloodwraith struck out at Raigar. Not to beat him down, no: just to push him to his feet, then kick him away from the others. Another lightning bolt struck him as soon as there was a line of sight and he let out another scream of rage. 
 
    Raigar didn't risk taking out the scepter again - which was smart, because Bloodwraith had been fully prepared to knock it out of his hands. Though he had a secondary strategy, there was no time to use it, because at that moment Herskeh appeared nearby, raising his bone wand. 
 
    Several undead turned away from the main battle and grabbed Raigar from behind. He struggled with them, but after having taken multiple blows and then lightning bolts, he wasn't at his best. All he could do was hiss and struggle as Herskeh approached, holding the wand higher. 
 
    "That's enough from you, fool." Herskeh waved his wand... toward Bloodwraith. 
 
    Too late he started to move, but there were already large undead grabbing him as well. Exhausted as he was, Bloodwraith knew he couldn't overpower them. Instead he let them bind him in place while he took a moment to recover, just glowering at Herskeh. 
 
    "This is for your own good." Herskeh shook his head as he made the undead push Raigar and Bloodwraith down to the sand, facing each other. "You're still a genius, Bloodwraith, but your fleshly body has clouded your mind. I saw that you had become weak, so I planned to save you from yourself. Perhaps we can restore you to your true body, but if not... better a new undead than this mockery of yourself." 
 
    "You really think I'm weak?" Bloodwraith forced himself to stare directly at Herskeh instead of looking behind him. Meara was floating through the battle in their direction. 
 
    "Of course you are. You've become distracted by fleshly desires, and even worse, notions of goodness. You were an excellent mastermind, Bloodwraith, a villain who did not care what anyone thought of him. This heroic version of you is just pathetic." 
 
    "I'm not a hero. Danniah, now!" 
 
    Herskeh swiveled toward Danniah's position, ready to defend himself, but that wasn't the point. Danniah pushed Izilthor into the sands and dove on top of her, shielding her body. That made Herskeh realize that something was wrong and turn back, but it was too late. 
 
    Meara hurled a crystal of shining light to the ground. 
 
    The flood of light that exploded sent a wave of horror through Bloodwraith, but in his new body, it did him no harm. He was more concerned for Izilthor, but the light rippled over Danniah's body and it didn't touch her. The same could not be said for the many undead around them, who dissolved into shimmers of light. It even scorched Raigar's heavily-defended body, setting him alight before he crashed to the ground, smoke rising from him. 
 
    Herskeh's body endured, but he was left ruined, body still smoking from the holy magic. Bloodwraith rose to his feet, brushing off the ashes that had been the undead holding him, and put his boot down on Herskeh's skull. 
 
    "I knew you would betray me, Herskeh, it was just a question of when. You were still useful to me, so I made use of you. But you're wrong. I'm no hero, I've just become much more efficient at getting what I really want." With that, he stomped, shattering the weakened skull. 
 
    Satisfying as that had been, Bloodwraith knew that he had no time to waste. Yet when he turned to finish off Raigar, he discovered that the adventurer was gone. No, he was partway across the arena, wildly swinging the wand at surviving undead. When he saw Bloodwraith approaching, he stopped and glowered at him. 
 
    "Fuck this shit. You think you're so hot now, but you'll regret it when AdventureCorp hears about this." Then he touched an artifact within his cloak and he vanished, along with most of the undead around him. 
 
    The last few skirmishes in the arena ended as the remaining undead were destroyed. For a time it was almost silent, though that only meant he could hear the cries and flames from the city beyond. But it seemed that all opponents had fallen, and the Governor and Herskeh had no one left to oppose him. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 83,490 EXP.] 
 
      
 
    More than he had expected - perhaps Herskeh had been worth more than his strength would suggest. Yet Bloodwraith realized that relaxing was the wrong decision. His mind reeled from all the combat, but he struggled to piece together the threat his instincts screamed was obvious. 
 
    None of his companions were in danger. Gharavi was walking towards them. Danniah was pulling herself up and Izilthor was crawling from underneath her, screeching happily. Meara was walking closer... with a hard look on her face. 
 
    "Did he say what I thought he did? He's going to AdventureCorp?" 
 
    "No..." Bloodwraith remembered where he had heard that name before: the messages the boxes sent him about connections between worlds. Those suggested that for the Outsiders to contact their own kind or return, they needed... "He's going to the nearest Return Point." 
 
    "To escape and warn the other Outsiders?" 
 
    Bloodwraith nodded grimly. They had won the battle, but all they had inherited was an even worse disaster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Though his first instinct was to rush away, Bloodwraith realized that would be foolish. They needed to know where Raigar had gone before they could act. Their methods of determining that were extremely limited, but they did have a few options. 
 
    "What's going on?" Danniah approached with concern in her eyes. "Where did Raigar go?" 
 
    "He's trying to send a message and we need to stop him." Bloodwraith turned to Izilthor and gestured toward the fragments of Herskeh. "Eat Herskeh's body and see if you can't get any whiff of Raigar. We'll need to track him over a long distance, so any kind of magical signature might help." 
 
    "I'll try!" Izilthor lunged down and began scooping fragments of bone into her mouth with her remaining hand. Bloodwraith bent down beside her and tried to restore her body, but realized that due to the Mana Obliviator, he had only restored a single point of mana so far. Instead he gestured for Meara to come and dispense potions. 
 
    Meanwhile, Gharavi had reached their group and discerned the situation. She cast him a grim look. "Our only advantage is that the Outsiders don't know what we're doing. If they get word of any of this, they'll come in force. We can't compete with the kind of power that has reshaped worlds." 
 
    "I know that!" Bloodwraith paused only to drink the potion Meara handed him. "But I don't believe the Outsiders would place such a critical location too close to a major city. This will not end in a sprint, so we need to regroup." 
 
    "That's a reasonable point, but-" Gharavi cut off as she was handed a potion as well. "The bigger problem, even if we learn anything about his location, is that Raigar got a major lead on us via his teleportation artifact. How are we going to catch him?" 
 
    It was a good question, and one he had no answer to. Yet as he considered his options and used his new mana to hastily restore Izilthor, he realized something else: they had an eavesdropper. 
 
    Most of the survivors of the battle were eager to flee, or at least kept their distance. But one adventurer had begun to approach and now stared. He began to review their conversation, wondering what she would have thought of it, before he realized that it was the woman with the ornate scimitar who had helped him fight Raigar the previous time. 
 
    "Look, I won't ask questions." She raised her hands defensively, clearly having seen how lethal their group could be. "I just want him and everyone else trying to destroy Manascas to be gone." 
 
