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This is a quick recap of what occurred in the first two books in the series.
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Bloodwraith traded bodies with an adventurer named Raigar in an act of desperation that ushered him into a new life he had never wanted. Beset by boxes describing a system he didn't understand, he struggled to regain his orientation and function as an adventurer. Gradually he came to realize that Outsiders from another world had been manipulating his world in order to use it as a game.
Traveling to the city of Cresthaven, Bloodwraith gained two valuable allies. Meara: a Non-Player Character designed to be a simple peasant girl who provides potions and quests, but who learned to understand and exploit the illogical powers she used in the tutorial area, including creating items and granting quests. Danniah: a half-dwarven warrior who left her adventuring party to join Bloodwraith and in time became his lover.
The three came into violent conflict with a man called Daek the Knife, who ruled Cresthaven's Thieves Guild. Though once a sinister underworld leader, Daek was driven mad by ancient ruins that had been designed to reach into other worlds. In order to prevent him from contacting the Outsiders controlling the boxes, Bloodwraith's party had no choice but to find a way to defeat him.
Once Daek was defeated, Bloodwraith gained enough freedom to return to his original goal and attempt to restore his powers of necromancy. Unfortunately, the system of boxes took control of his new power as well, mutating it into a new form that could only sustain a small number of undead allies. Extensively testing the system, Bloodwraith attempted to create a perfect undead ally.
This ally was Izilthor, the Great Devourer of Flesh... but she soon became known to the party as Izzy. Shaped by many traits that increased independence, instead of being an undead servant for Bloodwraith, Izzy proved to be a unique person who considered herself his daughter. Though Bloodwraith managed to accept her in the end, he wasn't exactly comfortable with the fact that Izzy chose to take traits that allowed her to heal others.
Though Bloodwraith traveled to the city of Manascas to increase his strength, all of his plans were demolished when Raigar returned. Still alive in Bloodwraith's old body, the former adventurer was restored to life and set about finding Bloodwraith and taking his body back. Though Raigar proved to be a fool, he was armed with many immensely powerful weapons hoarded from his old life, not to mention a powerful lich's body. Though Bloodwraith attempted to seize his old body back, in the end he was unsuccessful and forced to flee Manascas.
Faced with Raigar in his old body and a remnant of his old undead horde, Bloodwraith was forced to take a step back and regroup. He and the others were aided by a half-orc sorcerer named Gharavi, though she seemed hostile at first. Bloodwraith learned that she was in fact searching for Outsiders herself, as they had manipulated her tribe in the past.
Working with Gharavi, Bloodwraith attempted to confront a powerful Outsider of a race known as the Aesidh, but the battle earned them little except more questions. Putting together clues, it became obvious that Raigar was from a different world entirely, one that had a strange alliance with the Aesidh to use Bloodwraith's world as a game.
When the second battle went against Raigar, the former adventurer attempted to flee to a Return Point, which would allow him to return to his original world and warn AdventureCorp about the switch. Bloodwraith's party desperately chased after him in a pitched battle riding on the use of powerful artifacts. In the end, Bloodwraith chose to grant power to his allies instead of hoarding it for himself. They were victorious and this time he did not hesitate in destroying his old body for good.
With his greatest threat eliminated and new allies acquired, Bloodwraith believed that he was finally in a position to learn exactly why the Outsiders were manipulating his world and strike back. Unfortunately, across the world a strange figure appeared in the Forest of Beginnings, the place where Bloodwraith's second life had begun...




Chapter 1
"Are you having fun raging?"
Bloodwraith grunted and kept swinging his over-sized greatsword. The skeletons were paltry creatures, built from shoddy necromancy that should have fallen apart at the slightest touch. Unfortunately, he was still far from the height of his power, so he had to fight them with brute force. Though the crypt entrance was a difficult space to use his weapon, that was nothing compared to the real challenge.
"You're doing a good job being inarticulate, but I'm not feeling the rage." Meara perched on a pile of rubble behind him. When he spared a glance back at her, the cloaked woman smirked. "Based on everything the Savages Guild said, I think you still have untapped potential in your class."
"Is that your professional opinion as Queen Box Reader?" Bloodwraith asked. He had to cut off to duck beneath a swiping sword, then slammed his shoulder into the skeleton, shattering it. Having earned himself a little space, he shot another glance back at her. "Or are you just trying to get me to shout angrily again?"
"Little of both. You were so scary when you shouted at those wolves!"
"Hmph. Presumptuous wench." Despite his words, Bloodwraith suspected that she might be correct. Before they'd left Manascas, he'd received some valuable advice from the warriors who called themselves the Savages Guild. Their arts were more complex than they might appear from the outside... but he had more important priorities.
The skeletons rushing into the entrance weren't exactly important, but they were an immediate priority. Bloodwraith sighed and pulled his sword off his shoulder, swinging it in a broad arc that severed one of them in half. Whatever idiot necromancer had set this up hadn't given them much intelligence, so they were worthless.
As the spears of other skeletons clattered off his armor, Bloodwraith reminded himself that these skeletons were somewhat strong, however. He took one hand off the hilt of his greatsword and released a burst of force to knock them away before they could get through his defenses. Yet even as he continued cutting down the others, he found himself distracted. 
According to the boxes that plagued his life, that skill was called "Fist of Rage". He could barely accept seeing the name himself in the boxes, so he didn't exactly want to acknowledge it. Yet he had to admit that the Savages Guild might be correct and he was handicapping himself. Perhaps casting these skills like the mage he had once been wasn't using them to their full potential. But what would it mean to embrace those skills?
"See, it's just not satisfying." Meara leaned forward, propping her head up on her hand. "Anybody can break skeletons by swinging a big piece of metal at them. A true barbarian should be able to walk up to them and flex so hard that their skulls shatter."
After making sure the last skeleton was fully dismantled, Bloodwraith turned back and glowered at her. "The path of brute fleshly strength has served me well enough so far, but that doesn't mean I want to walk it forever. There are greater sources of power in the world."
"You gave them to us, though. And you haven't ever asked Gharavi for that Wand of Undead Dominion back."
"I have no need for such feeble tools! I will establish my own strength!"
That wasn't true and both of them knew it. When they had been facing an opponent who bent the rules of the game to cheat, Bloodwraith had realized that he couldn't fight that battle alone. So he'd acknowledged that in his current body, Gharavi was better suited to the use of magical items.
Meara was silent for a time, watching his thoughts pass across his face, then smiled. "Let us handle the other roles instead of spreading yourself too thin. I think that you should continue to focus on your current strengths. Who knows what you might unlock once the boxes have decided you have enough arbitrary points?"
"I have a feeling I know: I'll unlock the ability to hit things slightly harder and faster. What else could this imbecilic class possibly unlock?"
"I don't know, I'm hoping that eventually your enemies will collapse in despair at the mere sight of your bulging pectoral muscles."
"Wearing armor would completely nullify that advantage, wench!"
"That's why you'd walk around shirtless all the time. I don't think Danniah would mind, and-" Meara cut off, her smirk disappearing in a moment. Seeing that she had become serious, Bloodwraith turned back to the entrance, his mind focusing to a sharp point.
The next undead to appear were more than simple skeletons: there were four armored skeletons, two muscular wights, one bearing a heavy shield, and a bone mage behind them. It was enough to make him regret splitting his party into so many groups, but Bloodwraith roused himself. He had been using this body for a long time and it had grown strong. If he couldn't handle a few undead that happened to be a little more powerful than average, he didn't deserve to call himself Father to the Undead.
Well, he didn't call himself that out loud. Especially not now that it just prompted jokes from Meara. But he was still Father to the Undead and Corrupter of Worlds in his mind.
As such, though he growled and charged at the enemy undead, that was a feint. Instead of using brute physical force, he opted for brute magical force. His mana flowed into his greatsword as he raised it over his head, then he increased it - "Enraging" the skill as the Savages Guild had taught him. He'd attempted to use it more elegantly, but so far all such attempts had failed, so all he could do was keep increasing the skill's number and use it to destroy his enemies.
It did that well. When Bloodwraith swung his sword in the air, it released a shockwave of force. All four of the skeleton knights exploded into bones.
Unfortunately, one wight ducked underneath the shockwave, the other took only a superficial injury, and the bone mage negated the shockwave entirely. They weren't going to be so easy to deal with, but Bloodwraith had already closed the distance, raising his greatsword to strike again.
A bolt of pure mana caught him in the chest, throwing him across the room and into the crypt wall. His armor could resist magical attacks to some degree, but it had done nothing to stop that one. Bloodwraith shook himself as he got back to his feet, keeping his eyes on the bone mage.
"Hmm, that one is tough." Meara sat in her usual place, chin in one hand as she considered the enemy. "Give me some time and I may be able to help."
"I don't think we have time." Bloodwraith readied his sword and eyed the three remaining undead as they spread out to surround him.
The bone mage raised its hand, but this time Bloodwraith was ready, leaping to the side and letting the mana bolt explode harmlessly behind him. This body could dodge, at least, thanks to his Evasion skill. He rapidly moved to the side, putting one of the wights between him and the bone mage.
He lashed out at the wight, but it deflected his attack with its heavy shield. Since his weapon couldn't attack in succession smoothly, Bloodwraith was forced to retreat from the wight's swiping claws as he prepared to attack again.
Though he could match the wight in front of him, he was more concerned about being flanked by the others. Fortunately, he saw that the second wight was instead moving toward Meara, raising a claw to slash through her throat.
Which it did. The claws simply passed through uselessly while Meara continued pondering.
Since the wight hesitated for a moment before trying to attack again, Bloodwraith saw his chance. He lunged away from the wight nearest him toward the other. It was only a few steps, yet in that time the bone mage cast another bolt at him. This time he was ready, releasing a burst of force against it.
While the two spells nullified each other, Bloodwraith grasped his sword again and swung it down with all his might. The over-sized blade sliced all the way through the distracted wight's head and into its torso, utterly destroying the necromancy that gave it life.
He had time to grunt in satisfaction, then another bolt of mana hit him in the back. Though he managed to stay on his feet, struggling to pull out his sword and turn around, several more bolts came. Just as Bloodwraith managed to turn, the second wight charged directly into him, knocking him to the ground beside Meara. His hands were stinging and he realized that he'd lost his grip on his sword.
"Try this." Meara knelt down just beside him and handed him a glass bottle. "Though after this, I think I might need defending again."
Though Bloodwraith had yet to uncover the rules that governed Meara's state as clearly as those that controlled the boxes, he trusted her understanding of herself. As he pushed to his feet, he drank the potion in a single gulp. It burned with mana as it went down his throat, different than any potions he'd tasted from her before, but he couldn't tell what it did.
Fortunately, the boxes could.
[Potion of Mana Defense
Grants temporary resistance to magical attacks.
Rarity: Uncommon]
Excellent. But even as swiftly as he had read the boxes, he had completely lost the initiative. The remaining wight lurked near the other's body, preventing him from reaching his sword, while the bone mage was raising both hands and preparing to strike him with more mana bolts.
Bloodwraith charged toward the wight, ducking to try to avoid the bolts. One still struck him, but he was glad to find that it felt like a dull blow, not the pain of mana tearing through his body. Pivoting on one foot, Bloodwraith charged toward the bone mage. It looked shocked for only a second before aiming more mana bolts at him.
Letting out a shout of rage - literally, a Shout of Rage - Bloodwraith sent a shockwave of force around him. It negated the first several bolts, which was enough to get him in range. His gauntlets closed around the bone mage's throat and he tore its neck bones in half.
Even without a head, the bone mage continued striking him, propelled by admirable necromancy. Yet partially shielded by Meara's potion and filled with the rage of battle, Bloodwraith just ignored it, tearing the bone mage apart.
He heard the wight growl as it pounced on him, which was its mistake. Bloodwraith ducked underneath the lunging attack and then growled back. His barbarian instincts urged him to attack the wight directly, but that was idiocy. Pushing down the blood rage, Bloodwraith backed up to his undefended sword and pulled it from the wight body.
The last of the undead charged at him, too stupid to know that it had lost. Though it took him several blows to bring it down, now it was only a matter of time.
[Victory! You received 8209 EXP.]
Once the creature was finally down, Bloodwraith sighed and leaned back against the wall. Even with the potion, his body ached from having taken all the bone mage's bolts. Though Meara could help him recover, the fatigue was beginning to get to him.
Wondering how much longer it would be, Bloodwraith reached into his soul and found the box that had been counting since the quest began...
[Ritual Progress: 96%]
So close? More time must have passed fighting the final group of undead than he had expected. That alone was enough to get him to straighten his back.
"We're close, aren't we?" Meara appeared beside him, holding out a pair of potions to help restore him. Though Bloodwraith had his own potions, it was always a good policy to drink from her endless supply while they had the chance. "I can feel it both in the boxes and in the ritual."
"It's at 96%... 97% now."
"Do you think we're going to get one more attack? Something dramatic at 100%?"
Bloodwraith shook his head, though he did eye the crypt door just in case. "The box gods might enjoy that sort of game, but I don't think they have the strength to manipulate this crypt so much. This is not one of their intended 'quests' after all."
"Then if we're safe..." Meara peered at him and then raised her eyebrows. "That was quite a shout of rage. There's hope for you as a barbarian yet." 
"Bah. The shout is merely necessary to activate the ability. It is no more barbaric than a spell incantation."
"Oh, but that didn't sound like a Shout of Incantation to me, it was quite Ragey. Tell me, oh mighty Bloodwraith, what was it about those skeletons particularly that invoked your mighty wrath?"
"Are you deliberately trying to be annoying?"
"Of course! If I don't invoke more of your wrath, how will you get stronger?"
Though Meara's smirk irked part of him, the larger part was glad to see it. This Meara was always welcome at his side, especially compared to the distant person she could be at times or the broken woman she had been long ago. Now she was still fractured, but she knew how to use those sharp edges to her advantage.
They spoke quietly to each other until the box counting the percentage finally reached 100%. As soon as it did so, Bloodwraith felt a surge of mana from the crypt beneath him, so powerful that even his dull barbarian senses could tell that something powerful had occurred. A new box appeared, but not the one he wanted.
[Quest Objective Complete!
New Objective: Go to the ritual location to receive your reward.]
Meara's eyes went unfocused as she looked in the direction of the box. "One more step?"
"I think we just have to go speak to Gharavi. But stay alert in case the boxes decide to throw a final monster at us. As you noted, they are rather fond of dramatic final encounters."
Before they left, Bloodwraith stopped to shove all of the undead bodies into his Extra-dimensional Bag. Of all the unfair advantages that had been given to him by the box gods, that was the one that was most growing on him. Though Extra-dimensional Bags were a common enough magical item, if expensive, the one he had been granted seemed to ignore so many minor annoyances. It always expanded to receive any object he placed into it, while the boxes made it simple to retrieve items no matter how many he stored inside.
The two of them left the room to walk to the chamber at the top of the crypt. They had carefully canvassed the entire structure to be sure that there were no other entrances and no chance that the undead would get past them, but Bloodwraith still felt a moment of uncertainty as they entered.
Fortunately, it appeared that everything had gone well. Gharavi knelt in the center of the circular chamber, power still glowing in the ritual circle around her. The half-orc woman was wearing her full combat armor, but she probably wouldn't have been able to fight - according to her box, the ritual had left her with only [Mana 6/98].
Before they stepped into the chamber, Bloodwraith couldn't help but let his eyes wander over the carvings on the walls. They depicted spheres that represented worlds, floating in a river of blood. At first he'd thought they might be a map of the many worlds, but eventually realized it was merely an artistic representation by the people who had created this ritual to try to pass between worlds.
When they entered, she looked up at them in surprise. "I just finished, how did... ah, the boxes informed you?"
"As soon as the ritual was finished, yes." Bloodwraith folded his arms over his chest and examined the remaining mana. Though he wasn't able to judge it too precisely, he would have needed to trust Gharavi's judgment on such specialized magic even in his old body. "Was it successful?"
"Indeed it was." Gharavi carefully picked a thin wand of bone off the floor at the exact center of the ritual and held it up for him to observe. He could feel the power, but instead of an explanatory box, the power within him delivered something very different.
[WARNING
A nearby object shows signs of non-trivial manipulation of AdventureCorp systems. Attempting to use such an item could interfere with your AdventureCorp experience, potentially even fatally. Please deliver the object to the nearest Return Point, where you will be given a reward commensurate with its rarity.]
By now he just willed the red box aside. Far from being warned, it was a sign they were on the right track. Though they could not manipulate magic between worlds with anything near the incredible power and skill of the box gods, by retrieving the power from these scattered rituals, they were slowly developing the tools to strike back at them on the same plane.
The boxes also reminded him that this "AdventureCorp" considered Gharavi to be a threat and wanted to reward him with raw power for killing her. Considering that Bloodwraith received raw power for basically everything he did, he wasn't tempted. Besides... as Gharavi got to her feet with a weary smile, he was reminded how pleasant it was to have another skilled magic-user around.
There was no indication that they'd finished the quest, however. Had their machinations finally triggered some kind of reaction from the boxes? Though the system operated mindlessly from within his soul, it did seem to have many precautions built into it. Just as he started to become concerned, Meara coughed from beside them.
"Uh, Bloodwraith? I think you're going to need to take the thing to complete the quest."
"Oh, is that all it is?" Bloodwraith stuck out a gauntlet. "Give it."
Gharavi glanced between them with a strange look on her face. "Really? It would be more secure if I kept hold of it..."
"We just need to fulfill the quest objective." Bloodwraith reached out and took the wand from her. He was careful not to damage it, since all he really cared about was the impending box...
[Quest Complete!
Complete the arcane ritual within the ruins.
Local Reputation +50
Reward: Arcane Artifact
EXP +10,000]
Ten thousand of the arbitrary Experience Points for that? Combined with the rewards he had received from all of the fights along the way, Bloodwraith was quite satisfied with their decision to search out the ritual here. He handed the wand back to Gharavi, who stared at him with a befuddled expression.
"Seriously? It makes a difference to the alien power if you just hold the wand for a bit?"
Bloodwraith only grunted, while Meara gave Gharavi a sly smile. "That's nothing - you should feel the surge of power that just went through him. Everything up to this moment was worth nothing aside from the combat, but when he got a reward item... that's when all the EXP kicked in. The only experience the Outsiders value is receiving rewards."
"I should stop being surprised." Gharavi rubbed her forehead roughly. "These Outsiders are even worse than the Aesidh."
While the two of them spoke, Bloodwraith summoned his personal box to consider his development.
[Name: Raigar
Race: Human
Class: Barbarian
Alignment: Good
Health: 262/262
Mana: 39/39
Weapon Mana: 9/9
Stamina: 166/166
Level: 15
EXP: 296,822/437,400
Statistics:
Might: 56 (62)
Vitality: 40 (43)
Quickness: 48 (53)
Intellect: 26
Charisma: 14
Willpower: 23 (25)
Wisdom: 17
Luck: 21
Piety: 1
Combat Skills: Cleave (11), Fist of Rage (14), Sword of Rage (12), Shout of Rage (9), Skill Enraging (8)
Skills: Two-handed Weapons (18), Evasion (15), Survivalism (7), Herbalism (8), Manual Labor (2), Swimming (2)
Special Skill: Undead Companion (18)
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, Sandstrider Ring
Items: Peasant's Outfit, Health Potion x9, Mana Potion x9, Failed Potion x9
Key Items: Amulet of Reincarnation, Scepter of Annihilation 
Money: 9 G, 57 S, 8 C]
Though watching his development was satisfying, Bloodwraith couldn't help but feel a bit frustrated that he had only gained one Level since the intense battle against Raigar. He told himself that it didn't really matter, especially since their work was taking them closer and closer to the true form of power that lay underneath the boxes themselves.
But the truth was that all the arbitrary numbers would probably matter in the end. Even if the method was artificial, the power it granted him was real. On top of that, Meara was convinced that the core power it granted him was an objective form of energy. Though the Outsider who had designed Raigar's body had been hard to comprehend, he must have had a reason for it beyond playing a silly game. Whatever happened, Bloodwraith thought that he would need this power.
His internal musings were interrupted by the sound of metal boots against the stone. He looked up in time to see Danniah rush into the room. Though the short woman's face was completely obscured by her ominous black helm, he could tell that she was anxious from the way she held herself.
"Bloodwraith! Everybody!" Danniah stopped a moment, leaning on her knees and panting for breath. "You've gotta come help Izzy!"
"What's going on?" Bloodwraith rushed to Danniah, pulling her to her feet and storming from the crypt with her. She had obviously sprinted to them and now gratefully leaned on him to catch her breath enough to talk.
"We were keeping watch... just like the plan... it was all easy enough, but there was actually a merchant caravan. Now, at first we hoped they'd just go away, but when they came closer, we decided to warn them away."
Now that she had caught her breath, Danniah started to lead the group, taking them down the mountain hill away from the crypt entrance. Bloodwraith glanced back to confirm that Gharavi and Meara were following - in fact, Meara was giving Gharavi a potion to restore her mana. That confirmed, he focused ahead for any sign of Izzy, not even minding that Danniah was rambling.
"It seemed like it was all gonna work like the plan, but there was this one guy in the wagon... I thought he was sick or something, but he lurched out and attacked. When he started attacking the merchants I, um, accidentally killed him. But he... kind of exploded, and then the others attacked, and Izzy..."
"Slow down!" Bloodwraith couldn't help but snap, now looking forward more desperately. "Explain the important parts." 
"The merchants turned into some sort of monsters and Izzy held them off so I could warn you!"
That was simple enough. Bloodwraith set out at a dead sprint toward the road, barely keeping an eye on his stamina box. Though Izzy was durable and repairable, he hated to think of her being harmed. Worse, something about the part Danniah had glossed over, not to mention the fear in her voice, had given him a deep sense of dread.
When he reached the merchant wagons, for a moment he saw only bloody chaos. There were dead bodies everywhere and the horses lay dead in their places. But soon he realized that there were several forms crawling across the ground, swarming around something. It could only be Izzy.
Bloodwraith let out a bellow and charged in, his greatsword swinging wildly. He couldn't attack with his full strength because he didn't want to hurt Izzy, but his attacks still sent the merchants flying in pieces. Whatever power was animating or controlling them, it should have been utterly destroyed by the force behind his attacks.
It wasn't.
One of the merchants, cut in half by his sword, began turning toward him. Both legs and torso struggled in his direction. They weren't animated by any necromantic energy or blood ritual... those would have been comforting. Instead Bloodwraith felt no magic at all - the pieces of the body were simply moving for no reason he could understand.
When the head turned toward him, its movements oddly smooth, he saw that instead of eyes the merchant body had only pools of silver. They were so clear he could almost see himself in them, and something in the silver made Bloodwraith feel an intense sense of revulsion.
His sword swung on instinct, decapitating the merchant. Yet when the head fell, it began to roll toward him under its own power, those silver eyes still staring at him.
Whatever had happened to the merchant, it didn't survive a blow with all his strength and mana behind it. The shattered fragments of the skull finally stopped moving, yet he couldn't get the memory of those eyes out of his head. Worse, there were even more bodies beginning to move toward him, all of them infected with the same unnatural power.
Something was deeply, horribly wrong about them. Other than the silver eyes and the corpses' inexplicable movements, Bloodwraith couldn't see anything overtly wrong. Perhaps the way the light and shadows played on their bodies, perhaps something in how smooth their movements were despite their mangled bodies. Whatever it was, it was unlike anything he'd seen before.
But defeating them was not the point. Bloodwraith instead looked past them to his true objective: Izzy.
His daughter's body had been torn apart, leaving her as only half a torso with one arm. Ghoul entrails hung down from her torso, staining the ground. The road was so covered in fragments of bodies that it was impossible to tell what was her body and what was those that had been torn apart.
In the middle of it all, Izzy beamed up at him, eyes gleaming. "Da! You came!"
"Of course I did." Bloodwraith stabbed through a caravan guard's arm crawling toward her and bent down to scoop her up. Unconcerned about being dismembered, Izzy wrapped her remaining arm around his neck.
As soon as she was secure, Bloodwraith backed up, eager to get away from those strange eyes and unnatural-
"Behind you!" He moved instantly at Meara's warning, stepping forward to evade even as he turned, but it wasn't quite fast enough.
One of the dead horses loomed behind him, mouth lunging out. Bloodwraith threw his arm out and the creature's jaw came down on it. Though the horse had only flat, dull teeth, they came down with such force that he felt pain even through his armor. When he tried to pull away, the creature was surprisingly strong. Worse than that, the horse's eyes were pure silver...
A bolt of lightning tore through the horse's body, tearing it apart. The head remained attached to his arm, however, still crushing down. Was his armor beginning to break? Bloodwraith knew that he should strike the head before it disabled his arm, but he was too shaken to react quickly enough.
Izzy let out a cry and propelled herself from his chest, slamming into the horse head. Even in reduced form, she could fling herself with considerable force, colliding with the severed horse head hard enough to knock it off his arm. Both tumbled down, but the sight of her falling forced Bloodwraith to act again.
He lunged out, grabbing Izzy out of the air even as he brought his greatsword to bear. When the head hit the ground, he immediately impaled it with his sword. That kept it in place, but if not for the assistance from the others...
Once he confirmed there was no immediate danger and that Izzy was fine, Bloodwraith glanced back. Gharavi had her custom built axe staff held at her shoulder, its ostensible blades shifted together to form the head of her staff. She sighted one more body and released a bolt of flame that consumed one of the remaining merchant corpses.
"Da!" Izzy pulled herself closer to put her head against his. Despite everything, she was smiling. "I don't know what those things are, but they're scary! That's why I told Danniah to go get you!"
"You made the right choice." Bloodwraith patted her on the head, but he couldn't help but look to the mangled wreckage of the merchant caravan. Just what the hell had any of this been? In both of his lives, as a lich or as an adventurer, he'd never heard of anything like this. It hadn't felt like any magic he'd ever known... it hadn't felt like magic at all.
Now that all threats were neutralized, Gharavi lowered her staff, though she kept it close. She glanced over at him. "What now, Bloodwraith?"
"Incinerate all the bodies." He was surprised how quickly he spoke and hesitated. "Wait... no, leave a harmless component for us to study. But only under secure conditions."
"I agree. These things..." She took a hand off her staff to her bone necklace. Though Bloodwraith couldn't sense any of the mana, he knew her necklace was attuned to Outsiders and other power from beyond their world. Did that mean this threat was also from beyond Alliandelle?
"This is odd," Meara said softly. She crouched down next to a severed leg, which began to wriggle across the ground toward her. "These things... do the boxes say anything, Bloodwraith?"
He tried to focus on them, yet nothing came. Usually the boxes were eager to describe every irrelevant object to him and he needed to suppress them, yet now they gave him nothing. Though he frowned and tried harder, they refused to give any information.
Realizing that his silence was an answer, Meara slowly reached out and touched the leg.
She immediately recoiled, her body shattering into several ghostly forms of herself. They all shook violently before snapping back together. Though unified in one body again, Meara staggered backward, eyes wide with shock.
Fortunately, there was no trace of silver in her eyes. Bloodwraith jerked his head toward Gharavi and she immediately understood, summoning flames to obliterate the remains.
Meanwhile, Danniah rushed to support Meara. "Are you okay, Meara?"
"I'll recover." But unlike usual, the taller woman actually leaned on Danniah. She closed her eyes for a long moment, and when she opened them and glanced toward Bloodwraith, they looked serious. "Whatever those things are... I don't think I should try to interact with them."
"Just... just what are they? I thought they must be some new kind of undead..." Danniah finally pulled off her helmet, eyes searching between the rest of them. "But if all of you don't know, does that mean they're something worse?"
Bloodwraith sighed. "If only they were undead. I'm not sure what these things are, but we can safely assume they come from outside our world."
"I agree." Gharavi finished scouring the wagon except for a single hand, which she trapped inside a jar. "There's Outsider magic involved but these things aren't Outsiders - I can't tell you more than that. I haven't run across anything like it."
For a while they all stared at the severed hand in the jar, which still attempted to scratch at the glass containing it. Though Bloodwraith's mind raced, he could come no closer to answers. Had their work to control the magic of worlds caused some sort of side effect? Perhaps the box gods had finally noticed his meddling? Or could this be something entirely unrelated?
He had no idea, but one issue was easier to address. Bloodwraith stepped forward and stopped Gharavi from stoppering the glass jar. "Don't leave the hand like that - it can crawl around too easily and that could work against us. Chop it up into fragments that are just large enough that it still tries to move, but is unable to do so."
Gharavi's eyebrows rose, but she moved to comply. "You're right, but I'm a bit disturbed that your mind went there instantly."
Bloodwraith shrugged. "I was a professional villain once."
With that, they all went silent. For a while he just wondered about his statement and what his life had become. Instead of conducting necromancy at the head of an undead horde, here he was with a mortal lover, a half-orc colleague, and a ghoul daughter. Not to mention Meara and the boxes buried deep within him.
But that was his life now. Bloodwraith set such matters aside and just focused on the remnants of the wagons as they burned.




Chapter 2
Though Bloodwraith was on edge for further attacks, nothing interfered on their way back to their campsite. Once Gharavi cast a few scrying spells and determined that it had not been disturbed, they finally settled in to rest after the difficult day.
Meara built a fire and pulled food out of her cloak - her ability to act as a merchant via the box system made traveling far more convenient than it should have been. They'd purchased a decent amount of food before they left the last town and it seemed to be in stasis while it was stored in her inventory, so she could simply pull out fresh food whenever they needed to eat.
After so long in his armor, taking it off was a relief. One of the irritations of fleshly bodies was that they generated so much heat, quickly becoming sticky and unpleasant inside armor. It took him some time to undo all the straps and remove the pieces of armor, too, which was always an inconvenience.
Meanwhile, Danniah simply activated the sphere on her belt and her heavy armor vanished, leaving her in comfortable cotton clothing underneath. Bloodwraith felt a moment of resentment that they'd never found a second artifact that allowed armor to be stored in that way, but it vanished as Danniah came over and helped him with his armor.
"We've gotta get you one of these too, huh?" Danniah smiled up at him as she helped pull off one of his gauntlets. "I could never go back to taking off and putting on all that armor again. It is so much easier this way." 
"It's also more secure in the case of surprise attacks," Bloodwraith said, which prompted a smile.
"Yes, that's true too." She leaned in to kiss him just briefly and Bloodwraith was reminded that though fleshly bodies had their inconveniences, they weren't entirely negative. But as Danniah pulled back and looked at the gauntlet she'd removed, she shook her head. "Wow, that horse actually crumpled the metal a little... that's a bit scary. Is your arm okay?"
"I'm too tough for it to break my arm." When he pulled off his enchanted gloves, however, he found that there was a bruise on his arm. It was only a mild pain, however, and he was more concerned about potential damage to his equipment. The Armor of the Tyrant was filled with powerful enchantments that were a significant boost to his overall strength, so he needed to keep the set intact.
After a gentle touch to his arm, Danniah headed over to the fire and began consuming all the food Meara would hand her. She needed to restore her reserves, after all. Though Bloodwraith felt a surge of hunger as well, he paused as he considered the fact that he had multiple different needs at the moment. Now that he had noticed the bruise it irritated him, so the question was how best to deal with it. A health potion would take care of it, but perhaps...
Leaving his armor behind, Bloodwraith instead walked to where Izzy's body sat. She was already regenerating and her left arm was intact again, but she remained a cheerful severed torso. Before he arrived she was watching the others eat with bright eyes, but when he got close she beamed at him.
"Hello, Da! Is your arm okay?"
"It will be fine. I just wanted to give you what I collected for you before I forgot." Bloodwraith reached into his Extra-dimensional Bag and began to pull out the skeleton corpses.
Levering her torso over to them, Izzy grabbed a femur and began to chew on it, her sharp teeth easily tearing up the bone. Though she didn't currently have a functioning digestive system, she didn't need it: her body operated off the raw power in the bodies. That was true of normal necromancy and doubly true of Izzy's "Necromancy Points", as the system termed them.
When Bloodwraith pulled out a severed leg from one of the final wights, Izzy's eyes went wide. "Ooh! Gimme, gimme!"
Had she been an undead minion he had created in the old days, Bloodwraith would have reprimanded her for such insolence. But... Izzy was his Izilthor, Great Devourer of Flesh. When he handed her the wight corpse and saw her begin tearing away strips of undead flesh eagerly, he found himself smiling fondly. 
"Ugh. Izzy, do you..." From across the fire, Danniah looked like she was going to be sick. "Can you eat somewhere else?"
"Okay, Danniah!" Izzy beamed, her smile cheerful and bloody. She then lifted herself up onto her arms and awkwardly tried to shuffle around to face the other direction. Though she was strong enough to do so, she tried to carry her current meal with her and ended up off balance.
Sighing, Bloodwraith bent down to pick her up underneath her arms. He kicked a log into position and sat down on it, facing away from the fire with Izzy in his lap. After squirming into a comfortable position, she went back to consuming all the undead flesh and bones put before her.
"Da..." She looked up at him seriously, despite the fact that she was talking with her mouth full. "What were those things?"
"I don't know, Izzy. We've never seen anything like that before."
"I bit some of em, but I couldn't eat em." Her face screwed up in disgust at the memory. "Their bodies tasted wrong, so I spat them out."
Though he kept his concern off his face, Bloodwraith began examining Izzy as carefully as he could, both with his senses and via the boxes. But she appeared to be the same as she had always been and the boxes warned of nothing unusual... though they didn't quite behave when it had come to that encounter. Still, Izzy seemed as cheerful and healthy as usual, so he felt slightly reassured.
"Oh!" She caught a glimpse of the bruise on his wrist and immediately swallowed her current mouthful. "You're still hurt! Let me help."
Izzy leaned close to his forearm and her teeth snapped in the air, immediately drawing away his pain. Though Bloodwraith was still a bit uncomfortable with spending Necromancy Points on the "Consume Injuries" trait, he had to admit that it could be effective. Since that was the path Izzy wanted to follow, they'd continued to invest her points in related skills.
Soon her body began to regenerate faster and she had a lot of corpses left to consume, so Bloodwraith left her to her meal. Instead he moved to the western side of the fire, where Gharavi was split between eating and examining her bone necklace. She nibbled delicately on a piece of meat, quite at odds with the stereotypes of her people, but it was obvious that she was mostly distracted by her magical concerns.
Bloodwraith sat down beside her and grabbed a hunk of meat heating over the fire. He chewed it for a while, but Gharavi seemed entirely absorbed in her thoughts, so eventually he spoke up. "Have you uncovered anything about them?"
"Hmm?" Gharavi glanced up toward him as if just seeing him and smiled instinctively, but then frowned back at her necklace. "I'd need more encounters to be uncertain, and the remnants we took aren't putting off enough magic. I'm sure there's a source of power from outside our world, but not sure where precisely it came from."
"It's not from Raigar's world, I'm sure of it. Everything in this 'AdventureCorp' system has always been identified by the boxes."
"They also identify everything in our world, don't they? I assumed they included general perceptive capabilities."
"That's likely true, but they didn't seem to work in the previous encounter. Perhaps the boxes aren't capable of understanding other magic that works between worlds."
Gharavi shook her head slowly, her food now entirely forgotten. "A good theory, but I'm not sure it entirely fits the evidence. Your boxes identified my manipulations, after all. But though there must be another detail we're missing, I think your general idea is still correct. Whatever infected those merchants and the horse, it came from outside our world and it was designed to have some effect here."
"Infected?" The latter part of her statement was more important overall, but he had presumed as much. Her choice of "infected" made him more apprehensive.
"Right, I asked Danniah more about what happened. It seems that originally only one person in the caravan was acting unusual, but after he exploded, all of them began attacking. The most logical explanation is that the Outsider magic infected them in some way."
"Troubling." Bloodwraith paused for a time to wolf down more meat as he considered the problem. His largest concern should have been the exact magical methodology behind the effect, yet he found his mind wandering in another direction. "Is there a chance that any of us could be infected?"
"We should stay on our guard, but I don't think so. Meara doesn't think she has lasting effects and I checked Danniah carefully. But I wanted to ask you if Izzy was clear of effects, since she's not really my specialty."
"I confirmed that nothing is wrong with her." Having some sort of enemy infection that spread via unknown vectors was deeply uncomfortable, but he had no choice but to move forward until they could acquire more information. Part of him hoped that he would never again encounter a strange silver-eyed creature, but the rest of him doubted that could happen.
They sat and ate for a while, their minds going over the problem even though they knew they wouldn't solve it in one night. Once the edge was taken off his hunger, Bloodwraith reached around the fire to pick up his damaged gauntlet and examined it himself before he showed it to Gharavi.
[Gauntlets of the Tyrant
Armor: 7
Might +1, Quickness +1
Durability: 31/50
Rarity: Rare
NOTE: This item is part of a unique set.]
When the box flickered in his vision, he was surprised to note that the item's "Durability" rating had dropped so much. Some of his more primitive equipment had deteriorated over the course of battles, but his heavily enchanted armor had barely been damaged. In fact, he was almost certain that it had been rated 46/50 before the battle.
Regardless, he extended the gauntlet in her direction. "Though the boxes say it's still intact, it has clearly been damaged. Can you repair it?"
"That might be difficult." Gharavi took the gauntlet from him and ran her fingers over the crumpled metal. "There's some damage to the enchantments and I can definitely repair that, but I'm no blacksmith. Since the enchantments are holding, I think the damaged shape is actually the biggest problem for you."
"I can handle that." Meara spoke from across the fire and they both turned to look at her. Though Meara had been in a speculative mood ever since the encounter, now she seemed fully present with them.
Still, he had to raise an eyebrow. "You can restore damaged metalwork? That's going rather far outside your capacity as an herb-gatherer."
"Ah, but you forget I have a skill called 'Repair' - with such a vague name, I'm pretty sure that it can operate flexibly." Meara caught the gauntlet when Gharavi tossed it to her and began to turn it over in her hands. "Yes, I should be able to restore it, though I'll let you handle the enchantment. Just give me some time."
"Why would the box gods set up such a system?"
"Your guess is as good as mine, but my guess? If the Outsiders are like Raigar, they don't want to deal with complicated details."
"Except when it comes to managing inventory and acquiring arbitrary points."
Meara's smile flashed from across the fire. "Yes, they clearly love those. But I don't think they want to go to multiple stores, they just want all their equipment repaired simply and easily. Anyway, give me time to consider the details and I should have your gauntlet as good as new."
Bloodwraith nodded, satisfied that his unique equipment wasn't in serious danger. Unfortunately, that left him with nothing to think about but the core issues before them. "Have you learned anything about them since the fight?"
"I'm afraid not." Meara stuck the gauntlet into her cloak and sighed. "I think you're both right that they come from outside the boxes, because the fragments of the system that remain inside me just don't react to them in a normal way."
"Yes, that seems to be consistent."
"Not entirely. Did you get 'Experience Points' when you defeated them?"
Abruptly Bloodwraith realized that he hadn't even received a victory notification. They had annoyed him so much for so long, it should have been a relief, yet he found himself discomforted. It had been a difficult battle, yet if he had received no reward... that would make these foes more dangerous in a completely different way. He hastily raised his personal box again and examined the relevant section.
[Level: 15
EXP: 301,376/437,400]
Bloodwraith realized with dismay that he had become reliant on the boxes to handle all such tedious numbers for him and couldn't remember his exact EXP value from before the battle. He hadn't entirely turned his brain over to the boxes, however, and he had a mind that soaked up numbers. So he was fairly certain had received a reward, yet there had been no box to declare it.
"What does that mean?" Having finished her meal, Danniah now looked at them from across the fire. "Did Bloodwraith not get any benefits from the fight?"
"I did, but they weren't announced." Bloodwraith folded his arms across his chest and scowled. "This is unacceptable."
To his surprise, Meara laughed. "You're disappointed you don't have enough boxes? Clearly, some terrible Outsider magic has taken control of our dear Bloodwraith."
"Hmph, I only want the system to display accurate information. If the power of the boxes is one of our greatest assets, then I want to take advantage of it efficiently."
Though it looked like Meara might be ready to snark at him further, Gharavi appeared more thoughtful and spoke in a soft voice. "That's evidence in the opposite direction of what we were considering earlier, pointing to the universality of the system set up within you. I'm not sure what to think of it."
Bloodwraith wasn't sure either, so he kept silent. None of the others said anything either, leaving Danniah shifting uncomfortably. "So... what do we do now?"
When no one spoke up, Bloodwraith realized that someone needed to take the lead. Despite the ways that the encounter had made him uncomfortable, their path was obvious.
"The plan doesn't change: we need to find locations where people attempted to use magic to pierce between worlds and absorb the power they left there. Our secondary goal was always to gain more information about the box gods without drawing their attention directly. Now we just need to gather information about whatever this phenomenon is as well."
That statement seemed to comfort Danniah, while Gharavi nodded at the basic logic of his plan. He left unsaid that they likely needed to gather power in order to have a chance against beings who could manipulate the world to such an extent. They all knew that... especially Meara, who had withdrawn into herself again.
"Hey!" Izzy popped up beside the fire, having regrown her body and pulled on a new robe. "Can I eat with you?"
Danniah's smile wobbled uncomfortably. "Uh, Izzy, I like you, but the way you eat..."
"No, can I try to eat your food?"
"Oh! Sure, why not?" Danniah picked up a hot piece of meat and extended it, so Izzy hopped in to grab it, then sat down between Danniah and Bloodwraith. She began munching away, going through the bone as well as the meat, but it was obvious she was making an effort not to eat too messily. Danniah examined her carefully. "Well? What do you think?"
"It tastes okay." Izzy swallowed and gave a broad smile. "It's not as tasty as corpses, but it has a nice flavor."
"That's... uh, that's good, I guess."
Since they couldn't make progress on the central mysteries facing them without more information, the five of them just relaxed and chatted for the rest of the night. Despite all the potential threats, Bloodwraith found himself relaxing in a way that he'd never been able to as a lich. Being with other people was strange and he once would have detested it, yet he found it strangely comfortable now.
Except that everything he had gained was under threat from Outsiders who wanted to manipulate his world in terrible ways. And lich or barbarian, villain or adventurer, one thing about Bloodwraith had not changed:
Those who threatened him must be destroyed.
~ ~ ~
They spent nearly a tenday traveling in search of their next ruin, and each day Bloodwraith grew less concerned about an attack and more worried about their progression overall. Before, it had taken them entire months to find another location where they could extract the necessary Outsider magic and it hadn't concerned him. Now, he became worried that there was an invisible hourglass counting down the time remaining to them.
As usual, once they got their day started, they began traveling along the little-used paths of the wastelands northeast of Manascas. His assumption had been that the unoccupied areas would be more likely to have intact ruins from the past, particularly in an area with so much atmospheric mana. It had turned out well enough and they had found several, but the dusty landscapes grew tiring quickly.
The one positive was that he could always find decent conversation with his companions. That was one thing his old life as a lich hadn't been able to provide, so he appreciated it. Currently, however, Meara was focused inward and Danniah was talking to Izzy. Wanting to leave them to their tasks, Bloodwraith sped up and moved to join Gharavi in the front of their group.
She walked carefully, her hand always touching her bone necklace in the hopes of sensing a slight hint of Outsider magic. Unfortunately, though the necklace was extremely well-crafted, it still didn't have much of a range and the feedback seemed very unclear at times.
"Nothing yet?"
"Not yet." Gharavi sighed and dropped her necklace. The way she rubbed her eyes and then glanced at him suggested that she had been focusing for too long. "There's no guarantee we'd find another already, of course, but I feel as though we're obligated to find one as soon as possible now."
"Heh. I was just thinking exactly the same thing."
"Can we see about calibrating the spells again tonight? I'm concerned that they're getting off track."
"Of course." Bloodwraith glanced over at her, eyes wandering to the Extra-dimensional Bag at her waist. It wasn't as potent as his, but what he cared about was what it held... "Any progress with the severed remains?"
"Nothing at all, I'm afraid. I subjected a few pieces to tests, but they were either nonreactive or the process destroyed them. So those that remain are utterly unchanged."
"Utterly unchanged? You mean that they haven't decayed?"
Gharavi's eyes widened and her hand jammed into her bag, pulling out the jar to stare at it. "Yes, you're correct. I had been assuming... are these undead in some way? Or magically preserved?"
"You would be better able to determine if there are preservation spells, but I can confirm they aren't undead. They're alive, just..." Bloodwraith's mind didn't want to think about the magic, but his old self was too eager. He reached out to take the jar from her, observing the severed pieces of the hand. "They're stopped. As if they're separated from all normal effects."
"Oh, and that would explain why some of the spells failed! This is fascinating..." Gharavi smiled at him, but only briefly, soon submerging herself into the mental puzzle again. "It's just a working hypothesis that will require confirmation, but I think whatever happened separated the victims from part of our world. They're... out of phase, perhaps."
"Mana phasing? That's rather elaborate theory."
"A month ago, I would have told you it was just idle theory for academic wizards to amuse themselves. But this... yes, this is clearly a similar phenomenon, if not the same thing. If it wasn't potentially important to our survival, I would love to study this for its own sake." 
"Once we deal with these impertinent Outsiders, you'll be able to."
Though Gharavi smirked at his tone, her expression was affectionate instead of mocking. After a moment, her eyebrows knitted together as a new thought occurred to her. "You know... I think in some ways this effect is the opposite of the power implanted in you. Your box system creates new connections to the world, while this magic separates them. Perhaps they're different applications of similar principles of the type of magic that can influence between worlds."
"An intriguing theory, but rather lacking in supporting evidence. I'd be reluctant to believe it until we can test for ourselves." Bloodwraith glanced around the wastelands and growled. "And right now, it doesn't look like we'll be able to run any tests."
"No, but it's only a matter of time."
Apparently refreshed by their conversation, Gharavi began working with her bone necklace again. She frowned this time and walked a few steps with her eyes closed, concentrating on the results, but in the end it seemed to come to nothing. Resigning himself to a long march, Bloodwraith just walked alongside her.
Before they had gone too far, however, Meara floated up between them. "Southeast." Her voice was very soft, as if she spoke from a great distance, but as she returned to them, she seemed confident. "I can't promise you I'm right, but I think we have a shot at finding something to the southeast."
"I considered that direction," Gharavi said, "but discarded the slight fluctuation as just random noise. If your intuition says southeast, we can give it another shot."
They nodded to each other and began to move in that direction, but to Bloodwraith's surprise, the last two members of their party came up beside them. Danniah looked between them as if for permission to speak, and though he rolled his eyes beneath his helmet, Bloodwraith nodded for her to go on.
"We had an idea about that," Danniah said. "It seems to me that we spend a lot of time going a little ways in one direction to test, then heading back if it doesn't work out. Could we have Izzy scout ahead?" Behind her, Izzy nodded eagerly.
Meara and Gharavi glanced at one another, then to him. Because they thought it was his decision to make, or because Izzy was involved? Either way, he knew what his answer was.
"You can scout to the southeast, Izzy, but don't take any foolish risks." He bent down to put a hand on her shoulder. "If you run into serious trouble, send me a request to gain a new trait that's completely useless and we'll come as soon as we can."
"Okay, Da!" Izzy gave them all a razor sharp smile and then dashed away, leaving a trail of dust behind her as she headed out into the wasteland. Though there were few wild animals out here and having her scout ahead would be more efficient, he still found himself hoping that she would be alright. It was a feeble emotion of a fleshly body.
He did hope that she would be alright, though.
"That's actually a clever idea." Meara walked up beside him, eyes following Izzy as she disappeared in the craggy landscape. "You could potentially develop a much more elaborate system. Choose a specific set of traits and give each one a specific message. That way she could convey significantly more information from a distance."
Bloodwraith chuckled. "Using the box gods' boxes against them? I approve."
Danniah tapped a finger against her lips thoughtfully. "What if she actually wanted to gain that trait, though? Couldn't that lead to problems?"
"Believe me, we would have no trouble choosing traits that Izzy would never need, even given an infinite amount of time. The imbecilic boxes generate all manner of absurd traits."
"Maybe we should actually do it, then! We're all traveling together right now, but in the future if we need to do more complex maneuvers, information could be key."
"It's more than that." As they continued walking, Gharavi examined him with a new light in her eyes. "These boxes communicate as quickly as the fastest spells, yet they're untraceable and likely unblockable. Instant communication without such restrictions could fundamentally change some conflicts."
Meara smirked. "Are you going to suggest that Bloodwraith give up adventuring entirely, pop out a bunch of undead children, and set up a messaging business? Bloodwraith, Mailboy Extraordinaire!"
"You jest, but this system has great potential. Bloodwraith, how rapidly can these boxes appear? If we associated each trait with a letter of the alphabet and sent them in quick succession, we could communicate nearly any message..."
Before Bloodwraith could answer, Danniah groaned. "Don't you think that's a little much? Maybe we can stick to scouting for now?"
Though it looked like Gharavi was set to argue for her messaging system extensively, Bloodwraith decided to cut it off there. If they were going to face dangerous threats, then one of their highest priorities was extracting as much EXP from their movements as possible. He'd come up with an idea along those lines that he hoped would be useful.
"Meara, do you think you could turn finding a ritual site into a quest?"
"Hmm." She pondered that for a moment, her eyes going unfocused as she looked within herself. "Perhaps. I already make quests for finishing the ritual, but given the difficulty of finding new locations... yes, the two are very close together, but I think we can do both."
"Do it, then. Regardless of if this is a false trail, we can still complete the quest in time."
Meara clasped her hands together and batted her eyelashes at him. "Oh, mighty Bloodwraith! Please help this poor maiden find a site for a world-spanning ritual!"
Beside them, Gharavi shot Meara a glance. "It doesn't work unless you put on that whole act?"
"Oh, no, that's just for fun."
Bloodwraith ignored them both and waited for the box to appear. Though Meara could grant quests for many things, the process was inexact and the box gods didn't allow for unlimited manipulation. Still, he was hopeful that he would receive a quest in this case.
[Quest Accepted!
Find the nearest site that was used for an Outsider ritual.
Rewards: EXP, Meara Affection]
He grunted in satisfaction at the terms of the quest, since by definition there must be some site that was closest, even if they were in entirely the wrong location. Even if the amount of EXP wasn't large, it was still an additional boost he wouldn't receive otherwise. The only odd thing...
"Why does the quest include 'Meara Affection' as a reward?" he asked.
Meara batted her eyelashes at him again. "Because ancient ritual sites make me swoon, of course!"
Before they could say anything else, a cloud of dust appeared above the crags again. Izzy already, though he shouldn't have been surprised, given that they had been regularly increasing her Quickness statistic via Necromancy Points. Since there had been no skill request of any kind, most likely all had gone well.
When Izzy ran up to them, however, her face looked a bit troubled. "Umm... I found something, but I don't think it's what we want."
"What do you mean?" Bloodwraith asked.
"I found an old area, but in the middle there's just... nothing. Weird nothing. It doesn't smell like anything, and nothing smells like nothing." Izzy shifted uncomfortably, looking over her shoulder. "Except the strange people who attacked us. They didn't smell like anything either." 
The rest of them glanced at each other, then wordlessly went to follow her.




Chapter 3
Though their group liked to chatter, and Bloodwraith had to admit that he didn't always hate it, he liked the way they could change when necessary. All of the banter drained away as they prepared for the possibility of an encounter. Danniah had been wearing her armor regularly, but put her helm over her head again. Meara slid her hands into her cloak. Gharavi took her axe staff off her back and shifted it into casting position.
Izzy led them through the wasteland easily, tracing her old path. It was difficult going at times and he was glad that they'd had her scout. Perhaps they would have arrived earlier if they'd all gone in this case, but over the long term it would be a more effective strategy for searching.
"Up here!" Izzy waved for them to follow her onto rougher crags, hopping between them to reach the top of a small hill. The others followed with less jumping, and Bloodwraith had to help Danniah up some of the larger cliffs. It was difficult going, but in the end they reached the top, which appeared to be completely empty.
As soon as Bloodwraith reached the top, he understood why Izzy had said what she did and led them here.
An empty space stretched beneath the hill, one that could easily have contained a structure like a burial chamber or crypt. Instead, there was nothing. Not simply more craggy wasteland, but utterly smooth ground. It looked as though some giant stone had flattened everything into a concave hollow, then vanished. After seeing more wasteland than he ever wanted to see again, Bloodwraith was certain that this shape couldn't have occurred naturally.
"That's the part that smells like nothing." Izzy crouched at the top of the hill, staring down suspiciously. "I didn't go onto it in case it was a trap."
"That was the correct decision." Bloodwraith turned to the others and folded his arms. "What do we think?"
There was no question that it wasn't a coincidence, since Gharavi was testing her bone necklace with wide eyes. She didn't seem capable of speaking, however, entirely absorbed in her work. Danniah could only shrug, while Meara's eyes were closed. When she finally opened them, she had a strange look.
"There's nothing under there," Meara said. "No crevices, no animal holes, nothing. I'm not really attuned to traps, especially magic ones, but it feels like solid rock."
"It's not just rock." Gharavi began walking down the hill, still working to test the ambient magic. "This area has heavy Outsider influence. Almost as strong as yours, Bloodwraith, but fading instead of active. Cover me while I test this." 
Bloodwraith headed after her, examining the area cautiously. He didn't sense any threats either, yet he found himself deeply uneasy. When Gharavi stepped onto the smooth stone, he prepared to grab her and pull her back if necessary, but there was no need. The landscape remained just ordinary stone and nothing attacked, so after a time he stepped onto the stone after her.
It was subtle, but something changed. Not like a magical effect or anything else he could pin down, but something was different. The sun felt a bit less hot and the wind was quieter around them. He found himself overwhelmed by the surreal feeling, his mind scrabbling to grasp something too slippery to be pinned down...
[Quest Complete!
Find the nearest site that was used for an Outsider ritual.
Meara Affection +NaN
EXP +5000]
After a surprised pause, Bloodwraith snorted. Trust the boxes not to care about the surreal or unworldly: he had found the location, so he'd finished the quest. Though it didn't change the facts of their situation, the quest notification did force his mind to fully reengage. 
Since the formation was unnatural and both Gharavi and Izzy noted its strangeness, the simplest explanation for all the facts was that some Outsider power had manipulated this area. That left them with an essential but unanswerable question: why? Though he found himself wondering if there had once been a crypt or ritual here and it had been erased, he didn't want to jump to conclusions.
"There's definitely Outsider magic remaining here," Gharavi said, crouching in the center of the depression. "I want to capture it or get more information, but it's slipping away..."
"Could it be stored in something?" Bloodwraith asked.
"A good thought, but the only suitable containment device I have prepared is the wand, and I don't want to risk the power we've gathered."
"Something to consider for next time, then. What about the remains?"
"Hmm." Gharavi pulled the jar out of her Extra-dimensional Bag and glanced at it, then shook her head and set it down on the ground. "Not suitable."
Slightly disappointing, but he had expected that. Bloodwraith looked away from the useless fragments to scan the area again... and found his gaze wandering back.
The fragments of the hand were trembling.
On instinct he grabbed his greatsword and unhooked it from his back, spinning in place to look for a threat. None appeared at first, but then he heard a slight gasp from Danniah. When he turned, he saw that she had drawn her mace and shield and was facing one of the entrances to the concave area.
Three silver-eyed figures approached. Their clothing made them appear to be slavers, yet the way they moved was unnatural, throwing their limbs forward as if they didn't entirely understand how they worked. Yet they were making good time moving toward them, completely silently. As Bloodwraith stared, he realized something even stranger: their shadows extended in the wrong direction, stretching out toward his group as if the sun was behind them.
"Bloodwraith?" Danniah called for him without looking away from them, so he moved up beside her. Izzy drew her knives and moved alongside them, while Meara drifted behind them. Usually she ignored combat entirely, so her movement made him nervous.
"You there!" Bloodwraith knew it was probably useless, but he decided to call out at the figures anyway. "What is your purpose here?"
There was no answer, the three figures simply continued lurching forward.
"If you or whatever controls you would speak with us, speak! Otherwise, we will cut you down!"
As expected, it was futile. Bloodwraith sighed and extended a hand, releasing a Fist of Rage into the first of the figures.
To his surprise, it only rocked backward slightly instead of being blown off its feet. These things were tough. Bloodwraith used more mana to Enrage the skill and released it again, this time knocking down the figure. The other two began to lurch toward them with disturbing speed, crossing the remaining distance in a flash.
The first was on him quickly, but Izzy intercepted it, running low to the ground. She stabbed into one leg and jerked up, flipping the being off its feet. When it hit the ground she immediately followed, stabbing it through the back, but the second figure was moving toward her with arms outstretched. Though he tried to move, Bloodwraith realized he couldn't get his greatsword in place in time.
Fortunately Danniah slammed into the figure, her Shield Impact skill sending it tumbling away. Yet Bloodwraith realized they had a bigger problem: the enemy that Izzy had stabbed was trying to claw at her, its limbs jerking backward behind its back at unnatural angles. Izzy grimaced and was forced to retreat as it landed several blows, which meant it was getting up.
Bloodwraith cut the being in half. That might not kill it, but the remaining pieces were much less capable of moving. He chopped off its limbs to further neutralize it, but at that moment heard a cry of distress from Danniah.
She was still trying to defend their back, but both of the other enemies were again on their feet and trying to flank her. Izzy rushed to strike at one, yet it didn't allow itself to be distracted. The figure kept moving toward Danniah except to swipe at Izzy when she got close. 
"Izzy, wait. I need you to take one off its feet again." Bloodwraith spoke in a low voice to her while he gathered all the mana in his sword and prepared to use an Enraged slash. As soon as it was ready, he called out to Danniah. "Shield bash the one on the left, now!"
Nodding, Danniah had to shuffle a bit but then managed to do so. That left her open on the right and the figure immediately lurched toward her, limbs flailing. Fortunately, Izzy understood the spirit of his instructions and moved without needing a command, rushing in and cutting off one of the figure's legs.
As it fell, Bloodwraith jumped on top of it, his boots pinning its arms to the ground and his sword going through its remaining leg without expending any mana. Though the limbs struggled against him, the creature wasn't powerful enough to overcome his strength. Izzy immediately darted in, slashing through its body until it could only wriggle in place.
The last remaining figure jerked itself to its feet again, dangling like a puppet. But that was what the Enraged slash was for: Bloodwraith unleashed it on the creature as it moved to attack Danniah and the burst of force tore it in half, sending pieces scattering over the unnatural rock.
"Danniah, come here and bash this one's head in." Bloodwraith jerked his head down toward the one they had pinned. Though she blanched, Danniah hastened to do as he asked. It took several blows, but when she smashed the head into pieces, the torso finally went still. The other limbs still fought, but those were not a threat while pinned.
Though Bloodwraith still deeply disliked the feel of these creatures, the encounter had allowed him to understand them to a significant degree. He knew that blunt force was more effective than cutting them apart, for example. But perhaps the most important thing was that they hadn't reacted at all when he'd told Danniah to strike the one on the left: that meant that they truly were incapable of speech. These enemies were powerful and disturbing, but mindless.
Working together with Danniah and Izzy, they set about neutralizing the bodies. It would have been easier with Gharavi's spells, but she was still completely absorbed in her work. Once two were completely still, Bloodwraith impaled the torso of the last one with his sword and stared down at it.
Those silver eyes gazed up at him, utterly blank. The creature struggled to reach him, teeth snapping, yet there was no rage or feral intensity. It simply intended to kill him with an utterly singular will.
"Just what are you?" Bloodwraith didn't expect an answer, but that was the essential question. So long as this threat had no name, its disturbing effects would be enhanced. Surely if the boxes were eager to categorize everything, he could force them on this as well. "Lackadaisical boxes, I command you: name these entities!"
His words did no good, but the force of will behind them did. A box slowly flickered into being, trembling a little like Meara's boxes had at first, but gradually becoming readable.
[Fellsilvered Slaver
Level: ???
WARNING: High threat anomaly detected. Contact AdventureCorp at the nearest Return Point.]
So the boxes termed this a "Fellsilvered" enemy? Not the most imaginative name, but he would take it - after all, if he was honest it was probably not the box gods that created the term, but his own mind. It struck him as adequate, because the adjective could also apply to other entities, such as the horse.
"Uh, Bloodwraith? You want me to bash this one too?" Danniah stood beside him, waving her mace a little as if to demonstrate. After a moment he nodded and pulled back.
"Yes, I merely needed to learn more about our enemy. But now that I have forced the boxes to acknowledge them, we should neutralize them completely."
"Great. Then just keep it there, I'll smash it..." She moved into position and brought her mace down hard, demolishing the head.
Good. Now that they were eliminated-
[Victory! You received 3484 EXP and three Fellsilvered corpses.]
Apparently now that the boxes had acknowledged them, they would be counted as official battles as well. Though it made no difference in the power he gained, he preferred to receive an objective notification. Bloodwraith insisted to himself that this was not because he was becoming a glorified number merchant like the box gods, but because the victory notification could carry important information. 
It surprised him slightly that the box declared that they'd received three corpses, considering that they had no use. He glanced toward Izzy, but it seemed that she was already thinking along similar lines. She picked up one of the smashed arms and bit it gingerly, but then threw it away with a look of distaste.
Meanwhile, with the threat gone, Bloodwraith could only hope that this had all been worth it. He turned back to Gharavi and found her speaking in a low voice with Meara. When he approached, they cut off their conversation and turned to look at him.
"The energy here is fading," Gharavi said. "Some magical effect occurred here in the past, possibly days ago. There's no way to know for sure how long its been, since I don't know the original intensity."
"And that effect created this unusual formation?" Bloodwraith asked.
"Most likely. it would be premature to say the reason for sure, but I suspect that there was something here and it has been... erased."
"Do you think those Fellsilvered creatures - that is the term I forced the boxes to give them - could have been involved?"
"Impossible to say."
Meara looked between the two of them thoughtfully before speaking. "I can't help but notice one thing: we've run into these things only twice, both times right next to a ritual involving magic between worlds. Outsider creatures near Outsider magic... I seriously doubt that's a coincidence."
"Hmm. That seems likely." Bloodwraith folded his arms and considered the matter. "Unfortunately, we don't know which way the causality runs. One might cause the other, or they could just as easily both be products of the same phenomenon. Unless you've uncovered something else, Gharavi?"
"I'm not sure." She touched her bone necklace again, but it was just a subconscious habit. "However, thanks to all of you covering for me during the fight, I did get a strong reading on the magical signature this time. It's Outsider magic, but definitely not the same as your box system. It strikes me as Aesidh magic, but not quite the same as the last one."
"When we confronted that Aesidh previously, he implied that they have several factions. Could this be magic from another one of the 'Courts' he referenced?"
Gharavi gave him an appreciative nod. "Yes, I'd thought the same. Do you remember exactly what he said?"
"He said he was part of the 'Wandering Court' and referenced a 'Mirror Court' with the implication that they were more involved with this world. But both are distinct from the world from which Raigar hailed."
They remained silent for a time, simply lacking sufficient information to draw conclusions. It was a significant step forward, but Bloodwraith couldn't help but note that they had failed to find a ritual. The boxes at least believed that this had once been a site where they could have gained more Outsider magic, so he had the grim feeling that this Fellsilver phenomenon might be eliminating their opportunities.
Before they could consider that for too long, he felt Izzy tug on his arm. "Da? I think there's somebody coming. I can smell them, but they smell strange."
"Then we should hide ourselves." Bloodwraith turned to the others, but they had all gathered close together enough to hear. Gharavi quickly burned away the corpses and blood, leaving the concave stone surface as blank as it had been before they arrived, then they hastened to hide themselves in the crags.
Most of them were hidden deep in a crevice, but Bloodwraith put himself first and watched. His tension stretched for some time before it turned to boredom: Izzy had clearly sensed the arrival quite early. He found his mind wandering over the issue and realized that they hadn't completely balanced the magical traces they'd left behind. The stone area looked superficially the same, but sufficiently astute magical senses could tell the difference.
Then someone arrived and all such thoughts vanished. It was a woman, and he knew her. 
It had been many months since the last time he had seen her, and it felt like a lifetime ago, but she was familiar. The last time he'd seen her had been in the Forest of Beginnings, where she had appeared alongside other strange figures to try to guide him into the world. Since those figures had been within that unnatural forest, he had assumed that he would never see them again.
Elleane, that was her name. She had been the one telling him to become a great hero and follow a righteous path. Given everything he had learned about Raigar since then, this did not incline him to trust her even slightly.
While they watched, the woman walked into the center of the unnatural stone, her armor gleaming. She'd had her sword drawn, but now sheathed it at her waist. Putting her hands on her hips, she looked around the area as if slightly puzzled. When she began to scan her surroundings carefully, Bloodwraith raised a hand and edged backward, pushing all of them deeper into the crevice.
When he dared to look again, he saw that Elleane was walking around the area as if observing it. She seemed a bit frustrated, then eventually tossed her blond hair in irritation and moved away. For a time he didn't react, uncertain what to think of this new development.
Then he looked back, finding all the others watching. Most of them had no real expression, but Meara's eyes held a flicker of recognition. Bloodwraith wanted to talk to her later, but for now he focused on Gharavi instead and spoke in a low voice.
"What information did you get from her?"
"I didn't try to magically scan her in case she had special defenses," Gharavi said, "but my necklace reacted. She doesn't feel like an Outsider, but there's definitely a hint of something else. More like you than like the Aesidh."
"That isn't surprising: I met her before in the unnatural forest where Raigar was meant to enter the world."
Several of them drew in sharp breaths, but in the end it was Danniah who spoke. "So what do we do now?"
Raigar snorted. "There's no question of that: we follow her."




Chapter 4
As they kept up their ruthless pace, Danniah started to become worried that she would fall behind. If not for the sphere that held her armor, she would have been exhausted at the end of every day. It was difficult enough keeping up with everyone else, with her shorter legs, so a huge amount of additional weight would have been too much.
Normally Danniah didn't think about her height very often, but as they marched after the strange woman day after day, she couldn't help but notice. Bloodwraith could just take ridiculously huge steps all the time. Gharavi loped along at an easy run and she was pretty tall anyway. Meara sort of floated, because she cheated. Izzy was shorter, yet she was so short and light that she was the fastest of the group. So all Danniah could do was keep up with everyone via sheer willpower.
Shielding her eyes against the sun, she tried to look forward to their target. It was impossible to see the woman from here, of course, regardless of her height. Though this Elleane woman marched straight through the wasteland, they still couldn't risk getting too close to her or she might notice them. Even Gharavi and Meara didn't do anything special to track her, just in case.
So far, however, she had cut across the wastelands to the southwest, as if she was heading to Manascas. If they were really going there, Danniah wouldn't complain. Even with the sphere making her armor easier to handle, all the travel was still wearing on her. A bath in a real city would be great.
Apparently Bloodwraith and Meara knew this woman and she might be connected to Raigar's people, but Danniah wasn't sure. From the few times she'd caught a glimpse, Elleane just seemed like a normal lady knight. A bit shinier perhaps, with armor that must be magically protected from the grime, but she didn't look anything like those awful "Fellsilver" creatures.
They continued on as the sun set and it grew colder, yet they kept moving. Their target seemed nearly tireless, marching through the wasteland day after day. Following her meant pushing harder than before, though they'd only run into a few weak monsters, so in a way that was easier. Still, Danniah longed for the end of the day.
"Stopping!" Izzy popped up in front of them with a smile and Danniah breathed a sigh of relief. Elleane at least slept for a normal amount of time, so they had finally gotten a break.
All of them gathered together, not daring to make a fire and just eating food that Meara pulled out of her cloak. Danniah ate a bunch as quickly as possible, then retreated from the others to get ready. If she was going to keep up with everyone, she needed to take every single opportunity to train.
As Danniah got out her mace and set to work, she saw Izzy scamper away again. Since Izzy could go without sleep, she always went to watch Elleane, just in case something strange happened. So far there had been nothing unusual, but a couple of times Elleane had woken at an ungodly early hour and all of them had needed to stumble out of bed to follow her. At least that was made easier by the fact that Izzy could send Bloodwraith implicit messages, just like they'd all talked about.
None of that mattered to her work, though, so Danniah set it out of mind. Instead she filled her head with the work of striking with her mace. She used one of her old ones, slamming it into the stone earth repeatedly, dulling the spikes but sharpening her skills.
Just attacking a little more wasn't enough, though, not if she wanted to keep up. Danniah tried to reach deep inside and find the flame kindling inside her, yet as usual it seemed out of reach. She had learned how to use mana for the sake of her shield bashing skill, but using it in this way was completely different.
Every time she remembered the incident, her body felt warm again. She had fallen under the swarm of the undead and for a moment she had truly feared death. But just as everything went dark, the amulet that Bloodwraith had given her had broken. The pain of her wounds had begun to burn, and she had burned along with them. For a moment, she had been a being of pure flame, her body reborn in fire.
That memory was still so clear, yet she couldn't grasp hold of that power again. She could feel that she was stronger and more durable, thanks to the amulet's permanent enchantment, yet she felt that she should be able to do more. Danniah slammed her mace into the ground with a frustrated cry and left it lying there. 
"Are you alright, Danniah?" The voice startled her and she looked up to find Bloodwraith walking up behind her. Danniah blushed as she realized how distracted she had been. Did she look like a petulant child, slamming her weapon into the rock uselessly?
"Sorry, Bloodwraith. I'm just practicing."
"What are you trying?" He walked over and picked up her mace, examining it thoughtfully. Now that she truly looked at it for the first time, her practice mace had really become a mangled lump of metal.
"Well... I just feel like I'm not able to help in fights as much as I should. I think I'm good at defending, but I have a hard time finishing anyone off." She squirmed as his gaze fell on her, as intense as always. "Hitting people with my shield usually knocks them over, but not out. And my mace might as well be useless most of the time."
"That's a somewhat inaccurate self-evaluation."
Despite how dry the statement was, Danniah found herself smiling warmly. Bloodwraith wasn't exactly considerate, so she knew that if he had thought she was useless at attacking, he would have just said as much. It was a little comfort, but it didn't change her goal. "Well... I still think I could improve my offensive skills."
"Most likely. We could discuss it." Bloodwraith sat down beside her and Danniah happily moved to sit leaning against his chest. Even with his body entirely encased in steel, she enjoyed the large solidity of him.
"I thought about a lot of things, like changing weapons, but I think I'm best with a mace. Obviously it would help to become stronger or get a better mace, but I'm already trying to do those things. So... I think the only way to improve my offense would be to take advantage of that flame thing I supposedly have now. Could you read me the exact words again?"
"Of course." Bloodwraith's eyes shifted away from her and he read out the box that only he and Meara could see.
[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.]
In a way, Danniah was glad that she couldn't see the box, because she would find herself rereading it over and over again without actually getting anywhere. It still said what she remembered, but her mind turned over the final words about a "weak link to the fire element" and those "minor fire-based abilities". The box said they would just "potentially" happen, so it was hard to know if it was worth the effort.
"So you hope to manifest the flame abilities it promises?" Bloodwraith asked. Danniah nodded, glad that she didn't hear much skepticism in his voice. No more than normal Bloodwraith skepticism, anyway.
"It's not crazy, right? I already let mana flow through me for my special shield move, so surely there's a way to do... flame mana, I guess? I don't really know anything about magic at all, much less elemental magic."
"Ah, but it doesn't say that it will grant you access to elemental magic. It says a 'link to the fire element' which is different."
"Uh... what's the difference?"
"Ordinary wizard spells manipulate the natural world to create specific effects. Using mana to generate flame is little different from making a fire with dry wood and a flint, it simply uses different processes to produce a more intense flame. For that reason, full wizards can generate many different elements, so long as they know the spells to produce the proper conditions."
Danniah leaned against his chest and watched him as he spoke. "You really loved magic, didn't you? Oh! I mean... you still love it... I didn't mean to..."
"No, you're correct." His hand slid around her waist and squeezed comfortingly. "Though I still want to regain more access to magic, it must be different from my old self. Likewise, your path will not be that of a mage either."
"Right. So how is one of these link things different?"
"It is more like your body has adapted to produce a specific effect. You might create flame via mana, but you don't do it through manipulations of mana: the mana fuels a natural process. It is the same as how some monsters naturally use elements during combat without any knowledge of magic."
Danniah playfully struck him in the shoulder. "Are you calling me a monster?"
"I have nothing against monsters." He leaned in and kissed her forehead, but he was obviously too focused to be pulled into anything else. "So if you have a link to flame, it will occur naturally, you simply need to learn how to operate it. The first question is if the link is working properly. Have you experimented at all?"
"After you explained the box to me, I stuck my hand into the campfire one night. It didn't hurt at all. I could show you, I guess..."
"No, I trust you are correct. So if you have gained any fire-based abilities, they will manifest naturally, like you have gained a new limb that your mind has yet to learn how to control."
"That makes sense... but how do I learn?"
"I don't know." Bloodwraith frowned and stared into the darkness. "I wish I could be more helpful to you, but I am not familiar with such things. Gharavi is a traditional sorcerer, so I doubt she could help either. If anyone, you might want to ask Meara how she intuits her own abilities. I am sorry that I could not be more help."
"Oh, don't say that. Just hearing your explanation made everything seem so much more possible." Danniah reached up to touch his jaw, pulling him to face her and smiling. "Bloodwraith... I'm really glad you gave me the amulet. Not because of the power, but because of what it means. Do I... do I need to say it clearly?"
"I may not be good with such things, but I am no fool." Bloodwraith grumbled under his breath, but he did pull her closer to him.
Danniah leaned up to reach his lips and this time they kissed properly, taking their time and leaving them breathing heavily. She knew there was no way they'd have time to take off his armor, but just the opportunity to be together like this left her refreshed. After a time they parted and she went back to continue her work, but Bloodwraith remained.
"It might be wise to work on your weaknesses," he said, "but don't think that your defenses are unappreciated. They're your greatest strength - in fact, the boxes say that your Vitality is much greater than mine."
"Oh, really?" Danniah turned back to smile at him. Usually he just talked about box stuff with Meara, so it was nice for him to bring it up with her. "What's my number?"
"61 without enchantments, 64 with your equipment."
"Those... are definitely numbers. I am 61 points strong!"
Bloodwraith shook his head. "Of course they're meaningless without a frame of reference. My Vitality is just 41, and you know I'm not weak. In fact, your Vitality is higher than my highest statistic. If you keep improving yourself, you should be able to accomplish great feats of defense."
"Hmm, I suppose. I remember how the boxes were accurate for Gharavi breaking through to a new level of magical stuff." Danniah tapped her chin thoughtfully as she considered it. "I don't know how much I can really do to get tougher, though. Beyond all these marches and training."
"You could try to focus on it exclusively. There is..." Bloodwraith hesitated for a moment with a strange expression, then just pushed forward. "Whatever his failings, Raigar did seem able to manipulate strength. He spoke of 'grinding his stats' which I take to be the way he focused exclusively on physical characteristics. In addition to focusing on developing a new attack, you might want to try 'grinding' Vitality."
"That's an interesting idea... do you think it would really work for me, though? I don't exactly obey the same rules, after all."
"I'm less certain about that. I wouldn't recommend that you do anything foolish just to manipulate the boxes, but consider focusing your training."
Danniah did consider it, but she still wasn't sure. As her gaze wandered, she noticed that Meara was also walking away from the camp. Strangely, she bent down and picked up a large rock, then deposited it inside her cloak. After watching her repeat it several times, Danniah chalked it up to Meara doing weird things and waved to get her attention.
"Hey, Meara! Bloodwraith was just telling me about a weird thing that Raigar tried, do you thi-"
"That it would work for you?" Meara finished her sentence, apparently having heard their conversation. Danniah wondered if she had been watching while they were kissing and blushed, but pushed down her reaction.
"Yeah. Since we might not have a lot of time before Elleane gets to wherever she's going and we probably have to fight again, I don't want to waste any time."
"I think it's worth trying." Meara approached them and stood with her arms crossed, no trace of all the rocks she had picked up. "You have connections to the box system, such as finishing quests that Bloodwraith gets credit for. Even if you don't directly benefit from the system, it's probably an accurate measure of your strength. So experiment with it and see how it feels."
"Thanks, Meara! Umm... so why are you picking up those rocks?"
"I'm testing my own limits - you didn't think you were the only one training, did you? I have trouble with larger objects, so I'm picking up rocks to accustom myself to it. With any luck, in the future I'll be able to transport even larger objects for us."
Danniah couldn't help but smile at the thought. "So your internal inventory is just filled with a bunch of random rocks? That's pretty silly, Meara."
"Keep talking like that and I'll shove you in there."
When Meara came toward her as if to pull her into the cloak, Danniah laughed and danced away. Since Meara went back to her own work, Danniah settled into a training routine.
Though it was strange to have Bloodwraith there watching her, she didn't mind so much. She actually liked his eyes on her, though more often they were focused on her box, which was more useful if less romantic. While she tried different training exercises, even hitting herself or defending against blows from him, he kept examining the numbers, finding those that seemed to help her improve.
She had no idea if it was working, but at least it was kind of fun. Danniah almost wished that she had boxes of her own so that she could see how she was improving, but all she could do was try her best. Maybe with the help of the others, she could both improve her defenses and find a way to strike with fire. That way she could be an even more valuable part of the team.
But whenever she paused, she found herself hoping that it would be enough.




Chapter 5
The further they went, the more obvious it became that they were headed in the direction of Manascas. Meara had no desire to return to the city, but she had a feeling that her desires weren't going to count for much. Whatever Elleane was doing, it was tied in with all the rest.
Usually Meara didn't like to reflect on memories of her old life in the Forest of Beginnings, but now she found herself combing through them. She knew that she had seen Elleane before and had a sense that the other woman's role was to help new adventurers decide which moral path they wanted to take. All their encounters had been random and incidental, so they hadn't interacted at length.
But who exactly was she? One of the Outsiders who created the system? Another critical question was if Elleane knew what had been done to Meara, over and over. Though Meara wasn't inclined to trust the other woman no matter what, if she had known...
Turning aside from such thoughts, Meara focused on another important question: just how long Elleane had been fulfilling that role. Unfortunately, all of Meara's memories were filtered through the still timelessness of the Forest of Beginnings. Surely it must have taken many years for all the threats she remembered to have occurred. If Elleane had been around for that entire time, she must have been impossibly old. Yet Meara couldn't be absolutely certain about how long she had been around, plus she needed to entertain the idea that Elleane was also trapped in a timeless loop just as she was.
None of it really mattered. They were going to track her to Manascas and find out what she was doing no matter what.
Even if she avoided thinking about Elleane entirely, Meara still found herself drifting into troubling memories. Specifically, the enemies that Bloodwraith had dubbed Fellsilvered. The moment when she had touched the fragment, she had felt as though she was coming apart. Her collection of her identity was a bit tenuous in the best of circumstances, but that had threatened to blow her into fragments.
If Fellsilvered enemies could harm her just by touching her, then she could easily become a liability. Her modestly improved abilities and a few special potions didn't seem like much compared to enemies like that. She had a feeling that they'd be seeing a lot more of them in the future.
"Meara, do you have a moment?" Gharavi came to walk alongside her, so Meara shrugged.
"I don't know, I'm pretty busy with a lot of walking."
"I'm trying to pin down more information on the exact nature of the various powers involved - until recently, I just cared about detecting Outsiders, but now it seems like it will be much more complex."
All Meara could do was shrug again. "I'm afraid I don't know much about that."
"It isn't about what you know, but what you are. I've already scanned Bloodwraith thoroughly, but even though you're involved with the same system, I think it would be worthwhile to scan you as well. There seem to be subtle differences between the two of you and also with this woman." Gharavi stopped fiddling with her necklace and glanced over at Meara. "Getting detailed enough readings would require us spending some time together."
"Why, Gharavi, what a scandalous suggestion! But if it's for the cause, I suppose I can surrender my innocent maidenly-"
"How long will it take you to get all of that out of your system?"
"I don't know, it depends on how much tongue you use."
Gharavi shot her a withering glance and Meara just snickered. Before they could say anything else, Bloodwraith suddenly stopped short and raised a hand, instantly silencing all conversation.
"Izzy just sent a request, the one coded for us to follow and meet her immediately. Let's advance in complete silence."
They did exactly that, all levity vanishing. Meara didn't sense any actual apprehension from Bloodwraith, so she was confident that Izzy's message hadn't been a warning. Still, it was the first major development since they had begun following Elleane, so Meara eagerly moved with the others to find out what was going on.
Currently their surroundings were more rocky hills than flat wasteland, which made it difficult to know how far behind their target they were. While she followed the others, Meara looked around at the landscape. As such, she was the first one to spot Izzy, perched on top of a pillar-like stone and waving at them. They headed to her and she slipped down to the ground.
"The lady just met someone!" Izzy spoke in a whisper, pointing over her shoulder. "They're over there and they have guards and things. I didn't get close so I couldn't see more."
"That was the correct decision." Bloodwraith looked over the group grimly, his mind obviously working on the situation. "If we don't attempt to eavesdrop, then this pursuit has been pointless, but being discovered is a primary concern. Gharavi, do you sense any magic that might trigger an alarm?"
"I've been feeling out the situation since we arrived," Gharavi said, "and I don't sense anything like that. There's definitely some dense mana there, but I don't want to risk sensing any deeper and triggering a response."
"Hmm. Do you have any invisibility, silencing, or mana cloaking spells?"
"I'm afraid not."
Bloodwraith was silent for only a short time before nodding. "Then you and Danniah stay back - close enough that we can call for you if necessary, but not so close as to risk being discovered. Izzy, show us the location. Meara, with me."
He wouldn't have needed to say the last part, but she still smiled and nodded at him. As they carefully followed Izzy over one of the hills, Meara wondered about the best way to approach. Normally she could have let herself drift, disconnecting from the world and thus rendering herself fully noncombatant. But if their opponents used similar power, might that alert them in some way? In the end she didn't have very long to think about it, because Izzy put a finger to her lips and began crawling up the side of one of the hills.
When they peeked over the top, they could just see a meeting. Elleane stood on one side, shining as always in her armor despite her long journey through a dusty wasteland. She didn't seem even slightly intimidated by the group facing her, even though they loomed far larger. Worse, from the disturbing sensation in the pit of her stomach, Meara was certain they were all Fellsilvered.
The largest of the group was a troll, its massive body not moving even slightly - it could have been stone, but for the living silver of its eyes. Beneath it stood three human warriors, ordinary enough but rendered eerie by their condition. There were a pair of jackals as well, the over-sized desert monsters showing no doggish behavior and simply standing behind their master.
And the figure in the center was definitely their master. Meara realized that her earlier impression was slightly wrong: the man standing at the head of the group might feel the same, but his eyes weren't silver. Instead he looked remarkably like the Aesidh they had fought in Manascas, though his skin was pale instead of dark.
It was too far for them to hear easily, but they were aided by the fact that Elleane shouted the next moment. "You're mad! You have countless targets and endless damn jackals in the desert - choose any of them and leave the merchants alone."
"Foolishness." The Aesidh spoke with utter contempt, voice ringing off the stone. "Do you think this will end bloodlessly, girl? Far more will be erased before we reset everything to their satisfaction."
"You might be in charge of this region, but you haven't spoken to him. He doesn't want everything reset, he just wants to find the source of the problem."
The Aesidh sneered. "You think you know something just because one of them is using you as a tool? The Mirror Court made the deal with Earth, child. The Earthians will want it all erased in the end. If I must do menial security, I may as well get started."
"That's unacceptable!" Elleane drew her sword and stepped forward, aiming it toward the Aesidh.
When she crossed an invisible line, all of the Fellsilvered creatures lunged at her, bodies flung through the air as if pulled by invisible strings. Elleane looked startled, as if she hadn't actually expected things to turn violent, but still struck back. Her sword tore one of the jackals in half, propelled by some sort of shimmering enchantment.
She couldn't stop the others, however. Two of the humans grabbed her arms, and though she shook them off, that delayed her enough for the troll to push her to the ground. It didn't appear to break through her armor and Elleane glared upward, struggling against it. However, her rage turned to horror as a shimmering silver light began to spread over her.
"Maybe this would be easiest." The Aesidh stepped up to her and stared down with even greater contempt than before. "You might be a fool, but you would make a good servant, once most of you is erased."
"You wouldn't dare." Elleane let out a grunt and to Meara's surprise, she actually managed to send the troll stumbling back. Yet as she pulled herself to her feet, the shimmering silver was covering more of her body. "Stop the infection at once, or you will face their wrath!"
"Do you think I fear you, child? You are nothing to me, a single peon in a backwater-"
"I think you fear them."
The words were spoken softer than the loud conversation, so quietly that Meara barely heard them. After a long silence, the Aesidh turned away irritably and waved a a hand. All the shimmering receded from Elleane's body and she straightened her back again, glowering at him.
"I do not fear them." The Aesidh's insistence seemed hollow, so he redoubled his contempt. "They are merely a convenient alliance for the Mirror Court. Never think that you have the right to tell me what to do."
"Maybe I don't have that right, but the Earthian wants to meet with you. We are to gather in the town of Kahhar in three days time - all of us. Apparently we are to coordinate our efforts from now on."
"A meeting? How terribly dull." The Aesidh sighed theatrically and turned away, his Fellsilvered minions moving along with him.
"Don't walk away from me! Do you give your word that you'll be there for the meeting?"
"See you in three days." The Aesidh waved over his shoulder without looking and departed with his entourage. Meara was very glad to see their strange lurching movements disappear and looked to Elleane instead. After fuming for a while, the woman slammed her sword back into its sheath and stormed away, again in her original direction.
Not toward Manascas, but most likely toward this Kahhar. Meara was curious about the exact location, but it still seemed unwise to speak. When she looked to the others, Izzy was staring, eyes wide with curiosity. Bloodwraith simply raised a finger to the mouth of his helm and jerked his head for them to return.
When they got back to Danniah and Gharavi, they explained what they heard briefly. After that, all of them were silent for a while before Gharavi ventured to speak first.
"So our suspicions were correct: the Aesidh are involved in addition to the Outsiders who manipulated this entire world for their sake."
"It seems to me," Meara said, "that the Earthians don't like to get directly involved. We already knew they used Elleane and others to run the Forest of Beginnings. Now it seems they have an alliance with this Aesidh Mirror Court as well, presumably to do more of their dirty work."
"But one of them is here." Bloodwraith clenched a fist so tightly that his gauntlet ground together audibly. "One of the box gods is here in person... and I do not think he will be a fool like Raigar. We must go to this meeting and learn more."
"Do you think it could be a trap?" Danniah asked. "I'll admit it's a bit of a stretch, but is it possible that they knew we were there and either wanted to lead us there or throw us off?"
Meara shook her head. "The fight between them... I don't think that was faked. There's serious unrest between the sides of this alliance and I can believe they need a meeting to sort it out. Besides, we can have Izzy track Elleane and we'll be able to approach this Kahhar place early to check."
"Assuming we can get there easily. Anybody know where it is?"
"I do," Gharavi said. "It's a mid-sized town not far from here. Less than three days travel if we hurry."
Bloodwraith immediately slammed his fist down into his other hand. "Then we leave at once."
Since he'd decided it, they were definitely going. Yet since she had nothing she needed to do to prepare, Meara simply drifted while the others got ready for a long trek. She had many things to think about: the fact that the Aesidh controlled the Fellsilver, the factions within their enemy, and the strange powers on display. Yet Meara found it difficult to think about anything except for one thought:
There was a very good chance she was going to meet her creator.




Chapter 6
A pathetic little town called Kahhar did not seem like an appropriate location for such an important meeting, but Bloodwraith reluctantly accepted that there weren't many other options. It would have taken tendays of travel to reach Manascas and there was little else in the blasted wasteland. He drove hard to arrive there first and didn't need to push anyone, because the entire group understood the urgency.
Though he kept up suspicions for a time and sent Izzy to scout Elleane, she only confirmed each time that the woman was heading toward Kahhar. Presumably the Aesidh had his own methods of traveling - they'd lost track of him and his Fellsilvered minions after the meeting. The question, then, was whether the others had already arrived.
If they had, what would he do? Bloodwraith seriously considered trying to kill them while they were separated, but discarded the idea. Satisfying though it might be to take revenge on a box god, what he needed most of all was information.
When they reached Kahhar itself, it was just as unremarkable of a town as he'd expected. Unlike Manascas, which contained travelers from many different lands, the inhabitants of Kahhar were mostly local folk and traveling merchants. It was large enough that they wouldn't draw too much attention, though Bloodwraith still had them prepare carefully.
Izzy had her usual cloak to hide the fact that she was a ghoul, of course. Meara could make herself exceptionally unremarkable. Though he wanted Gharavi to hide herself, she said that might look more suspicious and instead opted to wear her false barbarian outfit of fur strips. Knowing that it was a brilliant sorcerer dressing like that irritated him, and he struggled to salve his conscience with the thought that it was a deception.
There was little he could do to make himself less conspicuous, but hopefully he wasn't too notorious. When they entered, he was surprised to see more people look at Danniah. Her helm struck him as comfortingly ominous, but it did have some sort of fear enchantment. Too late he recalled how she had obtained a dangerous reputation in Manascas, but he wasn't sure if rumors had spread far enough that the people of Kahhar would recognize her helm.
In any case, they only encountered a few small crowds before they managed to find an inn and hide away. From there, the next task was to send out select groups to acquire information. He had to assume that their enemies might be searching as well, so they needed to be extremely cautious.
He sat down on the edge of the bed with his arms folded, considering, while the others crowded into the room. It wasn't exactly a comfortable fit, but it didn't need to be. After a minute of thought, Bloodwraith spoke up.
"While it is possible that none of our opponents are here, some may have arrived early. We should begin by finding out if they are here, or if not, what locations they might meet."
Meara nodded. "Do you think they chose this town purely because it's a convenient point? Or might there be something here that makes it a good location?"
"Such as a ruin?" Bloodwraith hadn't considered that there could be such a thing in such an unimpressive town, but it was possible. "I suppose that we should ask about that as well. However, I think that it would be unwise for all of us to go searching at once, as we might attract undue attention."
"I agree," Gharavi said. "In particular, I got more looks than I expected."
"Feel free to stay back here. There's plenty of magical preparation to be done." Bloodwraith's gaze moved over the others and he nodded to himself. "Danniah, hopefully you shouldn't attract any unnecessary attention, but be prepared to switch helmets and change armor as necessary. And Meara, you're probably best at gathering information. The three of us can head out to search for more."
Izzy perked up from her place by the door. "What about me?"
"Sorry, Izzy, but if you were discovered you might cause a panic. Stay here and monitor for anyone who might be suspicious of us."
"Okay, Da!"
Since there were no objections to the plan, the three of them headed back out into the city as soon as he took off his armor and instead wore a cloak that covered his face. Though Bloodwraith didn't like being less defended, he knew his armor was too distinctive. Besides, if their opponents had anything as powerful as some of the artifacts Raigar had used, mobility might be a better defense than any amount of armor. Or "Armor" as the boxes measured it.
For several hours they did a cursory search, trying to avoid main streets where they might be identified. It seemed that Kahhar did have a number of different inns and disreputable bars where people might easily meet, but he wasn't sure if their opponents would be meeting circumspectly. In any case, they were most of a day early, so they could afford to be cautious.
Meara would wander away, vanishing into the crowds so thoroughly that even he couldn't find her, then appear again with new information. Slowly they learned that nothing much was happening in Kahhar: no strange travelers, no Fellsilvered monsters, no crypts or other locations that might be a source of Outsider magic. It seemed like an entirely mundane town and Bloodwraith was beginning to grow frustrated.
That was when he saw Marrin.
The woman looked exactly the same as she had in the Forest of Beginnings, clad all in dark leather. It was only a split second glimpse across a crowd and he didn't see her face perfectly, but Bloodwraith was certain. After having seen Elleane it didn't shock him, but it did immediately draw all his attention. He began to rush after her and Danniah scrambled to keep up.
"Bloodwraith? Did you see someone?"
"Another person from the Forest of Beginnings. We should tail her... but she's probably more self-aware than Elleane, so we need to be careful." As they went, Bloodwraith managed to point her out to Danniah, though Marrin moved so quickly through the streets and crowds that they only caught glimpses.
He didn't want to lose her, but he was also afraid that if they followed too closely, she would notice and turn on them. In the short time they had known each other, she had suggested he take a hedonistic path and recommended Thieves Guilds, so he had to assume she had skills along those lines. When Marrin turned to enter a bar, he hesitated, wondering if following would make him run into her, but in the end they pushed inward.
And found her gone. Bloodwraith scanned the dimly lit bar carefully, but saw no sign of her. Few in the bar looked at him and it would be suspicious to demand that they say which way she had gone. Bloodwraith ground his teeth in frustration, but Danniah pulled on his arm.
"It looks like there's a side entrance into an alley. Should we look there?"
"You're right. But exit cautiously in case it's an ambush."
The bartender glanced at them as they rushed through, but otherwise nothing stopped them from pursuing Marrin into the alley. There was no ambush on the other side... because there was nothing at all. A beggar lay in the alley covered in a thin sheet, but otherwise there was no sign of Marrin. She could have moved in several directions and he had a feeling that she was long gone.
Cursing, Bloodwraith stormed over to the beggar and glared down at him. "You there! Did you see a woman come this way?"
"What's it to you?" The beggar eyed him suspiciously. "Maybe I did, maybe I didn't. A few coins might refresh my-"
"Impudent fool!" Bloodwraith reached down and grabbed the man by the neck, lifting him into the air and slamming him against the wall. "If you refuse to tell us which way she went, I will wring your-"
"Raigar, don't!" He felt Danniah tug on his arm. Though she used his fake name, which normally irritated him, he was glad that she had the sense not to use his real name. That thought broke him out of his rage. It was true, he was acting more like Raigar in that moment. "We don't want to cause any trouble and attract attention, right?"
"You're right." Bloodwraith cast the beggar down with a contemptuous glance, still not quite willing to give up on intimidating the man. He glanced at Danniah, trying to see her eyes through the shadows cast by her helm.
Before he could get any sense of her emotion, she bent down next to the beggar. "All we need is some information, okay?"
Though Bloodwraith knew she was speaking softly, her helm distorted the sound and the beggar let out a scream and pushed himself back against the wall. Danniah panicked a bit and tried to pat his shoulder to reassure him, which only made the man even more terrified. Just when it was starting to get out of control, the door to the alley opened and the bartender stepped out.
"Something the matter here? Because I won't stand for anyone harassing..." His words trailed off as he saw the scene before him. Bloodwraith found his hand automatically going to unhook his sword from his back, but he realized that the bartender wasn't looking at him.
Instead, he was staring at Danniah. She turned away from the beggar she was trying to comfort, obviously distressed, but the helm made her look ominous.
"Oh, shit!" The bartender took a step backward, eyes wide. "You're... you're that madwoman who tore all those people apart in Manascas!"
"No, I-" Danniah started to object, but Bloodwraith shot her a glance. "Umm... he wouldn't talk. If he'd just talk, I won't hurt anyone."
"That's right," Bloodwraith said soothingly. He took Danniah's shoulder and pulled her away from the beggar. "We don't need to hurt anyone. Can you just tell us where that woman went? Believe me, she's someone who needs to be brought to justice."
After stammering for a while, the beggar pointed down one of the alleys. "Th-that way..."
"Thank you. Good man." Bloodwraith clapped the beggar on the shoulder, leaving him even more baffled than before. He pulled Danniah away and she moved down the alley, crossing her arms in frustration that looked like ominous brooding.
Everything was silent for a while before the bartender let out a sigh. He nodded for Bloodwraith to come a few steps away and lowered his voice. "Look, if you're strong adventurers, then I can't stop you. But Kahhar isn't Manascas or another city like that. We don't want trouble here."
"Never fear, we aren't here to bring trouble. But the woman we're pursuing is. My companion might just want the bounty on the woman's head, but I want to stop her from killing anyone else."
"You mean the woman who just passed through my bar?" The bartender glanced around himself nervously and shivered. "I've seen her a couple times and she gave me a bad feeling. That one has killed a lot of people before, I'm sure of it."
"You've seen her several times? She comes through here?"
"Oh, yes, just over the past couple days. Sometimes she orders a drink and stays, like she's waiting for someone. Is there going to be a problem?"
Then they had acquired the information they needed, even if through an unusual route: Marrin was either planning to meet the others at this bar or at minimum waiting there. They could use that. Bloodwraith saw that the bartender was looking at him anxiously and realized that he should probably say something. He didn't care about the bartender now that they'd gained the important information, but decided that he needed to speak up. "I won't lie, there might be a fight. But we plan to take her down and leave this town."
"I hope you do." The bartender glanced toward Danniah and then spoke in a lower voice. "Listen, you seem like a good sort. Try to keep your companion in line so she doesn't hurt anyone, alright? We don't want anyone torn apart here."
"I'll do what I can."
With that, Bloodwraith moved away, leaving the beggar and the bartender staring at them. He wondered if the beggar would say anything about the deception, but the man seemed shocked by the entire experience. When Bloodwraith reached Danniah she stormed off as if in a black rage.
Once they were a bit further away, he heard her splutter. "That... that.. that was awful!"
"You should switch armor now in case we attracted any attention."
As soon as they stepped around a corner, Danniah retracted her armor into her sphere, leaving her looking completely different except for her height. She was blushing furiously and glared up at him. "I can't believe they thought I was some sort of insane killer!"
"It seems your reputation has spread beyond Manascas. You did get the blame for killing a rather large number of people in the middle of their arena."
"Gods, this is mortifying..." Danniah moved to walk alongside him, burying her face in his side. After a pause, Bloodwraith put his arm around her. That would make them look less like the two adventurers in the alley in case anyone asked after them.
"Raigar, be careful!" Meara appeared from a side street, clapping her hands to her face in mock horror. "That madwoman might attack you!"
"Hey, don't you start too!" Danniah blushed further and tried to take a swing at Meara even though her reach was much too short. Meara chuckled and looked up to him.
"It sounds like you actually got some valuable information?"
Bloodwraith nodded. "Both of the guides from the Forest of Beginnings are active and it's a safe bet the others will be meeting her here. I don't know if they'll meet in this bar, but we know Marrin regularly moves through it. We should keep searching, but we're much more prepared for this upcoming meeting."
"Good. I haven't heard any other rumors, so perhaps we should focus on preparing." As she moved to walk alongside them, Meara glanced down at Danniah and smirked. "Do you think you can keep your unquenchable bloodlust under control until then?"
"Oh, you stop that!" Danniah pushed Meara further away and stuck out her tongue.
"Save me, Raigar! She's gone into a vicious rage again!"
"Nooo, stop it!"
~ ~ ~
They spent the rest of that day preparing and scouting the rest of the town. Bloodwraith had hoped for more chance encounters, but had no such luck. In the end he felt that he understood the layout of Kahhar well enough that they should be able to adapt to however the meeting occurred. There was a good chance that the biggest problem would be finding the exact time and place of the meeting.
That was what he thought right up until the point when the screaming started.
He had been in their room working with Gharavi to test the potential to improve the enchantments on his armor, with Izzy seated nearby and watching curiously. When they heard the first scream he thought it might be a simple murder, probably not a concern to them, but then more voices joined in and he realized that something was happening.
Pulling on his helmet, Bloodwraith headed for the door. He barely got out of their room when Meara appeared at the end of the hall, expression grim. "It looks like the meeting has started."
"What's going on?"
"Just come outside and see for yourself." With that, Meara moved out the door. Bloodwraith cursed under his breath and followed her out into the street. Many people were scrambling about the town... but more were watching the sky.
Bloodwraith looked up and saw a shardwing circling over the city. The massive insect's wings glittered sharply in the sunlight, but they were common in this region and shouldn't have inspired such terror. He saw several guards atop a tower loose arrows at the shardwing as it came lower, but they clattered off the beast's shining wings. A mage moved from among the guards and shot a massive tongue of flame.
It was snuffed out. Bloodwraith had expected the magic to be deflected by the shardwing's plates, but the spell was crushed by superior mana. Looking past the shardwing, he understood.
The Aesidh rode atop the monster and the large compound eyes glowed silver.
"Oh, hell." Gharavi came up to stand beside him, holding her axe staff but making no attempt to use it. "Those things are difficult enough as it is, I don't want to see one that's been Fellsilvered."
"More importantly," Meara said, "it seems like they're not trying to meet secretly."
Though Bloodwraith could only shake his head for a time, watching the shardwing circle downward, he eventually gathered his thoughts. "I think this is another fracture between them. The Aesidh doesn't care about secrecy, but the others might. We're in a position to eavesdrop on the meeting, but we need to be careful."
"Agreed. I have a feeling this one might turn into a fight, though... Danniah went to buy supplies, didn't she?"
"Oh!" Izzy perked up. "I'll go get her!"
"Right." Bloodwraith gestured for everyone to follow him. "We'll follow the shardwing to their location and take cover nearby. You can lead Danniah there, right?"
"Of course, Da! I always know where you are."
"Good. Then let's go."
Most of the townspeople were fleeing or locking themselves indoors, but since the shardwing was circling, it was easy for their group to slip through the chaos without attracting attention. Given that they were a group of heavily-armed adventurers, no one dared to get in their way. Most likely the town guard would even be thankful if they could stop the threat, and in the end it might come to that.
A burst of mana flashed over the town, but it wasn't an attack, simply arcing upward and hanging briefly before fading. Bloodwraith was puzzled for a moment before Gharavi nudged him to head toward it. "I think that was a flare. If I'm correct, the Aesidh will move toward it."
It was a safe enough guess, so Bloodwraith headed in that direction. Soon enough, the shardwing began to circle lower, coming down to land on the other side of town. Since charging straight down the street toward it was a good way of getting themselves targeted by an attack, Bloodwraith moved their group onto a parallel street and they closed on the location of the flare.
They had plenty of cover, as townspeople rapidly fled the location where the shardwing landed. Along the way Izzy caught up to them and pointed back to Danniah, who was lagging behind. She had a chance to catch up when they slowed down, creeping through the nearest alley.
Though not the same as the alley where he'd confronted the beggar earlier, Bloodwraith realized that it was an alley very near the bar from earlier that day. Since they'd be highly visible peering out from an alleyway, he gestured for the others to follow him inside. The bar appeared to be entirely abandoned now, so they crept up to the windows and looked out to the street.
From there, he could finally see the meeting. Bloodwraith raised a hand for everyone to wait and just watched.
In the middle of the street the shardwing sat motionless, not flickering its wings or shifting its legs as the creature normally would. Even the reflections on the shards over its body seemed dulled and frozen. Seeing such large eyes turned silver, however, Bloodwraith realized that they were highly reflective, displaying an eerie distortion of the street around them.
The Aesidh stood beside it, examining his fingernails with a look of cultivated boredom. Not far away, Elleane and Marrin stood together, though they glared at one another. It seemed that they had been talking, but fell silent before Bloodwraith got his breathing under control enough to overhear. They seemed to be waiting for something.
"This wasn't what we discussed." The voice came from the side, where Bloodwraith had been certain no one stood a moment ago.
When he turned, he saw a strange figure. Just a man in a gray cloak that obscured his features. In fact, the gray cloak seemed to obscure everything about him, and something about it struck Bloodwraith as incredibly generic. There was no ornament or enchantment to it, just a plain piece of cloth. Definitely lacking in villainous flair, leaving him uncertain what to think.
The others all reoriented to look at the cloaked figure, however. The Aesidh stuck his hands in his pockets and smirked at the new arrival. "I know how you Earthians think. When things go wrong in a world, you like to wipe the slate and start over. Things have gone wrong here, so I'm just getting ahead of the game."
"Belkarin..." The figure's voice was less a warning than exasperation. "I accepted your support solely because Alliandelle is the Mirror Court's world. If you don't intend to help solve our problems, then I'll ask them to send someone else."
"Oh, don't be so soulless. What's the point of such chaotic recreation if you're not going to have a bit of fun?"
"I just wanted you to help scout so we could find the source of the data corruption. But based on what I've seen of your actions... you haven't done anything but spread your infection around, have you?"
"Nonsense. I've eliminated multiple local attempts to pierce the veil, which is a lot more than you or your useless little tools have done. Speaking of which, if I wanted to have some fun with them, would you erase their memories after?"
"Jesus Christ." The figure reached into his hood to rubs his eyes with one hand. "Look, I'm not intending to wipe the slate. That's wasteful and it's overkill in this situation. I simply put in a requisition for some Tuners, which will take care of things once we get rid of the sources of the problem. Right now, you're one of the biggest disturbances. If you can't behave, I'll-"
"Behave?" Belkarin practically shrieked the word, his amusement abruptly transforming into rage. "You're nothing but a child to me! Just because your upstart world has some power, you think you can belittle me and order me around?"
"That is the agreement, isn't it? We govern Alliandelle."
"Words on paper. They don't matter so much out here." The Aesidh made a flickering gesture and the shardwing began to move, jaws snapping as it approached the figure. Elleane and Marrin retreated immediately, but the figure didn't move. "This isn't one of your little artificial worlds. You're dealing with real power - that's all that matters out here. Think twice before you start insulting me."
Instead of responding directly, the figure made several strange gestures with his hand. They were slight, yet Bloodwraith immediately focused wholly on them. Someone else might have been fooled, but he was convinced they weren't magical gestures. Though it was technically possible they were some alien magic, he felt certain that it was something else:
The figure was moving something only he could see. Something like the boxes.
"It's funny, but the infected creatures actually function as programmed automatons." Unconcerned by the monster bearing down on him, the figure kept manipulating something invisible. "I'll admit, the core of it is brilliant. But the overall parameters? As coders go, the Mirror Court is a bit sloppy."
When the shardwing reached the cloaked figure, instead of attacking him, it shuffled around to stand behind him. Belkarin's eyes widened in something like horror as he realized that the monster was no longer under his control. It no longer sat so utterly still, instead moving its wings and legs like a real creature, though there was still something artificial about its movements.
"Alright, you've made an amusing point." The Aesidh stuck his hands back in his pockets and smirked, though it struck Bloodwraith as a poor bluff. "It was a joke, in any case. We have no intention of reneging on our side of the deal... the Mirror Court profits off Alliandelle as much as Earth does, after all."
"Then let's work together for our mutual profit." Putting his hands back in his sleeves, the figure turned to face the other two. "I hope the two of you have acquired more information?"
"I tried to find locations of incursions," Elleane said, "but he's going around erasing them!" She pointed at Belkarin like he was a misbehaving child and the Aesidh bristled, but the figure waved the issue aside.
"We can work that out later. The important thing is the data, which I'll just take directly."
For a moment Elleane went completely still, her eyes blank. Bloodwraith sensed no magic of any kind, but the hair on the back of his neck stood up in alarm. On some instinctual level deeper than magic, he knew that the figure was simply taking information from her mind. Surely that couldn't be an ability he simply possessed - if so, he would be a god in truth. Hopefully the fact that Belkarin referred to them as tools was the reason behind that.
In any case, after a moment the figure nodded. "The ruin density is far too high for an area like this. Hmm... some sort of bug related to seeding dungeons? Yes, it could be that. I'll need to take some more time to isolate the real problem, since these worlds are always so messy."
"Too many of them?" The Aesidh gave a mocking bow. "Then I was merely being your humble servant by removing such locations. Without me, local inhabitants might stumble through the veil and cause all manner of problems."
"I still don't want you to use that infection recklessly, but yes, we do want to clean up such things." The figure glanced toward Marrin next. "What about you? Any sign of Raigar?"
"Not currently." Marrin spoke casually with one fist on her hip, but she was being surprisingly cooperative. "But there's word of him getting involved with a battle in Cresthaven. Apparently he killed both a drake and Daek the Knife - not bad for a young adventurer, eh?"
"No, he was cheating." The figure shook his head. "It seems that Raigar was hoarding artifacts from his previous incarnation in order to make his second life easy. I wouldn't care, except the power draw was actually surprisingly high."
"Well then!" Belkarin clapped his hands together. "This isn't so difficult after all, is it? All we need to do is find your wayward little player of games, guide him back onto the path, and then we can clean up all this mess!"
"Maybe. Something is... I can't put my finger on it, but something doesn't add up in all of this."
The figure was silent for a long moment and Bloodwraith found himself growing anxious. Whoever this person was, they were no fool playing in a cloak. Clearly, they had access to great power tied into the box system and they approached it with thoughtfulness. That could make him more dangerous than any opponent he had previously encountered.
"Alright, new plan of action." The figure roused himself from his thoughts and focused on the others. "Belkarin, I still want you to close off anything that might penetrate the veil, but please do it yourself. With the parameters on your infection, it could easily run rampant."
The Aesidh sniffed. "To do so, I will require access to my shardwing. The process of converting it was not easy, I'll have you know."
"Yeah, okay. Next... Elleane, I want you to talk to all the Adventurers Guilds and find out about Raigar's movements. We need to track him down one way or another. Marrin, you said that he never showed up in Edsdam?"
The dark-haired woman nodded. "Not a hint of him."
"There were quite a few things set up for this incarnation and we probably can't recycle them. Go back to Edsdam and prepare to clean up everything. I'll send a Tuner to you when the time is right."
"A Tuner? What the hell is that?"
"You'll know." With that, the figure rolled his shoulders as if they were sore. "Okay, that's enough talking. We proceed with the plan until I give the next signal, alright?"
The others agreed, though the Aesidh did so only reluctantly. With that the group split, leaving Bloodwraith and his allies sitting and wondering what to do with all the new information.
Though some parts of it puzzled him, he actually found most of it was easy enough to put together. This figure spoke in matter-of-fact terms as if this was just a job to him, and based on statements Raigar had made, perhaps it was. Bloodwraith was also glad to confirm some old theories and learn that the Fellsilvered enemies had come from the Aesidh.
Yet massive questions remained unanswered. Bloodwraith stood within hearing distance of one of the box gods and he still had absolutely no idea why they had done any of this. They treated his entire world like a game... for profit? Surely there had to be more to it. His confusion began to twist into anger and he almost wanted to go confront the man himself, but at that moment a hand touched his arm.
"Bloodwraith..." Meara spoke softly, but her voice immediately refocused him. "I have some questions I very much want to ask him."
"As do I, but a direct confrontation is risky." Bloodwraith glanced at the dispersing group one more time, then turned to his allies. "The Earthian in the cloak is the leader and clearly knows the most, so I believe we should follow him. Any objections?"
"The Aesidh is the bigger threat," Gharavi said. He hadn't been looking at her during the conversation, so he was surprised to hear the venom in her voice. "This Mirror Court doesn't care about life, and he's here to cause chaos... but he's going to fly away on that shardwing. I'm fine with following the Earthian, so long as we deal with the Aesidh eventually."
"Perfectly reasonable. Anyone else?"
Danniah nodded to him with a smile and Izzy hopped to her feet, so it was agreed. Establishing the pursuit might be difficult, but they headed into the alley to wait for their opportunity.
Belkarin was already mounting his shardwing, which remained perfectly still until it finally launched itself into the air. Elleane and Marrin had already wandered off, while the strange figure was just walking down the street. Unfortunately, his form also seemed to be wavering... not exactly like magic, but as if he was growing more indistinct. As they headed out after him, sticking to the shadows, Bloodwraith struggled to focus on him.
"His smell is going away!" Izzy spoke in a terse whisper. "I've never smelled that before!"
"It's like me." Meara began to walk more quickly, urging them on. "He's using the power of the system itself. If we don't start tracking him closely soon, then we'll lose him."
Instead of answering, Bloodwraith just started to move faster. This was his first chance to get some real answers and he wasn't letting it get away. Meara led the way with her eyes closed, face twisting as if she was struggling with something inside herself. Ahead of them on the abandoned streets Bloodwraith thought he could just see the cloaked figure heading toward the town gates, but it was getting harder to focus on him.
When they rushed out of the town after him, Bloodwraith saw only sandy wastelands in every direction. Even Meara seemed puzzled. Bloodwraith cursed under his breath and tried to think quickly. They might have lost one lead, but if they changed plans quickly, they could still-
The figure abruptly stood in front of them, perfectly clear. Before they could react, he spoke.
"There you are. This should make my job much easier."




Chapter 7
Though Bloodwraith's instinct was to reach for his greatsword, he hesitated. Talking was almost certainly useless against an insane being who would create a system like this, but fighting might be useless as well. Given the type of power he'd seen so far...
An instant after he started pondering, a box appeared in his vision:
[Potential Quest: Survival
Survive the encounter with the Outsider by strength or deception.
Reward: EXP
Accept? Y/N]
He glanced toward Meara, who gave a nearly imperceptible shrug of her shoulders. Most likely, it was both an attempt to extract a bit of extra power from their scenario and a reminder that he shouldn't be reckless. Bloodwraith accepted the quest, suppressed his desire to attack or defend against the Earthian figure, and instead focused on taking a smarter path.
He hadn't planned to confront the strange Outsider at this time, but he'd given thought to their encounter. It wouldn't be pretty, but he thought he knew his best play.
"Finally!" Bloodwraith put his hands on his hips and scowled. "What the hell is going on with this place? This isn't what you promised!"
The figure cocked his head strangely, expression not fully visible in the shadowed hood, but after a pause, he answered. "What exactly are you doing, Randall?"
Randall? Bloodwraith wasn't sure how to take that, or how to answer that question, so he decided to stick with the strategy that had worked so far. "Call me Raigar!"
"God, okay." The figure rubbed his eyes under his hood. His frustrated reaction to "Raigar" made Bloodwraith feel a strange sense of kinship with him, but he pushed it back down. This was the man who had manipulated his world, after all. "Look, Raigar, we know you were stashing artifacts and we don't care. It's cheating but it's not that big a deal, we'll just wipe them to keep things fair."
"Then why the fuck are you bothering me?"
"Because I need to ask you some questions. There have been some very strange readings from Alliandelle, not to mention screwing around with a Return Point. Have you seen anything suspicious?"
"Huh? Like what?"
This response made the figure shift strangely and Bloodwraith felt a cold sweat begin to form all over his body. How long could he pretend to be Raigar? He might be able to mimic the man's brash idiocy, but he hadn't known him for long and didn't know things that box gods might take for granted. From the corner of his eyes, Bloodwraith saw that his companions were spreading out - not surrounding the figure, but preparing to do so.
"Like the things we covered in the safety sessions," the figure said. There was definitely suspicion in his tone, so Bloodwraith responded by doubling his bluster.
"Oh, those? I wasn't paying attention."
That got a heavy sigh from the figure. After wiping his eyes again, he raised a hand and began to flick at something. Yes, he was definitely manipulating an invisible box. "This world has some serious problems with local people trying to manipulate the veil between worlds. I know you might not care, but even if you survived that kind of thing, it could permanently screw up your game."
Bloodwraith folded his arms and grunted. "So what are we going to do about it?"
"Don't worry, AdventureCorp will handle the cleanup. There are just some unusual anomalies... huh. Right before your reincarnation, there was a very strange shift in energy. More expensive reincarnation than usual, but... wait..."
That sweat was fully formed now. Whatever the figure was seeing, Bloodwraith knew that it would probably ruin his deception. While subtly signaling to his allies, he gave an apathetic shrug. "So?"
"Well. This is strange." The figure made a strange gesture and raised both his hands to invisible boxes. Not giving commands, but prepared to input them. "Randall, I'm going to need you to read me your AdventureCorp identification number."
"You think I remember that shit?"
"Perhaps not. But I am going to need some confirmation of your identity, or..." The figure trailed off, looking at the boxes again. Whatever his threat, Bloodwraith knew that he was getting closer to figuring it out. In that case, he had no choice. It would leave him with a sense of disgust and it would be hard to forgive himself, but he was out of options...
"Come on, man, don't make me elephant mork this!"
The strange alien words made the figure stop all his movements, staring at him in shock. "What? Like... the shitty old meme? Okay, seriously..."
Bloodwraith clenched his fist and Izzy sprang up behind the Earthian, her knives slicing through the figure's throat.
She passed through, stumbling into the wasteland dust. Bloodwraith drew his greatsword in a panic - he hadn't assumed the attack would be completely effective, but he had expected it to do some good. Was the Outsider actually just a projection? Or did he have some sort of incorporeality magic? It actually reminded him of the way Meara simply ignored attacks, but it was impossible to be sure.
"Oh, that's interesting." The figure gave a strange chuckle and glanced down at Izzy as she retreated. "I don't think even Randall is that stupid, so... seems like I came in much too late. Who-"
His words were interrupted as Gharavi unleashed a bolt of lightning straight through his chest. Just like Izzy's knives, it did no good. That ruled out any kind of simple defense against physical attacks. Bloodwraith gripped the hilt of his greatsword tighter, desperately wishing that he was in his old body.
They had the Outsider surrounded, but did it matter? Based on what he had seen, Bloodwraith was fairly certain that all their attempts at physical or magical attacks would fail. He considered if this was the time to use the Scepter of Annihilation, but it had only a single charge left and he was afraid it would do no good. In fact, based on how casually the figure had spoken about the artifacts, Bloodwraith had a bad feeling that it would be wasted against him.
But in that case, what could they do?
"Okay, let's end this ambush first." The figure flicked a finger and suddenly some invisible force pulled Danniah into the air. She dangled, struggling against something invisible. Glancing toward Izzy, the figure raised his hand to the space in front of him again...
Meara let out a scream and threw herself at him. Her body broke apart into a dozen ghostly versions of herself, changing and distorting as they rushed over the figure. Bloodwraith had thought it was just a distraction, yet the figure stumbled and his robe started to tear away.
"That's enough of that."
Abruptly the figure raised a hand and Meara froze in place. The copies of her began to shiver and shrink, disappearing into trembling spheres of magic. They floated back and coalesced into Meara again, but now she was frozen in the air, locked in place. No, it was worse than that... Danniah was still struggling, but Meara's eyes had gone blank and she didn't move at all.
"Wow, you are bugged to hell and back." The figure stared at Meara in disbelief and despite the seriousness of the situation, Bloodwraith got his first good look at the man. Underneath the cloak he looked surprisingly normal, just a thin human. His pants and shirt were simple but of fine quality, with a bizarre cloth around his neck that must be the fashion in his home world.
Bloodwraith hadn't expected the box gods to look like abominations, but it still made him hesitate to find that the figure was just an ordinary human. He hesitated for a very short instant. Human or not, this person was harming Meara. With no other options, Bloodwraith reached into his inventory to retrieve the Scepter of Annihilation...
"Outsider!"
The shout came from Gharavi and the man turned to look at her with a bored expression on his face. That expression vanished the next second as Gharavi unleashed a gray beam of pure mana unlike anything Bloodwraith had ever felt before. It seared past him, striking the man and making him stumble.
Though he wouldn't have been capable of using such magic even in his past life, Bloodwraith understood it. Gharavi must have been researching that spell through all her work tracking Outsiders. So much of what she did, such as using her charm to fight against the boxes' manipulation, was packed into that spell. It utterly denied all Outsider magic and simply struck with raw power.
For a moment, the man was vulnerable, dust from the ground getting onto his shiny black shoes. Bloodwraith didn't hesitate and struck with all his power.
His sword hacked through the man's arm and dug deep into his side before tossing him to the ground. Bloodwraith grunted as he felt his hands stinging - the figure had been far more durable than a thin unarmored man should have been. It hadn't been enough to stop his swing, but still...
Now the Outsider lay on the ground in a growing pool of blood, his severed limb lying in front of Bloodwraith. Just in case he had some kind of regeneration, Bloodwraith grabbed the limb and jammed it into his bag. Then he raised his sword to the man's neck.
"You've lost, Outsider!"
"Fuck, fuck, fuck..." The man grunted and clutched at his stump. "Why is it so difficult to turn off pain in these worlds?"
"Do you understand your situation? If you don't surr-"
"I do. You're the one who doesn't understand."
Abruptly the man dissolved into a blur of light. Before Bloodwraith could react, it twisted into a blob that hovered in the air, then formed a humanoid shape. The being of light quickly faded to a body: the same man, with his arm intact and his clothing spotless. When Bloodwraith tried to cut him across the neck, his blade passed through harmlessly.
"That was one hell of a trick, I have to admit." The man gave Gharavi an appreciative nod, but then his hands flickered rapidly. "I'd like to talk to you later, but for now I'm afraid I can't let you damage the veil any more."
Though she was sweating from the exertion, Gharavi tried to fire another gray beam. She didn't have a chance. Her weapon jerked into the air out of her hands and her body did the same a second later. Her necklace began to glow and she let out a cry of pain as if it was burning her. The man frowned and began flicking his invisible boxes again.
At that moment, a flood of Mearas swept past him. He staggered, but less this time, only slightly disoriented. Bloodwraith still lunged to attack him.
Without warning, he pitched over backward, slamming onto his back.
As he struggled to get up, he saw the man looking down at him with a slight smile. Meara was trembling in place, not going still but clearly struggling against whatever power was trying to bind her. The man didn't seem concerned, focusing on Bloodwraith.
"Do you think you're going to win this by stabbing? That's not how this works."
There was no power holding him down and his body could move fine, but when he tried to rise it was as if a great weight held him back. Bloodwraith realized that it was his Extra-dimensional Bag... instead of being nearly weightless, it was so heavy that it was impossible to move. When he tried to shove it with one hand, it didn't even budge.
"Ah, you figured it out quick. The Extra-dimensional Bags we give out to players are special, and that means we control their exact properties. Yours now has the weight of everything you're carrying inside it, so you're not going to be able to lift it easily."
Bloodwraith started to untie the Bag, but at that moment suddenly it became as light as a feather. His body straining against the weight jerked into the air, then the bag became heavy again and he dropped back down. Only by twisting in the air did he prevent it from falling on top of him and potentially pinning him to the ground or worse.
Though the man opened his mouth to say more, he was swarmed by Meara. This time many of the copies appeared distorted and bloody, rushing through his body only to turn and smash into him again. Bloodwraith couldn't even see through the swarm.
Another Meara appeared beside him, flickering feebly. She opened her mouth and for a moment only distorted sounds came out, then he heard her softly. "His power... it's like he's touching exactly the same systems I do... I can disrupt him, but only a little... can only stop one thing... should I help you? ...or Gharavi?"
"Gharavi is the priority, but first..." Bloodwraith touched his Extra-dimensional Bag and found it was entirely light. As he untied it from his belt, he glanced to Meara. "Can you only partially resist his control so that it has some weight, but only a little?"
"I think so..." Meara's glance at him showed that she didn't understand, but she acted anyway. Soon he felt that the bag weighed about as much as a small rock.
"Okay. When the time is right, stop resisting him and let it return to its full weight. Then go help Gharavi."
She started to ask a question, but at that moment there was a blinding flash of light. All the other copies of Meara became trapped in spheres and started to flicker away. The one nearest him faded too, but his bag stayed the same weight. Since she had trusted his instructions, he would have to trust that she would fulfill her end of the plan.
"This is why I've always said a proactive policy would pay for itself." The Earthian man seemed to have recovered from Meara's attack, raising his hands to his boxes again. "Now we have NPCs tapping the system and accumulating EXP... oh, come on, are you going to swing that sword at me again?"
"No." Instead, Bloodwraith hurled the Extra-dimensional Bag skyward directly overhead the man as hard as he could. Given the strength of his body enhanced by all his equipment, it shot high into the air. Assuming it would work, Bloodwraith hurled himself back.
At the top of its arc, the Extra-dimensional Bag suddenly regained its full weight. That mass began to plummet downward, accelerated by the full force of gravity. The man had a second to look up before it hit the ground in an explosion that knocked Bloodwraith off his feet and sent him tumbling several times over the wasteland.
When he got to his feet, he noticed that they had some peasants watching from the city. They looked like they had no idea what to make of the fight, but even if they did, they weren't likely to help. No, they would just keep cowering and he would have to rely on his allies.
He saw that Meara was still nowhere to be seen, but Danniah and Gharavi had both dropped to the ground. Bloodwraith moved to help Danniah up, while Izzy scampered over to Gharavi. Both of them appeared stunned, but unharmed by being suspended in the air for so long.
"Are you alright, Danniah?"
"I'm fine, just..." She took a deep breath as she picked up her mace and shield again. "It was like something just picked me up. It didn't hurt, but I couldn't get down..."
Bloodwraith patted her on the shoulder while he looked over at Gharavi. She nodded grimly at him and raised her axe staff, refocusing for another attack. Izzy shifted nervously but readied her knives.
There was still dust covering the area where the Extra-dimensional Bag had struck, but Bloodwraith didn't think for a moment that the man had been killed. No, he fully expected him to emerge at any moment unscathed. But first, Meara dropped out of the air, nearly falling before he caught her.
"He's back..." Her voice was even fainter than before and she sagged in his arms. "I can't resist any more... buy some time..."
That was a good strategy. Though their opponent could clearly use the boxes to cheat, they had proved that Meara and Gharavi could make him vulnerable. If they used their techniques again, the other three could strike when he was weak. Bloodwraith had no idea what his odds were, but he decided that he had to play them.
"Points for tenacity, but this is getting obnoxious." The man emerged from the cloud of dust, as untouched as before. "Are you thinking that you can win if you kill me in one blow? I'm afraid that's not going to work."
Bloodwraith raised his greatsword in the Earthian's direction. "And why not?"
"Because this isn't the real me. When I entered this world and realized there could be a threat, I lodged myself in the core architecture. These are only copies - it hurts a bit when you kill them, but the system is just going to manifest a new copy."
Though it sounded mad, Bloodwraith was willing to believe his words. If that was really true, then he wasn't sure what could be done to fight against him. Still, he had to consider that it might be a bluff, or that Meara's power might be able to prevent the new copies.
The conversation had allowed Meara to gather herself enough to stand on her own, while Gharavi had drunk a potion and seemed ready to fire again. Staring over their group, the man let out a heavy sigh. "God, you're not going to make this easy for me, are you?"
"I know it's probably useless to say this," Bloodwraith said slowly, "but I don't suppose you'd prefer to discuss this like civilized people?"
"What?" The man stared at him, then lowered his hands from his boxes. "No, I'd much rather talk than fight."
Everyone stood in silence for a while, since Bloodwraith had honestly not expected that response. Could it be another trick? Still... the expression on the man's face looked sincere. Plus, they'd proved that all the combat so far hadn't exactly been effective. Bloodwraith looked at his companions, and though Gharavi and Meara looked angry, they were willing to accept that it was a better plan.
"Okay, you're still suspicious, I get that." The man gave them an awkward little wave. "Hi, my name is Alan. Who are you?"




Chapter 8
Alan? The box god's name was Alan? Bloodwraith blinked, still looking for a trick, but eventually lowered his sword.
"We're the true inhabitants of this world. All we're doing is defending ourselves."
"Well, you're also stealing AdventureCorp property." Alan quickly raised a hand. "But hey, I'm not judging. Listen, I want to talk, but we're getting an audience and this is a bad place, particularly if that Aesidh asshole notices and comes back. What do you say to relocating?"
"And you think we'll trust you in that?"
"It's your choice." The Earthian man tapped something in front of him and an oval-shaped portal appeared in the air. While they were all surprised, he stepped back through it. "I've been able to leave whenever I want. So your options are following me and discussing this in a civilized fashion, or you can stay here and wait for me to come back in force. Believe me, I'm here to find problems, not live out a power fantasy - I can do worse than this."
He made a decent point, but Bloodwraith was still a bit uncomfortable entering an unknown portal. The others moved closer to him and edged toward it. Once he got a better angle, he could see that through the shimmering oval was... a busy tavern? It appeared completely normal, throwing him off for a moment.
"I don't think it's a portal to anywhere fatal, but it's not normal magic," Gharavi said. Meara nodded in agreement.
"It's using the power of the system directly, but I think it just takes us to some special location. One like the Forest of Beginnings, I think."
"That's a good comparison," Alan said from the other side. "Think of it as a little pocket dimension, like your Extra-dimensional Bag but for people. Once we're done, you can come back out right where you started. Let's not leave it sitting open, though, okay? This world doesn't like spacetime twisting."
It still rubbed him the wrong way, but Bloodwraith decided that they had to do it. Even if they killed Alan, it would only accomplish a few of their objectives. Talking to him and getting real answers to their questions, however, could potentially make a huge difference. Even if the other Outsiders from Earth were enemies in the end, he needed information about them.
Bloodwraith stepped through first, bracing himself for an attack, but none came. On the other side, he was surrounded by the sounds and smells of what appeared to be a normal tavern. The others came through after him and he tried not to flinch when the portal closed.
Alan, however, just smiled at them. "Great, thanks for being reasonable about this. Now we should be able to talk things out."
That might be difficult, over the noise of the crowds around them. Bloodwraith saw burly fighters, elven arches, dwarven warriors... and not much else. The inhabitants of the tavern all seemed rather similar. When a buxom serving girl flounced past them Bloodwraith didn't pay much attention, since there were more important matters at hand, but he definitely noticed when a second identical girl passed the next moment.
"Yeah, everything in this place is artificial. That's actually pretty obnoxious, let me tone it down." Alan raised his hands in front of him and this time Bloodwraith actually saw a white box pop into being. The Earthian touched a small symbol that seemed to slide along a line and as he did so, all of the adventurers and serving girls around them popped out of existence a few at a time.
Once the symbol was all the way to the left, the bar was completely empty except for their group. Alan took his hand away and the box disappeared before turning to them and smiling directly at Bloodwraith. "Alright, you're the one with our system, right? You're seeing boxes as a player character?"
"...that's right." If they were doing this, he saw no reason to lie.
A moment later he started to reach for his sword as Alan summoned another white box and began changing options rapidly. Before Bloodwraith could act, the tavern suddenly stretched horizontally in either direction, new floor growing out of nowhere.
It carried all of his allies away from him, leaving them abruptly standing in the other half of the tavern with a long stretch of empty floor between them. The bar and walls had stretched along with it, but there was something strange about the space in between. When Danniah started to move forward, she seemed to be walking in place, failing to get any closer.
"Sorry about that, but I need to talk to him first." Alan waved at the others. "You can eat the food on the tables if you want. It won't fill you up, but it still tastes okay. Anyway, I'll get to you later."
Though Bloodwraith wanted to object, he recognized that he didn't have the power to enforce his demands. Since the Outsider was being cooperative, it might be best to play along with him. He looked across to the others, but though Gharavi appeared furious, they were unharmed. Izzy even crouched on one of the benches and began poking at the food.
When Alan sat down at a table, Bloodwraith sat down opposite him. It had a variety of food and weapons lying on it, but at another manipulation of white boxes, all of the objects melted away.
"Alright, now we can talk." Alan shifted back into a slightly slouched position, examining him thoughtfully. "Who are you really? That's Raigar's body, but you're not him."
"No." He didn't like to admit it, but perhaps honesty was necessary at this stage. "I am Bloodwraith, formerly one of the subordinates of the Master Lich."
"Is that so? How did you end up in this body?"
"I used a magical artifact that exchanged our souls."
"Ah, so that's what it was. Damn local magic gumming up the works." Alan sat forward with a smile. "That was actually the only part I didn't know. As soon as you calmed down and came here, I was able to read your character sheet. So I appreciate that you didn't lie."
Since Bloodwraith had seen no such thing, he had to assume that Alan could still access different boxes that remained invisible. He disliked being deceived, but couldn't blame the Outsider for wanting to verify his honesty. Hopefully that would help the conversation move more smoothly.
"I have to ask, though, what happened to the real Raigar? Or let's just call him Randall instead of his stupid handle - that was his real name. Did he die as soon as he transferred into your old body?"
"He didn't," Bloodwraith said, "and I have a feeling you know that."
Alan smiled. "You got me. But I honestly don't know exactly what happened between the two of you after that. I'm guessing that's how so many artifacts and a Return Point ended up getting used?"
If the Outsider knew this much, Bloodwraith decided to be direct. He briefly told the story of their time in Manascas, leaving out as much as he could but not lying about the details. Fortunately, when he discussed the heavy use of artifacts, Alan seemed irritated.
"God, that's such a waste. The asshole paid for a heavily seeded run, but we figured he didn't have the patience to use it all. And we would have been right if he hadn't stashed so much."
"Is he really gone?" Bloodwraith asked. "Ever since you said that you were making copies of yourself, I've been wondering. Is the real Randall still alive in your world?"
"Oh, that can't happen. I mean, maybe it's theoretically possible, but the cost would be ridiculous." Alan paused, fiddling with another box. A serving wench appeared for just long enough for him to grab a beer from her, then disappeared. He took a drink and answered carefully. "The cost of manifesting copies is also rather high, so we only use it in critical situations. No, Randall is actually dead."
"Is that... an act of war? He was from your world, yes?"
"Sure, but he was an asshole." Alan shrugged. "You've met him, right?"
Bloodwraith took off his helmet and gave a heavy sigh, which got an immediate laugh.
"Yes, I think you got to spend some quality time with him. That wasn't a bad imitation earlier, by the way. You didn't have a chance of fooling me in the long run once I started accessing system data, but you had me uncertain for a bit."
"Forgive me if I'm not in the mood to chat. Why are you trying to erase my world? Why are you controlling it in the first place and using it for these mindless games?"
After staring at him for a while, Alan sighed and set down his mug of beer. "Alright, fine, fair enough. Those are some pretty big questions, though, and I'm not just going to hand over valuable intelligence to someone who might still be my enemy."
"Then why did you agree to talk to us? What do you think can be accomplished?"
"Ah, I can answer that. The thing is, I think that we can work together. The body you've stolen is built with a very powerful system of gathering strength, so under normal conditions I'd need to recover it. Too much power invested, you understand. But if you agree to work with us... well, that would count as recovering the power too. Maybe that way we can both get what we want."
"I see." Bloodwraith sat forward and steepled his fingers. "I refuse to throw myself at such an offer without more information."
"Yeah, that's reasonable. What do you want to know?"
"What manner of world is this 'Earth' you and Randall come from? Is it truly a hellscape of boxes and numbers?"
Alan stared at him for a second, then burst out laughing. "No, you've got it wrong! Our world is pretty much exactly like yours, though with some significant differences when it comes to magic. The system here isn't to make your world more like ours, it's to make it less realistic. Randall and the others like him are here for fun."
"For fun. Our world is completely transformed for the sake of a... transitory entertainment."
"Well, there's more to it than that, but I'm not going to get into critical information with you just yet. Certainly not before you've made a commitment to work with us."
"Which I cannot do without knowing you and your goals." They seemed to be at a slight impasse, so Bloodwraith considered his options. He wanted to keep the conversation going to acquire more information, so perhaps a different angle was necessary. "Tell me more of Earth. It must be a powerful world, to be able to so dominate others."
"Actually, not as much as you'd hope." Alan's face became more grim and he paused to take a drink. "One difference between our world and yours is that we don't have magic. Well, we do, but we couldn't access it for thousands of years. We developed more advanced technology instead. You would be surprised... even the relatively poor lived like kings do here."
Bloodwraith folded his arms and listened skeptically.
"But the thing is, we did a shitty job taking care of our world. It became obvious we were going to screw things up and our civilization would crash hard. So all of our greatest minds gathered together to find a solution, and in the end we discovered the source of power that you call magic. With it, we were able to build a new united civilization."
"If people in your world are anything like those in ours, I refuse to believe that happened."
Alan laughed loudly and pounded his mug against the table. "I had a feeling I'd like you! No, you're absolutely right. We kept fighting each other and burning our civilization down right until the end. But it's true that we tapped into the power you call magic. In your world it's freely accessible to many, whereas in ours it's difficult to reach... but it runs very deep."
"That I find easier to believe. And you used this power to conquer other worlds and use them as your toys?"
"Not exactly. That one of the things I'm not going to get into just yet."
Nodding, Bloodwraith considered what to ask next. Though he believed that Earth and its box gods were the greatest threat, he remembered how Gharavi felt about the Aesidh. It was true that they seemed to be working between worlds as well, and so far they'd shown a much more casually destructive attitude. He couldn't say for sure if Earth's games were more cruel, but the Aesidh were clearly dangerous as well.
"What about the Aesidh?" Bloodwraith asked. "From what we overheard, you're working with a group called the Mirror Court?"
"Yes, that mess." Alan took a while to gather his thoughts, eyes wandering around the room. Bloodwraith noticed that the tavern had no windows and wondered if there would be anything outside them, but then focused on the Outsider again. "We weren't the first or the last to gain the power to reach other worlds. I'm not sure who was first, but the dominant group is called the Aesidh."
"That seems to be a race. Are these 'Courts' different political factions?"
"Entire governments, actually. There's a group called the Riding Court that has spread an empire across multiple worlds... but fortunately for you, they're nowhere near Alliandelle. You can't quite think of worlds spatially, but they do have different connections. The Aesidh empire is on the other side of Earth, so to speak, and we have a truce with them."
"Whereas the Mirror Court is on this side?"
"That's right. The Mirror Court is a bit smaller and weaker than some, but their magic is subtle and can mesh with ours. Your world is in their territory, but we... leased part of it from them, you could say. That's why my relationship with Belkarin is a bit awkward." Alan took another drink and shook his head. "If you ask me, the Aesidh are fucking nuts. They live a really long time and after a while they'll do anything to entertain themselves. Believe me, better our games than theirs."
"I don't have the experience to evaluate that." Bloodwraith began to consider his next question, but at that moment he noticed something: Meara was forcing her way across the room.
She was bracing her arms in front of her face and her clothing was pushed back as if she walked into a strong wind, but she was making her way across the long stretched space between them. When Alan saw him looking he glanced over as well and let out a whistle.
"Damn, I've never seen a glitch like that," Alan said. "Somebody must have been pretty sloppy setting things up, then she really ran with it. Hopefully she's just coming over to talk?"
"I believe Meara has questions of her own to ask you. It is necessary for you to answer them if you want any hope of cooperation with us."
"Alright, suit yourself." Alan sat and drank for a little while longer as Meara finally pushed through. She looked tired, but forced herself to stand tall, so Bloodwraith moved to stand with her.
"He's answering your questions?" Meara looked past him to the Outsider suspiciously. "We can't hear very well from our side."
"So far he's answered most of them," Bloodwraith said, "but he wants us to commit to working with him."
Meara looked up into his eyes, the hatred in them making it clear that she was thinking about how long she had been trapped in the Forest of Beginnings. He didn't want to say anything about that directly, but he set a hand on her shoulder and tried to put his thoughts into his eyes. After a moment, Meara nodded and moved with him to sit down opposite the Earthian.
"So, you're Meara? You want anything to eat or drink?"
"I'm fine." Meara spread her hands flat on the table and locked eyes with him. "You want us to work with you? I already spent years working for your kind. Do I get back pay?"
Alan gave a weak smile. "Okay, I can see you're pissed. I'd scan your character history, but your whole model is about as garbled as it can get. I'm guessing that you were some kind of utility NPC and the system wasn't very kind to you?"
"I was used and abused by people like Raigar for years! You stole me from my village, tore away my memory, and condemned me to act as their toy for eternity!"
"Ah, fuck... okay, look, the situation is complicated..."
Bloodwraith sat forward, bringing one gauntlet down hard on the table. "It doesn't seem that complicated to me. Why would you create a game based on such cruelty? I've seen enough to know that your games are based on rampant murder and unlimited freedom to abuse others."
Gritting his teeth, Alan sat forward. "Hey, you're not being fair. Lots of players adopt a good route and just want to save the world or whatever."
Meara shook her head. "But you create the threats for them to save the world from, and the damage from those changes can be worse than any evil. Like Gharavi... you twisted her tribe into monsters just so one of you would have something to kill."
"Dammit." Alan rubbed his eyes roughly, then stared at them. "I didn't do any of this personally, alright? I don't do much design work at all. They just hire me to make sure that the worlds are running smoothly and that our customers are safe."
"How admirable," Bloodwraith said. Alan immediately glared over at him.
"Oh, like you're such an angel? I already read your whole record - you've killed a hell of a lot of people. Even before the Master Lich plot got set up, you were eager to exterminate whole populations because they annoyed you. So stop acting like you're such a Lawful Good type."
"According to my box, my alignment is Good."
Alan stared at him in surprise, then let out a low laugh and the tension faded from his face. "Heh, I suppose. I've always thought these binary good/evil meters were so dumb. Look, if I have to justify everything every person in the AdventureCorp organization has ever done, we'll be here forever, and we don't have forever. Time might be weird here, but it's still going on out there, and if I don't act, Belkarin will fuck up your world."
"So what can you offer?" Meara still spoke with a venom in her tone that suggested there could be no compromise.
"I won't pretend that you can change the entire AdventureCorp organization. But if you agree to work with us, you can gain significant control over our operations in Alliandelle. That would come with a lot of perks and you could shape things closer to how you see fit."
"Why extend me that offer?" Bloodwraith asked. Alan immediately tapped his chest.
"The system within you and the power you've gained... that's a serious investment. Right now it makes you an obstacle, but it could also make you a valuable asset. Since you're native to this world but you've also become familiar with our system, you're uniquely placed to work for us."
"And I wouldn't become like those puppets?"
"What, like the Keeper? Or the active vectors?" Alan quickly shook his head. "Whoever set things up here didn't want local partners, so they just took people and twisted them. Uh... including you, Meara. Doing things that way is cheap, but in my opinion it's sloppy. You can't count on pure NPCs, and you can't count on the Mirror Court, either. Conscious allies is the way to go as far as I'm concerned."
"I see." Bloodwraith closed his eyes and thought hard, though not about the same things that Alan might suspect. "If I did accept this position, what exactly would be the duties and benefits?"
"Oh, you're considering it? That's good, I was worried for a moment given how your group acted."
In fact, Meara was staring at Bloodwraith. She kept her face controlled, but he could see many conflicted emotions in her eyes. It pained him, but just a part of her wondered if he would really betray her. Though he wanted to reassure her otherwise, he knew that Alan was no fool - casting each other meaningful glances would get them caught.
"As for duties," Alan said, "those would vary. You'd need to find places where people were trying to pierce the veil between worlds and destroy them. If some other faction comes here to interfere, you'd have to fight them. Quite a few different things, but you'd have significant latitude to decide how to do them. The cost of moving between worlds is far too large for us to micromanage, so you'd be in charge most of the time."
"I see. A tempting offer." Bloodwraith saw Meara's gaze but didn't dare reassure her... so instead he went in the opposite direction. "Does the offer extend to the four women with me? I want to keep them."
Alan muttered something under his breath and rubbed his eyes, but then looked up and nodded. "Sure. You keep all your current powers and you can run things here how you want. So long as you don't go start a war with the Mirror Court or something."
"Then I think we can accept your terms." He reached out and put a hand on Meara's waist in a way he never had before. "Stick with me and I won't let anyone else touch you ever again."
For a terrible moment he was afraid that it would all go wrong, then Meara pressed herself into his side. "I'll leave myself in your hands, then." She spoke the words in a flirtatious voice without a hint of joking, which sounded horribly wrong for her, but relief flooded through him. If Meara trusted him, then they still had a shot of getting through this and coming out on top.
Keeping a smile on his face that would have fit Raigar, Bloodwraith looked back to Alan. "Alright, we'll take your offer... if you can fulfill a few conditions."
"Name them and we'll see."
"I don't want Belkarin using that infection any more. There are easier ways to clean up our world."
"I agree with that anyway. Done." Alan shifted forward and frowned slightly. "But this isn't really the time to negotiate all the terms of your contract. I suggest we set up something provisional until we resolve this mess, especially with the Mirror Court acting so suspicious. Then you'll have proved your worth for the permanent agreement."
"Fine." When Meara nudged his ribs with her elbow, Bloodwraith decided to push a little further. "Earlier you wouldn't answer some of my questions, but those will be critical for me doing my job. Why exactly does your world do all this? Is it really just for a bit of profit or amusement?"
Alan's face became even more serious. He drained his mug of beer and pushed it aside slowly before he finally answered. "This is something that even most people in my world don't know. Definitely not the players we send to other worlds. So this information doesn't leave this room, understand?"
"That's reasonable. What is it?"
"The energy you call magic isn't infinite. If we keep using it to power our civilization, we'll run it dry."
Bloodwraith frowned, less for the moral implication than for purely theoretical reasons. "What do you mean? Mana naturally emanates from many different phenomena."
"But not forever and not in unlimited quantities. Furthermore, travel between worlds is extremely expensive relative to the spells you know. To gain sufficient amounts, we need processes that increase our return." Alan jabbed a finger at Bloodwraith's chest. "That's what the system inside you is: a process for creating more mana. We call it a mana fusion engine, though that may not mean anything to you."
"That might explain where the additional power of the boxes comes from, but power isn't leaking out of me. How does it create a net positive?"
"Well, for you it will be a net negative. But normally players reach a high Level, gather a lot of EXP and gear... and then they reincarnate. All that power is recycled into our systems, enough to form a new seed system and have plenty left over to power both our business and the world. Other systems have been tried, but none of them have a return quite like this."
"So the pointlessness of the quests... is the point." Bloodwraith had to pause for a moment as his mind came to grips with that revelation. "You give them a game where they fight a great enemy and save the world but nothing actually changes, because that's the point. You want them to keep going in circles so that the cycle can continue."
"Exactly. Some groups on Earth tried to use real conflicts in the beginning, but we ran out of those and players didn't like them very much anyway. They're looking for a power fantasy, you see, not a messy conflict. Well, we give them their power fantasy... and when that power is sacrificed it fuels everything else."
They sat with that in silence for a while before Meara slowly spoke up. "Then... the system gives back more than you put in? You actually create new power?"
That violated primary laws of magic and Bloodwraith wondered why she was being so foolish before remembering that she was probably acting at less than her full intelligence. In any case, her question pointed at a real issue. Bloodwraith had assumed that the system had negative externalities but hadn't thought about it deeply before then.
"Well, no." Alan sighed and rubbed his eyes. "It would break magical thermodynamics if we just created new mana. The system might be fairly efficient, but it gathers that power from everything else the player comes into contact with and leaves waste behind. So it massively extends our available power, just not forever."
Bloodwraith resisted the urge to snort at such a positive way of framing it. Another way to put it would be that the players tore through worlds, harvesting huge amounts of power from everything there. He assumed the "mana fusion" aspect was enough to make it more effective than collecting directly, but the process was ultimately still destructive. In fact, he doubted that it was all that efficient in truth: just more convenient for people on Earth.
Though she kept it off her face, he could feel Meara seething. Personally, Bloodwraith couldn't find any anger within himself. If people on Alliandelle had been in the same position, they would probably have done the same thing. Consuming all that was before them was what people did.
"Anyway, that's the reason we have to be so efficient." Alan stood up and smoothed down his thin scarf. "It wastes a lot of energy to transfer people and information around. Better to set up systems that can continue independently."
Since he stood, Bloodwraith did as well, letting go of Meara. "What about the Mirror Court? They don't seem reluctant to invest power."
"That's because they're a fatalistic civilization in decline. Their stores of magic are far more depleted than ours and they're actually in a rough situation. They know their days are numbered and instead of fighting back, they just amuse themselves until they die. But I have the feeling that you won't accept that."
"No, not at all."
"Good. Then hopefully all of the EXP you've gathered will be considered a good investment." Alan smiled at him and extended his hand. "Then do we have a deal?"
"Maybe. One more question." It was far from the most important thing in the world, but Bloodwraith had the feeling that his chance to ask questions was nearing its end and he didn't want the triviality bothering him. "Randall kept saying 'elephant mork'. What in the hells does that mean?"
"Oh, god. You, uh... you'd rather not know. It's not going to be satisfying."
"I insist. He yelled it at me with great force."
"Okay, look. There was this video... and you don't have those here." Alan rubbed his eyes again. "I guess... imagine a puppet show recorded by magic and distributed to an large audience."
"Comprehensible enough." Bloodwraith nodded for him to continue, having no idea where this was going.
"Well, there was one video with a bunch of talking animals, like in a story for children. One animal would try to do something and the elephant would jump in and stop them while yelling 'elephant mork'. As far as I know, it doesn't mean a damn thing. It wasn't even that funny in my opinion, but it got super popular for about a month and certain people started saying it. Then everyone got really sick of it... except people like Randall, apparently."
Meara and Bloodwraith stared at Alan for an extremely long time.
"Hey, look, I said it wasn't going to be satisfying, okay? That's really all there is behind it."
Though Bloodwraith was still fuming, Meara nudged him with a smile. "I guess there's some forbidden knowledge that should have remained forbidden, huh?"
"Anyway, we've already wasted long enough. It's time to get to work." Alan looked completely serious again, raising his hands to invisible boxes. "I'm going to need you to hand over control of the EXP system to me for just a bit. That way I can authenticate you and we can do things officially."
"I'd rather not do that," Bloodwraith said. From the corner of his eyes, he saw the others moving.
"Are you still suspicious? Really? Look, it's a necessary step in the process, particularly if you want to be completely protected from the Mirror Court infection. You've already given me plenty of trust, can't you offer a little more?"
"There's a mistaken assumption in your thought process." Bloodwraith drew his sword. Across the room, Gharavi dropped down to one knee and used her staff to sight toward Alan. Meara took a deep breath and her body began to flicker as she gathered her power.
Alan glanced between all of them and smiled ruefully. "I was afraid of that. Listen, I want you to know that my offer was completely sincere. I was really just going to authenticate you, not try to do anything underhanded."
"Forgive me if I don't believe you."
"But the thing is, I'm not stupid." Alan locked eyes with him without blinking. "I described this as a pocket dimension earlier, but it's actually a testing chamber. While we spoke, I moved it deeper and attached it to the bottom of a substantial barrier. Now we're deep enough that you won't be able to escape, even with your friends' abilities."
When Alan's hands started to move, Bloodwraith lunged forward, impaling him through the chest. His blade actually seemed to hit flesh, yet Alan only grunted slightly before looking back up and maintaining eye contact.
"I actually like you, Bloodwraith - ridiculous name and everything. And I honestly think you'd be good at this job. So you stay here and think about everything I said. By the time I finish cleaning up and take care of this Mirror Court situation, hopefully you'll have changed your mind."
With that the Outsider vanished, his body dissolving into light that slid into the ceiling.
Suddenly the world itself seemed to pitch, Bloodwraith's head reeling. He managed to right himself and saw that the tavern had abruptly snapped back to normal size. The other three seemed a bit disoriented as well, but Izzy rushed toward them in concern and Danniah followed.
"Gods," she said softly, "I couldn't quite hear all of it. Are we stuck here?"
"This is a prison." Meara had her eyes closed while she spoke, but then opened them with a grim look. "We might have gotten most of the information we need from him, but there's no way out. Not until it's already over."
Bloodwraith wanted to say something, but found himself remaining silent. She was right.