    "That's what we're trying to do." Bloodwraith realized that the scene must look strange, since he was kneeling beside a ghoul who was eagerly stuffing her face with bone fragments, but the adventurer swallowed and pressed on. 
 
    "There are going to be a lot of guards here soon, and there's nothing I can do about them. But if you need to get out fast, you need magic." She gestured across the arena, where a small party of adventurers was recovering. "They have a mage who uses teleport spells, but they're not exactly my allies. Even if you can get them mana somehow, I don't know if we can convince them to help." 
 
    Bloodwraith glowered in their direction. "Oh, we can convince them." 
 
    But when he started to get up, Meara put a hand on his shoulder. "We can handle this. Focus on healing Izzy and getting some rest yourself - we're going to need you at your best." 
 
    He accepted the truth of her words. The battle might be over, but if they managed to catch up to Raigar, they would be tested even further. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    As Meara headed toward her target, she gestured for Danniah and Gharavi to follow her. "Both of you, come with me. If we're going to convince them quickly, we need intimidation factor." 
 
    "Really?" Gharavi sighed and she fell alongside her, pulling her axe from her back again. "Fine, Gharavi intimidate good." 
 
    "Well, the fact that you're the only person throwing lightning bolts after that mana-consuming artifact should help too." 
 
    Danniah caught up with them, holding her helm in one hand and trying to get her sweaty hair back into shape with the other. "I'm happy to help, but why do you need me? I'm not very intim-" 
 
    "You're the centerpiece of the plan." Meara smirked at her, picked up her helm, and placed it back on her head. "In fact, your bloodlust has hardly been sated by the fight so far. We can barely hold you back." 
 
    "Oh nooo..." But though Danniah whined and fiddled with her helm, she cooperated. The battle had covered her in some blood and a great deal of undead fluids, so with her helm down she really did look quite ominous. 
 
    As they approached, Gharavi grabbed Danniah's arms as if she was trying to hold her back, while actually pushing her forward. Meara saw the group of adventurers flinch when they approached, so she stepped forward with a look of terror on her face. 
 
    "She hasn't had enough! Please, do something!" Meara then shot Danniah a meaningful look. She let out an unhappy whine that came out as a disturbing keening noise through her helm. 
 
    "You'd better help us or, uh, I'm gonna kill just... just everyone." 
 
    Not the most convincing performance, but in her blood-spattered armor in the wake of such destruction, it was enough. The adventurers flinched and looked desperately at the others for a way out. Gharavi let go of Danniah, who turned away ominously, though she was probably blushing. 
 
    "We're going to hunt down the lich and the others, but they teleported out. You can follow the traces to pursue them, right?" 
 
    The group's mage struggled until Meara handed him a potion, then he nodded. "It was done via some sort of magical artifact instead of a spell, but I can get you close. How did your potions survive?" 
 
    "Don't worry about that." Meara next turned to the party's priest. "Can you create a holy bomb?" 
 
    "N-not as powerful as the one used during the battle, but..." Her eyes flickered over to Danniah. "I can try." 
 
    "Then get trying. We'll be gone soon." Meara then moved closer to Danniah, lifting one hand to her ear and changing her expression to one of horror. "Oh dear... she says that isn't enough for her. We're also going to need some shardwing bait." 
 
    Remarkably, with the surviving adventurers scrambling to help them, they got everything they needed in a short time. By the time Bloodwraith and Izzy were approaching, Meara had everything she'd asked for except for the shardwing bait, but at that moment the female adventurer approached and handed her a carefully-wrapped bag. 
 
    "This is the bait. It will start working as soon as you unwrap it, if you're far enough from a large group of people." She gave a look of concern, not toward Danniah but directly at Meara. "This... whatever you're doing matters, doesn't it?" 
 
    "Yes. It does." 
 
    "Then... good luck." With that, she stepped away. Bloodwraith arrived and their group stood together in front of the mage, who swallowed as he kept working the ritual to teleport them out of the city. 
 
    As he did, Meara closed her eyes and considered what they had. Four capable fighters against all the undead Raigar had managed to control, plus his artifacts. Things would be difficult unless she could support them, but there was only so much she could do. She couldn't compare to the endless Ultra Rare artifacts Raigar could pull out of his ass, but she could produce normal potions and had the bomb and the shardwing bait. 
 
    It would have to be enough. Yet when Meara opened her eyes, she discovered that the ritual was only half-complete... and there were guards in official Manascas armor approaching them, including mages. She glanced toward Bloodwraith nervously. 
 
    "Is their mana drained as well?" 
 
    "Only their mana regeneration is limited." He turned on the mage and glowered. "Can't you work faster?" 
 
    The man shook his head violently, wiped sweat from his brow, and focused on his task. But as the guards approached, the mages among them were beginning to prepare binding spells. One of the head guards stepped up. 
 
    "You've gone too far! You won't escape without facing the justice of the city!" 
 
    Bloodwraith turned on them, voice booming. "You don't understand the stakes! Step down if you value your lives!" 
 
    That was the wrong approach to take with guards who hadn't seen the core conflict. Their mages drew closer to casting their spells and the teleportation ritual still wasn't complete. Bloodwraith grabbed his sword and Meara wondered if he would actually cut them down, but at that moment a shockwave of force tore through the sands. 
 
    As the guards were sent tumbling away, spells disrupted, Meara turned back to look. There she spotted a group of warriors, largely huge and muscled. Some of them kept releasing bursts of force, preventing the mages from regrouping, while an old man stepped forward. If this was the Savages Guild that Bloodwraith had told them about, then that must be Kantan. 
 
    "We have your back!" He thumped a fist against his chest. "Stop that lich before he can attack again. Show our strength!" 
 
    Though Bloodwraith stared at him for a long time, eventually he nodded. "We will leave nothing left." 
 
    With the barbarians holding back the city guards, the mage was able to finish the teleportation ritual. After double-checking his work, he activated the spell. The magic took hold of them and Meara felt herself screaming through a haze of flickering pieces of the world. 
 
    They reemerged in the countryside after what felt like an eternity, but must have been only moments. Meara still shivered, her being threatening to fall apart. Then a heavy gauntlet fell on her shoulder and she was at peace as Bloodwraith anchored her. Though he gave her a concerned glance, she shook her head. 
 
    "We need to hurry and stop Raigar." 
 
    Even as they spoke, Izzy was bending to the ground and sniffing. She couldn't be using her nose - her nose likely didn't even work - but she seemed to pick up a whiff of something magical, because she hopped up and pointed. "That way!" 
 