Chapter 9
For a moment, Bloodwraith had no idea how to proceed. They were trapped in some sort of unnatural space that likely didn't conform to any known physical or magical laws. He had no magic and Gharavi didn't specialize in portals, so they weren't likely to be able to force their way out - and the Outsider had suggested that it would be especially difficult to escape.
What could they do, then? Even if Alan had been telling the truth about his offer, Bloodwraith refused to become a flunky to those who had already used him as a pawn once. He might not particularly care about the random citizens of Alliandelle, but he didn't like the implications that had been made by all their plans. And the Aesidh might set off something even worse just to amuse themselves.
While everything was changing outside, they were trapped here. All he could-
[Quest Complete!
Survive the encounter with the Outsider by strength or deception.
EXP +10,000]
It was a single rock against a flood, yet Bloodwraith found himself smiling. "Foolish boxes." His voice was much softer than he had intended, so he forced himself to focus on their situation.
"What do we do now?" Danniah asked. "I looked around and this place doesn't have any doors or windows..."
"Remember that their powers aren't godlike." Bloodwraith looked around at all of them, making his determination clear. "We can affect the same systems and he was forced to try to bury us here. That implies that it's possible to break our way out - all we need to do is exceed his expectations."
Gharavi had been working with her bone necklace but now glanced up. "This place is almost pure Outsider magic. I intend to take a better sample, but I don't think there's any way we can bludgeon our way out."
"Even if we used up all the energy we've stored in the wand?"
"I wouldn't want to risk it. There's a chance it might punch through the veil that separates us from the real world, but based on what he said about us going deeper... I'm afraid that it would fail. If we're going to get out, we need to do so by navigating the artificial world constructed here."
"Any easy solutions, Meara?"
She shook her head. "I'm not sure if this place was built to contain someone like me, but it definitely includes that function. I can support you here, but I have no way of unlocking the path out."
"Then we're back to ordinary problem solving." Bloodwraith folded his arms and considered the matter for a time. "Unfortunately, we're bereft of many of our tools because we lost my Extra-dimensional Bag outside. If I'd been thinking properly, I'd have retrieved it."
"Oh!" Danniah beamed and jammed her hand into her pack, bringing out the Bag. "I actually picked it up at the end of the fight! I figured you might want to do that throwing trick again, but I guess it worked out, huh?"
"Good thinking." Bloodwraith smiled at her and took the Extra-dimensional Bag. Fortunately, it seemed to be at its normal weight instead of heavy - presumably Alan only temporarily disabled its weight-canceling effect instead of breaking it permanently. In that case, they still had all their equipment.
To start, he examined the walls of the false tavern carefully. As had already been noted, there were no doors or windows of any kind. There were various ornaments like a wall of drinks, a board of requests, and posted bounties, but none of them seemed substantial. Unhooking his sword, Bloodwraith began to walk toward the wall where a door would ordinarily have been.
"One of the most valuable lessons we've learned from this," Bloodwraith said, "is that our power isn't arbitrary. The EXP I've gathered does represent real power that runs the box system, including this prison. As such, that power can be set against itself. There may be loopholes and ways of manipulating this system, but even physical force is ultimately real, not artificial."
With that, he hefted his greatsword and struck the wall. It felt like striking a solid block of hard wood, but his blade bit in just like real wood. That was encouraging, so he swung again. Yet after destroying a chunk of the wall thicker than any normal wall would be, there was only more wood. Bloodwraith tried a thrust and it stopped short, failing to break through anything.
"So, Bloodwraith..." Meara had a smile on her face as she watched him. "Was your speech about the reality of power just an excuse for the fact that your first instinct was to attack the wall?"
Bloodwraith huffed. "It's a valid strategy!" Having said that, he had a feeling that trying to break through would not be effective. Even if he did, they might break into some dangerous liminal space instead of the real world.
Meanwhile, Gharavi walked closer and examined the damage to the wall. "It was a valid experiment, but I don't think we're going to be able to break through that way. Remember, the Outsider said that he moved us to make brute force less effective."
"Then we need to take a different tack, but I don't know what it should be." Bloodwraith stabbed his sword into the ground and considered their options. He could try attacking the floor and ceiling, of course, but had a feeling the result would be the same. No, they needed to think of an entirely different approach, working with the system instead of trying to destroy it.
After a long enough pause, Danniah went to sit down at one of the tables. "Well, I don't know about you, but I'm going to eat. Even if the food isn't real, it feels real. Just eating something might help clear my head."
Taking a step back to think was a valid strategy, but Bloodwraith had no appetite. As she began to eat, however, it reminded him of something else. Bloodwraith reached into his inventory and pulled Alan's severed limb from his Extra-dimensional Bag. He had been afraid it might have dissolved into light, but it remained - even if it was just a copy of the real man, that copy had substance.
"Izzy, would you like to try this?" She was crouched on one of the tables, poking at the fake food, but perked up when he handed her the arm. Grabbing it, she tore off the white sleeve and then took a careful bite.
"Tasty!" Her eyes opened wide and she began to tear into the flesh eagerly. Copy or not, Outsider or not, the flesh and bone looked realistic and Bloodwraith found himself staring at the messy sight.
When all of this had begun, he had imagined that the box gods were insane, incomprehensible entities from a world of swirling numbers. Now that he had met two of them, that hypothesis seemed thoroughly disproven. Oh, they were still mad in some ways, and they played very strange games indeed, but in the end they were mortals like him. He wasn't sure how he felt about that - insane box gods might have been easier in some ways.
Before he resolved his thoughts, Izzy finished off the arm and snapped her teeth together happily. Soon after, a new box appeared in his vision.
[Izilthor Necromancy Points +2!]
Just two points? Bloodwraith had been hoping that part of an Outsider's body would be worth an enormous amount, given his power. But as he reconsidered, he realized that Alan hadn't been trying to create all-powerful projections of himself, just simple avatars that he could use to manipulate the system in more subtle ways. It was an efficient and useful tactic that Bloodwraith could respect.
Unfortunately, it left him without any easy-
[New Undead Companion Trait Unlocked: Consume Veil]
Bloodwraith's eyes widened. Izzy saw his expression and hopped over to him, peering at the space where the box was, though she couldn't see it. "It was tasty, but not that tasty. Is there a special box?"
"Yes, there is. Something about a new potential trait for you, let me check it..." It had been a little while since he'd needed to search the boxes for a trait, and this was the first one that had said it was unlocked, but he figured it out soon enough and a new box appeared before him:
[Consume Veil
Cost: 43 NP
The Undead Companion will gain the ability to consume magic invested in corporeal form. This trait will significantly increase penetration of magical defenses and may override certain rules regarding immunity.
NOTE: This trait was produced through an unexpected combination of local factors and is poorly suited to Undead Companions. Taking this trait is not recommended. Please contact AdventureCorp about this bug on the next available opportunity.]
At 43 Necromancy Points the trait was expensive, but Bloodwraith found himself quite certain that he wanted Izzy to acquire it. The serious warning from the boxes only increased his eagerness to see exactly what it could do. They tried to call it a "bug" as if it was trivial, but he sensed some quiet panic in the dry text. Those who had designed the system had not intended such a trait to be created.
"It's good, right? Right?" Izzy began shifting eagerly beside him, so he chuckled and put a hand on her head.
"Yes, it is. We can't get it yet, but I'll describe it to you..." Bloodwraith read out the box to her, wishing that he had sufficient Necromancy Points at the moment. Hopefully it wouldn't take long to acquire them - that might be a bit more difficult if she couldn't eat Fellsilvered enemies, but he found himself wondering if it would be possible to find a "Consume Fellsilver" trait in the system.
No such trait appeared and he didn't find any other breakthroughs, so Bloodwraith thought that was likely all he could do for now. Instead, he returned to setting his mind to the core problem of their imprisonment.
First he ruled out the obvious by investigating every surface of the false tavern. When he got close to the request board, he was surprised to see that there was no legible writing, just a series of scribbles. While it was remotely possible that they were in another language, they looked very repetitive to him and he suspected that they were just nonsense. This wasn't an actual tavern, after all, just scenery.
After that he ignored Meara's snickering and attacked all the walls, floor, and ceiling. As he'd suspected, they all seemed to be made of endless solid wood. Surely there couldn't be endless walls surrounding them, could there? Perhaps if he began tunneling... but that sounded like forcibly breaking out, which Alan had explicitly said they couldn't do in time. While it was always possible that had been a deception, Bloodwraith set that tactic aside to consider again when he became desperate.
Wanting a break to consider other ideas, Bloodwraith checked to see what everyone else was doing. He didn't see Izzy, Gharavi was engrossed in a complex spell, and Danniah seemed to be simply practicing her strikes against one of the walls. That left Meara, who stood near one wall with a blank expression on her face.
"Any thoughts yet, Meara?"
"Hello, welcome to my shop! What can I do for you?" Hearing the cheerful and empty tone, Bloodwraith decided to leave her to whatever she was doing. The real Meara wasn't really there now, focused on something else while her shell worked automatically.
Meanwhile, he saw Gharavi sit back and let the strands of mana she had been holding go slack. She rubbed her eyes wearily, so he decided that it was a good time to talk to her. When he sat down opposite her, she smiled at him. "Sorry, no solutions yet."
"I don't expect you to come up with a way out alone. Have you figured out anything about the structure of this space?"
"I'm afraid it's a different sort of magic than I'm used to, so I can't get much by pushing directly. I don't think that we're in the middle of a barrier, though. More like we're in the center of a larger mechanism. Even if I had the ability to create portals, I don't think we could simply step through one to leave."
"Hmm. It's true that the Outsider didn't use a portal out, he just allowed his copy to dissolve." Bloodwraith glanced over at her axe staff where it leaned against the table. "That skill you used against him... something dedicated specifically to fighting Outsiders?"
"That's right. I didn't tell you about it because I wasn't entirely sure I could trust you. Plus, the skill was weak until recently when I had so much opportunity to practice against your effects."
"I'm not objecting, just curious."
"Speaking of that..." Gharavi cocked her head and gave him a strange look he couldn't interpret. "What do the boxes say about my 'affection' now?"
Bloodwraith summoned her box:
[Name: Gharavi
Race: Half-Orc/Half-???
Class: Sorcerer
Health: 181/181
Mana: 98/98
Stamina: 171/171
Level: 16
EXP: ???
Affection: 14/14
Statistics:
Might: 22
Vitality: 27
Quickness: 43
Intellect: 52 (57)
Charisma: 22
Willpower: 32
Wisdom: 25
Luck: 15
Piety: 12
Skills: ???
Proficiencies: ???
Inventory: Custom Staff, Ring of Ice
WARNING: This character may be involved with an attempt to tamper with the core AdventureCorp system. Eliminating them is strongly recommended. Check your quest log for rewards.]
Though he was mildly interested in her statistics, which had improved again, all that mattered was her "Affection" value. While everyone else in the world had a value listed out of 100, Gharavi had been working to change that... as the system had noticed.
"You have it down to 14 now. Do you think that you could do the same to nullify whatever he did to suspend you in the air?"
"Unfortunately, he's not being as cooperative as you are. Given the amount of time it would take, I don't think it's a viable option in combat." Gharavi stared where the box had been, gaze unreadable. "I look forward to getting the number down to zero, which should eliminate the influence. That will allow me to test out some theories."
"Feel free to keep working on it, but is it likely to earn us a way out of here?"
"No, probably not. And before you ask, I think trying to use my necklace to grind down whatever is blocking us would take far too long."
He had assumed as much, but it was good to confirm. Bloodwraith sat in silence for a time before another idea occurred to him. "The wood surrounding us may not be natural, but it still has the properties of wood, doesn't it? Could we try to burn our way out?"
"Seems risky to me," Gharavi said. "The fire might spread to every part of the tavern. For that matter, it could cause other problems... have you considered what we're breathing? Clearly there's air from somewhere, but a fire could suffocate us."
"Good points. We will reserve tests with fire for later."
"For whatever it's worth, I think a true solution will be coming from you or Meara. I'm manipulating this magic from the outside and I'm not as good at it as the people who built this place. But the two of you are already inside and you can work directly."
Bloodwraith nodded, considering her words somberly. He left Gharavi to her work, toying with ideas in his mind. Nothing in the tavern triggered any boxes, but he had forced the box system to acknowledge the Fellsilvered enemies, so perhaps it could bend to help them here? Before he found any answers, he wandered far enough to find Izzy.
She crouched behind the bar, moving along it and examining the floor. When she saw him, she perked up. "Hello, Da!"
"What are you looking for, Izzy?"
"Just sniffing out if any part of this place seems different." She glanced around at the space under the bar and pouted. "But it's all the same and boring. I don't think I'm gonna find anything."
"It's still worth trying. Keep it up."
"Okay, Da!"
Leaving her to it, Bloodwraith tried to consider what he alone could do. Gharavi could handle magic and Izzy could handle the detailed search. If it came down to it, Danniah could cover physical force. What contribution would be unique to him?
Or... perhaps not unique.
Thinking back to the conversation, Bloodwraith remembered how Alan had manipulated the white boxes to control the tavern. What was striking was that they were different than the invisible boxes he used to access all his other powers. They seemed like simple controls for the tavern itself... and perhaps those controls were generic, designed to be used by those who entered.
The boxes had been white instead of blue, but perhaps they were close enough that he could access them as a player? Bloodwraith did his best to stretch out his will and try to control the tavern itself. Nothing happened. He threw his mind against it harder and didn't feel anything that might give. Next he tried a different angle, thinking about how the symbol had slid along the line... he needed to alter the same thing...
Still nothing. But then he felt a hand touch his.
Meara stood next to him, her gaze blank. Yet she seemed to be trying to move his hand. When Bloodwraith moved with her, he felt not just her hand, but her will guiding his. Together they reached out... and he touched a box.
Bloodwraith stared down at the white box in surprise. He wanted to grab at it, make sure that it couldn't disappear, but it remained floating in the air in front of him. He'd done it... they'd done it.
"Good thought searching for those." Meara took her hand away and gave him a weary smile. "I was trying to manipulate this place directly and it just wasn't working. But these boxes are designed to control it, I think. Can you handle them?"
"They appear to be written in comprehensible text, just like my boxes." Bloodwraith smiled at her and then focused on the controls. "All I need to do is read the text and figure out how the system works."
"I'll leave you to it. I need some time to rest."
Letting her go, Bloodwraith instead focused on the white box. This one contained several different symbols sliding along lines. The first one said simply "Background SFX Volume" - what in the hells did that mean? He reached out to touch the symbol and moved it as if it was a physical object. Thankfully, it immediately moved along with his finger as he jerked it right.
And they were suddenly surrounded by the sounds of a rowdy tavern at ear-splitting volume. Everyone winced and looked around as Bloodwraith hurriedly pushed it back to the center of the bar. The sounds subsided to a hum in the background.
"Where is that coming from?" Danniah asked, looking around. "The people didn't come back or anything."
Bloodwraith wasn't sure, but Meara let out a sharp laugh. "I get it. The fake people weren't making the sounds at all - these are just the generic sounds of a tavern as background noise. If you listen carefully, you can even hear some sounds repeat."
She seemed correct, but Bloodwraith had larger concerns. Below the "Volume" slider there was a second that was labeled as "Music" - when he moved it, an invisible band struck up a jaunty tune. Bloodwraith irritably moved both bars all the way to the left, silencing the room, and looked through the other options.
There didn't appear to be much, not even the options that Alan had used before. But as Bloodwraith looked away from the central controls, he figured out that a series of symbols along the top of the box actually opened several different boxes of options. From there he saw a massive number of different options, but all of them only controlled superficial aspects of the tavern.
A symbol that must have been a face appeared to control the inhabitants of the bar. When Bloodwraith moved the symbol, a few patrons popped into existence, a bartender making Izzy hop back in surprise. Curious, Bloodwraith moved the symbol all the way to the right and suddenly the bar was jam packed with the same set of generic customers.
"You really think that's going to help?" Gharavi shot him a glance.
"We may be able to use them to get out. In theory." Yet when Bloodwraith tried to get the attention of the customers nearest him, they ignored him as if he didn't exist. That wasn't surprising, since if the box gods could create entirely artificial people who were just as realistic as reality, they wouldn't need to manipulate real people. He slid the slider back to get rid of almost all the people so they wouldn't be annoying.
What could they do with access to so many fake people? His first thought was to begin ritually sacrificing them, but that ran into the same problem: if fake sacrifices would work, there was no need for such an elaborate system. So all the generic bar girls would stay for now.
Looking at the system more carefully, Bloodwraith saw that he could change the mix of inhabitants, such as turning them all into elves or dwarves. That seemed completely useless, so he ignored those parts. Yet when he was trying to push something else, his fingers touched the words "Tavern Wench" and to his surprise a new box opened up.
So there were further secret boxes? This one had new sliders, but they seemed to govern useless traits such as hair color. But since he had begun thinking about the potential for secrets, he decided to test. Bloodwraith moved through and dismissed most of the options quickly, but one of them puzzled him: instead of a trait it simply read "BWH" - what was that?
He moved the slider to the left and didn't notice anything changing... no, wait, there was a difference in the tavern girls' chests. Bloodwraith slid the symbol in the other direction and saw the identical women's breasts swell to ludicrous proportions, threatening to spill out of their bodices.
"Bloodwraith!" Danniah stared at him from across the room, her hands on her hips. "Just what are you doing?"
"Testing all the available options." Bloodwraith removed all the tavern wenches entirely, but it was too late - Meara was already snickering.
"It's good to see they focused on the important things." Meara leaned against the table next to Gharavi, smirking down at her. "What do you think, Gharavi? I think that pretty much justifies everything they've done to our world, don't you?"
"Clearly we need to destroy them all." Gharavi scowled down at her work and Bloodwraith was not sure whether or not she was joking.
In any case, he wouldn't let such trivialities distract him from his experimentation. He'd moved through nearly every available box, but there was one more that seemed very opaque to him. It used words that didn't make any sense and had fewer sliding symbols. When he tapped some of the buttons, he didn't see anything change. Just in case, he reverted all of them to their original status as he continued his experimentation.
Near the bottom, there was a very small button that said "Admin Tools". When Bloodwraith tapped it, to his surprise the white box cleared away to reveal only a single message.
[Access denied.]
He frowned, but his expression almost immediately gave way to a smile. If he was forbidden from accessing this part of the box, perhaps it contained the controls that actually mattered. They might not be as powerful as the tools Alan could use with his personal boxes, but they might be the edge he needed.
Touching the box again returned him to the previous screen. Bloodwraith tried a few more times, including with different combinations of the strange options marked, but each time it said only [Access denied.] He sat back, too satisfied by the breakthrough to be frustrated but not sure what to attempt next.
"This might be a weak point." Meara stood beside him, speaking quietly. "Do you think you can push through?"
"Well... I can think harder at the box, but I doubt it will do any good." Bloodwraith glanced up and gestured for Gharavi to come stand with them. "Gharavi, do you think you can use your magic against a small part of theirs?"
"I'm not sure," Gharavi said. She looked down at the box directly, indicating that she could see it just as he had been able to with Alan. "This mechanism is a bit delicate, but that could work against us too if the whole thing breaks."
"Make the attempt. This could be what we need."
Nodding, Gharavi hooked her staff in one elbow so that she could use both hands to work a spell. It was a simple modification of the one she used against other Outsider magic. Bloodwraith saw it connect to the box and it flickered... but that was all.
"It's not enough." Gharavi sighed and took a step back, but Meara was smiling.
"No, I think we can break through." Meara tried to touch the box, but her hand passed through. "Bloodwraith, try to access it again so that it says 'Access denied' and then leave it there. Gharavi, get out your staff and prepare to fire."
Since it was better than anything else they'd tried, they both moved to obey. Bloodwraith backed away from the box and to his surprise it stayed where it floated. Meara raised her hands around it and the box began to flicker slightly, though the message of denial remained in the center of the box.
Meanwhile, Gharavi knelt down on the floor, pulled her staff to her shoulder, and sighted along it toward the box. She hesitated and glanced at Meara first. "Are you sure about this?"
"I'm sure it's worth a try. Give it everything you got."
Nodding, Gharavi took a deep breath and then fired. The beam of gray magic struck the box with an explosion of light that forced Bloodwraith to cover his eyes.
When he looked again, the box still hovered in the air... but it displayed text that he'd never seen before. The others had noticed when they'd attempted to fire on the box, so they crowded closer to look. Bloodwraith stared down at the box, reading over the various options.
Some of them referred to the tavern's connection to other space and its use of magic. One slider labeled "Total Energy Consumption" looked promising, but when he moved it left, the entire tavern started to tremble in a way that made him decidedly uncomfortable, so he moved it back. Playing around with these options might be dangerous, so best not to experiment wildly.
"What about that?" Meara pointed down to the bottom of the list, where there was a simple option:
[Enable dungeon access?
Y/N]
Currently the negative option was selected. What did that mean? Gaining access to a prison would do them no good at all. Unless the tavern itself was the dungeon - it did serve to restrict them, after all. It was possible that "enabling access" would mean opening the tavern, but it could also be some sort of mad box god logic.
Bloodwraith wasn't sure about changing the setting, but looking over the other options and then to his companions, he didn't see many choices. Taking a deep breath, he pressed the "Y" symbol.
A click sounded in the room, loud in the stillness.
Everyone looked around for a change, but there appeared to be nothing. Bloodwraith had hoped for a door, but there was nothing like that. Yet before he could grow frustrated, Izzy ran around the side of the bar. She let out a cry and rushed forward, bending down behind it.
Bloodwraith moved after her and saw what had prompted her reaction: a massive trapdoor had appeared where before there had been nothing but smooth floor. It had a large iron handle that Izzy tugged at, but she couldn't budge it. He moved after her and bent down to tug it upward.
It moved with a wrenching creak, but beneath it he could see a set of dark stairs. They led down into the darkness, but he could just see a stone floor at the bottom. When he bent down to look further, he saw a pair of mana torches, illuminating a hallway stretching out into nothingness.
"Well." Bloodwraith pulled back to his feet and turned to look at his gathered companions. "I believe this is our way out."




Chapter 10
Their group took some time to collect themselves and drink potions to restore lost mana, then they headed down the stairs. Danniah had the idea of breaking off part of the bar and using it to prop the trapdoor open, but there was no sign of a sudden trap locking them in. After several cautious ventures and checking for traps, they headed down into the first tunnel.
As soon as they fully entered, a box appeared in his vision.
[Welcome to the Testing Dungeon!
This vast dungeon spans three enormous floors, each featuring a dazzling array of mazes, puzzles, and monsters! Your journey begins on the Floor of the Wild and will advance through the Floor of Bone and perhaps even to the Floor of Mystery!
EDIT: Calm the fuck down, Greg. It's a glorified testing room.
WARNING: Please be aware that this isn't the tutorial dungeon - see the new Starting Forest for that (someone should get on improving that name, btw). There are no safeguards here and it operates under all local rules. I populated this one with real monsters for a more robust test of physics and magic, but this is in no way balanced for normal players. Don't waste copies messing around here or we'll revoke your access.]
Bloodwraith blinked, not having expected a message like that. It was clearly a personal message among the box gods, not meant to be read by normal players. That probably implied they weren't supposed to be here either, which meant they were moving forward. He had to consider that this might be another trap from Alan, but they didn't exactly have a lot of other options.
"You're seeing something?" Meara asked. He dismissed the box and nodded.
"There was a welcome message. But they're calling this place a 'dungeon' - it certainly doesn't look like it could serve as a functional prison to me. There would be no need for monsters or any such thing."
"Hmm... based on everything it says, I think they're using the term differently." Meara shrugged and tilted her head in the direction of the others. "You want to explain for everyone else?"
"Very well. According to the box, this is apparently a dangerous location the box gods used when twisting our world. We should advance cautiously."
"I feel like this place is... less of a prison than the tavern." Meara closed her eyes, growing still for a time before continuing. "That place was to hold us, but this 'dungeon' might be to slow us down. It's just a guess, but I wonder if the fastest way he could keep us from getting back to our world was to stick locations that already existed between us and the real world."
"In that case, we should push through this place swiftly and get back." In the time they were gone, all manner of things might change and at the very least they would lose track of their opponents. But since it wouldn't help or improve morale to say that, Bloodwraith kept his mouth shut and moved forward down the corridor.
They passed the first pair of mana torches and he could see another ahead, but they were far enough away that there was dark space in between them. But they'd already done this before, so all he had to do was glance to Meara. She pulled a torch from her cloak and kindled it from one of the mana torches, lighting the way and leaving the rest of them with their arms free.
Before they reached the second pair of torches, the walls of the tunnel expanded into a strangely shaped room, an irregular five-sided structure. Four different tunnels branched off from the chamber in random directions, leaving them with five ways forward. Clearly, this place was not going to be straightforward.
"Unless someone has an intuition about the correct path, we should do this methodically. First..." Bloodwraith trailed off as he heard a growl. It had a strange undercurrent that sent a chill up his spine, indicating a level of mana beyond a simple animal.
All of them turned toward the growl and spotted a beast prowling from one of the corridors. It was a wolf. Though its fur was pitch black and it had unusually large claws and teeth, in the end it was just another of the box gods' favorite monster. Still, Bloodwraith didn't want to make his usual overconfident mistakes, so he assumed that it was dangerous and gathered enough mana in his sword to Enrage an attack.
When the wolf charged at him predictably, he brought his greatsword down on its head with all his strength and mana behind it.
His blow dealt only a shallow cut and the wolf charged directly through it.
In an instant of flashing pain Bloodwraith found himself slamming back against the opposite wall. His sword had fallen from his hand and his other hung limply. When he tried to move on instinct, he felt only sharp pain - his arm was broken. The wolf barely paused to snarl before leaping at him.
Izzy leapt to attack its head, her knives flashing. Yet the wolf turned in midair and with a single swipe of its claws, it tore her in half. She collapsed in two pieces and the wolf lunged at her legs, savaging them. Though she couldn't feel pain, Izzy looked as shocked as Bloodwraith felt.
The conflict had taken so little time that the others had barely reacted. Danniah had only managed to raise her shield into position, while Gharavi was just now bringing her axe staff to bear. She unleashed a series of efficient spells in quick succession: a bolt of lightning, a shard of ice, and a sphere of flame.
All of it dissipated except the lightning, which singed some of the wolf's fur. It growled angrily and turned on her, leaping with that horrible speed.
Danniah barely managed to put herself in its path, blocking the swiping claws with her shield. The wolf immediately struck a second time, but for once, it wasn't able to tear directly through someone. Though Danniah had no time to attack and was being forced to step back with each strike, she held the wolf for a brief time.
That was enough to rouse Bloodwraith from his shock. There was no time to drink a potion or worry about his broken arm, he simply needed to fight with his remaining hand. Again he poured all the mana he could into the blade to prepare for an attack. It would have been a good time for him to find some new ability or unlock the power the Savages Guild had described, but he felt nothing. All he had was his superior intelligence over the beast.
Lifting his sword into position, Bloodwraith advanced but didn't attack with it. Instead he jerked his knee up, using the movement to send a Fist of Rage out at the wolf. The burst of force dissipated off the wolf's hide, but it did turn away from the faltering Danniah to growl at him.
It lunged directly for his throat, but his sword came down first. This time he struck the beast directly on the side of the head, not attempting to kill but just using all his power to bludgeon it. In the air the beast couldn't brace itself and it was sent flying into the wall. Though it didn't appear particularly injured and soon leapt back to its feet, that was better than nothing.
Now that it was coming for him again, Bloodwraith couldn't react fast enough. He sent another burst of force at the beast's eyes, but the attack didn't even slow it down.
Fortunately, Gharavi had not been wasting the time they bought her.
The room dimmed as lightning arced around her arms, gathering in a sphere of power just in front of her axe. She unleashed it in a bolt of raw force that would have blinded him if he hadn't shielded his eyes. He heard the wolf yelp in pain and hit the wall, then the floor. Bloodwraith smiled in grim satisfaction and prepared to finish it off.
But though it was injured, the wolf was still on its feet. When Bloodwraith checked its box, he discovered that it still had a large amount of Health remaining. Cursing under his breath, Bloodwraith swung his sword in another empowered Sword of Rage to draw his attention.
At first the wolf focused on him, but without warning it darted away from him and instead lunged toward Gharavi. Danniah got in the way, but the wolf leapt over her, bouncing off the opposite wall. All at once it was in front of Gharavi, raising one of those terrible claws before she could cast a spell.
Her staff went into the creature's eye, using the axe blades as an actual axe for once. The wolf howled and blood spurted from the wound, but its response was to lash out in rage. One blow tore the axe staff in half and the other sent Gharavi to the ground in a trail of blood.
Danniah tried to jump in again, but the wolf knocked her away with a kick of one of its back legs. Bloodwraith was trying to move to arrive in time, yet it was already closing in on Gharavi's falling form, its jaws opening to finish her off...
Meara flickered in front of it, copies of her body flashing in every direction. The wolf pulled up to a halt, startled, and then let out a howl and began to charge again.
Though Bloodwraith wanted to jump to stop it, he knew that he would be too slow and he would only slow it down. His only hope was to trust in his allies and use this time for something else. He propped his sword against his side and began downing every healing potion he had, plus some of Meara's unique potions.
Meanwhile, Danniah slammed her shield into the wolf from behind, reinforcing her attack with mana. This managed to stagger the wolf a step, but only one step. It turned on her with a scornful growl.
So Danniah hit it in the face again. Recognizing that they couldn't afford to hold anything back, Danniah kept hitting the wolf with everything she had. Yet though she kept it staggered and further disoriented the beast, Bloodwraith knew that it wouldn't be enough. Each use of the skill cost her 2 Mana and so she could only use it five times...
Bloodwraith tossed aside the last potion and picked up his sword with both hands. His arm was still partially broken and it ached, but he could use it. Unfortunately, he was afraid that he would be too late.
When Danniah ran out of mana she tried to shield bash the wolf normally, but it pushed through the blow. Headbutting her shield, it knocked her onto her back, then leapt on top. She managed to raise her shield to defend her face, but the wolf began to slash down, gouging her shield and threatening to knock it away at any moment. Though Bloodwraith had poured mana into his sword again, he just wasn't ready...
At that moment, Izzy bit the wolf's back leg. Though she was small compared to its bulky muscle, when her teeth snapped down, a large chunk of flesh tore away. The wolf let out a roar and whirled, knocking her aside and then rushing in for the kill.
Before it could, Bloodwraith intercepted it and drove his sword directly into the beast's gaping maw.
Propelled by the monster's own strength, his thrust managed to penetrate half-way into its body. Yet to his shock, even with the sword sticking out of its jaws, the wolf kept moving. In fact, it threatened to tear the sword out of his hands and it was all he could do to keep his grip and hold it in place.
Could he resist long enough for it to bleed out? Yet his arm felt like it had broken again and he was exhausted, plus the wolf just had too much Health left. It might be close to dying, but the bleeding wouldn't finish it. All he could do was keep his grip, though, because if the wolf got free...
"Bloodwraith... let go..." The words were Gharavi's, barely audible over the wolf's pained snarls. Though he didn't understand, Bloodwraith let go of his sword and leapt back.
The next moment a burst of lightning coursed down his sword and directly into the core of the wolf's body. Gharavi launched a second bolt, then a third, but after that she collapsed to the floor, her eyes closing.
For a long moment, all of them just stared at the scorched body. He was almost certain that he saw it twitch and that it would keep coming at him, but the box said it had 0 Health and it was no longer moving...
[Victory! You received 7408 EXP and one Fellwolf Pelt.]
This was no victory. Bloodwraith's broken arm hung limply and his other barely had the strength to pull his sword free.
"Umm..." Though Danniah looked a bit scraped up, she was able to get to her feet. "Was that some kind of special wolf?"
"I don't think it was." Bloodwraith slowly and painfully put his sword back on his back. "They like to make wolves the base enemy. I think that's just how dangerous this place is."
"Oh, gods... that can't be true, can it?"
As if to mock her, at that moment they heard a howling sound echo through the corridors, answered by several others. This time, the chill that came with the sound was more than an effect of the mana. There was absolutely no way they could face even a second Fellwolf, much less more than one at the same time.
He didn't need to sound the retreat, it was just the obvious decision. Meara scooped up both halves of Izzy's body, while Bloodwraith lifted Gharavi and the pieces of her staff in his arms. She was covered in her own blood, but according to her box she was still alive. At least for now, because the sound of the wolves was getting closer.
They ran for it, rushing down the corridor the way they had come. Bloodwraith didn't look back, knowing that it would do little good and just focusing on running. Yet as they reached the stairs back up, he couldn't help it. Far down the corridor, partially lit by the mana lanterns, he saw several pairs of eyes glowing in the shadows.
As soon as they tumbled into the tavern, they collapsed. Danniah came in last, shoving aside the propping pieces of wood and slamming the trap door closed. Bloodwraith stared at it, wondering if he would hear the wolves scrabbling at it... then realized he had a better option. He reached for the box and found it easily this time, hitting the appropriate symbol and then deactivating the entrance.
The trap door winked out of existence and everyone fell back in relief.
It took them a long time just to catch their breath. Eventually Danniah looked over at him with wide eyes. "Bloodwraith... what do we do now?"
"I don't know." He fell onto his back and just stared up at the ceiling.




Chapter 11
As the others lingered in the tavern, Meara drifted along the walls. She wanted to reprimand Bloodwraith for sulking, but didn't feel that she had the right: while the others had been risking their lives, she had barely been able to help. Truthfully, she had been afraid to participate even as much as she did, because a single attack from a monster like that might kill her instantly.
Bloodwraith sat in one corner, his helm still on his head. Though she couldn't see his face, she knew the deep frustration that must be there. She walked over to him and began pulling potions from her cloak, setting them down on the table in front of him.
"These should restore the potions you used in the fight."
He only grunted.
"Do you want to consider an alternate way out?"
Another grunt. Seeing that he wasn't ready to talk, Meara let him be alone and instead moved to look at the others.
Without bodies to eat, Izzy was regrowing only slowly. Since Meara had taken both halves of her body, she lay with them positioned to grow back together, but there was considerable damage to repair. She was tapping her hands on the floor restlessly, obviously wanting to move around, so Meara moved to her next.
"How are you feeling, Izzy?"
"I wish I was stronger." Izzy frowned up at her. "I wanna be able to help Da and Danniah. And I wanna eat that wolf thing."
"That's a good attitude." Meara sat cross-legged on the floor beside her and stroked Izzy's gray hair. "I was wondering if I could help you heal. Would you like to try some potions?"
"Gimme!" Izzy raised her hands eagerly, so Meara handed her a Mana Potion and a Health Potion. After sipping the first cautiously, Izzy then drank it down eagerly. When she drank the Health Potion, however, she blanched and spat it out. "That one tastes bad."
"Yeah, I wondered if that would happen." Meara closed her eyes and reached inside herself, intentionally botching the creation of another potion.
Except... she understood what she was doing better now. She wasn't making failed potions, she was making glitched potions. Many of the words the Earthian Outsider had said were strange to her, but that one resonated. What he considered an error was a fundamental part of her being now. While her potions weren't normal, they worked on some people.
"Try this one." Meara handed Izzy the glowing orange potion. The girl sniffed at this one more suspiciously and stuck her tongue into the bottle. She spent a while smacking her lips, as if not quite sure, but abruptly she drank the whole potion.
"It tastes like Da!"
"Hmm." Meara raised an eyebrow and - after deciding not to joke around with the poor girl - considered her statement. Perhaps her glitched potions only worked on other people who were glitched? She remembered how violently Daek the Knife had reacted, after all. It also might explain why Danniah reacted negatively at first, but later was able to drink the potions, assuming that the glitch spread. If so, since Izzy had been born from Bloodwraith's manipulations, it was no surprise that Izzy could drink them.
"Gimme more!" The ghoul squirmed up to put her head in Meara's lap. Meara would have thought that would make her tear apart again, but it looked like her torso was fusing together properly.
"Wait a bit. It takes me more time to make these." She stuck a hand in her cloak, trying to form the next potion.
"That's normal." Izzy nodded seriously, as if she was understanding something. "I said they taste like Da but I think maybe they taste more like you. Except I don't know what you taste like because you're not my Da. But I ate your pain and I remember it a bit."
Instead of trying to answer that, Meara pulled a larger potion from her cloak. Izzy eagerly took it with both hands and began gulping it down. When she was done she gave a sigh that revealed her sharp teeth and snuggled further into Meara's lap.
"That was nice. You're nice. I like you, Meara... but I'm getting sleepy... I don't usually get sleepy..."
Meara stayed there and stroked Izzy's hair until she fell asleep, assuming a ghoul could actually sleep. Whatever the case, Meara felt that the girl's body was mending. She slowly extricated herself from under Izzy's head and eased her to the floor, then moved away toward the others.
Since she had spent time with Izzy... Danniah and Gharavi had begun fighting? They were on the far end of the tavern, so Meara had time to stare at them as she approached.
No, they weren't fighting. Danniah wasn't wearing her armor, instead stripped down to just light clothes. Gharavi was hurling spheres of flame at her, but not using any of her stronger bolt attacks. The flames made Danniah wince in pain, but she kept moving forward while Gharavi kept striking her with new spells. It seemed that she could still cast without her staff, though the spells weren't as powerful. Meara would need access to Bloodwraith's boxes to be sure how much weaker.
When Meara approached, they stopped and turned to her. Danniah winced, looking over the burns on her body. "Good timing, Meara. Do you have more potions for me?"
"That's why I'm here." Meara handed Danniah several potions without looking at them, instead glancing between the two women. "What exactly are you trying to do?"
"I'm, uh... grinding Vitality." Danniah managed to answer in between gulps of potion. "It hurts, but I think I'm getting a bit tougher. Hopefully I'll be able to do better if we have to fight more of those wolves."
"As for me," Gharavi said, "I felt mentally unprepared to deal with an opponent who could shrug off spells so easily. My hope is that I can practice with Danniah and become more accustomed to such threats."
"Though I'm not exactly fast. I was hoping maybe we could practice with Izzy later."
Gharavi nodded grimly. "Having her come straight at me with those teeth would certainly test my concentration."
Those were rational actions, so Meara wasn't sure what she could say to them. Before she could say much more, Danniah finished her potions and then glanced in Bloodwraith's direction. Her gaze shifted back to Meara. "Is... is Bloodwraith okay? Is he trying to think of another way out?"
"I'm not sure." Meara sighed and glanced at him one more time before returning her full focus to the others. "Ignore him for now. What we need to do is prepare, just as you've been doing."
"I agree... but I'm not sure what exactly we can do."
"We'll figure it out one step at a time." Meara formed another unique potion and pulled it out of her cloak before handing it to Gharavi. "Would you try drinking this?"
Though Gharavi took it, she frowned at the liquid. "This looks like an improperly brewed potion."
"Please just try."
"If you insist." Gharavi took a sip and made a face. "I don't think that will help. It might not be actively harmful, but it feels like a strange mix of effects."
"That's fine... have Danniah try it next."
While Meara watched, Gharavi handed the potion to Danniah. She took a hesitant sip, then smiled and drank the rest. "Tastes great to me! Not exactly healing or magic, but I'm full of energy now!"
Gharavi stared at her in surprise, then shot Meara a thoughtful glance. "What exactly is this?"
"I think the potions I make are..." Meara hesitated a moment, searching for the right words that the others would understand. "Almost another form of Outsider magic, I think. They contain beneficial power, but it's not suited to this world. However, for people who have Outsider systems, like Bloodwraith, they can provide a boost."
"If that's true, then why do they work on Danniah?"
"I think Bloodwraith has rubbed off on her... if you know what I mean."
Danniah blushed furiously and Meara smirked. Nailed it.
Meanwhile, Gharavi ignored her quip and just focused on the issue at hand. "So if the potions work on people who have been fundamentally changed along the lines of the system, then I haven't been changed in that way?"
"Perhaps not enough," Meara said. "According to the boxes you're 'in our party' but I don't know if there's more to it than that. But I want to keep trying with you and see if you gain the ability to drink the potions over time."
"Hmm. If these potions are from your essence, and your essence is capable of resisting the magical systems used by the Outsiders... do you think you could create one that would give us some protection against their power?"
"That... is a good thought." Meara paused to consider it. "Ever since I used the artifact during the fight against Raigar, my core abilities have been stronger. I've managed to create potions that provide resistance against magic, for example. But to resist that kind of fundamental magic that can pierce between worlds... actually, I might need your help with that."
"I'll do what I can." Gharavi nodded seriously.
"On that note, is there anything I can do to help you with your axe staff? At least, I don't see you working on it."
"I won't be able to repair it like this. I don't suppose you can create magical components?"
"Sorry, but no. If you needed wood for the staff itself, or other materials a normal merchant might sell, I can give you endless amounts. But anything rare is... probably impossible for me, I think."
"That's a shame, but we'll just have to find something else to repair it. Or perhaps it would be simpler in the end to just forge a new one."
Danniah had been listening silently during their conversation, but now looked between them uncomfortably. "What are we going to do next? Unless there's some other way out... or do we have to find a way through that 'dungeon' thing? Because if that was just the start..."
"I'm not sure." Meara put a hand on each of the other women's shoulders and gave them a smile without smirking for once. "But one option we don't have is sitting and giving up. We need to escape this place and strike back against the box gods... and we'll need power to do it. So keep working to improve yourselves and I'll do my best to think of something."
"Just hearing that makes me feel better. Thanks, Meara." Danniah turned away and grinned and Gharavi. "Alright, now throw fireballs at my face!"
Though Meara strongly considered making some kind of crack about Danniah getting into kinky stuff, in the end she decided against it. Instead she wandered away, leaving the two of them to their training. She didn't need to be concerned about them, or about Izzy: they were all strong in their own way. But Bloodwraith...
Meara drifted toward him, barely feeling the floor beneath her feet. Though their time together hadn't truly been so long, she felt as though she'd known him forever. He was an incredibly sharp blade, but that razor edge left it vulnerable to other kinds of stress. Unfortunately, she couldn't think of anything to say to him. So instead she just came and stood beside him.
Eventually, he looked up at her, eyes hard through his helm. "I don't think we're going to find another way out."
"It doesn't seem likely."
"That means that we're going to need to go through." His gauntlet hit the table hard. "I don't think we have what it takes."
"Maybe not now, but we will." Meara moved to stand behind him, turning his head to look toward the others. "They're all working as hard as they can to become stronger so that we can find a way through."
"That's admirable, but... this location was designed for players of much higher Level than we are..."
"Good thing we're not players, then, huh?"
Bloodwraith stared at her for a long moment, then chuckled. He rose to his feet, his hands coming down heavily on her shoulders. "You're right, Meara. For a moment, I forgot myself."
She smiled up at him. "You just need someone to remind you that there's an evil lich in that meaty barbarian skull of yours. You're the Great Defiler of Puppies, remember?"
"Silence, insolent strumpet!" For just an instant she saw a smile on his face, then Bloodwraith took his hands away and his eyes became steely serious. "But if we're going to make it through, we need to exploit the system for everything that it's worth. I have an idea for surviving encounters with several of these Fellwolves, but we're sure to encounter more dangerous opponents deeper in the dungeon. Even if we use trickery, we'll need power just to keep up with such opponents."
"You have something in mind?"
"I see you've been working on your ability to make glitched potions. That's good, but when it comes to gaining power I need something simpler: your status as an NPC who can grant quests."
"Ah." Meara smiled at him, her mind moving along similar lines. She clasped her hands together and began fluttering her eyelashes at him. And fluttering. And fluttering. And fluttering.
"Uh..." Bloodwraith gave her a strange look. "Are you alright?"
"This is harder than it looks, give me a second!" But even as she spoke, she felt the contours of power begin to slip into place. It wasn't so difficult anymore, because there were such strong connections between all of them. Soon a box appeared, and as Bloodwraith looked at it, Meara was able to make it out as well.
[Quest Accepted!
Increase the strength of your party.
Sub-Quest I: Raise Danniah's Level.
Sub-Quest II: Raise Gharavi's Level.
Sub-Quest III: Earn Necromancy Points for Undead Companion Izilthor.
Sub-Quest IV: Help Danniah acquire a flame-based attack.
Sub-Quest V: Help Gharavi recreate her custom axe staff.
Sub-Quest VI: Help Undead Companion Izilthor reach a new tier of Undead Companion.
Reward: EXP]
His eyes widened in surprise. "That is... quite a quest. It almost perfectly parallels what we need to do anyway."
"Yes, there's no way I could have created that perverse a quest objective at the beginning." Meara smiled smugly at the text. "But after encountering the box gods themselves and seeing just how cheap they can be, my mind has expanded a bit. I think this is probably my limit when it comes to exploiting the quest system, but I hope it helps."
"It definitely will." Bloodwraith looked around the room with new eyes: when he looked at his companions, she could see that he was considering them as resources, but that was what they needed right now. Eventually he gave her a determined nod. "We take one day to prepare, then we destroy this dungeon."




Chapter 12
Saying they would take one day to prepare sounded like a decisive thing to declare, but Bloodwraith soon realized that there was no time in the tavern and so the statement was basically meaningless. Thankfully, Meara didn't mock him about it and they simply focused on their preparations.
Meara and Gharavi had finished repairing all their damaged equipment and Gharavi had built herself a makeshift combat wand. Her original staff had held a massive +5 Intellect and this carried a mere +2, but it would still improve her casting efficiency. She also did her best to see about improving the enchantments on their equipment, though she suggested that might take some time.
For her part, Danniah alternated between increasing her defenses and working on developing a new attack. She was actually making a large hole in one of the tavern walls just because she'd struck it so many times, ruining her practice mace. If everything went wrong they could try to keep working on that hole, but Bloodwraith didn't think they should take that option. It was the dungeon or nothing.
To do his part, he sat down, swallowed his pride, and thought about rage.
The experts at the Savages Guild had suggested that he hadn't yet tapped into the true potential of his abilities. Considering that the boxes had declared that he'd unlocked new abilities when he hit Level 10 and he'd only seen one so far, he suspected they were likely correct. But apparently finding the heart of a barbarian's powers meant all kinds of ridiculous things like tapping into his inner rage. He was concerned that it might involve yelling a lot.
Avoiding such undignified attempts, Bloodwraith instead queried the boxes further regarding his "class abilities". They refused to give much information, but he learned a little more about how the statistics related to the real world. Unfortunately, unlocking this ability wouldn't involve simply getting the right numbers, but some sort of vaguer requirement.
By the time he felt like about a day had passed, Bloodwraith had made no breakthroughs. He did note that none of them were getting hungry or thirsty, just like in the Forest of Beginnings. That was one benefit of this prison, at least.
Seeing the others were no longer preparing and instead gathering together, Bloodwraith rose to his feet and faced them. "Are we ready?"
"I think we've gotta try now." Danniah gave him an encouraging smile and hefted her equipment. "So how are we going to do this? You have an idea, right?"
"Yes, but it might not be possible. We need to perform two experiments first, and the first might be incredibly dangerous." Bloodwraith made the tavern box appear again and his hand hovered over the option to restore the trap door. "If the wolves are still right by the entrance and they come through, we could be in for the fight of our lives."
Understanding the threat, the others spread out in a tactical formation for such an attack. Hopefully there wouldn't be a pitched battle, but... nothing to do but move forward.
When he pressed the option the trap door appeared again, but nothing burst through it and he didn't hear any growling. Danniah moved forward and he felt the urge to step in and do it himself in case they were waiting silently. Yet he had to admit that her defenses were better than his and the best thing he could do for her was be ready with an Enraged attack to strike any wolves rushing through.
Yet when she pulled the trap door open, there was nothing on the other side. Danniah bent down to peer down the corridor, then stood up and shrugged. "I don't see anything."
"They probably wouldn't wait an entire day at a dead end. That resolves the threat, but there's still a major open question..." As he spoke, Bloodwraith hooked his greatsword on his back and instead picked up one of the generic bar stools that were littered around the tavern. He got several curious glances but didn't explain, just moving into place.
While Danniah held the door open, he set the stool down on the top steps of the dungeon so it was partially inside the tavern and partially in the dungeon. Then he took a deep breath, stepped back, and turned the dungeon option off.
The trap door vanished entirely, leaving a smooth wooden floor... and half a bar stool sitting on it.
"Whoa, really?" Danniah hesitantly reached down and touched it, but she was able to pick up the half of the stool easily. The bottom half was cleanly severed as if by an impossibly fine blade.
Bloodwraith breathed a sigh of relief - if that hadn't worked, he wasn't sure how they were going to accomplish the first steps of his plan. He saw Meara and Gharavi smiling in understanding, but Izzy perched on the bar with a curious expression. "What are we gonna do, Da?"
"You'll see soon, Izzy. Stay back in case this doesn't work and they get through."
Though Danniah might be the best defended, she wasn't the fastest runner. Since there was still a chance that this wouldn't work, Bloodwraith decided that he should only risk himself. While the others waited, he descended the stairs into the dungeon, this time ready to-
[Welcome to the Testing Dungeon!
This vast dungeon spans three enormous floors, each featuring a dazzling array of mazes, puzzles, and monsters! Your journey begins on the Floor of the Wild and will advance through the Floor of Bone and perhaps even to the Floor of Mystery!
EDIT: Calm the fuck down, Greg. It's a glorified testing room.
WARNING: Please be aware that this isn't the tutorial dungeon - see the new Starting Forest for that (someone should get on improving that name, btw). There are no safeguards here and it operates under all local rules. I populated this one with real monsters for a more robust test of physics and magic, but this is in no way balanced for normal players. Don't waste copies messing around here or we'll revoke your access.]
The same message as the previous time appeared and Bloodwraith irritably waved it away. It would be bitterly ironic if his plan was sound and it ended up failing because he was distracted by idiotic messages. With the boxes suppressed, he headed in deeper toward the chamber that branched into several corridors. Yet he hadn't even arrived when he heard the sound of claws on stone.
Bloodwraith turned and sprinted back. Just as he'd suspected, the wolves heard him and gave chase. This time he did look over his shoulder, seeing three of them rushing after him. They were fast, but he had too much of a head start. He took the stairs five at a time and hurled himself into the tavern, hands reaching in midair for the white box.
When the Fellwolf came snarling up the stairs, Bloodwraith turned off the trap door. It vanished and cut the beast in half.
Even though its back legs had been severed, the remaining monster still managed to keep moving, dragging itself across the floor toward him with a bloody smear. He wouldn't have been able to get up fast enough on his own, but he didn't need to. Danniah knocked the wolf backward with a blow from her shield and Gharavi blasted it with lightning until it stopped moving.
Then it had worked. Now the only thing that could stop him was...
[Victory! You received 7408 EXP and half a Fellwolf Pelt.]
Bloodwraith chuckled darkly. Meara could see the box for herself, while Danniah and Izzy picked up on his happiness, but Gharavi glanced at him with a neutral expression. "You mean that the system rewarded you for killing it this way?"
"Exactly." Bloodwraith examined the box in satisfaction before dismissing it. "Most importantly, this will let us clear out the pack and prevent us from becoming overwhelmed. But this will also be an easy way to gain more EXP. I still need over 100,000 EXP to reach Level 16, but to reach that we only need to pull off this trick 14 more times."
"I'll admit it's clever, but that will only be a small boost and I doubt we can do this with everything in the dungeon."
"Oh, you're absolutely correct. But it's a start, and that's better than we had before."
Pushing his positive mood down, Bloodwraith forced himself to focus again. Depending on how swiftly the wolves reacted, they could very well give him only a narrow window of opportunity. He couldn't afford to get careless.
When Bloodwraith activated the trap door again, it reappeared in raised position. Almost instantly the wolves lunged from the depths and Bloodwraith deactivated it just as quickly. He actually reacted too quickly to the snarling attack - instead of cutting the Fellwolf in half, the barrier decapitated it. That left it just as dead, though.
[Victory! You received 7408 EXP and one Fellwolf Head!]
Before he had reacted, he thought there were two more wolves lurking on the stairs. He didn't open the door again right away in case the Fellwolf body could somehow still fight for a time without a head. Yet as he waited and looked at the others, he saw smiles all around.
Bloodwraith scowled back at them. "Let's not get overconfident. This is too early to celebrate." For some reason this just made them smile further.
Fortunately, the Fellwolves were as mindlessly aggressive as almost all the monsters created by the box gods. Bloodwraith opened the trap door again and the process repeated again: slicing it in half, then the three of them beating it until it died. By the third repetition they had it down to an art form and the only problem would be running out of enemies.
The next time he opened the trap door, a wolf charged through just as before. But this time, one more wolf lurking in the shadows slammed into it from behind. He hastily deactivated the entrance, but for the first time it didn't work as intended. Only a head and one shoulder of the second wolf remained, but it pushed the first wolf forward so quickly that it lost just part of its hind leg.
Which meant that a Fellwolf was now inside the tavern. It snarled and rushed to attack.
Fortunately, this time Danniah didn't flinch at all. She charged directly into the monster's attack, preventing it from targeting anyone else. Though she tried to bash it with her shield, the wolf slashed with a claw and the two forces seemed to neutralize each other. Danniah staggered back but stayed on her feet.
That was long enough for the others to join in: Gharavi sent a bolt of lightning shooting through the Fellwolf and Bloodwraith struck it in the head with his full power behind the blow. Both the strikes did less damage than he'd hoped, but the wolf fell back, snarling in rage.
At that moment Izzy flipped overhead, burying one knife into its eye. She didn't attempt to strike further, which was good, because despite losing an eye the Fellwolf swiped back at her almost instantly.
Realizing that it couldn't take down Danniah easily, the monster chased after Izzy instead, which unfortunately took it toward Gharavi. She didn't give up any ground, firing another bolt directly into the beast's face. It slowed just slightly, but that was enough for Bloodwraith to swing, cutting into the wolf's remaining hind leg.
Though the creature's enormous life force allowed it to keep moving when it shouldn't have been possible, even it couldn't keep moving forever. With one back leg severed and the other wounded, it was prevented from attacking so recklessly. The four of them stayed defensive and helped each other, slowly whittling down the creature's Health.
In the end they had all received some serious bruises and cuts, but the Fellwolf lay dead. The conflict was a reminder that they were still outclassed in this dungeon, yet Bloodwraith found himself ultimately satisfied. He glanced at the victory notification and then turned to the others.
"I think that was all the wolves that came to the entrance, but regardless, we're done for the day. If we aren't at our full strength, a conflict with one of them could easily get all of us killed."
"I agree, but we're not done quite yet." Meara had been watching from a distance but now approached their group. "It strikes me as possible that all the dead bodies might attract more wolves, plus we might have a use for all these Fellwolf Pelts."
"That's a fair point. Okay, we cautiously retrieve the bodies now."
Though they stayed constantly watching the tunnels, no more monsters attacked them as they dragged the bodies up into the tavern. All in all, they'd killed six of the Fellwolves via the trap door trick. Not fairly, but playing fair was irrelevant to him. The only thing that mattered was victory.
Even after healing potions his body ached from the combat, but Bloodwraith forced himself to keep moving. He began skinning the Fellwolves for their pelts, which were unsurprisingly dense with mana. Gharavi joined him, working with an elegant knife as if she'd done such work before.
While they worked Izzy lurked around them, snapping her teeth and staring at the bodies. Once one was completely done, Bloodwraith pushed the remains over to her. She eagerly began chomping down on the flesh, her body quivering in delight. Considering the strength of the monster and the fact that she'd never eaten one before, Bloodwraith hoped that it would give her a significant amount of strength.
Turning away from Izzy's feast with a queasy look, Danniah instead looked around the tavern. "I wasn't tired before, but now I feel like I really need to sleep. Except this place doesn't have anything that would be comfortable at all... Bloodwraith, were there any settings in the box that control beds?"
"I'm afraid not." Though he considered telling her that she'd need to tough it out, Bloodwraith realized that it might not be necessary. He hefted the finished pelt in her direction. "Take this. The fur should be soft enough."
"Uh... are we really going to sleep on the bloody pelts of things we just killed?" Danniah took the pelt hesitantly, but Meara came up beside her with a smile.
"I think my domestic talents should apply here. We can clean it off, sew it up a bit, and create a decent bed. Sound good?"
"Sounds great!" Danniah went off with Meara to the other end of the tavern to work, so Bloodwraith returned to skinning his second wolf. But before he finished, he heard a satisfied slurping sound from Izzy and then another box appeared in his vision.
[Izilthor Necromancy Points +10!]
"So tasty!" Izzy began to eye the other bodies with hunger in her eyes. Bloodwraith imagined that he looked much the same, except he was staring hungrily at the numbers in the box. Ten Necromancy Points from a single Fellwolf? Given the trouble, that actually seemed fair.
The second and third corpses Izzy ate both gave her 9 NP, then the three after that gave her 8 NP apiece. That meant the rewards were decaying faster than he might have hoped, but Bloodwraith wasn't too troubled by it. She would get more strength when they encountered different kinds of monsters... plus, it meant that Izzy had gained 52 NP in a single day.
He'd never had such an excess of points before and had to wonder what to do with them. Considering that they weren't going to throw themselves into battle again, they had time to come up with a strategy. But Izzy was yawning widely and blinking now.
"I feel a bit sleepy... I'm gonna go sleep with Danniah."
Gharavi glanced up at her and raised an eyebrow. "I suggest cleaning yourself off first, or Danniah might be taken a bit aback."
"Oh, because she doesn't like tasty things! You're smart, Gharavi." Izzy scampered away to one of the tables still loaded with mugs of beer. The liquid might be insubstantial, but it was real enough for her to clean herself off.
Since that was resolved, Bloodwraith set about considering their next moves. Getting a good night of rest was obvious, then once they were prepared, they would repeat the strategy. There were a few easy decisions, like continuing to train and invest their new power. But beyond that, they would need more than tricks. What they needed to do was leverage each trick into a new stone in a foundation for success.
"That's one day." Gharavi was cleaning off her knife and giving him a somber look. "I'll admit we're making more progress than I would have expected. But how much time will we lose before we get back?"
Bloodwraith shrugged. "We don't have an answer to that question and all we can do is push our way through as fast as possible without risking getting killed."
"That's true. I suppose I'll do a little enchantment work and then go to bed."
He nodded to her, but remained sitting on the floor for some time, staring at the bloody square where the trap door had once been.




Chapter 13
Though Danniah wouldn't dare tell anyone, because they would probably just frown at her, she actually felt a bit sorry for the wolves. They just kept attacking even though they always got cut in half by the dungeon barrier. Something about the way they threw themselves into certain doom made her feel a bit bad for them.
That didn't stop her from helping to kill them, of course. She remembered how much their claws hurt and knew they'd kill her friends if they got a chance. As another wolf began to drag itself across the floor, Danniah rammed it in the face with her shield. Though she wasn't really much stronger than before and they could still overpower her, she'd gotten much better at anticipating their attacks and so each encounter was a bit easier.
Even stunned, the Fellwolf began to wildly claw the floor until Gharavi zapped it with more lightning. The fact that they were so mindlessly vicious was part of what made it easier for Danniah to fight them. There weren't little Fellwolf families deeper in the dungeon... were there? That thought distracted her for a while before she pushed it aside.
How many wolves had it been now? Danniah had lost count, just concentrating on the next battle and otherwise focusing on her training. They hadn't taken any major injuries in their second day of luring wolves, but it was getting harder to find them.
"I don't think there are any more left in the corridor." Meara floated down the stairs to scout, since they had confirmed that the wolves couldn't harm her. "No monsters in sight - you want to pull up this set of corpses?"
"We might as well so that they don't get in the way." Bloodwraith moved forward and grabbed one of the dead wolves by the neck, lifting it in one hand. Danniah couldn't help but stare, imagining how the muscles of his body must be straining to lift such a massive beast with one hand.
She got herself under control and helped Gharavi drag another one of the corpses up the stairs. Danniah herself didn't have the skills to skin the pelts off the beasts, so she always did her best to help with the early work. Once she'd gotten over the weirdness of sleeping on them, the pelts had actually proven surprisingly comfortable, though she wondered if Meara's unnatural cleaning didn't have something to do with it.
While the others started on the bodies, Danniah stayed at the entrance to the stairs and kept watch just in case any monsters got past Meara. She found herself glancing backward to the others as they worked. Gharavi had always lived on her own and seemed like she would have lots of skills to take care of herself. Yet as she watched Bloodwraith skin the animals just as swiftly, she found herself wondering...
"Bloodwraith, why are you so good at that?" Danniah asked. "Is it because of all the wolves you had to kill in the Forest of Beginnings?"
"No, it's from my work as a necromancer." He glanced up at her, not needing to watch his hands as he worked. "You need to have an extensive knowledge of anatomy, if not exactly the kind of anatomy that a healer requires."
"Oh... I guess that makes sense."
Though Danniah didn't have anything else to say and was afraid things would slip back into silence, she seemed to have roused Bloodwraith's interest. He looked toward Gharavi instead. "I know we have a dozen different priorities, but have you put more work into the necromancy tools I gave you?"
"Some." Gharavi shrugged as she kept working at her own wolf. "I don't think I'll ever be a skilled necromancer, but I'm trying to cover the basics. Why, do you have something in mind?"
"Just a potential idea that would require you to make better use of the Wand of Undead Dominion. But it's contingent on the arbitrary laws of the boxes and we don't require it just yet."
They went on to talk about magical details, so Danniah's attention wandered and she went back to monitoring the dungeon corridor instead. It was nice to see Bloodwraith and Gharavi having fun talking about magic, but if she tried to participate they would just be humoring her.
Something flickered in the corridor, so Danniah immediately looked closer, but it was just Meara. Walking slowly. Puzzled, Danniah went down several steps to look at her.
"Everything okay, Meara?"
"Uh, I think so." She had a strange expression on her face. "Get everyone ready."
The others had already heard, so they pushed aside the wolf corpses and prepared for a fight. If wolves had been chasing Meara, they would have caught up, so her slow pace was rather strange. Danniah moved in to peer further, curious what the situation was, when she finally saw them.
Behind Meara scuttled two creatures that looked like some sort of giant cross between spiders and crabs. Their black shells were heavy and spiked, which seemed to slow them down to a walking pace. Danniah knew that they had to be dangerous, despite how slowly they were moving, so she tried to take them seriously, but they looked funny to her.
"I was looking for wolves and one of these things tried to drop off the ceiling onto me." Meara began to speed up as she got closer and the creatures sped up a little too, but she still outpaced them. "I have no idea about their capabilities, but I'm guessing that the barrier doesn't care how hard their shells are."
Floating up the steps, Meara quickly got out of the way so that she wouldn't distract them from the fight. Danniah readied her shield and hefted her mace. Now that she got a better look at them, with their sharp claws and their beady eyes, she didn't like the look of them at all. Even if they turned out to be the weakest monsters in the world, they were a bit creepy.
When they reached the stairs, the spider crabs climbed them easily enough, getting closer and closer. They shied back from the light of the tavern a bit, eye stalks retreating deeper into their shells. Eventually they moved forward, one of them creeping up to the top step.
The trap door disappeared, the floor immediately slicing the first monster in half. Unlike the wolves, this one didn't manage to keep attacking, it just lay there. Purple juices leaked out from under it, staining the floor.
Just in case it had more fight left in it, Danniah approached from behind her shield. But when she reached out and whacked it with her mace, the remains just fell over. Sighing in slight disappointment, she began pushing it out of the way as she looked back to Bloodwraith.
"Well, what do the boxes say?" As much as he complained about them, sometimes she wished that she could see the boxes as well.
"It was worth 6871 EXP and that item is apparently called a Fellcrab Carapace." Bloodwraith rolled his eyes and summoned the box again. "I'm sensing a theme in this place. Alright, we'll do the same with the second one."
The trap door opened and in a fraction of an instant the crab burst out. Danniah had a horrifying instant to realize it was shooting toward her and then she was slammed back against the opposite wall of the tavern. One of those massive claws had stabbed at her arm, skating off some of her armor but managing to dig in enough that she was bleeding.
Once such an attack would have completely disoriented her, but Danniah was too tough for that now. The creature's awful legs were pinning one arm and her shield, but she still had her mace. Yet when she tried to strike at the creature's eyes, her blows bounced off the shell as the eye stalks retreated. Worse, she saw a nasty set of pincers emerge from its mouth area, threatening to take off her arm.
"Bloodwraith, get it away!" Gharavi was the one yelling, so she must be planning a spell. Yes, Danniah saw her bolt of lightning gathering strength.
As he rushed to help her, Bloodwraith threw out a burst of force. Yet it entirely dissipated off the crab's shell and it didn't even seem to notice - Danniah felt it more than the crab did. The creature wasn't able to ignore the greatsword striking it in the side, however, severing one of its legs.
One of the huge claws snapped out, the side catching Bloodwraith in the chest and sending him flying. Yet that movement allowed Danniah enough freedom to brace herself against the wall. She pushed off it, thrusting out her shield and pouring mana into it. Though the crab flinched less than she'd hoped, since it had already been up against the wall in an awkward position, it fell over onto its back.
The instant the spider crab was free of her, Gharavi thrust out her wand and the massive bolt of lightning shot through the monster's exposed stomach. Yet a moment later, the crab twisted, beginning to spin on its back as if completely unharmed.
It spun toward Danniah with surprising speed, serrated edges of its armor biting into her legs. She cried out in pain and almost pitched forward, which would have taken her into the creature's grasping legs and potentially those jaws. Yet its spin was halted by shards of ice stabbing down. Gharavi summoned them overhead and jammed them into the cracks in its armor.
Though Danniah gratefully retreated, nursing her bruised legs, she saw that the crab was still moving. The ice had impeded it, but done very little harm. "Gharavi, it isn't working! You need t-"
But her warning was too late. Slamming one claw into the ground, the crab launched itself through the air toward Gharavi. She somehow managed to duck underneath the lunge, but one of the claws struck her in the side, knocking her to the ground. Worse, the crab managed to land on its feet and began scuttling toward her instantly, claws rising.
Though Danniah started to move to defend her, she knew that she would be too late. And even if she arrived, what good could she do? Her mace would just clatter uselessly off the monster's armor and it might even ignore her as it attacked her friends.
Fortunately, Izzy jumped in, landing on the crab's shell and stabbing down into its eyes. Her blow sank deep and the crab let out a terrible shriek, but it managed to clip Izzy with one claw. She crashed against the wall and crumpled to the ground.
Both of them had tried to defend her and now they were both threatened. Danniah was almost there and she would gladly suffer anything to help them, but would it be enough? The monster had ignored their attacks so far, what good could she do?
Danniah felt angry and tried to use that to fuel her, throwing herself into the crab's path and blocking it from her friends. Yet a moment later its claws clasped down on her shield from both sides and to her horror, it began to pull the shield away from her. She fought back, hoping her anger would give her strength, but it was overpowering and her anger seemed to be slipping away...
In its place, Danniah found a strange heat. Not rage, but the gentle warmth of protecting her friends. Thoughts of many battles swirled together in her mind, then kindled into flame.
As her shield was tugged away, Danniah swung her mace into the monster's face with all her might.
To her shock, her mace exploded in flame. The blow smashed into the crab's face with force she didn't know she possessed, sending it flipping over onto its back again. Danniah stared in shock, realizing that her mace was glowing like a miniature sun. She could feel the heat emanating from it, yet felt no fear that it would burn her...
Fortunately, Bloodwraith wasn't distracted. While the crab was on its back, he hacked through several of its legs. The beast screeched again and struggled to right itself, its claws still quite dangerous.
Snapping out of it, Danniah rushed to help finish it off even though her mace was fading and she wasn't sure she could find the same strength in herself again. Gharavi was struggling to her knees, though, and Izzy was still down... she had to protect them...
The crab swung a claw at her face and on instinct Danniah swung back at it. It should have been a mistake, yet the burning aura lit up around her mace again. Though Danniah stumbled back from the impact, the crab staggered as well, stunned by her attack.
She wanted to attack again, but suddenly Danniah's vision began growing dark. There was still a flame burning inside her, but it burned very low. Then she'd drawn too much...
Though the crab turned toward her, jaws snapping, a moment later it was consumed in a column of fire. It screeched for a long time, but it shriveled up and died. Danniah forced herself to remain on her feet by sheer willpower until she was sure it was dead, then collapsed.
Bloodwraith caught her to prevent her from hitting the ground, which didn't surprise her, but Danniah didn't expect to be lowered to the ground with her head in Gharavi's lap. The half-orc woman smiled down at her. "Good work, Danniah. You shouldn't have needed to be the one to find out that fire is their weakness, but you did well."
"I think that... was my fire ability..." A bit delirious from the strain, Danniah giggled up at both of them. "I'm gonna fall unconscious now... if that's okay..."
The shadows claimed her, but she wasn't worried because they were there to hold her. And deeper than that, she could still feel the flame burning within herself.
~ ~ ~
Concern for his allies had kept Bloodwraith too distracted to read any boxes, but once he confirmed that the battle was over and Danniah was safe, he took the time to look through them. One box simply announced that the battle was over, which meant more EXP but nothing complex. He was far more interested in the announcement regarding Danniah.
[Quest Complete!
Sub-Quest IV: Help Danniah acquire a flame-based attack.
EXP +10,000]
Then that was almost certainly the link to fire that the Phoenix Amulet had spoken of. When he looked at Danniah's box he saw that she had a new skill called "Flame Blow" - that seemed a rather dull name for an impressive skill that had been a real breakthrough for her. He found himself proud of her in a strange way and wanted to reach down and pull off her helmet, but didn't with Gharavi right there.
Instead he handed Danniah over to Gharavi and Meara, who managed to pull her armor back into her sphere somehow and then got her comfortable on the makeshift beds. While they did that, Bloodwraith moved back to look at the corpses.
Though the fight had been difficult, it hadn't crippled them in any way, so he considered it a significant victory. More important than the EXP was the actual experience they had gained against enemies like these. If they had started with a battle against both a Fellwolf and a Fellcrab they would certainly have died, but now they were much more prepared for what this dungeon could throw at them.
"Can I eat this too, Da?" Izzy crouched beside him, teeth snapping as she stared at the crab corpse. Bloodwraith nodded.
"I think you should, though I'd be surprised if you can get through that armor."
To his surprise Izzy bent right down and managed to bite through it, but a moment later she spat out fragments of the carapace. "It's not tasty at all!"
"There should be meat underneath." Bloodwraith began hacking apart the corpse so that she could get at it, though he spent more time thinking about the carapace. Izzy might not be able to eat it, but could it serve other useful purposes? He would need to ask Gharavi, who was currently occupied, but he suspected that it might serve as a useful component.
Since he couldn't make progress on that currently, Bloodwraith instead looked to his own box. He was pleased that the Sub-Quest for Danniah had given him a full 10,000 EXP, but was surprised that it hadn't taken him to Level 16. When he looked to the relevant part of his box, he saw that he was frustratingly close:
[Level: 15
EXP: 432,518/437,400]
That was just one wolf... but there was no such thing as a simple fight in this place. He wished there had been just one more wolf in the previous group, but that was just his luck.
"Not quite there." Meara appeared beside him with a speculative look. "You want me to go lure some more monsters here?"
"No, let us recover first. The risk of a failure is too high." Bloodwraith paused for a moment, watching Izzy gnaw at the crab meat, before glancing to Meara. "How far did you have to go to find these?"
"Definitely further than before. I'm not sure how long we'll be able to keep luring monsters here."
"We need to keep it up at least long enough to make some more progress in raw strength. Beyond that... we'll need to change strategies."
Meara nodded in acknowledgment and moved away. Since they needed some time to recover, they would definitely rest for a while, but Bloodwraith found himself thinking too much to relax. EXP and ally Level and equipment and Necromancy Points... his tasks as arbitrary points merchant were becoming a real job, yet lives were on the line depending on him to do it well.
Instead of pushing his allies past their most efficient point, he needed to make progress of a different sort. Once framed that way, the most logical element to focus on was equipment. Once Bloodwraith finished dismantling both crabs, he placed their carapaces into his inventory. He was carrying quite a load of Fellwolf pelts that had to be useful for something other than just bedding.
Pulling out one of each, Bloodwraith did his best to examine them via the boxes. Usually he tried to suppress descriptions of mundane objects, but now...
[Fellwolf Pelt (crafting component)
Rarity: Rare
The pelt of a Fellwolf.]
[Fellcrab Carapace (crafting component)
Rarity: Rare
The carapace of a Fellcrab.]
He muttered under his breath about the descriptions being idiotic and useless, but his heart wasn't into it. What really mattered was that the boxes explicitly labeled them as crafting components and both were considered rare. Though thanks to Raigar he knew that the rarity system was irrational and extended beyond that, it was still a positive sign. They could theoretically create good equipment with these components... if they could figure out how.
While Bloodwraith was experimenting with the carapace, Gharavi came to sit down opposite him. "I believe those could be useful materials. The problem is that we don't really have the tools or facilities to work them properly."
"I'm hopeful that the boxes will allow us to avoid many of the logical steps." Bloodwraith held up the item to her. "However, I fear that I've never studied item creation in depth - as a lich I preferred to increase the strength of already high-quality equipment. Can you help me with the basics?"
"I don't know how much progress you can make, but... getting the Outsiders' system involved could very well help. I'll show you the basics and I'm sure you'll pick them up right away."
Gharavi used one of the pelts, since they had an excess of them, and showed him how to work with the mana naturally built into the material. It was fascinating on a magical level, but his current body couldn't fully follow her instructions. But by this point, he was growing used to working with the boxes instead of against them, so in time he managed to relax his mind and a new box appeared...
[New Skill Acquired: Crafting!
Starting Level: 1
Gharavi Affection +10
EXP +1000]
Immediately Gharavi winced and held her forehead, which distracted him from what should have been a satisfying moment. The EXP value caught his attention for a moment, but he pushed that aside and focused on her instead.
"Sorry about that."
"I'm getting used to it." She rubbed her forehead a little more and then glanced at him. "What do the boxes say about my 'Affection'? Surely we're getting close?"
"Currently... you're listed as 9/9 affection. I would have expected the effect to have grown weaker."
"Oh, it definitely has. The early ones did damage to my Outsider magic defenses, but now it's just a bit of a headache. Only nine more repetitions and I can be rid of it for good."
"Sorry for the trouble."
"Count it a marker of my respect for you that I put up with it." Though Gharavi's words were cold, she smiled over at him as she spoke. "Even after having met Raigar, I don't understand how the Outsiders can live like this. Having the system undermine your relationships with everyone around you... it would erode my ability to believe in any relationship."
Once, Bloodwraith would have had difficulty understanding her sentiment, but now he only nodded. "I do not think the Outsiders who choose to come here are concerned with such things."
"Implying that other Outsiders might feel differently?"
"Yes. I know you may disagree, but I am not so universally opposed to all of them, not any more."
"I'm not that inflexible, Bloodwraith." Gharavi gave him a strange glance. "It stands to reason that most of those we call Outsiders are simply living peacefully in their own worlds. I only hate those who travel to other worlds to control them."
"Reasonable enough, but..."
"And I'm capable of seeing the difference between someone like Raigar and the Outsider you spoke to at length. But you don't think he's really friendly to us, do you?"
Bloodwraith snorted. "Of course not. He may be sincere, but friendship like that we can do without."
"Then we don't truly disagree." Gharavi smiled at him, then went back to examining one of the carapaces. Bloodwraith nodded in satisfaction, since an intellectual agreement was the best way he could imagine the conversation resolving, unless-
[Affection +5!
Gharavi Affection: 8/8]
Both of them just sighed. Bloodwraith stood up to leave her to her work and focused on what else could be done to prepare.
~ ~ ~
The following day went surprisingly smoothly. Though Bloodwraith had been expecting additional complications and even welcomed the chance to encounter new threats in a controlled environment, everything proceeded according to plan. The very first monster was just another Fellwolf, which died as easily as the others and finally took him over the edge.
[Congratulations! You gained a level!
Current Level: 16
Current EXP: 2526/656,100
Unassigned Stat Points: 5]
At long last, another level. Yet even as he enjoyed the new power, Bloodwraith found himself wondering how long it would take to gather over half a million EXP. In this place not so much, but once outside they couldn't simply massacre the wolves of the forest to get there.
In any case, this time he chose to place all of his new points into Might. His Quickness had been mostly enough to keep up with the monsters and a little more Vitality wasn't likely to make a difference, but being able to deal crippling damage when he struck could turn the tide of battle. The glow of five Stat Points being absorbed into his body left him humming with new strength.
Meara lured back over a dozen more monsters to the tavern and they never needed to stop due to injuries. The crabs could be a bit of a problem, since they tried to leap into the tavern, but now he was prepared for that. Not only was his party better at dealing with the threats, there were longer and longer gaps between the fights. When the final group took what felt like over an hour and it contained only a single Fellwolf, Bloodwraith knew that their easy strategy was near its end. It had earned him over 90,000 EXP, but the free ride was over.
Once the wolf lay dead, Meara lingered by the stairs instead of returning. "That one would barely follow me and I had to go back to bait it again several times. I didn't see any other creatures within easy walking distance, either. There are more monsters, but I don't think they'll come back here."
"This was inevitable." Bloodwraith looked up from his work skinning the wolf to glance at everyone. "Rest up and prepare for some real encounters."
None of them began by resting, however. Meara and Gharavi worked on something with the crafting components, Izzy happily ate the corpses, and Danniah spent some time practicing with her new Flame Blow skill.
For his part, Bloodwraith experimented with his neglected Undead Companion skill. Recently he had poured all his attention into Izzy, but his work with her had still increased the Level of the skill. Normally he needed a graveyard or another similar area to summon undead, but either this dungeon broke the rules or their rampant slaughter of monsters around the entrance had turned it into a burial ground. Whatever the case, skeletons popped up easily enough.
Now it seemed that he could control three of them in addition to Izzy. They were pathetic things, of course, completely lacking Necromancy Points to make them viable at this level of combat. But he didn't intend to use his "Undead Companions" as actual companions, not these.
"Am I getting brothers and sisters?" Izzy popped up over his shoulder to stare at the new skeletons. He chuckled and reached back to pat her head.
"Do you want some?"
Izzy chewed on a finger thoughtfully. "I'm not sure. I don't like to be lonely, but I have Da and Danniah and Meara and Gharavi. And I don't want to share food."
"That's good, because I'd rather give you all our available Necromancy Points." Bloodwraith gave a mental order to the skeletons and they shuffled to stand at attention near the entrance. Though his instincts told him to destroy and recreate them to get better base stats, he knew that it didn't really matter. "I'm just going to use these as distractions while we fight."
"Oh, okay!" Izzy crawled over his shoulder to sit in his lap. "I think I have a lot of those points now. Is it enough for you to get your happy box?"
He wasn't actually sure, so he checked Izzy's box. Though he'd known she must have gained over 100 NP just based on the number of monsters, he was surprised to find that she had 157 available points. That was certainly quite a lot, so if those didn't qualify for the sub-quest...
[Quest Advanced!
Sub-Quest III: Earn Necromancy Points for Undead Companion Izilthor.
EXP +5000]
There it was, then. He hoped that the language of "Quest Advanced" meant that he could repeat that Sub-Quest, but that didn't matter for now. With Izzy cheerfully giving her opinion on various traits available to her, they picked through their options from those available. Taking the Consume Veil trait they'd discovered earlier was a given:
[Consume Veil
Cost: 43 NP
The Undead Companion will gain the ability to consume magic invested in corporeal form. This trait will significantly increase penetration of magical defenses and may override certain rules regarding immunity.
NOTE: This trait was produced through an unexpected combination of local factors and is poorly suited to Undead Companions. Taking this trait is not recommended. Please contact AdventureCorp about this bug on the next available opportunity.]
"Can I get a knife skill?" Izzy asked. "I want something like Danniah! But right now I can just stab things normally."
That was reasonable, but Bloodwraith thought back over their battles and had a different idea. "Actually, Izzy, I think your most dangerous attack is your bite. We can improve your stabbing by finding you better knives, so perhaps it would be best to spend your NP on your teeth?"
"Teeth!" Izzy was enthusiastic about that idea and that led them to discovering an advanced version of a trait Bloodwraith had chosen for her long ago.
[Advanced Razor Teeth
Cost: 36 NP
The Undead Companion's teeth will become dangerous weapons, gaining +5/+10 to damage and scaling with Tier development. Their bite will pierce through additional levels of armor and defenses, and deal lasting Bleed damage. Taking this trait requires Might of at least 25 and will also grant Might +2 if Might is below 50.]
It was expensive, but he thought the investment was worth it. For a second he thought the Might requirement would be a problem, yet to his surprise Izzy was already far above the necessary 25. Given the extremely high quality corpses she had been eating, her growth had been explosive compared to the others.
While Izzy snapped her new teeth together happily, Bloodwraith looked over other available traits. He soon found another teeth-related skill, but it was far beyond what they could manage at the moment.
[Master Razor Teeth
Cost: 117 NP
The Undead Companion's teeth will become dangerous weapons, gaining +10/+25 to damage and scaling with Tier development. Their bite will become usable against any opponent and ignore regeneration abilities. Taking this trait requires Might of at least 50 and will also grant Might +3 if Might is below 100.]
Useful, but absurdly expensive. Bloodwraith thought that Izzy was already lethal enough, so instead he focused on making her more durable in combat. He saw some potentially useful defensive skills, but then spotted something very different and focused on it:
[Equipment Slot
Cost: 10 NP
The Undead Companion will gain the ability to equip any type of tool or equipment that can be used by a normal party member, in addition to equipment that comes with their core build.]
After considering for only a moment, Bloodwraith took the trait three times in a row. Usually undead did an extremely poor job of using enchanted equipment, since it didn't blend with their dead bodies. He recalled that Danniah had once tried to gift Izzy a piece of equipment, but it hadn't worked well. This explained why and could change that - now Izzy could use equipment they found or crafted.
Aside from that, he opted for two less dramatic abilities:
[Ghoul Armor
Cost: 21 NP
This trait can only be taken by Ghoul Companions. The Undead Companion's flesh will gain minor defensive properties that scale with Tier. This bonus will stack with armor and equipment bonuses.]
[Undead Regeneration
Cost: 23 NP
The Undead Companion will gain increased regeneration even without consuming flesh.]
Between those two, he hoped Izzy would be torn apart in fewer of their upcoming battles. That left only 5 NP unused, which was so little that there wouldn't be any worthwhile skills or traits available. He had no problem waiting to invest those later, because Izzy was sure to earn many more NP as they explored the dungeon.
"Da..." She looked up at him with large eyes. "Am I scary?"
Bloodwraith blinked down at her, jerked from his thoughts of numbers and optimization. "What? Why do you ask that?"
"I always have to wear the cloak so people don't see me. And when they do they act like I look scary or ugly or something."
"You look fine the way you are, Izzy. Danniah and the others aren't scared of you."
"Mmm." Izzy didn't leave his lap and didn't seem truly satisfied, however. Sighing, Bloodwraith returned to the boxes and began searching for less useful options. After reading out several to Izzy, she settled on one that he didn't particularly like:
[Improved Appearance
Cost: 5 NP
The Undead Companion will gain increased customization options and potentially gain the ability to pass as human in some contexts.]
It was completely useless, a meaningless frivolity, but... Izzy was looking up at him with such an expression on her face that he had to give in.
With the trait taken, Izzy's body began to shift. Her hair and eyes became a bit shinier, looking less dead. To his surprise, her skin shifted to an odd blue color - it looked healthier than before, but no one would ever mistake it as human. The cracks in her fingernails disappeared, but the nails also lengthened to points.
Aside from superficial appearances, Bloodwraith looked at her new statistics.
[Name: Izilthor (Izzy)
Class: Ghoul
Unassigned Necromancy Points: 0
Health: 191/191
Mana: 21/21
Stamina: 0/0
Statistics:
Might: 41
Vitality: 27
Quickness: 54
Intellect: 18
Charisma: 14
Willpower: 19
Wisdom: 9
Luck: 12
Piety: 0
Traits: Ghoul Body, Growth Factor (Aggression), Growth Factor (Support), Ally Coordination, Language Development, Consume Undead, Advanced Razor Teeth, Consume Injuries, Healing Saliva, Consume Magical Damage, Darklight Vision, Consume Veil, Equipment Slot x3, Ghoul Armor, Undead Regeneration, Improved Appearance
Skills: None
Inventory: Crypt Knife x2]
If his memory served him well, he had invested nearly 350 NP into Izzy. Was spending 5 of them on something meaningless such a waste? He tried to examine her nails, wondering if they could be used to attack, but he doubted it. Given the appearance she was creating, she was actually less able to pass as a human, so it wasn't even a good utility trait. From a rational perspective, spending 5 NP on a functionless trait was unwise.
Yet... as Bloodwraith watched Izzy looking at herself and dancing around happily, for once he let thoughts of optimization fade away. Izzy was not her box, she was his daughter. Bloodwraith put aside further thoughts of wasting her points.
Izzy ran off to show Danniah her new body, leaving Bloodwraith to sit back and consider other matters. Yet before he could think very far, Meara and Gharavi approached him. They didn't look as satisfied as he would have hoped.
"We're getting closer to being able to craft equipment," Meara said, "but so far we haven't succeeded. We wasted one pelt and one carapace, so I think we'd better prepare more."
Gharavi shook her head. "I think our methods are fundamentally wrong. We need to combine our abilities in a different way."
"That may be so, but I don't think we're going to figure it out now. I'm not sure if we should stay until we do, or..."
"No." Bloodwraith stood up and stared toward the dungeon entrance for a moment, then summoned the box and disabled it. "We rest, then we enter. We'll have to figure out equipment later."
"I did make progress on one thing, though." Meara smiled triumphantly and pulled her hand from her cloak, revealing a potion that actually flickered as he watched it. The color itself seemed to be changing with each flicker. "How does this look to you?"
[Quest Complete!
An improperly brewed potion.
Class: 17/Pumpkin
Level: Kill 10 wolves for Meara.
Inventory: Yes]
Bloodwraith's eyebrows rose. "It seems you've failed far more spectacularly than before."
"Excellent." Meara tucked the potion back into her cloak and smiled. "I'll be creating some more of those while you sleep."
"Create some normal ones for me, will you?" Gharavi asked. Meara nodded and started to speak, but Bloodwraith cut her off.
"I think we're all tired from today. We can discuss final details in the morning."
They nodded in agreement and headed to the makeshift fur beds. Bloodwraith took off his armor for once and cleaned himself a bit, just so he would be refreshed the next day. Bodies needed to care about such trivialities, after all.
When he lay back on his fur bed, it took him some time to get comfortable. The fur itself was soft, but his mind was racing. Bloodwraith brought up his personal box to check on his progress:
[Name: Raigar
Race: Human
Class: Barbarian
Alignment: Good
Health: 266/266
Mana: 41/41
Weapon Mana: 9/9
Stamina: 168/168
Level: 16
EXP: 98,008/656,100
Statistics:
Might: 63 (69)
Vitality: 42 (45)
Quickness: 49 (54)
Intellect: 26
Charisma: 14
Willpower: 23 (25)
Wisdom: 17
Luck: 21
Piety: 1
Combat Skills: Cleave (12), Fist of Rage (15), Sword of Rage (13), Shout of Rage (9), Skill Enraging (8)
Skills: Two-handed Weapons (18), Evasion (16), Survivalism (8), Herbalism (8), Manual Labor (2), Swimming (2)
Special Skill: Undead Companion (19)
Proficiencies: Greatsword, Heavy Armor]
It wasn't bad, but was it enough? There was nothing he could do to improve now, so he would have to hope so, yet he couldn't help but keep staring at the numbers.
Raigar had spoken as if choices could be fundamentally bad, leading to an ineffective result no matter how much power was invested. Bloodwraith could see how that would work, such as if he had tried to increase both Might and Intellect evenly. But had his choices been good? Should he have focused more on Quickness and relied on his speed to deal damage?
Abruptly Danniah slid up beside him, curling against his side. When he looked surprised she only smiled at him. "I just want to be comfortable for tonight." She leaned up to kiss him briefly, then settled in with her head against his chest.
After a moment, Bloodwraith dismissed the boxes and put his arm around her. He had done all he could. What he needed now was to relax and drift to sleep...
[Quest Advanced!
Sub-Quest I: Raise Danniah's Level.
EXP +5000]
The box jolted him from his rest and Bloodwraith was torn between being irritated at the distraction and pleased that Danniah had advanced. He let the box fade away, pulled Danniah a little closer, and settled against the furs to rest...
[Quest Advanced!
Sub-Quest II: Raise Gharavi's Level.
EXP +5000]
Bloodwraith muttered under his breath and dismissed the box. At least that was all the Sub-Quest objectives that he could conceivably have accomplished. He found himself wondering about how his companions had advanced, but he was too tired to look through their entire boxes. Surely there was a way to get an overview?
After some work, Bloodwraith managed to summon a new box.
[Party Composition
Raigar - Level 16 Barbarian
Meara - Level 0 Peasant
Danniah - Level 14 Warrior
Gharavi - Level 17 Sorcerer
Izilthor - Tier II Undead Companion]
They had certainly advanced in a short time. Satisfied by that overview, Bloodwraith put thoughts of such things aside and did his best to get to sleep. The shadows in his vision gently crept over-
[Quest Accepted!
Find 10 Cureleaves for Meara.
Reward: Meara Affection]
His eyes shot open to glare at Meara, who sat across the tavern, smirking at him. Yet after shaking a finger at her, he found himself smiling as well. This time when he lay back, he fell asleep before the boxes even faded away.