    With no other option, they began to run. Meara drifted along beside the group, trying to regain her bearings. Manascas was barely visible behind them, slowly becoming lost in the sands. Ahead of them, there were only rolling dunes and a few rocky outcroppings. Though Raigar's group of undead must have left tracks, the wind had already blown them away, so they were running blind after Izzy. 
 
    Yet after they had run for some time, they spotted a sure sign of his passage: a small homestead on fire. There were survivors rushing about, trying to put out the flames, get their animals under control, or pick up the bodies. Raigar must have just rushed through, his undead mindlessly attacking around them. 
 
    Though she considered it only a sign of their progress, Gharavi grunted something to Bloodwraith and he nodded. Soon he sprinted away from the group toward the survivors, who looked up in fear. Surely he wasn't going to help them when time was so essential... 
 
    "These are ours now." Bloodwraith pointed toward the horses of the group. The survivors clearly had no choice in the matter, so they cooperated immediately. Danniah apologetically chucked a few coins in their direction. 
 
    It took them some time to gain control of the animals and get their party mounted. Surprisingly, Gharavi seemed familiar with horses, easily calming one and mounting it without a saddle. Meara wasn't that confident, instead getting another one fitted with a broad saddle that could support both her and Danniah. 
 
    Izzy proved a bit of a problem, since the horses all reared away from her in terror. After Bloodwraith found a horse sturdy enough to support him, he reached down to lift her. So in the end, with Izzy riding on his back, they set off on their stolen horses. 
 
    Though the stop had burned time, they traveled much faster while mounted, especially with Bloodwraith pushing the horses so hard. Perhaps more importantly, they were draining the stamina of the horses instead of their fighters. Raigar and his undead had no stamina concerns at all, so it would not do to catch up to them and immediately be at a major disadvantage. 
 
    For a time they simply rode over the sands, leaving Meara to recede into herself. She thought of things she could have done differently, both during the conflict and before it. The repair abilities she'd developed with Gharavi were useless in a conflict like this. Her ability to steal from others' inventories was close, enough that she thought it might be usable, but she didn't dare test it in a situation this dangerous. 
 
    Eventually they spotted a small hill jutting from the sands, but the essential sight was beside it: a mob of undead sprinting across the desert. They started to pursue, yet Izzy flailed on Bloodwraith's back. 
 
    "No, no! There!" She pointed toward the hill, where Meara now spotted a lone figure struggling against the wind toward something at the top. 
 
    Raigar. And it seemed like he was trying to pick up something. 
 
    "Target him!" Bloodwraith gave the command instantly and she took a moment longer to understand his motivation as they sprinted toward him. 
 
    The little hill was obviously not the Return Point, or Raigar would have set his undead to defend him. But what could be so important that he would spend time to collect it while they were chasing him? Raigar was not so stupid as to waste time on simple loot, so it could only be something of critical importance. 
 
    Then there was no time like the present for their own weapons. Meara pulled the holy bomb from her cloak, but at that moment Raigar saw them. There was a flash of silver, then a beam of solid destruction flashed out. 
 
    This one swung through the ground, much less destructive but still tearing up a huge burst of sand and digging a furrow between them and the hill. Danniah and Gharavi shied away from it, while Bloodwraith made his horse leap the gap, but there was still too much distance between him and Raigar. 
 
    Raigar was reaching down again. Gharavi fired a bolt of lightning, but it was a hasty shot and Raigar knocked it aside. So Meara stuck to her plan and hurled the crystal as hard as she could. 
 
    It sailed through the air, falling several paces short of Raigar. But as the light rippled outward, it was enough: the wall of it caught him in the face, flinging him off the hill. He tumbled through the sands for some time before he managed to bound to his feet and sprint off after his army of undead. Their path had curved now, aiming toward some new location. 
 
    Meara saw a spire of rock in the distance and felt the system within her leap. It had to be the Return Point. 
 
    Then they were running out of time, yet Bloodwraith had gotten off his horse and was climbing toward the location where Raigar had stood. Was it so important to find out what Raigar wanted? Given that there was a decent chance it might be more artifacts he had held in reserve, Meara decided that it was worth it. But that meant that Raigar was escaping them and closing in on his goal. 
 
    At that moment Gharavi cantered up next to them, still controlling her horse despite all the chaos. She glanced at Meara grimly. "We have to slow him down, somehow." 
 
    "I still have the bait, but there's no way I can throw that far. Can you?" Meara extended it, and after a moment's hesitation, Gharavi took it from her. 
 
    "I suppose I have no choice but to try." Gharavi cast a spell of light in a sphere around the clay sphere, then affixed it to the front of her staff. She raised it to her shoulder, spent a long time sighting carefully after the escaping undead, then fired. 
 
    The bolt of magic arced out, a glowing streak that soon disappeared under the desert sun. Had it reached its location? Meara saw the undead seem to shift strangely, yet no shardwings emerged to attack them. Of course not - it wasn't as though there were endless monsters roaming the desert, especially not relatively close to Manascas. 
 
    Yet just as she began to fear that her efforts had been for nothing, she saw a shimmer in the air. Not just one shardwing, but two. Watching from a distance it seemed to take painfully long for them to arrive, but eventually they descended on the line of undead in the distance. 
 
    That had to slow down their progress. Meara turned back to Bloodwraith and found that he was riding toward them, Izzy on his back carrying several shining objects. Then they had been artifacts. But how many had Raigar managed to collect before they stopped him? 
 
    In the distance, Meara saw a beam of light shoot out and pierce the clouds above. It encompassed both shardwings and their reflective plates did nothing to stop the beam of solid destruction. With both of them consumed in the single shot, Raigar and his horde set out again. 
 
    Toward the Return Point. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    As they rode, Bloodwraith moved his horse behind the others and ordered Izilthor to frighten them. With her teeth snapping ominously behind them, the horses sprinted even faster. They were giving everything they had, mouths beginning to froth, and Bloodwraith knew that they would probably die from the run. But that was a tolerable sacrifice if it meant Raigar couldn't reach his destination. 
 
    Meanwhile, he finally had a moment to look over the artifacts that he had snatched up before sprinting back to the horse. Just as he'd feared, the cache contained even more terrible artifacts. Two of them were familiar: a Phoenix Amulet and a Wand of Undead Dominion. He had hoped for a teleportation artifact that would let them jump ahead of Raigar, but no such luck. It was only the familiar two and a sapphire sphere that he looked at more carefully. 
 
      
 
    [Sphere of Enhancement 
 
    Single-use item. When used, the Sphere of Enhancement will significantly improve several of the user's most-used skills. Effects vary between skills but will cause improvements independent of skill level. This effect is instantaneous and can be used even through other restrictions. 
 