Chapter 14
The last time they had all been together in a dungeon, Meara had merely come along to hold torches and provide health and mana potions. Since then, she had changed significantly, so she intended to do more. Though she might not be able to join the fight, she would still play a key role in their success if everything went according to plan.
For once she didn't go first: Bloodwraith's new skeletons marched both in front and behind the group. This was a slight improvement, as Meara wasn't sure if she would trigger any traps when she was focusing on being fully noncombatant. She still stayed alert and prepared to leap into the way of enemies if she needed to distract them while the others got ready.
Though she was fully prepared to play her role, with all her new potions tucked away in her inventory, their journey started off slow. After all, they had spent the past several days clearing out all the monsters near their starting point. So they simply walked through the corridors in preparation for an ambush that never came.
When they reached the first room that branched into corridors, Bloodwraith glanced over at her. "I don't suppose you made a map?"
"No," Meara said, "but I remember it clearly enough. Those two paths are dead ends - there aren't any monsters, but they do have some bodies with things you might be able to use. But these other two begin branching multiple times - I was surprised just how much. There are probably more monsters down them. The path forward ends in a door with some sort of seal."
"Hmm." Bloodwraith folded his arms and glanced around their options. "I don't want to risk getting cut off from our exit, but we don't have a good way to lure a small number of monsters. We check the dead ends first."
At the end of the first corridor they discovered the skeleton she remembered, which appeared to have been torn apart, presumably by Fellwolves. Bloodwraith checked the boxes for all of the equipment and declared most of it useless, but he found a new pair of knives for Izzy and a Ring of Quickness which he took for himself.
Down the second corridor there were a larger number of bodies, but their condition was quite poor. While the fighters checked over the equipment that was usable, Meara leaned down to the worst remains. Not only did the leather armor have large holes in it, the bones themselves looked strange, almost melted. Maybe just a coincidence, but...
"Do these look wrong to anyone?" Meara held up the bones and Bloodwraith pulled himself from his considerations to look. When he noticed what she did, his eyes immediately narrowed.
"Eaten by something - perhaps acid? We should definitely be on our guard for another enemy that can use it, because this party appeared to be strong."
"Based on the equipment?"
"That's right. Most of it is too damaged to use, but the few small items that survived are quite valuable. Take a look." He summoned the boxes and Meara extended her senses to look at them.
[Greater Warrior's Ring
Armor: 5
Might +2, Vitality +1, Quickness +1
Durability: 14/25
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
[Ring of Great Intellect
Intellect +5
Durability: 7/25
Rarity: Rare]
[Cleric's Mace
Special Traits: Intellect +3, Vitality +2 
Damage: 16-18
Weapon Mana: 0/6
Durability: 14/20
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
"Not bad at all." Meara saw that Bloodwraith took the Greater Warrior's Ring and, after a moment of hesitation, gave the Intellect-raising one to Gharavi. That left the mace, which Meara handed toward Danniah. "I suppose this is yours?"
"Are you sure?" Danniah gave it a strange look. "If you say it raises Intellect... well, I don't really use that to fight. Besides, the name says it's for clerics - maybe it would be better for Izzy?"
"Nuh-uh." Izzy shook her head. "Don't like it. You can have it."
Shrugging, Danniah picked it up and swung it a few times. "It handles like a pretty good mace, but I don't feel any smarter."
Gharavi stepped in, examining the weapon. "I'm afraid that the enchantment on this likely only raises Intellect as far as spellcasting is concerned. Raising actual intelligence is difficult when it comes to items you regularly remove."
"Then... would it be better for you? Even if you just kept it in your belt or something, wouldn't that help you more?"
"Just take it, Danniah." Gharavi pushed it back toward her. "You need a good weapon too, especially with your new skill."
Though she took a little more convincing, Danniah gave in and accepted the new weapon. She gave her old one to Meara for safekeeping, then they headed back out of the dead end tunnel.
Unfortunately, their easy rewards were over. They didn't run into any more corpses or any monsters at all until they'd gotten deep into the branching corridors off one of the maze-like paths. The tension stretched on so much that Meara was honestly glad when they heard the sound of a crab skittering ahead of them.
"Alright, as agreed." Bloodwraith gestured to all of them and they nodded. Meara lowered her torch to darken the corridor and Izzy began creeping forward, since she didn't seem to have much trouble in the low light. Soon she returned and spoke at a whisper.
"I just see one crab wandering around in the room."
"Let's assume it won't be that easy." Bloodwraith turned toward Meara. "You have them?"
"Right here." Meara reached into her cloak and pulled out a succession of three of her unique potions, plus a different one for Gharavi. Danniah didn't even ask questions, just drank the potion while keeping her eyes on the corridor.
As soon as she finished drinking, a box appeared for Bloodwraith.
[Buff: Failed Potion
Physical damage and defenses increased. Blunt damage received is massively decreased.
This buff will last for 1 hour.]
While the others drank their potions, Meara explained. "This effect is designed specifically for fighting the crabs. I tried to make it last longer, but that weakened the main effect."
Meanwhile, Gharavi was staring at her own potion. Meara wasn't sure what she saw with her natural senses, but when Bloodwraith looked in that direction, a box appeared stating the effect she wanted explicitly.
[Flame Potion
Drink to temporarily increase fire damage by 25%, while decreasing lightning and ice damage by 10%.
Rarity: Uncommon]
"A reasonable trade-off, given what we're facing." Gharavi smiled at her and drank it, while Meara shifted with more uncertainty than she'd expected.
"Tell me how that feels in combat. I thought the slight decreases would be justified, but if they feel like they're too much of a disadvantage, then I can make the next one with a different balance."
"It will do for now. Are we ready to go?"
Bloodwraith nodded, but as they crept forward he sent one of his skeletons to move ahead of them. It mindlessly marched forward into the room that Meara was just beginning to make out ahead of them. Beyond it, she could barely see one of the mana torches glinting off a dark carapace, but the crab didn't seem to be moving toward the skeleton even as it entered the room.
Another crab dropped from the ceiling directly onto the skeleton, smashing it to pieces.
Though Meara flinched as she realized that it had been waiting to ambush them above the door, the others reacted with combat instincts. That began with Gharavi casting a pillar of fire that roasted the crab that had just fallen. She followed by swiping her free hand to the side, creating a wall of flame that blocked off the corridor.
The second crab barreled through, appearing demonic as it rushed through the flames. Behind it, the first crab was beginning to move toward them even though it had just taken an attack head on.
But the three warriors were ready to meet them. Bloodwraith started with his sword in a lowered position and swept it up, the impact flipping the first attacking crab onto its back. It had barely landed when Gharavi hit it with another spell.
Meanwhile, Danniah hit the second crab head-on with her shield, stunning it long enough to land a flaming blow to the head. It staggered back and Izzy leapt on top, jabbing both knives into the creature's eyes and then bending down and taking an enormous bite out of its head.
It was over in just a few seconds, their group throwing everything they had into ending the fight quickly. Though it took several more blows and more spells from Gharavi, in the end both crabs lay dead and the party had only suffered a few scrapes and minor cuts. They all stared at one another for a while, pleased but disbelieving.
"That was great, Meara!" Danniah turned to grin at her. "I feel so strong!"
"But remember that we're not overwhelmingly stronger than before." Bloodwraith kept his sword ready, watching the branching corridors as if expecting another enemy. "The difference is that we fought strategically and manipulated the battle in our favor. Let's not become reckless."
The group quickly healed up, Izzy happily snapping her teeth and consuming the minor injuries. That method of healing seemed to cause less fatigue than health potions, so Meara was glad to focus on enhancing potions instead.
They explored a little further, including a few empty dead ends, before they heard a howl in the distance. Gharavi immediately shifted toward Meara with a concerned look, but Meara just handed her another potion.
[Lightning Potion
Drink to temporarily increase lightning damage by 25%, while decreasing fire and ice damage by 10%.
Rarity: Uncommon]
Catching it and noting the magical properties, Gharavi drank the potion and got to work.
Because the wolves were faster than the crabs, the battle against the two that ran at them didn't go quite as smoothly. Meara watched nervously as her allies traded blows with the monsters, including a few serious injuries. Bloodwraith had to throw in all three of his Undead Companions to keep the Fellwolves from trying to tear apart Izzy, and the wolves utterly destroyed the skeletons.
In the end, they focused their efforts and took down one wolf. When only one remained it tried to run, but a bolt from Gharavi made it fall and then Bloodwraith lunged down at it, driving his sword through the beast's back. He jumped back to let Gharavi channel more lightning through the weapon, then both wolves were finally down.
"We fall back and remain cautious until we recover." Bloodwraith gave the order and then stood guard while the others caught their breath and let Izzy heal them. However, there didn't appear to be any other monsters in the nearby region, so they were able to strip the corpses, get back on their feet, and soon enough be ready for the next encounter.
While they continued to explore, Meara tried to figure out what type of failed potion would be best against the wolves. Obviously their teeth and claws were a bigger threat than blunt damage, but what could she use that would protect against that? Or was speed more important? There was some deep balancing to the way the system created potions, so she couldn't do everything at once.
Noting how short each individual conflict was, Meara began considering if there was a way to make even more intense potions. Presumably a shorter time limit would yield more power, but actually getting the vague systems within herself to produce it was another question.
Meanwhile, she took her efforts with unique potions up a further notch, developing unique blends for each of them. Bloodwraith got increased Might to ensure that his blows did serious damage, Danniah got increased Vitality so she could go toe-to-toe with some of the monsters, and Izzy got more Quickness to turn her into a little ball of death.
Their efforts in the branching corridors ended with a chamber that contained a grand total of five monsters. That would have been a completely impossible fight, but they managed to lure two of the wolves away individually via summoned skeletons and then split up the others in the corridors. Then they made their stand in a long narrow corridor, where Gharavi could rain spells down on them the entire time they advanced. Though the warriors ended that fight severely beaten, they looked pleased to have successfully defeated three of the monsters simultaneously.
When they returned to the dead end, Meara found that it opened into a trapezoid-shaped chamber. More importantly, she felt a powerful weight to the room, as if it was connected to the dungeon itself on a deeper level. After they used skeletons to check for traps or hiding monsters, Bloodwraith strode in and immediately paused, frowning.
Coming up beside him, Meara glanced over his shoulder to the new box.
[Congrats on finding Treasure Chest #2!
Note to QA - I managed to get the randomized loot working here in the Testing Dungeon, but I don't think it's going to ever be viable in Alliandelle. The world just isn't set up for it. Either pay up for more Tuners or just seed the treasure randomly. This is my best effort and you'll see that it's not going to fly.]
"Messages between the box gods themselves?" Meara glanced over the words in amusement, though there were certain parts of it she wasn't entirely sure of.
"Clearly they used this place to test just how far they could stretch our world." Bloodwraith frowned and dismissed the box, instead looking forward. "What puzzles me is what they said about randomization."
Ahead of them stood a large, flat dais. A large wooden chest sat on one side, and a strange metal plate sat on the other. At first Meara thought it was strange that the monsters hadn't damaged or at least moved them, but when she started to walk closer, she found herself pushing up against an invisible barrier.
It reminded her very much of the strange barrier that the Earthian had created in the tavern. She had been able to push through that one by leveraging her nature, but she didn't want to overexert herself now. Instead she glanced to Bloodwraith, who seemed to stroll through without a problem. He picked up the metal plate and glanced back at her.
"What do you want to bet this is a key?"
"I won't take that bet - the box gods love their keys too much." She tried to think back to the unusual door to consider if any of the patterns on it might match the metal plate.
Meanwhile, Bloodwraith carefully moved to the treasure chest. Though he was ready for an attack and kept his sword in hand as he opened it, nothing happened. He stared inside for a moment, scoffed, and then reached in to pull out a single ring.
Everyone stared at it curiously, but Meara had the benefit of being able to see its box as Bloodwraith did:
[Stamina Forge Ring
Might +3, Quickness +3, Max Stamina -50%
Durability: 21/25
Rarity: Rare]
Gharavi stepped forward to look at it more carefully but found herself blocked by the same barrier. Bloodwraith moved out to hand her the ring and she considered it thoughtfully. "This one is quite the double-edged sword. The enchantments would benefit a warrior, but warriors are the ones who most need their stamina."
"The boxes spoke of the treasure being randomized." Bloodwraith looked back to scowl at the treasure chest. "I wonder if they did not create an object according to no rhyme or reason, simply mashing enchantments together like an amateur wizard."
"Well, I might be able to melt it down to use as a component..."
"No, I have a better idea." Bloodwraith took the ring and turned to Izzy, who had been chewing on one of the monster corpses. "Izzy, try this."
She happily put it on her finger and cocked her head curiously. After staring at it for a while, she did a quick flip without any apparent difficulty. After that she jumped onto Danniah's shoulders, then from there up to Bloodwraith's.
"I like it, Da! Thank you, thank you!"
"Umm..." Danniah glanced around at everyone. "Am I the only person who has no idea what's going on right now? I don't have magical senses or special boxes or anything, so..."
"I don't get it either, Danniah! It's just pretty and it feels strong!" Izzy hopped off Bloodwraith's shoulders and moved back to eating while admiring her new ring.
"We're exploiting the system," Bloodwraith explained. "That ring weakens a person's stamina, but undead have no stamina as it is traditionally understood."
"Oh, so Izzy gets the advantages without the disadvantages." Danniah nodded as she understood. "That's great!"
"Yes, but we cannot count on getting lucky like that again. More importantly, this plate may be the key we need to advance. Though I want to clear out the rest of this place behind us, it would be good to confirm whether or not that is true."
While the warriors sat down to heal and rest, Meara drifted inside herself considering the central problem of her potions. She managed to create one that lasted for only 45 minutes, but it wasn't that much stronger than the potions she was giving the others currently. Surely it was possible to maximize the value further...
Before she could figure it out, their group recovered and they retraced their steps. After confirming that they had completely stripped the dead ends free of anything of value, they returned to the central chamber. This time, Meara guided them forward to the door that had stopped her earlier.
As expected, there was an empty space in the center of the patterns that matched the shape of the metal plate exactly. When Bloodwraith placed it into the hole, the stone began to grind away... but strangely, the metal plate popped out and clattered to the ground. Meara ignored it for the time being to look at the room beyond.
It was a large circular chamber with flowing patterns all across the floor that resembled flames. They were rather beautiful, but their group was instead looking for monsters. Fortunately, this room seemed completely empty. There were flame statues lining the walls and on the opposite side, another broad door. In the center of that door, there were three empty spaces shaped the same as the metal plate.
"It's a puzzle." Bloodwraith moved forward to look at the next door, and the way he put his hand to his chin despite his helmet looked so serious that Meara had to laugh.
"It's not much of a puzzle - a child could see that we need to find two more of these plates."
"That is what passes for a puzzle among the box gods. But there may be another trick."
While the others sat down and took a break, Bloodwraith moved about the chamber experimenting. Nothing happened when the metal plate was placed in the door onward. He discovered a second indentation near the original door, and when the plate was placed in it, the chamber closed again. This locked them inside until he used the plate again but seemed to accomplish nothing else.
Meara wandered the room looking for any hidden slots for the plate to be used, but found none. There were just the flame statues, which were beautiful in an abstract way, and not much else. It seemed to her that this room was intended to be the culmination of this floor, not a puzzle in and of itself.
Since the door proved a dead end, they headed back to the central chamber and went to investigate another of the complex branching passages. Meara had a strong feeling that one of the dead ends would contain a second key, but she had to wonder about where the third might be. There were a few other paths she hadn't explored, but she didn't think there were that many places left.
Before they had ventured too far down the first corridor, they spotted another Fellcrab in the distance. It began moving toward them and so they all got into position, ready to eliminate it as usual. But before it could arrive, something crawling along the wall skittered into the light and everyone flinched in surprise.
It appeared to be a dark red lizard, covered in spines and with bulging yellow eyes. Somehow its feet allowed it to cling to the wall, though it didn't seem to have claws or much in the way of teeth. That alone made Meara nervous, considering that she doubted that anything in this dungeon would be harmless. Worst of all, it was an unknown opponent.
"Meara, ice." Bloodwraith snapped the command to her as they moved into position.
On its own it wouldn't have made any sense, yet Meara found that her thoughts quickly followed his. She reached into her cloak and began to form a new potion, this one helping Gharavi use ice spells. It might be a logical leap, but since the monsters they had met so far had each been vulnerable to only one element... that sort of symmetry seemed like the kind of thing the box gods would create.
Meanwhile, the others engaged in combat. Gharavi reasonably began with launching a fireball, since that would at least harm the Fellcrab. It screeched and pushed through the flames while the lizard simply continued crawling on the walls, unconcerned by the flame.
Bloodwraith took a swing at it, but the lizard slithered up onto the ceiling with surprising agility. Once there, it latched on and opened its mouth.
A glob of something green shot out, but Danniah moved to intercept it. Yet though she caught the projectile on her shield, she let out a cry and an audible hissing could be heard. The green substance was stuck to her shield and apparently eating through it. As Danniah panicked and retreated, both monsters pressed in.
For a moment Meara's heart was in her throat, but Bloodwraith didn't let her down. He swung wildly at the crab with one hand, forcing it back, while his other hand thrust toward the lizard. The burst of force struck one of its legs, knocking it away from the ceiling, and the creature was forced to slither further away to maintain its grip without falling.
Izzy jumped on top of the crab and began to jab at it, failing to deal much damage but dancing out of the way of its claws. That was a dangerous game, though, and the lizard was again launching a glob of acid toward their group. They managed to dodge it this time, but the substance hissed into the floor, rendering a large area hazardous.
But then Meara finally finished putting her Ice Potion together. "Gharavi, here!" She tossed it to the sorcerer, who drank it without hesitating and then cast a spell.
A large spike of ice tore through the lizard's back and sent it crashing to the ground. The monster still managed to get to its feet, but Gharavi followed up with more shards of ice. Bloodwraith kept the lizard pinned down with bursts of force, while Danniah had recovered her shield and went to help Izzy with the crab. Soon both monsters were dead.
For a while they just stood there, panting for breath. Victory, but it had been a dangerously close thing compared to the battles where they had established strategies.
"Oh, my poor shield..." Danniah turned it around and ran her fingers over the damaged metal where the acid had eaten into it. "If there are more of those, it isn't going to last."
"Don't worry." Gharavi came up behind her and examined the shield. "The enchantments are still intact. At the rate we're finding new equipment in this place, we'll likely find you a better shield before this one wears out."
"No, you don't understand... Bloodwraith gave me this shield as a gift. Gosh, it feels like a long time ago..." While Danniah ran her fingers over the shield in a mix of sorrow and affection, Gharavi watched her with an unreadable expression. Then she turned away, gathering herself and preparing for any other monsters.
A wolf attacked them before they could fully recover, but fortunately it was alone and nothing went wrong. After that their party advanced further into the corridors, now prepared to face the creatures that the boxes called Felllizards - Meara was shattered by the shocking name.
It seemed that the lizards infested a large portion of this set of tunnels, enough that Meara was surprised that she hadn't run into one before. However, unlike the wolves and crabs, they didn't seem to roam much, sticking to a small territory. That made it easy for the others to develop tactics against them, though some of their equipment took serious damage in the process.
Since they had things under control, Meara focused on her potions again. After banging her head against the problem repeatedly, abruptly what she needed to do slid into place and she had developed her new potion. She looked through its false properties to discover the core of it with a bit of help from Bloodwraith, who nodded in approval when he saw the text:
[Buff: Failed Potion
Might, Vitality, and Quickness massively increased.
This buff will last for 3 minutes.]
"Everyone take one of these!" Meara produced several more and handed them out proudly. "They'll only last for three minutes, so you need to take them at the right time, but they should make a real difference."
"Shame I can't take advantage," Gharavi said as she examined one. "Do you have an equivalent for me?"
"I'm afraid not, but I'll work on it."
With that, the group continued exploring. Meara wanted to test the potions, but it seemed a waste and she knew that this buff would erase the previous ones, so it was a bit risky as well. She assumed they would have time, but to her surprise they soon stumbled across the room they needed. It was guarded by only a pair of lizards, and they didn't prove much of a challenge.
"That was easy." Bloodwraith blinked, then stepped forward onto the dais. He pocketed the metal plate absentmindedly, his attention instead focused on the chest. Another box appeared and Meara focused on it curiously.
[Congrats on finding Treasure Chest #1!
Note to QA - See Chest #2 for more info on randomized loot, but money simplification is working. All that ridiculous complexity with different coins has gotten crunched down to copper, silver, and gold. Some inhabitants may have a problem with the change and it'll be weird getting outside the game zone, but I set up the metal values to be pretty close to logical so it should all work out.]
The note was unusual and explained a few things, but it wasn't an immediate concern. Ignoring it, Meara watched as Bloodwraith opened the chest, only to recoil in disgust. Soon after, he pulled out...
[Astral Lute
Charisma +3, Song Efficacy +50%
Durability: 25/25
Rarity: Rare]
"Am I the only one in the dark again?" Danniah turned to look at the others. "It's a... harp? Err, maybe a lyre? Like an instrument? Why is that here?"
"I have no idea either." Bloodwraith stared at the lute, turning it over in his hands. "Do the box gods think there are people who fight with musical instruments? The text suggests there are magical songs, but I have never heard of anything like that."
"Huh. That's really weird, then."
"At the very least it does seem to contain some mana, so hopefully it can be used as a component." Bloodwraith left the dais and handed the lute to Gharavi. "That was disappointing, but let's cover the rest of these dead ends in case there are any more bodies."
They headed to retrace their steps... and almost immediately stumbled across another monster.
This one looked similar to a horse, but it had large crystal spikes growing from its head, nearly encasing its eyes. The creature's hooves were also made of the same green crystal, but Meara had no more time to look. It tossed its head and let out a whinny.
In the distance, there was a responding howl of wolves.
"Take it down immediately!" Bloodwraith shouted as he hurled a burst of force, yet it seemed to dissipate harmlessly off the crystal.
Gharavi experimentally hurled fire, ice, and lightning... yet none of the spells connected as the horse danced smoothly on those crystal hooves. Danniah and Izzy began to move forward, but Meara was more afraid of the chittering she heard in the shadows. If it was calling them...
"Bloodwraith..." She moved up to touch him on the shoulder and after a pause, he nodded. They couldn't afford this fight, not if it meant they would fight more than a small number of opponents.
But just in that short time, the horse had cantered forward and lashed out with its hooves. Danniah managed to block the blows, yet they sent her staggering several steps backward. And worse than that, this was just delaying them until others could come...
"Drink your potions and run!" Meara sprinted back toward the entrance without waiting, but she saw them obey. The horse seemed a bit surprised when they ran off, but it soon came after them, troublingly fast even in the narrow corridors.
It would have caught up to them, but Bloodwraith hastily summoned more skeletons to stand in the way. The horse broke through them without injury, but the bones tangled in its front legs and it crashed to the ground. No doubt that would only slow it down for a brief while, but that might be enough for them to get back to the tavern.
Yet in the central chamber, Meara could already see several glowing eyes. There were monsters coming from other directions... no, they were moving to cut them off.
She saw Bloodwraith skid to a halt, eyeing the monsters and considering trying to break through. But there were at least five standing in the way and more corridors they couldn't properly see before they got back to the tavern. There was no way they could survive all those, so their only hope was to flee in a direction that the monsters hadn't yet blocked off.
"Retreat to the door!" Bloodwraith rushed in that direction and the others followed. Most of their group seemed surprisingly fast, pushed on by her potions, except Gharavi, who struggled to keep up.
Some wolves began to give chase, but their group managed to reach their goal first. They had left the door to the circular chamber open, but as Bloodwraith rushed in he slammed one of the key plates into place. The stone door began to rumble upward, forcing Danniah to take a leap to catch it before it went too high. Izzy hopped up onto the closing door and helped pull her over.
Gharavi, however, was flagging, and the door was still rising. Holding back, Meara bent down and offered her a hand up, helping her grab the edge.
Mere seconds after, a wolf struck from behind, claws tearing through the space where she should have been. Meara's heart hammered for a moment before she realized that she was still untouchable. She couldn't go through walls, however, so she quickly pulled herself up to the top of the stone door and rolled over to the other side.
Not long after she landed on the other side, the door rumbled closed. Yet before it did, she heard the sounds of growling and chittering from the monsters behind, with a whinny sounding in the distance. They were safe on the other side of the stone door, but their path back was filled with more monsters than they could possibly deal with.
"That was close!" Danniah breathed a huge sigh of relief and dropped onto her back with her arms sprawling. Izzy wasn't tired, but she dropped onto the floor nearby in imitation of her. Meanwhile, Gharavi just sat back against the wall and gasped for breath from the sprint.
Bloodwraith didn't seem to be tired, instead examining the circular chamber around them. No doubt he was already thinking about the fact that they apparently needed three plates to serve as keys, yet they only possessed two. Meara came to stand beside him and he spoke to her without looking.
"If the third key is back there..."
"I'm not sure it is," Meara said. "We explored most of the tunnels, after all. If it was back there, it was probably hidden by some puzzle."
"Or it's hidden here somewhere."
"Maybe. But look how tired everyone is, Bloodwraith. Give it a rest."
He glanced back at her, briefly irritated, but then accepted that she was right. Putting the metal plates away, he headed back to speak to the others. Meanwhile, Meara pulled one of their makeshift beds out of her cloak. She hadn't been certain that taking them along would pay off, but figured that there was no point in not doing so since she could hold so many items.
Everyone just sat and recovered for a long while, since they had been fighting for some time even before the desperate sprint to escape. Meara moved near the doorway to listen, but still heard the sounds of monsters on the other side of the stone. Maybe they would leave in time, but she didn't like what she'd seen of that horse. This one might be more difficult.
After they had spent long enough resting, Bloodwraith suddenly grunted in satisfaction. Meara moved over to him and read the new box that had appeared in front of him.
[Victory! You received 181,072 EXP.
Marathon Bonus x1.2
Total EXP: 217,286
Marathon Stat Bonus: +1 Unassigned Stat Point
Deferred Stat Updates:
Max Health +7
Max Mana +1
Max Stamina +2
Might +1
Vitality +1
Quickness +1
Intellect +1] 
"You're getting addicted to these marathons, huh?" Yet when Meara smirked over at Bloodwraith, he didn't smile back. Though his gaze lingered on the box for a time, eventually he dismissed it.
"We made progress, but the risks were too large. Indeed, we might be seeing the consequences now. Unless we can find some way out of this chamber, we haven't truly made any progress at all."
"You've said that multiple times and we just keep making progress. Let's keep our eyes and minds open."
Bloodwraith nodded in acceptance of her point. He roamed around the chamber while everyone finished resting, examining the walls again. Since she was fairly certain there was nothing there, Meara instead just looked over the intricate flame patterns on the floor.
And like that, she spotted them: two empty slots for metal plates.
"Bloodwraith, come look at these." He came immediately, nodded sharply, and placed the metal plates into the indentations. They formed a central part of the flame symbols, glimmering slightly in the mana torches almost as if the kindling for the flames.
Then they kindled in truth.
Both of them retreated to safety on instinct, and as the flames roared higher, the others got to their feet to look. Meara considered trying to rush into the fire to grab the metal plates back, but wasn't sure if this was something that was meant to be happening.
Then the flames coalesced into a humanoid shape of pure fire. Two bright blue flames lit up where a person would have had eyes and then it let out a roar that sounded like a forest burning down.
As the fire elemental stomped toward them, Meara realized that due to how mad the box gods were, she still had no idea if this was what was supposed to happen.




Chapter 15
Nothing cleared the mind of secondary concerns like a massive entity composed of pure flame trying to kill you. As the fire elemental burned its way into being, Bloodwraith called a warning to the others, unhooked his greatsword, and prepared to fight.
He had no idea whether they could win. Elementals were uncommon magical constructs because they tended to be so unstable, but when they were used, they were often dangerous. But that didn't really matter, because the way onward was locked and the way back would take them into a battle he saw no way of winning. They had no choice but to fight.
As soon as it was fully formed, the elemental released bursts of flame in all directions. Bloodwraith dove behind one of the flame-shaped statues, which reduced the heat a bit, and saw that the others had done the same.
Given the intensity of the heat, he didn't think they could afford to make mistakes. All they had was guesswork, but it had to be excellent guesswork from the beginning. As more bursts of flame splattered off the statue, Bloodwraith glanced over and saw that Gharavi was gathering magic, intensifying an ice spell. She raised an eyebrow at him and he nodded.
"Good, but wait. Let me pull it away." Bloodwraith ran out of cover, barely dodging another burst of flame. Once he got half-way around the room, he Enraged a burst of force and sent it directly into the elemental's back.
The flames decreased slightly for a moment, then roared back to life. Flames shooting high enough to blacken the ceiling, the elemental began to stomp toward him, releasing huge sheets of flame with each step. Bloodwraith stayed behind cover, letting it get closer.
That confirmed that his barbarian skills didn't kindle the elemental as if they were wind spells, but he also didn't think they did very much good. When he tried to look at the elemental via the boxes, it said only:
[Flame Elemental
Health: ???/???
Note: Floor Boss]
He had no time to press further and see if he could learn something about the elemental's health, because it was getting closer and the sheets of flame were becoming unbearably hot, even blunted by the statue. Bloodwraith didn't dare peek out, he just shouted to the others.
"Gharavi, attack when ready! Everyone else, get ready to shield her!"
A large burst of mana exploded as Gharavi released all the power she had been gathering and the temperature of the room dropped substantially. Bloodwraith looked out to see crystals of magically-enhanced frost gathering around the flame elemental. It shuddered and dropped, the flames of its body flickering weakly. The spell was so masterfully done that for a moment he almost hoped that they could end it with one strike.
But of course they couldn't. The elemental roared back to life, melting the ice crystals. It released a beam of bright blue flame that melted through the statue Gharavi used as cover, but she had already leapt to safety.
Even as she came back to her feet, Gharavi released another spell, this one a simpler ice shard. It made the elemental roar angrily, but didn't come close to killing it. Gharavi barely dodged the next burst of flame in her direction, so Bloodwraith stepped in to distract it.
Unfortunately, though his burst of force dealt a little damage, the elemental refused to be distracted, focusing on the largest threat. Gharavi was barely coming back to her feet when it focused on her again, ready to launch another beam of flame.
Danniah leapt in the way and Bloodwraith feared for her, but she endured the blast. Parts of her armor glowed red-hot and she should have been screaming in pain, yet he saw only determination in her stance. While Gharavi got behind another statue, Danniah actually advanced, blocking each burst of flame with her shield.
When she got close enough, she pushed her shield forward into the flames. It shouldn't have worked, yet the force her mana carried rippled through the elemental like a shockwave. Seeing that it faltered, she attacked again, focusing on her shield instead of trying a fire-based attack.
It was a good strategy, but at such close proximity to the elemental, Danniah couldn't see what it was doing. Bloodwraith tried to get into position and Enraged the mana in his sword for an attack, but he wasn't sure he could arrive in time.
Because the elemental had raised a wall of flame behind Danniah and it was looming higher, planning to come down on her with more heat than even she could handle.
From her new position Gharavi launched several more ice shards, which hurt the elemental, but it continued trying to eliminate its prey. Bloodwraith rushed out to attack, but Izzy was faster.
Her thrown dagger into the back of the elemental's leg did nothing, but then she lunged out and bit the flame. A chunk of the fire simply disappeared and the elemental roared out in something that sounded like pain. Izzy tried to bite again, but the elemental's burning leg struck her directly in the face.
She tumbled backward, fires beginning to light up all over her body. Bloodwraith feared for her safety but knew the best thing he could do was stop the elemental from finishing her off. He finished his rush and swung his sword directly through the elemental's torso with all the Enraged force he could muster.
The force blew through the flames, cutting the elemental in half. As the two halves hissed angrily, Bloodwraith risked a look at Izzy. She lay on the floor, still burning, but Meara had moved beside her. Somehow she pulled a bucket of water from her cloak and dumped it over Izzy to help put out the fires, but the water itself was hissing with steam as the room heated up.
Recovering from being trapped amid the flames, Danniah used another Shield Impact to snuff out one of the elemental's legs. Gharavi sent out more frost crystals and Bloodwraith assisted by targeting the remaining flames. The elemental kept trying to return to life, but they didn't let up, hitting it with everything they had until the last flames had been snuffed out.
There was a moment of silence, then the flame elemental roared back to life anyway. It reemerged with a wall of flame that knocked all of them sprawling. Gharavi seemed to have blunted most of it and Danniah struggled back to her feet mostly unharmed, but Bloodwraith could feel his armor beginning to burn into his skin through his clothes.
Though he felt rage at the elemental breaking the laws of magic by continuing to exist, he shoved that emotion down because it wasn't useful. As Danniah and Gharavi struggled against it, Bloodwraith instead looked to the chamber.
Was it possible that the flame symbols on the floor were actually a ritual? He didn't feel any mana from them anymore, but it was possible. If so, this might itself be a puzzle of a sort. Since the battle was not going well, Bloodwraith decided that it was worth a shot and began slashing through the pattern with swings of his sword.
It broke apart easily enough and the elemental just kept moving about, ignoring him entirely. Bloodwraith felt another surge of anger but held it back, trying to think of another strategy.
Across the room, he saw that Izzy was struggling to her feet. She looked burned, but he could see that her body was restoring itself. Beside her, Meara also looked concerned. Bloodwraith caught her eye, then pointed toward Gharavi. Understanding quickly, Meara closed her eyes and reached into her cloak.
While she worked, Bloodwraith joined the others in trying to keep the elemental pinned down. They managed well enough and used the statues to avoid taking too much damage, but he knew they would lose this battle of attrition. The room itself was growing hotter with each passing minute and that would only make the entity more deadly.
"Gharavi, here!" Meara hurled a potion over the center of the room and Bloodwraith glanced at it in midair, hoping that she had created what he intended.
[Pure Ice Potion
Drink to temporarily increase ice damage by 100%, while decreasing lightning and fire damage by 90%.
Rarity: Rare]
Excellent, even better than he'd hoped. Gharavi also caught the potion and drank it without even considering it. Their teamwork was paying off, so perhaps with her increased offensive strength...
The elemental released more bursts of flame and this time one of them struck Meara. Having just entered the battle, she wasn't able to ignore it and she let out a scream as she burst into flame. Someone screamed her name and Bloodwraith wasn't sure if it was him.
Gharavi struck at the heart of the elemental with a massive spike of ice that should have torn apart the core of its spell. And though it did break, it simply came back together.
Bloodwraith felt another surge of rage. Their strategy had been perfect and this elemental just kept operating, brute force overriding the normal laws of the world. This was because of the boxes, he was certain, not allowing the creature to die until its "Health" had been depleted. Though he tried to fight back the anger and think, the sight of Meara still burning was too much for him...
A box appeared in his vision, something about a new core skill, but he couldn't read it. Though he had a brief moment where he could have resisted and pulled back, he realized that this must be the barbarian rage.
If strategy hadn't worked, he would try raw power.
~ ~ ~
Danniah always struggled with fulfilling her role effectively when her companions were being hurt, but seeing Meara burst into flame tested her like never before. She wanted to run to her, but what could she do? Trying to keep the elemental pinned down was already the best thing she could do, and others were better suited to helping.
She rushed to the elemental's leg again and slammed her shield into it, briefly suppressing the flame. It struck back, stomping a leg at her, but she blocked it with her shield. Though it should have been red hot, she didn't feel the heat. Instead the flame seemed to sing within her. Part of her wanted to use her mace to strike at the elemental, but she knew fire would do no good against it.
Her arm felt heavy, however, and she didn't think she could bash the elemental again. Once she might have tried to push through, but now Danniah suspected that her Mana value was simply low. She hooked her mace on her belt and pulled out one of her potions.
Yet when she drank it, the liquid was hot. It didn't burn her, but it tasted wrong and she felt no surge of new strength. Had the elemental boiled her potions?
Then it was roaring in front of her, another burst of flame striking her in the chest. Danniah flew backward, the intense heat searing through her defenses. She struggled to get back up through the pain as she saw it stomp toward her. Shafts of ice speared through its legs, but Gharavi could only slow it down, not stop it.
That was when she heard a roar of pure rage.
To her shock, she saw Bloodwraith throw himself at the flame elemental. He wasn't carrying his sword, yet he radiated raw power and his eyes glowed bright red. When he struck the flames, his blow carried some kind of unnatural force and the elemental shuddered.
Bloodwraith cried out in anger as he struck at it over and over again. Though Danniah managed to get back up, she hesitated. He didn't seem like himself, more like a wild animal. Instead of fighting as carefully as he usually did, he simply attacked savagely without regard for his own safety. Even as it fell to the ground, the elemental kept striking him with flames and she knew he must be horribly burned under his armor, yet he didn't seem to care.
Though he fought like a force of nature, Danniah realized that he wouldn't win. The elemental still burned with life and it would outlast him. She wanted to help, but felt like there was so little she could do...
Beside her, she saw that Gharavi had not wasted her time. The sorcerer had gathered another intensely powerful ice spell, so strong that it made her wand shake as if it might break apart. Gharavi grimaced, holding it at a distance, and glanced to Danniah.
"Get him out of there."
Danniah nodded and charged, hoping it would be enough. The flame elemental had fallen on its back and Bloodwraith was screaming as he pounded his fists into it over and over, but the creature's hands were glowing in intense blue flames. Soon it would smash them together on him and she worried that he wouldn't be able to survive the blow.
She leapt over the elemental and collided with Bloodwraith, sending both of them scraping across the chamber floor. He let out a snarl that shocked her and his hands reached up to grasp her helm as if he intended to crush her skull.
"Bloodwraith, it's me!" She cried out the words desperately, hoping that she could reach him... and she saw the red light begin to fade from his eyes.
Behind them, winter itself descended on the chamber. A vortex of cold power raged around the elemental, snuffing out its flames. They tried to flicker back to life, but they lacked the intense power of before and the shards of ice kept striking them. Each time the flames tried to return, they were a bit weaker than the last time.
By the time the vortex had vanished, there was no sign of the elemental. The chamber itself was freezing, leaving Danniah's body in shock at the sudden change. Across the room, she saw Gharavi crumple to the ground.
Underneath her, Bloodwraith lay limp, the power having left him. Danniah wanted to help, but now that the fight was over, her body refused to cooperate. When she tried to move, she ended up falling off him and landing on her back.
For a time she wondered if they could die this way, victorious but mortally wounded. She would live, she was fairly certain, but what about Meara? Yet her best efforts to rise to her feet simply weren't enough, her body having been pushed to its limit.
"Danniah!" Izzy appeared over her, face filled with concern. She bent down next to Danniah's armor and her teeth snapped out in her strange healing ability. Danniah relaxed backward as the young ghoul ate her pain and injury bite by bite.
When Danniah was finally able to sit up, she saw that Izzy had been busy. She had dragged Meara to the center of the chamber where it was coolest. Currently she was entirely wrapped in her cloak, almost like a corpse, but Danniah had to hope that Izzy had taken care of her. Izzy moved over to Bloodwraith next, snapping up his injuries as best she could around his red hot armor.
Then they had made it. Danniah wasn't sure how to feel about that, because they were still trapped in this tiny chamber. It looked far worse than before, the floor torn apart and most of the statues melted or broken. Letting her shield drop, Danniah limped toward the center.
"Meara? You okay?"
"I'll live." Meara turned away from her, curling up further in her cloak. Was her skin horribly burned by the fire? Danniah was about to pat her on the shoulder but realized that would hurt if she had been burned.
"Well... tell us if we can help, okay?"
The cloaked bundle nodded. Since she couldn't do anything, Danniah looked away... and noticed something lying on the floor where the elemental had been standing.
It was another metal plate. Danniah carefully picked it up and found that it was still hot to the touch, though it couldn't harm her. Despite everything, she smiled. The other two plates lay in the wreckage of the shattered floor, which meant they had all three keys they needed to move on. This wasn't hopeless after all.
Yet when she looked back to Bloodwraith, she found herself uncertain. They wouldn't have been able to win without his rampage, but she didn't like it. He hadn't seemed like himself then, not at all.
As everyone else recovered, Bloodwraith and Meara remained lying on the ground. Since Meara wanted to be left alone, Danniah went to sit next to him. Izzy was eating his injuries and Gharavi using a spell to cool his burned skin, but he remained unresponsive.
"Bloodwraith?" Danniah took his hand, pulling off the gauntlet and gently holding the burned skin underneath. "Please come back to me..."
~ ~ ~
Darkness. He hated the darkness and struggled against it, though it did no good.
Pain. Pain was irrelevant, he raged through it.
Box... wait, a box?
[Victory! You received 188,921 EXP and one Dungeon Key.]
He hated the box most of all. Yet through the hate and the rage, he remembered that he should be more than this. There had been an identity... yes, he was Bloodwraith, Corrupter of Worlds and Father to the Undead. He refused to lose himself in rage like a simple barbarian.
Yet he still floated in the shadows, struggling to find his way back. Because he had overextended himself, or because of something else? Just when Bloodwraith was beginning to worry, he heard a soft voice. Though he couldn't understand the words, he knew them in a deep way. Gripping the lifeline they offered, he pulled himself back.
When he tried to open his eyes, boxes plagued him. Bloodwraith tried to brush them aside, looking past them and managing to get his eyes open. Once he finally did, he found himself staring up at a trio of faces. Danniah, Izzy, Gharavi... it was a relief to see them and the last of the rage drained out of his system, but he was disturbed that Meara wasn't with them. Though he struggled to get up and look, Gharavi held him down.
"You were severely burned. You need time to recover."
"But... Meara...?"
Gharavi bit her lip and stayed silent. Danniah squeezed his hand, concern obvious in her eyes as she spoke. "She got burned pretty bad. I think she'll live, but... she's not quite right. All that pain must have been a shock to her system."
"Yeah." Izzy nodded sadly. "I ate up all her injuries but there's something deeper I can't bite."
Bloodwraith nodded in acceptance of their words. Then they'd made it through, which was a major victory, but he couldn't feel quite satisfied. They let him sit up enough to see Meara and he didn't like the way she lay so still.
On top of that, he intensely disliked the new skill he had unlocked. If that was his core class ability as a barbarian, he didn't want it. He remembered the fight through a haze of bloodlust, yet he hadn't been himself, hadn't been able to fight strategically, had barely even been present.
For the most part, he had been willing to accept the powers that the boxes gave him. Physical power might be brutish, but it was effective. His abilities were less flexible than spells, but still potent. But this... this rage...
Across the room, he heard a mocking laugh.
Everyone stared over at Meara, who sat up as she laughed. Her hood fell off her head and she appeared unburned, even her hair untouched. Yet more than that, the way she laughed reassured him that she was truly back. That didn't make it less irritating.
"Just what is so funny?" Bloodwraith asked.
"Look..." Meara struggled to stifle another laugh. "Look at your new box..."
Blinking in surprise, Bloodwraith stopped suppressing them. There were messages about the fight and the victory notification still hovering, but he knew that what she meant was none of those. No, it was definitely the box in the center of his vision...
[New Skill Acquired: Rage of Rage!
Starting Level: 1
EXP +100,000]
"No, surely not... Rage of Rage? Please, anything but that..." His words set off another gale of laughter from Meara. Danniah and Gharavi laughed as well as they caught on, while Izzy grinned to see everyone cheerful again.
It should have been humiliating, yet surrounded by his allies laughing, Bloodwraith found himself chuckling too.




Chapter 16
Bloodwraith took part of a day just to recover. He told himself it was for the sake of his allies, but he recognized that was useless pride: he needed it as well. Though his wounds had been magically healed quickly enough, the deep ache and fatigue left behind needed more time. Besides, he needed to take time to get a proper grip on his new skill.
The name "Rage of Rage" sat irritatingly in his personal box. But aside from the stupidity of the name, which really shouldn't have surprised him by now, it bothered him. Though he thought he could access it again if necessary, it would never be as easy as using other skills and it would always carry with it a serious risk with the loss of control.
Setting aside that problem, Bloodwraith instead devoted time to determining the exact conditions of their current situation. When he used one of the plates to reopen the large stone door that led back, he soon heard monsters on the other side. Fighting all of them would be a greater challenge than the single elemental, so he quickly removed and reinserted the plate to close the door again.
That left the passage in the other direction. Though Gharavi expressed concern that it might contain another large monster, Bloodwraith felt confident that it wouldn't. The box gods liked a degree of symmetry and a single challenge at the end, which they'd already overcome.
As expected, when he placed all three plates into their slots, the massive slab of stone rolled down to reveal a set of stairs. One plate was left behind, which appeared to be intended to activate the doors in either direction. Since the stairs extended upward to unknown threats, Bloodwraith intended to close it again for the time being. Still, he decided to look a little and see if he could discover anything that would help them prepare.
When he stepped onto the second floor, a box immediately appeared in his vision.
[Whoever is reading this, you must have admin permissions. I didn't want to have to leave a message like this, but they're moving me off Alliandelle to the MMO project. I can only hope this message reaches sympathetic ears.
The longer I work on this project, the more I become convinced that the Mirror Court gave us fundamentally flawed designs. Maybe they're only keeping their secrets, maybe they have something worse in mind, maybe they're just raving fuckaloons. Have you worked directly with any Aesidh? Avoid it if at all possible.
If you're here investigating my work or because something went horribly wrong - look, I'm sorry. But our design plans have been distorted and it is NOT a property of the world like they claim. Safety protocols are weaker than standard and there's a degree of bloodthirsty malice in the system that I just can't explain by any normal variance.
If I'm right, we're going to see an unnatural increase in the number of cross-veil attempts in this location and the system will become less stable. HQ thinks I'm delusional, but I'm certain of it. If the Mirror Court is planning something, then things are going to get ugly for any players, and possibly for any admins present too.
I don't fucking know what to do. I just wanted to design games, not get involved with crazy inter-dimensional politics. All I can do is leave the Testing Dungeon active instead of recycling it like I was supposed to. Don't try to take players through it, as the balance is still a bit shit - just turn on Clipping Mode and wrap up the whole thing. The bonuses here should give you something they're not expecting.
Oh, and there's an EXP bonus for each floor if you want to feed any local tools. That's the best I can do.]
Bloodwraith reeled at the implications of the message and all of its strange terminology. Dozens of questions crowded into his mind as he struggled to properly frame the new information. Yet before he could think for long, he was interrupted by a new message.
[Floor 1 Complete!
EXP Bonus: +250,000]
That was a large bonus just for completing the floor, but he-
[Congratulations! You gained a level!
Current Level: 17
EXP: 208,115/984,150
Unassigned Stat Points: 5]
For once, Bloodwraith ignored his new Stat Points - he could decide how best to use them later. Instead, he focused on the long message. After committing it to memory, he retreated back down the stairs to consider. Just in case there were more monsters in range, he closed the door again, then he sat down and tried to think.
Whoever had left that message had seemed scared of the Mirror Court and suggested that the whole game was in some way manipulated by them. If so, that changed everything. It certainly supported what he'd seen before about the tensions between the Mirror Court and Earth. The idea that they would fight against each other like this wasn't impossible.
Yet as Bloodwraith stared over his companions, his eyes fell on Meara. No, it couldn't be that simple.
Based on everything Meara had experienced and how Raigar had acted, it would be simplistic to blame the Aesidh for everything. The Earthians could be just as insane and cruel, in their own way. Both groups were his enemies.
His skepticism switched into higher gear as he became suspicious of the dungeon and the message itself. Alan had claimed that it was designed to keep them imprisoned here, but what if that was a lie? Instead, the dungeon might have been designed to feed him false information and lead him to believe that he should ally with the Earthians against the Mirror Court.
Though Bloodwraith remained suspicious, he discarded that idea. Alan had been adept at manipulating the system, but he wasn't a god, to just create an entire new dungeon on a whim. Even if he'd had time to prepare it, they'd only gained access due to a specific set of abilities that couldn't have been predicted. No, there might be some deception, but it wasn't wholesale.
What did that ultimately mean for them? They still had to escape by making their way through the dungeon. The message suggested that it wasn't meant to be navigated normally, but they didn't have a choice about that. All they could do was prepare as best they could and try to survive.
"Is everything okay, Bloodwraith?" Meara crouched down beside him with a look of concern. He nodded curtly.
"It's fine. Just a strange message on the second floor."
"I certainly felt a surge of power. But... there was something more, wasn't there?"
He felt an impulse to keep the message to himself, but decided that was foolish. Instead, he told them all the message word for word and gave his thoughts. It might demoralize them a bit, but otherwise he saw only negatives in keeping his allies in the dark. Though they didn't have any great insight immediately, in the future that might be important.
"I agree that both groups are to blame." Gharavi folded her arms and frowned toward the stairs. "But if this dungeon is a weapon they left behind, can we trust it?"
"I don't think we have a choice," Bloodwraith said. "It's the same weapon as the system within me, after all, and we've seen that it can be effective. Besides, we still haven't found any other way out of this place."
"Umm, but can we go forward?" Danniah glanced between them. "Safely, I mean. Isn't it likely that the second floor is going to be even more dangerous?"
"That's possible, but we have many tools at our disposal. Now that we have some peace, let's do everything we can to get ready."
The simplest option he had was to invest his new Stat Points. He again placed all of them into Might, since even with the previous boost, he wasn't able to kill the monsters in this place as efficiently as he'd wanted. Besides, he had allies that could fulfill other roles better than he could, so it was actually the smart thing to do to invest in raw muscle.
Next, he went to find Izzy. His daughter was sitting amid a pile of bloody corpses, happily eating her way through everything that remained once Gharavi stripped the useful components. He and Meara had stored most of the bodies while they were exploring, since due to their pace she hadn't had the chance to eat most of them - clearly she was rectifying that now.
While she ate, Bloodwraith used the mess of flesh and bones to summon more skeletons - it seemed he could control four now. They might not be worth much, but better to have them prepared than not. When he finished he wasn't sure what to do next, but Izzy looked up at him with a bloody smile.
"I wanna bite fire."
Bloodwraith blinked at her. "What exactly do you mean?"
"I tried to bite the big fire thing but it only worked a little bit. I wanna be able to bite fire."
"That... is something we can look into." Bloodwraith sat down near her and began looking through traits, though her request was a bit difficult to fill. Eventually he did find one that matched her goals, to some degree:
[Elemental Bite
Cost: 61 NP
The Undead Companion will gain the ability to consume mana to cause elemental damage when biting. This skill can be used for any element the Undead Companion has personally experienced.]
"Ooh, that!" Izzy nodded as soon as he read the text, but Bloodwraith decided to push back on this one. She might have the right to make her own decisions, yes, but that didn't mean he couldn't give his own opinion.
"I'm not sure that's the best choice for you, Izzy, since Gharavi already wields most elements. I've noticed that you finish most battles with mana left over, according to the boxes. That suggests you could use another active skill."
"Maybe. Do you have one?"
"No, but we can look."
In the end, they found something that struck him as suitably universal:
[Empowered Bite
Cost: 29 NP
The Undead Companion will gain the ability to consume mana to increase the damage and defense penetration of a single bite attack.]
"Good, good!" Izzy chomped down a lizard foot and nodded eagerly. "Let's do that one!"
Though they talked for a while longer, Bloodwraith didn't find any other special traits that particularly stuck out to him as useful. After finishing all the corpses, she had a total of 126 Necromancy Points to spend. That meant that after choosing Empowered Bite, he could sink nearly 100 NP into her core statistics, which should help her keep up with the rest of them even under current conditions.
That resolved, the main edge they needed for the second floor was equipment. It had been a problematic priority for some time and was even more of an issue now that some of their equipment had been seriously damaged by the acid lizards and flame elemental. Fortunately, when he turned to Gharavi, he found that Meara was beside her and both of them looked vaguely satisfied.
"You have something?" He sat down opposite them and Meara nodded.
"We need you to truly test it, but based on our efforts, this idea should work." Meara closed her eyes and focused internally, leaving Gharavi to finish the explanation.
"We need to leverage your status as a 'player' and your crafting skill, at least to get the process started. You see, Meara thinks that there's a simplification method built into the system for crafting items, so long as a player is requesting it from competent individuals."
Bloodwraith nodded in ready acceptance. "The box gods like such simplifications very much."
"I think I qualify as competent, whereas Meara is... more of an unusual case, since she's manipulating the system. But between the two of us, I think we serve as sufficient 'assistants' - we'll be doing most of the work, of course, but we need your impetus to manipulate everything."
"I understand completely. How do we begin?"
"Welcome, adventurer!" Meara's eyes opened, animated yet lifeless. "What would you like to craft today?"
"Uh..." Bloodwraith glanced at Gharavi, who shrugged. "Let's try a knife. An enchanted one, I suppose."
"Just a moment!" Meara went still and they waited... and waited. Realizing something was wrong, Bloodwraith reached out to poke her, which did no good.
He and Gharavi muttered back and forth to each other about plausible theories as Gharavi tried to contribute. Eventually something clicked into place, though he wasn't sure what, and without warning Meara started moving again.
"Here's your custom item!" Meara pulled a knife from within her cloak and handed it to him with that same empty smile. Then her face relaxed into an expression that looked much more natural on her. "Whew, that was a bit of a mess. But it looks like we made it."
Nodding, he turned the knife over in his hands, examining it.
[Steel Knife
Base Damage: 5-7
Durability: 50/50
Rarity: Custom (Common-level quality)]
"This does appear to be a real knife... but it's not a very good one. Not even as good as the knives that Izzy currently uses."
"That barely matters." Gharavi took it from him, her eyes widening. "We just created an object in a matter of mere moments..."
Meara raised an eyebrow. "I do that all the time, you know."
"I do know, and you know what I meant." Gharavi set aside the knife and smiled at both of them. "Let's see about doing this properly, shall we?"
They quickly discovered that trying to get something from nothing got them nowhere. Though they managed to create a slightly better knife, with 6-9 damage, that was their limit. Given that the system operated using real energy and mass, that was unsurprising. Once they began to add other elements to the mix, however, that significantly expanded their ability to improve the final product.
The most obvious was Gharavi adding in mana for the enchantment, and Bloodwraith discovered that he could add some of his as well. While watching for a while, Danniah pointed out that you usually had to pay for that kind of work and they discovered that paying Meara a small amount of money helped. The coins were consumed inside her cloak, but they weren't going to be spending much money in the dungeon anyway.
But the true breakthrough was when they began to add the components they had been gathering. Bloodwraith's Extra-dimensional Bag was filled with wolf pelts, crab carapaces, and lizard skins, not to mention some of the other random items they had picked up.
The pelts and skins did little to help with weapons, but a carapace combined with all the other ingredients finally produced something worthwhile:
[Fellcrab Knife
Special Traits: Might +1, Vitality +1
Base Damage: 17-20
Durability: 50/50
Rarity: Custom (Very Uncommon-level quality)]
It wasn't an ideal knife for Izzy, but it was a significant improvement over the ones she was currently using and the enchantments would be downright useful. They produced a second one and then Bloodwraith gave them both to Izzy, who happily began rushing about and stabbing imaginary things.
"This is a major breakthrough." Gharavi sat back to take a break with a smile of satisfaction. "We're not going to be making legendary items here, but we're also not working with amazing materials. If this is what we can create with the components of the monsters here, then we can bring all our equipment up to a minimum standard."
"Yes, well done." Bloodwraith eyed their stores of components and money, calculating that they had more than enough to experiment. Considering that they were still using some sub-par equipment, this could be a significant boost for them. "Well done on the enchantment, Gharavi."
"No, I should be the one thanking you. I'm impressed, Bloodwraith. I had my doubts if such a multidisciplinary approach could ever function, but you made it work."
Meara elbowed her in the side and wiggled her eyebrows. "Bet that's making you feel pretty affectionate toward Bloodwraith, huh?"
"Wh-what? There's no call for..." Gharavi's green skin shifted slightly in something that might have been a blush, but then her eyes narrowed as she understood. "You're right, that should have triggered another box. I certainly didn't feel any pain... did you see one, Bloodwraith?"
He shook his head and summoned her box:
[Gharavi Affection: 1/1]
"Currently it says 1/1... but not zero," Bloodwraith said. "Curious."
Meara closed her eyes, but beneath her eyelids she was looking back and forth between them. "I'm not surprised. Zero is a number with unusual properties, especially in a system like this."
"But what happens if Gharavi goes through her ritual again?"
"Give me just a little more time." Gharavi also closed her eyes, touching her bone necklace. Though the ritual she used was a simple routine by now, this time it seemed to take more time.
Soon enough, a bright red box appeared in Bloodwraith's 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.
This warning appears connected with an official AdventureCorp quest already in your Quest Log. Finish that quest to remove the threat and receive a unique reward.]
"Did it work?" Gharavi opened her eyes, expression serious. Across from her, Meara gave a smiling nod, but Bloodwraith opened her box just to be certain...
[Gharavi Affection: N/A]
When he nodded, she heaved a sigh. "That's a huge relief. I haven't ever collaborated with someone so easily before, and I'm deeply glad that I met you. But the idea that we were being manipulated by the boxes... well, it feels much better to know that the influence is killed once and for all."
"I don't know," Meara said with a smirk. "That didn't sound very 'N/A' to me."
Gharavi rolled her eyes. "I'm deeply glad to have met you too, Meara. Happy now?"
"What did I ever do to earn such abiding affection? I never even ran trivial errands for you!"
"Alright, can we get back to work?" Gharavi shot a glance at both of them, but she was smiling. Bloodwraith smiled as well and they devoted themselves to their task.
One of their first experiments proved an utter failure: they were unable to create enchanted rings. Meara speculated that they fell into a different class of item while Gharavi suspected they required heavier enchantment, but whatever the reason, it restricted their options. Instead, they focused on other types of equipment.
Since Danniah's shield was beginning to wear out, despite their repair efforts, they worked on it first. The result wasn't half bad:
[Carapace Shield
Armor: 20
Magic Resistance: 5
Vitality +2
Durability: 100/100
Rarity: Custom (Very Uncommon-level quality)]
Yet it wasn't the clear upgrade he had hoped for. Bloodwraith glanced over at the shield Danniah was currently holding while she practiced her mace strikes:
[Guardian's Shield
Armor: 21
Magic Resistance: 2
Max Stamina +10
Vitality +1
Durability: 57/63
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
The differences between the two appeared to be trade-offs. Still, it didn't hurt to have a backup, so he gave Danniah the shield anyway. She decided to keep using her old one for now, though she admitted that it might not last forever.
They were far more successful at creating armor for Danniah, however. Her current set was of quality steel, but otherwise not enchanted except for her helm and boots. There was no way they could beat the quality of her two unique items, but they managed to convert half a dozen carapaces into a breastplate, greaves, gauntlets, and every other component of her heavy armor.
When Danniah pulled all of it on, she marveled at the newly increased enchantments to her Might and Vitality. She wanted to get the new equipment properly attached to the metal sphere that controlled her armor as well as grind more Vitality, but Gharavi was busy with their crafting work. Instead Danniah went with Izzy, who was a bit hesitant to stab at her at first, but took to it with surprising speed.
Most likely Danniah was going to be the one to receive the greatest boost, however, because there were obstacles in the way of all the rest. Bloodwraith and Gharavi already wore mostly enchanted equipment, while Izzy was limited in how much she could effectively use - in fact, Bloodwraith already needed to buy more slots for her, the first time she got more NP.
But he wasn't willing to give up so quickly, especially because they'd mostly used the carapaces and lizard skins for their crafting so far. Focusing on the wolf pelts, they eventually managed to craft an item he was quite satisfied with:
[Fellwolf Cloak
Armor: 5
Magic Resistance: 5
Vitality +1, Quickness +1
Durability: 50/50
Rarity: Custom (Very Uncommon-level quality)]
Since it could go over his Armor of the Tyrant, it was an unquestionable upgrade. Danniah felt that it would get in the way of her fighting and Gharavi wanted to wait until they could craft a cloak that improved her spellcasting abilities, but they decided to create a smaller one for Izzy as well. Despite the reduced size, it had the same statistics, plus Izzy enjoyed running around and letting it trail behind her.
With that done, Bloodwraith felt that they had likely accomplished about as much as they could. It was a non-trivial improvement, significantly increasing the effective strength of their group. Yet as he began to pull his armor on again and glanced at his sword, he found himself just a little dissatisfied.
"Do you think we could reforge equipment?" On a whim he turned back to Gharavi and Meara, holding up his sword. "Or at least re-enchant it? I don't think I'm going to be able to find another set as good as this, but both my armor and my sword could be improved."
"It might be possible, but... not now." Gharavi took the sword from him, examining it. "I would have said it was completely impossible, before what we accomplished today. But having seen what we did... I think that we might be able to, given the right components."
"Then we'll have to hope that the inhabitants of the next floor give us appropriate components when we murder them."
Danniah turned aside from her training to groan. "Bloodwraith, are you really going to march straight back into the dungeon?"
"Time is of the essence! We've spent long enough preparing!"
"Yes, but because of that we're all a bit tired. We can get some sleep first, right?"
Knowing that he would be outnumbered, Bloodwraith accepted that they could rest first. Though he didn't like wasting more time, he also didn't want to take serious risks with whatever awaited them on the next floor. So he set about taking his armor back off so he could rest properly.
As he lay back on the wolf pelts that night, he found himself thinking not at all of equipment or arbitrary points. Instead, he went back over the strange message from the box gods...




Chapter 17
Once they were all rested, equipped, and mentally prepared, Bloodwraith led them up the stairs. He'd already tested the stone door several times to confirm exactly how quickly it rose and fell. Given that they faced entirely new threats on the second level, he wanted to leave open the possibility of a tactical retreat. Their moments of greatest danger would be facing powerful opponents before they had a strategy for them.
There was no notification when he entered - the box now existed only in his memory. Bloodwraith tried not to let it distract him and just kept them moving forward. The second floor didn't open into a central room, but instead branched off with a passage perpendicular to theirs. Looking ahead, he could see another corridor crossing theirs further ahead.
If the whole floor was built like a maze, that would make it very easy for them to get surrounded. He ordered a halt and nodded to Meara, who moved forward with her torch to explore one of the side corridors. The others retreated to a narrow point they could defend.
Before too long, Meara floated toward them at a fast rate. "I've got three skeletons behind me," she said. "Heavily armed and not slow. I didn't have a chance to peel them off."
She had barely finished speaking when the skeletons lurched after her. These were no amateur undead, but powerfully built skeletons with reinforced bone and good equipment. They didn't wear heavy armor, but their bones alone would prove difficult. And that was assuming that none of them had other tricks yet to reveal.
"Pull back and get ready!" As Bloodwraith gave the order, he also commanded his skeletons to march forward toward the attackers.
It wasn't even a fight. The skeletons on the Floor of Bone utterly demolished his own skeletons without so much as chipping one of their bones. He swallowed and readied his sword for the fight.
"Alright, we need to push back two so that we can targ-"
"Or I could use this?" Gharavi pulled the Wand of Undead Dominion from her side. As Bloodwraith stared in surprise, she aimed it toward the approaching skeletons.
He braced himself just in case it didn't work, ready for only one or two to be frozen. But instead, it worked perfectly. All three skeletons stopped in place, arms falling limply to their sides. They were completely controlled and Gharavi didn't even look tired. Of course, her increased Intellect and study of necromancy had to help with that.
"Uh, did you get them?" Danniah moved forward cautiously, eyeing them.
"Seems like it." Gharavi twitched the wand and made the skeletons wave their arms and slap each other. As Danniah laughed, Bloodwraith realized that maybe this wouldn't be so difficult after all.
Of course, he still ordered them to pull back before thousands more skeletons could pour out of secret holes or some terrible new monster could show up. The skeletons obediently followed behind them, displaying no threat. Even when Izzy moved up beside one and bit off its arm bone, it didn't react in the slightest.
Meara smirked at him as they headed back. "You're a little disappointed, aren't you?"
"Don't be absurd, wench. This will make our work far easier."
"Mmhmm. Whatever you say."
"Bah, there is no time for jesting." Bloodwraith unhooked his sword again and took aim for the nearest skeleton. "Let's test their capabilities under controlled conditions."
As he discovered, the skeletons were indeed as tough as they looked. Based on what Gharavi said, they seemed to have heavy magic resistance and a certain degree of tactical ability as well. But they were completely neutralized by the wand, so their group just cut them apart until they were finally dead. Izzy was sitting cross-legged and chewing on one of them before the battle was even fully over.
[Victory! You received 24,855 EXP and three Fellskeleton Bodies.]
He couldn't help but chuckle at that. The box gods only cared about the destruction of foes, not the actual experience of the fight. Winning in such a cheap manner might not be useful for many of his allies, but he and Izzy would receive a massive boost. Besides, the ability to finish the second floor faster than they otherwise would have would be a huge benefit.
"So..." Danniah stared at the scattered bones and armor with an odd expression. "Do we go back out there?"
"I see no reason not to," Bloodwraith said. "Let us be on our guards for other manners of threat."
Except it turned out to be just undead. They ran into normal skeletons and heavily armored skeletons, fast wights and elemental wights, bone mages and ghouls. All of them were vulnerable to the Wand of Undead Dominion, which turned the floor into a joke. Though Bloodwraith was glad for the free experience, it just made him hate Raigar again. No one deserved to simply be handed power like this.
He kept pushing them hard simply in the hopes of getting a marathon bonus for the massive number of undead they were dispatching. Even though they hadn't had any serious difficulty, if they moved fast enough the system apparently counted it as one long fight.
The limiting factor in the end would prove to be Gharavi's concentration. They could keep restoring her mana with potions from Meara, but the exhaustion would still take its toll. She clearly understood that and did her best to conserve herself so they could go as long as they could. He appreciated the fact that she would do so and wondered if he should say something to that effect.
As they walked down another corridor, using Meara and his skeletons to check for ambushes, Izzy poked her head around Gharavi's side and peered up at her.
"Umm, Gharavi? Would... would the wand work on me?"
"I don't think there's any way it would." Gharavi reached down with a smile and patted Izzy on the head. "You're not like all these undead."
"But are you sure? Will you try?"
Gharavi frowned and then raised the wand. Bloodwraith felt a surge of something he couldn't quite describe - it didn't seem like a wise experiment, because there were no excellent outcomes. But before he could voice any objections, Gharavi pointed the wand at Izzy, then winced.
"No... that definitely won't work. Even if you weren't so strong, your father has too strong a grip on you."
"Thank you, Da!" Izzy slid over beside him and latched onto his arm affectionately. That limited their combat effectiveness... but he had to admit there hadn't been much need for it recently. Plus, she seemed so happy...
Their journey so far had left them weighed down by a great many items. The equipment used by the undead was mostly not useful, but Gharavi thought some of it might make for worthwhile crafting components. More valuable were the adventurer corpses they'd found at various times. Not wanting to lose the marathon bonus, Bloodwraith had just snatched up everything, but now he looked through his inventory to examine the valuable pieces, particularly the rings.
[Barbarian's Ring
Might +2, Rage Skills +25%
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
[Ring of Great Vitality
Vitality +5
Durability: 21/25
Rarity: Rare]
[Improved Ring of Might
Might +3
Durability: 12/25
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
The Barbarian's Ring wasn't the most powerful they had come across, but it was the first he'd seen with an ability that assisted his class so directly. Though the boxes refused to give him exact formulas, he suspected that the +25% bonus would be more important than a few more points of Might.
He immediately gave the Ring of Great Vitality to Danniah, since she would use it well. But when Bloodwraith considered the Improved Ring of Might, he realized something that surprised him: he was already wearing eight rings. Though he tried to slip on the ninth in case the box system allowed him to overcome the theoretical limits, the enchantments began to clash with one another and they all began failing.
For so long, he had been taking whatever enchanted rings he could get instead of optimizing. It was a small thing to have to choose between his equipment, but he felt a slight sense of satisfaction. He didn't let it distract him for long and he instead analyzed all of his equipment. His choice soon became obvious.
They were interrupted by an attack on Meara as two skeletons lurched from out of the shadows. Their blows did no good, of course, and Gharavi soon rendered them harmless. While the others smashed apart the skeletons, Bloodwraith instead went to catch up to Meara. She looked at him curiously as he took off one gauntlet to get at his rings.
"Back when we met, you gave me this Ring of Herbalism." He extended it in her direction. "I'd like to give it back to you now."
"Bloodwraith... you know that isn't going to do me any good. My Herbalism skill is listed as -1, for gods' sake." She spoke lightly, but he could see something deeper in her eyes, so he kept the ring extended.
"You gave this to me bitterly after I had nearly made a terrible decision. You can keep it, destroy it, or throw it away if you want. But I don't want it anymore."
She reached out slowly to take it, her fingers brushing against his. Both of them were so different now and so many things had changed, yet he could tell that parts of them remained in the Forest of Beginnings. Meara turned away, hiding her face with her hair, and took the ring from him. "You... you'd better not say anything cheesy about giving the ring to whomever I choose."
"I would never say that to you." It ended up sounding too sincere and Meara shifted uncomfortably, so Bloodwraith gave a rough growl. "Because it's a paltry gift that would insult the person who received it."
"There's the grouchy lich I know." Meara grinned at him and turned away lightly, but he noted that she slipped the ring into her cloak.
Their wanderings took them to a room that appeared more natural than the rest of the dungeon, with moss on the walls and a deep pool in the center. It felt like it might have healing properties, so Bloodwraith immediately ordered them to retreat. Since it was a place of rest and there were no enemies, doing anything there could very well trigger the end of the marathon, which they couldn't risk.
From there, they needed to backtrack into the grid-like maze that was the heart of the second floor. They made more noise this time, trying to draw undead to them, but they had cleared out many of them the first time. Just barely enough appeared to keep the string going, forcing them to move at a less careful rate.
This time they went back to check on dead ends, but almost all of them were useless. Aside from an adventurer's corpse, they found nothing. The only thing they accomplished while wandering through the heart of the maze was that they discovered a metal plate in a particularly dense part of the maze. It was a different shape than those on the first floor, so Bloodwraith assumed it was their first key for the second.
While exhaustively clearing out the rest of the floor, they did stumble across a pair of other useful items:
[Frozen Breastplate
Armor: 26
Vitality +3, Ice Defense +50%
Durability: 81/100
Rarity: Rare]
[Improved Ring of Quickness
Quickness +3
Durability: 18/25
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
The breastplate was not only superior to those they could craft from carapace, it was very well suited to Danniah. Unfortunately, it was closer to his size than hers, but he suspected that Meara would be able to help with that. Since they were still technically in combat he decided not to give it to Danniah just yet and instead considered the ring.
He was tempted to replace one of his Rings of Quickness because it would be a straightforward upgrade, but instead he found himself removing his old Ring of Willpower. When, in all of his travels, had he ever lacked for willpower? It was even possible that his old self's willpower could function in place of his new body's statistics. Deciding that speed was more important, Bloodwraith instead gave the Ring of Willpower to Gharavi, since it might help with spellcasting.
While wandering the tunnels, they happened across another strange room that was filled with treasure chests. After confirming that there were no hidden enemies, Bloodwraith ordered them out again. They didn't need new equipment immediately and he didn't want to risk ending the marathon.
Yet it was quickly becoming obvious that there might not be much more point to continuing it. With the Wand of Undead Dominion smoothing their path, they had quickly explored most of the floor. When one of the final unexplored passages took them to another door with three indentations for keys, he had a feeling that they were nearly done.
"Are we going to take a break once we clear everything?" Danniah asked. Though she'd only received a few minor injuries during surprise attacks, just marching so far in all that armor had taken a toll on her.
"Yes, we should rest before we take on the final challenge." Bloodwraith glanced at the key in his inventory and frowned. "For that matter, we still haven't found two of the keys. Let's wipe out the remaining enemies, then we can find somewhere to rest."
"Actually... I was wondering if we could keep some of the last undead."
Everyone turned to look at Danniah, but Izzy was the one to speak up first. "As pets? I want a skeleton pet too!"
"Uh, no. I actually wanted to... let them hit me." As they walked, Danniah kept shifting her helmet as if it wasn't sitting comfortably on her head. "Killing the undead this way might help you, Bloodwraith, but I won't get any stronger. But I was thinking if we had undead under complete control, they could provide another way to test myself."
"By having them beat you bloody?" Gharavi cast her a strange glance and shook her head. "I don't like the idea of giving that order, but I suppose if it's an effective strategy, we should consider it."
Bloodwraith nodded his approval. "Let's scour the rest of the floor and take several that seem promising."
As it happened, she hadn't made the request too soon, because they only found five more undead lurking on the entire floor. Gharavi bound three of them with the wand, then they all headed toward the room with the pool. There was a brief discussion of returning to the first floor chamber instead, but that would be a longer walk and they wanted to explore the pool in any case.
While they walked back, despite the undead moving alongside them, the boxes decided that the marathon was finally at an end.
[Victory! You received 596,520 EXP.
Marathon Bonus x1.2
Total EXP: 715,824
Marathon Stat Bonus: +0 Unassigned Stat Point
Deferred Stat Updates:
Max Health +1
Max Stamina +1] 
It seemed that he couldn't entirely cheat the system: it had given him few bonus stats and didn't grant an unassigned point as the other marathons had. Still, looking at the absurd amount of EXP earned, he felt satisfied. Better than that, they had cleared the second floor far faster than anyone could have expected. He couldn't be certain how far they had yet to go, but now he felt less like a desperate prisoner and more like they were fighting their way back.
The one irritation was that even such a massive boost left him about 40,000 EXP shy of Level 18. While that might not be any world-shaking difference, he would have preferred every advantage before they faced their next real challenge.
When they reached the room with the pool, he found it to be as quiet and peaceful as it had superficially appeared. The water from the pool had a slight healing effect and granted a minor strengthening enchantment, though that wasn't exactly relevant given that they had wiped out all opposition on the floor. Even Izzy enjoyed drinking it, perhaps because of the floor's undead theme.
Normally they might have begun resting, but that was when Danniah began her training. She removed her armor and had Gharavi send the undead against her. It resulted in some terrible injuries that took time and potions to heal, but Danniah kept throwing herself into it.
Though he should have been glad to see her Vitality rise, Bloodwraith found himself unhappy to see her in pain. It was her choice and a wise decision, so he wasn't going to contradict her. Still, he decided that he wasn't going to get any rest while she was training, so instead he wandered on his own.
Most importantly, there was an obstacle in their path: they were still missing two keys to finish the second floor. He refused to believe that they had missed a branch of the maze: even if he didn't trust his own mental mapping abilities, Gharavi was also no slouch and Meara had unusual perception abilities. The keys must be present, but hidden.
One was very likely in the room with all the treasure chests, so Bloodwraith put his equipment back on and headed in that direction. He stayed alert just in case they had somehow missed a final undead, but the halls were deathly quiet. Nothing stopped him from reaching the chamber with all the chests.
But instead of containing treasure, they seemed to follow some sort of perverse logic. When he opened one chest, those nearest it would either open or close, reversing their current position. None of them contained anything, so for a moment he was simply infuriated at the stupidity of it all. But after staring at the chests for a time, he decided that it couldn't be purely random.
If he was Raigar, what would he do? Well, probably get frustrated and go attack something. A better question: why would someone like Alan or the unnamed designers create something like this? Most likely it was a mental puzzle of some kind.
Since the primary complication of the chests' mechanism was how each one affected others, the only outcomes of any difficulty would be to create a specific combination. But what might it be? All open, all closed, some pattern known only on Earth? He settled for going through the list methodically, yet found it surprisingly challenging.
He refused to admit defeat so easily and kept trying, yet failed to make progress. When he heard footsteps he turned back, whirling and grasping his sword, but saw that it was only Danniah. She wasn't wearing her armor and it looked like she had bathed and changed clothes.
"Oh good, you're alright." She smiled softly at him. "Gharavi was a bit worried, but I figured you had just gotten focused on something."
"Yes. These boxes are... vexing."
"You mean the chest things behind you? Or do you mean the usual boxes you complain about?
Though he wasn't sure if she was jesting, he smiled and walked away from the infuriating puzzle. "I mean the former, but it doesn't matter now. I need more sleep to unravel the insane logic of the box gods. But we'll figure it out tomorrow, unlock the next door, and hopefully begin to explore the third floor."
"You just don't stop, do you? I mean, I like that about you, but..."
"Is everything alright?"
"I mean, things are mostly fine." Danniah looked up at him and sighed, but she smiled as she did so. "I'm not as goal-oriented as you, Bloodwraith. I'm flesh and blood in the end. There are... things I want, you know?"
He blinked as he realized what she meant. Yes, he had allowed himself to become entirely consumed by his objectives, but there was more to life than that. For a time he forgot about the puzzle and the box gods entirely as they began taking off his armor.
~ ~ ~
Meara still wasn't sure what to make of her relationship with sleep, but it was a distant relationship at best. After the day of killing defenseless skeletons, she wasn't remotely in the mood to rest. Instead, she wandered the small cavern, looking for anything that might have been overlooked.
The walls were boring enough, so she focused on the pool instead. Given that the water held a slight benefit, perhaps she could do something with that. She created a few empty bottles and tried just scooping up some water in them... and that worked.
Well, not everything had to be a complex process. After using Gharavi as a test subject, Meara confirmed that the bottled water retained the same beneficial traits. Most likely it would fade over time, but time didn't really exist within her cloak. With that rather simple problem solved, Meara filled a large number of bottles with the water for future use.
She wandered the edge of the pool, picking up rocks and placing them into her inventory more out of habit than anything. As she did so, she stared down into the pool... and gradually noticed that something was strange. The bottom was definitely distorted in some way, as if twisted instead of a flat surface.
Since Danniah and Bloodwraith had wandered off, Meara instead gestured for Gharavi and Izzy to come join her. "Do you see that?"
"It looks like it might lead to tunnels." Gharavi peered for a while, then shrugged. "You think they might be worth investigating?"
"We haven't discussed it, but we only found one of three keys. The others must be hidden in some way." Meara stroked her chin as she considered their options. "I think it would be good for us to explore them, but there's always the possibility that there's something alive down there."
"Some sort of monster fish?"
"Hey, we've seen lots of other animals in monstrous form, why not Fellfish?"
In response, Gharavi released an unbroken chain of lightning into the pool. Izzy hopped back in alarm and Meara raised her eyebrows as the spell electrified the entire pool for a long minute, stretching deep before Gharavi finally cut off the spell.
"If there was anything alive in there, I'm pretty sure it's dead now." She stood back and folded her arms. "So what did you have in mind for actually exploring?"
"I thought Izzy could do the job there." Meara turned to her as the little ghoul perked up. "Izzy, you don't need to breathe, do you?"
She shook her head rapidly. "I don't think so! But I can't swim."
"I don't think you need to. Let me just give you some of the useless armor we found..."
Izzy looked absurd with the large breastplate strapped onto her, but it increased her weight enough. After they confirmed that Izzy could remove the breastplate without great difficulty, they sent her in. She sank like a stone, hit the bottom, then began trudging her way through the water toward the strange entrance.
Both of them lingered, watching even though there was nothing to see but the peaceful bottom of the pool. As the time stretched on, Meara began to feel a bit of concern, even though there was no sign anything was amiss. Perhaps she should have waited until the others had returned...
Then Izzy emerged from the twisted caverns, clambering slowly. Once she got fully out, she tugged off the breastplate and quickly floated up to the surface. Meara moved to greet her, but Izzy shot out of the water under her own power and landed on the bank, shaking herself and throwing water in all directions.
"Ta-dah!" Once she had shed most of the water, Izzy rose upward and thrust a metal plate overhead with both hands. Meara smiled at her as she moved to take it.
"This looks like it's the second key we need... good work, Izzy. You didn't see anything else down there?"
"Nope, it was just dark and twisty. I don't know how people who needed to breathe would be able to find anything."
"Perhaps," Gharavi said thoughtfully, "this 'puzzle' was an invitation to use the undead from this floor? While most would not possess an artifact like ours, they could still theoretically be expected to have some similar capacity."
"I dunno, but that sounds smart!"
They mostly split up as Izzy went to one corner of the cave and began chewing through the bones and wight flesh they'd gathered that day. Meara went to consider her own issues, but Gharavi briefly needed her to help create a specifically-shaped wooden rod. It seemed that Gharavi was beginning work on a new custom staff for herself with the components they had collected that day, though she was still missing a few necessary pieces.
Just when Meara was beginning to wonder about their allies, Bloodwraith and Danniah returned. Bloodwraith looked like his usual dour self, but Danniah was beaming, so it wasn't hard to guess what they had been doing. Meara noted that Gharavi's skin shifted to a different green and the sorcerer resolutely focused on her work.
Izzy was under no such restrictions, staring at them. "You were gone for a long time! What were you doing?"
As Danniah started to stammer, Meara cut in. "You were grinding Vitality, right?"
"Umm, yes! That was it, grinding Vitality!" Danniah nodded in quick agreement, falling into the trap.
"Emphasis on the grinding, right?"
"I... hey, don't..."
"Or, given how long you were gone, I suppose you were grinding stamina?"
"Meara! Not in front of Izzy!"
"It's better than telling her what you were really grinding..."
Throughout the conversation Izzy's head swung back and forth between them. Her expression made it obvious that she didn't really understand, but she ended up smiling. Meara enjoyed smirking like she hadn't in some time, and underneath all her blushes Danniah seemed deeply satisfied as well. Bloodwraith just muttered something under his breath and marched past them.
Eventually they pulled out the wolf pelt beds and lay down to rest. Tomorrow she had a feeling that they wouldn't have a magic wand to solve their problems.




Chapter 18
Bloodwraith woke up early and began preparing for their journey, finding that Meara was already awake because she hadn't slept. She did reveal that they had discovered the second key, which left only one remaining. While most were still getting ready and Danniah was eating a breakfast from Meara, Bloodwraith approached Gharavi and gestured for her to follow.
"Would you be willing to help me with something?"
"Certainly, but what is it?" Gharavi gave him a curious look as they proceeded through the maze and he tried to shrug off the matter.
"One of the rooms we ignored proved rather irritating. I need someone else to help work through the Outsiders' insane logic."
As they headed through the maze, he noticed that Izzy was wandering along after them, nibbling on a final undead skull. Since it did no harm to have her along, Bloodwraith gestured for her to come walk beside him and patted her on the head. She grinned up at him and trotted along after them.
Since she was along, Bloodwraith examined her box and to his surprise found that she had 169 Necromancy Points to spend - all of those undead had rapidly increased the available quantity even if their value had deteriorated to almost nothing by the end. That meant she had over 600 points total, which was truly rapid growth...
[Quest Advanced!
Sub-Quest III: Earn Necromancy Points for Undead Companion Izilthor.
EXP +5000]
Another small step forward for him as well. He resolved to help her invest her points soon, but by that point they had reached the chamber with the strange puzzle.
Bloodwraith demonstrated how the fundamental mechanic worked and Gharavi understood immediately. She examined the layout of chests while Izzy curiously experimented, closing one chest and then leaping to try to hold one of the nearby ones closed. Though they could split up to try to accomplish the same thing, Bloodwraith was fairly certain that would prove ineffective. The box gods wanted players to go through the random meaningless exercise.
"What's the final objective?" Gharavi asked. He could only shrug.
"We have no way of knowing and there are no indications anywhere in the chamber."
"Hmm... since you usually want to open chests, let's try to get them all open."
"A reasonable enough place to start, but easier said than done."
Yet to his surprise, Gharavi began to methodically open and close chests. Though it seemed arbitrary at first and without a goal, Bloodwraith realized that such a pattern was necessary to reach a real solution. There was no point trying to steadily reduce the number of closed chests, because they would just be flipped back in the end. Instead she was obviously setting up for a final switch that would close them all.
When she finally came close, Bloodwraith had to shake his head. He was irritated that he hadn't been able to do it, and more frustrated that she had managed it so easily. But most importantly, it seemed that he wouldn't have to waste any more time on the stupid puzzle.
As the last set of chests opened together, a clear tone rang throughout the room. All of the chests closed together, then the chest in the center of the square opened. Izzy immediately ran up to it, looked inside, and cheerfully pulled out another metal plate.
"There." Gharavi stood back with a slightly satisfied expression, but she wasn't smug. Though Bloodwraith wanted to grunt and just head for the door, he decided against it.
"Good work, Gharavi. You... are better at this than I am."
She turned to look at him with an expression of slight surprise, then smiled. "It's not a contest, Bloodwraith. But I'm glad I could help."
Not entirely sure what to say to that, he went back to his plan of grunting and moving on. There were perks to acting as a barbarian after all.
On their way back, he was interrupted by another box.
[Quest Advanced!
Sub-Quest I: Raise Danniah's Level.
EXP +5000]
So all of Danniah's work had helped her advance. Good. It served as a reminder that he should assist Izzy as well before they faced what was likely to be a difficult battle. She had been scouting ahead but returned when he called.
"Da?"
"We should invest your Necromancy Points now, but we've taken most of the traits I was aiming for. Did you have anything in mind?"
"Well... it was a long, long, long time ago, but there was something that was going to let me bite from a distance? I wanna help but sometimes I can't get close."
"Ah, I recall that..." Bloodwraith reached into the boxes, searching for the trait he remembered. It appeared before too long, but to his surprise a second trait came along with it.
[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.]
[Remote Bite
Cost: 133 NP
The Undead Companion will gain the ability to cast their core biting ability as a ranged spell, dealing normal bite damage from a distance. Range will scale with Tier and Quickness.]
The second was a rather striking ability that he thought would work well with all the other traits Izzy had purchased, but he described them both to Izzy and let her choose. She wanted the healing bite more, apparently having been thinking about it ever since it was first explained to her.
After that he also spent another 10 NP on an equipment slot so that she could use all the equipment they had for her at once. But aside from that, he decided to save the remaining 62 NP to put toward the skill later. At the rate they were gaining more, it wasn't even that much of a sacrifice, though he might regret it if the third floor proved as challenging as the first.
When they got back to the healing pool, Meara and Danniah were ready and waiting. Everyone except Meara took a final drink from the pool to gain its beneficial effect, then they headed toward the door at the end of the second floor. As they went, Bloodwraith checked over their group one more time.
[Party Composition
Raigar - Level 17 Barbarian
Meara - Level 0 Peasant
Danniah - Level 15 Warrior
Gharavi - Level 17 Sorcerer
Izilthor - Tier II Undead Companion]
Not bad. The box didn't truly reflect all the progress they'd made, so he considered if there was some way to force the boxes to display total efficacy. Before he could figure anything out, they reached the door and Bloodwraith carefully placed the three metal plates into position. They all stood back and braced themselves as the stone barrier lowered into the floor.
It didn't get far before the grinding sound was overwhelmed by a ear-splitting roar. On the other side, they caught a glimpse of a massive skeleton, a full-grown drake animated by powerful necromancy. Gharavi raised the Wand of Undead Dominion carefully and the undead drake twitched, but then it roared again and began to charge them.
Bloodwraith pulled one of the plates back out of the door and it began to close again before the drake could reach them. He turned back to the others. "As I see it, we have two choices. We could fight this opponent fairly. Or..." His gaze slid to Meara, who was already smirking and working on something within her cloak. "We could continue to deny the box gods the pleasure and find some way to cheat."
"I have a good idea, just give me a little more time." Meara closed her eyes and kept focusing on creating a new potion.
Meanwhile, they gave Gharavi all of the Intellect-boosting equipment they had in their possession, even when it meant using inferior equipment. She even took Danniah's mace for its boost, though she wasn't trained for it and a box warned that her damage with it would be seriously reduced. But all that mattered was seeing how much power they could get out of the Wand.
By the time they had her ready, Meara triumphantly pulled out the potion she had been working on.
[Pure Necromancy Potion
Drink to temporarily increase necromantic power by 100%, while decreasing fire, lightning, and ice damage by 90%.
Rarity: Rare]
As she looked over herself, Gharavi shook her head slowly. "A year ago, I could never have imagined that I would have been in this position. I'll do my best, but I'm still not sure how well it will work, so don't act before I say the word."
They nodded in agreement and opened the door again. Once more, the undead drake roared out a challenge and began to move toward them. Before the door to its chamber had fully opened, Gharavi thrust the Wand of Undead Dominion out again. This time, the drake shuddered to a halt, though its wings and jaws twitched occasionally.
It wouldn't be enough to control it completely - a pity, since part of him had hoped that they could take control of the "boss" and use it to destroy their way through the third floor. Instead he resolved to destroy it, though first he waited for Gharavi to give her official evaluation.
"This... isn't easy..." Gharavi gritted her teeth and braced her wrist holding the wand. "I have it bound... but not for long..."
"Then we attack!" Bloodwraith unhooked his sword and led the charge into the room.
Since they couldn't depend on Gharavi keeping the undead drake down for the entire battle, he started off with the intent to disable. He performed a fully Enraged cut at one of the drake's legs, intending to sever a claw, and was surprised at how his sword barely cut into the drake's bone. This was heavy reinforcement... he would have been impressed, if he didn't suspect that it was simply some Earthian increasing a number in a box.
Meanwhile, Danniah ran to the drake's tail and began to smash at it with her secondary mace. The burning aura around it failed to make the bones catch fire, but it did deal serious damage. When she ran out of mana, she drank a potion and kept bashing away.
"Ooh, tasty!" He looked up to find that Izzy was perched on top of the drake's spine. She bent down and snapped up another bite, removing a larger chunk from the thick bone that held the drake together in the center. Another good strategic choice.
He kept hacking at the drake's leg until the bone claw came free, then kicked it to the side of the room. The undead creature staggered and fell to one side, but Izzy gripped tightly and kept biting at the spine. Bloodwraith switched to the other claw, glancing over his shoulder at Gharavi. Sweat was pouring down the sides of her face as she struggled to keep the drake bound in place, but she nodded grimly.
Shattering the tail, Danniah then moved to begin smashing the drake's teeth out. That got easier when the drake collapsed, Bloodwraith removing its second claw and Izzy biting her way through the spine at about the same time.
He took a step back and drank a potion as he considered his next target. Yet before he could attack, he thought he heard a sound from Gharavi. When he turned, he saw her drop to one knee. Her lips moved, but he couldn't understand what she said.
"Get ready!" Meara called out the warning as Gharavi slumped to the ground in exhaustion.
A moment later the remaining pieces of the undead drake shuddered into action. The smaller pieces remained still, but the front and back halves looked capable of attacking. Thanks to the warning, Izzy was able to jump out of the way as the back half reared up to smash at the place where she perched.
Danniah wasn't so lucky, the enormous jaws lunging out to try to smash her. Yet with many of the drake's teeth knocked out, she was able to catch herself between the drake's jaws. She strained there, holding the jaws apart as they struggled to crush her.
Bloodwraith ran in to attack, but he was surprised by how quickly such a bulky undead moved. The drake lashed out with one leg, and even though the back half was severed, it hit him with terrible force. He smashed back against one of the walls, his chest aching, and struggled not to fall.
Currently they had the upper hand, but it would become more difficult if they didn't finish disabling the drake soon enough. Since they needed raw force quickly, he decided this was a good environment to test his least pleasant skill. Bloodwraith closed his eyes and surrendered to the barbarian rage swirling within him.
This time, he didn't feel as though he entirely lost consciousness, though his vision turned red and bloodlust filled his mind. He rushed forward, smashing into the side of the drake's head hard enough to send it collapsing back again. Only after that did he realize that he was still holding onto his greatsword, so he began swinging wildly, sending chips of bone flying in every direction.
The drake hit back, yet he barely felt the injuries. He saw Izzy jump onto its skull and bite the narrow bones that connected the jaw. When it went slack for a moment, Danniah lunged in and delivered a burning hot blow to the roof of the drake's mouth.
It reared back and then collapsed. Though it began to struggle to get up again, Bloodwraith knew a wounded opponent when he saw one and his instincts threw him into the battle. He jumped on top of the beast's skull and ran to its neck before he began wildly hacking at it.
Finally his sword cut through and the undead drake crashed to the ground. He kept yelling and striking, even though a part of him knew that the creature's necromancy had failed. Cut into three pieces and battered by many blows, the power animating the undead drake had finally broken, yet his body refused to stop.
"Da!" Suddenly Izzy was on his back, her hands rapping against the sides of his helm. "Wake up, Da!"
The sound of her voice brought him back, less unpleasantly than last time. He still had rage swirling in his mind, but Bloodwraith did his best to rise above it. Nodding to Izzy, he slowly walked down the sides of the defeated drake to the others with her sitting on his shoulders.
"This one wasn't as scary as last time!" Danniah beamed at him as she crawled out of the drake's mouth. "Are you getting it under control?"
"I'm not sure," Bloodwraith said. "I don't think it will ever feel natural to me."
Nor did he want to become a person like that, but for the time being he had to use whatever tools he had available. More importantly, he needed to see how Gharavi was doing. Meara had her sitting up and drinking a cup of water - Gharavi looked weary but fundamentally in good health.
Behind the drake's body, a stone barrier began to grind downward into the floor, revealing only shadows. Since this one had opened automatically and there appeared to be no way to close it again, Bloodwraith braced himself for an attack, but none came. He shifted his focus between the yawning entrance and the drake's body, hoping that it was actually over.
[Victory! You received 214,486 EXP and one Undead Drake Body.]
When the box appeared, Bloodwraith let himself relax another step, certain that the drake wasn't going to rise up again in violation of all laws of necromancy. The new power also put him well over the requirement needed to advance a level, and he eagerly anticipated the next box.
[Congratulations! You gained a level!
Current Level: 18
Current EXP: 189,130/1,476,225
Unassigned Stat Points: 5]
Over a million EXP to the next Level... the increase in the requirements was relentless. For the first time he realized just how intentional that was: the box gods couldn't let players grind forever, they needed to keep them moving toward a goal. The purpose of the entire system was to push them toward a conclusive battle, then harvest all the energy they had gathered once they moved to a new body.
If he intended to circumvent that system, he would need to be clever. In this "Testing Dungeon" it was easy enough to gain EXP, but the same would not be true once they finished. Previously he had been considering just ignoring the monsters left behind on the first floor, but now he started to reconsider.
While he thought, another box appeared, this one surprising him.
[Quest Advanced!
Sub-Quest II: Raise Gharavi's Level.
EXP +5000]
So Gharavi had reached Level 18 as well. That was fitting, as he could imagine how much she must have pushed her limits to hold the undead drake in place for so long. Though the box system would no doubt push his Level higher due to its unfair advantages, he felt a strange sense of satisfaction that they had reached the same Level together.
"So, what do we do now?" Danniah came up beside him, apparently little worse for the wear despite the battle.
"For a start, I think Izzy would be unhappy if you interrupted her." Bloodwraith pointed to the drake's skull, where Izzy sat on top of it, chomping on a claw with a look of pure bliss. Danniah laughed, but then turned back to him.
"Right, and I know Gharavi probably needs some more time to recover. But after that, are we pushing straight on to the next floor?"
"I don't see why not. Escaping this place is still our highest priority."
"Do you think we'll find a way to to make the last floor easier too?"
Bloodwraith looked toward the passage to the stairs and shook his head. "I strongly doubt it. Each floor of this place has had a specific 'theme' - and even if they don't seem to fit together, there's a certain logic to it. I doubt we'll see another undead creature in this place."
"Yeah, but what if it's a fire theme or something? That would be good for me!"
"We can hope." Bloodwraith smiled at her, but his eyes stayed on the passage upward. No, he doubted that the third floor would be anything so simple. If he understood the box gods at all, they would want the final floor to be something even worse than the ones that came before it.
Though he was restless, Bloodwraith recognized that his body did need some time to recover. He spent a while sitting with the others and Meara pulled out some food for all of them. Since she was just eating bones, Izzy joined them as well without making Danniah nauseous. The food tasted good, but what truly restored him was eating with all of his allies.
They seemed to relax, yet Bloodwraith couldn't get the entrance to the next floor out of his mind. Once they were done, they gathered themselves, repaired equipment, and headed toward the dark entrance. As they got closer, he saw that there was actually an unnatural darkness surrounding them. Within, however, there were ordinary stairs leading upward.
Meara moved ahead, lifting her mana torch higher, but it didn't seem capable of penetrating deep into the shadows slipping around them. This staircase was longer than the previous ones and the shadows intensified until they could see nothing but a sphere of light cast by the torch, nothing before or behind.
"I... think this is the next floor." Meara slowed down, taking a step forward instead of up. When Bloodwraith stepped up beside her, a box immediately appeared.
[Floor 2 Complete!
EXP Bonus: +250,000]
Good, the bonus hadn't decreased. But just as Bloodwraith was feeling satisfied by the new power, another box appeared.
[Holy fuck, somebody got this far? If you're a beta tester, seriously talk to AdventureCorp about a raise.
Look, I'll be honest with you: we didn't really expect anyone to get here. The third floor is a mess of shit we left on the cutting room floor. Is that mixing metaphors? Fuck it, I'm just writing this because I don't like leaving uncommented code.
If you're determined to go forward, I strongly recommend turning on God Mode and just enjoying the ride. The floor layout is a mess, though, so if you just want to get out, it might be easier to head back than to head up.]
Bloodwraith frowned, unsure what to make of that message. Was the third floor cloaked in darkness simply as a matter of laziness? Yet as he dismissed the box, he realized that lights were slowly rising around him, revealing a hallway forward.
The walls appeared to be constructed from identical blocks of stone, utterly without ornamentation or artwork. Yet one of them was bright pink and another one was checkered black and white. For some inexplicable reason there was a potted plant lying on its side ahead of them. Further ahead, the floor became... a picture of a cat?
"Um, what?" Danniah scratched her head and took a few steps forward to stare at everything before looking back to him. "Does this make any more sense to you than to me?"
"The box gods have dedicated themselves to vexing me right to the end." Bloodwraith unhooked his greatsword and moved forward. "Let's go kill everything."




Chapter 19
As they headed down the truly bizarre corridor, Meara rubbed her forehead to hold off the coming headache. The others seemed not to notice, but to her every part of the third floor felt deeply wrong. Everywhere else, the influence of the system on the real world was a smooth flow, but here it was erratic and broken. As if the Outsiders who had created it had simply left their tools lying about.
Usually she needed to strain to feel the exact nature of that flow in order to find quests, but here the objectives practically screamed at her. When she felt a knot of power coming toward them, Meara was able to raise a hand to warn the others before it even got close.
"I think we have a monster up ahead, coming this way," Meara said. Bloodwraith nodded.
"You should step behind us, just in case. We'll put the skeletons forward first and see what we can learn about our new foes."
Though usually monsters could be no threat to her, in this place... Meara decided that he was right and retreated behind the line of fighters. Ahead of them, they saw something emerging from the shadows, heading directly toward the line of skeletons.
It was... some sort of lion mixed with a spider? Yet as it came closer, Meara realized that she had entirely misunderstood its structure. There was a head like a lion, yes, but it was surrounded by a series of hind legs that branched in all directions to create some sort of wheel. It had no other body parts, just a bouncing lion wheel...
Really?
"Steady!" Bloodwraith kept his sword in ready position and began gathering mana. "Regardless of how it looks, the beast may be dang-"
The beast ran into one of the skeletons and fell over onto its face. Though its hind limbs flailed randomly, it failed to get back to its feet. For the first time since they'd entered the dungeons, the skeletons actually had a chance to attack something. After standing dully for a moment, they leaned down and began to stab their rough blades into the... lion wheel.
Though it let out a roar and thrashed, it failed to knock any of them over. When it did finally connect by chance, the skeleton was destroyed in one blow, but the lion wheel was extremely bad at connecting. The skeletons kept stabbing... and stabbing, and stabbing. Meara glanced over at Bloodwraith and smirked. "Did you spend all your necromancy on Izzy, or are you just terrible at skeletons?"
"It's not that." Bloodwraith finally lowered his sword, staring at the strange monster in disgust. "That creature may be useless, but it has over 1000 Health. They're going to take a little while to kill it."
Since it was still howling, Izzy stuck her fingers in her ears. Danniah winced and glanced back to them. "Should we put it out of its misery?"
"No. It could still be a trap." Bloodwraith sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than anyone, however. Meara wandered closer, giving the creature a closer look before it was stabbed to death.
"Why do you think they would create something like that? It doesn't look particularly menacing and I don't think a beast like this could function on any world."
No one answered her, since there wasn't much they could say in the face of such an absurdity. Eventually the skeletons successfully killed it and there was no final explosion or trap. It just died and soon enough a box appeared.
[You received 3444 EXP and one ??? Pelt.]
Meara chuckled, realizing that even the boxes didn't know what to name the creature. The others just seemed baffled. When Gharavi tried to take the creature's pelt, it fell apart into a mess of slime. After staring at one another for a while, they all agreed to just never speak of it again.
As they headed down the corridor, Danniah turned back to smile at them. Well, her helm glowered ominously, but Meara could tell that she was smiling.
"At least that means this floor isn't so bad, right? Things have been so serious lately, I could us-"
The ceiling ahead of them smashed down, crushing the front skeleton to splinters of bone.
All of them leapt to attention, humor gone. Ahead of them, their path was entirely blocked by a large stone cube from above, but it began to slowly retract back up into the ceiling. As it went back up, revealing nothing but a few bone fragments, they all began to breathe again.
"Such a trap would be fatal to almost anyone." Gharavi took a few steps closer, examining it in concern. "How can we get past it?"
Danniah stayed a good distance away, but bent down to peer at the floor. "Is there some kind of pressure plate, maybe? The front skeleton must have triggered it."
Though the latter part was obviously true, Meara didn't think that they would find anything like a pressure plate. She couldn't quite figure out the mechanism in front of them, but she was quite sure that it operated on pure box rules. It was no physical mechanism triggering the trap, just a raw dictate from the designers of this place.
By experimenting with the other skeletons, they discovered that the ceiling wouldn't come down again right away, so they sent another skeleton past to check that there were no further traps. But when Bloodwraith called the skeleton back, the block activated again and crushed a second skeleton. Further testing revealed that it would smash down about once a minute before it went inactive.
Nervous to go under the killer ceiling, they waited for another cycle and this time Meara tossed a potion into the corridor. It didn't even need to reach the ground before it was smashed into glass shards.
"Well..." Danniah took a step forward and stared at the ceiling. "It should be deactivated for now, so I guess somebody needs to test it..."
"I will!" Izzy moved forward, first edging her feet into the area. When the ceiling didn't come down, she sprinted across the dangerous area. From the other side she waved to them.
They all rushed through the threatened zone, but the ceiling didn't come down. Meara made sure to mark the exact point where the trap began in her mind so they couldn't run into it later. Meanwhile, the others looked at the corridor ahead with grim expressions.
"This place is mad," Gharavi said. "I hope this isn't what we have to look forward to for the rest of this floor."
It didn't get better from there. The path branched several times and Meara quickly realized that though the previous floors made no logical sense as buildings, they had made sense on another level. Each had been constructed with dead ends, objectives, and mazes to add a challenge.
This floor had none of that, leaving just a chaotic mess of corridors. They went down one dead end for what felt like an hour, only to discover that it ended in a wall with no useful features. After thoroughly checking that there wasn't anything hidden, they had no choice but to turn around and head back. Below the obvious level, the deeper structure was giving her a headache.
As they moved on, they encountered both more monsters and more traps. Some were almost like normal creatures, like a frog with large antlers, while others were bizarre abominations of mixed body parts. At one point they were attacked by what appeared to be a mushroom walking on stubby little legs. They fought some sort of bear with the head of an owl... and then a giant owl with the head of a bear.
Meara was fairly sure the people who had built the dungeon had been drunk some of the time.
The thing was, many of those monsters were actually strong, unlike the lion wheel. Regardless of how stupid they looked, they wielded powerful magic and dealt serious injuries when they managed to land a blow. When she checked the boxes as Bloodwraith did, they seemed to be overall stronger than the monsters on the previous two floors, even if they weren't always effective.
Yet she didn't find herself worrying for her allies, because they had changed. Since they had been trapped in the dungeon, they had gained power and cloaked themselves in enchantments, but it was more than that. They had grown used to working as a team to fight opponents of greater strength, moving together without the need for orders.
And she was one of them, producing potions for specific purposes with only a little notice. Even though she was completely unable to participate in combat, by the rules of the boxes, she was still part of it through her connection to the others.
Though the traps kept them on their toes at all times and frayed their nerves, they actually made their task easier. Since the monsters blundered toward them aggressively, it was fairly easy to bait the monsters into traps. They spent a while in a central room that had a massive swinging blade, using it to clear the region of monsters. It wasn't as good as the dimensional barrier to the tavern, but it still injured their opponents seriously enough to neutralize their threat.
None of the corridors contained any kind of puzzles or treasure, just random dead ends. Once their path ended in a wall that had a tree struck straight through it - not growing through the stone, simply sticking through at an angle as it had been stuck there by a confused giant. They'd spent a while trying spells and force to find something, but in the end decided that it was just random.
As they continued down another corridor, the skeletons marched ahead without any traps... but Meara realized that there was something wrong about the walls. Looking back, she saw that there was a slight difference in width in the earlier part. Perhaps it was simply random, but...
But she could hear a faint grinding of stone over stone. Even before she was completely sure what she was seeing, she glanced over to Bloodwraith. "The walls..."
He looked and saw immediately. After gauging the distance forward versus back, he called out to the group. "Everyone, run! The walls are closing in!"
As if the walls sensed their movement, they began to move more rapidly, tightening the corridor around them. Their group sprinted even faster, leaving the skeletons behind, hoping they could escape the constricting corridor before it closed on them.
They did. Easily.
Meara had been afraid of a secondary trap when they got through, but there was nothing. Suddenly they were running through a normally-sized corridor again, the grinding walls behind them. They stopped and turned back, seeing the skeletons mindlessly marching after them. Even the skeletons got through before the stone walls finally ground together.
"This place..." Bloodwraith sighed heavily and they all understood exactly what he meant.
They continued on, encountering more of the same, but Meara could tell that the stress was beginning to get to her companions. She produced her unique failed potions to keep them moving and managed to come up with a stamina-boosting potion for Gharavi, but those could only go so far. Eventually they would need to find a place to rest.
Abruptly they came across a chamber that actually appeared finished, unlike the random blocks and strewn objects of the main dungeon. It was a circular chamber made of red stone, with patterns along the walls that looked like crossing swords. After they sent the skeletons ahead and found no traps, they made their way into the room.
"This might be a good place t-" Bloodwraith was interrupted as both doors slammed shut, trapping them inside. Though Meara immediately looked for the ceiling to start moving down or something to begin filling the chamber, no such threats appeared.
Instead, a column of stone emerged from the center of the floor. When it rose to the ceiling, the stone fell away, leaving a statue of a knight made of red stone. The fighters quickly moved to surround it, ready to attack, but the statue showed no signs of becoming animated.
After a time, a window appeared in front of Bloodwraith and Meara read over his shoulder:
[Defeat me to proceed!]
"It says we need to defeat it," Bloodwraith said. "Another puzzle, then?"
"If so, there's not very much to work with." Meara examined the sword patterns along all the walls and never saw the pattern break. There was nothing in the circular chamber except the statue in the center.
Gharavi kept her distance, but examined the statue both with her eyes and her necklace. "I don't sense any direct defenses. There's strong magic, but it's an Outsider spell that I can't pull apart."
"This is weird." Danniah approached cautiously, her shield up, but wasn't attacked. She hesitantly reached out and tapped the statue with her mace, but nothing happened. "What do we do, push it over?"
"We might as well destroy it." Bloodwraith readied his sword, channeled mana into the blade, and took a swing at the statue.
His sword failed to cut, but a massive crack appeared in the center of the statue. It was reinforced by some magic that couldn't stand up to their force, so it was only a matter of time until they broke the statue. Perhaps this was another poorly designed trap.
Except a moment later, Bloodwraith collapsed.
"Bloodwraith! Are you okay?" Danniah cried out and ran to him, but he only groaned. As she rolled him over onto his back, Meara eyed the statue in case it would attack, but it stood motionless. She didn't think that it had struck back in any way - it really appeared to be just a statue by all obvious signs.
On the ground, there was blood leaking from Bloodwraith's armor. Danniah tugged off his breastplate and gasped as she saw a terrible wound across his chest. She immediately began fumbling for a potion at her belt, but Izzy was faster, crouching next to him and biting at his injury to heal it. Bloodwraith remained unfocused and feverish, but it didn't seem like his life was in danger.
While they cared for him, Meara glanced at the wound. It looked like a cut... a cut almost exactly like the crack across the chest of the statue. When Meara looked back, she noticed Gharavi was looking at the same thing.
"It must be some sort of... reflection magic." The sorcerer folded her arms and frowned at the statue. "But it's not like anything I've ever seen before and I don't think I'd be able to pull it apart."
"So it seems whatever damage is done to it is done to the person that strikes it." Meara glanced over her shoulder and saw that though Bloodwraith's wound was better, it wasn't healing nearly as quickly as it should have. "It must put some magical force behind the wounds, too."
"That seems like the case. The question is how we destroy it..."
Danniah had taken off Bloodwraith's helmet and was wiping his forehead with a clean cloth, but she looked up to join the conversation. "There are five of us and only one of it. Can't we just destroy the statue a bit at a time between us?"
"Assuming that the statue isn't healing with him." Gharavi leaned closer to it, examining the crack, then checked Bloodwraith's injury. "It doesn't look like it. That's what I would have done, if I was designing a challenge like this, but I'm clearly not like the people who designed this place."
"Let me at least try." Danniah left Bloodwraith in Izzy's care and moved up to the statue, hefting her mace. She took a swing at the cracked area, though she sensibly didn't use her flame skill or her full strength.
A moment later she stumbled back a few steps, flailing her arms to regain her balance. After coughing and thumping her breastplate a few times, she turned back to them. "The same instant I hit the statue, it walloped me pretty hard. Did I do much to it?"
Meara and Gharavi examined the statue, but there wasn't much sign of change. Gharavi experimentally tried a weak ice spell and immediately jumped back, shards of frost covering her arm. It seemed that there was no getting around the statue's magical effect.
Meanwhile, Bloodwraith managed to sit up. Though his wound was mostly closed, he still looked unnaturally pale. He opened his mouth to give a warning, but saw that they already understood. After a while, Danniah turned back to face him.
"You feeling okay, Bloodwraith?"
"I will be fine, but I need some time to recover."
"How do you think we should destroy this statue?" Danniah put her hands on her hips and stared at it like it was an obstinate opponent. "Should we each take an injury, heal up, then repeat until it's gone?"
"No..." Bloodwraith ran his fingers along the edges of the wound and winced. "Based on how I feel, I think it will take me some time to heal. If we didn't need to get back as soon as possible, we might be able to do that, but I think it would delay us for too long. We need another solution."
There didn't seem to be any immediately obvious solution, however. The first thing Bloodwraith tried was to command his summoned skeletons against it, but the backlash blew them apart and it didn't seem like their blades did any damage.
If this was really a puzzle, it was a rather frustrating one. Meara walked around the statue thoughtfully, considering what options the designers might not have thought about. She quickly realized they had two assets that might prove useful.
Meara went to bend down beside Izzy, who was still nervously snapping at her father's injury even though it didn't do very much good. The ghoul looked up at her with a distraught expression. "I can't bite the pain anymore."
"I think it will take more than that." Meara smiled and inclined her head toward the statue. "But I think you might be able to help us get through this. Are you willing to take a risk?"
"Ya!" Izzy immediately nodded her head violently. "I don't want anyone else to get hurt!"
"You have a different relationship with injuries than the rest of us. Come over here and let's try."
As they all clustered around the statue, Meara took Danniah's mace and gave it to Izzy. She swung at one of the legs and created a serious crack in it, but her leg immediately snapped, dropping her onto her side. Though she wasn't in any pain, Danniah still rushed to help her. Izzy pulled herself up, her leg slowly regenerating, and frowned.
"I didn't think I hit it that hard."
"You didn't." Gharavi was right next to the statue, examining it carefully. "I think it reacts especially strongly against force. That might not be the way to go."
"I can keep hitting it, though! I can get a new body!"
Meara smiled and shook her head. "No, I have a better idea." She reached into her cloak and pulled out a potion that she hadn't made in quite some time. "Try this."
Izzy took the hissing acid curiously and almost took a sip before Meara shook her head. Instead, she had Izzy pour the acid onto one of the statues legs. It immediately began hissing into the stone, destroying it slowly but steadily. Though Izzy started to fall over, Danniah caught her before she could.
As the acid ate away at the statue, similar damage appeared on Izzy's body. She wasn't in any pain, but stared down at her leg in consternation. Meara gave her one potion to drink and poured another directly on the damaged area, reducing the acid damage. Keeping it at bay, Izzy was able to pour two more bottles of acid onto the leg.
After so long of just hissing, there was a loud crack. Meara felt a moment of shock as she turned to see the statue fall over, but it fell heavily onto the ground without any magical effect. Izzy winced, but then just peered curiously at the fallen statue.
Soon after, the statue shattered into dust. After checking that Izzy was still okay, Meara looked in the remains and saw that there was a metal plate gleaming within. So the statue was "defeated" now.
When Izzy tried to jump up to go get the plate, she immediately fell over, forgetting her damaged leg. She tested it with a frown on her face and drank another potion, but it didn't seem to help. While Gharavi went to collect the metal plate, Izzy hopped on one leg over to Bloodwraith.
"Da... my leg feels weird. It's not getting better like normal. I don't think even eating will help it."
"That's the statue's magic." Bloodwraith examined her leg for a time, then smiled up at her. "But the magic is localized in the specific flesh of your leg, which you don't really need."
"Oh! Good idea, Da!" With that, Izzy drew one of her knives and hacked off her damaged leg, prompting Danniah to blanch and turn away. Meara kept watching as Izzy dropped down onto Bloodwraith's lap and urged him to feed her the bodies of monsters they'd defeated as she waited for her leg to regenerate.
Meara couldn't help but move closer and smirk. "Look at you, urging your daughter to cut off her own leg and then feeding her corpses. Truly, you are the greatest father in a thousand kingdoms."
Bloodwraith rolled his eyes at her and was about to respond, but Izzy spoke up first. "Yup! Da is great!" With that, she went back to tearing into her corpses. Meara just raised her hands and admitted defeat.
While they had been talking, Gharavi had tested the metal plate in the doors and discovered that they worked like the others in the dungeon. She raised the stone barriers again, as it was obvious that they needed a rest. Since that was a good enough strategy, Meara began setting up their usual camping equipment.
Hopefully this floor couldn't find some way to ruin sleep.




Chapter 20
Though his injury still ached, it had been feeling progressively better ever since the statue had been destroyed. As such, Bloodwraith was determined to exert his mental strength over his weak fleshly body and not waste any time. If they were stuck here for a little while, then the question was what other necessary activity could be moved into that time to use it effectively.
The strange monsters of the third floor had been worth slightly over 175,000 EXP total. That was valuable, but the more important reward might have been the enormous variety of things they left behind. In addition to food for Izzy, many of them had useful components filled with magic. Now that they were resting, he and Gharavi went through them to test their options.
Meanwhile, the others had their own tasks. Izzy was regrowing her leg, Danniah was training as usual, and Meara said that she needed more time to come to grips with this place. She had helped them reshape the Frozen Breastplate for Danniah and develop the basics of a potential new greatsword for him before leaving, but they had left that aside because Bloodwraith thought they needed to practice more enchanting first.
"Are you ready?" Sitting across from him, Gharavi held his gauntlets together in her hands. "I can cast the spell, but I need you to include the component."
"If it works as easily as the test knives, I can do it." Bloodwraith still made sure to get a better grip on the spiky carapace they'd taken from some ill-conceived armored snail. "Just tell me when."
"Now."
As Gharavi performed the enchanting ritual, Bloodwraith pushed the carapace into the edges of the spell. He tried to suspend all his knowledge of magic and just move as the boxes wanted, utilizing his crafting skill regardless of any logic or reason.
The carapace was absorbed into the spell, so he pulled his hand back. All he could do now was wait, so he nervously brought up the boxes for his gauntlets.
[Gauntlets of the Tyrant
Armor: 7
Might +1, Quickness +1
Durability: 39/50
Rarity: Rare
NOTE: This item is part of a unique set.]
Before his eyes, the words began to blur and shift. They were incomprehensible as Gharavi reached the height of the spell, then the enchantment held and sank deep into the metal. When it faded, the gauntlets in her hands now read differently:
[Gauntlets of the Tyrant (enhanced)
Armor: 11
Might +2, Quickness +1, Vitality +1
Durability: 50/50
Rarity: Rare
NOTE: This item is part of a unique set.]
"Excellent work, Gharavi." He quickly took them from her, testing the feeling. "These will do nicely."
"They feel stronger, but is the improvement good enough? Are there any conflicts?"
"This will more than do, considering that I'm not likely to find any other armor of this quality." Bloodwraith frowned as several other boxes appeared in his vision. "It does seem that I will lose the enchantment gained from wearing the complete set while the enchantments are unbalanced. But we can simply finish them all, right?"
Gharavi smiled and rolled her shoulders. "Let's get to work."
They moved through every piece of his equipment, strengthening the enchantments on each. Since the monsters of this floor were so strange, they needed to use different components, and a few of the resulting bonuses weren't exactly what he would have wanted, but in the end his equipment had received a significant upgrade.
Better, when he wore the entire set, a new box appeared:
[Set complete: Armor of the Tyrant (enhanced)
So long as you wear all pieces of this armor and no equipment with conflicting magic, you will receive the following bonuses:
Might +2
Vitality +2
Quickness +2
Physical Resistance +15%
Magical Resistance +15%
Bonus to Intimidation +75%]
That was improved as well. Bloodwraith flexed his fingers, feeling the new strength flowing through them. This was a suit of armor he could be proud of.
Once, that sentiment would have made him ashamed, but he was far past such weak thoughts now. Instead he noted that with enchantments, his Might was a truly massive 91. Recalling how much the box gods liked round numbers, he wondered if anything would occur when he reached 100, but he suspected that only natural statistics counted. Disappointing, but he would have to set such goals aside for now.
Completely satisfied, Bloodwraith instead focused on Gharavi. "We've done excellent work. What about your custom staff? Can we finish it now?"
"My staff?" Gharavi blinked at him as if she hadn't been expecting it.
"Yes, I know you want to replace that wand. It would be only fair if I could help you improve your equipment as well."
"Thank you for offering, but... none of these components will do exactly. If I need to create a completely new staff, I'd like to do more than just replace my old one. In theory I should be able to create one that is substantially better than the old one was."
"An admirable goal. Let me know if I can support you in it."
Gharavi gave a strange smile and shook her head. "Let's hold off on it for now. But do you think we can create a cloak for me?"
"We can certainly try." Bloodwraith began sorting through all the strange items they had discovered, choosing those that had the most potential for spellcasting. Gharavi surprised him by bringing out the jar with the fragments of the Fellsilvered body - apparently she had been slowly working on them to neutralize the Outsider control.
In the end they needed to call Meara over to help, but they were able to create a new cloak for Gharavi, a striking silver fur that curled around her body with a mind of its own. Its box was equally impressive:
[Fellsilver Cloak
Armor: 2
Magic Resistance: 10
Intellect +3, Quickness +2
Durability: 50/50
Rarity: Custom (Rare-level quality)]
Bloodwraith nodded approvingly. "That should be quite an improvement. Do you think we can improve the enchantments on your armor?"
"I think the risk of conflicts will be too high." Gharavi smiled and sat down opposite him. "Let's just work on your sword for now."
Though his offer had been completely sincere, Bloodwraith wasn't about to turn down the opportunity to upgrade one of his oldest pieces of equipment. The Lodestone Greatsword had been an excellent find back in Cresthaven and had served him well, but even after improvements, he was beginning to see its limitations.
For that reason, they set about creating an entirely new weapon. They had already created the basics, a greatsword that the boxes had declared Very Uncommon quality. But it had yet to receive enchantments and Bloodwraith hoped that they could do better than that.
They fused together all the most valuable components along with a significant chunk of their remaining money. The process left both of them drained of mana, but when Bloodwraith laid eyes on his new weapon's box, he knew it had been worth it:
[Fellsword
Special Traits: Might +5, Class Skills +25%, Spell Penetration 
Base Damage: 21-29
Durability: 100/100
Mana Capacity: 0/16
Rarity: Custom (Rare-level quality)]
It was stronger than he had hoped and some of the traits looked promising to him. On top of that, the weapon was even aesthetically pleasing: the steel was dark black with silvery lines of enchantment flowing from the edges like gentle waves.
Bloodwraith stood up to experiment with his new weapon. The grip felt perfect in his hand, and when he swung it...
[WARNING: This item cannot be used effectively with a character level lower than 20.]
The sword dropped to the ground like it was made of lead. No, he could probably wield a sword made of pure lead without much difficulty, given his strength. Yet the sword handled as if it had a drunken mind of his own, refusing to cooperate - the power of the boxes themselves prevented him from using it.
"That is very strange." Gharavi came up to stand beside him, examining the blade. "It's like there are conflicting enchantments, yet I considered that... does anything seem off about it?"
"You did fine - the boxes are behind this." Bloodwraith sighed and slid his new greatsword into his Extra-dimensional Bag. "You see, they divide equipment into different 'tiers' of power, and those tiers are enforced. The weapon we created is so powerful that it was put into the third tier, which I can't use at my present Level."
"Rather inconvenient. Are you likely to reach this third tier soon?"
"No, and given how the Level requirements increase, I'm not likely to reach it at all. Not during our present conflict." Getting the sword fully put away, Bloodwraith instead focused on Gharavi and smiled. "But it is still an excellent piece of work and I'm sure I will use it in time. What would you like to do next?"
"Take a break, honestly." Gharavi walked away to one of the walls, but she glanced over her shoulder at him, so Bloodwraith joined her.
For a while they just sat against the wall together, letting the buzz of enchantment fade from their minds. Even though the others were within sight, they almost felt alone. Izzy had stopped testing her new leg, Meara was sleeping, and Danniah was entirely focused on her training. Though the silence stretched between them, it didn't feel awkward.
Eventually Gharavi reached into her bag and pulled out a glass bottle with a thin stem. He started to examine it more closely, but she cut him off. "Don't bother - it's not a potion, it's just bloodberry cordial." She took a drink and then closed her eyes in bliss. "They drank this near where my tribe lived and I haven't tasted it in a very long time. I was saving this one."
"This isn't much of a special occasion."
"It's good enough." Gharavi handed him the bottle and watched him closely. Since it would have been impolite to ignore it, Bloodwraith took a sip, then another.
"Sweet, but with a little bite. I like it." Had he still been a lich, it would have tasted like nothing to him, not even pure water. How had he abandoned so many of the simple pleasures of life?
"I'm glad." Gharavi took the bottle back and took a sip of her own.
They traded the bottle back and forth a few times before Bloodwraith began to feel the silence wasn't as comfortable as before. He searched for something to say and his eyes happened to fall on Gharavi's box. Every since he had met her, it had stated [Race: Half-Orc/Half-???]. He hadn't particularly cared, since all fleshly races were roughly the same to him, but now he found himself curious.
"Sorry if this is an improper question, but... the boxes say you are only half orc. What's the other half?"
"Human. The usual case of captives taken in raids."
Bloodwraith looked at her sharply. "You spoke of your father and your tribe earlier. If you do not wish to answer, that is fine, but do not insult me with obvious lies."
In response Gharavi smiled and he wondered if it had been a test. "You're right - it wasn't like that. But do you really want to know?"
"It makes no difference to me either way, but I would like to know you better." Also, he wanted the "???" indicator in her box to disappear, but Bloodwraith had a feeling he should keep that part to himself.
"Then I would be glad to tell you the truth, because I have told very few people and it weighs on me. My mother... was an Aesidh."
He simply looked at her. "How did that occur?"
"Heh, I should have known you would react that way." One corner of Gharavi's smile twitched up. "If I was Meara, I think I would have to make some quip about where babies come from."
"But you are not, and I do not think you are discussing this subject for the sake of quips."
"No."
Gharavi was silent for a time, drinking from the bloodberry cordial and then handing it to him. While he drank, she began to speak.
"I wasn't quite truthful with you earlier. Everything I said about my tribe being manipulated by the Earthians was true, but I had other reasons for suspecting Outsiders. I barely knew my mother, and I didn't determine that she was Aesidh until much later, but I knew that she was not of this world. That was part of what drove my father to his research."
"Was she of the Mirror Court?"
"I'm fairly certain she wasn't. From what I've pieced together, she was simply wandering through our world. Her relationship with my father... I think it was almost entirely a whim for her. Like so many Aesidh, she was seeking amusement in any form. So she spent some time with brutish orcs, and in the process I was conceived. I remember her visiting a few times, dangling me from one leg like I was an odd toy, then she lost interest and never returned."
That was a rather heavy story and Bloodwraith had no idea how to respond. If he had known that asking about a trivial item on her box would lead to this, he might have reconsidered. But then again... it seemed to be doing Gharavi some good and he didn't mind learning more about her. He handed her the cordial and she took a drink before she continued.
"The tribe didn't care about my mother, but I did. I always felt like I didn't belong here, yet based on my memories of my mother, I knew that I would never be accepted in her world." Gharavi turned to look at him with a strange smile on her lips. "But then I found you and your allies. In this group, my history is barely even remarkable."
"That is true. It is irrelevant to your worth."
"Heh. You do like taking that dry tone." Gharavi leaned closer to him, catching his gaze with hers and refusing to look away. "But I know you aren't just dry intellect. I've seen that you can be more with Danniah. Is... is your relationship an exclusive...?"
He stared at her, again wishing that he hadn't asked the question, but it was too late. "What exactly are you asking?"
"Yes, what are you asking?" Danniah stood not far away, staring between them with a flat expression. Gharavi winced and immediately pulled back.
"Danniah, I... I would never try to do something behind your back. I just... wanted to know if your relationship was exclusive. Over time Bloodwraith has come to matter very much to me, and I... I'm sorry, I shouldn't have brought it up."
"But you did. And to be honest, I'm not sure." Danniah closed her eyes for a while, then spoke slowly. "It's not like I asked him to marry me. I'm... not sure what I feel about it. But... I like having you here, Gharavi, and I see you two have a good relationship. Would it... be a bit selfish to try to keep him to myself?"
"Really?" Gharavi's eyes widened... and then she suddenly hunched over, gripping her head with both hands. "Gods... are they still manipulating us? I thought I had utterly destroyed the connection the Outsiders developed, but... is this just one of the effects Raigar chose?"
Danniah's expression fell and she wrapped her arms around herself. "I... I don't want to think like that. I was just starting to feel like I could accept it, but now... the idea that they can change our world so much... I feel cold and hollow..."
Bloodwraith stared as the situation spiraled wildly out of control. His gaze shifted away from them and he found himself locking eyes with Meara. She had sat up across the room and now stared at him. As they maintained eye contact, she reached up and tapped her forehead - somehow, that was sufficient.
"Enough melodrama!" Bloodwraith rose to his feet and smashed one metal fist into his other gauntlet. "What we know for an absolute certainty is that Outsiders are manipulating our world and that all of us want to stop them."
Both Danniah and Gharavi turned to look at him. If they weren't exactly hopeful, at least the hollow expressions were fading away.
"I have no idea whether or not the boxes are manipulating our relationships and it might not be possible to know. At least, it's not possible now. But if we defeat the Outsiders and seize control of the system, then we can eradicate any manipulations. I propose that until we do so, we institute a moratorium on all relationship questions. The relationship that matters is that we are allies."
Across the room, he saw Meara smirk. Gharavi was nodding thoughtfully, while Danniah gave a huge, relieved smile. "That sounds so much better than getting into a really painful conversation."
"And you're right that we have higher priorities," Gharavi said. Her gaze turned to Danniah. "I don't mean any offense by any of this. I'm happy to fight alongside you for now and we can return to the subject once we're certain that we can have the conversation as rational adults."
"Great!" Danniah grinned at Gharavi, then her expression faltered. "Uh, would it be better if Bloodwraith and I didn't... do anything anymore? You know, to be fair?"
"I wouldn't do that to you. There's no need for complicated agreements: we continue as we were until we've defeated the Outsiders."
At that moment, Izzy popped up between the two of them, pulling both into a hug. "I'm glad you're friends again! I'm not sure what was going on before but it's much nicer when everyone is being friends!"
The two of them patted Izzy on the head and it was clear that the dramatic confrontation was over. More importantly, Bloodwraith was certain that the warmth between Danniah and Gharavi was legitimate. He wasn't sure exactly what had just happened, but he felt like it was a victory over the boxes.
Though Izzy was running around hugging everyone, Bloodwraith just patted her on the back once before moving away. He walked across the room and sat down beside Meara.
Both of them eased back against the wall and said nothing.




Chapter 21
After the dramatic encounters of the day before, Bloodwraith was not prepared for a giant cube of living acid.
The irritating thing was that the creature was potentially very dangerous despite being so fundamentally stupid. Its acid seemed to be quite potent and its surface was almost completely clear, so they might have run directly into it if Izzy hadn't smelled that something was wrong ahead. But it was still a giant cube of liquid moving along dungeon corridors... he couldn't imagine how such a creature could exist naturally and if he was a wizard capable of creating something so elaborate, he had more efficient ideas.
In any case, it didn't prove to be much of a problem once they were alerted to it. Gharavi rained spells down on it from a distance and for once all elements seemed effective. Though the cube surged toward them, it wasn't fast enough to engulf them and in any case physical weapons also seemed effective. Eventually it collapsed into a pool of acid.
[Victory! You received 9150 EXP.]
He would certainly take the additional power, but he was growing eager to finally escape this dungeon and return to the conflict outside. Though he couldn't increase their pace too much or risk serious injury, he kept them moving through the third floor as fast as reasonable.
Eventually the random walls gave way to a circular room of blue stone. Remembering the last one, they glanced at each other, but in the end they had no choice but to enter. They had exhaustively searched the dungeon prior to this point and there was simply no other way to go.
As expected, as soon as they entered, the doors closed and a blue pillar of stone emerged in the center. As it rose, Bloodwraith glanced at the walls, noting that their patterns looked like shields. The knight statue that appeared from the stone appeared almost identical to the statue from the red room, but he had a feeling it would operate on different principles.
[Defeat me to proceed!]
But not too different.
"Let's begin with a cautious experiment." Bloodwraith sent a command to one of his skeletons, which marched forward and swung at the statue.
Nothing. The knight statue didn't lose so much as a single piece of dust.
"Hmm. Let's escalate carefully then and see if there are any patterns."
But the only pattern was that the statue was impervious to their efforts. Danniah tried a light mace swing and then her flame technique, but neither did any good. Izzy spent a while gnawing on an arm before giving up and sulking. Gharavi tried the conventional elements and also some sort of wind and stone-based spells, but the statue remained impervious.
With all the obvious options removed, they stood back and just stared at the statue. Danniah looked back over her shoulder at him. "Maybe it's another puzzle thing? Like we have to do something other than just attack it?"
"Possibly, but the box gods like violence." Bloodwraith walked around to examine the statue more carefully, looking for any anomalies that might offer a hint or serve as a weak point. While he did, Meara went to the opposite door.
When he heard the grinding of stone, he turned and saw that the plate from the other knight was capable of lowering the door. Meara shrugged and removed it. "It seems that we do have the option of moving on. Perhaps we should?"
"Perhaps, but I suspect this statue will have another key that we'll need at the end. Most likely the fact that we can open that door is just a mistake by the box gods."
"Reasonable enough, but we haven't been able to scratch that thing yet."
"We haven't tried everything." Bloodwraith stretched his arms, got his sword into position, and reached for the rage deep inside him.
It felt just as wrong as before, for a flickering moment before his eyes went red and he felt only rage. He launched himself at the statue with a roar, hacking at it over and over. Part of him knew that he should check if he was actually dealing damage, but a larger part of him didn't care, it just wanted to tear down everything that stood in his way.
When at last he dropped to one knee, panting for breath, the red slowly drained from his vision. Danniah moved over to help support him, but he blearily tried to blink his vision clear and see if his foolish raging had accomplished anything. "Did... did it...?"
"You dealt some real damage," Gharavi said. She was standing near the statue and frowning at cracks he could only slowly make out. "But I'm afraid the statue is reacting."
"Wait, what?" Now that he was stable, Danniah moved to the statue and let out a dismayed cry. "Oh no! Bloodwraith, can you do that rage thing again?"
His entire body felt weak and loose, making it a struggle even to get to his feet. "Not any time soon. Why?" But he had his answer as he stepped closer and his vision cleared:
Even as he watched, the cracks in the statue were beginning to repair themselves. The process wasn't fast, but it was clear that attrition wouldn't work in this case. Bloodwraith would have felt angry, but all rage had been drained out of his system and he just stared at the statue with mild disgruntlement.
"If the other room was a test of defense," Gharavi said, tapping her chin thoughtfully, "then perhaps this one is a test of offense. The statue is vulnerable to extreme damage, we just need to find a way to deal it in a short amount of time."
"Uh, I already gave it my best shot." Danniah put her mace and shield away and shrugged helplessly. "I guess... Meara, can you help us out with potions?"
"You're already under the effects of my normal boost." Meara walked around the statue as she spoke, examining it on a deeper level. "I can create a potion based on pure damage if you give me some time, but I'm not sure that will be enough. This thing is extremely durable."
"Should we use the Scepter of Annihilation?" Danniah asked. "We still have one charge left, right?"
"Yes, but because of that I think we should conserve it for a more desperate situation. We have time to think our way through this one."
Finally Bloodwraith's mind fully reengaged and he joined them in considering their options. He agreed that Gharavi had the logic of the room correct, but suspected that the true obstacle was not the statue's regeneration, but its ability to resist damage. Fortunately, they had someone who was specialized in piercing defenses.
"Izzy, come over here. How many Necromancy Points do you have?"
It had been a question to himself, but as Izzy scampered over to him, she waved in the direction of her box as he pulled it up. "This many!"
"Yes, very good." As it happened, she currently had 243 available NP - the boss of the last floor and all the strange creatures on the third floor had really added up while he wasn't paying attention. "What we're going to do is try to improve your ability to pierce the statue even more effectively."
His primary objective had been the Master Razor Teeth trait he had discarded earlier, but even with all the growth Izzy had experienced, she still didn't have the requisite 50 Might to take the trait. He could spend NP to raise the stat directly, but an increase from 46 to 50 would be rather expensive. Surely there was a way to sacrifice two birds with one knife...
[Spectral Bite
Cost: 94 NP
The Undead Companion's teeth will become capable of dealing spectral damage, capable of penetrating most physical defenses and damaging spiritual opponents. Taking this trait requires Intellect of at least 20 and will grant Might +2.]
An exceedingly odd trade-off. Izzy currently had only 18 Intellect, and even though it cost less to increase a lower statistic, it seemed perverse to spend on Intellect just to avoid spending on Might. Especially given the immense cost of the skill itself...
"Ooh! I wanna bite ghosts!" Izzy nodded eagerly, so he decided to go with her instincts. He invested NP in increasing her Intellect to 20, then increased her Might to 48 before allowing her to take the Spectral Bite trait. As he'd hoped, that brought her up to the requirement for her other trait...
[Master Razor Teeth
Cost: 117 NP
The Undead Companion's teeth will become dangerous weapons, gaining +10/+25 to damage and scaling with Tier development. Their bite will become usable against any opponent and ignore regeneration abilities. Taking this trait requires Might of at least 50 and will also grant Might +3 if Might is below 100.]
When both traits took effect, Izzy eagerly snapped her teeth together and ran off to show Danniah. Meanwhile, Gharavi watched her with a look of strange concern. "Your daughter has become a troublingly powerful ghoul, Bloodwraith."
"As she should, given her father." He nodded in satisfaction, but Gharavi only shook her head.
"I really don't think the Earthians intended the system to be used in this way. That is a vote in its favor, in my opinion, I'm just noting it."
In any case, the real test was whether or not Izzy's new bite would be able to overcome the statue's defenses. She hopped up onto the statue and bit into its head. Though she gagged and spat out stone, a large chunk of the statue was gone.
Unfortunately, the statue began to regenerate faster than before. Though Izzy kept biting and was barely able to keep up, it became obvious that she wasn't going to be able to destroy the statue alone. They could all join in the attack, but unfortunately most of their efforts weren't capable of breaking the statue's defenses. It was rather a frustrating situation.
Frowning, Danniah turned back to look at him. "Somebody needs to help Izzy out... Bloodwraith, do you think you can do a rage thing again?"
"Possibly, but I'm not sure it would be enough. I wouldn't intentionally hurt Izzy, but I don't have much control in that state, so she would need to retreat. I'm not sure that would be enough." Furthermore, he didn't like the idea of pushing himself into the barbarian rage again so soon.
Still, they might not have a choice. Bloodwraith sat down and began searching for the anger inside himself again, this time struggling to bring it to the surface. While he worked, Meara sat down beside him and handed him a potion.
[Brute's Potion
Drink to temporarily increase physical damage by 50%, while decreasing barbarian skill damage by 50%.
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
"This is the best I can do on short notice, sorry," Meara said. "I noticed that you don't really use your Fist of Rage or Sword of Rage skills in that form, so I figured that was an acceptable sacrifice."
"It should help, thank you."
"But if you want to be absolutely certain that you can destroy the statue, I think that you might be able to go a step further. The Savages Guild taught you to enhance the strength of your other skills, right?"
"Yes, they called it 'empowering' a skill and the boxes call it 'Enraging' one. But I can't do it consciously in my raging state. I don't use mana at all, just exhaust my physical stamina."
"That wasn't what I had in mind." Meara's lips twitched as if she wanted to smirk, but she was offering a serious idea. "What if you used that skill on the barbarian rage itself?"
Bloodwraith blinked, having never considered that idea before. Though he wasn't an expert on such brute magic, it went against his magical instincts: surely that was drawing one pool of power back into itself, creating a useless loop. Yet... the barbarian rage sat in his list of skills, taunting him with its stupid redundant name. If the technique worked on other skills, why not this one?
Accepting her logic, Bloodwraith drank the potion and then focused inward. This time he struggled to access the ability, so he tried to think of everything that had ever angered him. He thought back to every injustice done to him, every annoyance with the boxes, everything about Raigar, and the threat to his world. It wasn't enough to enter a state of anger, he needed to fuel it into a new form...
All at once it came together and a new box appeared. It offered other details, but Bloodwraith only managed to read the first line:
[New Skill Form: Enraged Rage of Rage]
Seeing that, his anger boiled over and his vision went red.
~ ~ ~
An unknown amount of time later, Bloodwraith found himself repeatedly punching the ground through a haze of red. He had no memory at all of anything that had occurred since the rage overwhelmed him. Even now he could see only a pinpoint ahead of him as he kept smashing what appeared to be stone dust, his hearing filled with the sound of his own heartbeat hammering in his chest.
Memories of the idiotic skill name almost made the anger rise in him again, but he had exhausted his potential for raging. Its grip on him faded enough that he heard the sounds of others calling his name. Gradually he managed to regain himself and remember that he was Bloodwraith, Corrupter of Worlds and Father to the Undead, not some barbarian.
Though admittedly, he was taking a barbarian approach to many of his problems lately.
Finally he pulled back, his body aching. He saw that his allies were watching him from a distance with looks of concern and he couldn't help but wonder how monstrous he had seemed before. Aside from the triviality of an annoying name, the enhanced barbarian rage must have made him lose himself for a time.
"Did..." It hurt to speak, his voice coming out raw and scratchy. "Did we get it?"
"If you didn't smash it apart." Meara approached with a soft smile, her eyes suggesting that she understood his frustration. She touched him on the shoulder as she passed, then leaned down to the pummeled area of the floor to pick up the metal plate. "Looks like it worked."
"I am never doing that again."
Danniah came up beside him, putting an arm around his waist. "I'll admit that one was pretty scary, but you were also really strong. It's a nice power to have on our side, you know?"
He could only shake his head. Perhaps it was the bloodlust still swirling in his mind, but he couldn't put his thoughts into words. While in the rage, he hadn't felt like himself at all. Even if he had been in control on some level and stayed focused on his objective, that wasn't him. Accepting his new body was one thing, but this...
As they recovered and moved on, Bloodwraith took a better look at the box that he hadn't been able to read earlier:
[New Skill Form: Enraged Rage of Rage
Core Skill Level +3
EXP +10,000]
So this was only another form of the skill, not a new skill. Achieving it apparently improved the core skill, but he had to wonder what that meant. Would he gain further control of the barbarian rage as it improved, or would it actually be the opposite? Neither option really made him happy.
While they walked, Meara kept pace beside him and spoke in a low voice. "Are you okay?"
"I am, I just... I do not like that skill." He considered saying more, arguing that he was not simply being disagreeable this time, but couldn't put it into words. Meara saw his conflict, but after a time nodded and accepted what he said.
"Yes, they certainly stuck to a theme with your class. I'm surprised it's named Barbarian instead of Rager." Meara turned to the others with a smirk on her face. "I'm sure that Bloodwraith doesn't want you to know this, but his new ability is called Enraged Rage of Rage."
After staring for a moment, Danniah giggled. Gharavi kept staring with a look of disgust he found simultaneously gratifying and irritating. Izzy just cocked her head to the side, not getting it.
Barely overcoming her giggling, Danniah managed to speak. "Is it possible that he can make the ability even more angry? Could it be Enraged Rage of Enraged Rage?"
"Nonsense," Meara said with mock seriousness. "That would be too repetitive. What about Raging Enraged Rage of Rage?"
"Heehee... soon it'll be Furious Raging Frenzy of Anger... and Rage."
"That will become unwieldy." Gharavi arched an eyebrow at the other women. "I propose that we simply count the number of Rages as they increase. Currently Bloodwraith has access to Rage #3, but I fully expect him to develop Rage #4 and Rage #5 in time."
Bloodwraith stared at her. "Gharavi... not you too."
"Beware the wrath of a woman scorned, Bloodwraith." Despite her words, her expression was gentle.
Meara, on the other hand, was merciless. "I believe you mean the Enraged Rage of a woman scorned."
The others laughed and Bloodwraith found himself laughing too at the absurdity of it all. They kept mocking him, which once would have sent him into a very different kind of rage. But now, even with the laughter echoing around him, Bloodwraith felt at peace. For the first time since he had fallen into the other state, the bloodlust faded from his mind.
After the trouble with the statue, everything else on the third floor seemed simple by comparison. He hoped that they were nearing the end, as there would be only one more key if the pattern held. As they walked, he noted just how linear this floor had been. Though all the floor layouts had been nonsense on some level, he saw the logic if the previous floors were viewed as a game. With this one, there were only dead ends along a single path forward.
He was so wrapped up in thoughts of finishing the dungeon and returning to the conflict that he was completely taken off guard by a new box:
[Your Piety statistic has reached 0, which grants both advantages and disadvantages:
- You are restricted from accessing the cleric class or healing skills.
- You have unlocked access to unique options such as becoming undead.
- Holy spells will deal increased damage to you.
- Life draining spells will deal decreased damage to you.
Piety can be increased by holy rituals and decreased by unholy rituals.]
[SYNERGY: The Undead Companion skill will be enhanced by 0 Piety, granting control of an increased number of undead.]
Though it surprised him, he realized that his Piety statistic had been decreasing for a long time, possibly ever since he had taken this body. Puzzling, since aside from a few simple necromantic rituals, he hadn't done much that would lower the statistic. The decline had begun before that... perhaps his soul itself reduced the statistic, if he was still a lich at heart.
Given this new advantage, he apparently had the option of becoming a lich in truth. Yet as he looked around his companions, talking and laughing freely, he felt no urge to pursue that path. Though he would never be the adventurer he pretended to be, he no longer sought a life of completely solitary study.
Setting it out of mind, Bloodwraith focused on the task ahead of them. And it was good that he did, because thumping down the corridor toward them was... a giant severed foot? He sighed and joined the others in fighting it.
Eventually the simple blocks of the passage were replaced by black stone. The stone walls were simple and without any patterns, yet much more finely wrought than the rest of the dungeon and without any random details. As they continued forward, the passage widened until eventually they reached a vast door. It was completely featureless except for two slots to accept the metal plates.
"One way or another, this must be the end." Bloodwraith looked to all of the others and saw the determination in their eyes. "On the other side there may be some new absurdity, but we should remain focused to the end. We rest one last time, then head through the door."
They all agreed to that and sat down to rest for a time. He even considered trying to sleep, hoping that it would put the memories of the rage behind him, but he was too restless for that. After so long in this dungeon, they were finally near the end. It seemed the others felt similarly and their conversation was muted.
At last they rose, checked their equipment, and walked up to the door. Bloodwraith and Meara each took one plate and set them into the door simultaneously.
The doors opened to reveal a large chamber of black stone beyond, intricately carved with patterns of eyes. Bloodwraith sent all of his skeletons in to investigate, looking for the source of the threat. Overall the room was simple: circular walls with obelisks and standing mirrors evenly spaced along them. At first he looked for something hiding behind or within the mirrors, but eventually he noticed a strange crease of darkness in the air.
Then it opened, revealing a single vast eye. It floated in a golden glow, unconnected to any larger creature. Though it seemed absurd, unlike the other nonsensical creatures, this one gave Bloodwraith a sense of dread. The eye hung still in the air, but just then a box appeared in his vision.
[I put so much damn effort into this boss and AdventureCorp just scrapped it. They said that it was unbalanced, but what they really mean is that brain dead adventurers can't figure it out. I'm telling you, gamers are getting worse with every generation.
Hopefully the person reading this message is an admin looking for a dynamic encounter. Please, I'd be happy if anyone actually used my boss. You might want to tone down the stats, though, as I was testing using the vectors and players won't be at that level.]
That did not bode well. As Bloodwraith opened his mouth to call a warning, the golden eye shifted to look down.
All of his skeletons instantly shattered into shards of bone.
Bloodwraith cursed under his breath and prepared for a real fight.




Chapter 22
They headed in, splitting up as quickly as possible so that the eye couldn't look at all of them at once. The eye first focused down on Danniah and she cried out in pain - not only was she frozen in place, Bloodwraith saw in her box that her Health was rapidly draining.
Gathering mana in his greatsword, Bloodwraith swung in an arc of force that struck the eye. It gave no indication that it had taken any damage whatsoever, but the eye slid over to stare at him. Bloodwraith tried to move, but he wasn't fast enough: the eye's gaze bound him in place, searing through his body. He felt like he might be able to break out if he reached for his barbarian rage, but thought that losing his reason might be fatal in this battle.
Fortunately, Gharavi attacked next, a bolt of lightning blasting through the eye. Though it didn't show any damage, the golden eye did shift toward her. But Gharavi had been expecting that and dove behind one of the obelisks surrounding the room.
Retreating to another obelisk, Bloodwraith glanced over at her. She gave a nod - so the eye wasn't capable of binding someone through solid objects. It reacted very quickly to attacks, however, and he wasn't sure if they had successfully dealt much damage to it. When he examined the eye's box, it wasn't particularly helpful.
[Godseye
Health: ???/???
Note: Dungeon Boss]
Across the room, Izzy helped Danniah stand back up and get to cover. For a start, perhaps they should test how well the eye dealt with physical attacks. He gestured for Izzy to wait and she nodded, so while the eye was still searching for Gharavi, Bloodwraith prepared a burst of force.
He stepped out from behind his obelisk, released the burst into the eye, and immediately ducked back. An instant later he felt a surge of magic wash past him, but the obelisk deflected it. Soon after, he heard footsteps across the floor and hoped that the eye didn't notice. When the mana faded, Bloodwraith glanced out.
At that exact moment Izzy was leaping into the air, directly at the eye. It was already turning toward her, its iris glowing even brighter. Izzy tried to bring her knives down into the eye, but cried out as the force seized her just before she arrived. Was she actually feeling pain? Bloodwraith wasn't sure, but he couldn't help but attack to free her and saw Gharavi moving as well.
Izzy was faster than both of them, her teeth clicking together. The sound was audible in the silence and then the eye began to twist violently, shuddering and spinning. Though Izzy fell, Danniah caught her and helped her back to safety.
When the eye stopped contorting, it didn't appear damaged in any way, but Bloodwraith was certain that the bite had had an impact. Then they were making progress, the only question was how they could keep striking it. Currently the eye was slowly rotating in a circle, scanning the entire room for them. At least its position seemed to be fixed in the center of the room.
While they distracted it, Gharavi had gathered her usual collection of three elemental spells. She fired them off in rapid succession, but she wasn't fast enough. Even as she was releasing the third spell, the eye was swiveling toward her, so she was forced to duck behind the mirror nearest her.
There was a blinding gold flash. The mirror snapped into shards with a loud crack, but the Godseye began to shudder again.
Had the mirror reflected its attack somehow? No magical spell worth its salt would be reflected by a mirror, but that seemed the most logical conclusion. Bloodwraith frowned as he watched the strange eye, considering their next option.
Since the mirrors worked so effectively, it was worth trying again. Bloodwraith moved to the nearest mirror, released a burst of force from around it, and braced himself as the eye turned on him.
Once again, there was a flash and the eye shook in apparent pain. He was wide open, but since the eye took several seconds to recover, he was able to retreat to another obelisk before it could fix him with its gaze.
Bloodwraith and Gharavi traded off dodging behind mirrors and luring the eye to focus on them. Each time they lost another mirror, but the eye took further damage. As they proceeded, the eye seemed to glow dimmer and dimmer. Eventually he stood behind the last mirror and repeated the process one final time.
As it contorted, the eye began to close. The dark lids shut, the eye rose higher in the chamber, and for a moment the room was silent. Izzy and Danniah had been hiding out behind an obelisk, letting them take care of it, but now Danniah stood up.
"Uh, did that do it? Because th-"
She was cut off as a tone sounded through the room. The eye burst open again, blazing brighter gold than before. Except this time, the black surface surrounding the eye shifted to become bright red. Staring at the transformation, Bloodwraith realized too late that it was looking toward him and couldn't move fast enough.
Again he was frozen in place, but he realized that the eye was no longer just staring. A huge jet of flame burst from it, striking him in the chest and knocking him back against the wall. But before he could fall, he was frozen in place again, and there was another flame forming...
A massive spike of ice speared through the eye. It should have resulted in a spurt of blood, yet the eye only twisted about. Gharavi prepared another spell and launched another spike of ice, but even as she cast the spell, the eye was changing.
Its shell turned from red to blue and suddenly both spikes of ice dissolved. The eye swiveled down to look at Gharavi and a massive hail of ice shards flooded out. She would have been impaled by them if Danniah hadn't leapt into the way to defend her. But the onslaught of ice made even Danniah stumble and the two of them were forced to retreat behind an obelisk.
To buy them some time, Bloodwraith launched another burst of force and then dodged away from the ice. There had been no visible sign of damage from his spell... considering how violently the eye reacted to most other things, he suspected that he was doing no good whatsoever. The message regarding this "boss" was that its designer thought most players would be too stupid for it, so perhaps this was an enemy that couldn't be defeated with brute force.
Unfortunately, the eye seemed to be moving even more quickly than before it changed color. Gharavi managed to get a bolt of lightning off from behind an obelisk, but it didn't do any good and she was pinned down by ice a moment later. Clearly they needed a distraction.
"Da!" Abruptly Izzy was beside him, having crept around the room. "Up!"
It was worth a try, at least. Bloodwraith set down his sword and cupped his hands for Izzy to step into. Across the room Danniah was moving out from behind cover, trying to distract it again, so they made their move then. He heaved upward as Izzy leapt and she soared into the air directly toward the eye.
Even with the distractions, it nearly wasn't fast enough. But Izzy barely managed to skate over the top of the eye, biting as she went. Again the eye hissed and twisted, though it didn't change color.
When Izzy landed, she was immediately pinned in place by the eye, but she'd bought Gharavi enough time. Coming out from behind her obelisk, Gharavi released a searing bolt of flame so intense that it left a line of light across his vision. The Godseye twisted about in mock pain, but they all knew that it would be attacking again soon.
This time the eye's body turned white, then it began releasing bursts of lightning. Not just in the direction it looked, but from all sides. All of them were forced to hide behind obelisks, pinned down by the relentless bolts of lightning. Normally Bloodwraith would have waited for the monster to exhaust itself, but he wondered if the Godseye could keep attacking forever.
One of them wasn't affected, however. Meara walked out into the center of the room and the eye immediately sent an entire thunderstorm of bolts at her. They did no good and the eye stared as if confused. All Meara did was wave... but then the eye began looking away, as if realizing that she wasn't a threat.
Gharavi had been ready, however, slinging multiple elemental spells while it was still distracted. She managed to duck behind her obelisk again, but unfortunately none of the spells did any good. The creature seemed to have specific vulnerabilities that changed each time... Izzy's bite had always worked so far, but she had traits to help her pierce magical defenses. If the traditional three elements didn't work, then what was left?
When Bloodwraith dared to look from behind his obelisk, he saw that Gharavi was trying to catch his attention. When they locked eyes, she gestured at him with her wand. Well, he supposed that it was worth trying...
Preparing an attack in his sword, Bloodwraith stepped out from behind his obelisk, raised his sword... and was immediately frozen in place by the eye's gaze.
It hurt even worse than before. Gharavi fired a spell at it from the side, but the eye simply ignored her and kept focused on him. Worse than that, it was beginning to sling bolts of lightning Feeling the pain all over his body, Bloodwraith realized that he would die if he didn't manage something soon.
So he reached inside himself and drew on his rage - but for only a moment. The new surge of strength was enough for him to cut down, and the line of force slashed through the Godseye. This time it reacted, twisting even more violently than before. All of the lightning and other spells disappeared as the eye spun around in circles, rising higher and beginning to close.
But it didn't seem dead yet. Bloodwraith drank the largest potion he had and kept his gaze on the Godseye as it rose to the highest point in the chamber.
Abruptly the eye's coloring changed to glittering steel. The lids opened again, revealing a steel iris, then they slammed shut.
And the eye disappeared.
For a moment they were all shocked, then without warning the Godseye blinked into existence beside Gharavi. She had a split second to move before it opened, then the steel gaze fixed on her. Immediately she screamed out in agony, body frozen in the middle of her stride.
Bloodwraith stepped out from cover to launch a burst of force, but the eye turned on him almost immediately. He thought he might be yelling, but he couldn't hear himself over the pain that shot through his mind. Even if he hadn't spent his rage already, he couldn't think clearly enough to gather it again.
Then suddenly the pain cut off and he fought to orient himself again. Gharavi lay on the floor, struggling to rise. Izzy had jumped onto the back of the Godseye, biting down... and this time, he saw blood in the center of the vast eye.
But a moment later it blinked out of existence again, dropping Izzy to the ground. This time they were more ready, looking for it to appear at any moment.
When the steel eyelids appeared beside Izzy, she reacted even faster, leaping away and moving to the other side of one of the obelisks.
Except the steel eye opened and the obelisk melted away. Izzy was immediately frozen in pain - Bloodwraith wanted to help, but he was still struggling to recover himself.
Danniah rushed across the room, brandishing not her shield but a large shard of glass from one of the broken mirrors. It was a clever idea and Bloodwraith silently complimented her as he prepared his own attack.
Except when the eye turned on Danniah, the mirror did no good. She screamed out in pain, fingers locking around the useless mirror shard.
Gharavi was barely getting up, Izzy was still down, and Bloodwraith himself was exhausted. He saw Meara off to the side, concerned but unable to do anything. As Danniah screamed, Bloodwraith realized that it was finally time. Ever since defeating Raigar he had been conserving the Scepter of Annihilation for an opportune moment. If he didn't use it now, he might never get a chance.
Reaching into his bag, Bloodwraith pulled out the Scepter, aimed it at the Godseye, and-
The eye vanished, reappearing beside him. Before he could move the Scepter to aim at it, he was frozen in place by the agonizing pain. Even if he had the strength to tighten his fingers and activate the artifact, the beam would fire uselessly into the ceiling. He gritted his teeth and tried to force himself to move through the agony, but he could barely make himself tremble.
By sheer willpower, he moved the scepter a hair at a time, closer and closer to aiming directly at the eye, even as its gaze tore into him...
Then he felt something collide with his armor, knocking him across the room and sending the scepter flying from his hands. He hit the ground and slid all the way to one of the walls, struggling to pull himself back up. Did the eye have a secondary attack? No, that didn't matter - what he needed to do was get to the Scepter as quickly as possible. Unfortunately, just getting to his feet was difficult.
Fortunately, the others had begun to recover. Gharavi sent a bolt of lightning shearing through the Godseye and this time it reacted in what seemed like pain. Before her second bolt could land it disappeared, appearing beside her and opening its steel lids again...
Izzy was ready, throwing herself directly into the eye. Her knives stabbed in and her teeth snapped down, resulting in a spurt of blood.
A moment later she was flung to the ceiling with a loud crunch, then she collapsed to the ground and did not move. The sight of her fallen body forced Bloodwraith to his feet. He had lost his sword at some point and searched for either it or the scepter, but he was dazed and it was a struggle to focus.
Meanwhile, Danniah charged at the eye. It turned to look at her, bloodshot gaze striking her... but not pinning her in place. Though Danniah screamed, it was a sound of defiance, not pain. She made her way toward the eye, step by step, then swung up violently.
The eye twisted backward in pain and Danniah didn't let up, striking over and over. When the eye tried to strike her with its secondary attack, she raised her shield and only fell back a step before attacking again. When the eye closed itself against her attacks, she just kept striking, her mace burning brightly as she slammed it into the steel sphere repeatedly.
"Bloodwraith." He heard Meara's voice behind him and turned, expecting to see his sword or the scepter. But instead, she handed him a long shard from one of the mirrors.
For just a moment he stared at her in surprise, but there was no time for questions. He grasped the shard and began to run, not toward the eye but toward where he expected it to move.
Even as he ran, he saw the eye disappear before Danniah's blows. It reappeared behind her, pinning her in place with its gaze again. She cried out and stumbled, but the Godseye was obviously struggling. That didn't mean it wasn't fast, swiveling toward him.
Too late. Bloodwraith drove the shard of glass deep into the center of the eyeball.
Despite that, its glare still tore into him at point blank range. Yet though it locked him in place, that meant he kept the shard driven deep into the eye. Soon after, Gharavi rushed up from behind, stabbing another mirror shard into the eye. The glow of the steel iris faded and the pain decreased slightly. Bloodwraith grunted and drove his own shard deeper.
As Danniah rose to her feet, Meara gave her another shard. She charged in, piercing the eye from a different angle. It twisted violently, impaled by three different shards, but seemed unable to escape. Yet its twisting movements became so violent that they threatened to pull the shard from his hands.
Then all at once, the Godseye crashed to the ground. The ominous power that had surrounded it from the very beginning vanished, leaving it only a strange, unnatural eyeball.
For a time the three of them stayed holding their shards, partially out of fear that it would rise again, partially because the pain had made their bodies lock up in position. Yet he thought, or at least hoped, that it was finally over...
[Victory! You received 231,666 EXP and one Godseye Body.]
"That's the right box." It hurt to speak, but Bloodwraith forced it to let his companions know. Having said that, he immediately fell over.
It was a strange sort of pain, spread evenly over his entire body instead of focused on a few injuries. Yet it went deeper than his body, as if his soul itself ached. As he lay there, staring up at the ceiling, Bloodwraith cursed whichever box god had designed that thing.
Fortunately, Meara soon came to help him drink a potion, which helped immensely. She had also recovered his sword and the Scepter of Annihilation. When he sat up he discovered that the others were recovering as well. Izzy appeared to have broken multiple ribs and several limbs, but she seemed perfectly cheerful about it, letting Danniah carry her around while she recovered. Gharavi was sitting next to the Godseye corpse, examining it.
When Bloodwraith limped his way closer, she immediately looked up at him. "This... I don't know what it's made of, but it's valuable. I can use this."
"I wanna eat it!" Izzy struggled closer, staring up at Gharavi with large eyes. "Please? There are some parts you don't need, right?"
"Well... I'm mainly interested in the metal parts. You can have the rest."
"Yay!" Izzy tried to lunge at the eye, but dropped as Danniah blanched and wasn't able to support her anymore. This didn't bother her and she began snapping her teeth toward the eye, using her ability to eat pieces of it despite the distance.
Bloodwraith still hurt a bit after several potions and he was definitely exhausted, but he didn't want to sit and rest. They had finally finished the entire dungeon and defeated the last of the challenges it contained... what was left? There was no passage onward, so what would they do next?
Surely they didn't need to go back and defeat the monsters they had trapped on the first floor. Though Bloodwraith knew that they represented a significant chunk of power, he didn't want to walk all the way back down. Now that they had finished the challenge, all he cared about was escaping the dungeon and stopping the Outsiders.
"Looking for this?" Gharavi saw his uncertainty and pulled something from the heart of the metal part of the eye... another plate, just like the others from the third floor. Bloodwraith took it gratefully and began looking for a place to put them.
Meara found it first, a circle in the center of the room. He was fairly certain that it hadn't been there before, but it could easily have appeared after the fight. The circle contained three indentations that pointed toward one another. Fingers trembling a little, Bloodwraith put the last three plates into place.
At first nothing happened, but then the circle began to glow. Just in case there was some further surprise, Bloodwraith backed away from it, but the circle simply lit up with white light. Before he could figure out its purpose, a box appeared in front of him.
[Floor 3 Complete!
EXP Bonus: +250,000]
That was welcome, but not particularly useful. Bloodwraith brushed the box aside, focusing again on the circle. It did seem to be some sort of spatial magic, so might it serve as a portal out of this place? If so... that seemed too easy, after all their work.
When he bent closer to it, a new box appeared, filling his vision so completely that it surprised him.
[CONGRATULATIONS!
You have completed the Testing Dungeon. As this is simple beta testing, there is no reward beyond whatever the admins provided. Please give all your reports to your immediate superior so that we can continue to improve our work in Alliandelle.]
Dramatic and also not useful. Frowning, Bloodwraith mentally pushed it aside and instead focused on the circle of light. This had to be the key to everything, and if it didn't give them a way out of their prison, then their effort had been in vain. Surely if he focused enough, the boxes would connect to the magic and reveal its purpose...
[Fast Travel is unlocked!
NOTE: This feature is bugged to hell and will need to be taken out of the final build. It might be able to function one way, but definitely won't operate in Alliandelle proper. Use at your own risk.]
There it was. Bloodwraith wasn't sure what the message meant, but he had a feeling that this was what would change their fate. Putting the battle behind him, he sat down and stared at the box.