    WARNING: This bonus item was placed by AdventureCorp for player use only. It works by interfacing with the core game system, and as such, would have fatal effects on anyone lacking it. Though it has been configured so that native inhabitants will not be able to find or observe it, attempting to have allies use this item is not recommended. 
 
    Rarity: Legendary] 
 
      
 
    Yet another incredible item. As Bloodwraith stared down at it, he felt a twinge of satisfaction that a theory was confirmed: Raigar was not uniquely gifted at discovering legendary artifacts, they had been placed there for him by the box gods. That fit perfectly with their general goal of making the experience easier. 
 
    But if so, why had Bloodwraith discovered no such gifts? It occurred to him that perhaps second lives were treated differently, given what his Amulet of Reincarnation said about the rules changing. There was also the question of why Raigar hadn't used all these artifacts against the Master Lich - perhaps he had hidden them away because he knew they wouldn't come with him for his second life. 
 
    Those were all irrelevant theories for now, especially if Raigar reached his location. Unfortunately, it looked as though the shardwings had delayed him but hadn't dealt significant damage. His small horde of undead had nearly reached the spire of stone that must be the Return Point. 
 
    Though Bloodwraith wanted to analyze it further, he knew that he needed to plan for the coming conflict. Raigar still had the Scepter of Annihilation, plus he had taken at least one artifact before the blast had knocked him away. Then he had one more trick that could be almost anything. 
 
    As they rode forward, Bloodwraith stared down at the artifacts in his hands and realized what he needed to do. 
 
    They nearly caught up with Raigar as they approached the looming spire, but not close enough. From their distance, Bloodwraith could just see Raigar waving his Wand of Undead Dominion, commanding the undead to turn and face them.  
 
    Though Gharavi tried to take a shot, her bolt of lightning missed. Raigar turned long enough to release another blast from the Scepter of Annihilation, too wild to strike them, but forcing Gharavi's horse to rear back and throw off her aim. That bought him time to run up the side of the spire. 
 
    For a moment it looked as though he was sprinting directly toward a rock wall, but another box proved otherwise. This one clung to a specific point in his vision, with a glowing red arrow pointing toward the spire. 
 
      
 
    [Return Point 
 
    Though AdventureCorp encourages all users to complete their adventures to the natural ending location, Return Points are provided in case of emergencies. Accessing the Return Point is likely to permanently end the current set of quests, but should be done if necessary and especially if system notifications have recommended it. AdventureCorp will partially refund the cost of the journey, prorated by resources spent.] 
 
      
 
    Then they were finally here. Part of the rock wall opened seamlessly, revealing a blue glow beyond, and Raigar plunged inside before they could stop him. The rocks closed up after him and for a moment Bloodwraith felt despair. 
 
    "The spell needs time to charge!" Gharavi moved her horse alongside his, shouting between them. "But I can already feel it! You might be the only one who can get in - go!" 
 
    The horse beneath him stumbled and nearly fell, having spent itself in the final run. Bloodwraith leapt off it and Izilthor hopped off his back in turn. Gharavi stayed on her horse, drawing her staff and preparing to fire from a distance, but Danniah and Meara came up beside him and struggled off theirs. 
 
    "We have to push through." Meara stared toward the spire entrance grimly. "Unless you're holding back a destructive artifact on us, we need to throw ourselves into the horde to get you there." 
 
    Though he disliked the idea, he agreed that they didn't have a choice. Bloodwraith gestured for them to follow him and they charged into the mass of undead that stood between them and the Return Point. 
 
    At first the charge seemed to go well. He began with an empowered Shout of Rage that sent most of the undead tumbling out of their path, and Gharavi released bolts of lightning to knock away those that tried to fill the gap. But there were simply too many, and soon they were struggling into a brutal melee. 
 
    The ex-mage ghoul emerged on a nearby pillar of rock and began hurling spells at Gharavi, forcing her to retreat. Apparently Raigar had found some way to restore his mana, no doubt another artifact. Though Bloodwraith wanted to stop the mage, he forced himself to press on, knocking more undead out of the way with sheer physical force. 
 
    It worked with the lesser undead, but suddenly he found himself tackled by a large ghoul he recognized at the ex-warrior. Though it had been severely damaged in all the fighting, it managed to endure his elbow to the face without letting go. 
 
    Danniah slammed her shield into it, though it only staggered a short distance away. When Bloodwraith rose and started to unhook his sword, she gestured wildly at him. "Go, go!" 
 
    He knew it was the correct decision, so he plunged forward, but he couldn't help looking behind him as he neared the rock face. The ex-warrior attacked Danniah ferociously and she was soon surrounded. Izilthor attacked at their flanks, drawing some of them away, and Meara distracted more by walking into the horde, but there were still too many. 
 
    When Bloodwraith neared the rock, it retreated so that he could enter. As he rushed through, he looked back one more time... and saw Danniah fall. Undead swarmed her from all sides, slashing and tearing.  
 
    For a moment, he started to turn back. The stone door remained open, so there was nothing stopping him. Yet he found himself going forward to face Raigar, desperately hoping that he wasn't making a mistake. Or worse, a correct decision that he would never be able to forgive himself for. 
 
    "What the fuck is wrong with you?" Raigar stared at him with a desperate look, but Bloodwraith ignored him, staring at the chamber itself. 
 
    The room was a perfect half-sphere, all the walls impossibly smooth. Only one thing broke the unchanging floor: a ring of steel with blue light glowing within. Though the steel was as fine as any he'd ever seen, there was something unnaturally perfect about it, like it was the work not of a mage but of a soulless process. Strange blocky characters ran along the ring like no language he had ever seen, but the box that appeared was unambiguous. 
 
      
 
    [Return Point: 86% charged] 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith hurled himself to the side a moment later, barely avoiding the beam of destruction. As he dropped into a roll, he noted that the beam had done no damage at all to the smooth wall. Raigar kept the Scepter of Annihilation pointed at him, eyes hard as Bloodwraith got back to his feet. 
 
    "Not trying to steal my body anymore?" 
 
    "You stole it first! And no, fuck this shit! I'll make them fix whatever is wrong with this run and give me a new character!" 
 
    "Is that really all this is to you? There's no higher purpose?" 
 
    "Higher purpose?" For a moment Raigar just stared at him, then he laughed. "What higher purpose could there be than escaping our shitstain of a world?" 
 
    "Do you me-" He was cut off when Raigar laughed mockingly. 
 
    "No, shut up. I was just buying time until the scepter recharged. I'm not gonna miss this time." 
 