Chapter 23
The force of the system had been pressing against her for so long that Meara almost didn't know what to do with herself without it. Finally, she could breathe again. Though the dungeon still closed around them, the power restricting them was now only a thin layer. She thought that she might be able to break through it herself, but it would be better to work with the system and conserve her strength.
That was where Bloodwraith and this "Fast Travel" system would come in. Meara slowly walked around the glowing circle, trying to determine its exact nature. She had been hopeful that it might be valuable to her since the box had declared it "bugged" but in this case it seemed to mean "unreliable and potentially fatal" - they might be able to use it a little, but they wouldn't be able to rely on it.
Meanwhile, the others were talking and relaxing, happy to finally be done with the Testing Dungeon. So far they were avoiding thinking about what might have occurred in the world they left behind while they were fighting. Perhaps because there was nothing they could do for now.
"The problem is lack of information." Bloodwraith looked away from the circle to catch her gaze. "Even if the prison didn't hold us, it was extremely effective at separating us from the conflict. They could be anywhere in the world by now."
"They could be, but I doubt it. Everything they spoke of suggested that they'd be cleaning up this area." Meara moved to stand behind him, leaning over with an arm on his shoulder. "Pull up the map again."
Bloodwraith did so, manifesting a new box: unlike all the others, this one had a map in rich color. Stretching out his will, Bloodwraith made labels appear on the map, marking notable locations. It was strange to see her world laid out from overhead like that, but as Meara looked over Manascas, Edsdam, and Cresthaven, she again oriented herself to what the map portrayed.
"I don't suppose there's any way you can make the map display information about the current situation?"
"Not even close." Bloodwraith gestured to point out several key features. "This town northeast of Manascas was burned to the ground by the Master Lich. And this river doesn't look right. I presume that this map represents the way our world looked when the system was created, not a present representation."
"But you think it will still work enough to take us back? The feeling of this 'Fast Travel' - I'm afraid it might throw us into the air somewhere."
"We can't be certain, but I think it's worth trying. The problem is as I said: we don't know where to go. Based on what the boxes warned, I worry we'll only be able to use it once."
"Hmm..." Meara thought for a moment, then raised an eyebrow. "Then maybe the problem is that you're thinking of us as a singular party."
"You mean we might split up? I dislike that idea, especially since we could potentially be targeted by our many enemies."
"I'm not suggesting we go in five separate directions, just that we might need to send someone to gather information. If we don't do that, how else are we going to learn anything new?"
Bloodwraith slowly nodded as he accepted her logic and he began working on summoning a skeleton. "We'll use an Undead Companion to test the system, just in case something goes wrong. But even assuming that works, there's a major flaw in your plan: communication. Even if someone finds something, how do they tell us what they discover?"
"I'm pretty sure I have an idea for that." Meara reached out in her mind, touching the strands of the system tying Bloodwraith and Izzy together. "You and Izzy are linked and we've already used her traits to send messages. At minimum we can do that again, but I've been thinking about it and I think I can improve the system even more."
"Good. Then let's test the first one."
Bloodwraith ordered one of the skeletons to step into the circle of light. A new box immediately appeared.
[Where should Undead Companion 'Skeleton439' Fast Travel?]
The map appeared forcefully on top of the other boxes. Bloodwraith frowned for a time, but then focused on it. Soon a frame-like object appeared, which began to move across the map. It soon reached the town of Kahhar, where Bloodwraith stopped it. "Good enough?"
"I think so. Send it and see what happens."
Bloodwraith pushed through a confirmation box... and then the skeleton promptly dropped through the floor. The two of them blinked in surprise and looked forward to find that the circle of light had become a hole that opened into an entirely different scene. It was clearly the desert just outside Kahhar... yet they were looking at an angle, as if they and the entire dungeon were standing on the side of a wall.
It was mildly disorienting and Meara rubbed her head as her mind figured out the strange distortion. Bloodwraith seemed to recover more quickly, looking around and soon discovering that the skeleton was lying just outside where they could see. When it rose to its feet, he was able to order it to turn back and salute to them.
"Good," Meara said, "then the system is still connected. I should be able to send you messages no matter where we go, then."
"I'm not sure. It might only work because the portal links the locations... let me check..."
To Meara's surprise, the skeleton was able to stick its arm back through the portal. It tried to climb sideways back into the Testing Dungeon and managed to burn its legs off in the edge of the portal, but the remaining half had successfully returned. She and Bloodwraith looked at each other, and after a time she spoke first. "It said we could only use it one way..."
"I suspect that once the portal closes, it won't open again. But so long as I'm here to hold it open, it can work both ways."
"Fascinating. Then we have better options for gathering information."
"Agreed. Do you want to take a group into Kahhar to learn what we can?"
"Absolutely, but we should develop contingency plans in case something goes wrong." Meara leaned down to scan over the map carefully. "First, we should develop our exact system of messages in case my idea doesn't work. Second, we should talk to the others about our overall goals. But most importantly... is that what I think it is?"
Bloodwraith followed her hand, then his eyes widened. In very small text that was dark blue instead of white, there was a location named the "Forest of Beginnings" - it was south of Cresthaven, roughly where he had reentered Alliandelle.
Instead of answering, Bloodwraith just did an experiment. After pushing aside the skeleton and closing the portal, he sent a new skeleton onto the circle and then selected the Forest of Beginnings on the map. But this time, instead of a magical effect there was only another box:
[This location is not accessible by Fast Travel.]
"Not by Fast Travel..." He looked away from the map and they just stared at each other for a while. "Then it's not completely impossible to go back. At minimum, Alan is there."
"It might not be wise to meet him again, but I agree that it's good to know."
"We'll keep it in mind. For now we should make our preparations and speak to the others."
They explained what they discovered to the others, who eagerly crowded around the circle and watched the experiments with the skeletons. Once everyone had a clear idea what they intended to do and they were sure the portal was safe enough, it was time for them to actually visit Kahhar for the first time in days.
Just in case, Izzy went first, hopping into the open circle. Moments later she popped up on the other side, now standing on her new ground and horizontal from their perspective. She waved at them cheerfully, so Danniah climbed out after her. Gharavi declined to go back, so Meara decided that she should go too in order to provide support.
Her body shivered as she went through the circle, then suddenly she was falling to the ground on the other side. Danniah and Izzy caught her and set her back on her feet. Though her head spun for just a moment as she reoriented herself, she almost immediately had her bearings. She stepped up to the circle of fire that led into the dark dungeon room.
"We'll find out what we can, then report back as quickly as possible," she said. "But if something goes wrong, we follow our earlier plans."
"Agreed." Bloodwraith's voice sounded slightly distorted coming through the portal. "If you risk encountering the enemy, retreat here so that we can modify our plans. The greatest advantage we have right now is the element of surprise."
"We'll be back soon." With that, Meara turned away from the portal and joined Danniah and Izzy as they headed toward the town of Kahhar. She glanced back once at the portal, still burning in the middle of the desert, but then focused on the task ahead of them.
While they were headed toward the town, Meara reached into her cloak and pulled out more cloaks to obscure their identity. It proved almost entirely unnecessary, however: the town was nearly abandoned. There was a single guard at the post outside, but he didn't even look at them. Most likely he was only there to keep watch for desert monsters.
Kahhar had been a lively town the first time they had visited, but now all of the street vendors were gone and the only people on the streets moved furtively. With everything like this, Meara couldn't blend into crowds and absorb information from overheard conversations. The fact that everything was abandoned did give them plenty of information, but nothing good.
"Do you think something bad happened after we got sent away?" Danniah looked over at Meara nervously. "Like the Outsiders came back and attacked because we were here?"
"If they'd attacked, I don't think there'd be anything left." Meara managed to give her a smile. "And if they did attack anyone because of us, that's still on their shoulders. Just another reason we have to stop them."
"You're right... but how are we going to learn more? I think if we go around asking, we'll just seem really suspicious."
Meara considered that for a moment, then directed them to head toward the bar where they had overheard the conversation between the Outsiders. "Let's take a different approach and just find someone we can ask directly. Put your creepy helmet back on."
Danniah grumbled, but touched the orb in her belt to restore her armor underneath her cloak. Izzy shifted to walk behind them, not wanting to bother anyone with her undead status. Most likely nobody would be looking at her once Danniah pulled her hood, though.
When they entered the bar, they found it more occupied than the street outside, but most of the inhabitants looked like hard men only a few bad breaks from banditry. If anyone attacked, Meara was concerned that Izzy would eat someone, so she nudged Danniah to pull off her hood. When she did so and her helm's eyes glowed ominously, everyone pulled back and gave them space.
With a squirming Danniah leading the way, Meara easily made her way through the crowd to the bar. She remembered the bartender from the last time they had been in town. Now he had dark circles under his eyes and days of stubble on his face, but he tried to give them a smile.
"It's not safe around these parts anymore, but... I reckon I can't exactly throw you out. Please don't hurt anyone."
Meara smiled and leaned onto his bar, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "My dangerous friend here isn't in the mood for a fight. Not with anyone here, anyway. But we're tracking someone. A while back, there would have been an incident with someone riding a shardwing into town..."
The bartender shuddered and looked away. "Everything has been getting worse since then. I don't know what's wrong, but we're not getting shipments from Manascas anymore. People who go too far outside town just... don't come back. A lot of people are fleeing, but others just go missing."
"Rest assured, we're after the people who did this. They haven't been seen around here again?"
"No, not at all. The rumor is that the people with the shardwing left town and some adventurers fought them. They all disappeared after that in some sort of magic and no one has seen hide nor hair of them since then. But people say they did something, cursed the town or some such, and I'm inclined to believe them..."
Nodding, Meara kept pulling more information out of the bartender. The local people were awash in rumors, most of them likely false, but she suspected that there were an increasing number of Fellsilvered monsters around... and perhaps Fellsilvered people as well. Both of those suggested that negotiations between the Earthian and the Aesidh had broken down further. Just as Bloodwraith had been concerned about, though she wasn't sure how he'd feel about finding out that he was right.
Rumor had it that there were serious problems in both Cresthaven and Edsdam, but rumors seemed to suggest problems everywhere. Meara was beginning to wonder if she could learn anything else from the bartender when she felt Izzy tug on her cloak. When she looked back, the ghoul nodded her head across the bar.
"That man by the wall... he doesn't smell like anything."
Alarmed, Meara looked at the man Izzy indicated. He wore a large cloak as suspicious as theirs, but his head was angled toward them with a strange sort of focus. When they all turned toward him, Meara caught a glimpse of his eyes in his robe... and they were made of pure silver. After they locked eyes, the Fellsilvered man abruptly stood up to go.
"Stop him before he can tell the others!" Meara hissed the command and the other two leapt into action. Izzy jumped over two tables to cut him off at the entrance, while Danniah headed straight for him.
When Danniah got close, the man turned on her as if he intended to smash directly through her, but this Danniah was not the same as the one who had first encountered Fellsilvered opponents.
Ducking underneath the man's swiping arms, Danniah slammed her shield into his chest. While he stumbled back, she rushed in, her mace smashing into his head. Remembering how Fellsilvered opponents had kept moving even after injuries, Danniah followed even after he was down, smashing her mace down into his head and splattering it.
As far as attacks went, it was effective. The rest of the body twitched but didn't try to attack. But when Danniah rose, she realized that everyone in the bar had just watched her randomly assault an apparently innocent man. Though her helm made her look insane, Meara could tell that she was panicking.
"For the love of the gods," the bartender said in a low voice, "why would you do that?"
Meara gave Danniah a meaningful look, urging her to answer. Danniah coughed and did her best. "I... I didn't like his face?"
Not a good choice of words, given that she'd utterly demolished the man's face. Danniah realized this a moment later and raised her hands to try to correct herself, which just meant she ended up waving her weapons around. However, her awkwardness didn't matter in the end.
While Danniah was looking away, the body began to try to move again. But it barely twitched before Danniah whirled, smashing her mace down into his chest, this time with a corona of flame around it. The flames caught and began to burn the body.
All of the suspicious characters around the bar suddenly discovered that they had very important places to be.
Since they had earned some privacy, Meara asked the bartender some more questions while Danniah and Izzy made sure that the Fellsilvered body was destroyed. The terrified bartender didn't seem to know anything else, however, so Meara decided that they might as well return to Bloodwraith and see what the next best step might be.
On their way out of the bar, however, they discovered someone waiting for them. It was a woman wearing rough leather armor, folding her arms and watching the door. She kept her face bare so it was obvious that she wasn't Fellsilvered, and Meara didn't sense anything unusual about her, but she still approached cautiously with Danniah and Izzy at her sides.
"Can we help you?"
"I was hoping you could help me." The woman looked over them with a careful eye. "You're Raigar's companions, aren't you?"
They glanced at one another, then Danniah took a step forward to whisper to Meara. "I think I recognize her from Manascas..."
"That's right." Apparently having heard the whisper, the woman just nodded. "I'm with the Savages Guild. Are you still with Raigar or not?"
"We are," Meara said, making her decision in an instant, "but he can't be present right now."
"Hnh. You're trying to fight whatever's happening, though, right?"
"We are."
"Then come with me. We can't help much, but we'll do what we can."
The woman led them into a narrow alley that was mostly shielded from the street, then leaned back against the wall. When Danniah took off her helm the woman's eyes rose, but she managed to take it in stride.
"Something happened to Manascas," the woman said without any more introduction. "One day there were rumors that some unknown creature had appeared in the center of town, then... things were different. We couldn't pin it down, but shops were in different places, streets were renamed, and so on. Worst of all, hardly anybody seemed to remember. The weaker members of the Savages Guild didn't even remember all the trouble with Raigar and that lich, like it never even happened."
Meara couldn't help but raise her eyebrows and glance at her companions, but since they were obviously leaving the talking to her, she turned back to the barbarian woman. "I can't say that we know exactly what's going on, but... we believe you. Things aren't as they should be lately."
"You can say that again. Because everything about Raigar had been erased, Kantan - that's our leader - sent us out to look for him. But things are getting worse and there are strange creatures in the desert, so it's getting rough."
"We've noticed."
"Is there any way we can talk to Raigar? Kantan wanted to talk to him about everything."
Could they use the Savages Guild as allies? Though Meara considered it seriously, she felt certain that there would be complications with a large number of allies who didn't understand the full situation. On top of that, they might be the only people in the Manascas region who had kept their heads through it all. "I don't think that will work, but we need any information you have."
The woman stared at them for a long time, then slowly shook her head. "I'm getting the feeling that this is a bit beyond us. We just want Manascas to stay safe."
"You haven't had any attacks from silver-eyed monsters or strange foreigners?"
"Not in Manascas. Things have been... unusually normal ever since the strange change."
"Then the city itself is probably fine." Meara closed her eyes, considering what to say next. "But there are people out there behind these problems. We need to find them and stop them."
"We might be able to help a bit there." The barbarian woman unfolded her arms and began toying with the handle of the axe at her belt. "Our Guild has connections to some others in the big cities. Apparently there was some sort of big fight south of here. Nobody seems to know who it was, but they split up - some of them went to Cresthaven and some to Edsdam. We were trying to find news, but then... Manascas got strange. That's why we spread out to other towns, looking for anyone who knew what was going on."
That was exactly the kind of information they had come to find. Meara thanked the woman and inquired for more information, but there didn't seem to be much more to learn. The idea that their opponents were moving south made Meara doubly motivated to catch up to them, but Danniah lingered as Meara started to go.
"Umm... I had a question about your skills." Danniah looked up nervously at the barbarian woman, even though Danniah was probably stronger and tougher than her.
"You mean the Guild's skills?"
"That's right. I wanted to ask about how you taught Raigar them, specifically the rage thing."
The barbarian woman nodded. "A warrior's battle rage, yes. If Raigar managed to channel his, then he must have become fearsome indeed."
"Actually... that's just it. He managed it, but he seems... not himself. We've fought together a lot and I've seen him angry, but this... I really don't like it." Danniah was being much more open than Meara wanted with someone they didn't really know, but it was obviously important to her. In any case, the woman took her concern seriously and thought about it for a while.
"Your battle rage is part of who you are. We've had a few who raged and tried to kill someone they've always hated. But if the two of you fight together, you should have nothing to fear."
"It's not that he ever hurt anyone, he just seemed... well..."
"When you see Raigar again, tell him what I said." The barbarian woman hefted her axe and started moving away. "I don't know what he's dealing with, and I don't know what all of you are trying to fight. Seems like this is bigger than just one Guild, so all we can do is wish you good luck."
With that, they said farewell to her and headed out of Kahhar. Danniah put her helm back on and everyone stayed far out of their way, but Meara wasn't able to enjoy it in the slightest.
There were too many questions about their opponents left unanswered, and potentially very little time left to answer them.




Chapter 24
For a while after his companions left, Bloodwraith stared at the circle obsessively, afraid that it would simply vanish. Yet it seemed that the portal was stable, even when he moved away from it. He didn't do so, as an active opening into the world was an invitation for something to come through from the other direction.
While he guarded the entrance and waited for his allies, he instead examined his boxes again:
[Name: Raigar
Race: Human
Class: Barbarian
Alignment: Good
Health: 285/285
Mana: 43/43
Weapon Mana: 9/9
Stamina: 171/171
Level: 18
EXP: 1,396,448/1,476,225
Statistics:
Might: 76 (91)
Vitality: 43 (53)
Quickness: 50 (64)
Intellect: 27 (28)
Charisma: 14
Willpower: 24 (27)
Wisdom: 17 (18)
Luck: 21
Piety: 0
Combat Skills: Cleave (13), Fist of Rage (17), Sword of Rage (15), Shout of Rage (9), Skill Enraging (10), Rage of Rage (8)
Skills: Two-handed Weapons (19), Evasion (18), Survivalism (8), Herbalism (8), Manual Labor (2), Swimming (2)
Special Skill: Undead Companion (19)
Proficiencies: Greatsword, Heavy Armor]
[Inventory (Extra-dimensional Bag)
Equipment: Lodestone Greatsword, Armor of the Tyrant (set), Leather Gloves of Strength, Fellwolf Cloak, Fellsword (unusable)
Rings: Improved Ring of Might, Ring of Quickness x2, Improved Ring of Quickness, Ring of Might, Sandstrider Ring, Greater Warrior's Ring, Barbarian's Ring
Items: Peasant's Outfit, Health Potion x9, Mana Potion x9, Failed Potion x9
Key Items: Amulet of Reincarnation, Scepter of Annihilation
Money: 3 G, 41 S, 92 C]
Though he had clearly developed considerably, he found himself mostly dissatisfied. He was sitting a mere 80,000 EXP from the next Level, yet once he returned to the normal world, that amount would hardly be trivial. He also seemed to be stuck at 19 for key skills like Two-handed Weapons and Undead Companion - due to how the box gods liked numbers, he was certain that reaching 20 would produce some sort of benefit for both.
Would it be enough? Though that power did have real, concrete substance even to his opponents, he had also gotten a demonstration of just how easily the Outsiders could invest large amounts of power in single entities. If they created such powerful creatures for their own amusement, what would they be capable of if they were completely serious?
"Looking at boxes again?" Gharavi appeared behind him and he actually jumped, having been fully absorbed in his considerations.
"You can't see them, can you?"
"No, but you get a certain look in your eyes whenever you do." She leaned over the circle to peer into the desert, then sighed and sat down beside him. "I'm going to worry about the others until they get back, but I suppose there's nothing we can say on that."
"Agreed." Bloodwraith began to look at Gharavi's box, then reconsidered. While the boxes were one of their most powerful tools, it would be a mistake to consider them alone. Indeed, the only reason they could actually be a threat was because of abilities that broke the system, such as Meara's bugged nature, Izzy's broken mechanics... or Gharavi's anti-Outsider spell.
The sorcerer gave him a raised eyebrow. "That's quite a stare. You aren't ogling my boxes, are you? I think Meara would have something to say about that."
"Actually, no. I was reflecting on the nature of the system itself." He waved a hand to the chamber around them. "The designers of this 'Testing Dungeon' repeatedly referred to fairness and systems that didn't work quite as intended. We might be able to beat them at their own game, but I don't think we can beat them if they stop playing the game. To do that, we need to keep thinking further outside the rules."
"You have something in mind?"
"Nothing concrete, just a feeling." Bloodwraith reached into his Extra-dimensional Bag and pulled out one of Meara's failed potions. After staring at the liquid for a while, he handed it to Gharavi. "If these are 'bugged' I think we need you to be bugged as well. We should run further experiments until these apply to you as well."
"They taste awful, but I'll try." Gharavi accepted the potion, braced herself for a sip... then blinked and drank deeper. "This time... I don't know, it's not exactly like any other potion I've ever felt, but I feel just slightly better in all respects."
Bloodwraith hadn't expected it to be that easy and frowned. "Curious... Danniah also became able to drink Meara's potions at some point when we weren't looking, without any announcement from the boxes. I wonder if you might have made yourself compatible when you nullified the effects on you."
"If I did. But I think it's just as likely that the effect of your group transferred over to me, since we've been working and fighting together for so long."
"Yes, that's likely. I just wish the boxes could be clearer about such elements. I've come to rely on their objective measurements to make decisions."
"Why can't they be clearer?" When Bloodwraith glanced over at her, Gharavi continued slowly. "The Outsiders may have created the boxes as a game, but they interact with real magic in a flexible way. You've already told me about instances where they initially said one thing and you forced them to acknowledge something else. Why not do the same here?"
"Easier said than done." Even as he grumbled, however, Bloodwraith realized that he had been considering things in too narrow-minded a fashion. Alan had been able to view Meara's condition in a logical way, so in theory he could as well.
He stared at Gharavi for a long time, willing her box to reveal more information to him. If she had been Meara, she would have mocked him, but Gharavi just frowned and began working with her bone necklace. After a time, he realized that she was using her anti-Outsider magic alongside him. They weren't certain what they were pushing toward, but they could slowly bend the system to their will...
All at once, a new box appeared, flickering weakly:
[Gharavi's Special Characteristics:
Half-Outsider
Outsider Beam
Fellsilver Resistance
Affection System Resistance
Failed Potion Glitch]
Though he needed to squint to read the text properly, Bloodwraith found himself smiling. Excellent. The information contained within might not be groundbreaking, but it proved the concept that the boxes could be forced to acknowledge even conditions that were considered glitches. Gharavi saw his expression and raised an eyebrow.
"Well? Let me know what it says."
"It is simply a listing of traits that you possess, but that were never listed before. For example, the spell you use against Outsiders has never been listed in the boxes, but it is displayed here. Likewise, the fact that Meara's potions work for you merits a line."
"Good, then. That's a step forward."
"The curious thing is that it claims 'Fellsilver Resistance' is among your traits." Bloodwraith stared at it, willing the boxes to give him more information, but they refused. That was perhaps unsurprising, since the additional information had been set up to explain elements of the established system, whereas this was something he had created himself. "You haven't created such a thing yourself, have you?"
"No. I'm not familiar enough with that Aesidh magic to have worked on it." Gharavi considered the matter seriously for a moment, then nodded to herself. "You should attempt to do the same on other members of our group. I wonder if it is not a characteristic granted by the Earthian magic, as it runs counter to the Aesidh magic."
"A reasonable theory, as the Earthian mentioned something about immunity." Bloodwraith tried to turn his attention inward and summon a similar box for himself, but failed to produce one. Either the technique was fundamentally dissimilar or he was missing some other detail.
They waited in silence for a while longer, but Bloodwraith's mind was working quickly on this new subject. After checking that their companions had yet to return, he caught Gharavi's attention and nodded to the glowing circle.
"Could we try to use your magic against this system? It could be extremely powerful if bent to our will."
Gharavi shook her head. "I would be very nervous about forcing a spell directly against it - this magic feels old and fragile."
"Pity. But I suppose if even the Earthians were not capable of making the system work, we cannot be expected to figure it out."
"I could try the power that you're using to access it, though. Focus on it again." When Bloodwraith brought up the Fast Travel box, Gharavi seemed to sense it, closing her eyes and reaching out in that direction. There was a soft gray glow around her necklace, then an imperceptible shift. "That's the most I dare to do... did it change anything?"
"Not that I can s... wait." The map was unchanged, but Bloodwraith spotted a pair of symbols along the edge. They reminded him of the symbols that had opened new boxes back in the tavern, so he experimentally touched one. The first had no effect, but the second changed the map entirely.
After a moment of incomprehension, he realized that he was looking at a map of the Testing Dungeon itself. Yes, and a further set of other symbols let him change between its three floors. Bloodwraith chuckled darkly. "Well done, Gharavi. It seems that we can use this system to travel inside the dungeon itself."
"Does that help us?"
"It does if we want to return to the first floor and slay the enemies left there. I recognize that it would do me more good than you, but..."
"No, I would welcome the chance to harvest ingredients from the leader. It is worth attempting."
They said nothing more, Bloodwraith looking through the symbols of the map further. One of them created a menu with many sliding symbols, just like in the tavern. Some of them didn't seem to work, while others changed superficial aspects of the map. But he was most curious about a set of symbols to one side... three seemed to be connected to displaying the three floors of the dungeon, so why was there a fourth?
Before he could figure anything else out, a distorted voice came from the floor. "Hello? Is everything still okay in there?"
Danniah. Bloodwraith willed the boxes aside and rose to lean over the portal. He saw Danniah smiling on the other side and was relieved to see Meara and Izzy with her as well, apparently unharmed. They carefully made their way back through the portal and reoriented themselves, then Bloodwraith finally let the portal close.
It immediately let off a series of sparks and he felt the mana shift wildly. He looked in alarm, while both Gharavi and Meara leaned closer to check it. They glanced at one another, then Meara spoke.
"This portal is unstable and it's getting worse. We shouldn't overuse it."
"Hopefully we need only use it a few more times. But what have you learned?"
They explained what they had found in Kahhar and Bloodwraith listened silently. It was useful information that suggested troubling developments, but not entirely enough to develop a plan. Perhaps it would be necessary to send a group to Cresthaven or Edsdam to learn more, though holding open the portal again might be a serious risk.
As for what the member of the Savages Guild said, Bloodwraith wasn't sure what to make of it. Of course the foolish Rage of Rage skill was poorly suited to him - this entire body wasn't his, merely a structure he inhabited. But that did him no good either way, so he put it out of mind.
"I think we should clear out the first floor," Bloodwraith said. "It represents power for me and Izzy, plus Gharavi can take components that would be useful to all of us. Most likely, we will not be able to return to this place once we leave, so this is our only chance. Since the world is not about to collapse in our absence, I say we take that opportunity."
He had expected that he might need to convince some of them, but they all agreed easily enough, especially once he explained that they could use the Fast Travel system within the dungeon. They took a moment to drink the appropriate potions from Meara, just in case their starting location was poor, and then they headed into the circle.
To Bloodwraith surprise, instead of dropping through a portal, they ended up standing on a similar circle in the final room of the first floor. Not only did it look similar, the same Fast Travel system appeared when he focused on it. Excellent, then they did not even need to retrace their steps once.
Of course, as soon as they brought down the stone door, they would be facing a grave threat on the other side. Bloodwraith told himself that this time, he would not retreat.
In the end, it wasn't even a battle.
The monsters were as strong as before, but his party had changed. Meara's potions granted them significantly more strength than in the beginning. Danniah took the lead, capable of fending off the attackers and even knocking them down with her shield. Izzy darted in and out of combat, her teeth snapping and tearing out chunks of their opponents' flesh. And Gharavi stayed at the back and expertly flung spells of all elements, bringing down any opponents who got past the others.
Though the crystal-laden horse proved slightly more difficult, capable of reflecting spells and some physical attacks, they even overcame that without great difficulty. It was strong, but his group was accustomed to dealing with far larger threats. Backed up by the others, Bloodwraith easily pushed through the monster's attacks and hacked off its head.
[Victory! You received 154,201 EXP, Crystal Steed Body x1...]
The box went on for a very long time, listing everything else they had left behind, but Bloodwraith barely cared about that. More importantly, the battle had finally given him what he needed to reach Level 19...
[Congratulations! You gained a level!
Current Level: 19
Current EXP: 74,424/2,214,338
Unassigned Stat Points: 5]
For the sake of old times, he distributed the new points between Might, Vitality, and Quickness just as he once had. Looking at the monstrous amount necessary for the next Level... he doubted he would reach it and set aside such concerns. He was done with dungeons and quests - what mattered now was stopping the Outsiders who had been toying with their world.
That didn't mean that they would ignore the resources they'd left lying in the corridors, but instead of stripping the corpses, they just shoved them all into Meara's inventory. Gharavi couldn't help but experiment with the crystals from the horse as they went back, but it was obvious that they were done with the Testing Dungeon and ready to move on.
"Are we finally done?" As they got back to the circle, Danniah looked at it eagerly. "That's everything, right?"
"There's actually one more thing." Bloodwraith brought up the Fast Travel box and began searching through the symbols. Three for the three floors... he touched the fourth and a different map was displayed, just a single circular room. "The boxes suggest there is a place in this dungeon we have never been. I would like to visit once before we go."
"That makes sense, but if it has more of those plate keys or looks like it's gonna summon another big thing... well, I sure hope it doesn't."
Bloodwraith selected the strange location and saw the circle light up, again not forming a portal. When they stepped into it, for a moment he was disoriented... then he stood in the strangest room they had yet seen.
The five of them stood on a circular piece of what appeared to be white marble, completely unmarked except for the circle beneath their feet. Around them floated fragments of... everything. Blocks from the dungeon, wolves and crabs, that tree they had seen stuck in a wall, metal plates... all of them floated in a circle around their central position. Beyond them, there was only blankness, softly shifting between colors.
"Wow!" Izzy moved to the edge of the marble block and stared downward, where everything became lost in the blankness. "This place is weird! What is it?"
"I don't think we were meant to be here." Meara winced and held her head. "This place... I think it might be at the heart of the dungeon. But it has broken down, if it was ever finished."
Gharavi spoke up with her own opinion, yet Bloodwraith failed to hear it. His blood was rushing in his ears and he could feel power within him responding. Yes, this place held something valuable. The same power that fueled him, but in raw form... Bloodwraith stepped to the edge of the platform and reached out. Not only did a strange sphere form in front of him, its box appeared immediately.
[Testing Dungeon: Builder Core
See the training manual for proper use of this item. Do not under any circumstances ever take this item into Alliandelle proper, much less give it to an active vector.
Rarity: Administrator]
His eyes widened and he stretched his hand to grasp the sphere, wondering if it could make him the equal of their opponents...
Then without warning, the horizon of shifting colors vanished along with the sphere. In its place was a distorted image of what appeared to be a narrow mountain pass, stretched out as if over a dome above them. That alone would have been troubling enough, but there was a cloaked figure standing in the pass.
It was Alan. The Earthian had just turned toward them, his face obscured by his gray cloak but the shock visible in his body. He leaned closer, his head distorting to become so large it filled half the sky. "What the hell? How the heck did you get to a builder core?"
Realizing that the Earthian would attempt to strike against them, Bloodwraith reached out to try to grasp the power he could feel around him. Yet when he tried, something moved into his way, effectively blocking him. Bloodwraith strained to push past it, yet the force felt stronger than him.
"Nice try, but I put safeguards in place. You're never getting that." Alan stared as if he could see them, shaking his head. "I just can't believe..."
As he stared at the Earthian's giant projection, Bloodwraith reached back toward the circle behind them and prepared to open a portal. He had a feeling that if Alan tried to attack them now, it might go very poorly. There was no way they could fight him in this place, but they had learned one very valuable fact. When Bloodwraith caught Meara's eye, he saw that she understood as well.
They knew the mountain pass where Alan was standing: it led directly into the Forest of Beginnings.
"Okay," Alan was saying, "we obviously need to talk more. But this is a bad time, so I'll need to find a new prison... maybe they left some kind of box for banning players? You'd break through that, but perhaps..."
Before he could finish his sentence, a long, mocking laugh sounded. For the first time the hooded figure pulled back, looking in a different direction. Bloodwraith strained his eyes to look further and saw something in the sky. As it grew closer, the laughter became louder and he understood:
It was Belkarin. The Aesidh was riding on a dragon with silver eyes.
Power began to twist around them violently as both Outsiders' magic clashed. All the floating objects in the chamber twitched, some of them falling into oblivion below and others simply dissolving. Bloodwraith tried to reach for the power again, but it was even more difficult this time with two forms of magic raging around him. Not only could he not take the power, they risked being torn apart by the clash.
Instead he moved back to the portal, gesturing for the others to follow him. "We have to get out! If we stay here, we die!"
None of them hesitated even a moment, as the floor underneath them was beginning to tremble. Bloodwraith desperately pulled up the Fast Travel system: they needed to get to somewhere in the real world that wouldn't be torn apart by these forces.
He tried to select the Forest of Beginnings again and once more it failed. Cracks were forming on the marble around them, getting closer to the portal. When he tried to select the area near the Forest, again it didn't work. Bloodwraith desperately threw his will against the boxes, trying to shove his allies through first. All at once the portal snapped open, swallowing them.
Bloodwraith plummeted from the sky, smashing into a farmer's field beside a dirt path. He was stunned but uninjured and slowly pushed himself to his feet. In the sky overhead he could see the circular portal... which dissolved a moment later. As he looked around, Bloodwraith realized that he knew where he was.
These were the fields outside Cresthaven. And he was alone.




Chapter 25
Fighting against overwhelming opponents was one thing, but the moment where the world had seemed to tear itself apart... Danniah had been too stunned to even feel anything. As she lay in the dirt, staring at the sky overhead, she couldn't move. Her body was fine, but her mind was still catching up.
She had been a bit nauseous from the first moment they entered the strange room, as if it was a place that wasn't meant to exist. When the Earthian Outsider had began doing something to them, she had felt as powerless as the first time they fought. But it was when the Aesidh appeared and forces started tearing the world in every direction that she had been truly horrified, as if the ground itself had disappeared underneath her.
Yet now she was back on real ground. Danniah clenched her fingers in the dirt, glad to feel the solid earth beneath her, and pushed her way up. Terrible as that experience had been, she wouldn't let it defeat her.
But even so... where was she?
When she sat up, nothing looked familiar. It definitely wasn't anywhere near Manascas, because the ground was covered in lush grass and she saw quite a few trees. But it all looked more dark and wild than the area around Cresthaven, which she knew quite well. Had she just been thrown off into some random wilderness?
But when Danniah turned around, she got her answer to that. She was not far from a city, a vast huddle of dark houses over a range of hills. Even from her current position, she could see that a river ran through the city and that many parts of it had water trickling down from higher hills.
It matched all the stories she had heard: she'd ended up outside Edsdam.
The "why" of it didn't really matter - what she needed to do was find her allies. Danniah checked that she had her equipment, but she'd become quite good at keeping her grip on it even under difficult circumstances. When she climbed up a small hill nearby and looked around, she didn't spot any disturbances, but the trees and hills created many places where someone else might have landed.
If the others were in her same position, then they'd probably follow the obvious logic: meet up in the city itself. Danniah headed there, wishing she had a cloak to hide herself. She'd become far too dependent on Meara and Bloodwraith to carry literally anything they might need. Still, she did have backup supplies and one of her old helms, so Danniah switched from the awful Vicious Helm to an ordinary steel one. Hopefully that wouldn't attract too much attention.
There were no guards at all as she entered Edsdam, which surprised her. When she looked up, she did spot a couple of suspicious-looking people on rooftops with crossbows. Her instinct was to jump for cover, but they only watched below with bored expressions. Were they the only guards here?
As Danniah moved further into the grimy city, she quickly realized that Edsdam was not a good place for her. Everywhere around her she saw dark armor, suspicious cloaks, and dirty glances. If they had a Thieves Guild here, it wasn't to organize all the thieves, it was to support the best of them. It would be impossible to trust anyone here, so she could easily be taken in. Having Bloodwraith or Meara to be cynical for her would have been wonderful, or at least Gharavi or Izzy to watch her back.
Still, she needed to start somewhere. Maybe best to start among her own kind. Danniah spotted a man who didn't look particularly unfriendly standing on a street corner and approached him with a smile. "Excuse me, sir! Is there an Adventurers Guild in-"
He silenced her with a glare as if she had slapped him in the face, then turned and walked away. Danniah stood there, a bit dismayed and unsure what to try next.
But no, she wasn't that helpless. She'd gotten smarter while traveling with Bloodwraith, and while she'd never be as negative as he was, she had still learned some from him. Most likely, Edsdam operated entirely by profit. If she wanted information, she would need someone who was indebted to her. Just handing coins to people wouldn't work, but perhaps...
Danniah walked up to a rickety wagon on the street that was advertising meat rolls of some kind. They looked rather dodgy, but the smell was actually good. She stepped up and smiled at the surly woman running the wagon.
"How much for one?"
"Ten coppers."
That sounded like too much to Danniah, but she wasn't good at bargaining. So she settled for giving the woman a skeptical glare, then slapped the coins down on the wagon. "I expect your best. Now tell me, where's the Adventurers Guild?"
For a while the woman didn't answer her, building a new roll of meat. But when she handed it over, she pointed a heavily stained hand up a nearby hill. "Head that way, then left at the big tavern. You'll see it from there."
"Thanks!"
Danniah happily took the meat roll and shuffled away a bit to put her back to a stone wall before beginning to eat it. Though she decided it was better not to know what kind of meat it was, it was hot and the meaty juices actually tasted good. Besides, she knew someone who had much messier eating habits, so something like this couldn't disgust her.
More importantly, she had successfully navigated an encounter even in a city like this. It wasn't much, but it was a start. Unfortunately, the warmth began to fade as Danniah started to think about her friends. Hopefully they hadn't been sent anywhere terrible, or dropped from a fatal height...
"That thing is probably half rat." Meara appeared beside her out of nowhere, wrinkling her nose at the meat roll. "You're going to make yourself sick."
"Meara!" Danniah cheerfully hugged her with the hand that wasn't holding the meat roll. She held on for a long time, glad to have the other woman with her, but then pulled back and took another bite. "I'm not worried. I have a whole lot of Vitality numbers, you know? I think my stomach can handle it."
"Heh, maybe it can." Meara's smile soon faded, however, as they both thought about their situation.
"Umm, do you understand what happened? It was pretty rough for me, but I imagine it was worse for you."
For a while Meara didn't answer, and when she did, she spoke rather softly. "As near as I can tell, we came very close to a source of great power. Unfortunately, the Outsider had defenses set up to prevent us from taking it. When we got close he tried to imprison us, but at that moment the Aesidh attacked and things got messy. Bloodwraith hurriedly pushed everyone through the portal to save us."
"Oh... but we can't be too far apart. You found me right away, after all."
"Because I can track you. There are connections between all of us and I can feel them." Meara closed her eyes and took a deep breath, as if breathing in the city itself. "I'm fairly sure Gharavi is also near the city, just further away, so I came to you first. But I can't pinpoint Izzy and Bloodwraith is nowhere to be found."
Danniah swallowed and stared at her. "He's... he's alright, isn't he?"
"I'm sure he is. If he was seriously injured or worse, I'm sure I would feel it." Meara put a hand on Danniah's shoulder, but she was obviously still preoccupied. "Most likely he put us through first before going through at the end, so we may have gotten split up."
"That makes sense. But assuming we can find each other... what are we trying to do now?"
"I'm not completely sure. I think that if either side of the battle wins, that's bad for us, so we need to stop both sides. But it seems like the battle might be taking place in the Forest of Beginnings, which doesn't obey the normal rules. There's likely a barrier preventing us from just walking in."
"But that's why we were helping Gharavi gather all that energy, right? So that we could break through anything Outsiders try to put up?"
"Hopefully it will work that way. We need to talk to her again now that we know more, and we need to talk to Bloodwraith. But I'm not sure where to start."
Finishing the roll and licking off her fingers, Danniah set off down the street. "I'd already decided that I was going to start at the local Adventurers Guild and I think that's still a good place to start. We can find out if anything strange has been going on here like the nice woman from the Savages Guild said. It might not be just random that we got sent here, right?"
"Possibly not. We'll need to investigate more." With that, Meara followed her down the street. They could have chatted, but Edsdam had such an oppressive atmosphere that it didn't seem right.
For a while Danniah got a bit turned around and began to worry that she had been given false directions. But eventually she figured out where she went wrong and turned left at the correct tavern. Part of the problem was that the Adventurers Guild was far smaller than the previous ones she had known. It was just one average-sized building - clearly functioning, but just as clearly not a major power in Edsdam.
They wandered in and Danniah was relieved to find that it wasn't entirely filled with suspicious cloaked types like the streets outside. Maybe adventurers weren't the most reputable people in the world, but the people she saw inside looked like they were just interested in doing jobs for fair wages, not murdering people for a few coppers.
"You from another Guild?" An armored man behind a nearby table called out to stop them. Danniah hastily grabbed for her chain marking her as a Bronze Ranker, though it had been a very long time since that had been relevant to her.
"Absolutely! I'm from Cresthaven and I just got here."
"If you're looking for work, we could use it." The man shook his head and spat onto the floor. "The rough jobs get taken by other people, but they leave all the ones that require them to sacrifice much. Plus there are a lot of requests from people who can't pay much and get ignored. If you're willing to do a good deed, the Guild can improve the compensation a bit."
"Oh..." All at once Danniah wished that she could stay here and do her best to help the people of Edsdam, but she recognized that they had higher priorities. "I would like to, but we're mainly here on personal business. Has anything strange been going on in the city?"
The man raised a hand. "I don't do rumors or information services. Take a look at the requests board - that's the best we can do for you."
Nodding in acceptance, Danniah went where he directed to find the board of listed requests. Just looking over it made her feel more comfortable, even if things weren't really the same as the old days when she'd sought out quests to help Bloodwraith. Beside her, Meara scanned the papers as well, hopefully using her abilities to find good ones.
But meanwhile, Danniah could keep her eyes open and do her best. There wasn't anything too crazy, but she hadn't been expecting a "Stop the evil Aesidh from completing the following plan" request. Instead she noted requests about strange creatures, some that might even be Fellsilvered. There were a few strange requests overall, but nothing that suggested to her that Edsdam was falling apart.
"Heh." Meara suddenly chuckled, prompting Danniah to look over at her.
"Uh, I don't see any of these that are too funny..."
"Not like that. Bloodwraith has an old, outdated quest in his boxes - the box gods were trying to convince him to go to Edsdam instead of fighting Daek the Knife."
Danniah nodded. "I remember that a bit. Obviously we couldn't do that because Daek was killing people."
"Right. Anyway, the thing is, that quest was an elaborate one with a whole bunch of different objectives. Even though that was some time ago, I'm seeing references to them here... something about drakeskin armor, a reference to something called the Governor's Ordeal... those things must have been set up for Raigar to do while he was here."
"Hmm... does that mean we should do them?"
"It's probably a waste of time at this stage." Meara turned away from the wall to look at Danniah. "I think we've gotten our bearings now. Shall we find Gharavi and then figure out what to do next?"
"That works for me!"
They headed back out into the streets, and though their surroundings were as dour as before, Danniah felt much more confident. She thought it was justified, too. Meara was very good at picking up on threats and didn't need to be defended at all. And if it really came to a fight... her carapace armor might look a bit rough, but she knew from experience how tough it could be.
As they walked, they seemed to be heading in an upward direction. The buildings thinned out a little as the hills became steeper, but they were still obviously within Edsdam. Meara spent more time with her eyes closed, frowning in an odd way, so eventually Danniah had to say something.
"Is everything alright, Meara?"
"There's something... it feels connected, but it's definitely not one of us. It's throwing me off." Meara didn't seem to have trouble walking with her eyes closed, but whatever she was feeling was definitely bothering her. Once again Danniah wished she could help, but she was helpless when it came to this stuff. She wondered if that was how Meara felt when she was watching them fight.
Then Danniah spotted someone ahead and tugged Meara into an alleyway. She wasn't even entirely sure why, she just knew that was what her instincts told her to do. As she recovered and Meara gave her an odd glance, Danniah's mind caught up to the rest of her.
She peered out around the corner and confirmed her suspicion: the dark-clad woman ahead of them was the same one who had met with the Outsiders.
"Meara... what was the name of the dark-haired woman with the Outsiders again?"
"You mean Marrin?" The other woman closed her eyes briefly, then frowned. "You're right... now that I realize it, I can understand what I'm feeling. She's heavily embedded in the same system as we are, but she's definitely not an ally."
"Well, she's walking away. Do we follow her?"
"Considering that the only reason for her to be here is on the mission the Outsider gave her... yes, we definitely do. Let's figure out just what's going on here."
Danniah headed down the street to catch up to Marrin. As they went, Meara handed her a generic cloak - not only did it hide her features, it fit right in with all the other suspicious people in Edsdam. Though they would hopefully just follow, Danniah switched to her best helm just in case things got violent.
Just following Marrin proved to be difficult, however. She moved easily in Edsdam as if she was intimately familiar with its streets. If they had been trying to follow her through the main part of the city, she unquestionably would have escaped them. But they were getting into a sparser area, so Danniah always managed to catch a glimpse of her and keep following.
Right up until she turned a corner and the other woman was just gone.
Danniah started to turn to Meara... and discovered a knife at her throat.
"Oh, hell, are you one of them?" Marrin had been standing just behind her, holding the knife. Meara stood off to the side, completely still. "The boss said you were taken care of, but I guess that's what I get for trusting him."
"Um, hi." Danniah was a bit intimidated by how easily the other woman had gotten behind her, but pressed on. "We'd like to talk t-"
"No, you don't. You're just spying like before. Well, I got an upgrade since the last time, so you're not going to find it so easy."
"An upgrade?" Meara stepped closer, eyes narrow. "Who upgraded you?"
The sharp question made Marrin hesitate for a moment, a bit of uncertainty entering her eyes. Danniah hadn't really thought about it, but she had to wonder if Marrin was being manipulated by the Outsiders too. Was it possible that they could talk to her?"
"We don't have to be enemies," Danniah said. "We just wan-"
"Shut up." Marrin snapped back to focus, pushing her knife further against Danniah's throat. "He said to capture you, but... fuck it. With that Aesidh lunatic around, better to kill on sight."
With that, she tried to cut Danniah's throat. But not only was Danniah fairly well armored around the throat, she had been expecting exactly that. When Marrin started to move, she lunged forward in a headbutt, slamming into the other woman's torso and sending her staggering backward.
Though she staggered, Marrin recovered shockingly fast. Danniah had only had time to get her mace and shield ready and the other woman was already stabbing out at her. It looked like they were going to fight, but Danniah didn't really want to fight her to the death, not if there was a chance-
Marrin flowed around her defenses and stabbed at her arm. Some sort of nasty magic bit straight through her armor and Danniah grunted in pain. She responded on instinct by thrusting her shield forward and sending a shockwave of force from it, but Marrin spun aside from the attack and was on her flank, stabbing again. This one went through her armor on her side and Danniah barely swallowed the sound of pain.
"How long have you been alive?" Meara's question cut through the combat and Marrin froze, her eyes going wide. Though Danniah had the perfect opportunity to strike her, she held back, wanting to give her a chance to come to her senses.
"You, shut up!" Marrin rushed to Meara and slashed straight through her throat.
It did no good, the blade simply passing through Meara's body. Unlike many opponents, Marrin didn't seem baffled, rapidly understanding the situation. But even though it was harmless, seeing Marrin go for the kill had gotten Danniah angry. She had already stepped in, and though Marrin reacted quickly, it wasn't fast enough.
Her shield slammed into Marrin, stunning her for a moment, and then Danniah swung a flame-empowered blow directly into her chest. Marrin skidded backward across the street... and stayed on her feet.
Danniah's eyes widened. She knew that she had landed a decent blow and Marrin hadn't twisted aside or done some sort of other trick. No, she'd just taken the blow despite her light armor. Maybe she benefited from additional power from boxes, just like Bloodwraith.
"You'd be adorable if you weren't so pathetic."
Marrin rushed in, stabbing repeatedly. Though Danniah managed to keep the magical knives at bay with her shield, when they got past that, she felt them bite into her body. Soon she faltered, her body burning with the strange pain, and Marrin kicked her over onto her back.
For a moment Danniah was helpless and Marrin tried to finish her off... but her hands were empty. Both of them blinked in surprise and saw Meara nearby, holding Marrin's knives. Had she used her Steal ability? Marrin scowled and raised her hands, causing her knives to escape Meara's grasp and fly back to her. But in that time, Danniah grabbed her shield and pulled it up to defend herself.
"You're trying to save me?" Marrin began walking around Danniah, looking for a chance to strike a killing blow. "You're like children. I know that they're fucking with my head, I just don't give a shit. In return for doing a bit of work for them, I gain new power. Like this, I can live forever."
"That's awful!" Danniah struggled to get up, but her body felt weaker than expected. Marrin's only response was to sneer.
"I can't believe someone as stupid as you has been a thorn in our side. Were you the one responsible for taking Raigar onto the stupid heroic path? Maybe after I kill you he'll at least try for revenge. That might be fun."
Though the words made Danniah angry, as she gritted her teeth she didn't feel quite right. She could keep fighting, but her body was slowing down. It was no shame to admit that she couldn't take Marrin one-on-one, but since Meara had already done her best to intervene, Danniah had no idea how she was going to be able to pull through. If she tried to drink a potion, Marrin would no doubt stop her...
A bolt of lightning shot through the street. Marrin only barely dodged aside, eyes flying to a point on a much higher building.
Danniah looked to and was overjoyed to see Gharavi kneeling there, preparing to release another spell. Though she did, Marrin retreated too quickly. After one last acidic glance, she melted into the shadows of an alleyway and vanished into Edsdam.
Once it became clear that she wasn't going to attack again, Danniah let herself lower her weapons. Meara came to stand beside her with a concerned look and Danniah winced. "Sorry that I couldn't take her out, Meara. She's really fast, but she's also tougher and stronger than she looks."
"I'm not worried about that. There was magic in her blades, strong enough that I couldn't hold them... are you alright?"
"Don't worry about me, I'm tough. Now that Gharavi found us, we're doing a lot better!"
As they went to meet Gharavi, Danniah looked around the nearby area just in case Marrin had allies who might ambush them. But everybody nearby seemed to be intentionally turning a blind eye to them. The fact that they had a mage shooting lightning at their enemies probably helped with that, but whatever the reason, they were able to meet Gharavi on a nearby hill that had a clear plaza area.
Danniah immediately stepped up to hug her, though Gharavi was so tall it was an awkward hug around the waist. "I'm glad you're alright, Gharavi!"
"Glad to see all of you." Gharavi looked serious, but she hugged Danniah back a bit, which she usually didn't do. "I take it we got scattered instead of being transported to the intended location."
"That's my theory." Meara came up to stand beside them. "I'm still not sure if we went here randomly or if we were pulled here by something in particular. The fact that one of the Outsiders' tools is here supports the latter, but my theory can't answer that yet."
Gharavi frowned, examining the streets around them as if the dark-clad woman would appear again. "Yes, one of their local allies. I saw that you were trying to speak to her... do you think that she's being manipulated by them? Can we try to reach her?"
"After that conversation... I doubt it."
"Yeah," Danniah said, "she was pretty nasty about it." Though she'd planned to say more, it was harder to speak than she expected. Danniah found herself sitting down, the ache sinking down through her muscles to her bones. She should drink a potion for those injuries, but her arms felt so heavy...
Though she intended to push through it, suddenly she was lying on her back with Meara and Gharavi leaning over her. The sorcerer put a hand to her forehead and then groaned. "Danniah... you've been poisoned. I'm not sure what it is, but... I don't think simple anti-poison spells will be able to flush it out."
"Don't worry about me." Danniah struggled to her feet, proving that she could still move, but she felt rather faint. "I'll... I'll fight off the poison."
Meara supported her with a fond smile. "That's actually not bravado - your life force is fighting the poison back. I'll give you some potions to keep you from deteriorating."
"But she's not going to be able to recover on her own," Gharavi said. "If we don't find an antidote, we can't keep fighting, much less face that woman again."
Though Danniah understood their words with some part of her mind, the entire world was spinning. She let herself relax into the others' supportive arms. Later on, she would fight again. Hopefully that would be enough.




Chapter 26
Though he was curious about the current state of Cresthaven, Bloodwraith decided that the most logical thing to do was try to advance directly to the Forest of Beginnings. If his allies were scattered nearby, they would logically gather there. And regardless, if the battle between the Outsiders was growing so intense, it would be better to act quickly.
Unfortunately, that might not be possible. When he had left the Forest of Beginnings, it had apparently vanished, as if the system itself had obscured it. He strongly suspected that it wasn't a real location at all, but an unnatural place like the Testing Dungeon, which meant that it could likely move. If the map in the boxes hadn't placed it near Cresthaven he wouldn't have assumed it was in the same place, but even that wasn't certain.
As Bloodwraith headed in the reverse direction of his path at the beginning, his eyes swept around the gently rolling hills to try to find his allies. Things had been so fragmentary when they went through the portal... he could only hope that they hadn't been sent somewhere unlivable.
Before he walked long, a box appeared in his vision.
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Despite the circumstances, Bloodwraith found himself smiling. Not only was that useless, ridiculous trait the sign that Izzy was safe, he remembered how much she had laughed when she'd heard about it.
That signal wasn't the one that indicated that everything was fine, so he couldn't assume too much. But the fact that Izzy had landed safely boded well for the others. He began to hope that he would see them soon, since Meara would be able to home in on his location, but he saw no one but a few peasants.
The walk was strangely silent. He'd grown accustomed to having allies around him, talking with him or involved in their own conversations. Bloodwraith began to scowl irritably and hurry, wanting the dull walk to be over with as soon as possible.
When he neared the mountains and saw something glittering, he reconsidered his position.
It should have been the destruction and the bodies strewn across the landscape that bothered him, but Bloodwraith barely paid attention to those. They were symptoms of the things that disturbed him. Most obviously, there was a crystalline glitter from the mountains. More subtly, Bloodwraith realized that there were peasants in range of what must have been a great battle, yet they simply went about their business as if nothing was the matter.
He diverted his path to one of them and grabbed the man's shoulder. "Peasant! What happened here?"
"Things are about like normal." The man twisted out of his grip and kept walking.
"Insolent fool! I..." But Bloodwraith trailed off as he saw the blank look in the man's eyes. It was too unnatural for peasants to be simply walking within sight of the aftermath of a battle - speaking with them was useless, since they were clearly in the grip of something greater. He couldn't be sure of exactly what, but the box gods had already proved they could manipulate events on a far larger scale than a few peasants.
Ignoring the man, Bloodwraith marched toward the mountain pass irritably. He didn't want to approach it alone, but he needed information. Especially about that glittering object, which continued to trouble him on a level he couldn't quite describe.
It sat at the mouth of a pass and he couldn't be sure if it was the path that led to the Forest of Beginnings. Whatever it was, it appeared to be made mostly from a vast blue crystal, a single spike jutting up from the earth. Yet as he drew closer, he saw that it sat within a structure of steel, a case that held the crystal and spider-like legs that could move it. The steel had strange letters along the side... he realized that it reminded him of the Earthian steel at the Return Point.
Bloodwraith wasn't sure what that said about the outcome of the battle he'd glimpsed, but he didn't like it either way. He unhooked his sword and began to advance toward the crystal. If those were truly legs, then it might be capable of movement, likely because it was designed to fight. The closer he walked, the larger he realized it was, the crystal jutting upward higher than a house.
Before he drew close, a red box appeared in his vision:
[WARNING
Tuning is currently in progress in this region. Players should retreat until the work is complete, as tuning may interfere with a positive experience. Please continue your AdventureCorp journey in other regions.]
The intent of the message was clear enough, but Bloodwraith frowned over the exact nuance. It would make sense if this crystal entity played a defensive role and was the reason the nearby peasants didn't react, but what precisely was it doing? The use of "tuning" was ambiguous, but it reminded him of comments Alan had made - was this thing one of the "Tuners" he'd mentioned?
Bloodwraith took another step and without warning a blue shockwave expanded from the crystal. He barely had time to brace himself and it didn't matter: the shockwave pulled him off his feet, spun him through the air, and landed him in a field.
Though he grimaced as he pulled himself up, prepared to feel pain, to his surprise he felt fine. His box declared that he hadn't lost even 1 point of Health. Yet as he got up, another box appeared over all the others:
[Debuff: Tuning
All buffs and enchantments removed. Enchantments on equipment temporarily disabled.
This debuff will last while in range of the Tuner.]
Eyes widening, Bloodwraith tested by hefting his sword and swinging it experimentally. Yes, he was definitely weaker. His natural Might was 78, so it was effortless to swing his sword, but he had grown used to his enhanced strength that came with a Might of 93. Furthermore, this "debuff" had no time limit - it must be a punishment for coming in range of the crystalline entity.
He scowled and stared up at the Tuner, for that must be its identity. From his current distance, he wouldn't even be able to strike it with a burst of force, and though he might be able to get into range before it knocked him backward with another shockwave, he didn't want to assume that this was the worst the Tuner could do to him.
Alone, he didn't see any simple way to break through. Even if he did, he wasn't sure what would come of it. Scouting alone was one thing, but charging into battle without his allies... no, that didn't strike him as a wise course of action.
So with one last look at the Tuner, its crystal still pulsing softly, Bloodwraith turned back toward Cresthaven. He recalled how dull the trip had been the first time, and as he was now the bandits wouldn't even be a distraction for him. Hopefully he would find his allies before he had to return to Cresthaven, but he resigned himself to possibly going all the way back if necessary. After the Forest entrance, the city would be the most logical place to regroup.
He trudged over the mundane roads, seething internally as he considered his options and came up with nothing. But after walking far enough, yet another box appeared in his vision:
[Potential Objective: Take over the Thieves Guild in Edsdam. 
Regroup with allies and unite to gain control of the Thieves Guild.
Reward: EXP
Accept? Y/N]
The message stopped him in his tracks and Bloodwraith could only stare for a time. The message immediately told him one thing: Meara was alive and well. Clearly she was using the quest box to contact him, but given that her ability to shape quests had been limited, how much could she shape this one? Could he reasonably assume that his other allies were safe? More importantly, did they actually want him to go to Edsdam? He could assume that the message meant they were currently there, but beyond that...
Bloodwraith realized belatedly that Meara must be on the other end of the quest box, wondering if he was alive. He quickly directed his will to refuse the quest, hoping that she would understand. There was a long pause, then another box appeared.
[Potential Objective: Reach the Forest of Beginnings. 
Return to Cresthaven and enter the Forest of Beginnings.
Reward: EXP
Accept? Y/N]
This one Bloodwraith immediately accepted. He waited for more boxes, hoping that Meara could manipulate the system further, but it seemed that she could only nudge the boxes in this way. Odd that she had used quest notifications... did that mean that Izzy wasn't with them?
Delaying would accomplish nothing, so Bloodwraith went back to walking. Though he was glad to have confirmation that Meara was safe and to confirm their united objective, the implication that she was in Edsdam troubled him. Given how hastily he had been reaching into the Fast Travel system, it wasn't insane to believe that he had accidentally sent them there.
But the problem was that Edsdam was days of travel away from Cresthaven. Unfortunately, that meant he had no choice but to wait to attempt any kind of assault on the Forest of Beginnings. How long would that delay them? Was it possible that the delay would allow either Alan or Belkarin to win the battle and gain control? Neither option inspired much confidence in him.
Something whispered overhead and on instinct Bloodwraith sought cover beneath a tree.
When he looked out, he saw what his instincts had warned him of: there was a dragon flying overhead. It could only be the same one that the Aesidh had been riding, though it was impossible to see Belkarin himself from that angle. The peasants did see the dragon, beginning to run and scream. Not in abject terror, however, more panic: as if they had seen the dragon before.
In any case, the dragon seemed uninterested in terrorizing them, it simply flew overhead in a lazy arc. Bloodwraith pulled a shabby cloak from his inventory and put it on to hide himself. Then he kept walking to Cresthaven while keeping an eye on the dragon.
It flew in the direction of the mountain pass, but a blue shockwave expanded from it. The dragon arced away and began flying in the other direction, sending the peasants scrambling again. Bloodwraith decided to run along with them, since it would look suspicious if he didn't, and just kept an eye on the dragon's flight path.
What did that mean about the outcome of the battle? It had taken him some time to arrive, but he didn't think it could have resolved so quickly.
Then again, Alan didn't fight like anyone from this world. Perhaps he had summoned the Tuner entity, which had simply denied anyone the right to advance. At least it seemed to be preventing Belkarin from attacking the Forest of Beginnings.
That meant that both sides were sitting back and preparing, however. Though most likely that meant both would have nasty tricks prepared, at least neither of them had seized control yet. If so, then his allies would have an opportunity to regroup as well. Simply regrouping would not be enough, however... they needed to enter this fight with tricks of their own.
Overhead, Bloodwraith saw something flying toward the dragon and couldn't help but look. There were two shardwings, which made large loops in the air in order to shift direction and fly alongside the dragon. While they were looping, he got a good look at them and saw that both held riders.
Damn, then Belkarin had brought backup. That could be a serious problem, but Bloodwraith found himself instead wondering about Alan. If he could contact Earth, what kind of terrible backup could the Earthians send? Or was it possible that the Mirror Court had blocked him from sending anything? It seemed unlikely that they were willing to go to war with Earth, so they must have some scheme in mind.
Unfortunately, all of that was occurring far from him while he trudged along on the dirt. Bloodwraith suppressed the desire to attack the Aesidh flying overhead and instead focused on running back to Cresthaven.
He was surprised just how much progress he made. Not only had his Stamina increased greatly since the last time he had been in the area, it seemed to decline slower than before. His armor felt light and he realized that all of the enchantments on his equipment had been restored. The effect of Meara's last potion had worn off and he considered drinking another, but decided against it since his supply was now finite without her.
Though it still took him hours to arrive at the city, he made the trip in good time. The walls looked much the same, but the gate had been heavily reinforced since the last time he visited, plus there were ballistas on the walls. They might not do much good against the dragon, but the city was obviously trying to cope.
If they had increased security, that might be a problem for him. Bloodwraith began to consider his options as he approached the entrance gate. Sneaking past the guards was likely impossible and he didn't want to start a conflict by fighting them. In his old body he would have been able to cast a spell to make them go to sleep, but that was no longer an option. As he drew close, he decided that he would have to hope their security would still allow-
"Raigar?" One of the guards saw him and his jaw dropped in astonishment. "Raigar the Valorous, the Blade of Rage?"
Oh, right. Bloodwraith was glad that his helm disguised the anger in his features and forced himself simply to nod to the guards. Several others were approaching, not to block him from entering the city but to welcome him.
"Raigar, have you returned to save us from the terrible dragon?"
Damn, back to this. Raigar sighed and straightened his shoulders. "Yes. Yes, I have."




Chapter 27
When Meara felt the confirmation of Bloodwraith accepting a new quest, she breathed a sigh of relief. Trying to manipulate the boxes in that way had felt so strange and imprecise, she had been worried that it might not communicate. But he had rejected the first quest and accepted the second, which was clear enough for them to have a destination.
The others watched her closely, seeing her relief but still curious. Meara gave them a reassuring smile. "Don't worry, he's fine. He suggested that we meet at either Cresthaven or the Forest of Beginnings, so he must be in that region."
"Oh, good." Danniah heaved a huge sigh, but then glanced at them nervously. "Well, it's not good that he's all the way over there. But it's good that he's safe and that he knows more."
As Danniah eased back onto the bed, she did her best to hide a wince, but wasn't entirely successful. Based on Meara's feel for the boxes, it seemed that Danniah was mostly resisting the poison in her veins, but her Health was slowly decreasing. They could keep her alive with Health Potions, and Meara's glitched potions could charge her up enough to fight, but the whole process was taking a serious toll on her.
Meanwhile, Gharavi stayed by the window of their small room, looking out. She kept her face serious, though Meara had noticed the slight smile when she heard Bloodwraith was alright. It was gone now as she turned back to them. "There's no sign of our opponent, but I worry that it's because she's not trying to hide from us, just operating freely."
"Then we need information fast." Meara pulled up her hood and moved toward the door. "That's definitely my job. I'll find out anything I can about our opponent, plus potentially more about the poison she used on Danniah. Anything else?"
"Find out where the best enchanters and craftsmen are in the city." Gharavi sat down on the bed and began to work with some of the components she'd gathered. "If we're delayed here, I would like to finally finish my staff, but I will need professional help."
"Consider it done. You two stay safe."
Gharavi nodded, not looking up from her work, while Danniah smiled and waved. With that, Meara stepped out of their room and ducked through the tiny inn to get back into Edsdam. It was a small inn close to the Adventurers Guild that she was fairly sure wouldn't ask questions or sell information about them, at least for long enough for them to do what they needed.
As she walked, Meara again reached out to try to find Izzy. The ghoul had moved since arriving, but not in a direction that made sense to Meara. Izzy didn't seem to be trying to find them, so she must not be in range to smell them. They'd have to trust that whatever she was pursuing was worthwhile.
That aside, Meara refocused on her tasks. She let herself drift, becoming nonspecific and vague. Her actual self wrapped up into a tiny ball, leaving only the archetype they had implanted within her. In that state, she was roundly ignored by everyone, making it easy to eavesdrop on important conversations even in a place as suspicious as Edsdam.
She heard countless suspicious things - theft seemed to be a way of life in Edsdam - but none of them were suspicious in a way relating to their problems. That suggested that Marrin wasn't murdering her way through the city, instead leaving things to run normally, but it didn't tell her much else. There were a few whispers about their fight, but it didn't seem to have attracted much attention.
With no progress there, Meara spent a little while with the merchants, just asking questions. She managed to get a few hints about experts in poison while she was asking about Gharavi's issues. Finding the best enchanters was just a matter of getting a few names, but the question of poisons took her to a small stall in an alley.
The man sitting behind it was dressed in rags, but he was meticulously clean. Instead of calling out his wares, he fixed her with his gaze when she approached, as if trying to decide whether or not she was allowed to shop there. He looked like a man who was good at slipping away, but Meara was better and soon came face-to-face with him.
"I need an antidote. Or failing that, information about a poison."
His eyes scanned her coolly. "You've come to the right place, but even information won't be free."
"I'll consider paying once I know if you actually have any information I need." Meara looked over his work with a jaded eye, then briefly described Danniah's symptoms. "Whatever it was, the poison was also extremely quickly acting."
"Hmm, that does narrow it down. Anything else?"
"The woman who used it was called Marrin. I understand she's well-known here in Edsdam."
The poisoner's eyebrows rose. "If Marrin is using her worst poisons, that doesn't bode well for you, but I'm happy to take your coin. I'm quite certain she used edsbane, which is a local poison. Though not as strictly lethal as some, it's notable for being able to overcome warriors who might otherwise shrug off poison."
"And the antidote?"
"It's an unstable extract from an extremely rare flower in the nearby mountains. A small vial of it might go for 100 gold pieces - even if I had any, I wouldn't carry it on me."
Meara frowned as she watched him. She thought that he was telling the truth, but that didn't make it any easier. "Do you know where I could find some?"
"Your only chance would be either with the Governor or from one of the larger merchants at the bazaar, but good luck contacting either." The poisoner ran his fingers over a line of his wares, then plucked a small green vial from among them. "The best I can do for you is this compound, which improves the constitution. If your friend has survived this long, they must be very tough. This will give them a better chance, though it won't cure them."
The vial seemed to be quite potent, so Meara negotiated a price for it and the information, then left. As she walked away, she experimentally tried to create a copy of the vial from her own inventory. Her efforts failed - it seemed this was simply too specialized. If that was the case then it was likely that she wouldn't be able to create the edsbane antidote either, but she still gave it several tries as she left.
She wasn't on the streets long before she realized that something had changed. People weren't panicking or screaming, but they were moving purposefully along similar routes. Meara looked in the opposite direction and saw smoke rising into the sky, so she headed toward it.
Along the way she caught fragments of rumors, all suggesting one thing: Marrin had walked straight into the Thieves Guild and burned it to the ground. Strange, and troubling in its strangeness.
When Meara arrived at the guild, or rather its smoking ruins, she took a moment just to stare at it. There were a few other people watching, but most were getting as far away as possible, as if they expected Marrin to come for them next. Why would Marrin have done such a thing?
There was a man in dark armor watching from an alleyway. Something about his focus on the burning made Meara suspicious, so she headed toward him. He looked shocked when she walked directly up to him - after all, women likely didn't approach him in shadowy alleys very often.
"Look, lady, I'm having a bad day. Fuck off."
"You were a member of the Thieves Guild, weren't you?" She gave him a smile and kept moving closer, even when he pulled a knife and aimed it in her direction.
"Don't cross me! I'll gut you like a fish if I... have..." He trailed off as Meara walked directly into his knife so that his arm passed through her stomach. After a moment of shock, he pulled his arm back, staring at it as if he expected it to be gone. Meara just smiled and stepped even closer.
"Is it true that Marrin burned it down?"
"I... I saw it with my own two eyes. Killed a few thieves who tried to stop her, too." The thief kept staring at her with fear in his eyes. "What's this about?"
"That's what I want to know. Did Marrin do anything else first?"
Though the thief looked like he didn't want to answer, Meara let her focus drift and her form began to blur. As aspects of her began to separate into a cloud of copies, she let them begin crying blood. Pretty soon the thief couldn't get the words out fast enough.
"I don't know! I just saw her march in and burn it!" When she stopped he pulled away with a whimper, but kept talking. "She came into town a few days ago, didn't talk to anyone, just moved like she was on a mission. Some people have been dying, but nobody figured out a pattern or knew what she was doing. I figured it was some assassination contract until she burned down the Guild."
It was a curious pattern. Meara questioned the thief a little more before she turned to go, mulling the information over in her mind. Though she couldn't be certain, she had a bad feeling about what might be happening.
Marrin was wiping Edsdam clean of elements of the Outsiders' system. One of the quest objectives in the box had been to take over the Thieves Guild - which wasn't possible if it was gone. The landscape of quests was weaker in Edsdam than in Cresthaven and Meara had assumed that it was simply due to a difference between the cities, but now she suspected that it was intentional. Just like the Fellsilvered creatures destroying ruins, Marrin was erasing the system's presence.
If so, would she burn down the Adventurers Guild next? One of the objectives had been to increase Guild Rank, after all. Meara set thoughts of that aside, because they didn't have time for such things. Quests alone weren't relevant.
The power behind them, however... Meara thought back to the list of quests and two of them stuck out to her: completing the Governor's Ordeal and assembling drakeskin armor. Both potentially included more Outsider magic and might be useful to them. If they were going to confront Marrin before they left Edsdam, then they might want to pursue those issues first.
Assuming that they wanted to confront her here at all. As Meara left the smoking ruins behind her, she had to wonder.
~ ~ ~
Though Danniah still wasn't feeling exactly well, she didn't feel like she was dying. There was a burning in her veins at all times and she sometimes ran a fever, but Gharavi thought that was her body trying to fight it off. So Danniah usually stayed resting, only occasionally drinking one of Meara's special potions when she needed to get up and move for a while.
Since Gharavi needed to go out and Meara was also busy, Danniah had decided to go with them. She wasn't safe staying at the inn anyway, so she might as well make herself useful. With Meara's potion buzzing in her mind, she felt a little flushed but otherwise fine.
Her helm hid all that behind an ominous glow anyway. For once, Danniah didn't mind looking a bit intimidating: in a city like Edsdam, it just meant more people kept away from her. She hadn't had any trouble getting information at the Adventurers Guild, like the fact that most adventurers hung out at a nearby bar instead of the guild hall.
There, she'd been able to learn more about this Governor's Ordeal, though a lot of it was rumors. Though Danniah wasn't completely convinced searching after it was a good idea, she trusted that Meara had a better idea than her. It was much easier to find out information about drakeskin: apparently there were fairly weak drakes in a cavern near the city, though it was still strongly recommended to only take a strong group of people for an attempt to capture or kill one.
Still, she ran out of leads and felt a bit dizzy, her potion wearing off. Danniah decided to take a while just to rest at the bar. Ever since the sort-of antidote that Meara had given her, she'd felt a bit better, but the poison was still burning through her. Could she endure it until the poison had run its course? If so, Danniah wanted to, since it would be a shame for them to spend time or money on her, but sometimes she wasn't sure if she'd make it...
"Still feeling alright?" Gharavi sat down beside her, making Danniah jump. With her head so fuzzy, she was easier to startle than normal.
"I'm doing okay! But what about you, did you find what you needed?"
"Part of it." Gharavi gestured over her shoulder, where she carried a pole of dark wood on her back. "This is an excellent base for my staff, but I'll need a smith who can enchant to finish the metal part. Meara is looking for one now, then we'll go together."
"Sounds good!"
"What'd you learn about the Governor's Ordeal?"
"Well... some of it is rumor, but I think I've figured it out." Danniah steadied herself on the counter and ran over the stories again. "The current Governor of Edsdam just obeys whatever orders the Thieves Guild gives him... err, I guess what they used to tell him. But generations ago, there was a Governor who was tough enough to take on all the guilds. One thing he liked to do was throw people into a terrible dungeon filled with monsters and traps."
"Sounds troublingly familiar. Any idea where it is?"
"They say it's in the hills around the city and I have a few potential directions based on the history of it, but I'm not sure. I was hoping that Meara would be able to get us to the exact location."
"Reasonable enough." Gharavi paused and glanced around before looking back at her. "Would you like a drink? I could use one."
The fact that someone as smart and beautiful as Gharavi wanted to spend time with her made Danniah happy, but she had to tap on her helm. "I can't really drink through this thing, I'm afraid. And I don't know, I've been drinking so many potions that I can't feel thirsty anymore. Is that actually dumb? Will I die without drinking other things?"
"No, most potions have a fair amount of water to hold the main magic ingredients. You'll be fine."
"Oh, really? I always assumed they were... made of pure magic, I guess..."
Gharavi went on to talk to her about potions and Danniah was glad to focus on her words, since it helped her keep the haze in her mind at bay. The sorcerer was as good at explaining magical things as Bloodwraith, and though Danniah couldn't do that sort of thing at all, she always found it so interesting. They ended up talking more about links to fire and Danniah got thinking about it before Meara appeared behind them.
"If the two of you are drunk enough, I've found our man. Ready to go?"
They nodded and followed her out of the bar. Danniah thought she should look around carefully and check to see if they were being followed, but the looking around part left her head spinning. Meara noticed and helped her take her helm off so she could drink another potion, without saying a word about it.
Their path took them through lots of tiny little back alleys until Danniah had no idea where they were. But then, in the middle of a dingy alley, there was a building with a sign, a wand and a staff crossing one another. That seemed like it was definitely their location, then.
Inside, they found that the owner was a surprisingly young blond man. He grinned at them when they entered, looking entirely out of place in Edsdam. "Welcome, welcome! You look like well-equipped adventurers... can I hope you're here for an expensive commission?"
"Indeed I am." Gharavi set her staff down on the table in front of him and began to explain the design she needed. The man nodded and asked questions, smiling all the while. He smiled so much that Danniah stopped feeling comfortable and started wondering how many bodies he kept under his floorboards, but if Meara had chosen him, he must be trustworthy enough to do the work.
"Excellent, excellent." The man picked up the staff and examined it more closely. "Your plans are superb and I'll have to struggle to keep up. Except... I can't help but notice that your staff will be lacking a magical core in the main length. Could I interest you in a crystal spindle? We have-"
"I already have something for that." Gharavi's tone left no doubt that she intended to keep the core to herself, so the enchanter merely nodded.
That was the main thing they'd needed to do, but Danniah decided that she wanted to ask while they were there. "Excuse me... do you enchant metal stuff too? My shield is getting pretty old and I'm starting to think I'll need something else..."
"I'm afraid the axe blades are the limit of my smithing contacts," the enchanter said with an apologetic smile. "There aren't a lot of people in Edsdam who use heavy armor, you understand. I could try to come up with something, but I don't think it would be better than your present equipment."
"Oh... what about enhancement potions? I imagine people here all want ones that enhance speed, but what about ones for toughness? Maybe fewer people go for those?"
"All of those will be rare, of course, but you're right: enchantments for heavy warriors are in less demand here. I don't sell anything like that myself, but since you're giving me such an expensive job, I'll throw in a bit of information for free..."
The enchanter gave them some names of merchants and Danniah struggled to focus on his words. It was too many names and directions and her head was spinning a bit, so all she got was that they seemed a bit suspicious. She trusted that Meara would remember the names and help them figure it out later, though.
"If the three of you are in the market for valuable items, I might have a suggestion." The enchanter leaned closer and lowered his voice. "One of my colleagues is developing a hide armor especially for barbarians, but he lacks adequate materials. What he wants is the hide of something called an 'Alpha Wolf' - they're so rare as to be almost legendary, though. It's a long shot, but if you happen to find one, he'd be very interested..."
To Danniah's surprise, Meara responded with a loud groan. Everyone looked at her, but she refused to explain, just had them say their farewells and head out. Once they were back on the street, Danniah glanced over at her.
"What was that about?"
"This is another setup for Raigar." Meara shook her head. "I doubt there's even such a thing as an Alpha Wolf, at least not as a separate monster species in reality. But Bloodwraith fought one in the Forest of Beginnings and received the pelt. Most likely he was supposed to use it here and receive some sort of unique armor."
"Oh, that... actually, didn't we sell that back in Cresthaven?" It seemed like such a long time ago that she wasn't sure, but she remembered being desperate for coin and selling all their components. Meara nodded with a strange smile.
"I wouldn't worry about it - most likely his current armor is better than that would have been. Besides, we need to move to take advantage of any of this, or our opponent will burn the whole city down."
Mentioning that woman definitely brought things back to a more serious tone. "Right, yes..." Danniah cleared her throat. "I actually asked adventurers about that as well and I found out where the nearby drakes live. Apparently most of them aren't fully grown because they keep getting hunted, but they live in a special cave area outside Edsdam. Do you think we should go try to fight them?"
Gharavi glanced at Meara, then down at her. "I think that's up to you. How are you feeling?"
"They said the drakes weren't that big... if I drink one of Meara's potions beforehand and we only fight one, I think I should be okay."
"Then I suppose we shouldn't waste any time. Let's go."
Though her body was feeling pretty hot, Danniah held off on drinking a potion until they got out of Edsdam. The rush only lasted for so long, after all, and she wanted it to be there if they had to fight a drake. Part of her was afraid that they'd be facing something as huge as the one that they had used against Daek the Knife - she was stronger than before, but she still didn't want to fight something like that!
As they got closer to the location of the cave, however, she saw reptilian tracks that looked much smaller. These drakes were probably the size of a horse, not a carriage. She could handle that. Still, she made sure to drink an extra health potion before downing a fresh potion from Meara and letting the new strength flow through her.
They came closer to the cavern and Danniah got more and more nervous... until she heard the roar. She hefted her shield and stared over it, seeing a drake charging toward them. It wasn't bigger than she expected, but it looked angry and it was running at them fast. Perhaps if she ducked low, she could...
A dagger flew from the side and bit deep into the drake's skull. It crashed to the ground immediately, skidding across the floor and already dead by the time it stopped sliding.
"You idiots again?" The black-clad woman appeared from out of the forest, scowling at them. "Do you have some way of knowing my exact assignments? Well, it doesn't matter, you're too late. I stole all the power the boss needs and I killed the drakes for good measure."
She started to walk toward the drake to retrieve her knife, but Gharavi released a burst of fire to ward her off. The woman dodged it with an irritable scowl, ducked underneath a lightning bolt, and spun up to face them again.
"You want more? I was thinking of just leaving you idiots behind, but if you really want to die..."
When she charged, Danniah moved in to block her, but Gharavi attacked first. It was a frenzy of spells keeping back Marrin and actually making it hard for Danniah to attack either. For a moment Danniah was surprised that Gharavi wasn't working together with her like usual, but then she understood:
Gharavi was defending her. She was trying to keep Marrin at a distance so that she couldn't add any more poison.
Though Danniah was glad that Gharavi was looking out for her, the fact made her mad. She was supposed to be the one to defend the others, to put her body on the line to keep them safe. If she couldn't do that... even that...
Anger welled up inside Danniah, joining with the growing heat in her head. She charged in against their opponent before Gharavi could stop her, holding her shield high. Marrin smirked and got ready for her, knowing that she could easily strike around her shield with her superior speed. Danniah knew that as soon as she got close, she would definitely be struck.
So she struck first. Before she arrived, she thrust her shield outward, letting her anger flow into it.
A wall of flame rushed from the front of her shield. Marrin took the blow directly and stumbled back, but Danniah was equally stunned. All she had wanted to do was strike with her shield skill as well as she could, not shoot out flames. Yet now that she did it, she felt even weaker, the heat rising all through her body...
Fortunately, Gharavi took advantage of the distraction to shoot a bolt directly through Marrin's body. Though it wasn't enough to stop her, it did make the woman hesitate. After glaring at them, she scoffed and sprinted in the other direction, soon leaving them behind.
"Yay..." Danniah collapsed a moment later, but Meara caught her before she could fall all the way. "That was flashy..."
"You shouldn't push yourself like this." Meara gently pulled off her helmet and felt her forehead before feeding her another potion. "You did well, but we worry about you."
"I just... want to protect people... I wish we could have... stopped her..."
"We did to a degree." Gharavi spoke from the body of the drake, where she pulled the knife from its skull. "She has more knives, but at least we can test this one. I'm not sure if we'll be able to derive anything from it, but it's better than nothing."
"The drake's skin might be useful too," Meara said. "I'm curious about what she said about the power being stolen. Surely it can't be taken from the box system itself... I'm interested in what will happen if we complete the drakeskin quest. Since it might be useful and we already have the skin, I think we should try."
"Should we be concerned that the Earthian Outsider might be able to read our messages to one another? That would give him an overwhelming advantage in intelligence."
"I don't think he can - he has a record of the system they set up for Raigar to find, not the changes that have been made to the box system itself. If they could access that, they would have been able to stop us long before now."
Danniah just nodded at everything either of them said, her head too fuzzy to argue or contribute much. She did manage to walk, leaning on Meara so that Gharavi could keep her arms free just in case Marrin came back to attack again.
They had a peaceful walk to the cave, however, where they discovered that every other drake had been killed and then consumed by some sort of acid. So they only had one skin after all... well, that was better than zero skins. Or so she thought.
Yet though she should have been happy, she mostly found herself thinking about how Gharavi had defended her. It shouldn't be that way... Danniah focused on the poison inside her, hoping that it would burn itself out, and ended up falling asleep before they got back.




Chapter 28
Though Bloodwraith had tried to extricate himself, he had still somehow ended up escorted to the Governor's mansion again. He dimly remembered irritating meetings from after the conflict with Daek the Knife and had never intended to repeat them, yet now he sat before a table filled with all manner of food. Since food was irrelevant to his goals, he simply ate enough to sustain himself, instead focusing on his options.
Since arriving in Cresthaven, all he'd been able to accomplish was to determine that Belkarin and his Aesidh allies were threatening the city, but had only attacked once, days ago. It was only an instinct, but Bloodwraith suspected that the attack had been an attempt to draw Alan out of the Forest of Beginnings. Since the Earthians didn't care about anyone in Alliandelle, it had been ineffective.
If that was true, no one in Cresthaven was actually in much danger, but they didn't know that. Now that he was back, everyone was expecting him to go forth and save the city again. Even if he didn't hate Cresthaven quite as much as he once had, Bloodwraith had no intention of doing that and found all the attention extremely distasteful.
Spending time with his allies was one thing. Being accosted by random peasants and clinging political toadies was reminding him why he had become a lich in the first place.
He could deal with all of that, but he worried that being in such a high profile position could come back to bite him. Opponents might learn of his position and target him, or at minimum his efficacy would be limited. So far he hadn't been able to extract himself, as the Governor wanted to meet with him.
When the man finally arrived, he was just as Bloodwraith remembered him. Governor Andinn was a tall man who had supposedly once been an adventurer in his youth but had grown increasingly overweight as the years passed. He definitely filled out his grand robes of office, though the sword at his side looked real instead of ornamental.
"Raigar! So wonderful that you have come back to us in our hour of need!"
Bloodwraith stood up and bowed slightly to the Governor. "It's always a pleasure to visit you, Governor."
"There's no need for you to bow! Not when you saved the city!" Governor Andinn took his shoulder and pushed him back up with a grin.
"Thank you, Governor Andinn. I only hope that I can do so again."
"Good lad, good lad!"
[Affection +5!
Governor Andinn Affection: 47/100 (Friendly)]
The unexpected box brought Bloodwraith up short. Had he just learned something new about the Governor, or was the system not working properly? He and Meara had seemed to break it thoroughly and Danniah had reached the boxes' arbitrary maximum, so after Gharavi had reached N/A he had stopped thinking about it entirely.
It made no difference to his objective either way, so Bloodwraith simply grunted and nodded. "As it happens, I am hunting the one riding the dragon and his allies. I may need to pursue them past Cresthaven, however."
"So long as you get that dragon away from the city, that's fine with me!" Governor Andinn's smile stayed on his face, but something else moved beneath it. "But I was hoping that you could stay a little longer. We're having so much trouble these days... bandits, unrest in the streets, that awful madwoman trying to recruit adventurers..."
"Madwoman?" Bloodwraith didn't want to get pulled into the city's problems, but couldn't ignore such a strange note. "I haven't been in Cresthaven long - what do you mean?"
"As I understand it, she's some sort of adventurer who was driven mad. She's constantly on street corners yelling about needing to overthrow our oppressors, except she doesn't mean me. My informants aren't sure what she means, but apparently she's converting some to her cause."
Bloodwraith frowned and folded his arms, wondering whether or not to ignore the subject. Perhaps it was a coincidence, but perhaps it was another native of Alliandelle who understood their situation. "And you haven't tried to stop her?"
"I actually sent guards out against her once, but she defeated them and escaped. Without killing a single man, which was a surprise."
"Hmm. Where does she usually do her shouting?"
"Oh, it's different every day. But you can often count on seeing her in the central square and the street outside the Adventurers Guild." Governor Andinn leaned in, his smile growing. "Do you mean you're interested in it, lad? Though the dragon is obviously the danger we all fear now, all this unrest could be the greater danger in the long run. It would do my mind good to know you intend to help."
"I..." Bloodwraith abruptly realized that he had no reason not to lie. "Of course, Governor Andinn. As soon as I take care of the dragon, I'll see if I can't help make Cresthaven more stable."
"Wonderful, simply wonderful! Why, I wish I was still a young man and could join you myself..."
[Affection +5!
Governor Andinn Affection: 52/100 (Weak Ally)]
[Relationship advanced!
Aid requests from Governor Andinn unlocked!]
Beneath his helm, Bloodwraith couldn't help but raise an eyebrow. The labels were different than they had been with Meara, which meant his previous theory had less support. But even though he didn't want to waste any more time with the Governor, he couldn't help but note that the system was likely designed to benefit him in some way. Perhaps...
"Governor Andinn, I will need support to take down the dragon. Can you offer me use of the Cresthaven City Guard?"
Though the Governor kept smiling, he rapidly shook his head. "Oh, I don't know about that, lad... the guard needs to keep the walls safe, after all..."
"Of course, I understand." He'd suspected it wouldn't be that easy and started with an absurd offer. "I will recruit adventurers to help me, but their armor may not be able to withstand the force of a dragon. Is there any chance the city could provide them with a bit of support? Consider it an early payment for helping to defend the city."
"Of course, my boy, of course! We can manage a piece of armor or two, to help our local adventurers fight alongside the Blade of Rage! What did you have in mind?"
Bloodwraith quickly described the type of shield Danniah used, trying to emphasize the types of enchantments it would need. Cresthaven might not be the most magical city, but it did armor very well. The Governor seemed happy that his request was so relatively simple - in fact, it was an absurdly cheap price for convincing someone to help solve all his problems.
With that agreed, Bloodwraith finally managed to extract himself and headed back into the city. While he waited for the others to arrive, he had multiple different tasks he intended to complete. Now he needed to investigate the alleged madwoman as well. Perhaps they could find more allies after all.
In any case, he headed to the Adventurers Guild first. When he drew close, he was surprised to find that a bit of sentiment welled up within him - entirely irrational, since the Guild itself contained nothing of what mattered to him. It simply borrowed his memories of Meara and Danniah there, and they were absent. Bloodwraith pushed such thoughts aside and entered.
Everyone at least pretended to be glad to see him, but he didn't recognize anyone except a few of the officials. His new status was inconvenient, but it made it easy to get information: he could just ask. It was simple to learn that the alleged madwoman was talking about Outsiders... she didn't use the same terms, but he became certain of it. Apparently she had actually recruited a few adventurers to her cause.
Getting concrete help was more difficult. Everyone spoke about taking on the dragon, but few were willing to actually commit to it. And truthfully, he had forgotten how low the Level of many adventurers was. They couldn't do much against a shardwing, much less a dragon.
From them he learned that there actually had been an attempt by some of the stronger local adventurers, but it had ended disastrously. None of them had returned and it was generally agreed that the dragon had eaten them. Unfortunately, he thought it was more likely that he would end up facing Fellsilvered adventurers in addition to other threats.
Just when he felt like he might have gotten enough information, he heard a voice he recognized. "Well, well... Raigar the Valorous has come back to us." He looked up to discover Herena, the healer from Danniah's old party. She still wore the same cleric's armor and had a smile on her face.
Right, he had massively increased her Affection as part of a scheme. Now it was rather an annoyance, but this wasn't the time to burn bridges. "Herena, good to see you again." She had advanced to Level 9 in his absence, which was better than nothing.
"I honestly figured we'd never see you again." Herena slipped into the chair opposite him, scowled at the nearest adventurers to give them space, then went back to smiling at him. "Are you going to stay for long?"
"I didn't intend to, but based on everything I've seen here... plans may change." He did his best to smile at her, trying to summon thoughts of how he would feel when he saw his allies again so that he could fake the emotion.
"I've heard you were going to go out and slay the dragon. You seem stronger, but... that would be a bit much, even for you."
"Yes, it would, which is why I need to gather information first."
"Is there anything I can do?" Herena leaned forward, staring at him invitingly. Bloodwraith let his eyes linger on her while thinking of his plans, hoping he looked warm instead of calculating.
"I don't want to ask too much of you, Herena, but your status gives you connections that even my reputation doesn't. As I see it, the problem is less the dragon than the people controlling it. Eventually I am going to need to face them, and when that happens, I will need a retreat option. Are there mages in Cresthaven who specialize in transportation spells?"
Herena put a finger to her lips as she considered. "A few noble houses, perhaps. I suppose I could pull some strings..."
"That would be excellent. I will-"
"But you don't need to do all that now, do you? I was thinking we should have dinner at my father's estate. There, I can better explain all the problems facing Cresthaven today, and what a man like yourself could make of himself stopping them..."
While Bloodwraith was considering how to extricate himself from this annoyance, he was saved by a shout from outside the Guild.
"People of Cresthaven, rise up!" The voice was so loud that it penetrated the conversation in the Guild tavern and drew their attention. Suddenly uncomfortable on a level he didn't entirely understand, Bloodwraith rushed to the window to look out. "You are being controlled by foreign powers! We must unite against them!"
As he expected, the madwoman was outside, shouting to anyone who would listen. What he didn't expect was that it was Elleane.
The knight looked just as she had in the Forest of Beginnings and when meeting with the Outsiders. But if so, then what was the purpose in all her activities? Was this some deeper scheme than he could understand, or had she actually broken free?
When Elleane began to move toward the Adventurers Guild, Bloodwraith hastily moved toward the back exit. A few adventurers looked toward him, but he simply made a negative gesture with his hands. Herena rushed along with him, which wasn't ideal, but the important thing was to get away. Whatever was happening, he didn't want to confront Elleane without understanding more of the situation.
Before he had gotten far into the back halls of the Guild, he heard Elleane enter and speak nearly as loudly as before. "Where is the adventurer Raigar? I wish to speak with him!"
Fortunately, he didn't hear anyone giving away his location - maybe his reputation in the city was worth something after all. Still, he rushed out to one of the smaller streets behind the Guild. Herena stayed after him, giving him a curious glance.
"I don't blame you for not wanting to spend time with that madwoman, but why rush out so quickly?"
"I... recognize her from my travels." Bloodwraith turned to Herena, deciding to mix lies with truth. "Except the last time we met, she was not proclaiming that the people needed to rise up. I suspect that she may be attempting some unrelated scheme, but until I know what it is, I don't want to risk an encounter with her."
"She's certainly rousing the rabble." Herena sniffed and glanced back toward the Guild. "The peasants are restless enough due to taxes without someone causing trouble like her. It doesn't surprise me to hear that she has ulterior motives."
"Then you can help me foil her." Bloodwraith took one of Herena's hands in his and was surprised at how much she blushed - the boxes were getting involved again. "Can I trust you with this, Herena? Find out what is known about this woman's schemes. And please, ask about mages capable of using transportation spells. Once I have finished my work, I will meet you here again."
"I... very well. I'll definitely meet you, Raigar."
With one last smile he turned away from her and swept down the street. He managed to maintain the smile for only a few steps before it turned into a scowl. First the Governor and now Herena... better people he could manipulate than those who would annoy him, but he'd rather not deal with them at all.
Unfortunately, Elleane's appearance threw his theories and plans into uncertainty. It was possible that Alan had sent her to acquire local backup, but he could not be sure. The fact that she was attempting to find him was also... no, he lacked enough information to even theorize, so he should not waste his time with ideas that were little better than random thoughts.
His time in the Adventurers Guild had convinced him that he would not find much help there. They might be useful as fireball fodder, but the opponents he faced now would make such weak adventurers almost useless. Worse than useless, if Danniah attempted to protect them. No, the only value that might come from them was information and perhaps Herena's mages.
Though he wanted to learn more, he didn't see any easy way of gathering information. Best to stay off the main streets for now in case Elleane kept looking for him. Instead of following his intended plans, he instead began winding through some of the smaller streets in search of an old ally, though he couldn't be certain the mage was still in Cresthaven.
It was remarkable how much his reputation had worked for him so far... Bloodwraith found himself wondering just how much the system could do. Those numbers had been mostly useless to him until now, so he found himself searching the boxes for more information. Eventually he uncovered a new box expanding from his core personal box.
[Name: Raigar
Titles: Raigar the Valorous, Raigar the Blade of Rage, Ouchyghost the Ragefister
Global Reputation: 338
Cresthaven Reputation: 920/1000
Manascas Reputation: 345/1000
Edsdam Reputation: 65/1000]
Several things immediately jumped out at him. First, Meara had somehow twisted this system before he even knew it existed. Second, he had a reputation in Edsdam for no logical reason - perhaps he was receiving credit for his companion's actions.
But most importantly, he was struck by how the local reputation values were listed as being out of a maximum value. The box gods liked filling out arbitrary requirements very much... if the reputation system followed the same rules, what might happen? Though he didn't want to waste any time on it if he had better things to do, Bloodwraith found himself curious about what he might be able to accomplish with this aspect of the box system.
In any case, he had a much more immediate priority. Bloodwraith's path had taken him into the small back section of Cresthaven where Khassfhit had last lived. He could only hope that the drakekin was still in residence, otherwise he would need to go on another side trip to gather information. It would have been wiser to ask Herena...
Fortunately, the small house was not only occupied, but Khassfhit was in. He looked up in surprise when he saw Bloodwraith looming outside, but after a time opened the door.
"Raigar. I can't say I expected to see you again. What can I do for you?"
"You're aware of the threats to Cresthaven?"
"All too aware. I was preparing to leave and go into hiding again." Khassfhit opened the door a little wider but stayed in the gap instead of inviting him in. "I'm guessing that you won't be doing the same. If you want me to take an active role, I'm afraid that can't happen. Adventuring has become too dangerous as of late and my interests led me elsewhere."
Bloodwraith wasn't sure whether or not that was a lie, because he noticed that Khassfhit had become Level 11 since they'd last seen one another. Of any of the old group, he was most likely to actually be useful. However, he would be a poor substitute for Gharavi, so for the time being Bloodwraith simply shrugged.
"I don't need you to fight alongside me, but I do need a bound spell of some kind. A scroll, a sphere, anything that will grant me explosive power that I can't otherwise access. Can you manage that?"
"Hmph. It would be easy enough to do, but can you afford to pay?"
Not having time for the drakekin's ego, Bloodwraith simply hefted his Extra-dimensional Bag. "I have been traveling for a long time and I have a large number of magical components that cannot be found in Cresthaven. If those are not sufficient to pay for your spellcraft, then I do not think your spellcraft is worth purchasing."
Khassfhit stared at him for a moment, then chuckled. "Alright, then, come on in."
Though Khassfhit negotiated for a Fellwolf pelt and a few other items, Bloodwraith only pretended to argue over the price so as not to arouse suspicion. In truth he was carrying more of the things than he needed, since they 'd already used the most valuable components for crafting. What mattered was that he had Khassfhit's agreement to make a magical weapon - it would come in handy if he needed to engage in any conflict before his allies returned.
If Herena and Khassfhit had both stayed in Cresthaven, he found himself wondering if Rhil'lahan was present as well. Not that it particularly mattered to him, since he didn't really like the elf. Danniah had been the only worthy one in that group anyway.
His visit to Khassfhit had burned enough time that he judged it safe to go back near the central regions of Cresthaven again. He wore his cloak just in case it would avoid a little attention, and it seemed to work to a limited degree. So long as Elleane didn't find him again, it was good enough. Though he wondered just what she was doing, he forced aside the unproductive speculation. Preparations first.
Soon enough Bloodwraith found himself on the street of shops. The adventurers there all recognized him, which was annoying, so he hurried to his destination. Haral's shop sat open like it always did, and the smith himself was working as usual. He looked up and grunted, almost as if no time had passed at all.
"I think you know why I'm here," Bloodwraith said.
Haral gave a grunt that might have been a laugh. "I'll open up the room."
They crossed to the room of salvaged artifacts, where Bloodwraith brought back his old technique of examining all their boxes rapidly. Unfortunately, there was nothing truly exceptional, not by the standards set by the equipment they'd crafted in the Testing Dungeon.
The only items that might be of use were the enchanted rings, but even there he was a bit disappointed. There was a Ring of Might and a Ring of Intellect, but both of those were inferior to the rings he currently wore. Still... his companions didn't all have a full set of rings and his money would be useless in the fight that was to come.
Bloodwraith took both rings and turned, only to find that Haral had stayed in the door. The smith watched him for a long moment, face unreadable, then spoke in a low voice. "Things are getting rough out there."
"They are." Bloodwraith said nothing else, giving the taciturn man room. Eventually the smith spoke up again as he walked out of the room, forcing Bloodwraith to follow him.
"I've seen a lot of things in this city. Some good Governors and some bad ones. Sometimes one Guild is on top and sometimes another. People like to panic but it's usually not worth it." Haral finally reached his forge, but didn't touch it, instead turning back to stare at Bloodwraith. "This time... am I getting old and scared, or is something different?"
If it had been anyone else in Cresthaven, Bloodwraith would have just said whatever he thought would get him what he wanted. Instead, he found himself answering honestly. "It's different."
Haral just grunted, as if satisfied to have his theory confirmed. "I didn't say anything, but I've always disliked something about the look in your eyes. You're not here for the sake of an adventure, are you?"
Instead of saying anything, Bloodwraith just stayed silent. That was answer enough and Haral actually let out a chuckle.
"Fair enough. I think this time, I'd better not ask questions." Haral bent down to a small shelf past his forge and carefully unlocked a cabinet. His body was positioned so that Bloodwraith couldn't see inside and he didn't try, letting the man keep his secrets. Eventually Haral straightened up and handed him a ring, which Bloodwraith automatically observed via the boxes.
[Old Man's Ring
Might +1, Vitality +1, Quickness +1
Physical Damage +10%
Physical Defense +10%
Rarity: Rare]
"I don't know what's going on," Haral said, "and I don't want to get involved. But take it."
Though Bloodwraith did so before the gruff old man could change his mind, he found himself lingering. "Why are you giving me this?"
"A man can't try to protect his city?"
"You didn't before, when Daek the Knife was slaughtering people in the streets. Why now?"
Haral turned away from him and went to pick up his hammer. He was silent for long enough that Bloodwraith thought he wouldn't answer, but eventually the smith spoke. "Long time ago, a young fellow came through Cresthaven. I went along with him and we had a right fine adventure. But that fellow never came back, and the longer I thought about him, the less I liked it." Haral finally glanced up at him for a brief moment. "I get the same feeling about you."
"I see." Bloodwraith closed his hand around the ring and nodded. "Thank you for the gift."
"Don't need any thanks. Just get out and do what you have to do."
Bloodwraith stepped out of the shop, the ring heavy in his hand. He should replace one of his current rings with it, but it was difficult to think about strategy at that moment. Had Haral fought alongside a previous player before Raigar? By any objective standard, it didn't matter.
Yet in another way, it did. The Outsiders didn't just leave behind dungeons and monsters and chaos, they left small ripples wherever they went. Most likely no one would ever know just how deep their influence went, but Bloodwraith knew that it had to end.
But now all the pieces had been set into motion and he wasn't sure what to do next.




Chapter 29
It took serious effort and concentration to bend the laws of the world, but Meara was growing used to it. Indeed, it seemed like compared to the Aesidh or Earthians, she was still a novice. But she still had a strong position to manipulate the systems, so she did her best to reach into the fabric of reality and find what they needed.
As a result, a pair of gloves plopped out onto the table and lay there uselessly.
That was actually a success, though it didn't feel like it. Not only had they successfully created another item without the need for Bloodwraith to be present, that was the last one. Meara felt a surge of power vanish into the distance, presumably going to Bloodwraith. She wasn't fast enough to note what it contained, but she was fairly certain it represented the completion of the quest.
"I'm surprised we managed it." Gharavi sat back, rubbing her eyes in the low light. "Drakeskin isn't an easy material to work with, even under better circumstances."
Meara leaned one arm on the table to smirk at her. "But we did. What do you say to the two of us going into business together? We could open a little shop and sell equipment to adventurers, retire every evening to-"
"Hard pass. Aside from completing the arbitrary 'quest', do you think any of this will do us any good?" Gharavi picked up the gloves and examined them with a frown. "The enchantment isn't bad, but I don't think we'll have much use for them. I suppose we could sell them, but that might attract more attention."
"Some of it will be useless, but not all. Those gloves you're holding..." Meara unfocused her eyes and tried to force her will against them, seeing as Bloodwraith would see...
[Drakeskin Gloves
Armor: 6
Might +3
Durability: 25/25
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
"Yes, I think these will work. They can't replace Danniah's gauntlets, but I'm pretty sure she can wear these underneath. Unless the enchantments interfere with one another."
"They'll probably work together, though you never can be sure when you start layering spells." Gharavi waved the issue aside with one hand. "More importantly, did you have any success with the poison on the knife?"
Meara couldn't help but grimace. "I confirmed the type of poison, but that was the most I could do. I guess a simple herbalist girl just isn't suited to create such things."
"Whereas simple herbalist girls do create drakeskin armor?"
"Apparently so!" Meara had a better quip in mind, but at that moment they were interrupted by the door opening. Since she knew it was Danniah, Meara wasn't concerned by her arrival, but the look on her face immediately captured her attention.
"Umm... I'd like to try something." Danniah came into the room and set a glass bottle down on the table - it hissed with a red liquid that trembled like it was boiling. Meara instinctively pulled her hand back from it, feeling the potential of the potion if not the details. "I showed the knife to some people at the Adventurers Guild and asked about ways to clear poisoning. They sold me a rare potion and said that it could purge my system... if I survive it."
Meara listened, but she was focused more on the potion, forcing a box to appear.
[Corporeal Purge
Drinking this potion will deal an immense amount of damage to the user, but in the process remove poisons and other physical effects, including some that would otherwise be permanent. Health buffs and enhancements will have no effect on survival, which will be determined primarily by the Vitality statistic. Survival is unlikely, but would increase Vitality and resistance to poisons.
Rarity: Uncommon]
While Meara looked at the box's grim pronouncements, Gharavi was shaking her head. "Danniah... this isn't a good idea. This isn't rare... well, there aren't many of them, but not because they're valuable or hard to make. They're rare because they'll most likely kill you."
"That's... I was pretty sure about that." Danniah squared her shoulders and stared at them. "But we need to fight our enemies and you can't keep slowing down to take care of me. I think I might be able to survive the potion, if we do things right."
Though Gharavi still looked skeptical, Meara began to nod. "Looking at the box, it does seem like you're well-suited to potentially survive it. I don't like taking a risk, but everything is risky right now. But we need to make sure to prepare for this."
"Yes, I was thinking about that too. Can you take me to that merchant the enchanter mentioned before? I'd like to get a bit tougher before I try this."
"Of course. We can make it there fast." Meara stood up to join Danniah, leaving Gharavi to frown skeptically at the deadly potion.
They headed back out into Edsdam, making their way to the secret market. As they went, Danniah seemed to grow stronger and moved more surely, as if making her decision had granted her new purpose. Still, there was one potential problem with the plan.
"A potion like that isn't going to come cheap, you know. I can't create potions that powerful and I'm not sure if we want to risk stealing one."
"No, I think we can afford it." Danniah reached to her stomach and tapped her armor. "Uh... I've been trying to save up money for a while. For the orphanage I've always talked about. But when I saw how much everyone was committed to this... I realized that I can't hold anything back. We need to treat this like our last fight or it might really be the last."
"That's admirable," Meara said, but she sensed the sorrow beneath Danniah's words. "You're right: you're not giving up on your goals. Just laying a foundation for them."
"Sometimes... I do worry that the orphanage will be something I always talk about and never do. That we'll just keep getting swept up in conflicts and I'll forget."
"Don't worry, we won't let you forget. I won't be satisfied until I can mercilessly mock Bloodwraith for being a protector of orphans."
Danniah gave a choked laugh and looked toward her, smile obvious even within her helm. "Thank you, Meara. With you saying it that way, it's easier to believe it."
"Of course, Danniah. Now, shall we get you ready to do something phenomenally stupid?"
They entered the hidden market and found the appropriate merchant, which was easy enough since Meara was quite familiar with potions. Even here, they only had a very small number of potions that the boxes declared increased Vitality.
But though Danniah picked up one of them, Meara found herself skeptical. All the boxes warned that the beneficial effect would decrease as the base statistic increased, and Danniah's Vitality had become extremely high indeed. Instead of any of the standard potions, Meara instead picked out another one that caught her eye:
[Greater Potion of Vitality
Permanently increases Vitality even for the strong. Effect decreases with extremely powerful attributes and subsequent potions.
Rarity: Rare]
It took aggressive negotiation to get it down to a price they could afford, even with Danniah sacrificing all her savings. But once they did, they still had several golds left over. Danniah began to look at the smaller Vitality potions, but Meara directed her attention to a different merchant altogether.
"Danniah, look at that necklace. Do you like it?"
"Umm..." Danniah eyed it uncomfortably as she spoke. "I'm not really a necklace person, Meara. My neck isn't very elegant, so I'd rather not draw att-"
"I'm sure you'd look like a pretty pretty princess, but I'm talking about the enchantments on the necklace. Here, let me explain..." With that, she read out the impression she'd managed to glean from her makeshift box.
[Necklace of Burning Fists
Might +3, Quickness +2, Flame Skills +25%
Rarity: Rare]
Though Danniah looked excited for a moment, she almost immediately turned her eyes downward. "It does seem good, but... shouldn't we focus solely on things that can make me tougher? I need to survive the poison before I can make any use of other equipment."
"Don't think that way - assume that you're going to survive and invest in your future self."
"Well... alright, Meara. I hope you're right." Though her voice sounded reluctant, Danniah did straighten up a little.
Negotiating for the necklace proved even more difficult, since they didn't have much left, but in the end they walked out with both items. On their way back to the inn, Danniah drank the Greater Potion of Vitality, saying that she didn't want to risk it getting stolen or broken somehow. It led to her entire body trembling and Meara needed to support her as if she was drunk, but it did seem to help her.
When they got back, Gharavi was pacing in the small room. As soon as they entered, she cast them a cool gaze. "If we're going to do this, we do it right. You'll wear your equipment, you'll go in properly enchanted, and we'll keep watch over you."
"Thanks, Gharavi." Danniah moved forward to touch the red potion, but then backed up to sit on the bed. "Alright, I leave myself in your hands."
First Meara used her knowledge of the boxes to make sure Danniah was wearing all their equipment that enhanced Vitality, though she wasn't sure if the enchantments would actually reach inside her. While they did that, she managed to create a potion that improved Vitality at the expense of all other statistics. Gharavi wove a simple healing and strengthening enchantment over the bed for an extra boost.
When it finally came time, Danniah stared at the potion a long time, then forced herself to drink it. She blinked a few times, then set down the bottle.
"Weird, I don't feel any dif-" She cut off the next instant, choking painfully as the magic seized her entire body. Meara and Gharavi had been prepared, catching her and laying her down on the bed.
For a while they just watched as Danniah twitched and groaned. She looked like she wanted to scream, but her teeth were locked closed. Worst of all, it seemed to just go on and on, with no sign of abating. Meara had planned to feed her some potions to help the process, but the way her neck was convulsing, she was afraid Danniah might choke.
They did other work while watching her, but the hours stretched on and on. Danniah stayed on the bed, all her muscles locking up as she twisted and groaned. It seemed clear that the process would not be finishing immediately, so eventually Gharavi rose with a sigh.
"I want to support her, but... it's getting to be the time that I need to pick up my staff from the enchanter."
"Go," Meara said. "Even if she's capable of noticing us, she'd get more encouragement out of the fact that you were moving forward instead of doting on her."
"Heh, I suppose that's true." Gharavi gently smoothed Danniah's hair away from her face on her way out, then headed into Edsdam.
Without Gharavi, Meara wasn't entirely sure what to do with herself. Watching Danniah in pain wasn't pleasant, but there was nothing more she could do to help. Once they did this, they should probably leave Edsdam. Maybe they could stop Marrin, but Meara was starting to feel that might be too difficult.
If they made any attempt, it would have to be to find this Governor's Ordeal. Based on the circumstances, the dungeon was definitely a source of Outsider magic, but Marrin either hadn't attempted it or didn't know where it was. Meara had tried to read the landscape of the boxes and had a fair idea where it might be, she was just afraid that it might end up becoming too time-consuming.
According to the local tales, the Governor's Ordeal had ten different floors, each larger and more dangerous than the last. There was also supposed to be some sort of magic that would prevent anyone from leaving, forcing them to finish it all at once or die. Since Meara doubted that anything within could be worth enough to delay that long, she wondered if they shouldn't ignore it and just go regroup with Bloodwraith. She hadn't needed to make a decision while Danniah was poisoned, but if she survived...
Gharavi returned, bearing her staff in one hand. It looked finished, the wood polished and the axe blades glittering. Yet when Meara looked at it through the boxes, she frowned.
[Incomplete Custom Weapon
Until finished, this weapon's enchantments are inactive. It can be used as an ineffective improvised weapon.
Rarity: N/A]
"It still isn't finished?" Meara asked. "You've gathered so many components and completed so many steps, I just assumed..."
"It's only lacking a core, which I was holding back." Gharavi smiled and pulled the Wand of Undead Dominion from its place at her side. "This artifact is powerful, but delicate, so I never liked wielding it alone. Now, it may not be perfectly suited for my magic, but... this is."
Gharavi then revealed the bone wand she had been gathering Outsider magic with. Apparently she was using both as cores for her staff, making it capable of firing more flexibly with more types of magic. Then she began fusing all three together.
Meara watched curiously, interested to see someone actually craft an object with real skills instead of cheating via the system. There was already a hole in the top of the staff between the axe blades, but Gharavi carefully widened it. Then she placed the bone wand into the hole before placing a plug of wood in the top and using a spell to fuse it all together. She repeated the same process with the Wand of Undead Dominion in the base of the staff.
As soon as she was done, the staff's box changed.
[Godseye Axe Staff
Special Traits: Intellect +7, Lightning Damage +29%, Outsider Damage +19%, Necromantic Power + 11%, Accuracy +34%
Damage: 15-16
Weapon Mana: 27/27
Durability: 30/30
Rarity: Custom (Very Rare-level quality)]
"My, my..." Meara could have led with snark, but she decided that this was a good time to let herself be impressed. "That is quite a weapon."
"It's superior to my old staff, and I was quite proud of that one." Gharavi stared over it, but her eyes didn't soften until she looked up at Meara. "Traveling with all of you has been quite good for me."
Using her new staff, Gharavi cast a few spells over Danniah that would ease her pain, if not help her in the survival process. But she was currently stirring less, having progressed while they were talking. She actually lay so still that Meara began to worry for her, despite the fact that her box declared that she was healthy.
Then, out of nowhere, Danniah sat up abruptly, gasping for breath. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot, but she had obviously survived. Meara came to sit beside her. "Good morning, Danniah. It looks like y-"
"Meara! Oh, gods, I could kiss you!"
"Didn't we agree to stop that kind of thing?" Despite her smirk, Meara did pull Danniah into an embrace. After holding her there for a while, she spoke softly. "How are you feeling?"
"I feel... good. Really good. Not just because the poison is gone, I actually feel a lot better!" Unable to contain herself, she jumped out of the bed, grabbed Gharavi in a crushing hug, and then gave a little laugh. "I feel like I could hit myself in the head with my own mace and I wouldn't even feel it."
"Maybe let's not do that just yet?" But even as Meara spoke, she saw a new box forming in front of Danniah...
[Congratulations! Your ally's natural Vitality has reached or passed 100!
Physical Resistance +25%
Magical Resistance +10%
Stamina Regeneration +10%
Constant in-combat health regeneration gained.
Resistance to poisons substantially increased.]
Though that was all good news, the last of the items made Meara smile. When she read the box aloud, Danniah shot her an astonished glance. "Seriously? I get resistance to poisons after I almost die from poison? That's useless!"
"Not at all," Gharavi said. "We're going to face Marrin again, after all. Since your body survived her poison once and you've gotten so much tougher, we'll leave that to you."
"You can count on me! Now come on, let's go clear out the Governor's Ordeal!"
"Are you sure you want to, after surviving all that?"
"Absolutely! We need to get ahead of that awful woman for once or this will have all been a waste!"
Meara raised a finger. "That's true, but I have a counterpoint: you have been sweating inside that armor for many hours. Take a moment to get over your excitement and smell yourself."
Danniah paused, sniffed, then blanched. "Okay, we don't have to go immediately..."
~ ~ ~
Once she was cleaned up a bit and fully equipped, Danniah felt on top of the world. She had a bad feeling that Marrin or the dungeon or something even worse was going to smash her back down again, but until that happened she was going to enjoy it. As they marched along out of Edsdam, she had a skip in her step that put her ahead of her companions despite her shorter stride.
From time to time, Meara bent down and picked up a large stone, placing it into her cloak. Eventually Danniah grew too curious and just had to ask. "What are you doing?"
"Practicing. The two of you are getting fancy new equipment and amazing skills, but I'm not allowed to have either." Meara put a hand on her forehead in exaggerated woe. "But if I increase my limits, at least I can serve as a pack mule for everyone..."
"Says the woman who can just cancel the magic of crazy Outsider box gods sometimes!"
"Sadly, it's a bit hard to practice that, since crazy Outsider box gods are less common than rocks."
They might have said more, but at that point Gharavi raised a hand. As usual she had been more focused forward, and now her vision was locked on something. "I think we might have arrived. Does that mound look like an entrance?"
Even before Gharavi pointed to it, Danniah saw the entrance to the Governor's Ordeal. It was a grassy mound that didn't look like much, so she could believe that it had been missed until now. If not for Meara's ability to lead them straight to it, they might never have found it at all. But knowing what they were looking for, it became clearer.
The mound had once been an entrance leading into the ground, but much of it had collapsed. There was a narrow channel that led deeper, but when Danniah peered in, she quickly realized that there was no way she could squeeze through, much less Gharavi.
"There's air flow through there," Gharavi said, "so there must be a large space below. But I don't think you can crawl through such a small space, even out of your armor."
"Let's clear it out, then!" Danniah set to work and Meara moved up beside her, smirking.
"You see? It all comes down to picking up rocks in the end..."
They worked together to pull rocks from the collapsed area and shoved them at Meara, who somehow swallowed all of them into her cloak. Usually Danniah didn't think about it, but it was crazy how she could do that. The work wasn't very fast, so Danniah decided to fill the silence with planning.
"I've heard a lot about how big the Governor's Ordeal is, but I was thinking we can try to clear it faster than normal. Meara can go first and trigger the traps, plus pull the monsters back toward us. If we can find a narrow corridor, I'm pretty sure I can hold them off and Gharavi can zap them from a distance. Maybe if we rush, we can get down several floors before Marrin has a chance to find us."
"Are we sure the Ordeal will still be active?" Gharavi asked. "It's been blocked off for some time. Even if they have air, surely the monsters would have died and the traps all worn down."
"I don't know, I've heard a lot about the powerful magic in this place. According to rumors, the third floor is a maze that's constantly changing, and the sixth floor is different for everyone who enters, and nobody knows anything about the ninth or tenth floors. I think it could have survived."
Meara nodded in agreement. "Plus, this place is supported by Outsider magic. They really seem to like their traps. Actually, I suspect that everything about these dungeons and crypts isn't really natural to our world, even if people have gotten used to them."
"Huh, you might be right." Gharavi paused her work, considering that for a time. "I certainly encountered far more of this sort of thing once I joined you than in all my prior travels."
"I know it's not a ritual site," Danniah said, "but do you think you'll be able to absorb any of the magic here? There must be a way, since Marrin is doing it, but I have no idea how that will work."
"There's likely a core of power somewhere. The biggest problem will be reaching it, since no doubt it's on the very lowest floor of the Ordeal."
Working together, they managed to clear the staircase down. Though there had been a secondary cave-in lower, that one wasn't large enough to impede them. Meara pulled out her usual mana torch and headed in front as they reached the first corridor.
As they walked down it, the natural light from the entrance behind them grew dimmer and dimmer. Danniah braced herself for traps or a fight, her eyes flickering around the small area that the torch could illuminate. They hadn't yet reached the first chamber when Gharavi raised a hand and spoke in a low whisper.
"There's something dangerous ahead, but I can't tell what. I'll start with lightning, but if it attacks too quickly... Danniah, I'll count on you to hold it off."
"You got it!" Danniah nodded and got a better grip on her shield. But before she was completely ready, Meara moved forward, torch expanding into the room.
Taking a deep breath, Danniah headed forward to face the monster...
Izzy sat on top of a pile of weapons, armor, and monster pieces. She had been picking her teeth with a bone, but when she saw them, she swallowed the bone whole and leapt up, waving her arms.
"Hello! I'm so glad you finally found me because I couldn't smell you at all and I had no idea where you were!"
Though a bit dumbfounded, Danniah moved forward and happily embraced Izzy. It soon became clear that the ghoul had appeared not far from the entrance. She had tried to find them, but when she couldn't even find their scents, she'd instead gravitated toward the smell of undead and monsters. After crawling through the narrow entrance, one thing had led to another and...
"Really?" Danniah couldn't help but stare at Izzy. "What about all the traps?"
"Dodged 'em!"
"And the monsters?"
"Ate 'em!"
Meara chuckled and Danniah realized that she must have known Izzy was there and intentionally said nothing. In any case, that abruptly made their job much easier. Izzy cheerfully led them down to the lowest level, showing them all the quickest paths. Unlike the Testing Dungeon, where the traps were powered by some alien force, here the traps had already spent themselves and lay on the floor harmlessly.
So in surprisingly short order, they all found themselves on the bottom level. There was some sort of treasure room, but whatever it contained had been looted a long time ago. That is... the physical treasure had been looted. Gharavi bent down and raised her staff, beginning the ritual to extract the Outsider magic from the dungeon.
When they'd done that in the past, there had always been undead attacks. This time there was nothing, either because Izzy had eaten everything in range or because it wasn't a summoning ritual like the others. In any case, it took them a shockingly short amount of time to finish, then they headed back up to the ground floor.
Instead of days underground, barely any time had passed. Though part of her had been looking forward to testing her new strength on the Governor's Ordeal, Danniah was glad that they had gotten through quickly and even more glad to be finally reunited with Izzy. Even if Marrin had attacked just then, she didn't think anything could ruin her good mood.
Yet as they neared Edsdam, Meara began to wince and hold her head. Izzy moved close and looked at her in concern, but Meara just shook her head. Gharavi frowned and began playing with her bone necklace the way she always did when there was Outsider magic involved. Her eyes widened, but she refused to say anything.
When they got within sight of Edsdam, Danniah immediately knew that something was wrong: some sort of blue crystal spider sat atop the tallest building on the highest hill. It was big, almost as big as a house, yet nobody seemed to notice it. Surely all the thieves would have gone and stolen the crystal...
"We shouldn't go back." Gharavi spoke in a very low voice. "I don't know what that thing is, but it's different than what we've seen before."
"A monster?" Izzy asked. Gharavi shook her head.
"No, it's not designed to fight. I think... I think it alters our world on a fundamental level. Just getting this close, my necklace is already reacting."
Danniah frowned up at the creature, wondering what it was doing to Edsdam. "Do we need to stop it?"
"No." Meara finally opened her eyes and turned to face all of them. "I think Marrin was cleaning up here in order to prepare for that thing. I agree with Gharavi - we don't want to get anywhere near it. It's warping the world terribly... maybe we'd be able to resist, but I don't want to risk it for no reason. We have our cure and all the magic we're likely to get from this place."
"Then do we go...?"
"Yes. Back to Cresthaven and the Forest of Beginnings."




Chapter 30
The bandits charged Bloodwraith from all sides, brandishing their weapons and attacking as one. They rushed him from every angle, some leaping from nearby rocks, others releasing crossbow bolts from their vantage points. Those on the ground thrust forward, intending to hit him evenly from every direction so there was no way he could defend.
This strategy was unwise.
Bloodwraith released a Shout of Rage that cascaded out from him, the dome of force smashing through all the bandits charging him. Some were sent tumbling over the ground while others crashed into the nearby rocks and crumpled. All of the bolts and arrows launched at him were knocked aside like leaves in a storm.
Several of the ranged attackers were outside the dome of his shout, though they were too shocked to release anything else at him. Bloodwraith raised a hand and began knocking them over with bursts of force, one after another.
The last of them ran with a terrified scream, but Bloodwraith was on him in an instant. Even when they tried to sprint, they seemed so slow. Though he could have easily drawn his sword and cut the man in half, Bloodwraith instead just tapped him in the back of the head, sending him tumbling to the ground. With that, the so-called battle was over.
[Victory! You received 17 EXP.]
That was essentially worthless to him, but Bloodwraith hadn't been fighting them for the sake of the EXP. There were multiple reasons he had been going after random bandits, but one of them was the box that appeared next in his vision.
[Shout of Rage skill reached level 10!
Damage dealt is increased by 5%!
Concussive force is increased by 10%!
Shockwave range is increased by 25%!]
Excellent. The slight improvement in the skill might not have a great benefit, but it gave him an extra edge, while more EXP would mean nothing until he reached the next Level. By pretending to be Cresthaven's savior, Bloodwraith had been taking opportunities to round out his skills. Two-Handed Weapons and Undead Companion were still stuck at 19, so he wasn't sure about the potential benefits for reaching 20.
The one skill he hadn't attempted to increase was Rage of Rage, even though it stood at a mere 8. Not only might using it lead him to make a mistake, it also might interfere with the other reason he was bothering with this tedium.
[Quest Complete!
Defeated the Cresthaven bandits.
Local Reputation +15
Governor Andinn Affection +5
EXP +250]
As the box appeared, he heard a cheer go up from the guards. They had only just arrived and found him amid all the strewn bodies. Bloodwraith turned and raised a hand to them, glad that his helm prevented him from having to fake an expression. So far he had done an excellent job establishing himself as a silent warrior, which saved him a lot of trouble.
It also seemed to do nothing to hurt his reputation. As he headed back to the city, leaving the guards to take care of all the bandits, he checked the relevant box again.
[Cresthaven Reputation: 965/1000]
Substantially closer to reaching the limit. He could have already reached 1000 if he hadn't been focusing on more important things. Though it was getting harder to find safe ways to increase his reputation, when he was painting such a big target on his back.
While he headed back, Bloodwraith glanced at the fallen bandits one more time. He hadn't killed them mostly because that seemed to play better with the peasants, but he wondered what the correct choice would be. Now that he considered it carefully, there seemed to be far too many bandits around Cresthaven: was it because the people were poor, or because the box gods wanted bandits as enemies?
He wished Meara was there, as she would likely have insight into the matter. But it didn't really matter in the end, since he could just eliminate them to improve his reputation. With any luck he could bait Belkarin into making a mistake, but at minimum he was increasing his base of resources. So long as the balance between Earthian and Aesidh magic didn't break before the others arrived, he hoped it would go well. Maybe he could even make them believe his allies had been eliminated and thus underestimate him.
Though his allies didn't seem able to send messages as they'd planned, he knew they were alright because the boxes kept reminding him. He'd received a notification about Danniah increasing a level and Gharavi repairing her staff, both of which came with EXP bonuses that dwarfed the trivial rewards from his work. Nothing from Izzy except steady NP gains, which bothered him a bit, but so long as she was eating things she was clearly still alive.
The stranger thing was that his companions were apparently taking and completing quests. Why that would be their priority, he wasn't sure, but he could only assume they had their reasons. His own actions would have seemed strange without knowledge of the situation, after all.
So far their combined efforts had increased his EXP to 174,341/2,214,338. That was still far enough that he thought it wise to focus on individual skills and equipment rather than trying to gather more EXP, but he wondered how much all the Outsiders would be worth. If he managed to survive the battle, they could very well take him to the next Level, or perhaps even higher...
All of Bloodwraith's thoughts were swept aside as he realized that Elleane was standing in the center of the path, blocking his way back to Cresthaven. So it had finally happened.
"You've been avoiding me." Elleane drew her sword, but only placed it in the dirt in front of her and settled her hands around the guard. Bloodwraith decided to play the fool.
"I've been fighting for the people of Cresthaven!"
"Don't try that." Elleane's face, normally so pure-hearted, twisted in a sneer. "The Outsider told us that you aren't the real person chosen for this role. But I suppose there's no such thing, is there? It was all some joke by alien gods to mock us."
He had been planning for this meeting for some time, but Bloodwraith hadn't expected that. He found himself looking over Elleane again, trying to determine anything suspicious. But she seemed just as obnoxiously noble as she had in the very beginning, aside from her words. The only thing he learned was that the boxes classified her as Level 25, with everything else unknown.
"Well? Aren't you going to say anything?"
"Why should I?" Bloodwraith unhooked his sword and pointed it in her direction, both to make a statement and to be prepared in case she decided to attack. "For all the words you shout on the streets, I know nothing of your true motivations. The last time I met you, you were working as the Outsiders' toy - why should I believe anything changed?"
"Because I saw the truth." Elleane scowled down at her sword. "They've been manipulating my memory for years... I don't know how long. But when the Outsiders began to fight one another, the scales over my eyes were lifted."
"And so you rebelled? What do you think you can do against your creators?"
"They did not create me!" Elleane let out a scream and raised her sword toward him. "I had a life! A family! They took all that from me!"
"Then you understand the real enemy." Bloodwraith lowered his sword to the ground, though he kept it ready because he didn't like the unhinged look in her eyes. "Why are you running around Cresthaven calling out vague warnings? How does that do anything to strike back at them?"
"Because the way to them is... warded. I tried to enter, but I can no longer pass. But there is a way... yes, there is a way..."
She seemed calmer, if not entirely stable. Bloodwraith wasn't sure what to make of it, but decided he needed to push this angle while he had a chance. "What way is that?"
"I cannot tell you here... too many ears are listening. You never can tell who they control." She shivered, then all at once sheathed her sword and looked every inch the noble knight. "If you wish to be Raigar in truth instead of a selfish fool, meet me at midnight at the hill a mile east of Cresthaven. There I will explain everything and perhaps we can be allies."
With that, she marched away. Bloodwraith slowly hooked his sword, surprised that the encounter had ended without a fight. Technically that was good, since information was more valuable than arbitrary points at this stage, but he had honestly been hoping that he could kill her, both to harvest the death energy and to give her equipment to his companions.
This meeting, however... attending it was more important than any trivial quests he could do around town, so there was no question that he would go. That didn't mean he would go unprepared.
Bloodwraith ran the rest of the way to Cresthaven, ignoring the cheering citizens, and got back into his robe disguise. It kept them off enough for him to visit Herena and Khassfhit, finally taking the magical artifacts from each of them. When the time came, he would be ready for whatever stood in his way.
~ ~ ~
As it drew closer to midnight, Bloodwraith walked toward the hill to meet Elleane. He had hoped that his companions would show up in time, but it seemed that he was going alone. For a brief moment he'd considered bringing Herena and Khassfhit as backup, but that seemed like it could potentially lead to bigger problems.
With every step he took, something tickled in the back of his mind that left him deeply uneasy. He didn't think he was missing a fact, it was some deeper part of him trying to say that it had noticed something. Normally he might dismiss such impressions, but it had been made clear that the box systems often worked on the level of intuition.
In any case, all his eyes could see was Elleane standing alone on top of the hill. Just in case, Bloodwraith drank one of the potions from Meara that he had remaining, then he trekked up the hill to meet her.
"You came." Elleane had been watching but now turned away from him, casting her eyes down. "I wondered... when you appeared in the Forest... I was sure you would be our savior. That you would go forth and change the world for the better..."
"Some of the Outsiders you led did." Not strictly true, but he needed more information from her and wanted to keep her stable. Unfortunately, Elleane immediately shook her head.
"I don't think they did... not equal to all the pain they caused... and it was all a lie, anyway..."
"You already knew that. Why did you ask me here?"
"I still thought... even if it was all corrupted... why couldn't you come and help us? Is it... wrong to hope for a better world? I..."
Her head dropped lower, almost as if she was drifting to sleep. Bloodwraith wondered if there was more wrong with her than he'd originally suspected and started to move closer, but at that moment there was a footstep behind him.
When he turned, he discovered Belkarin standing on the opposite side of the hill.
"I'm glad we finally get this chance to talk." The Aesidh glanced down at his fingernails idly, but there was tension all through his body. "Sorry for having her trick you here, but I assumed you wouldn't be willing to talk to me directly."
"What's wrong with her?" Even though a potential conversation with Belkarin was worth more than one with Elleane, he couldn't let go of his uneasiness.
"She's recovering from their control. There would have been no way she could have escaped them if I had not helped, but our help..." Belkarin gave a languid shrug. "I'm not very good at being gentle and I don't care enough to bother. All that matters is defeating our mutual enemy."
"So that's what this is about." Bloodwraith began to walk to the side to get to a better position, though he set his hand on his Extra-dimensional Bag instead of reaching for his sword. "Give me a clear offer soon or I'll assume you're up to something."
"The Mirror Court believes we should cooperate with the Earthians, or at least the largest faction does. I've always considered this absurd. Making ourselves servants to such dull humans? It cannot be countenanced. This is a chance to strike back at them and seize back one of their worlds for our own."
"I'm not seeing an incentive for us."
"You must understand, now that I have decided to play this game... I would like to win. Your world is a piece on the board and I would gladly sacrifice it if necessary. Indeed, I have already sacrificed much to bind the Earthian here." Belkarin finally looked him in the eye, without any amusement in his expression. "If you work with us, using the Earthian system against them, we will be able to attack him in a less destructive way. This is far more convenient for me, and coincidentally it will not require us to ruin your world. So it seems we have something in common."
Bloodwraith kept walking slowly. "And what promise do we have that you won't turn on us as soon as you've gained control?"
Belkarin simply laughed. "Is my word not enough for you? This is not a negotiation - I will not give promises to lesser beings. But consider this: our amusements are much less cruel than theirs. All we want is to harvest a bit of magic from your world and maybe hunt some of the inhabitants for sport. We would not reshape it into a game and rob millions of their freedom. You don't interest us enough for that."
"I suppose if you were lying, you'd pick better lies. Alright, what is this plan to fight the Earthians?"
"Mmm, I'm afraid I can't tell you that quite so simply. We Aesidh have long ago learned that lesser beings can be rather treacherous. If we are to work together, I am going to need some insurance."
"I don't like the sound of that. What kind?"
"Involuntary." As Belkarin spoke, reality rippled around them and an illusion fell away. Even as it did so, several spells flew at Bloodwraith from multiple sides, but he let out a roar and the shockwave of force canceled them.
He was surprised to find that several pierced his counterattack, but not unprepared. Even as Bloodwraith ducked and spun, dodging the attacks, he plunged his hand into his Extra-dimensional Bag and got ready.
There were Fellsilvered creatures all around the hill now. Three other Aesidh, the shardwings, the dragon, multiple adventurers, and more. While Bloodwraith was staring at them, Elleane rushed toward him with surprising speed for someone wearing so much armor. She grabbed his upper arms, binding them in place and keeping him from drawing his greatsword.
Her eyes were pure silver. That explained her strange behavior, but he marveled that the Aesidh had held back the fact that they could use their infection this way. They seemed careless, but they played a long game.
"Don't worry, this will be over soon." Belkarin walked up nearby and touched Elleane's shoulder, imparting some power to her. "I was thinking of keeping you as a puppet, like her, but on second thought that might be more dangerous. If you are a mad brute, better to simply throw you at our opponent."
Silver liquid began to slide from Elleane's hands onto his armor, but the enchantments repelled it. He knew they wouldn't last forever, not against Outsider magic. If the silver did reach his skin, he wasn't sure if he would have resistance as Gharavi did. And even if he had "immunity", that was only another type of magic that could eventually be overcome.
But none of that really mattered, because Bloodwraith had the Scepter of Annihilation pointed at Elleane's chest.
The beam of pure destructive light tore through her, annihilating everything but her arms. Just as he'd planned, the beam was aiming at Belkarin as well as the majority of the Fellsilvered creatures leading up to the dragon. In an instant it tore through them, vaporizing a large portion of the Aesidh forces until it hit the dragon.
Though the beam tore into part of the dragon's shoulder and one wing, it fizzled out before the dragon could even receive a serious injury. Either the beam's power had been reduced by burning through so many opponents, or the dragon had simply been too strong for it to overcome.
Still, Bloodwraith looked over the destruction with a sense of satisfaction. Belkarin and one of the three Aesidh had been caught in the beam, while the other two were on the ground, stunned. Several of the Fellsilvered adventurers had been caught, along with multiple monsters and one of the shardwings.
Another Fellsilvered creature attacked him from behind, but that was where Khassfhit's weapon came in. Bloodwraith caught the beast with one arm and shoved the flask into its mouth, then hurled it into the others. Once it hit, it exploded, sticky flames spreading over many of them. It was nowhere near as potent as the Scepter of Annihilation, but it burned away many of the Fellsilvered pieces and it spread chaos everywhere, which gave him enough time to invoke Herena's spell...
Except something was shifting beside him. Bloodwraith threw himself back barely in time to avoid a flashing saber that had aimed at his neck.
He landed some distance away, his greatsword in one hand and the spell invocation in the other. If his greatest concern was security he should have retreated then, before any of the other creatures could attack him, but he found himself hesitating so that he could watch.
The air rippled and Belkarin appeared where he had been standing earlier - his approach must have been an illusion. Though there was an amused smile on his face, his eyes were very hard.
"An amusing stroke of luck."
"It wasn't luck," Bloodwraith said. "The thing about us malicious villain types is that the double-crosses become very easy to predict."
"You fool. You will never leave here alive."
Bloodwraith said nothing, shifting the position of the invocation for easier use.
"Even if you do, we will tear Cresthaven apart looking for you. This struggling is foolish. Submit to us and you will reduce your world's suffering."
"You think I care if you slaughter everyone in Cresthaven? Go ahead. You'll just be wasting your strength and weakening yourself for the fight with the Earthians."
"Bah!" Belkarin jabbed a hand and stepped forward carelessly. Almost carelessly enough that Bloodwraith considered taking a swing at him, but he held back. "We can simply infect everyone in the city and our army will grow!"
"If you could do that, you would have already done so. No, I think your infection is vulnerable to the Earthian's control, so you need to use it carefully. You won't do a damn thing because you can't do anything. If this is a game to you, you're losing badly."
Belkarin hissed and then shouted a word in another language. The other Aesidh and all the Fellsilvered creatures began to rush forward, so Bloodwraith didn't take any more risks: he poured mana into the spell invocation and let it take over him.
In a spinning rush, he abruptly found himself standing in the gardens of a Cresthaven manor. Several nearby nobles jumped in shock, as if no one had warned them about the agreement with Herena. Perhaps they actually hadn't known, but that was no longer his concern. What mattered was that his plan, improvised as it was, had been successful.
Moments later, he got a wonderful confirmation of that.
[Victory! You received 633,937 EXP.]
The power tasted sweet, but even sweeter was eliminating such a large percentage of Belkarin's army. Maybe he could infect more people, but Bloodwraith doubted that he could replace Elleane, an Aesidh, a shardwing, and high Level adventurers so easily. Though the Scepter of Annihilation now hung useless in his hand, it had been worth it.
It wasn't long before Herena came rushing out of the manor, wearing robes instead of her armor. Her eyes widened when she saw him and she came to stand at his side. "Is... is everything alright?"
"Not as good as it could be." Bloodwraith rolled his shoulders, trying to cast off some of the tension. "I killed many of our opponent's monsters and injured his dragon, but I failed to kill the man himself. I don't think he'll retaliate, but we should prepare Cresthaven just in case."
"At this time of night? I suppose it wouldn't stop him..." Herena bit her lip and nodded. "My family can prepare to some degree, but we'll need Governor Andinn's permission for anything more serious. The most I could do there is get you another audience - unless you can convince him yourself, this isn't going to work."
"I'll see what I can do." Bloodwraith nodded to her and sat down in the garden, taking a moment to collect his thoughts.
He had been expecting betrayal of some kind, but not exactly that. Making his decisions so quickly, particularly committing his most powerful weapon, had left him slightly disoriented. Still, he thought it had gone acceptably well. Not only had he eliminated some of his opponent's most powerful assets, he'd learned of two of his opponent's secret weapons.
Would Belkarin attack Cresthaven just to get at him? Though the Aesidh seemed nonchalant in his cruelty, he was no fool. While he certainly had no moral qualms against slaughtering civilians, Bloodwraith thought that Belkarin was too aware of the Earthian threat to allow his emotions to gain control.
Unfortunately, Bloodwraith had to admit that he had been bluffing. Though he wouldn't hesitate to make necessary sacrifices, or to save Danniah's life instead of a citizen of Cresthaven, he couldn't stand by and let them be slaughtered. As much as they annoyed him sometimes, they were part of his world. He might not be their protector, but he wasn't so cold as to simply write them off.
As he tried to decide how he felt about that, Bloodwraith was surprised by a box he hadn't even vaguely expected:
[Undead Companion "Izilthor" wants to spend Necromancy Points on the following trait:
Hello, Da!
Cost: 1 NP
Meara says I can talk to you like this but I don't really get it. Danniah and everybody found me and now we're coming to find you! What else should I say? Oh, Gharavi got a bunch of the magic you wanted! Meara says we can use it to counteract some other big magic.
I miss you a lot. There were tasty things to eat here but it's better to eat with everybody.
I'm not sure what else to say and I'm not sure how to stop the message. Danniah, you say something to Da too! Oh, she can't? That's too bad.
Anyway, Da, we're coming to find you but it's still a long way. See you soon! Meara, how do I st-
NOTE: This trait appears to be fundamentally broken and will not provide any benefit.]
Bloodwraith stared at the trait turned message, wrestling with emotions he wasn't sure how to name. It was easier to focus on the important confirmations: all his allies had gathered, they had acquired more Outsider magic, and they were coming to join him. Those were all good things, so it was only logical to feel glad.
Before that point, he hadn't been sure about how exactly he was going to play the situation with the Governor. Hearing from Izzy put him in a new frame of mind. He'd already believed that they needed to win the conflict no matter what, but he hadn't thought through what that really meant. In this case, it would mean swallowing his pride.
Soon after, Herena returned to the garden. "Raigar, I've gotten you an audience with the Governor, but it's going to be tense. Are y-"
"Tell me, Herena, does Governor Andinn have any particular foods or gifts he likes?"
"Uh..." She stared at him for a moment before shrugging. "He's extremely fond of certain types of cheese."
"Do you think he would like a hundred individual gifts of it?"




Chapter 31
There were several days of uncomfortable peace, during which Bloodwraith did his worst. After that followed several days of skirmishing, for which he was fully prepared. Not due to any great power or tactical genius on his part, but mostly because of one simple box:
[Cresthaven Reputation: 1000/1000 (Glorious)]
Some of the arbitrary numbers became more difficult as they neared key levels, but not Reputation. It had been a minor skirmish with Fellsilvered bandits and then he'd hit 1000 and people had suddenly begun treating him with even more respect. He wasn't sure if he could command people to kill themselves, but sometimes he wondered.
"Blade of Rage, sir?" The soldier approached him and Bloodwraith realized they wouldn't do one thing: call him by a different name. It was stuck enough that now he didn't want to risk ruining the effect. He turned to scowl down at the soldier who had interrupted his planning.
"What is it?"
"Your squad of adventurers has been pinned outside the city and they are requesting backup."
"My squad of adventurers?" Bloodwraith nearly shouted at the soldier before remembering that the man wasn't responsible. It couldn't be his allies, could it? No, Izzy would have sent him a message directly. "I never authorized such a thing. Just who is that?"
Though the soldier looked shocked, he rushed on. "But, he said... the two of you had been companions for a long time..."
"Never mind. Give me the location and I'll take care of this."
Bloodwraith received the details from the soldier and then stalked away, turning the issue over in his mind angrily. Just when he thought the boxes had a grip on everyone, this happened and some fool adventurer ruined his plans. The fact that it had been a man was another sign that it couldn't possibly be his real allies, though Bloodwraith hoped they would arrive soon.
Instead of going to the front, Bloodwraith instead stalked his way to the tower nearest the gates. It was secure except in the event of a dragon attack, and nowhere was safe if the dragon attacked, so that was where the city's commanders and nobles stayed to plan. Bloodwraith preferred to avoid them, but they still controlled many valuable forces.
As he entered, the leaders turned to look at him. First among them was the Governor, and the box that came along with him displayed the second reason Bloodwraith had been able to manipulate the city so effectively:
[Governor Andinn Affection: 100/100 (Loyalty)]
It turned out that "Affection" was just as easily earned with political leaders as with random bar wenches. A few compliments and gifts of fine cheeses and Governor Andinn was willing to do almost anything for him. Since it allowed him to accomplish his plans, Bloodwraith should have been happy, yet...
He possessed the strength to lift boulders, powerful necromancy, and the system of the box gods themselves... and he was spending his time seducing random officials with gifts. If Meara ever learned of this, she would never let him hear the end of it.
"A group of adventurers has engaged the enemy and become trapped," Bloodwraith said. "I am going to assist them personally, but we can assume the enemy will target me. Ready the ballistas to fire, use the magically-enhanced bolts, and turn them toward the locations I give you..."
Leading the fights himself was risky, but had proved the most effective strategy so far. For one, it had improved his reputation rapidly with both the people and the commanders. For another, it allowed him to reduce Belkarin's forces over time and keep him focused on Bloodwraith personally instead of the city or the Forest of Beginnings. It was a delaying action, but it had worked so far.
Since he wasn't asking them to commit troops, all the commanders rapidly agreed to his plan. With that, Bloodwraith strode out of the tower and through the gate, headed to find this new source of conflict. Whatever fool adventurer had started another skirmish without his permission would pay for such idiocy.
It took him some time to wind through the defenses set up around the city walls, ignoring the cheers from the defenders. Gods, they were so annoying. Did the box gods truly want the praise of such mindless sycophants? Then again, thinking of Raigar, perhaps they did.
When he finally spotted a group of Fellsilvered wolves ahead, Bloodwraith unhooked his greatsword and began to sprint. There weren't so many, so unless the adventurers were completely incompetent, they should have been able to extract themselves. Fully destroying Fellsilvered creatures was one thing, but disabling them enough to retreat wasn't difficult.
He arrived and cut through two of the wolves in a single swipe, yet his focus wavered as he saw the adventurers he was supposed to assist. Herena and Khassfhit were there, which didn't speak well of their judgment, but they weren't the ones responsible for this.
No, that was Rhil'lahan. The tall elf danced around the enemies, his twin curved blades flashing. It was graceful, elegant... and not very effective, since such superficial cuts were next to useless against Fellsilvered enemies. Bloodwraith saw that his box listed him as Level 9, so he hadn't even advanced very much.
Cutting down the wolves was simple enough, but Bloodwraith was more concerned about the secondary attack. Keeping one eye on the sky, he angrily turned to the group.
[Victory! You received 4286 EXP and eight Fellsilvered Corpses.]
Mentally shoving the box aside, he focused on the three adventurers. "These body parts can still fight, so we should step away from them. Then you can explain yourselves."
"What is there to explain?" Rhil'lahan ran a hand through his long, shiny hair as they moved to higher ground. "We wanted to help protect Cresthaven against the enemy, so we headed out to strike a blow against them. The fact that you came to help us just means that the old group's back together, eh?"
Abruptly Bloodwraith realized that even if they had been ineffective, they also hadn't been in very much danger. That was most likely fully intentional, so he began to suspect their ploy. He glowered at the other two, and Herena blushed while Khassfhit had the decency to look guilty. Rhil'lahan, on the other hand, just kept smiling.
"What do you say, Raigar? Should we slay some more of the enemy, or return to the city?"
"You'd like that, wouldn't you?" Bloodwraith folded his arms as he realized the plan: Rhil'lahan wanted to unite them in the eyes of the citizens, to bask in Raigar's glory. Idiot. "You don't think I see what you're doing?"
"Maybe you do, but does it matter?" Rhil'lahan leaned closer and smiled smugly. "You can't keep fighting alone like this. The fact that we'll be the ones to support you is no skin off your back."
"And can you help me against that?" Bloodwraith stabbed one finger to the side, where the Fellsilvered dragon was advancing toward them, the beats of its wings impacting the ground with gusts of wind. Though Rhil'lahan paled slightly, he didn't back down.
The remaining shardwing flew ahead of the dragon and there were several Fellsilvered horses running underneath it as well. Though the shardwing was a serious threat and the horses were fast, overall their only purpose was to delay him until the dragon could arrive. One of the ballistas on the city wall tried to fire at the group, coming far short. Hopefully the others would actually obey his orders and wait until they were in range.
Yet despite all that, Rhil'lahan managed to smile again. "I guess we're outmatched this time... old comrade. I suppose we should retreat to Cresthaven together, then?"
"Fine then. Let's go." It irritated him, but Bloodwraith decided that he didn't ultimately care. Glory or reputation in Cresthaven was utterly irrelevant to him - this was merely a good way to use his time while waiting for the opportunity to truly strike.
As they headed back, the group stayed close to him, which was only sensible. Rhil'lahan gave a low laugh and spoke with forced casualness. "Despite the circumstances, it's almost like old times, yes? The whole group is back together."
"Danniah isn't here."
"Ah, yes... but I think you can more than fill her role, so there's little difference."
Before they could say any more, the ground shook as two trolls stepped into their path. They didn't roar, didn't pound their chests, didn't do anything except advance with their silver eyes locked on him. Bloodwraith cursed as he realized that they must have been lying in wait, letting him pass them before blocking his main path back to the city. Belkarin was growing used to his patterns and had planned for it.
"Stun them, then break through!" He gave the order as he drew his sword and prepared to Enrage a slash. Some Fellsilvered creatures had received little Aesidh magic, just serving as distractions, but he doubted these trolls were among them. With such powerful bodies, even severed arms could prove a threat...
Khassfhit launched a sphere of flame that exploded, but the fires flickered over the trolls' bodies without doing much good. Herena tried for a holy spell, but it did nothing because the Fellsilver power was alien, not unholy. For his part, Rhil'lahan rushed forward with fancy spins and slashes at the edges of the trolls' range.
Bloodwraith realized that this could actually prove deadly. The trolls alone would be dangerous enough, but as he glanced over his shoulder he saw that the shardwing and horses were getting close, and the dragon wasn't too far behind.
As he used a slash of force to keep the trolls at bay, Bloodwraith considered simply abandoning them to reach safety. It wouldn't be fair to Khassfhit or Herena, but they had been stupid enough to join Rhil'lahan in this idiocy. Just as Bloodwraith was trying to weigh his options, another box appeared in his vision.
[Victory! You received 17,993 EXP and nineteen Fellsilvered Corpses.]
For the first time, Bloodwraith felt actual happiness at seeing the overly cheery victory message. On a few occasions in the past he had felt relief, but this time he felt true joy. Because he was still engaged in combat with the trolls, the message could only mean one thing: his allies had finally arrived.
Would he need to give some sort of signal? Bloodwraith immediately realized it was unnecessary because Meara would know his exact location. He grinned as he gripped his sword tighter and prepared to strike.
"New group from the east!" Bloodwraith called. But the others didn't react fast enough and were taken off guard despite his warning.
Bloodwraith dodged aside from the first Fellsilvered horse and swung low to the ground, his greatsword severing all four of its limbs. That one went down, but the others were stampeding directly at him. He managed to spin aside from one, but another struck him, sending him stumbling to the side even if not injuring him much.
Only after he had blunted the force of the charge did Khassfhit finally manage to throw some fire at the charging horses. He should have been targeting the shardwing, which was now getting ready to dive from above, but perhaps his spells wouldn't be able to penetrate the defensive plates. With so many opponents around him even before the dragon arrived, Bloodwraith realized that he was going to have a difficult time, but at that moment, it finally happened.
A massive shard of ice stabbed into the shardwing from above, penetrating one wing before it smashed against its body. Not enough to destroy it, but the force sent it spiraling to the side, struggling to stay in the air instead of diving at them.
Looking to the source, Bloodwraith saw Gharavi standing on a nearby rocky crag, wielding a new staff. Though the Fellsilvered horses had circled around and were stampeding again, a small figure began to dart between them, knives flashing and teeth snapping. Horses collapsed left and right as Izzy blunted the charge all on her own.
The other adventurers stared in shock at the sudden arrivals. Rhil'lahan seemed so taken aback that he failed to realize that one of the trolls had gotten close. It struck him with a massive fist, breaking his arm and knocking him to the ground. He cried out in pain as he fell onto his back. With his unbroken arm he stabbed into the hand approaching him, but his sword simply stuck into the Fellsilvered troll and barely slowed it down.
At that moment Danniah rushed in, her mace swinging like a miniature sun and shattering the troll's arm. As Rhil'lahan stared in astonishment, she stepped between him and the troll. It punched down with its other fist, but not only did she block the blow on her shield... she pushed back.
A circle of flame exploded from her shield, knocking the troll off its feet and sending it smashing into the second troll, both of them tumbling through the rocky crags to fall some distance away. With both of them temporarily down, Danniah turned back toward them, the eyes of her helm glowing ominously.
"Oh, it was you guys!" She perked up as she saw who she had been defending. "Hello, Herena! It's me, Danniah!"
All of them stared at her in astonishment. Of course, they should have been focused on the fact that the shardwing was getting ready to dive again and that the dragon was almost in range.
Fortunately, Gharavi and Izzy came up to him at that moment, both smiling. All Bloodwraith needed to do was gesture in the direction of the two airborne opponents and they both understood. Gharavi raised her staff to her shoulder and gathered mana before firing a powerful bolt of lightning. It struck the dragon in the chest, and though the beast didn't stop, it did flinch and change its flight to a wider, more cautious arc.
Meanwhile, Izzy sprinted toward Danniah with her eyes on the shardwing. "Danniah! Up up!"
Danniah braced her shield in upward position as Izzy raced at her, then when Izzy leapt onto her shield, she pushed upward with full force. Izzy was catapulted into the air, colliding with the shardwing. Normally the giant insectoid monster, with all of its clawed legs, would have been more dangerous up close. Even from a distance, Bloodwraith liked to think that he could hear the snap of Izzy's teeth coming together.
The dragon's path took it closer to the city and several ballistas attempted to fire, but the dragon easily arced out of the way. It was getting smarter, or Belkarin was controlling it better. Bloodwraith turned to Gharavi and nodded at the dragon.
"Can you freeze it in place?"
"Maybe for a moment." She shook her head and tried anyway, aiming her staff directly at the dragon.
Her mana closed around it, surprisingly powerful, and actually managed to make the dragon tremble in place for a moment. That was enough, as the city guards Bloodwraith had given orders were no fools. When the dragon hesitated, they began to fire, ballista bolts hitting the dragon from all sides and the mana in them punching through the dragon's scales. They looked like tiny arrows in the beast's enormous body, but at least it had begun to bleed.
As the dragon broke through her mana Gharavi pulled back, wincing, but at that moment Meara walked up beside her. Even as she smiled at Bloodwraith, she handed Gharavi a potion. The sorcerer drank it without hesitation, then sighted at the dragon and released a bolt of lightning.
This bolt seared directly through the dragon's wing, tearing a large hole. Though the dragon gave a defiant roar, it began to spiral downward, crashing into the hills outside Cresthaven. A cheer went up while Bloodwraith checked that all their opponents were disabled enough not to be a problem.
"Did you miss us?" Meara asked the question with a smirk and was taken off guard when Bloodwraith grabbed her in a fierce hug.
"You have no idea. I've had to interact with normal people and it was horrible." But after that, he grabbed her shoulders and separated them. Instead his attention turned to Rhil'lahan and the other adventurers, who were still just staring in shock.
As they stared, the shardwing crashed to the ground in bloody chunks. Izzy popped up from the site of the crash, spitting pieces of flesh out of her mouth. Though her face was screwed up in distaste, she quickly adopted a smile of razor sharp teeth as she approached.
"Da!" She leapt into the air and latched onto his shoulder, rubbing her head against his helm. Without her cloak and with her clothing covered in the blood still dripping from her teeth, she unquestionably looked like a monster. Bloodwraith patted her on the back as he turned to Rhil'lahan.
"Tell the Governor that we're going to strike at the heart of the enemy. Stay vigilant, but I don't think they're going to attack Cresthaven much longer."
Rhil'lahan just stared. Khassfhit at least managed a nod - his eyes might keep wandering to Gharavi, but it looked like he kept enough presence of mind to follow orders. Herena was staring at Danniah, who walked up to Bloodwraith and put an arm around his waist possessively.
"You understand?" Bloodwraith asked. "Then go. We have work to do."
His words finally broke through their shock and they began to move back toward Cresthaven. The trolls had gotten back up, but their bodies struggled to move properly and they were focused on blocking Bloodwraith. Except that he no longer had any intention of going back to Cresthaven, not anymore.
Instead he turned to his allies. He wanted to embrace all of them, but there was too much work to be done. In the distance he heard the dragon roar, not to mention the dozens of other Fellsilvered creatures. And more importantly, Alan and Belkarin were still battling for control.
"What happens now?" Meara asked.
Bloodwraith swept his gaze over them. "Your message said that you had a significant amount of Outsider magic? There's a defense I don't think we'll be able to break through with raw force alone."
"We have more than before." Gharavi raised her staff and he realized that she had used the bone wand as part of its core. Clever, and it likely enhanced her special anti-Outsider technique. Yet there was no time for that - the boxes tried to give him the weapon's statistics and he pushed them aside, instead striding down the road away from Cresthaven.
"Then we go directly to the Forest of Beginnings. It's time to end this."