    Bloodwraith laughed back, pouring as much derision into his voice as he could. "You can't count without boxes to keep track, can you? The previous shot was your last. 0/50 charges." 
 
    For a moment, Raigar stared at him in shock. That was enough for Bloodwraith to throw out a hand, a burst of force sending the scepter bouncing across the room, its box still displaying [1/50]. 
 
    Though Raigar sprinted for it, Bloodwraith had been anticipating exactly that. He intercepted him with his sword sweeping overhead, catching his opponent in the shoulder and slamming him to the ground. As Raigar crashed against the floor, Bloodwraith didn't let up, striking repeatedly. 
 
    Letting out a cry, Raigar began to fling spells in all directions, but Bloodwraith didn't pull back, just dodged as best he could. His armor could resist the indirect shots, and he knew that he was winning. Even enhanced by the golden-red light, Raigar's bones couldn't endure under such a brutal assault. They started to crack and he only managed to escape by shooting a fireball into the ground, the blast sending him skating across the floor. 
 
    Since Raigar had skidded away from the scepter, Bloodwraith ignored him. He was gasping for breath and the boxes only reinforced how low his Stamina was. Though he wanted to go after Raigar to finish him off or go help Danniah and the others, he forced himself to walk up to the Return Point. 
 
    "Enough of this, boxes! I don't need to go back!" 
 
      
 
    [Deactivate use of Return Point? 
 
    Y/N] 
 
      
 
    "Yes! Deacti-" Raigar tackled him from the side, and worse, he began draining life with both hands. 
 
    Using the last of his stamina, Bloodwraith desperately kicked him away before he lost his strength. Raigar flew back several steps and struggled to get up, but Bloodwraith wasn't able to chase him. It took all he had just to reach into his bag and find one of Meara's potions. With its strength flowing through him, he managed to pull himself back to his feet. 
 
    "A potion?" Raigar smirked and held his hand in front of him. "I have a better trump card." 
 
    Too late, Bloodwraith realized that it was another Sphere of Enhancement. It shattered and the power flowed into Raigar, lifting his body slightly into the air. He gave an exultant cry, then landed and pushed off the floor. 
 
    Pain shot through Bloodwraith's chest and then he was slamming into the opposite wall of the chamber. Only as he rose to his hands and knees did he realize that Raigar had punched him. When he tried to check his opponent's box, he only caught a glimpse of significantly improved physical skills before Raigar crossed the distance between them again. 
 
    Raigar's boot hit his chest and Bloodwraith heard something crack before he slammed against the wall again. Yet though Raigar kicked away his sword and began beating him, he never went for a fatal attack. Only when Bloodwraith was beaten within an inch of his life did Raigar drag him back toward the center. 
 
    "Return Point, start charging again!" Once it responded, Raigar dragged him toward the entrance, chuckling. "You expected me to kill you? No, I figured out that you stole the Phoenix Amulet from my stash. So instead, I'll just keep you disabled until I can get out of this place." 
 
    Struggling would be useless, so Bloodwraith let himself be dragged toward the entrance. There Raigar threw him onto his stomach, then came down with a knee on his back and grabbed his head, forcing him to look up toward the battle outside. 
 
    "While we wait, how about we watch your friends die? Looks like the little one is already dead, and the others won't be long. You were always going to fail. You might think you're smart, but you have no idea what you're doing. I've been playing these games since I was a child. I am better at this than you!" 
 
    There was a swarm of undead surrounding where Danniah had fallen, but Bloodwraith saw something else. If his companions had continued to be swarmed as they had been before, they would already be dead. He began to chuckle, and Raigar punched him in the neck. 
 
    "Oh no, you're not going to bluff me again." 
 
    Bloodwraith kept laughing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Meara had truly believed that they were all going to die in front of her. Could she just stand there, watching them die? She longed to do something, yet there were blades and claws passing through her body constantly - dropping her detachment would mean instant death for her as well. 
 
    Would that be better than living with all the rest of them dead? 
 
    Yet then she started to notice it: the battle around them was beginning to shift, the undead pulling away. Meara glanced to Gharavi and saw her nod, so she knew that it had worked. They could still do this, unless Bloodwraith failed to keep Raigar from entering the Return Point. If that had happened, she felt certain that she would have felt it. 
 
    To her surprise, the two of them appeared in the entrance. Bloodwraith's armor was dripping blood, and though Raigar looked damaged, he was clearly in control. He pinned Bloodwraith down and began to mock him, not realizing what was happening. 
 
    Then there was a ringing tone and the mob of undead swarming Danniah's body erupted in a pillar of fire. 
 
    Danniah floated in the pillar, the Phoenix Amulet burning around her neck before it dissolved. Light seemed to burst from within her armor, the slit on her helm glowing red-gold. When she returned to the ground, for a moment she stared down at her hands, but when an undead tried to attack her, she smashed it to pieces with a swing of her mace. Izilthor rushed up to her and wrapped her arms around her neck, screeching. 
 
    Within the spire Raigar started to panic. "To me!" He gestured wildly at the undead, urging them back. "Block the entrance! Stop them!" 
 
    Though the remaining undead rushed toward the entrance, Raigar realized too late what they were actually doing. From her position in back, Gharavi raised the Wand of Undead Dominion and commanded them to attack. 
 
    They collided with Raigar from all sides, driving him off of Bloodwraith and back into the chamber. Meara rushed after them alongside Danniah, who smashed the last undead who remained under Raigar's control. Gharavi caught up to them as well, but just when they were about to enter, two ghouls leapt into their path. One hefted a large sword and the other waved a staff and generated a wall of flame. 
 
    "Those two..." Gharavi shook her head. "I can't control them. They're stronger than the others." 
 
    Danniah stepped up and took a swing, but the ex-fighter flailed his blade at her wildly. She winced and fell back. "Their equipment is really good, I don't think..." 
 
    "Then I'll handle this." Meara reached into her cloak and felt the sapphire sphere Bloodwraith had given her, then crushed it. 
 
    For a moment she lost herself completely as power flooded her. Not mana or strength as her world understood it, but the raw power of the Outsiders' system. It rushed into her, her entire body burning as it searched for conventional skills to improve and found nothing. Though Meara nearly dissolved in the rush of power, she clung to the fragment of the system that had been implanted within her and forced its flow to obey her. 
 
    It rushed into the skills she had obtained, tearing open the system that had been meant for a simple merchant girl. She felt something change within her and nearly tumbled into the form of a warrior, but she struggled away from that outcome, pushing the power into skills that were familiar to her. 
 
    Especially Steal. 
 
    When Meara returned to the world, only a moment had passed. They were still blocked off from the entrance, with the wall of flame and the two ghouls blocking their path. Yet that no longer seemed such an obstacle. 
 
    Meara reached out and felt both ghouls' inventories. Though she struggled to reach into them, they were mindless undead who could not resist her. When she broke through, she saw their equipment represented with boxes that must be like what Bloodwraith saw, each item resting like a card in its slot. 
 
    So she dragged those cards out. 
 
    Suddenly the two ghouls stood separately from their equipment, which hung in the air for a moment before falling into a pile. They reacted too slowly, trying to attack with just their bodies, but that wasn't enough. Without their equipment, they were taken apart in seconds and then the four of them pushed into the central chamber. 
 
    Raigar had fled to the other side of the room and scrabbled at something, but then he rose and pointed the Scepter of Annihilation at them. When they hesitated, he let out a low laugh. 
 
    "Nice try, but this game is all about gear. All of you aren't any good against this, are you?" 
 
    But as he mocked them, he didn't see Bloodwraith lunge up from the floor. His hand closed around the scepter, hurling it away from both of them. Raigar gasped and reached for it, but Bloodwraith grabbed his ankle and pulled him to the ground. 
 
    Then Bloodwraith pulled himself upright, moving on sheer willpower. Raigar tried to attack him, but he was panicking and he flailed desperately. By contrast, Bloodwraith struck slowly and methodically, landing blow after blow until his opponent lay on the ground. 
 
    "You're only better at a very narrow game." As Bloodwraith struck, his voice came low and grim. "All you can imagine is more strength for yourself. That makes you strong, but it limits you. Makes you brittle. And you know what happens to brittle things." 
 
    At last Raigar was a broken lich lying shattered. Though Meara half-expected Bloodwraith to keep beating him until there was nothing left, he stopped after both of Raigar's arms were broken. Slowly straightening, he pulled back and looked to them. 
 
    "We should still try to interrogate him. If we cut off his head, that should disable anything else." 
 
    Yet there was still something wrong... Meara searched toward Raigar and felt something powerful from within him. He still held one more artifact. She tried to reach out and take it, but her will was thrown back and she reeled. When Bloodwraith looked to her in concern, she struggled to call out a warning. 
 
    "Stop him! He has-" 
 
    A sphere of power expanded from Raigar's body as he used the last artifact he carried - it must have been pressed against his skin somewhere. It flung Bloodwraith to the side, where he crumpled against the wall. Danniah rushed to help him, but Meara was more concerned about the sphere. 
 
    It was no brief burst, instead a sphere of emerald fire that burned around him. Though he was severely battered and missing both arms, Raigar began to drag himself across the floor toward the Return Point. The blue within the circle of steel burned brightly, waiting for him, then the sphere of flame surrounded it as well, cutting them off from it. Only empty ground remained between Raigar and his destination. 
 
    Gharavi knelt down, sighted him with her staff, and released a bolt of lightning. Yet it dissipated harmlessly when it met the green fire and Gharavi's eyes widened. "That shield... I think it may be immune to magic." 
 
    "It is." Bloodwraith pulled himself up painfully, staring at it. "He had one last artifact in his possession. The boxes say that resists all magical damage for a time and greatly reduces physical damage." 
 
    "For how long?" 
 
    "Long enough." 
 
    They stared at the creeping sphere in silence for a moment. Could they have come so close only to fail? Meara shook her head, turning to Gharavi. "Use the undead - throw them against the shield." 
 
    Nodding, Gharavi quickly did so. The undead crowded into the room and began plunging directly into the green flames. Each battered at it for only a few seconds before being consumed, but Meara saw the shield begin to flicker. 
 
    But it wasn't going down. She estimated the number of remaining undead and the shield's strength and she had a terrible feeling that it wouldn't be enough. If only she'd had more time, or they'd had more resources... yet Raigar was crawling across the floor toward the Return Point. 
 
    "What are you doing, Izilthor?" Bloodwraith's voice distracted her and she turned to find that Izzy was perched beside him. Her teeth snapped out, consuming his injuries a bit at a time. "Thank you, but that isn't enough... we can't stop him..." 
 
    Yet Meara slowly realized that he was wrong. As Izilthor ate all the pain and suffering in his wounds, she burned with more and more magic. Soon the air trembled around her body, the power so intense that even the unaided eye could see it. 
 
    As the last of the other undead plunged into the shield, Izzy charged at it. There was no time for anyone to stop her, Bloodwraith merely reaching out after her as she sprinted directly toward the flames. 
 
    Just before she struck, her sword flashed at her own neck. Her head went flying and her body impacted with the side of the shield. The flames finally gave way, collapsing under the sheer force of her charge. 
 
    Without the burning flames of the shield, the room seemed too dark. Raigar lay there, astonishment obvious in his one remaining eye as he realized what had happened. Before he could begin moving, Danniah ran over to him with a scream and smashed her mace down, shattering his skull. This time, he stayed down. 
 
    She dropped and started to cry, but then a voice screeched out. "Danniah!" 
 
    Izzy's skull had bounced to the other side of the chamber. It struggled a bit before moving upright, but it barely moved before Danniah ran up and hugged the ghoul skull. 
 
    Meara looked back to the remnants of Raigar, half-expecting an Ultimate Phoenix Amulet or something even more absurd. But there was nothing. The fragments of the lich's body lay still and Meara gradually realized that it was truly over. 
 
    Which left only one more thing. Gharavi looked as though she was completely drained, but forcing herself to keep moving. She stepped forward to stare at the last loose end. 
 
    The Return Point still glowed in the center of the chamber. Bloodwraith got to his feet slowly and limped up to it, staring for a time. Meara walked up beside him and they exchanged a glance. She could feel that it was still ready to send someone to the other world, perhaps even the world of the Outsiders. There could be incredible amounts of knowledge on the other side... 
 
    "It isn't worth it." Bloodwraith sighed and raised a hand toward the Return Point. The blue light began to fade. 
 
    They all drifted to the floor around it, watching the blue light until it died out completely. Raigar was dead, all the undead were destroyed, and only the five of them were left staring at an empty ring. Meara found her gaze wandering over the strange characters, wondering what they meant and what alien beings had created them. Created this entire system that now burned even stronger within her. 
 
    Gharavi dropped back onto the floor with a wry smile, setting down her staff and sprawling on her back. Meara thought that joining her sounded like a good idea, but at that moment she was engulfed in a fierce embrace from Danniah, who was crying and laughing at the same time. 
 
    In the end, Meara laughed with her. It felt good to be alive, and despite all the challenges, they had won. She didn't hesitate to celebrate with the others. 
 