Chapter 32
Though Bloodwraith hadn't wanted to arrive at the Forest in a weakened state, his allies came through for him again. Meara bought a wagon from a group of farmers and fed something to the horses. Whatever kind of potion it was, it kept the beasts moving at a rapid pace with only a flick of the reins. That allowed the rest of them to rest in the wagon so they would be fresh for the battle.
Since even at this pace they couldn't reach the mountain pass instantly, there was time to catch up on everything that had happened. He told them about Belkarin's reinforcements and they described their encounters with Marrin. It seemed that she was still alive and might even have passed them returning from Edsdam. One more tool that Alan could use against them.
It was a relief to be with his real allies again. When they discussed tactics in the upcoming battle, they were all willing to disagree with him instead of fawning over him like the people of Cresthaven. More importantly, they had ideas of their own, improving his efficacy instead of dragging him down.
They didn't know what they would be facing once they entered the Forest of Beginnings, but he couldn't imagine companions he'd rather have with him.
When the rush of initial conversation died down, what remained was a comfortable silence as they rested. But before too long, Izzy suddenly perked up. She rushed to Meara and poked at her cloak until Meara pulled out a piece of equipment for her. Taking it, Izzy cheerfully held it up to him.
"Da, look!"
[Drakeskin Jerkin
Armor: 14
Might +1, Flame Protection +25%
Durability: 25/25
Rarity: Very Uncommon]
He nodded in appreciation, while Meara glanced over her shoulder and explained. "We finished the quest to assemble drakeskin armor, but it was mostly pointless because it was weaker than what we created in the Testing Dungeon. You did get experience for that quest, right?"
"Yes, I did."
Izzy nodded cheerfully. "This one is good for me, right? I think it looks good! But I can't wear it or other things start breaking. I think I need another slot trait thing."
She was right, so Bloodwraith quickly went to select the trait for her again. While Izzy cheerfully pulled on the jerkin, he examined her box more carefully. By his count she had amassed a truly large number of Necromancy Points total - closer to 1000 than to 900. Since she'd gathered so many since she'd last made a real request, he finally spent 133 NP on the Remote Bite skill she'd wanted, then used the rest to improve her core statistics.
Investing Izzy's points reminded him that his gift for Danniah was still sitting in his Extra-dimensional Bag. He caught her attention as he pulled it out. "Danniah, I had the city of Cresthaven make something for us. I don't think it would suit me, but I thought you might like it."
When he pulled out the ornate shield of silver and gold, Danniah made a happy cooing noise. She took it carefully, as if it was a work of art instead of an incredibly durable piece of armor. "This looks amazing, and my old shield was getting so beaten up... the enchantments are good, right?"
"Oh, they're excellent." He looked at the box one more time to remind himself.
[Shield of Cresthaven
Armor: 36
Magic Resistance: 5
Max Stamina +25
Might +2
Vitality +2
Quickness +2
Durability: 80/80
Rarity: Rare]
"Actually," Bloodwraith said, "that reminds me. While I was here I stopped by Haral's shop and used the last of my gold on enchanted rings. By coincidence, I have something for each of you." He handed the Rings of Might, Intellect, and Quickness to his allies.
Meara gave a mocking scowl from her position in front. "Aren't you forgetting someone? I've put all this effort into being amenable and you don't even have a gift for me?"
Bloodwraith handed her a Health Potion.
Meara snickered and tucked it into her cloak. "What an awful gift. You know what I really want is more cureleaves."
Now that he understood the situation as well as he could, Bloodwraith decided that it was time to consider his power going into the conflict one last time. He summoned his personal box, this time ignoring foolish statistics like Affection or Reputation in favor of strength.
[Name: Raigar
Race: Human
Class: Barbarian
Alignment: Good
Health: 293/293
Mana: 47/47
Weapon Mana: 9/9
Stamina: 181/181
Level: 19
EXP: 944,637/2,214,338
Statistics:
Might: 78 (94)
Vitality: 44 (55)
Quickness: 52 (66)
Intellect: 27 (28)
Charisma: 14
Willpower: 24 (27)
Wisdom: 17 (18)
Luck: 21
Piety: 0
Combat Skills: Cleave (13), Fist of Rage (17), Sword of Rage (15), Shout of Rage (10), Skill Enraging (11), Rage of Rage (8)
Skills: Two-handed Weapons (19), Evasion (18), Survivalism (8), Herbalism (8), Manual Labor (2), Swimming (2)
Special Skill: Undead Companion (19)
Proficiencies: Greatsword, Heavy Armor]
[Inventory (Extra-dimensional Bag)
Equipment: Lodestone Greatsword, Armor of the Tyrant (set), Leather Gloves of Strength, Fellwolf Cloak
Rings: Improved Ring of Might, Ring of Quickness, Improved Ring of Quickness, Ring of Might, Sandstrider Ring, Greater Warrior's Ring, Barbarian's Ring, Old Man's Ring
Items: Peasant's Outfit, Health Potion x9, Mana Potion x9, Failed Potion x9
Key Items: Amulet of Reincarnation, Fellsword (unusable)
Money: 0 G, 67 S, 13 C]
He couldn't help but think at how different the numbers were than when he had first appeared in the Forest of Beginnings. Perhaps more importantly, how different his thoughts about them were. All those meaningless, arbitrary numbers meant more than he had known. Bloodwraith smiled as he touched the box to dismiss it.
That strength would take him through the upcoming battle, but he was done with planning and preparing like a merchant. Now it was time to put all the accumulated arbitrary points to use.
One more time he looked over his companions as a whole:
[Party Composition
Raigar - Level 19 Barbarian
Meara - Level 0 Peasant
Danniah - Level 17 Warrior
Gharavi - Level 18 Sorcerer
Izilthor - Tier II Undead Companion]
Their conversation died away as they drew closer to the mountain pass. Even before they were close enough to see it clearly, Gharavi's necklace began to shiver. She frowned and touched it, then stared forward.
"We must be getting close," she said. "That pass is definitely an unnatural space outside the normal world, but it feels like something forced the entrance open."
"I suspect that was Belkarin." Bloodwraith leaned forward, straining to see if he could spot the crystalline Tuner. "But I'm more worried about the entity that was guarding the pass. I fear it may be one of the 'Tuners' that Alan requested from Earth. You were right to avoid the one in Edsdam, because I couldn't even get close to this one."
Danniah looked between them in concern. "If these things are so strong that even Belkarin can't break through, how are we going to get in?"
"That depends on how exactly the defenses operate. My hope is that given our investment in the same system, we'll be able to find a way."
"We probably can." Meara gazed skyward as she spoke. "But I think that we'll be letting Belkarin in too, which means that as soon as we get through, we'll start a battle. Are we sure we want to do that?"
Bloodwraith immediately nodded. "It's better than letting our enemies take even more time to prepare... especially Alan. He might be trapped in the Forest of Beginnings, but I'm willing to bet that he's making himself more dangerous in the process. No, I think we should try to end this now."
They kept that in mind as they rounded another bend and came in view of the mountain pass. Just as before, the Tuner sat spider-like in the center of it. Soft waves of power slowly emanated from the crystal, reminding him of the shockwave that had so easily pushed him back. While Meara moved the wagon and horses away, they began walking closer and preparing themselves.
Soon, a familiar box appeared in his vision:
[WARNING
Tuning is currently in progress in this region. Players should retreat until the work is complete, as tuning may interfere with a positive experience. Please continue your AdventureCorp journey in other regions.]
Danniah glanced up at it nervously. "Do you think it actually fights? It seems kind of... otherworldly. I don't think it would break if I hit it with my mace."
"I think we'll need to use the magic we collected." Gharavi stared at the crystals, her fingers subconsciously sliding over where the bone wand was hidden in her staff. "I didn't want to expend that power so early, but unless we want to bet on someone else breaking the stalemate..."
"We picked this path, so let's stick to it." Meara began walking forward, barely even looking at the entity standing in their way. "No matter how otherworldly it seems, it must follow some rules. Let's try to figure out its limits first."
They let Meara walk forward first, hoping that the Tuner would have no effect on her. Unfortunately, the blue shockwave sent Meara flying back as easily as it had sent him, though she landed more gracefully. Bloodwraith was standing too far away for it to knock him over, but he still felt it rush past him and saw the debuff appear.
[Debuff: Tuning
All buffs and enchantments removed. Enchantments on equipment temporarily disabled.
This debuff will last while in range of the Tuner.]
That weakened them if anyone else attacked, which only emphasized that they needed to hurry. After a little thought, Bloodwraith turned to his daughter. "Izzy, why don't you try to outrun it?"
"Okay, Da!" She sprinted toward the mountain pass at top speed, blurring over the land.
Though she got closer than Meara had, the Tuner still released a blue shockwave well before she reached it. She tried to leap into the air before it reached her, but the shockwave still carried her backward, tumbling wildly before falling into the dirt beside them.
Izzy sat up and giggled. "That was kind of fun!"
Fun or not, they hadn't found an easy way through. Bloodwraith considered trying to launch objects at it from afar or go in from above, but if either of those worked, then Belkarin would already have broken through. No, they needed a different approach...
"I think we need to force our way through." Meara came to stand beside him and they both stared into the pass. "To me it feels like the force moves in all directions, including underground and in magical dimensions. I've been thinking about the shockwave and I think I can resist it next time, but not forever."
Gharavi nodded in agreement. "This is an Outsider effect, so my necklace should also be some protection, but it will overheat quickly and then I'll be thrown back."
"Perhaps we can combine our work, then. I think it's worth a try."
Danniah shifted her shield nervously. "I know I can't be much help with the magic stuff, but I'd like to try to help too. Maybe if we stand in a line I can blunt at least a little bit of it? The power does seem to move in waves, after all."
Since it was better than any other plan they had, they got in a line facing the Tuner. Meara passed them all a potion that was incredibly glitched, then they got ready to make their attempt.
Izzy rushed in first, triggering a responding shockwave in case it couldn't react multiple times. As soon as the wave passed, the rest of them ran in. They got further than before, but soon enough a second shockwave expanded toward them.
At the last second Danniah dropped to one knee and dug her shield into the ground, while the others ducked down behind her. The shockwave still sent her tumbling heels over head before it struck the rest of them, yet Meara raised a hand, parting the remaining force around them. That left them closer to the Tuner than ever before, so they sprinted for it.
They were within a dozen paces now, close enough that Bloodwraith began to hope. But just as he did, the spider-like legs of the Tuner dug down into the ground. It began to emanate strange distortions in all directions, a constant flow of power instead of a wave.
Meara came to a halt and grimaced, yet she seemed to be parting the distortions, because Bloodwraith found himself in a pocket of unchanged space. He braced himself behind Meara's back and began to help her move forward.
Step by step, they made their way closer to the Tuner. The distortions in the world itself seemed to grow more intense the closer they came, though Meara still managed to resist them. Bloodwraith could see the tension building in her face and tried to push her faster, but they were struggling against an alien power that did not care about physical strength.
"I... I can't..." Meara's eyes suddenly went dull and she slipped straight through his body, flying backward.
A moment later the power hit him like a wall, rendering the world a mad hellscape. Thousands of boxes appeared in his vision, wildly flickering and twisting. Though Bloodwraith tried to throw his will against it, he would have been overwhelmed if the effect hadn't vanished soon after.
Gharavi stood behind him, holding her necklace like a talisman. She tried to struggle forward, but it was as if she was moving against a terrible wind. "Not much... time... help..."
Though Bloodwraith wasn't sure what he could do, he forced himself to put one foot in front of the other. He wasn't plagued by boxes and the world around him seemed coherent, but the pressure was intense. Every instinct in his body screamed that he should turn around and he shouted them down, pushing himself forward.
He felt Gharavi make herself small against his back, as if he was blunting the force rushing toward them. Perhaps he was. Bloodwraith tried to let that fuel him, throwing his mind against all the insane forces telling him that he shouldn't be moving forward. Instead he just glared at the Tuner and advanced one step at a time.
It was only a few paces now. Gharavi positioned her staff forward past his waist, aiming toward the Tuner. Though the Outsider magic contained within the wand could have resisted the power flooding against them, she didn't use it. Of course - all of it needed to be devoted to destroying the Tuner.
Just three more steps... then they could strike the Tuner... then it would be over...
Then Gharavi let out a scream. Bloodwraith caught a glimpse of her necklace glowing white hot, then suddenly it winked out. She was lifted into the air, hurtling backward.
Somehow, Bloodwraith caught her staff before it went with her.
His world fractured into a thousand insane fragments, his target little more than a tiny glint of blue ahead of him. Yet he gripped the staff with both hands, aimed it in front of him, and took another step. Boxes began to contort within his head, scattering all his thoughts.
The pressure was intense and he didn't understand how Meara and Gharavi could have lasted as long as they did. Just taking another step took everything he had. Though he was nearly there, he felt as though his strength was exhausted. It took all he had just to stay in place and if he relaxed for a moment, he would be thrown back and it would all be for nothing.
Bloodwraith let out a bellow and drew on the rage within him. This time it was not mere barbarian anger, but a deep anger at the system that had dominated his world. He took another step...
And the staff struck something. Its tip striking the crystal sounded like a clear bell, and that sound echoed through his mind. In an instant everything was cleared away, even his rage. All the distortions bled away into some other dimension and he could see again.
He stood in the center of the mountain pass, Gharavi's staff thrust forward. Before him, the Tuner was shattering into thousands of crystalline shards, each of which shattered again until they became a shower of an uncountable number of fragments. They washed over him like a wave, and though his body mindlessly braced itself, it didn't try to push him back, but instead flowed through him as a refreshing current.
[Tuner disabled. Repurposing assets...
EXP +1,000,000]
One million? Bloodwraith was purely astonished for a time before his beaten mind finally reengaged. Yes, it was good that they had broken through the pass, but at what cost? The staff felt empty in his hands and he needed to turn around to see his allies.
At a distance, Izzy and Danniah were cheering and running toward him. Closer to him, Gharavi was on one knee, rubbing her forehead as she recovered. But in between them, Meara lay unmoving at the entrance to the pass. Bloodwraith took a shaky step to go check on her when he felt a new presence.
"You were chosen for great things, adventurer. It needn't have come to this tragedy."
He turned and discovered the old man from the Forest of Beginnings standing on the other side of the pass. As he shook his head, the old man's eyes appeared immensely sad, but Bloodwraith simply scoffed. "Didn't you die before?"
"I am the Keeper. My death is only the beginning of the story, yet it will always be the beginning of the story. I cannot be slain."
"Then get out of the way."
"This is your last chance, adventurer. Will you not work with us and claim a glorious destiny instead of fighting uselessly against the system that was made for you?"
Bloodwraith drew his greatsword, intending to test the Keeper's claims of immortality. "I think I made that decision a long time ago."
"Too bad." The voice came not from the Keeper, but from behind him. Bloodwraith whirled, swinging his sword, but he was too late. He caught a glimpse of a figure in a gray cloak, then his world went black.




Chapter 33
As the figures appeared in the pass, Danniah's joy quickly turned to horror. She was sure that Meara and Gharavi would be okay with some help, but when the Outsider made Bloodwraith crumple to the ground without even touching him, a cry escaped her throat. She charged up the slope, readying her mace even if it wouldn't do any good.
"Don't you remember the last time?" The Outsider turned to her and waved a hand carelessly, just like he had when he'd pulled her into the air... except this time nothing happened. Danniah wasn't sure if it was Meara's potion or something else, but she just kept charging.
Frowning, the Outsider turned to the other cloaked man and spoke quickly. "I don't have time for this, not when I'm so close to breaking through. You take care of it."
With that, he disappeared. Though Danniah wanted to bash his head in, she knew that he was probably long gone. Instead she continued charging the other cloaked figure - now that she was closer, she saw that he looked like an old man, with a huge white beard. It didn't matter, she'd still smash him.
"Do not fight against our masters." The old man raised a hand and bolts of light flashed out at her. She raised her shield on instinct and one of them deflected away, but others caught her legs. Suddenly she was pinned in place, the light squeezing her like a vise.
"Why are you helping them?" Danniah struggled against the bonds of light, feeling it give just a little. "They're doing awful things to our world!"
"As is their right. We exist for them, not they for us. That is why all the signs and portents declare their coming." The old man shook his head. "By trying to fight them, you are acting like a spoiled child throwing a tantrum. I am the Keeper. Come, I will teach you some respect."
The Keeper raised his hand to unleash another burst of light, which she managed to deflect with her shield. But she could see that he was gathering more mana for the next spell and she might not be able to stop that one. Though he was too far away to hit with her mace, could her new shield technique connect? Just when Danniah decided to try anyway, she saw a shadow flitting behind him.
Izzy leapt onto the Keeper's back and bit down, her teeth tearing out a large chunk of his shoulder. The old man cried out in pain and immediately hurled light spells at her, but Izzy abandoned her attack and dodged back. Even as she jumped away, her teeth snapped again and a bite was taken from the old man's arm. Growling in anger, the Keeper turned to target her directly.
But his spells binding Danniah had broken. She lunged forward as hard as she could, summoning flames to her mace. It connected with his skull and the Keeper crashed into the wall of the mountain pass.
Immediately Izzy jumped on top of him, both of her daggers stabbing down into his back. She bent down to bite his neck again, but the Keeper went still... and then suddenly he surged upward in an explosion of light that sent Izzy flying and made Danniah stagger backward.
Not only was the Keeper standing again, he appeared to be completely uninjured. He turned and gave them an arrogant stare. "I am the Keeper. My death is only the beginning of the story, so I cannot b-"
His words were cut off by a lightning bolt through the chest. Gharavi marched up the path, determination in her eyes as she gathered more spells. The Keeper frowned and then abruptly melted away, disappearing into the ground. Though Danniah braced herself for an attack from below, after some time it became clear that he had fled.
"He's gone." Gharavi leaned against one of the rocky walls, again massaging her head. "But the Aesidh are coming and we're still two people down. Check on them."
Belkarin was coming? Danniah looked to the skies and didn't see him, but she trusted Gharavi was right. Bloodwraith lay unmoving nearby, but Izzy was already perched over him, shaking his shoulders and calling for him to get up, so Danniah instead moved down to where Meara lay. The other woman hadn't moved at all, lying on her face with her cloak around her.
Danniah rolled her over onto her back and recoiled in horror. Meara smiled blankly at her, emptier than she had ever appeared before. "Hello, welcome to my shop! What can I do for you?"
"Come on, Meara, we need you back with us!"
"Hello, welcome to my shop! What can I do for you?"
"Please, Meara..." The other woman had sometimes been like this before, growing distant as she thought about things, but Meara seemed different this time. After all, she had thrown herself directly into the power of that blue crystal spider and absorbed a huge amount of it before she had succumbed.
Since she was uninjured, what could they even do for her? Danniah abruptly had an idea and pulled out one of the potions Meara had created earlier, one of the really strange ones. When Meara tried to greet her again, Danniah forced the potion into her mouth. Though it seemed like Meara might choke at first, once she swallowed it, she grew still.
Bending down, Danniah managed to pick up Meara and carry her up the mountain path. Meanwhile the others hadn't managed to get Bloodwraith up, but they were carrying him between them, Gharavi holding his legs while Izzy supported his back.
"Where do we go now?" Danniah asked as she caught up to them. "Bloodwraith and Meara were the only ones who know anything about this place."
"It's another unnatural space." Gharavi frowned at the trees ahead - it looked like a normal secluded valley to Danniah, but it must be pure Outsider magic. "In any case, I don't think we have any choice but to get in quickly before the Aesidh come."
Danniah looked over her shoulder nervously and this time she saw them: a mass of silver lights flooding over the fields on the other side of the pass. At the head of the group flew the dragon, still airborne despite the holes in its wings, and Belkarin must be riding it. They were all moving terrifyingly fast, pushing Danniah to hurry into the forest.
They had barely gone several steps when a large black wolf appeared from the trees, growling briefly before charging them. Danniah should have dropped Meara and fought, but she was too worn and disoriented. Instead, she just followed her instincts and headbutted the wolf in the muzzle.
It dropped instantly. Danniah and Gharavi stared down at it in surprise before Danniah ventured a weak guess. "I guess they're weak? They did say this is the Forest of Beginnings, after all."
"Apparently so." Another wolf appeared from the forest, but Gharavi simply nodded at it and a small bolt of lightning sent it flopping to the ground. "Let's move and find cover somewhere."
Ahead of them there was a very nice looking cabin and Danniah wondered if it was the one Meara had come from. But it was also right to the side of the path, so it would be directly in the way of all the Fellsilvered monsters chasing after them. After confirming that the house was empty, they instead headed off the path into the forest.
More wolves attacked them, but none of them proved to be any difficulty at all. They headed inward until they spotted a cave and ducked inside. There were a few wolves there too, but they were no trouble either. As soon as the main area was clear, they set down Bloodwraith and Meara.
What should they do now? Danniah stared down at her friends as she heard an army of monsters begin to crash into the forest. A battle cry came up from the opposite direction and the two forces began to clash with one another, but without Bloodwraith and Meara, how could they join the fight?
~ ~ ~
Within the darkness, the first thing to emerge was a box. Of course it was. Bloodwraith sighed and pulled himself together enough to read it.
[Debuff: Admin Override
- Amulet of Reincarnation nullified.
- All Forest of Beginnings benefits nullified.
- Respawning disabled.
- Bonus EXP/AP/SP disabled.
- Marathon bonuses disabled.
- System bounty bonuses disabled.
This debuff cannot be removed by local effects.]
Bloodwraith didn't understand precisely what every line meant, but the overall purpose was obvious: Alan had stripped him of every special benefit he possessed. His core power and all the EXP he had gathered remained because even the Outsider couldn't take those, but he had nothing else.
Strangely, no other boxes emerged to tell him things. Usually they were so eager to notify him of something or other than he had to suppress them. But this time, Bloodwraith found that he needed to exert his will just to summon the simplest thing like his personal box. Clearly, the effects of what Alan had done to him went deeper than disabling a few benefits.
Now that he was fully conscious, Bloodwraith managed to struggle his way back to the world. He opened his eyes and saw a cavern ceiling overhead, one that looked vaguely familiar. When he sat up he had no time to notice it, because Danniah threw herself at him. They were both wearing their full armor, so they just clanged off one another, but she clung to him anyway.
"You're alright! I was so worried!" When Danniah pulled back he was able to see Izzy nearby, beaming at him. Gharavi was further away, relief in her eyes but the rest of her face set in determination. Based on what had happened, he guessed that she had the right attitude.
"How long was I unconscious? What's happening now?"
"Not long, but the battle has started." Gharavi turned away from the mouth of the cavern to look at him fully. "Belkarin followed us in with a large number of Fellsilvered monsters, but the Earthian was prepared. I haven't gotten a close look, but he seems to have created... simple artificial adventurers of some sort. The two are killing one another deeper into the forest."
"I think it's just delaying us," Danniah said softly. "Before he ran away, the Outsider said something about being 'close to breaking through' - he must be working on something big."
"Likely breaking through the barrier the Mirror Court put up so that he can contact Earth." Bloodwraith pushed to his feet, carrying Danniah with him before setting her on her feet. "Then we still need to hurry to stop both of them. Where's Meara?"
They all turned to look and his gaze followed theirs. In a niche in the bend of the cave, Meara sat against the wall, her gaze blank. As he watched, her body occasionally flickered, sometimes even disappearing for a moment. She was clearly not well and he suspected what he might need to do to help her, but first there was an immediate concern: he recognized this cavern.
"When I came through here the first time, there was a much stronger wolf. Has it attacked yet?"
Danniah blinked. "Not yet. We haven't explored the cavern at all."
"Kill it - I don't want it to become infected with Fellsilver." They nodded and moved further in.
While they were doing that, Bloodwraith knelt down next to Meara, trying to feel what was wrong with her. When he summoned a box for her, it was pure twisting chaos, even worse than it had been in the beginning. She had been this bad once before, after the battle with Daek, but he had thought she had it under control. Hopefully he could find some way to-
There was a loud yelp from further into the cavern and Danniah leaned around the corner. "Uh, I think we got it. It was kind of big but not really that strong."
Of course it wouldn't have been a real threat, considering that he had managed to kill it alone when he was a low Level barbarian. Bloodwraith snorted in amusement, but then realized something: he hadn't received any notification about the victory. Had Alan managed to prevent him from gaining any EXP in addition to the other consequences?
He checked his box and saw that it read [EXP: 1,981,344/2,214,338]. Though he had been seriously disoriented, he was certain that was higher than it had been before. Just to test, Bloodwraith headed out of the cavern until a wolf attacked him. After killing it there was again no notification, but his EXP total increased by a single point.
Then Alan must have severed him from the guidelines of the system, but not the system itself. He could still gather strength from those he encountered, it simply wasn't announced so flamboyantly. Considering that the gain had happened immediately, that actually might work in his favor. Looking at the numbers... 232,993 EXP remaining to Level 20. It was no longer so impossible.
Still, it was irrelevant compared to Meara. Bloodwraith returned to her and knelt down at her side, holding her hand. Extending his will in her direction, he let himself fall into the void...
Again his mind found itself falling through nonsense space, and as before the spheres containing the cabin in the woods sped toward him. Soon they were all around him... but this time, they were different. He saw the Forest of Beginnings in a few bubbles, but others were filled with different scenes. Pieces of Cresthaven, Manascas, and a city that must have been Edsdam. Glimpses of Danniah, Izzy, and Gharavi. None of him, yet he still found himself encouraged to see that Meara's inner being had changed so much.
Regardless, he needed to find her instead of these fragments. He gained control of his movements and floated through the mental space, examining each bubble until he found Meara herself. Eventually he discovered her: instead of being curled up against herself, she stared wide-eyed into nothingness, an expression of awe on her face.
"Meara?" This time when he touched the bubble, the experience didn't end. Instead, Meara spoke in a soft voice.
"It's so vast... I never realized..."
"Are you alright, Meara?"
"The power the Tuner used... more than anything else I felt, it's the power that shaped our world... it brings everything into what they consider the natural order... it tried to turn me back into the girl from the Forest of Beginnings." Though Meara still didn't focus on him, she smirked in a way that reassured him. "It didn't work."
"That may be good, but we need you in the real world, Meara."
"Oh... how long have I drifted? I didn't realize..." Suddenly her eyes shifted to meet his, then it all fell away and he was back in the cavern.
Meara squeezed his hand in hers and sat up, clearly back to herself again. Danniah rushed from the side and hugged her fiercely. "Are you alright, Meara? Did it injure you somehow?"
"I'm actually better than before." Meara gently touched Danniah's hair, but then her expression became serious. "Get your helm back on. There's a lot of Outsider magic in this place and things are going to get bad if we don't do something."
"Yeah, but what can we do? Charge straight into the battle?"
"I'm not sure of our strategy, but I can help even the odds." Meara reached into her cloak and eventually pulled out a bottle that glowed pure white. "I used the enchanted water from the Testing Dungeon as a base, then twisted it with everything I've learned from the Outsiders. This is the best I can do."
She produced a potion for all of them, each one a slightly different color. When Bloodwraith tried to look at the boxes for them, they were a garbled mess no matter how much he focused. But since he trusted Meara he drank his and a box soon appeared.
[Buff: Bloodwraith Glitch
All attributes improved by +10%. Outsider effects weakened by 50%.
This buff will last for 1 hour.]
"Not as strong as a specialized potion," Meara said, "but I figured you'll need to be as flexible as possible given how conditions might change. It will also protect you against Fellsilver and direct manipulation by the Earthian."
From the mouth of the cavern, Gharavi executed another wolf that started to come close, then turned back to them. "Even with that advantage, I think running into the battle would be a significant risk. Many of the monsters aren't exceptionally powerful, but there are new false adventurers appearing everywhere and there are Fellsilvered corpses all over the ground. Going out there would be suicide."
Danniah nodded. "Yeah, with just the five of us, I don't see how we could get through..."
Her words stirred something in Bloodwraith's mind. As he looked around the cavern and the clearing outside, filled with wolf corpses, he stopped thinking about them as a mere annoyance. No, perhaps it could be more than that... standing up, he extended his power and attempted to summon an Undead Companion.
It took some work, but eventually a skeleton wolf emerged from the ground. Bloodwraith smiled and glanced at Gharavi. "Can you use the Wand of Undead Dominion to take control of it from me?"
"If you don't resist, I should be able to." She blinked at him. "Just what is this about?"
"I have an idea, but it will take a little time." Even as he summoned another wolf skeleton, Bloodwraith turned to Meara. "Go on ahead and scout the battle. We need to figure out exactly how to apply our force."
Beginning to understand, Meara smirked and headed out. Meanwhile, Bloodwraith kept summoning wolves and Gharavi continued taking control of them. She added in necromancy of her own, raising the dead wolves as crude ghouls. With her Intellect increased to such high levels, the number of wolves she could control would be very high indeed...
[Undead Companion skill reached level 20!
Maximum number of Undead Companions has doubled!
Damage done by Undead Companions increased by 5%!]
"Ooh!" Izzy perked up, feeling the surge of new power. That was a positive, but Bloodwraith didn't care about that, just acquiring numbers. Bit by bit, he came closer...
[Quest: Regain Your Power progressed!
Re-acquire true necromantic power.
Sub-Quest III: Develop the capacity to control an undead army.
Sub-Quest Complete!
EXP +5000]
He hadn't thought about that quest in a very long time, and it no longer drove him, but Bloodwraith smiled...




Chapter 34
Meara drifted over the forest, observing the chaotic battle around her and more importantly observing the reality beneath it. The Forest of Beginnings had always been a deceptive area, essentially a funnel designed to guide a new adventurer. Paths and clearings shifted as necessary to guide them to her house and the passage into the real world.
All of those subtle changes had been torn open, leaving only a valley. A large area had been ripped apart, so many trees uprooted that it had become a messy plain. On it the two sides clashed viciously: Fellsilvered monsters with no regard for their own safety and glowing adventurers who seemed to gladly throw themselves into danger. Overhead, the dragon was flying and unleashing streams of silver flame that devastated both sides.
She took a moment to examine the false adventurers more carefully. They seemed to be shells of magic, akin to illusions granted a bit of substance. Somehow the Earthian Outsider must have created them, perhaps by repurposing the system that created new bodies for adventurers. It certainly allowed him to create an army quickly, holding off his enemy, but that did nothing to stop her.
A Fellsilvered troll saw her and stomped in her direction, reaching out to grab her. Though the Outsider magic had once deeply troubled her, Meara stood firm. Its hand passed through her and she shivered... but that was all. Since her first encounter with Fellsilver, she had been extensively exposed to Outsider magic from the Earthian, not to mention the Tuner trying to reset her fundamental being. The Aesidh magic could no longer touch her.
Drifting through the main body of the battle, ignoring both sides attempting to attack her, Meara climbed up a pile of corpses to get a better look at the field. The battle flowed back and forth unstably because the two sides were asymmetrical. While the artificial adventurers all seemed like basically similar variations on a few archetypes, the Fellsilvered creatures ranged from weak peasants to massive beasts.
Above all, the dragon rampaged over the battlefield, laying waste with swaths of silver flame. As she watched, a group of artificial mages concentrated fire on it, sending it crashing to the ground, its body flattening many creatures underneath.
As soon as it was down, a company of glowing adventurers charged out toward it. Yet they seemed oddly coordinated compared to the others... before Meara could figure out what bothered her, the dragon rose. It contemptuously roared and then consumed the entire rushing group in a single burst of flame.
Instead of burning, the adventurers shattered into glowing lights that kept moving forward. Yes, that matched what she'd seen of the Earthian: this army wasn't his greatest weapon, it was just biding time. He worked in more subtle ways, the glowing lights wafting into the dragon's body.
After jerking irregularly, the dragon suddenly turned, breathing flame into the swath of Fellsilvered creatures. They kept charging mindlessly and it looked as though their forces might be devastated, but at that moment two Aesidh floated to either side of the dragon. Silver magic flowed out from them, suffocating the sparks and gradually bringing the dragon back under their control.
Though the battle continued to rage, Meara understood that it was a distraction. Instead she turned her gaze to the far side of the forest opposite the entrance: there she saw groves of trees that had not yet been touched. In the heart of them she knew she would find the small prison and the link to other worlds. The Earthian was there, trying to contact his world, while the Aesidh cared only for pushing through his defenses to reach him.
A group of Fellsilvered creatures broke free of the battle, entering the forests beyond the adventurers for the first time. At their head Meara saw Belkarin, wielding a thin sword that glowed with otherworldly magic. It seemed as though he had broken through the enemy, but at that moment a dark-clad form moved to intercept him.
Marrin fought with only her knives, yet she easily cut through the Fellsilver vanguard and struck Belkarin. The two of them began trading blows, surprisingly evenly matched. When Meara reached out to try to steal their equipment and hopefully get them both killed, she found herself repelled. The Aesidh was using his full power and Marrin had been enhanced and reinforced by the boxes, granted additional power in order to fulfill this role.
Part of Meara wanted to cheerfully approach, just to see the look on their faces, but that would be unwise. Marrin might not be able to hurt her, but she couldn't discount the possibility that Belkarin might have Outsider magic that could affect her. Furthermore, her purpose was to gain information, not give any to her opponents.
"You should not be here." The voice came from her side and Meara turned to see the Keeper standing there. "Your place is in the house, to welcome the adventurers. Return there."
"I don't think I'm going to do that." Meara turned and smiled at him. "Why don't I deliver the mysterious messages for once and you can fuck the adventurers?"
"Do not corrupt the order of things!" The Keeper threw out a hand, but not with a bolt of light magic. Instead Meara felt an unnatural force strike her, not pushing her body but connecting with her soul. It was as if he was using the boxes themselves against her... but she had grown very used to boxes.
"Oh, I've already corrupted a lot." Meara pushed back, just as she had pushed back against the Outsider. The pressure on her eased and she threw her soul against the Keeper. He scowled and redoubled his efforts, creating an invisible clash between them.
"Such power should not be! You must be purged of this corruption!"
Meara was trying to decide if it was worth wasting a quip on someone so humorless, but at that moment any words were overwhelmed by a terrible howling. Even Belkarin and Marrin stopped their battle to turn and look.
From out of the forest rushed an absurdly massive army of undead wolves. They crashed into the battle less like combatants and more like projectiles, howling and attacking mindlessly, overwhelming in their sheer numbers. Though the Quicksilvered monsters and the adventurers were recovering, the wolves still punched deep into the battle, allowing Bloodwraith and the others to rush into the gap.
"What... what is this?" The Keeper stared in horror, prompting Meara to smirk.
"This is what happens when you put wolves around every corner of the woods."
When he turned to stare at her, she fully exerted herself, throwing her soul against him. The Keeper went flying backward with surprising speed, sailing into the forest. Meara wanted to go after him, considering that he was one of the only people who she could fight on-on-one, but she recognized that it wasn't her priority. No, they needed to get back to the beginning.
Marrin had disappeared from the battle somehow, leaving Belkarin shouting orders. He met with two of his Aesidh allies, pointing violently toward Bloodwraith's group as they fought their way through the battle. Once his orders were given, Belkarin turned and rushed into the woods. Several glowing adventurers tried to stop him, but he cut through them easily.
So he was planning to confront the Earthian himself while the battle held off everyone else. Bloodwraith's army of wolves was beginning to falter, but it had taken him most of the way through the battlefield. Unfortunately, the Aesidh were moving to intercept him, and it looked like they had magic to spare. This was something she could do to help.
Unfocusing, Meara let herself flow over the battleground until she was beside Bloodwraith. He didn't even blink when she appeared, just glanced in her direction. "Yes?"
"Ignore the Aesidh following us. I'll handle them."
"Huh." He glanced at her for a moment, but then just nodded. Danniah, Izzy, and Gharavi seemed a bit more surprised, so Meara just gave them an enigmatic smile and drifted to the back of their group as they rushed into the trees.
Behind them, the Aesidh were beginning to catch up. Meara moved into their path and raised her arms to either side of her, letting her cloak billow out. "That's far enough."
She hadn't been sure that alone would work, but the Aesidh came to a halt. They stared at her for a moment, then laughed loudly before one of them managed to speak. "You're going to stop us? You?"
"Why not me?"
"Because you're nothing but an Earthian toy." The Aesidh moved closer with mocking smiles. "As it happens, we enjoy playing with Earthian toys. You can be so... pliable, once your controls are modified."
Meara felt alien power surge against her being, as if trying to change her Affection value. But she and Bloodwraith had long ago twisted that into a wrecked shell of what it had once been, so it did no good. The two Aesidh quickly began to frown, their expressions turning cruel.
"You think you can resist us? All the power you possess is nothing to us... we will enslave you to our will soon enough!"
"Oh no!" Meara threw a hand across her forehead. "Please don't do that, oh terrible conquerors. Is there anything I can do to convince you to spare me? I'll give you anything. What if I gave you potions? What about money?"
"Stupid wench! There is nothing you can give us to-"
"What if I gave you 15,829 rocks?"
They stared at her in surprise for a moment, then Meara threw open her cloak and opened her inventory. In an instant, every single rock she had picked up over the course of her life exploded outward, crushing both Aesidh and the landscape in an avalanche of stones.
Though it didn't harm Meara, the rocks crashing in all directions did end up burying her as well. As she slowly worked her way back to the surface, she grinned. Completely worth it.
~ ~ ~
An avalanche taking out a large portion of the forest behind them was not what Bloodwraith had expected, but he wasn't complaining: it put more obstacles between his small force and the raging armies. They kept running through the forests as quickly as they could, closing in on their destination.
Had the Forest of Beginnings been so large the first time? It was as if all the strange twistings of the forest had uncurled themselves, the raw power of the battle flattening them into this extended forest. But with the fighting behind them, they were getting much closer. If he managed to stop Alan, he thought all of the artificial adventurers would disappear. The Fellsilvered monsters might prove more difficult, but if Belkarin was dead, there was no existential threat there.
Without warning, someone stood in their path and he realized that he'd neglected someone: Marrin was standing in their way. Her knives nearly caught Gharavi, but Izzy tackled her to the side, pushing her clear. Bloodwraith readied his sword and prepared for a fight, but to his surprise, Danniah raised a hand to stop him.
"She's mine," Danniah said firmly. "Don't worry about us, just keep going to stop the Outsider."
Bloodwraith didn't want to leave Danniah to fight a Level 25 warrior alone, but she seemed so determined. And besides, she was correct: what was most important was to get through the forest and stop their ultimate opponents. Marrin was just a tool in the end.
Nodding to her, he moved on. Marrin tried to move to attack him, but Danniah rushed in from the side, her shield releasing a wall of flame. The attack took Marrin off guard, sending her stumbling backward, and Bloodwraith rushed past her. Though he glanced back once to see the two of them facing off, all he could do was continue on and stop Alan.
Before they reached the prison, he spotted someone else running ahead: Belkarin. The Aesidh glanced back at them and hissed before sliding to a halt to face them.
"So you finally caught up, with your pathetic wolves and mismatched allies." Belkarin drew his sword and thrust it forward. "I've wanted to kill you anyway, ever since you tried to make a mockery of me, so it might as well be now."
"No." Gharavi stepped forward, raising her staff. Bloodwraith shot her a glance and she met his gaze for only a moment. "Let me do this, Bloodwraith."
When she stared at Belkarin, there was such hatred in her eyes that he was taken aback. He realized that to her, Belkarin wasn't just an Aesidh, he represented all of the Outsiders who had tormented Gharavi over the years. Though he wanted to help her, he could acknowledge the truth: this was her fight.
Leaving them behind, Bloodwraith rushed forward with the sound of spells sizzling behind him. This one bothered him more, since he wanted to be sure Belkarin was dead, but he would have to trust Gharavi. Besides, he was so close to the prison, it couldn't be far now...
Soon after, he finally spotted it: a clearing that he had not seen since he stepped into the Forest of Beginnings so long ago. Despite the battle raging behind him and all the damage done to the forest, the clearing was still a perfect space of dappled sunlight, like it was more a picture than a real place. Perhaps it was just an illusion. But what mattered was that just across it, there was an old stone tower, the ancient door leading to the prison...
An enormous hand reached down and swatted Bloodwraith away from the door.
Bloodwraith skidded across the ground, digging a furrow through the forest floor and breaking through a tree before he slammed to a halt against another. The entire front side of his body ached, but he'd kept his grip on his sword. Grimacing, he forced himself to his feet and looked upward.
An enormous Keeper loomed over the prison, drawing power from it. His eyes glowed pure white as he glared down. "You are not the adventurer we were looking for! If you insist upon ruining the tapestry of our world, you must be destroyed!"
With that, the giant Keeper raised his hands, magic glowing around them. Bloodwraith hefted his sword and charged.
~ ~ ~
At first, Danniah's only goal had been to hold off Marrin long enough for Bloodwraith and the others to keep going. The dark-clad woman was a dangerous fighter and had those magical poisoned daggers, which meant she was a serious threat. Danniah's job was to protect everyone, so of course she needed to step in and confront her.
But as Danniah ducked underneath another swiping dagger and swung back at her opponent, she realized that it was more than that. She wanted to win. As she saw Marrin dance back from her strike with a smirk, Danniah realized just how much she wanted it.
"That's very noble of you, staying back to slow me down." Marrin smirked at her, whirling her daggers around her hands flashily. Her smirk wasn't nice at all, not like Meara. "Is that what you intend to do your entire life? Sacrifice yourself for others?"
"I'm not sacrificing myself!" Danniah wanted to attack, but she knew that every second the other woman was talking was a second she couldn't pursue Bloodwraith.
"I'll admit you seem a bit stronger, but you still don't have a chance." Marrin licked along one of her knives and it glowed with green mana, as if new power had been imparted to it. "I have decades of experience and I've been empowered by the people who rule our world. Whereas you? You're even worse than Elleane, basically a child playing at being a knight."
"If you're so confident, why do you keep yapping?"
At that, Marrin stopped smirking. "Alright, little girl. If you want to die, I'll end you now!" She spun her daggers back into combat position...
And as soon as she started spinning them again, Danniah lunged forward, throwing out her shield and launching another wave of flame. Yet even trying to take her opponent off guard, Marrin was just too fast, dashing to the side before the flames could reach her, then lunging in with her daggers flying.
Danniah blocked the first several with her shield and swung with her mace. Just like in their first battle, Marrin redirected and tried to stab at her exposed arm, but this time Danniah was ready. She pulled her shield to the side rapidly, managing to strike Marrin's shoulder with it. Yet slender as she was, the other woman only grunted and staggered, then attacked again.
As Danniah desperately tried to block, Marrin danced around her, daggers flashing. Even fueled by magic, most of them just scraped off her armor, but she felt the power of a few of them bite through and open cuts on her skin. But these were trivial, she had endured far worse. She just needed to hold on until she could land a solid blow...
When Marrin leapt over her head to stab from behind, Danniah knew that it was her moment. She had grown used to opponents taking advantage of her height, so her body began to turn even faster than her mind could command it. Even as Marrin started to land, Danniah was already swinging her mace, flames kindling around it.
Her blow connected with her opponent's solar plexus, sending her flying and smashing into a tree. As Marrin dropped, clutching her chest, Danniah charged her with a yell, swinging her mace.
Yet Marrin reacted with startling speed. She should have been disabled by taking such a blow, yet somehow she hadn't even slowed down, moving in a series of stabs that Danniah couldn't possibly block. Her helm deflected the fatal cuts, but others rained down on her arm, knocking the mace from her fingers.
The flurry of stabs ended with Marrin simultaneously stabbing her in the chest and the shoulder, pinning her shield in place. Danniah grimaced in pain: her breastplate was too thick for that dagger to cause more than a minor flesh wound, but the other one was embedded deep in her shoulder. Though the pain was intense, she was more focused on the smirk on Marrin's face.
"That's it... do you feel the poison flowing into you?" She pushed both her knives in further, drawing another grunt from Danniah. "I don't know how you purchased the antidote before, but you won't get a chance this time. I'll stab you until I see all the hope go out of those eyes..."
But though Danniah felt a burning in her shoulder, it wasn't the pain of the poison. It was as if fire flowed through her body as it resisted. Yes, she had been stabbed, but that wasn't enough to stop her. Danniah knew that she wasn't the strongest or the smartest, but she was tough.
She lifted her free hand, grabbing Marrin by the throat. The other woman had a moment to look shocked before Danniah slammed her into the ground. Marrin let out a cry of pain and clawed at her arm, but her fingernails scraped off the armor and so Danniah hammered her into the ground, over and over again.
When Marrin at last dropped, Danniah hefted her shield with both hands, driving the bottom edge down into the other woman's neck.
Yet without warning, Marrin dissolved into a spinning whirlwind of limbs, purple light glowing around her hands. Danniah felt magic cutting into her body and fell back... but only one step. As Marrin spun rapidly, launching more blows, Danniah didn't give way: instead she stepped in and pushed her shield forward.
The burst of force sent Marrin flying backward through the forest. Though the dark-clad woman managed to land on her feet, she was bloodied and no longer smirking. Her hands were empty, yet she twisted them in a strange motion and glowing purple knives appeared in them.
Danniah didn't have any fancy moves like that. She just reached up and tugged the knife out of her breastplate, then the other out of her shoulder. As she dropped them to the ground, she felt the injuries slowly healing, a burning in her flesh that she welcomed. Reaching down, she picked up her mace and prepared to end the fight.
This time, Marrin wasn't overconfident and didn't rush in. They circled each other carefully, Marrin occasionally lashing out and Danniah using her shield to ward off the blows. Once she tried to use another wall of flame, but Marrin somehow cut through it with her new knives.
Then all at once Marrin lunged in, ducking underneath her counterattack. Danniah was shocked for a moment, having never seen an opponent go lower than her before, yet somehow Marrin bent nearly to the ground before lunging up, knife flying at her face.
Crying out and falling back, Danniah struggled to regain her balance as Marrin pursued her, stabbing again. There was blood running down the side of her face, covering one eye within her helm. Worse, those knives were still flashing out, each stabbing through her armor and opening another wound.
She was tough, but she wasn't this tough. Danniah managed to land a blow in Marrin's side, but it only pushed her back for a moment before the other woman rushed in again. Was this as far as she could go?
Even as the knives came at her, Danniah tried to look beyond, into the forest. She couldn't see them, but she could only hope that the others had gotten through. If they managed to stop the Outsiders and prevent them from ruining the world, then it was worth it. Anything was worth it.
There was something moving in the forest, though.
Immediately Danniah changed strategy. She charged in with her shield, managing to slam it into Marrin's chest. But this time she didn't aim to knock her opponent away, but instead kept pushing forward, driving her backward until she slammed into a tree. Marrin stabbed over Danniah's head into her back, but Danniah grimaced and slammed her back again.
The next time the knives came down, Danniah dropped both her shield and her mace and reached up, grabbing Marrin's wrists. Though the other woman was bloodied and beaten, she was still shockingly strong. She managed to drive Danniah back several paces, then she began pushing her arms downward, overcoming Danniah's strength and moving those mana daggers closer and closer to her face.
"You see? This is how it ends!" Marrin grinned maliciously at her. "For all your struggling, you just aren't strong enough. I'll admit you came close, but you don't have what it takes. I have the advantage in power, speed, and experience."
"That's true, but I have one thing you don't: I have friends."
Marrin stared at her. "Was that an attempt at a distraction? Are you really so naive?"
"Sorry, I'll try again: I have friends in tactical positions."
For an instant Marrin looked shocked, then Izzy's jaws snapped shut.
The ghoul had been creeping into position and gone in for the kill as soon as Danniah effectively immobilized Marrin. Now she bit straight through the back of Marrin's neck. Marrin made a strange choking sound and then collapsed to the ground.
Danniah was bleeding from countless wounds and her entire body ached, but she reached down to pick up her mace again, then brought it down on the other woman's head. Then she sagged on her feet, nearly collapsing. Though she was healing, she had pushed past her limits and it would take more than her toughness to recover.
Abruptly her shield was put under her arms, allowing her to use it to prop herself up. Izzy grinned at her cheerfully. "Danniah! Good job!"
"You too, Izzy." Danniah tried to reach for one of her potions, but her arms felt too limp. Izzy assisted her with that too, pulling off her helm and helping her drink it. The rush of healing magic helped her feel better, though she was still exhausted.
Unfortunately, she couldn't afford to sit down and rest. The sounds of the battle were growing louder and when she looked up, she realized that it was spilling out from the destroyed area into the forests. It seemed that throwing all the undead wolves into the battle had completely broken the lines of combat, leaving both sides scattering wildly.
Looking in concern, Izzy patted Danniah on the shoulder. "Stay here, Danniah. I'll protect you this time."
All she could do was nod. There were several glowing adventurers rushing toward them and she didn't feel up to fighting them, but Izzy was still fresh. She dashed out between her opponents, knives and teeth flashing. Limbs fell severed from the adventurers and massive bites disappeared from their bodies, leaving them devastated in seconds.
Silent as the grave, the Fellsilvered dragon dropped out of the sky. Its enormous jaws lunged down and swallowed Izzy whole.
For a moment Danniah stared in horror, then she let out a scream and charged.




Chapter 35
The enormous hand glowing with light rushed down toward Bloodwraith again, its mana consuming the trees in its way. But though the giant Keeper was monstrously powerful, its size had decreased its speed by an equal amount. Bloodwraith easily leapt up on top of the Keeper's arm and ran up the side of it.
When the Keeper's other arm crossed his giant body, aiming to swat him, Bloodwraith leapt into the air. He struck the Keeper in the forehead, driving his greatsword directly into the massive skull and releasing a burst of force. The shockwave tore into the Keeper's mind and it began to collapse into fragments of light. Though he couldn't land smoothly, Bloodwraith crashed to the ground with a satisfied smile.
As he got up, he concentrated enough for his box to appear again. Now he only needed just under 200,000 EXP to reach Level 20. There were no announcements, but his number was slowly creeping up over time and it had just jumped by over 20,000 when he killed the Keeper.
"Fool!" The Keeper's voice boomed out and the hooded old man emerged unharmed from the remnants of glowing light. His body began to swell again as he drew off the prison's power. "I am the Keeper and my death is only the beginning! Killing me means nothing!"
"Oh yeah? Well I'll just have to kill you until you stay dead!" Bloodwraith gave a barbarian roar, but inside his helm he was grinning. If he had received EXP from temporarily killing the Keeper once, then he was certain that he would receive it again. All he had to do was pretend to be an idiot and keep fighting.
Though the Keeper was more cautious in the second battle, he was still slow. And truthfully, he was neither smart or skilled. Bloodwraith couldn't decide if he felt scorn or pity: the Keeper was just an artificial creation of the box gods, an automaton designed to fulfill a few simple roles. This giant form might seem dramatic, but its power was useless when wielded so clumsily.
Soon enough, Bloodwraith managed to cut through the Keeper's neck. The giant clutched his throat as light began to gush from it and soon the entire form dissolved into fragments of light. Bloodwraith landed back on the ground, checking his box again. Only 155,000 EXP remaining now. Repeating this eight times would be too many, but-
Even as he watched, the box suddenly dropped to under 65,000 EXP until Level 20. Bloodwraith stared in surprise before realizing that one of his allies must have defeated a truly powerful opponent, to be worth so much even without all his benefits. If his allies continued fighting that way, then it wouldn't take him long at all.
When another box appeared, Bloodwraith read it eagerly.
[Undead Companion "Izilthor" wants to spend Necromancy Points on the following trait:
Da, Help Me!
Cost: 1 NP
Da it's dark and it hurts and I'm so hungry and it hurts and I can't... I can't...
NOTE: This trait appears to be fundamentally broken and will not provide any benefit.]
Bloodwraith stared at the box in horror. What could be happening to Izzy, for her to send him such a terrified message? His body began to move back toward the forest to help her, but he realized that was foolish. Not only did he have no idea where she was, she was most likely too far away to help.
No, if he was going to help his daughter, he needed to do it via the boxes. He started by spending some Necromancy Points on her Health, hoping that the surge of power would help comfort her. Then when she was thinking clearly, she could send him requests for what she needed. She had plenty of NP available, so she should be able to-
All the boxes vanished. Bloodwraith tried to call them back, but it was like pushing against a wall.
"I see what you're doing." Behind him the Keeper rose back to life, but the voice coming from his mouth was not the old man's - it was Alan. "You're intentionally killing him repeatedly to harvest the EXP. That's clever, but I won't allow it."
Turning on him, Bloodwraith wanted to shout at him to shut up, that it didn't matter compared to helping Izzy. But it would do no good to say that and Alan might even be responsible for hurting her. Bloodwraith threw his will against the boxes again, but though they appeared for a moment, Alan raised the Keeper's hand and the connection slammed shut.
"I may not be able to take the power from you, but don't estimate what I can do when pressed." The Keeper began walking closer to him, his body moving like a puppet. "You haven't seen the worst Earth has to offer. Stop this senseless struggling."
"Shut up!" Bloodwraith swung his sword at the Keeper with an arc of force - not to harm him, just to throw him off. "I don't care about that!"
His words seemed to surprise Alan for a moment and Bloodwraith managed to wrench open the boxes again. He could see Izzy's box and saw that her Health was rapidly decreasing. Even as he watched, another box appeared:
[Da, Plea-]
The boxes vanished before he could finish reading. A bolt of light impacted on his armor, knocking him across the forest floor. Alan made the Keeper's body levitate into the air, power gathering in his hands. But Bloodwraith ignored him, gathering his willpower again.
He could force access to the boxes, but only for a split second. There was no time to talk to Izzy, receive a request, or search through the available traits. When he acted, he would have so little time... what could he possibly do? This was his daughter, suffering in pain... he couldn't allow...
It came to him all at once. Bloodwraith hurled his mind against the barriers and forced his way through to the boxes. Except this time he reached only for one thing, a concept that he wasn't even sure existed in the system but that he demanded exist:
[Freedom
Cost: 0 NP
Your Undead Companion will gain the ability to gather and spend Necromancy Points independently. This will result in relinquishing all control of your Undead Companion.
NOTE: This trait should not exist and should not be taken under any circumstances.]
There was no time to think, he simply thrust his will out toward it. A moment later, Alan's power came down on him, crushing his connection to the boxes. Had he managed to select the trait? Had Izzy realized it? Would it even accomplish what he wanted?
Before he could find any answers, light exploded all around him.
~ ~ ~
When at last Meara extricated herself from the avalanche of stones, the forest had changed. Huge swaths of it had been burned to the ground, though the silver flames of the dragon didn't seem to light permanent fires. There were fragmentary bodies as far as the eye could see, the Fellsilvered ones still twitching to try to attack.
She brushed herself off and sought the others, feeling along their connections. Nearest to her she could sense Gharavi, so Meara headed there first.
The sorceress stood on one side of a clearing that was actually burning, spells lighting up the trees around it. Opposite her, Belkarin sneered and raised his sword again, summoning a wall of floating crystals. Gharavi sent a bolt of lightning shooting from her staff, yet it curved in the air, absorbing into one of the crystals.
"Is that really the best you can do?" Belkarin sneered at her. "Simple elemental magic?"
"You have no right." Gharavi released several spells in rapid succession, both fire and ice. The crystals absorbed the fire while Belkarin merely dodged the ice, his smirk broadening. "Everything is an amusement to you, but these are people's lives you're playing with."
"Indeed. Games grow so dull without any stakes." Without warning Belkarin lunged forward, crossing the distance between them with terrible speed. Gharavi only barely threw herself out of the way of his thrust, hitting the ground and rolling to her feet.
Though Meara started to cry out a warning, she was too late. One of the crystals flew out and struck her as she rose, her own fire exploding against her. Gharavi grimaced in pain, but managed to dodge backward when Belkarin thrust at her again.
Grinning broadly, the Aesidh swung his sword from side to side, summoning all his crystals to float behind him. Gharavi tried to release another burst of lightning, but it was again absorbed by one of the crystals. Meara watched helplessly, wishing that she could become involved and wondering if she could bring herself to move on to help someone else.
"Really, more of the same?" Belkarin shook his head mockingly. "Such a disappointment for a half-breed."
"You knew?" Gharavi bared her teeth at him and Belkarin laughed.
"I knew the moment I laid eyes on you! There are a surprising number of half-breed spawn like you throughout the worlds, though not many grow so bored as to consort with orcs. I'm surprised your Aesidh parent didn't amuse themselves with some infanticide... but perhaps they found it more entertaining to watch your miserable life."
"Shut up!" Gharavi let out a roar and began to fling more spells. Belkarin laughed as his crystals absorbed them and Meara watched in horror. She knew that Gharavi wasn't normally this emotional... was the sorcerer affected by something, or was she that angry to be facing an Aesidh?
"Oh my, they made the right choice. I was thinking of killing you, but I've changed my mind. We can take you back to the Mirror Court and have such fun..."
At that moment Gharavi jerked her staff back, bringing it up to her shoulder and sighting along the axe blades. Her face became utterly emotionless and a beam of gray power shot out at her opponent. Belkarin barely managed to dodge aside and began to laugh.
The beam had struck the crystals behind him.
Gray light rapidly spread across all the crystals in intricate lines and then they exploded all at once, the full fury of all of Gharavi's spells unleashed in an instant. Belkarin let out a scream as fire and lightning flooded around him, staggering free of the blaze with his composure utterly broken.
A massive spear of ice stabbed through his chest the next moment, impaling him to the ground. Though his body sagged, Gharavi didn't hesitate, she simply dropped to one knee, focusing on him and gathering mana. When her bolt of lightning finally seared through his body, it was so bright that even Meara went blind for a moment.
Yet something was wrong... the body impaled on the ice flickered slightly. Again Meara wanted to call out a warning, but she was too late: the air rippled and Belkarin appeared behind Gharavi. He was bloodied and burned, but clearly alive and thrusting his sword toward her back.
Lightning shot backward out of Gharavi's staff, straight through his chest.
Belkarin collapsed to the ground with another cry of pain. Gharavi rose to her feet, drawing her staff to her side. She didn't declare victory or even smile, but the hard look in her eyes said enough. On the ground, the Aesidh gave a bloody cough and then laughed.
"Well... I am impressed! Not such a barbarian... after all..."
Without warning, Belkarin plunged a hand into his own chest. Meara and Gharavi both flinched in surprise, wondering if he was killing himself like the previous Aesidh had done. Too late, they realized that it wasn't that.
Liquid silver began to slide from the wound in his chest to cover the rest of his body. Gharavi reacted swiftly, throwing spells at him from all sides, but they slid off the silver. Suddenly Belkarin was back on his feet, thrusting forward.
His sword opened a large cut on Gharavi's side. She grunted and staggered back, trying to put distance between them. Belkarin kept after her, not laughing now, his entire body coated in silver.
Bringing up her staff, Gharavi released a strange shard of ice that stabbed into Belkarin's chest, then exploded into fragments. Yet though he grunted as if in pain, he kept coming forward.
Though Gharavi dodged the next thrust of his sword, Belkarin lunged in, his other hand reaching up to grab her staff. Gharavi desperately grabbed his head and shot a bolt of lightning directly through it, yet somehow Belkarin just kept moving. He tore the staff out of her grip with one hand and punched her in the face with the other, the impact sending her tumbling across the clearing.
Gharavi slid to a halt and was still for a time. Belkarin glanced at her staff, then laughed. "Not bad, little half-breed. But you're just learning to play this game, and I have been playing it for a long time."
"That's the problem with you Outsiders." Gharavi slowly got to her feet, body trembling from her injuries. She struggled to pull something from her belt while snapping off her necklace with her other hand. "This isn't a game."
"Isn't it?" Belkarin began to channel mana into the staff, preparing to kill her with her own weapon. "You're certainly doing a good job trying to play it."
"No." With that word, Gharavi dropped her necklace into a bottle of blue liquid. Meara's eyes widened as she realized what it was, but Belkarin wasn't quite fast enough.
Gharavi hurled the bottle toward her opponent, who contemptuously struck it out of the sky. But the moment his spell struck the bottle, the necklace within detonated in a terrible explosion of power that pushed even Meara backward.
A sphere of gray expanded in all directions, tearing through the silver covering Belkarin's body as well as much of the flesh below. He collapsed to the ground, both sword and staff falling from his fingers. Gharavi limped closer, painfully picking up her staff.
"For all your power, you aren't willing to sacrifice anything." Gharavi stared down at him with a deadly glare. "I am."
"Oh, very good..." Belkarin spat up more blood, but still managed to give her a mocking chuckle. "I'll admit, you've won this game. But the thing is... now that I can't win... I might as well ruin the whole board..."
Belkarin clenched his fist and Meara felt something shift, something fundamental that made her stumble. Gharavi thrust the axe blades of her staff into the Aesidh's chest and fired a gray bolt directly through his heart, but it was too late. He might be dead, but he had already sent out a signal changing his magic.
All around the forest, Fellsilvered creatures began letting out roars like they hadn't since they had been alive. Gharavi jumped in surprise and turned to look. At that point Meara rushed up to her, supporting the sorcerer as she tried to walk.
"What did he do?" Gharavi asked. Meara could only shake her head.
"He sent a command to all the Fellsilvered creatures... I think he's going to try to take us with him."
"Damn. There are still a lot of them, so that might be a problem..."
Meara didn't disagree, but could only help support Gharavi as they tried to join the others. Yet before they got far, an ear-splitting roar sounded overhead. They looked up to see the dragon rushing toward them, its wings beating furiously. Silver fire collected in its throat and for a moment Meara wondered if it was over.
Then she heard the sound of teeth snapping together.
Izzy tore free from the dragon's chest, her mouth dripping with blood. There was an unholy light in her eyes that almost made her look different... no, she had actually changed. Her hair was longer, her hands ended in claws, and her teeth were longer and pointed like needles. Meara realized that she had somehow transformed to the third tier of undead, yet there had been no boxes that she could sense.
The dragon crashed to the earth and drove a massive furrow through it, but Izzy leapt free before it hit. Somehow she landed easily, sending dust in all directions yet not harming herself. Meara wasn't sure what she was doing until she saw Danniah limp out of the trees - Izzy moved to help support her.
As she drew closer, however, Izzy looked up at Meara in concern. "Help Da! Da... Da is..."
Izzy didn't seem able to explain, but the fear in her eyes was enough. Since all of them were together now, Meara led them toward Bloodwraith. Their connections to him should have been strong, considering they were so close, yet Meara struggled to feel him. She couldn't help but rush ahead to see what was happening.
She discovered Bloodwraith pinned to the wall of the prison by shafts of light, more light spells battering his armor. The Keeper was... no, it might be his body, but the Outsider was in control. Worse than the simple magic he used to strike Bloodwraith, his power closed around him like a glove, trying to cut him off from the system itself.
"Enough!" Meara let out a cry and threw herself at him. He had only a moment to look at her before she collided with him and their souls smashed together.
For an instant, she was connected to the Outsider. Not to the Keeper's shell, but the man himself. Meara gathered up all of her years of bitterness and hatred over being trapped in the Forest of Beginnings and hurled it directly against him. He grimaced and pushed back with his own magic, but she kept rolling on and on, willing herself to expend all of her essence in the attack.
"But..." He stared at her, uncomprehending. "I didn't do this to you..."
"You did enough." With that, she gave him everything she had, driving herself against his control of the system.
Suddenly she was standing back in the clearing. The Keeper was now just an old man, wavering on his feet. For a moment he looked confused and a little sad, then he crumbled to ash. Bloodwraith collapsed off the prison wall, but Danniah and Izzy had rushed to support him. They were together again.
Unfortunately, the forest around them was filled with the roaring of Fellsilvered monsters. Not only that, there were glowing fragmentary adventurers still rushing at them. Though the two sides fought one another, the chaos was rapidly approaching their small group, pinned against the very end of the Forest of Beginnings.
"We should heal first..." Meara reached into her cloak and tried to give potions to the others, but all at once her willpower collapsed. She had used everything she had against the Outsider and now she had nothing left, not even enough to protect herself from the combat.
Around them, the chaos drew closer and closer.
~ ~ ~
When Bloodwraith became aware again, he realized that Izzy was forcing a potion down his throat. The healing of the potion did less good for him than the sight of her. Not to mention the others: Danniah's armor was utterly stained with blood from within, Gharavi bore several serious wounds, and Meara looked half-dead, but they were all alive.
But not for long. Around them, he could see that the monsters and artificial adventurers were closing in. Bloodwraith got to his feet and drank one of each of the potions he had remaining, but he knew that it wouldn't be enough. The potions might be able to restore him as far as the boxes were concerned, but too much of this battle had been fought on the level of the boxes themselves. A bit of simple healing wouldn't be enough.
"I don't think we can fight them all..." Danniah kept her shield and mace raised, but he heard the concern in her voice. "There are just too many..."
"Can we go through a portal to another world?" Gharavi glanced at him and then nodded toward the ancient door. "We'd be stranded in an unknown world, but it would be better than dying here."
"Do you think that's our only choice? Bloodwraith?"
Though Bloodwraith was listening, he was paying more attention to something else. The boxes were back, as usual giving him far more information than he needed. He only had eyes for one detail:
[EXP: 58,190/2,435,800]
That meant he should be Level 20. Yes, he confirmed that he was. The boxes had been suppressed when he gained the Level, so he hadn't seen it, but that scarcely mattered. He didn't even care about the unassigned points sitting on his character sheet. All that mattered was what his new Level meant, so he desperately searched for the box until he found it.
[Congratulations! Upon reaching level 20, you have attained the third tier!
Natural skills are 50% more powerful.
Core natural skills can now be customized.
Third tier equipment can now be used.
EXP from creatures that are second tier threats reduced.
EXP from creatures that are first tier threats reduced to zero.]
He chuckled darkly, drawing everyone's attention. Yes, this was good. Though he had expected a simple multiplication of force, this exceeded his hopes.
"Bloodwraith?" Danniah asked. "Are you alright?"
"I'm fine." He threw aside his greatsword and drew the Fellsword out of his bag. "They've tried to use the boxes against us, but they're ours now. We can use them as we see fit."
"That sword is good, but not that good." Gharavi raised an eyebrow at him. "Do you really think that will make a difference?"
"No, it's not that... just wait." As their enemies pressed closer from all sides, Bloodwraith closed his eyes and concentrated.
[Attempting to create new skill...
Character level adequate.
Might level adequate.
Intellect level adequate.
Willpower level adequate.
Skill levels adequate.
...
Skill creation successful!]
He sought the rage within himself, but not like before. Raigar was the one who had wanted to be the shouting barbarian rampaging with bloodlust. Trying to follow that path had been denying who he was.
Because Bloodwraith definitely had rage. It was not a wildfire but a coldly burning flame. It was hatred of those who had manipulated his world, anger toward those who would harm his allies, and rage at everything that had been done to them.
Deep within himself, he felt it rising...
[New Ability Created: Lich's Rage!
While Lich's Rage is active, the following effects are in place:
- Rage skills can be cast at a distance as spells.
- Fist of Rage and Sword of Rage damage increased by 50%.
- Mana consumption of Rage skills reduced to 25%.]
Bloodwraith opened his eyes and they glowed blue, not red. The rage flowed through his body in a surge of raw power, but this rage did not consume his mind, it fueled his thoughts.
For too long, he had assumed that either his old life or his new life must be true and the other false. But now, he was both. Not a brute barbarian and not a calculating lich, but something that fused the two of them and became greater than either.
He raised a hand, just like he had once cast spells. A burst of force exploded within the chest of an advancing monster, tearing it apart. With his other hand he swung his new greatsword, an arc of force slicing one of the artificial adventurers in half.
Yes, this was perfect. Bloodwraith smiled and let his rage fill him.
As he cut a devastating swath through their enemies, his allies joined him as if fueled by his new purpose. Danniah knocked foes aside with her shield, Gharavi annihilated them with spells, and Izzy tore them apart. In the lead Bloodwraith spun, both casting and swinging his sword as he laid waste to all before him.
By the time his rage faded, the battlefield was clear. He felt drained and knew that he would not be able to do such a thing again soon, but it didn't matter: unlike his old rages, now his mind felt clear. Even better than normal, with a sharp focus on what mattered.
"Did... did we win?" Danniah lowered her mace and looked around in surprise. Bloodwraith raised a hand.
"Not quite yet. We have to go inside." He led them through the door, half-expecting it to resist him, but it opened as easily as any other. Bloodwraith walked through the single hallway of the dingy prison with his comrades behind him, knowing exactly what he would find.
In the final cell he found Alan. The Earthian looked tired and drained, staring up at them without much expression. Bloodwraith hefted his sword for a moment, then returned it to his back.
"I don't suppose you'd prefer to discuss this like civilized people?"
After staring at him, Alan gave an awkward laugh. "I don't think I really have a choice. I can't even pretend this isn't my real body or that I was able to contact Earth, because your friend there has become some sort of monstrous glitch."
Beside him, Meara gave a grandiose bow. "Monstrosity present and accounted for." She stopped smirking and glanced to Bloodwraith the next moment, however. "But with Belkarin dead, he's been making progress through the barrier. I think he'll be able to send a message or leave soon."
"Dammit, you even saw that?" Alan stood up slowly, dusted off his pants, and raised his hands. "Look, I don't know what to say. There's obviously nothing I can do to bribe you, and after all this I don't think I can threaten you."
"I'll tell you what you can say." Bloodwraith folded his arms and locked eyes with the Outsider. "Tell your people what the Mirror Court did. Blame them for all of this."
Alan immediately narrowed his eyes, brain obviously working overtime. "You want to incite war between Earth and the Mirror Court? No, you're not that reckless... and neither are we. You want us to write all of Alliandelle off as lost?"
"That was what I had in mind. You've said how expensive it is to send power between worlds, and this world has become an immense loss for you. If you decide to betray us and come back here... I promise you, we will make the losses far worse."
"Heh, I can believe that." Alan stared at him for a time, then slowly shook his head. "I was serious before when I said I liked you. Alright, fine. Frankly, this has been a disaster for me and for my whole organization anyway. It won't take too much for them to write this place off as too much trouble."
"Good."
"But I have to warn you: Earth might move on, but the Mirror Court won't. And though we designed the structures here, they were the ones who built the core magic. You won't be able to get through this without facing them."
Bloodwraith glanced at each of his allies, then back to the Outsider. "We wouldn't have it any other way."
After staring at them for a long time, Alan slowly nodded. He closed his eyes, then his body shrank down to a single point of light. It glimmered for a moment in the darkness of the cell, then winked out. All at once, the world felt empty in a way that it hadn't in a very long time.
Though Bloodwraith felt as though he should say something, no words felt appropriate. They all glanced at one another, then slowly walked back down the corridor.
The last time he had walked this path, he hadn't understood anything about what had happened to him. He had been thrown into a life he had never expected, surrounded on all sides by forces trying to convince him to follow one of the set paths. In the end, he had walked one that would have horrified him if he had been told about it when he last stood in that cell.
Yet as he walked out into the sunlight, Bloodwraith didn't care. He didn't even care that the peacefulness of the clearing was false and that the whole forest was constructed. What mattered was that they had survived and he was with the only people who mattered to him.
"Uh, is nobody going to say it?" Danniah walked ahead and turned back to look at them, before suddenly throwing her arms up into the air. "We did it! Whoohoo!"
"Not yet." Meara frowned, immediately drawing everyone's attention. "I admit the threat is over for the day, but if you think our battle is over, you're sorely mistaken. No, we have yet to do the most important thing we need to do now."
"What is that?" Bloodwraith asked.
"You need to bring me ten cureleaves. Look, it's right there in your quest log."
"Silence, impertinent strumpet!"
"But I'll give you my undying affection!"
"The great and terrible Ouchyghost demands silence!"
With that, the tension finally broke. Some laughed, some wiped away tears, some dropped down onto the ground. Gharavi pulled out her bottle of bloodberry cordial and passed it around the group. There wasn't much left after they all took a drink, but he could tell that she considered it worth it.
Danniah dropped her weapons to the ground and pulled off her helmet before moving to him. Bloodwraith removed his own helm to kiss her, but the kiss didn't last long before Danniah moved back. She smiled quietly at him, then flopped onto her back on the ground.
"It's over! I never want to grind for Vitality again!"
"I'll admit it's over, but..." Gharavi reached up to her neck, hesitating in surprise when she didn't find her bone necklace there. "But there will be more Outsiders. We need to-"
"Boo!" Danniah chucked her mace at Gharavi's head and Izzy cheerfully joined in by throwing a log at her. "No more talk about that kind of thing today!"
Though Gharavi went silent, Bloodwraith gave her a quiet smile. "The next time, we'll be ready for them. Starting tomorrow, we can build you a better way to detect them."
She stared at him for a time, then smiled. "I'd like that."
"Da!" Izzy threw herself at his head, but Bloodwraith managed to catch her, spinning her around in the air before letting her come in close to wrap her arms around his neck. "Da, it was so scary but then I felt you! I realized I could decide everything and so I made it so that I could eat the dragon and I started eating but now I'm worried that I won't be able to make the right decisions alone and-"
"I'm sure you'll make the right decisions, Izzy. But we'll always be here for you." He put his hand on her hair and she hugged him more fiercely, her teeth snapping together happily.
As relieved as they all were, beyond the artificially peaceful clearing, there was still a wasteland of torn up trees and fragmentary corpses. The Quicksilvered bodies had gone completely silent, but that didn't make looking at them peaceful. Danniah slowly got to her feet to join them and sighed.
"I guess this isn't the best place to rest, is it?"
"Maybe not," Meara said, "but I used to have a place around here. Let's go see if it's still standing."
They all agreed to that and began picking their way through the wreckage. As they walked, Bloodwraith looked over at Meara and she met his gaze. For a long time they said nothing, and it was enough.
Bloodwraith, the Corrupter of Worlds and Father to the Undead, went home with his family.




Epilogue
The Prince of the Mirror Court sat back in his throne with a sneer on his face. He had grown so very tired of all the nonsense that the other Aesidh brought to him. Some days he even dreamed of being a part of another court, though he was sure that they would be dull in their own way.
One of his advisers approached the throne and bowed, though not very sincerely. "My prince, we have made a discovery regarding the strange matter in Alliandelle."
"Ah yes, the diversion in Alliandelle." The Prince gave a small smile at the memory of that momentary amusement. "A few of our own disappeared, did they not? I must admit, it is a relief to see something end with a bit of mystery instead of the usual dull results. Do we know what occurred?"
"Not exactly, my prince. There is, ah... it is all a rather delicate matter with Earth, you see."
"Bah, do not speak to me of such things." The Prince waved away the name of the vile world, so filled with dullards. "We have no quarrel with them, and in any case such quarrels are so dull. What is one world, to empires such as ours? A few insignificant events are of no account unless they provide some small amusement."
His adviser slid back with a smile on his face. "But that is just it, my prince. We may not have unraveled the mystery, but we have uncovered something that may be able to answer our questions. You might recall that we were involved with the creation of the deeper magic on Alliandelle."
Despite himself, the Prince sat up straighter in his chair. "Ah yes, I believe I recall something like that. We helped the Earthians with one of their curious systems, to create a foundation to enslave the people of Alliandelle. I recall some very tedious negotiations over who would have to do the work for them."
"Indeed, just so. But as it happens, with the Earthians leaving, we are free to take over the system as we see fit."
"That sounds as though it would be far too much effort. What is the point of getting involved with the workings of one of these muddy little worlds?"
"I have already taken the liberty, my prince." The Prince's adviser gave him a slight smile. "I went to the trouble of retrieving one of the toys we left behind in their world. She may be able to simply tell us exactly what occurred, and if not, we can still use her for some new amusements. The Earthians do create such quality slaves."
The Prince couldn't help but pay attention to that. Even his guards, who usually slouched at the edges of his chamber, straightened up in interest. Though guests could grow dull over time, new arrivals could entertain for a while. If the servant was notable enough, she might be worth torturing. Perhaps he would bother to engage with this little Alliandelle after all.
"Very good then, adviser. Have someone bring her in."
With a grand bow, the adviser moved to the doors that led to the Prince's throne room. He rapped once and the doors opened, revealing another Aesidh pushing a woman before him. She walked like a doll, her eyes completely blank.
"Hmm, how interesting." The Prince sat forward to admire her, eyes running over the woman's body. "Perhaps worth spending some time with, once we are done with her. But you say that she can answer our questions first?"
"Indeed, my prince. She is conditioned to obey."
"Well then... speak, slave! What occurred in Alliandelle?"
The woman was silent and the Prince felt a surge of anger. He sat further forward in his chair and was about to scream at her when abruptly he remembered a quirk of that little world. "Ah, yes, Alliandelle operated by one of those quaint systems of organized power. I once entertained myself learning such trifles... let me see if I can activate the proper systems to make her obey us."
He reached forward with his power, touching the magic within the girl. If he recalled correctly, it was a simple matter to change her affections, making her love or hate him as he saw fit. Soon a window of information appeared before the Prince and he smiled.
[Name: Meara
Race: Human
Class: Peasant
Affection: Go Fuck Yourself]
"What is this?" The Prince drew back, his amused expression falling into annoyance, but it was too late.
Meara reached into the shadows of her cloak and drew out an entire suit of armor... no, not a suit of armor, a man. As soon as he stepped into the court, the massive figure swung a dark sword from his back in a sweeping arc. It cleaved through the two guards standing before the throne, leaving their bodies to drop to the ground with their boredom fixed on their faces.
As the Prince and his adviser shrank back in shock, the armored figure stepped forward and raised his sword so that the point touched the Prince's neck.
"Good evening. I would like to ask you a few questions about some boxes."
X X X
With that, you've finished the New Game Minus trilogy! Thank you for reading this far. ^-^ I don't have any book to link you to this time, but please consider leaving reviews if you've read this far. It really helps out!
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Appendix: Final Character Sheets
[Party Composition
Raigar - Level 20 Barbarian
Meara - Level 0 Peasant
Danniah - Level 18 Warrior
Gharavi - Level 19 Sorcerer
Izilthor - Tier III Undead Companion]
[Name: Raigar
Race: Human
Class: Barbarian
Alignment: Good
Health: 306/306
Mana: 52/52
Weapon Mana: 16/16
Stamina: 189/189
Level: 20
EXP: 163,242/2,435,800
Statistics:
Might: 78 (94)
Vitality: 44 (55)
Quickness: 52 (66)
Intellect: 27 (28)
Charisma: 14
Willpower: 24 (27)
Wisdom: 17 (18)
Luck: 21
Piety: 0
Combat Skills: Cleave (13), Fist of Rage (17), Sword of Rage (15), Shout of Rage (10), Skill Enraging (11), Lich's Rage (12)
Skills: Two-handed Weapons (20), Evasion (18), Survivalism (8), Herbalism (8), Manual Labor (2), Swimming (2)
Special Skill: Undead Companion (20)
Proficiencies: Greatsword, Heavy Armor]
[Inventory (Extra-dimensional Bag)
Equipment: Fellsword, Armor of the Tyrant (set), Leather Gloves of Strength, Fellwolf Cloak
Rings: Improved Ring of Might, Ring of Quickness, Improved Ring of Quickness, Ring of Might, Sandstrider Ring, Greater Warrior's Ring, Barbarian's Ring, Old Man's Ring
Items: Lodestone Greatsword, Peasant's Outfit, Health Potion x9, Mana Potion x9, Failed Potion x9
Key Items: Amulet of Reincarnation
Money: 0 G, 67 S, 13 C]
[Name: Danniah
Race: Half-Human/Half-Dwarf
Class: Warrior
Health: 463/463
Mana: 15/15
Stamina: 238/238
Level: 18
EXP: ???
Affection: 100/100
Statistics:
Might: 41 (58)
Vitality: 101 (119)
Quickness: 34 (39)
Intellect: 14 (17)
Charisma: 15 (12)
Willpower: 26 (28)
Wisdom: 14
Luck: 12
Piety: 12
Skills: Defend (21), Shield Bash (11), Shield Impact (13), Flame Blow (9), Flame Impact (5)
Proficiencies: Heavy Armor, Heavy Shield, Mace
Inventory: Cleric's Mace, Shield of Cresthaven, Vicious Helm, Frozen Breastplate, Drakeskin Gloves, Sandstrider Boots, Carapace Armor Set, Ring of Great Vitality, Necklace of Burning Fists, Ring of Might]
[Name: Izilthor (Izzy)
Class: Revenant
Unassigned Necromancy Points: 0
Health: 266/266
Mana: 27/27
Stamina: 0/0 (-50%)
Statistics:
Might: 56 (61)
Vitality: 35 (38)
Quickness: 67 (72)
Intellect: 20
Charisma: 14
Willpower: 19
Wisdom: 9
Luck: 12
Piety: 0
Traits: Revenant Body, Growth Factor (Aggression), Growth Factor (Support), Ally Coordination, Language Development, Consume Undead, Master Razor Teeth, Consume Injuries, Healing Saliva, Consume Magical Damage, Darklight Vision, Consume Veil, Equipment Slot x6, Ghoul Armor, Undead Regeneration, Improved Appearance, Spectral Bite, Consume Fellsilver
Skills: Empowered Bite, Ranged Bite
Inventory: Fellcrab Knife x2, Fellwolf Cloak, Drakeskin Jerkin, Stamina Forge Ring, Ring of Quickness]
[Name: Gharavi
Race: Half-Orc/Half-Aesidh
Class: Sorcerer
Health: 215/215
Mana: 107/107
Stamina: 183/183
Level: 19
EXP: ???
Affection: N/A
Statistics:
Might: 24
Vitality: 31
Quickness: 48 (50)
Intellect: 68 (82)
Charisma: 22
Willpower: 37 (38)
Wisdom: 27
Luck: 15
Piety: 12
Skills: Fire (18), Ice (17), Lightning (21), Wind (11), Earth (8), Necromancy (7)
Proficiencies: Custom Staff, Elemental Magic, Necromancy
Inventory: Godseye Axe Staff, Enchanted Armor, Fellsilver Cloak, Ring of Ice, Ring of Great Intellect, Ring of Willpower, Ring of Intellect]
[Name: Meara
Race: Human
Class: Peasant
Alignment: N/A
Level: 0
EXP: 0/0
Affection: NaN
Statistics:
Might: 0
Vitality: 0
Quickness: 0
Intellect: 0
Charisma: 0
Willpower: 0
Wisdom: 0
Luck: 0
Piety: 0
Skills: Herbalism (-1), Inspect (-1), Sewing (-1), Repair (-1), Steal (-1), Crafting (-1)
Equipment: Ring of Herbalism, 15,829 rocks]
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