    But another part of her remained with Bloodwraith, who sat and stared at the steel circle on the floor. For now, it was too risky to challenge the Outsiders. Even if they could have survived in the alien world, they would no doubt have entered an enemy stronghold and revealed themselves. They had no choice but to leave the Return Point behind. 
 
    For now. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Bloodwraith allowed the box to remain floating in his vision for a long time, to remind him that it was actually over. 
 
      
 
    [Victory! You received 203,856 EXP and Elder Lich Corpse x1.] 
 
      
 
    That meant that they were truly victorious, yes. But it was also the reward he had received for destroying the body that had once been his. A door that had once been available to him was now closed forever, and even though he didn't regret that choice, he found himself pondering it somberly. 
 
    A bunch of arbitrary numbers and a broken corpse. That was all his former life was worth. 
 
    Yet those weren't his true rewards for defeating Raigar. Instead his eyes wandered to his allies, who had survived only because he had sacrificed the artifacts for them. His gaze wandered to Danniah, still glowing with embers from her revival, and another box came unbidden. 
 
      
 
    [Trait: Flameborn 
 
    Physical Damage Resistance +5% 
 
    Magical Damage Resistance +5% 
 
    Fire Resistance +20% 
 
    Reborn in flame, this individual has permanent increased resistance to damage. In addition to raw damage resistance, they will resist debilitating injuries in proportion to their overall Health. They also gain a weak link to the fire element, beginning with resistance to flames and potentially developing into minor fire-based abilities over time.] 
 
      
 
    A powerful asset, and one that he could definitely have used for himself. Yet he didn't regret it when she saw Danniah's relieved smile in the wake of the battle. She turned from Meara to him and her smile grew wider. Tired as she was, she limped over to him. She tugged off his helm and kissed him on the lips. He hesitated for a moment, then kissed her back. 
 
    Danniah pulled back and stared at him for a moment, overcome with relief. Bloodwraith found himself filled not with desire, but something much more consistent. They had all lived. 
 
    His eyes drifted to Gharavi, who sat up slowly. She was relieved in the wake of the battle as well, but he could see her mind already beginning to work on the newest mysteries. Between the two of them, they would unlock new questions and new answers. 
 
    Bloodwraith found himself meeting Meara's gaze and he saw the certainty in her eyes as well. This was a significant step, but only one step. The process that had begun in the Forest of Beginnings was far from over, and the Outsiders would regret it. 
 
    As Danniah pulled away, Bloodwraith saw Izilthor's skull clattering toward him. She hopped up onto his leg, eyes staring up at him widely. He smiled at her and reached down to stroke his daughter's hair. 
 
    "That was very well done. I'm proud of you, Izzy." 
 
    "Da!" She leapt at his chest, forcing Bloodwraith to catch her skull and hold her there. Though for a moment Izzy looked content, then she wriggled to look up at him again. "I like 'Izzy' but you can call me Izilthor, Da." 
 
    He nodded and held her there a while longer. But as warm as his mind felt, the room was growing cool. Once their heavy breathing ended, he got to his feet. Looking over each of them, Bloodwraith knew that he had made the right decision. 
 
    "Let's go. We have a lot of work to do." 
 
    They walked together from the unnatural room, back into the real world. Bloodwraith turned back, staring at the portal into another realm. The steel still gleamed within, but as he willed the rock of the entrance to close, it faded. He turned away and left the Return Point in the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The Keeper felt the Ghoul Lord's claws tear through his chest. Even as he fell back to the ground, he saw his life drifting away from him, draining into the ether. But he could not die, not yet. Not before he had delivered the message. 
 
    "I am... not long for this world." His words were interrupted as his body was wracked by bloody coughs, but he managed to hold them back for a moment longer. "You must forge your own destiny, adventurer. Even my eyes cannot see if you will change this land for good or for ill, but your impact on it will last forever. From this point on... the world of Alliandelle... is open to you..." 
 
    Speaking those words took the last of his strength and he slumped to the ground. The Keeper lay dying as his vision slowly faded into the darkness, his last glimmering sight that of the adventurer turning away, not caring about his death. 
 
    They never did. 
 
    For a time the Keeper simply drifted, a form instead of a being. There were only the barest flickers of thought remaining, infinitesimal fragmented reflections of something that had once been. A strange memory of grandchildren and a life in a tiny village. He lacked the ability to consider the memory, just felt a strange ache in his soul. Perhaps, there had been a time when things were different... 
 
    And then the power restored him. Respawn, the adventurers called it. He suspected that he wasn't supposed to know that word, but it didn't matter. All the Keeper wanted to do was to fulfill his purpose for existence. 
 
    Soon the Keeper found himself standing in a sunlit clearing. He felt the grass under his feet and the sun on his face, but deeper than that, he felt that the Forest had moved. Each cycle it emerged in a different place, tethered to that other, larger world. But he did not care about that world, only about fulfilling his purpose and guiding the newest adventurer onto the path into the glorious cycle. 
 
    His feet padded over the grass as he sought the chamber where the newest guest would emerge. But before that, he would meet the two path guardians. As he always had and always would. 
 
    Elleane approached from another path, smiling when she saw him. She came to stand in front of him, which slowed down their purpose, and put a hand on his shoulder. As she often did. "Hello, old friend. If my path has taken me here, I take it that it is time for us to guide another hero into our world?" 
 
    "Yes, it is time. Let us go." 
 
    They traveled forward for only a short time before Marrin appeared as well, scowling at the forest. "Godsdamn it, not again. Barely any time since the last one." 
 
    "Marrin!" Elleane put her hands on her hips. "This is a great honor we have been given!" 
 
    "Great honor, my ass. It's a complete waste, most of the time. The last one didn't even make it to Edsdam. Things are getting stale there." 
 
    The two of them continued speaking to each other and the Keeper ignored them. They belonged to the Forest of Beginnings, but not as he did. Between these moments, he was not sure where they drifted, but it was only partially in the world of Alliandelle. Their memories were never perfect, always changed from one cycle to the next. The Keeper did not know why and did not care to know. 
 
    Soon they found their way to the old stone entrance, the very heart of the Forest. As was customary, they waited by the door. The Keeper closed his eyes, knowing that he would feel the certainty when the new adventurer was ready. 
 
    Most were prepared immediately, but the last one had taken some more time. This one appeared to be waiting as well. Though he remained focused, the Keeper could not ignore Elleane and Marrin speaking again. 
 
    "If Raigar didn't ever meet you, where do you think he went? Surely such a noble soul could not have lost his life easily..." 
 
    Marrin snorted. "More like he got bored, or left once he found out life is actually hard here. Whatever heaven they come from, they're not used to hard work." 
 
    "How horrible! Marrin, how can you say such things? The heroes sacrifice their bliss in a higher dimension in order to help protect our world!" 
 
    "Yeah, you only say that because you mainly see the self-righteous fuckers. But the ones that follow me aren't so noble and shining. They tell me some strange... tell... tell me..." Marrin's eyes went blank and she stared at nothing for a time. Elleane watched her with a blank look on her face as well. 
 
    The Keeper merely stood between them and waited. Something was amiss and it needed to be amended, but that was the Forest's task, not his. Soon the two of them would be themselves again, ready to enact their role. 
 
    Admittedly, an incredibly delayed role. But he could wait. 
 
    "Okay, fuck this." Marrin moved forward and wrenched open the door. "Let's just go get him." 
 
    "We aren't supposed to do that!" Elleane partially followed, then looked back to the Keeper. "We're not supposed to do that, right?" 
 
    "It is possible that the new adventurer needs our assistance." The Keeper shook his head slowly. "Let us go and greet him." 
 
    They made their way down the narrow corridor. As always, it was lined with empty prison cells. Were there fewer of them than before? His memories twitched and then smoothed themselves. Despite the delay, all was well. He could feel a presence in the final cell, as always. 
 
    "Are you the adventurer we have-" The Keeper cut off as he saw not a new adventurer in the cell, but a single glowing point of light. It pulsed and he heard a voice coming through as if from afar. 
 
    "Keeper, are there any problems in Alliandelle?" 
 
    The Keeper blinked at the point of light. Had anything like this ever happened before? He couldn't be sure, but he felt compelled to obey the voice. "I sense nothing amiss. Is something the matter in the higher realms where your kind dwells?" 
 
    "No, but in the last review we saw a strange anomaly with a Return Point." The voice let out a slow sigh. "Fired up but wasn't used. Flukes do happen, but they really shouldn't, not anymore. Wanted to check if the most recent adventurer was screwing around with things." 
 
    "There is nothing amiss to my knowledge, great one." 
 
    "Where are the active vectors? You two notice anything?" 
 
    Though the words were strange, Elleane responded as if they made sense. "I have sensed no great evil, oh heavenly one. But I felt certain that the one you sent to us would go and seek out a great evil in the world. I was surprised to return here so soon." 
 
    "If you ask me," Marrin said, "he wanted to run off and fuck around. This one didn't strike me as very serious. Kept acting like he was just playing a game." 
 
    That prompted another sigh. "Yes, some of them do that when we lift the guidelines for reincarnations. That's part of what they pay for, I guess. Let me see... yeah, that was Randall Jenkins, aka Raigar. Struck me as kind of an ass, so I'm not surprised. If it's just him screwing around, I should cut this off. You have no idea how much even voice transfers cut into profit margins." 
 
    The light... was going to disappear? The Keeper felt a moment of panic that he didn't fully understand. This was not how things were supposed to go. His role was to greet the new adventurers and welcome them into the world. If he was brought back and did not take on his role, what would become of him? 
 
    Desperate to make things return to their proper path, the Keeper searched within himself for the echoes of his life that had been stretched through the emptiness. Every time while he slumbered, there were fragments. Was not also part of his purpose to gather them? In that moment he knew that it was, that he had long ago been given a second purpose. 
 
    "Wait." When he spoke, the presence in the light seemed to hesitate. "I believe that something has been disrupted. There are too many fragments of the time before, allowed to remain instead of going through the great cycle." 
 
    "Stashing items for a second run? That happens." Yet something had changed in the voice, which paused for a moment, then coughed. "Actually, that energy consumption does look funny. Send me the data." 
 
    The words meant nothing to the Keeper, but his being itself responded. For a moment he felt as though a hole had opened within him and energy was pouring out into a void. It was pure bliss, and he felt sorrow when it ended. There was a long pause, then another sigh. 
 
    "Dammit, I guess I've got to come through." 
 
    A moment later, power built up in the cell, so bright that none of them could look at it. Just before the blinding light overwhelmed them, it vanished, leaving behind a man. The Keeper breathed a sigh of relief as he felt all was right with the world again. 
 
    Admittedly, this was strange. Usually the new adventurers wore rags, but there was something special about them. He had met many men and women over the years and immediately knew that they held the spark of greatness. Yet this one seemed very ordinary, just a thin man in straight black pants, a fine white shirt with buttons up the front, and a bizarre cloth that wrapped around his neck and hung down. 
 
    And yet the Keeper felt within himself a great certainty. Bowing slightly, he opened the cell to let the new adventurer join their world. "The signs declared that you are an authority without equal, but they did not declare your name. What would you like to be called?" 
 
    Instead of answering, the man stepped out of the cell. He raised a hand to the air and flicked it several times, as if moving an invisible object. Then he frowned and began to move down the corridor. That was not what was meant to happen, so for a moment the Keeper was stunned. The other two didn't seem so troubled, walking along beside him on either side. 
 
    "My name is Elleane," the blond woman said. "I've guided your kind before and I will do everything I can to help you. Perhaps you have memories of another world or a desire to be a hero... I do not know what higher power has acted, but those desires have been granted. This is your new life where you can be the legend you were meant to be." 
 
    Marrin scoffed. "Oh, fuck off. It's just as likely he wants to gain power and loot. I'm Marrin. Don't let Elleane force you onto her straight and narrow path. You can do whatever you want here." 
 
    The man rubbed his eyes. "God, I forgot we set up one of those binary morality meters in Alliandelle." 
 
    Gathering himself, the Keeper rushed ahead of them. There was a proper order for such things, and he could not allow this adventurer to disrupt it. Though within he felt certain that this adventurer was of more importance than any other, he was the Keeper. Maintaining the order of the world was his job. 
 
    Moving to the door at the end of the hall, the Keeper reached the door first and grabbed the handle, holding it closed. "Before you leave this place, you must remember who you are. We have shown you the door, now you need only find yourself to wa-" 
 
    The door disappeared beneath his fingers when the man made a gesture. As the Keeper stared at it in shock, the man walked through the door into the clearing. He didn't seem even slightly awed by the peaceful sight, he just turned back to them and sighed. 
 
    "You really don't get it yet? I'm not an adventurer. I'm Quality Control." 
 
      
 
    X X X 
 
      
 
    If you want to be the first to know when the third book is released, you can join my mailing list! I only send out emails when I have a book release or major announcement. You can sign up here: 
 
    http://eepurl.com/dMSw2A  
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, it would mean a lot to me if you left a review. ^-^ You can also follow or contact me at my blog: 
 
    http://sarahlinauthor.blogspot.com/  
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
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